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Introduction


The Three Musketeers is one of the best-loved novels of the nineteenth century, still read and admired over a century and a half since its first publication. It’s been a pleasure and a privilege to prepare a new, present-day English translation of this novel, not least because it’s a work that has always meant a lot to me personally. Writing an introduction to Dumas’s great classic is more than a little intimidating for this editor, but it’s worthwhile to consider where this book comes from, and why it’s still relevant and still resonates with readers in the twenty-first century.


The author, Alexandre Dumas, was a man who embodied contradictions: his immediate ancestors included both black Haitian slaves and white French aristocrats, he was a republican man of the people who wrote tales of kings, queens, and knights, and a devout admirer of literary lights like Shakespeare and Molière who innovated a collaborative, almost assembly-line method of writing that churned out industrial quantities of prose. Nearly everyone who met him remarked on his larger-than-life personality and unquenchable joie de vivre, his endless appetite for good food and wine, political debate, dramatic stories, and romantic women. Dumas contained multitudes, and in a way each of his four famous musketeers represented a part of himself—and one other.


Alexandre Dumas was born in the French town Villers-Cotterêts, about fifty miles north of Paris, on July 24, 1802, to retired General Thomas-Alexandre Dumas and his wife, Marie-Louise Élisabeth Labouret, the daughter of a local innkeeper. General Dumas was a remarkable man,1 the son of a French noble and a Caribbean slave who rose through the ranks of the Revolutionary Army to become one of Napoleon’s right-hand commanders, before the emperor became jealous and betrayed him to disgrace and imprisonment. The general was a giant of a man, tall and powerful, a fierce soldier of otherwise gentle disposition, an officer who led his troops from the front, and who opposed injustice whenever it crossed his path. As a man of mixed race, he benefited from the brief egalitarianism of Revolutionary France, and then suffered from the backlash when Napoleon revived the racist regulations of the ancien régime. His health broken by imprisonment in Naples in 1799–1801, he had returned to France and was living on his officer’s pension at the time his son was born. He doted on young Alexandre, and it’s not overstating it to say that his son worshipped him; though the general died before Alexandre turned four, the son retained vivid memories of the father, dedicated himself to learning everything he could of General Dumas’s life, and took him, wherever possible, as his role model.


The general’s pension died with him, and after that, money was hard to come by for the Dumas family. In his small town, schooling opportunities for the suddenly poor young Alexandre were limited, and though his native intelligence was considerable, his education was haphazard and intermittent. By the time he was a teenager, handsome and tall, he had two main interests, girls and hunting, and one strong asset: his handwriting, which was swift and beautiful. It got him a job as an apprentice clerk in a law office, which earned him enough to cover his family’s food and rent, and even to go with a friend to the neighboring town of Soissons to see a traveling theatrical production.


It was Hamlet—and from that moment young Alexandre was stagestruck, and his life had one all-consuming goal: to write for the theater. At age twenty, like all provincial would-be literati, Dumas made his way to Paris, where his handwriting and a family connection who remembered General Dumas won him a job on the secretarial staff of Louis Philippe, the Duc d’Orléans. Working in the Palais Royal and frequenting the salons of the city’s playwrights, he soon learned how little he really knew, and set out on a rigorous program of self-education that taught him the history of French literature and European drama. It also taught him, for the first time in his life, the satisfaction and benefits of dedicated hard work, a lesson he profited by for the rest of his career.


With a focus at last for his endless reservoirs of creative energy, Dumas began writing plays in the manner of whatever was currently popular—and even better, he began to sell them, one here, one there, supplemented by some verse, mainly odes and elegies. After five years in this hard school he finally sold a play that was a hit: Henri III et ses Mignons (1828), a lurid historical melodrama. It was his first taste of success, and he liked the flavor.


He spent the next ten years as a playwright figuring out what went over best with a popular audience, breaking with stuffy classical tradition and writing dramas bursting with vivid scenes conveyed by sharp exchanges of crackling dialogue. The experience served him well as he began to turn more and more to prose, short novels at first, and then full-length works, mainly historical adventures published in serial form. This was in part a business decision, as the late 1830s was the beginning of the great boom period for weekly papers, feuilletons as they were known in France, sales of which were largely driven by the popularity of serialized novels. This was a form that suited the workaholic Dumas perfectly, and he became the king of serialized novels in France, as Dickens was in England.


After several histories and moderately successful novels, by 1844 Dumas was ready to start work on two novels that embodied themes close to his heart, ideas he was passionate about because they represented, each in its own way, aspects of his beloved father’s life. The first of these two novels was The Three Musketeers, and the second was The Count of Monte Cristo.


To consider the second one first, The Count of Monte Cristo is the story of a good man unjustly imprisoned by a Napoleonic-era conspiracy, a man who escapes his fate and exceeds the limitations of his birth and incarceration to become an accomplished financier, a superb swordsman, a talented impresario, and a suave and celebrated member of high society—and who then employs these accomplishments as weapons to wreak vengeance on those who betrayed him. It’s Dumas’s homage to the successes of his by-his-bootstraps father, and payback for his downfall, an extended revenge fantasy that condemns the casual corruption of the European establishment while simultaneously craving its approval. It’s a powerful novel, still popular today, and with good reason—but once its story is told Monte Cristo’s tale is over, and Dumas never wrote a sequel to it.


But if The Count of Monte Cristo is Dumas’s dark revenge for France’s mistreatment of his father, The Three Musketeers is his tribute to the light of General Dumas’s heroism and courage, as incarnated in the persons of its protagonists, d’Artagnan, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. The question of how men of courage could live their lives guided by personal codes of honor despite the conflicting dictates of society was a theme that had been percolating in Dumas’s work for some time. To really explore it, he just needed to find a framework grand enough to support full expression of the idea, a broad tapestry with scope enough for nuance and variety.


Dumas loved history so long as it was dramatized, its movements and events conveyed as the deeds of strong personalities rather than the abstract tides of economics or the dialectics of ideas. He found a model for this approach, crude but powerful, in the writings of one Gatien de Courtilz de Sandras (1644–1712), a Frenchman of flexible scruples who concocted a series of popular but highly fictionalized pseudo-biographies in the decades just before and after 1700. Sandras’s method was to pick a recognizable and recently deceased public figure who had taken part in interesting events, and create a narrative that recounted the known facts of his life, inventing others wherever necessary to fill in the gaps. The resulting colorful story was then presented in the first person as the subject’s actual memoirs. His first success with this approach was the Mémoires de M.L.C.D.R. (c. 1688), the pseudo-biography of the adventures of a political agent of Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin. M.L.C.D.R. stood for Monsieur le Comte de Rochefort, and it was from that book that Dumas drew the name and some of the characteristics of the Rochefort who appears in The Three Musketeers.


But Sandras had his greatest success in 1700 with his Mémoires de Monsieur d’Artagnan, a counterfeit account of the life of Louis XIV’s Captain-Lieutenant of the King’s Musketeers. Here Dumas found the characters and framework he was looking for: the fearless young Gascon who arrives penniless in Paris determined to make a name for himself; the three young swordsmen already in the musketeers, loyal friends who conceal their noble names under the noms de guerre of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis; the rivalry, sometimes deadly, between the King’s Musketeers and the Cardinal’s Guards, which included such men as Jussac, Biscarat, and Cahusac; the villain, here called Rosnay, who robs d’Artagnan of his letter of recommendation to Monsieur de Tréville, and was to be the other source for Dumas’s Comte de Rochefort; and the beautiful, scheming Englishwoman known only by the name Milédi. Here is the incident of the half-gilded baldric, the duel at the Carmelite convent, the brawl outside the tennis courts, the first interview with King Louis XIII, and more.


It’s been speculated that it was Dumas’s research assistant and near-collaborator Auguste Maquet who brought the Memoirs of d’Artagnan to Dumas’s attention, but there’s also some evidence that the author borrowed the book from a Marseilles library and never returned it—fortunately for us! Like Sandras, who used only the facts of his subject’s life that fit into his story and embroidered the rest, Dumas cherry-picked characters and incidents from the pseudo-Memoirs to construct his own tale. And in doing so, he made the interesting decision to relocate those characters and incidents from circa 1640, the date of the first chapters of the Memoirs, to the late 1620s. Why move the story to a time when Tréville was not yet Captain of the King’s Musketeers, the Cardinal’s Guard had barely been established, and the historical d’Artagnan was still a youth in Gascony? The answer is Dumas’s interest in certain great historical events, and the personalities behind them.


The period of 1626–28 had the necessary tension between Louis XIII and his minister Cardinal Richelieu depicted in the Memoirs, but it had something more that Dumas, the great romantic, simply could not resist: a war between France and England seemingly driven solely by an illicit affair of the heart. The strange love triangle between English Prime Minister the Duke of Buckingham, Anne the Queen of France, and King Louis—or Cardinal Richelieu as his proxy—was catnip to Dumas, a perfect embodiment of his theory that all history is personality. And this conflict between monarchs and ministers gave him the ideal context for the romantic intrigues, moral quandaries, and exciting high-stakes exploits of his four young swordsmen.


Once the author had the outline of his story—d’Artagnan’s arrival in Paris, the royal love triangle, the affair of the diamond studs, the siege of La Rochelle, and the fate of Buckingham—Dumas and his ace assistant Maquet went to work on filling in the details. Ironically, Dumas, though perfectly comfortable with adjusting dates and bending historical events for storytelling purposes, was otherwise dedicated to making sure his setting and characters were as accurate as possible. For compelling and colorful period details he drew mainly from a wealth of actual personal memoirs of seventeenth-century courtiers, the reprinting of which was in vogue in the early nineteenth century. He pored over the journals of the great and the famous, the memoirs of Richelieu, of Bassompierre and La Rochefoucauld, and of lesser-known but equally garrulous court figures such as Madame de Motteville and Pierre de La Porte, avidly mining a motherlode of gossipy anecdotes from the Historiettes of Tallemant des Réaux. The first few chapters of The Three Musketeers began appearing in the Parisian paper Le Siècle in March of 1844, and it was an immediate sensation.


The century from 1830 to 1930 was the golden age of historical adventure fiction, when mass publication of inexpensive books and periodicals brought such stories to millions of readers, and in Europe and America historical tales were arguably the leading form of entertainment. Novels with heroes toting swords, bows, and muskets appeared by the thousands, most to be read once, quickly, and then tossed aside. Out of all these many, many tales, why has The Three Musketeers endured? Certainly its incidents are exciting and well told, but the plot connecting them rambles at times, especially in the middle chapters, betraying the tale’s origins as a weekly serial. In the end, what sticks with us are the characters of the four musketeers (d’Artagnan included in that number from chapter forty-eight on), their distinct personalities, and the amusing and endearing ways they react to the dilemmas posed by their adventurous lives. Best of all is how they use their varying strengths and skills to support one another through every trouble and trial.


At every challenge, one of the musketeers steps forward to lead the response, and the others line up behind him to face it as a unit. “All for one, and one for all”—the famous motto appears only once in the novel, but it’s put into practice again and again. Each of the musketeers is an archetype, embodying a set of virtues useful to the team as a whole. This has fictional precedent in the Knights of the Round Table and, particularly, Robin Hood and his Merrie Men, but never before had these knightly virtues been crystallized and encapsulated so winningly as in the four musketeers. These four remarkable personalities weren’t the invention of Courtilz de Sandras, whose characters are little more than names; they were born from the inspired genius of Alexandre Dumas. And the source of his inspiration was that each of the four embodies an aspect, at least as he saw it, of his father, General Thomas-Alexandre Dumas.


There is Athos, the exemplar of the virtues of the old nobility, who lives by the laws of chivalry of an earlier era, and though bound and blighted by the strictures of his medieval code of honor, is compelled by that code to an unfailing generosity that uplifts everyone it touches. Though entitled to answer to the ancient name of the Comte de La Fère, he feels forced by circumstances to hide it under the simple name of Athos—as General Thomas-Alexandre did when, estranged from the noble side of his family, he took his mother’s name of Dumas and set aside the name of Davy de La Pailletrie, to which he was entitled as his patrimony.


There is Porthos, who like the general is a giant in both size and strength, a man of boundless energy whose vanity is offset by his inexhaustible good humor. Porthos, younger son of the bankrupt petty gentry, who has no prospects and nothing but what his strength and ambition can win for him.


There is Aramis the sly and calculating, the least like General Dumas and thus the least likeable, though he shares the general’s appetite for romance and the company of women. Aramis is the most bloodthirsty of the four—when the musketeers get involved in a fight, it’s always his opponent who ends up dead—and of the four friends he’s also the aspiring writer, though that’s an aspect of the younger Dumas rather than the elder. Aramis is the most complex of the four, and therefore, by the tenets of the Romantic movement, the most compromised.


First and last, there is d’Artagnan. D’Artagnan the tactician, quick witted and far seeing, whose bold plans seize the initiative and win the day. D’Artagnan the sensitive, who sees past people’s surfaces and self-deceit to perceive the feelings and motivations beneath. D’Artagnan the natural leader, who despite his youth has an innate feel for command, and the confidence that others instinctively follow. Most of all, he is d’Artagnan the soldier, and his career will embody the triumphs and disappointments of a soldier’s life.


And careers they will have, all four of them—because in these four exemplars, these four facets of the gem of human character, Dumas created his ideal vehicles for addressing what he saw as the central challenge of a life worth living: how to find the courage to adhere to a personal code of honor in the face of pressure from society and oppressive authority. How, in short, to do right. It’s a problem it takes a lifetime to solve, which is why The Three Musketeers has a long series of sequels where The Count of Monte Cristo does not. History moves onward, the musketeers’ lives march on, and each of them wrestles with the challenge of honor in his own way, ultimately both succeeding and failing according to their natures. And herein lies Dumas’s true genius, for from beginning to end, each of these enduring characters is uniquely and lovably himself, imbued with Dumas’s deep love of life and humanity, and marching to the heartbeat of a father’s love for his children.


A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION: Why do another English translation of The Three Musketeers, especially when there are fine recent renditions by Richard Pevear and Will Hobson? Because it deserves it, and because most published editions of the novel that you’ll find in bookstores and libraries still use translations that were prepared in the 1840s or 1850s, respectable but creaky adaptations endlessly recycled and reprinted, versions that simply don’t properly convey the energy and tone of Dumas’s original work. Though to be fair, those Victorian-era translators knew their business, and delivered exactly what their readers were looking for: historical dramas at the time were expected to be told in the stiff, elevated diction of writers like Sir Walter Scott and James Fenimore Cooper, and the translators saw it as their job to render Dumas’s unconventionally active prose into the more passive style then prevailing. But in doing so these early translations lost much of Dumas’s distinctive voice and tone, that warmth and vibrancy that leaps off the page in the original French. And that’s a real disservice to today’s readers, denying them some of the key virtues of this really quite modern writer. In translating this, one of my favorite works of fiction, I felt my most important task was to identify Dumas’s genuine voice and bring it to current-day readers of English, so they can meet the man on his own terms and really appreciate what he has to offer.


The original novel exists in several variations; where there were inconsistencies, to resolve them I usually relied on the edition compiled by Charles Samaran for Éditions Garnier in 1956. Dumas wrote very quickly, and sometimes character and place names vary in the original from one chapter to the next, when the author didn’t accurately remember what he’d written earlier in the process. For consistency and clarity I’ve regularized these variants, usually selecting the spelling that’s best known or that is historically correct for the period. By the standards of the mid-nineteenth century the novel took a rather frank approach to sexuality; those scenes, which were mostly or wholly elided from the Victorian translations, have been restored in this version. Not least important, I’ve also kept in all the jokes. Dumas was a very funny man, and I have no patience with translators who note that a gag “is a Gallicism that cannot be properly rendered into English.” Weak! Dumas wasn’t above stooping to make a terrible French pun, in which case I considered it my solemn obligation to provide some matching wordplay in English. Because literary translation is a noble calling, and sometimes your sacred duty to the reader requires you to make a terrible, terrible pun.


—LAWRENCE ELLSWORTH




Author’s Preface


. . . In which it is shown that, despite having names ending in OS and IS, the heroes of the history we are about to have the honor to relate to our readers have nothing to do with mythology.


A while ago, while doing research for my history of Louis XIV in the Bibliothèque Royale, I stumbled across the Memoirs of Monsieur d’Artagnan,2 printed by Pierre Rouge, in Amsterdam—where most of the works were printed during that period, when authors who wished to tell the truth did so at the risk of a prolonged stay in the Bastille. This title fascinated me, and with the kind permission of the archivist I took it home, where I devoured it.


It is not my intention to analyze this curious work here, and I will content myself with recommending it to those of my readers who appreciate the vivid depiction of previous times. They will find in it character portraits sketched by the hand of a master; and although these outlines may be, for the most part, traced on barracks doors or tavern walls, they will not find the depictions of Louis XIII, Anne of Austria, Richelieu, Mazarin, or the courtiers of the period, any less authentic than in Monsieur Anquetil’s history.


But as everyone knows, what strikes the capricious mind of the poet is not always what impresses the general reader. So, while admiring the details of the story, as others might, I was most taken with something that almost certainly no one else has noted.


D’Artagnan relates that on his first visit to Monsieur de Tréville, the Captain of the King’s Musketeers,3 he met three young men in the antechamber who served in the illustrious corps he hoped to enter, men whose names were Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.


I must confess to being struck by these three strange names—and it immediately occurred to me that these were probably pseudonyms d’Artagnan had used to disguise their real, perhaps illustrious family names. Or they might perhaps be names the three had assumed on the day when, from caprice, restlessness, or lack of fortune, they had donned the musketeer’s simple tabard.


From then on I couldn’t rest until I succeeded in finding, in some work of the period, some reference to these extraordinary names that had so aroused my curiosity.


Just listing all the books I read in this pursuit would fill a whole chapter—which might be instructive, but wouldn’t be very amusing for the reader. It’s enough to relate that, discouraged by my fruitless investigations, I was about to give up the quest when, guided by my knowledgeable friend Paulin Paris, I came across a manuscript in folio. Cataloged either number 4772 or 4773, it bore the title Memoirs of Monsieur le Comte de La Fère,4 Concerning Diverse Events that Occurred in France in the Latter Days of the Reign of King Louis XIII, and at the Commencement of the Reign of King Louis XIV.


This was my last hope. Imagine my joy when, in turning the pages of this manuscript, on page twenty I came across the name of Athos, on twenty-seven the name of Porthos, and on thirty-one the name of Aramis.


The discovery of such a completely unknown manuscript in the present day, when the science of history is pursued so thoroughly, seemed almost miraculous. So I hastened to ask permission to print it, in the hope of one day accepting a membership in the Académie des Inscriptions et Belle-Lettres (in the all-too-probable event of being denied entry into the Académie Française).5 This permission, I must say, was graciously granted—which gives the lie to those malcontents who claim we live under a government that is less than friendly to men of letters.


Now, what follows is the first part of this precious manuscript, which I offer to the reader with the promise that, if it is received as well as I expect, the second part will follow immediately.


In the meantime, as a godfather is a second father, I request the reader to hold me, and not the Comte de La Fère, responsible for his pleasure or his boredom.


That said, on with the story.




The Three Musketeers


[image: img]




I


The Three Presents of Monsieur d’Artagnan the Elder


On the first Monday of the month of April, 1625,6 the town of Meung appeared to be in such a state of revolt it was almost as if the Huguenots had made it into a second La Rochelle. The men of Meung, seeing their women running toward the high street, leaving their babies crying in their doorways, hurriedly donned whatever armor they had. Then, propping up their shaky courage with muskets or pole-arms, they headed for the Inn of the Jolly Miller, in front of which a jostling, noisy, and curious crowd was growing minute by minute.


In those times panics were frequent, and few days passed without some city in France suffering a similar event. Nobles fought each other, the king contended with the cardinal, and the Spanish warred on the king. Besides these conflicts, overt or covert, there were also robbers, vagrants, wolves, rogues, and Huguenots, who were at odds with everybody. The citizens always took up arms against robbers, wolves, or rogues, often against nobles or Huguenots, sometimes against the king, but never against the cardinal or Spain. So the citizens of Meung, hearing an uproar, and seeing neither the red and yellow flag of Spain nor the livery of Cardinal Richelieu, rushed toward the Jolly Miller.


When they arrived, the cause of the alarm was obvious. A young man—but his portrait can be sketched with a single stroke of the pen: envision Don Quixote at eighteen years old, Don Quixote without armor or helmet, in a woolen doublet once blue, now faded to a nameless color somewhere between that of the sky and the dregs of wine. His face was long and brown, with high cheekbones, a sign of cleverness. He had a strong, muscular jaw, by which one can always tell a Gascon7 even without his beret, which this young man wore adorned with some sort of feather. His eyes were open and intelligent, the nose hooked but finely chiseled. Too big for a youth but not quite a grown man, one might take him for a farmer’s son on a journey, if it weren’t for the long sword hanging from a leather baldric, knocking against its owner’s calves as he walked and slapping the rough side of his mount when he rode.


For this young man had a mount, as remarkable as it was remarked upon. It was a Béarnaise pony, about twelve to fourteen years old, with a yellow hide, a hairless tail, and galls on its legs. It walked with its head lower than its knees, making a head-check rein unnecessary, but despite appearances it somehow managed to cover eight leagues a day. At that time everyone was a connoisseur of horses, but unfortunately the good qualities of this horse were hidden so well beneath its strange color and eccentric gait, its sad appearance gave a poor first impression that naturally extended to its rider.


This poor impression was felt by young d’Artagnan (for that was the name of the Don Quixote on this second Rocinante) all the more painfully as he was well aware that such a horse made even the best horseman look ridiculous. He had sighed a deep sigh when accepting the gift from Monsieur d’Artagnan the elder. But despite its appearance, he knew that even a beast like this was worth at least twenty livres—and that the words he’d received with it were beyond price.


“My son,” the Gascon gentleman had said, in that Béarnaise accent Henri IV had never been able to lose, “my son, this horse was born in the house of your father around thirteen years ago, and here it has remained ever since, which ought to make you love it. Never sell it: allow it to die peacefully and honorably of old age, and if you take it on campaign, care for it as you would an old servant. At Court, should you have the honor to go there,” continued Monsieur d’Artagnan the elder, “an honor to which your ancient nobility gives you the right, uphold your name as a gentleman, a name borne with dignity by your ancestors for five hundred years. For your own sake, and for the sake of your family and friends, endure nothing from anyone but the cardinal and the king. It’s by his courage— mark me!—by his courage alone that a gentleman makes his way these days. He who hesitates for a second may let an opportunity escape that his fortune depends upon. You are young, and you ought to be brave, for two reasons: first, because you’re a Gascon, and second, because you’re my son. Never fear trouble—instead, seek out adventures. I’ve taught you how to handle a sword; you have muscles of iron and a wrist of steel. Fight at every opportunity, fight all the more because duels are forbidden,8 so it’s twice as courageous to fight!


“I have nothing to give you, my son, but fifteen crowns, my horse, and the advice you’ve just heard. Your mother will add a recipe she had from a Bohemian for a certain balm, an ointment with the miraculous virtue of curing any wound that doesn’t reach the heart. Make the best of all this, and live happily and long.


“I have only one more thing to add, which is to recommend a living example for you to emulate. I speak not of myself, for I’ve never appeared at Court, and only took part in the Wars of Religion as a volunteer, but of Monsieur de Tréville, my former neighbor, who had the honor to be a child playmate of our king, Louis XIII—whom God preserve! Sometimes their play degenerated into fights, which the king didn’t always win. The blows he took only increased his esteem and friendship for Monsieur de Tréville.


“Later, on his first adult journey to Paris, Monsieur de Tréville fought five duels; between the death of the late king and when the current one came of age, he fought seven more times; and from then until today, maybe a hundred times more! Thus, despite all edicts, ordinances, and decrees outlawing duels, he is now Captain of the Musketeers—that is to say, chief of a legion of Caesars. The king holds him in high regard, and the cardinal fears him, a man whom it’s said fears nothing. Moreover, Monsieur de Tréville earns ten thousand crowns a year, so he’s a great noble, a Grand. And he began just like you! Go see him, with this letter, and model yourself on him, so you may do as he has done.”


That said, d’Artagnan the elder belted his own sword on his son, kissed him tenderly on both cheeks, and gave him his blessing.


Leaving his father’s chamber, the young man found his mother waiting for him with the famous recipe that, given the advice he’d just received, ought to see frequent use. The goodbyes on this side were longer and more tender. It’s not that Monsieur d’Artagnan didn’t love his son, but Monsieur d’Artagnan was a man and would have thought it undignified for a man to give way to his emotions— whereas Madame d’Artagnan was a woman, and what was more, a mother. She wept a great deal, and to the credit of Monsieur d’Artagnan the younger, despite his efforts to remain firm (as befit a future musketeer), nature prevailed and the tears flowed, though he managed to conceal half of them.


That same day the young man set out on his journey, provided with the three paternal gifts: the fifteen crowns, the horse, and the letter for Monsieur de Tréville—with the advice thrown into the bargain. With such endowments d’Artagnan was morally and physically an exact copy of the hero of Cervantes.


Don Quixote took windmills for giants and flocks of sheep for armies; d’Artagnan took every smile for an insult and every look for a provocation. So all the way from Tarbes to Meung his hand was constantly doubled into a fist or gripping the hilt of his sword. Yet the fist struck no jaw and the sword was never drawn from its scabbard. It wasn’t that the sight of the wretched yellow pony didn’t raise smiles on the faces of passersby, it was that a sword of intimidating length bumped against the side of that pony, while over the sword glared an eye as fierce as it was proud. So the passersby suppressed their amusement, or if amusement outweighed caution, they laughed out of only one side of their mouths, like the drama masks of the ancients. D’Artagnan therefore kept his dignity and pride intact until he came to the fatal town of Meung.


There, as he was dismounting from his horse at the gate of the Jolly Miller, without host, hostler, or groom coming to hold his stirrup, d’Artagnan saw a gentleman at an open window of the ground floor. Handsome and lordly, though rather grim and stern, he was talking with two men who listened with obvious respect. As was his way, d’Artagnan naturally assumed that he was the subject of their conversation and listened. This time d’Artagnan was half right: it wasn’t him they spoke of, but his horse. The gentleman seemed to be listing its qualities for his audience, who flattered him by laughing at every remark. Given that a half-smile was enough to rile d’Artagnan, one can imagine what effect this outright hilarity had on him.


D’Artagnan took a closer look at this arrogant gent who mocked him. Fixing a haughty eye on the stranger, he saw a man of from forty to forty-five years of age, with black, piercing eyes, a pale complexion, a prominent nose, and a perfectly trimmed black mustache. He wore doublet and breeches of violet, with aiguillettes of the same color, and no other ornaments but the customary slashes in the doublet that displayed the shirt beneath. These breeches and doublet, though new, showed the creases of clothes that had been packed in luggage for a long time. D’Artagnan noted all this quickly but carefully, doubtless from an instinctive feeling that this stranger was to have a great influence over his future life.


As d’Artagnan looked over the man in the violet doublet, that gentleman made his funniest remark yet about the Béarnaise pony. The two men laughed louder than ever, and the stranger himself, contrary to his custom, allowed a pale smile to cross his face. This time, beyond all doubt, d’Artagnan was definitely insulted. Convinced of this, he pulled his beret down over his eyes and advanced with one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other affixed to his hip, trying to imitate some of the Court airs he’d seen displayed in Gascony by traveling noblemen. However, as he advanced he got more and more angry, so that instead of the lofty and dignified speech he’d planned to deliver as a prelude to his challenge, all he could manage was a gross personal insult and a furious gesture.


“Hey! You, Monsieur!” he cried, “You, hiding behind that shutter! Yes, you! Tell me what you’re laughing at and we’ll all laugh together!”


The gentleman slowly raised his eyes from the mount to the master, as if he needed a moment to be certain that it could really be to him that these strange reproaches were addressed. Then, unable to doubt the matter any longer, he knit his brows slightly, and after a long pause, he replied to d’Artagnan, “I did not speak to you, Monsieur,” with an irony and insolence impossible to describe.


“But me, I’m speaking to you!” the young man cried, infuriated by this mix of insolence and manners, of politeness and disdain.


The stranger regarded him for a moment with a slight smile, then withdrew from the window, strolled slowly out the door of the inn, and placed himself in front of the horse, within two paces of d’Artagnan. His serene expression and insolent attitude redoubled the mirth of the pair remaining at the window. As he approached, d’Artagnan drew his sword a foot from its scabbard.


“Decidedly, this horse is quite the buttercup—or was, in its distant youth,” resumed the stranger, addressing the men at the window. He paid no attention whatsoever to d’Artagnan who, fed up, placed himself in front of him. “This color is well known in botany, but has heretofore been rare among horses.”


“There are those who would laugh at the horse who wouldn’t dare to laugh at the rider!” cried the furious young emulator of Tréville.


“I rarely laugh, Monsieur, as you can probably tell from my face,” replied the stranger, “but nevertheless I retain the privilege of laughing when I please.”


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


“Indeed, Monsieur?” continued the stranger, more serene than ever. “Well, that is perfectly correct.” And turning on his heel, he moved to enter the inn yard by the gate, within which d’Artagnan could see a saddled horse. But d’Artagnan was not the sort to allow someone to escape who’d had the insolence to mock him. He drew his sword and pursued the stranger, crying, “Turn! Turn, Monsieur Jester, or I’ll strike you from behind!”


“Strike me!” said the other, pivoting on his heel and regarding the young man with as much astonishment as contempt. “Come, come, dear fellow, you must be mad!” Then, as if to himself: “This is annoying. What a find this fellow would be for His Majesty, who’s searching everywhere for young heroes to recruit for his musketeers!”


He’d scarcely finished when d’Artagnan made such a furious lunge at him that, if he hadn’t sprung nimbly backward, he probably never would have joked again. The stranger, seeing this was no laughing matter, drew his sword, saluted his adversary, and gravely placed himself en garde. But at that moment his two cronies, accompanied by the innkeeper, attacked d’Artagnan from behind with club, shovel, and tongs. Turning to face this shower of blows diverted d’Artagnan so completely from his attack that his adversary sheathed his sword, becoming a spectator of the fight instead of a participant. Still imperturbable, he said, “A plague on these Gascons! Put him back on his orange horse and let him go!”


“Not before I’ve killed you, you coward!” cried d’Artagnan, putting the best face possible on the situation and refusing to retreat one step before his three assailants, who continued to rain blows on him.


“Yet another gasconade,” said the gentleman. “Upon my honor, these Gascons are incorrigible! Continue the dance, since he insists. He’ll let us know when he’s had enough.”


But the stranger didn’t know what manner of man he was dealing with. D’Artagnan was never one to cry for quarter. The fight continued a few moments longer and then d’Artagnan, exhausted, dropped his sword, which had been broken in two by a club. The next moment a blow fell full on his forehead and knocked him to the ground, bloody and nearly senseless.


This was when the citizens came rushing to the scene from all sides. The host, fearing more trouble, carried the wounded man with the help of his waiters into the kitchen, where he began to attend to him. As for the gentleman, he resumed his place at the window and regarded the crowd with a certain impatience, apparently annoyed by their refusal to go away.


“So, how fares the madman?” he said, turning to address his host, who’d come from within to inquire if he was hurt.


“Your Excellency is safe and sound?” asked the innkeeper.


“Yes, perfectly safe and sound, my dear host. What has become of our young man?”


“He’s better,” said the host, “but he’s fainted dead away.”


“Indeed?” said the gentleman.


“However, before he fainted, he rallied enough to defy and challenge you.”


“Why, this fellow must be the devil himself!” said the stranger.


“Oh, no, Your Excellency, he’s far from being the devil,” the host sneered. “While he was unconscious we rifled his saddlebags and found nothing but a clean shirt and eleven crowns. Nonetheless he said in his delirium that if this had happened in Paris you’d be sorry pretty quickly—but since it happened here you’ll be sorry later.”


“Is that so?” said the stranger, coolly. “He must be some Prince of the Blood in disguise.”


“I’m telling you this, Monsieur,” replied the host, “so you may be on your guard.”


“Did he name no one in his fury?”


“He did! He slapped his pocket and said, ‘We’ll see what Monsieur de Tréville thinks of this insult to his protégé.’”


“Monsieur de Tréville?” said the stranger, all attention. “He struck his pocket while naming Monsieur de Tréville . . . ? Well, my dear host, while your young man was unconscious, I’m sure you didn’t fail to take a look in that pocket. What did he have?”


“A letter addressed to Monsieur de Tréville, Captain of the Musketeers.”


“Indeed!”


“It’s just as I have the honor to tell Your Excellency.”


The host, who wasn’t very clever, missed the expression his words brought to the stranger’s face. The latter rose from the windowsill, knitting his brows with concern. “The devil!” he murmured between his teeth. “Can Tréville have set this Gascon on me? He’s very young—but a sword thrust is a sword thrust, whatever the age of the swordsman, and one is less suspicious of a youth. A small obstacle can be enough to overturn a great plan.”


The stranger fell into a brief reverie. “See here, my host,” he said at last, “isn’t there some way you can relieve me of this frantic fellow? In all conscience, I can’t kill him, and yet,” he added, with a coldly menacing expression, “he annoys me. Where is he?”


“In my wife’s chamber upstairs, where they’re dressing his wounds.” “His clothes and saddlebag are with him? He hasn’t removed his doublet?”


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


“He does. He causes the kind of commotion in your inn that decent people can’t tolerate. Go upstairs, prepare my bill, and alert my lackey.”


“What? Is Monsieur leaving so soon?”


“As you well know, since I’ve already ordered my horse saddled. Haven’t I been obeyed?”


“It’s done; as Your Excellency can see, your horse is at the front gate, all ready for your departure.”


“Good. Do as I’ve told you, then.”


“Huh!” said the host to himself. “Can he be afraid of this boy?” But at a glare from the stranger he cut his musing short, bowed deferentially, and left.


“It wouldn’t do for Milady9 to encounter this clown,” murmured the stranger. “She should be here any moment—she’s late already. My best course would be to ride out to meet her . . . If only I could find out what’s in this letter addressed to Tréville!” And the stranger, muttering to himself, headed for the kitchen.


Meanwhile the host, who had no doubt but that the presence of the young man was driving the stranger from his inn, went back up to his wife’s chamber, where he found that d’Artagnan had regained his wits. Telling him the police would go pretty hard on him for picking a fight with one of the Grands—for, in the host’s opinion, the stranger was nothing less—the innkeeper insisted d’Artagnan should get up and be on his way, despite his weakness. D’Artagnan rose, half stunned, without his doublet, and with his head wrapped in linen. Impelled by the host, he headed downstairs. When he arrived in the kitchen, through the window he saw his antagonist calmly conversing at the door of a heavy carriage drawn by two large Norman horses. The person he spoke with, whose face was framed by the carriage window, was a woman of twenty to twenty-two years of age. As already noted, d’Artagnan could assess a face very quickly. He saw at first glance that this woman was young and beautiful, but he was struck by how very different her beauty was from that of the southern climes where d’Artagnan had lived till then. She was pale and fair, with long blond hair falling in curls to her shoulders, large, blue, languishing eyes, rosy lips, and hands of alabaster.


Her voice was quite lively as she spoke with the stranger. “Then, His Eminence orders me . . .”


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


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


“They’re contained in this box, which you will open when you’re on the other side of the Channel.”


“Very well. And you? What will you do?”


“Me, Milady? I return to Paris.”


“Without punishing this insolent boy?” asked the lady.


Just as the stranger opened his mouth to reply, d’Artagnan, who’d heard everything, rushed out the door. “This insolent boy does the punishing,” he cried, “and this time I trust my quarry won’t escape like before.”


“Escape?” replied the stranger, knitting his brow.


“That’s right! I presume you won’t dare to run in front of a woman!”


“Think,” said Milady, seeing the gentleman put his hand to his sword. “The least delay and all may be lost.”


“You’re right,” said the gentleman. “Be on your way and I’ll be on mine.” And, saluting the lady with a bow, he sprang onto his horse, while her coachman plied his whip. The two left at a gallop, departing in opposite directions.


“Hey! Your bill!” shouted the host, whose respect for the stranger was changed to profound disdain when he saw him depart without paying his tab.


“Pay him, rascal,” cried the stranger to his lackey as he galloped away. The lackey threw two or three silver coins at the host’s feet and galloped off after his master.


“Coward! Wretch! False gentleman!” cried d’Artagnan, dashing after the lackey. But the wounded youth was still too weak for such an effort. He’d scarcely gone ten paces before his ears began to ring, a red cloud fogged his vision, and he was overcome by dizziness. He fell in the middle of the street, still shouting, “Coward! Coward! Coward!”


“He is indeed a coward,” echoed the innkeeper as he approached d’Artagnan, trying by this little flattery to ingratiate himself with the poor boy, as the heron of the fable did with the snail he’d snubbed the night before.


“Yes, a coward indeed,” murmured d’Artagnan, “but she—how beautiful!”


“She? Who?” asked the host.


“Milady,” d’Artagnan gasped, then passed out for a second time.


“Ah, well,” said the host, “I’ve lost two customers, but this one remains, and it looks to me as if it’ll be for several days. I’m eleven crowns to the good.”


Eleven crowns was the exact sum remaining in d’Artagnan’s purse. The host reckoned on eleven days of recovery at a crown a day, but he underestimated his guest. At five o’clock the next morning d’Artagnan arose, descended by himself to the kitchen, and asked for (among other ingredients the names of which have been lost) some wine, some oil, and some rosemary. Then, with his mother’s recipe in his hand, he prepared a balm that he applied to his numerous wounds, replacing his bandages himself and refusing the aid of a doctor. Thanks, no doubt, to the effectiveness of this Bohemian balm—and perhaps also thanks to the absence of a doctor—d’Artagnan was back on his feet by that evening. By the next day he was nearly cured.


However, when it came time to pay for the rosemary, the oil, and the wine, which were his only purchases, as d’Artagnan had eaten nothing at all (in contrast with the yellow horse that, at least according to the hostler, had eaten three times the usual amount), d’Artagnan found nothing in his pockets but his old velvet purse with its eleven crowns. The letter addressed to Monsieur de Tréville had disappeared.


The young man began to search for the letter with great diligence, turning all his pockets out twenty times, rummaging through his saddle bags, and examining every fold of his belt pouch. Finally he concluded that the letter was really gone, and flew into such a rage that the outcome would probably require another purchase of wine, oil, and rosemary. When the host saw this young hothead threatening to destroy his establishment unless his letter was found, he seized an iron spit, his wife grabbed a broom handle, and the servants picked up the same clubs they’d used before.


“My letter of recommendation!” cried d’Artagnan. “My letter of recommendation! Or, by God’s blood, I’ll spit you all like fowls!”


Unfortunately, circumstances were against the young man fulfilling his threat, as he’d entirely forgotten that his sword had been broken in two in his first brawl. When d’Artagnan drew his rapier he found himself armed with the stump of a sword six or eight inches in length, which the host had carefully replaced in the scabbard. As to the rest of the blade, the innkeeper had slyly put it aside for use as a larding-pin.


However, this trick probably wouldn’t have stopped the fiery young man if it hadn’t occurred to the host that his guest had a legitimate complaint. “Wait a minute,” he said, lowering the spit, “where is this letter?”


“Exactly! Where is this letter?” cried d’Artagnan. “In the first place, let me warn you, this letter is for Monsieur de Tréville, and it must be found. If it isn’t found, he’ll know how to see that it is found!”


This threat completely intimidated the host. After the king and the cardinal, Monsieur de Tréville was probably the name most frequently on the lips of both the military and the middle class. (True, there was also Father Joseph, but his name was never spoken aloud, such was the terror inspired by His Gray Eminence, as the cardinal’s familiar was called.)


So the host dropped his spit, ordered his wife and servants to do the same with their weapons, and set the example by beginning to search for the lost letter himself. “Is this letter of great value?” he asked, after some minutes of futile search.


“Sandis! I should think so!” cried the Gascon, who counted on this letter to help him make his way at Court. “It contained my fortune!”


“Letters of credit drawn on the public funds?” asked the host, anxiously.


“Letters of credit drawn on the private treasury of His Majesty!” responded d’Artagnan, who counted on entering the service of the king by virtue of the letter’s recommendation, and therefore thought such a response wasn’t stretching the truth too far.


“The devil!” said the host, now truly worried.


“But that’s of no importance,” said d’Artagnan with aplomb, “no importance, the money is nothing—the letter is everything! I’d rather have lost a thousand pistoles10 than that letter.” He might as easily have said twenty thousand but he was restrained by a certain youthful modesty.


As the host was consigning himself to the devil for his failure to find anything, a sudden light burst upon his mind. “That letter isn’t lost!” he cried.


“What!” said d’Artagnan.


“No—it was stolen from you.”


“Stolen! By whom?”


“By the gentleman who was here the other day. He came down into the kitchen where your doublet was, and stayed there alone for a while. I’d wager he’s the one who stole it.”


“You think so?” replied d’Artagnan, unconvinced. He knew better than anyone that the value of the letter was purely personal and saw nothing in it to tempt anyone’s greed. He knew that neither servants nor guests of the inn had anything to gain by its possession. “Do you say,” resumed d’Artagnan, “that you suspect that impertinent gentleman?”


“I say that I’m sure of it,” said the host. “When I announced that Your Lordship was the protégé of Monsieur de Tréville, and that you even had a letter for that illustrious gentleman, he looked very uneasy. He asked me where the letter was and immediately went down into the kitchen, where he knew your doublet to be.”


“Then that’s my thief,” replied d’Artagnan. “I’ll complain to Monsieur de Tréville and Monsieur de Tréville will complain to the king.” He then majestically drew two crowns from his purse and presented them to the host, who accompanied him, hat in hand, to the gate. D’Artagnan remounted his yellow horse and rode off.


The horse carried him without further incident to the Porte Saint-Antoine at Paris, where his owner sold him for three crowns—a good price, considering d’Artagnan had ridden him hard on the final stage. The dealer to whom d’Artagnan sold the nag made it clear that he gave the young man such an exorbitant sum solely due to the uniqueness of the horse’s color.


Thus d’Artagnan entered Paris on foot, carrying his saddlebags under his arm, and marched along until he found a chamber to rent that matched his limited resources. This chamber was a sort of attic situated in a house in the Rue des Fossoyeurs,11 near the Luxembourg Palace. As soon as he made his down payment d’Artagnan took possession of his room, passing the rest of the day in sewing some ornamental lace onto his doublet and breeches. His mother had secretly removed this lace from a nearly new doublet belonging to d’Artagnan the elder and given it to her son.


Next he went to the Quai de la Ferraille to have a new blade put on his sword, then went over to the Louvre to ask the first King’s Musketeer he should meet how to find the hôtel, or mansion, of Monsieur de Tréville. This turned out to be in the Rue du Vieux-Colombier,12 in the same neighborhood as the room rented by d’Artagnan, a circumstance he took as a good omen for the success of his journey.


After this, content with way he’d conducted himself at Meung, without remorse for the past, confident in the present, and hopeful for the future, he went to bed and slept the sleep of the brave.


This naïve sleep carried him to nine o’clock the next morning, when he rose to make his way to the hôtel of the famous Monsieur de Tréville, who was, in his father’s estimation, the third person of the realm.
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II


The Antechamber of Monsieur de Tréville


Monsieur de Troisvilles, as his family was still called in Gascony, or Monsieur de Tréville, as he ultimately styled himself in Paris, really had begun like d’Artagnan: penniless, but rich in audacity, spirit, and shrewdness—the assets that enable the poorest Gascon gentleman to make more of his family legacy than the richest noble of Périgord or Berry makes of his. Tréville’s courage, which was greatest when the blows fell like hail, had hoisted him to the top of the ladder of Court Favor, a stairway he’d vaulted four steps at a time.


He was a friend of the king, who worshipped the memory of his father, King Henri IV. Monsieur de Tréville’s father had served Henri so faithfully in the wars against the Catholic League13 that after the fall of Paris, in place of money—a thing the Béarnaise king lacked all his life, often paying his debts with the only thing he never needed to borrow, that is to say, his wits—in place of money, Henri had authorized Tréville to take for his coat of arms a golden lion passant upon gules, with the motto Fidelis et Fortis.


This was a great deal in the way of honor, though not much in the way of wealth; when this noble comrade of the Great Henri died, he left, as his sole legacy to his son, his sword and this motto. Thanks to this double gift, and the stainless name that went with it, Monsieur de Tréville was admitted into the household of young Prince Louis. He served the king so well with his sword, and was so faithful to his motto, that Louis, one of the best blades in his kingdom, had said that if he had a friend who was about to fight a duel and needed a second, he would advise him to first choose himself, and next Tréville—or maybe even Tréville before him.


So Louis XIII had a real affection for Tréville—a royal, egotistical affection, it’s true, but an affection nonetheless. In those unhappy times a king needed to surround himself with men of Tréville’s mettle. Many might lay claim to the term “strong,” the second part of his motto, but few gentlemen deserved to be called “loyal.” Tréville was one of those rare spirits who possessed the blind courage and intelligent obedience of a faithful watchdog. He had a quick eye that saw if the king was displeased with someone, and a hand that instantly struck the offender; he was, in other words, a Besme, a Maurevers, a Poltrot de Méré, or a Vitry.14


In short, Tréville needed nothing but a chance; and he was vigilant, always ready to seize opportunity by the short hairs whenever it came within reach. Thus Louis XIII had made him his Captain of Musketeers, who were to the king in their devotion—or rather their fanaticism—what his Ordinaries had been to Henri III and his Scots Guard to Louis XI.


In this respect, the cardinal took after the king. When he saw the formidable elite with whom Louis XIII had surrounded himself, this second, or rather this first King of France, thought that he too should have a guard. He therefore had his own company of musketeers, as Louis XIII had his, and these powerful rivals vied with each other in scouring all the provinces of France, and even foreign states, to recruit the most celebrated swordsmen. During their evening game of chess, Richelieu and Louis XIII would often debate the merits of their servants. They boasted of the courage of their men, and while openly deploring duels and brawls, each secretly encouraged his own bravos to tangle with the other man’s, and was chagrined or thrilled by his men’s defeat or victory.


Tréville understood his master’s weak side, and it was to this understanding that he owed the long and constant favor of a king who lacks the reputation of being faithful in his friendships. His soldiers formed a devil-may-care legion that answered to no one but him. He paraded his musketeers before Cardinal Armand du Plessis de Richelieu with a mocking air that made His Eminence’s gray mustache bristle with fury. Tréville was well versed in the prevailing principle of war that stated that he who failed to live at the expense of his enemy, had to live at the expense of his friends.


Drunk, disorderly, and insolent, the King’s Musketeers—or rather Tréville’s Musketeers—lounged around the taverns, the public squares, and the sporting greens, making loud remarks, twirling their mustaches, rattling their swords, and taking great pleasure in provoking the Cardinal’s Guards15 whenever they encountered them. They would draw their swords right in the open street, joking about the risks—and though they might be killed, they were certain to be mourned and avenged. They often slew their opponents, but could count on not being left to rot in prison for long, as Monsieur de Tréville would come to claim them. So these men sang the praises of Tréville in every key; they adored him and, hard cases though they were, they trembled before him like students before their master. They were obedient to his every word, and ready to die to uphold the honor of the Company and of Tréville.


Monsieur de Tréville employed this powerful tool primarily on behalf of the king and his friends, secondarily for himself and his own friends. Beyond that, in none of the memoirs of a time that left so many memoirs, is this worthy gentleman accused of exploiting his loyal followers for personal gain, not even by his enemies—and he had many, among men of the pen as well as men of the sword. With a rare genius for intrigue, which made him the equal of the most cunning conspirators, he nonetheless retained his integrity and remained an honest man. Furthermore, despite constant conflict and an exhausting workload, Tréville had become one of the most gallant courtiers, dashing ladies’ men, and wittiest gossips of his day. Tréville’s bonnes fortunes with the ladies were spoken of like those of Bassompierre16 twenty years earlier—and that was no small thing. By everyone, then, the Captain of the Musketeers was either admired, feared, or loved—and one can’t do better than that.


Louis XIV would absorb all the smaller stars of his court into his own vast radiance, but his father, one sun among many, allowed each of his favorites their own personal splendor, each individual courtier his own character. Besides the daily levees, or morning receptions, of the king and the cardinal, at this time in Paris there were more than two hundred lesser levees, each with its daily attendees. Among these two hundred minor levees, that of Tréville was one of the busiest.


The courtyard of his hôtel, situated on the Rue du Vieux-Colombier, resembled an armed camp, busy by six in the morning in summer and by eight o’clock in winter. Appearing in relays to ensure an imposing number, fifty or sixty musketeers continually swaggered about, armed to the teeth and ready for anything. There, ascending and descending one of those grand staircases so vast that modern civilization would fill the space with an entire house, one could see petitioners for favors, gentlemen from the provinces eager to enroll, and servants in liveries of all colors bringing messages from their masters to Monsieur de Tréville. In the antechamber at the top, on long curving benches, sat the elect, the lucky ones who were soon to be summoned within. There was a continual buzz of conversation from morning till night, while Monsieur de Tréville, in his office next to the antechamber, received visits, listened to complaints, gave his orders and, like the king on his balcony at the Louvre, had only to appear at his window to review his men and their arms.


The day that d’Artagnan presented himself the crowd in the courtyard was impressive, especially to a provincial just arriving from his province. However, this provincial was a Gascon, and at this period in particular his countrymen had the reputation of being hard to intimidate.


Once he’d passed through the massive street gate, studded with heavy square-headed nails, he found himself amid a troop of swordsmen strolling about the courtyard, calling out to one another, playing practical jokes, and quarrelling about nothing in particular. To make headway through this turbulence one had to be either an officer, a high-ranking noble, or a pretty woman.


The young man advanced into the middle of this disorderly uproar, his heart thumping, his long rapier rapping against his lean leg, one hand on the brim of his hat, and wearing the embarrassed half-smile of the provincial. When he’d passed the first cluster of boasters he began to breathe more freely, but he couldn’t help noticing that they turned to look at him—and for the first time in his life, d’Artagnan, who until that day had had a high opinion of himself, felt rather ridiculous.


Arriving at the broad staircase, he felt even worse. While ten or twelve musketeers waited on the landing to take their turns, four of their comrades above amused themselves with the following exercise: one of the four, on the top step, naked sword in hand, tried to prevent the other three from mounting to his level. The three below fenced with him with their own flickering swords, which d’Artagnan at first took for foils, with their points buttoned. He soon saw the scratches that proved that, on the contrary, these arms were pointed and sharpened. At every scratch both fencers and spectators laughed like madmen.


The one who occupied the top step at that moment kept his adversaries at bay with marvelous skill. A circle was formed around the players and the rule was that, at each hit, the person touched should quit the game, losing his turn to his opponent. In five minutes three were lightly hit, one on the wrist, another on the chin, and the third on the ear, by the defender of the upper stair, who was himself untouched: an achievement, according to the rules, worth three turns of favor.


Though the young Gascon liked to think of himself as hard to surprise, this game astounded him. He’d seen in his province, that land of hotheads, a few of the boastful challenges that preceded duels, but the gasconades of these four fencers were the most outrageous he’d ever heard, even in Gascony. He believed himself transported to that famous country of giants that had terrified Gulliver—and he hadn’t even reached the landing, let alone the antechamber.


On the landing they didn’t fight, they told stories of women, while in the antechamber they told tales of Court. On the landing, d’Artagnan blushed; in the antechamber, he shuddered. His quick wits and vivid imagination, which in Gascony had made him dangerous to young chambermaids, and sometimes even to their youthful mistresses, had never dreamed, even in moments of delirium, of half the amorous feats, or a quarter of the exploits of gallantry, attributed here to well-known names in indecent detail.


But if his morals were shocked on the landing, his respect for the cardinal was outraged in the antechamber. There, to his great astonishment, d’Artagnan heard harsh criticism of the policies that made all Europe tremble, as well as jokes about the cardinal’s private life, affairs many powerful nobles had been punished for daring to meddle in. That great man, revered by d’Artagnan the elder, was a laughingstock to the musketeers of Monsieur de Tréville, who joked about his knock-knees and bent back. Some sang satirical songs about Madame de Combalet,17 his niece and mistress, while others made plans to harass the Cardinal’s Guards, both of which seemed monstrous impossibilities to d’Artagnan.


However, when the name of the king was dropped into this derision of the cardinal, a sort of gag closed all the mocking mouths for a moment, while everyone looked timidly around and seemed to wonder if they could trust the partition between the antechamber and the office of Monsieur de Tréville. But soon a smart remark about His Eminence restored the conversation, the laughter resumed, and none of his activities were spared.


I’m sure to see all these fellows either imprisoned or hanged, thought d’Artagnan, terrified, and me with them, no doubt. Having listened to them, I’ll be taken as an accomplice. What would my father say, who wanted me to respect the cardinal, if he knew I was in the society of such pagans?


Needless to say, d’Artagnan didn’t dare join in the conversation, only watched with both eyes and listened with both ears, straining so as to miss nothing. In spite of his confidence in his father’s advice, his inclination and instincts were with rather than against this unheard-of behavior.


As an absolute stranger making his first appearance in the midst of Monsieur de Tréville’s courtiers, he was eventually asked what it was he wanted. At this demand, d’Artagnan modestly gave his name, emphasizing that he was one of Monsieur de Tréville’s countrymen. He begged the inquiring footman to ask for a moment’s audience with the captain, a request that the other promised, in good time, to convey.


D’Artagnan, somewhat recovered from his initial surprise, now had leisure to study figures and faces. The center of the most animated group was a very tall musketeer of haughty demeanor, dressed in an outfit so outlandishly gaudy it made him the center of attention. He wasn’t wearing the musketeer’s tabard—which wasn’t yet obligatory in that time of lesser liberty but greater independence— but rather a sky-blue jerkin, a bit faded and worn, and over this a magnificent shoulder-belt, a baldric embroidered in gold, which shone like rippling water reflecting the sun. A long cloak of crimson velvet fell gracefully from his broad shoulders, revealing in front the splendid baldric, from which hung a gigantic rapier.


This musketeer had just returned from guard duty and, complaining of having a cold, coughed affectedly from time to time. That was why he’d worn his cloak, he said to those around him. He spoke with a lofty air, and smugly twirled his mustache, while everyone admired his gilded baldric—d’Artagnan more than any.


“What would you have?” said the musketeer. “It’s the coming fashion. It’s a folly, I admit, but still, it’s the fashion. Besides, one must find some use for one’s inheritance.”


“Now, Porthos!” cried one of his satellites. “Don’t try to persuade us that baldric came from paternal generosity! It was given to you by that veiled lady I met you with last Sunday near Porte Saint-Honoré.”


“No, on the honor and faith of a gentleman, I bought it myself, with my own coin,” replied the man called Porthos.


“Oh, right,” said another musketeer, “the same way I bought this new purse with what my mistress put in the old.”


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


At this their admiration was redoubled, though not all doubts were dispelled. “Isn’t it so, Aramis?” said Porthos, turning toward another musketeer.


This other musketeer formed a perfect contrast with the one who’d named him as Aramis: he was a young man, aged twenty-two or twenty-three at most, with a suave and ingenuous manner, eyes dark but mild, and cheeks rosy and downy as an autumn peach. His delicate mustache marked a perfectly straight line across his upper lip; he seemed afraid to lower his hands, lest their veins swell; and from time to time he pinched the tips of his ears to maintain their tender pink transparency. He spoke rarely and slowly, bowed frequently, and laughed quietly without showing his teeth, which were excellent —like the rest of his person, of which he seemed to take great care. He replied to his friend with an affirmative nod of his head.


This seemed to dispel all doubts about the baldric; everyone continued to admire it, but no more was said about it, and with one of those sudden changes of thought, the conversation passed on to another subject.


“What do you think of this tale from Chalais’s equerry?” asked another musketeer, addressing no one in particular.


“And what tale does he tell?” asked Porthos, self-importantly.


“He says that in Brussels he encountered Rochefort, the cardinal’s henchman, disguised as a Capuchin monk, and that this cursed Rochefort, thanks to his disguise, had duped that simpleton Monsieur de Laigues18 into betraying Monsieur de Chalais.”


“He’s a simpleton, certainly,” said Porthos, “but are you sure about this?”


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


“Indeed?”


“As you well know, Porthos,” said Aramis. “I told you just yesterday. Let’s say no more about it.”


“Say no more about it! Is that how you see it?” replied Porthos. “Say no more about it! Peste! You drop it rather quickly! What— the cardinal spies on a gentleman and steals his letters by means of a traitor, a brigand, a scoundrel! With the help of this spy, he’s as good as cut Chalais’s throat, all under the stupid pretext that the man wanted to assassinate the king and marry Monsieur his brother19 to the queen! No one had heard a word of this until you told us about it yesterday, to our great satisfaction. Then, while we’re all still dumbfounded by the news, you come to us today and say, ‘Let’s say no more about it.’”


“Then let’s talk about it, since that’s what you want,” replied Aramis patiently.


“This Rochefort!” cried Porthos. “If I were poor Chalais’s equerry, I’d give him an ugly time of it!”


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


“Ha! The Red Duke! That’s good, that is! The Red Duke!” applauded Porthos, nodding his head in approval. “The ‘Red Duke’ is quite charming. I’ll spread that one about, mon cher, be certain of it. He has wit, this Aramis! What a pity you didn’t follow your old vocation! What a delightful abbot you’d have made!”


“Oh, it’s only a brief delay,” replied Aramis. “I’ll be one yet, some day. You know very well, Porthos, that that’s why I continue to study theology.”


“He’ll do as he says,” Porthos announced. “He’ll do it, sooner or later.”


“Soon,” said Aramis.


“He’s only waiting for one thing to happen before resuming his cassock, which hangs just behind his uniform,” said one musketeer.


“And what thing is that?” asked another.


“For the queen to give birth to an heir to the Crown of France.”


“No pleasantries on that subject, Messieurs,” said Porthos. “Thank God, the queen is still of an age to provide the crown with one.”


“They say the Duke of Buckingham is in France,” observed Aramis, with a sardonic smile that gave this apparently simple remark a scandalous significance.


“Aramis, my friend, this time you’re in the wrong,” interrupted Porthos. “Your wit takes you too far. If Monsieur de Tréville heard you, you’d be the worse for it.”


“Are you lecturing me, Porthos?” cried Aramis, whose mild eyes suddenly flashed like lightning.


“Mon cher, be a musketeer or an abbot. Be one or the other, but not both,” replied Porthos. “You know what Athos told you just the other day: you try to drink from both sides of the cup. Now, don’t get angry with us, if you please—it would be a complete waste of time. Remember the pact between you, me, and Athos. But see here, you visit Madame de Combalet, and pay court to her, then go straight to Madame de Bois-Tracy, that little cousin of Madame de Chevreuse, and you seem to be far along in the good graces of that lady. My God, don’t tell us about your luck with the ladies—no one asks for your secrets, we all know how discreet you are. But since you’re so discreet, why the devil don’t you use your discretion on behalf of Her Majesty? Whoever wants to talk about the king and the cardinal, let them—but the queen is sacred. If anyone speaks of her, let him speak only good.”


“Porthos, you’re as conceited as Narcissus,” replied Aramis. “You know I hate moralizing, except from Athos. But you, ‘mon cher’, wear too magnificent a baldric to stand there and moralize. I’ll be an abbot when it suits me, but in the meantime, I’m a musketeer. In that capacity I’ll say what I please, and right now it pleases me to say that I’m losing my patience with you!”


“Aramis!”


“Porthos!”


“Messieurs! Messieurs!” the whole group cried out.


“Monsieur de Tréville awaits Monsieur d’Artagnan,” interrupted the footman, opening the door of the office.


At this announcement everyone fell quiet. Amid the general silence the young Gascon crossed the antechamber and entered the sanctum of the Captain of the Musketeers, profoundly grateful at having escaped the end of that strange quarrel.




III


The Audience


Monsieur de Tréville was in a sour mood. Nevertheless, he saluted young d’Artagnan politely, who replied by bowing to the ground. Tréville smiled on receiving this compliment, and on hearing the Béarnaise accent that reminded him of his youth and his homeland, a double memory that makes a man smile at any age. But he stepped toward the antechamber while holding up a hand toward d’Artagnan, as if asking permission to finish with others before starting with him. Then he called out three times, louder each time, his voice rising from imperative to angry: “Athos! Porthos! ARAMIS!”


The musketeers who answered to the last two names left their comrades and approached the office, and as soon as they were inside the tapestry door dropped behind them. Their demeanor, though not exactly serene, was nonetheless so nonchalant, and yet so dignified and deferential, that d’Artagnan couldn’t help but admire them. He regarded these two men as demigods, and their chief as an Olympian Jupiter, armed with all his thunderbolts.


When the two musketeers had entered and the door had dropped behind them, the buzz in the antechamber returned to normal—or even louder, doubtless increased by this summons. Meanwhile Monsieur de Tréville, silent and frowning, paced the length of his office three or four times, passing each time before Porthos and Aramis, who were as rigid and mute as if on parade. Suddenly he stopped and faced them, looked them up and down angrily, and demanded, “Do you know what the king said to me, no later than yesterday evening? Do you know, Messieurs?”


“No,” responded the musketeers, after a moment’s silence. “No, Monsieur, we do not.”


“But I hope you will do us the honor of telling us,” added Aramis, in his most polite tone, and with a graceful bow.


“He told me that from now on he plans to recruit his musketeers from among the guards of Monsieur le Cardinal!”


“From the Cardinal’s Guards! But why?” cried Porthos.


“Because he can see that our thin vintage needs to be strengthened by the addition of some strong wine!”


The faces of the two musketeers went red to the whites of their eyes. D’Artagnan wished he were a hundred feet underground.


“Yes! Yes!” continued Monsieur de Tréville heatedly. “And His Majesty is right, for, upon my honor, the musketeers cut a sad figure at Court. Yesterday, while at cards with the king, with an air of condolence I didn’t care for, Monsieur le Cardinal related how the day before those damned musketeers, those devils incarnate—he lingered over those words with an ironical tone that stung me to the quick—those vandals, he said, with an eye like a tiger, had been loudly roistering past closing time in a cabaret in the Rue Férou, such that a squad of his guards had had to arrest the perpetrators. I thought he was going to laugh in my face! Morbleu! You must know something about this! Musketeers—arrested! You were there, and don’t deny it! You were recognized, and the cardinal named you. Ah, but it’s my fault, yes, my fault, because I myself choose my men. See here, Aramis, why the devil did you ask me for a tabard when you’d be better off in a cassock? And you, Porthos, do you wear such a beautiful baldric just to hang a sword of straw from it? And Athos . . . I don’t see Athos. Where is he?”


“Monsieur,” Aramis replied sadly, “he is ill—very ill.”


“Ill! Very ill, you say? From what?”


“It’s feared he has smallpox, Monsieur,” replied Porthos, eager to get a word in, “a case so bad it’s certain to ruin his face.”


“Smallpox! You tell a fine story, Porthos. Smallpox, at his age? Not likely! But wounded, doubtless, perhaps killed . . . if I only knew . . . God’s blood! Messieurs les Mousquetaires, I will not have this haunting of low dives, this picking of quarrels in the street, this swordplay in the crossroads. Most of all, I will not see you laughed at by the Cardinal’s Guards, who are brave, patient, and skillful men who never have cause to be arrested—and who, in any event, would never allow themselves to arrested! I’m sure they’d rather die on the spot than be arrested. To run away, to scarper and flee—what a fine thing for King’s Musketeers to do!”


Porthos and Aramis quivered with rage. They would gladly have strangled Monsieur de Tréville, if at bottom they hadn’t felt it was his great love for them that made him speak this way. They stamped on the carpet, they bit their lips till they bled, they gripped their sword-hilts with all their might.


Outside, everyone had heard Athos, Porthos, and Aramis summoned in an angry voice by Monsieur de Tréville. Ten curious heads leaned against the tapestry and grew pale with fury, for their ears hadn’t missed a syllable of what was said, and they repeated the captain’s tirade to the whole population of the antechamber. Instantly, from the office door to the street-gate, the entire hôtel was boiling with emotion.


“So! King’s Musketeers, arrested by Cardinal’s Guards!” continued Monsieur de Tréville furiously, so that each word plunged like a stiletto into the breasts of his auditors. “So! Six of His Eminence’s Guards arrest six of His Majesty’s Musketeers! Morbleu! My path is clear! I’ll go to the Louvre, resign as Captain of the King’s Musketeers, and beg for a lieutenancy in the Cardinal’s Guards! And if he refuses me, morbleu! I’ll become an abbot.”


At these words, the murmur outside the office became an explosion of oaths and blasphemies. The air was filled with “Morbleu!”; “God’s blood!”; and “Death of all the devils!” D’Artagnan looked for a tapestry to hide behind and wished he could crawl under a table.


“All right, mon Capitaine,” said Porthos, beside himself, “it’s true, we were six against six, but we were taken by a trick. Before we had time to draw our swords two of us were dead, and Athos so badly wounded he might as well have been. But you know Athos: he tried to get up twice, and twice he fell again. But we didn’t surrender— no! They dragged us away by force, and on the way to prison we escaped. As for Athos, they left him for dead on the field of battle, not thinking it worth the trouble to carry him off. And that’s the story! What the devil, Captain—one can’t win every battle! The great Pompey lost at Pharsalia, and François I, who was as good as anyone, still lost at Pavia.”


“And I have the honor to assure you that I killed one of them with his own sword,” said Aramis, “for mine broke at the first parry.”


“I didn’t know that,” replied Monsieur de Tréville, in a milder tone. “I see Monsieur le Cardinal has exaggerated.”


“But please, Monsieur,” continued Aramis, seeing his captain somewhat mollified and seeking to take advantage of it, “please, Monsieur, don’t tell anyone about Athos’s wound. He’d be in despair if such news reached the ears of the king. And since the wound is very grave, passing from the shoulder down into the chest, it’s feared . . .”


At that moment the tapestry was lifted, and a noble and handsome face, frightfully pale, appeared under the fringe.


“Athos!” cried the two musketeers.


“Athos!” repeated Monsieur de Tréville.


“You sent for me, Monsieur,” said Athos to Monsieur de Tréville, in a weak but perfectly calm voice. “You sent for me, or so I’ve heard, and I’ve come to receive your orders. Here I am, Monsieur; what do you desire?” And the musketeer, impeccably dressed, entered the office. Monsieur de Tréville, moved to the bottom of his heart by this proof of courage, sprang toward him.


“I was about to tell these gentlemen,” he said, “that I forbid my musketeers to risk their lives needlessly, for brave men are very dear to the king, and the king knows his musketeers are the bravest men on earth. Your hand, Athos!”


And without waiting for an answer, Monsieur de Tréville seized his hand and gripped it with all his might. He didn’t notice that Athos allowed a slight wince of pain to escape him, despite all his self-control, and if possible grew even more pale than before.


The door had remained open, and as everyone knew Athos was wounded despite all attempts at secrecy, his arrival had created a sensation. A general cry of satisfaction greeted the final words of the captain, and two or three heads, carried away by enthusiasm, appeared around the edge of the tapestry. Monsieur de Tréville was about to reprimand this lapse, when he suddenly felt Athos’s hand clench his own and realized he was about to faint. At the same instant Athos, who had rallied all his strength against the pain of his wound, was finally overcome by it, and fell on the parquet floor like a dead man.


“A surgeon!” cried Monsieur de Tréville. “My own—the king’s— or better! A surgeon! Or, by God’s blood, my brave Athos will die!”


At Tréville’s cries, everyone rushed into the office and crowded around the wounded man in a perfectly useless frenzy of activity. Fortunately, the doctor in question happened to be in the hôtel. He pushed through the crowd to Athos, who was still unconscious, and, as all the uproar and milling about was hampering him, he demanded that the wounded musketeer be carried into a neighboring chamber. Instantly Tréville opened a door and cleared the way for Porthos and Aramis, who followed him, carrying their comrade in their arms. The surgeon came next, and shut the door behind him.


Then the usually sacrosanct office of Monsieur de Tréville became a sort of extension of the antechamber. Everyone spoke at once, ranting, haranguing, swearing oaths, and consigning the cardinal and his guards to all the devils. After a few moments Porthos and Aramis reentered the office, leaving the surgeon and Monsieur de Tréville with the wounded man. At length Tréville also returned. The patient had regained consciousness, and the surgeon declared there was no reason for the musketeer’s friends to be uneasy, as his weakness was simply due to loss of blood.


Then Tréville waved them out, and everyone left—except d’Artagnan. He wasn’t about to forget that he’d been granted an audience, and he held his ground with Gascon tenacity.


Once everyone had gone out and the door was closed, Monsieur de Tréville turned and found himself alone with the young man. The events of the past few minutes had driven the youth’s presence from his mind, but he asked his stubborn petitioner what he could do for him. D’Artagnan repeated his name and Monsieur de Tréville suddenly remembered everything.


“Pardon me,” he said, smiling, “your pardon, my dear countryman, but I’d completely forgotten you. What would you have? A captain is nothing but the father of a family, charged with even more responsibility than the father of an ordinary clan. Soldiers are big children—but as I hold that the orders of the king, and above all the orders of Monsieur the Cardinal, must be carried out . . .”


D’Artagnan couldn’t hide a small smile. Seeing this smile, Monsieur de Tréville concluded that he wasn’t dealing with a fool and changed the subject, coming straight to the point.


“I had a great liking for your father,” he said. “What can I do for his son? Speak quickly, as my time is not my own.”


“Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, “upon leaving Tarbes to come here, I’d planned to ask you, in remembrance of that unforgotten friendship, for the tabard of a musketeer. But after all I’ve seen in the past two hours I now understand how big a favor that would be, and I’m afraid I may not deserve it.”


“It is indeed a favor, young man,” replied Tréville, “but it may not be as far above you as you think, or appear to think. However, it’s His Majesty’s decision in any case, and I regret to say that no one is received into the King’s Musketeers who hasn’t proved himself in several campaigns, through daring exploits, or by having served for two years in some other regiment of less prestige than ours.”


D’Artagnan bowed and said nothing, though he was more eager than ever to don the uniform of the musketeers now that he’d learned how hard it was to obtain it.


“But,” continued Tréville, fixing his compatriot with a look that seemed to try to pierce to the depths of his heart, “but, out of respect for your father, my old companion, I’ll do what I can for you, young man. Our cadets of Béarn are not usually very wealthy, and I doubt things have changed much since I left the province. I dare say you’ve brought none too much money with you.”


D’Artagnan drew himself up with a proud air that clearly conveyed that he asked charity of no one.


“Very well, young man, very well,” continued Tréville, “I see that you’re proud. I first arrived in Paris with no more than four crowns in my pouch, and would have fought anyone who told me I didn’t have enough to buy the Louvre.”


D’Artagnan’s pride redoubled, for thanks to the sale of his horse he was starting his career with four crowns more than Tréville had had at the beginning of his.


“You should do your best to conserve what you have, however much it is,” Tréville continued, “but you should also perfect those skills becoming to a gentleman. I’ll write you a letter to the Director of the Royal Academy, and you’ll be admitted without fee. Don’t refuse this little favor. Our best-born and wealthiest gentlemen sometimes solicit it without success. You’ll learn how to handle a horse, how to fence, how to dance, and you’ll make some valuable acquaintances. From time to time you can revisit me so I can see how you’re doing, and if I can do anything else for you.”


D’Artagnan, though still a stranger to Court manners, couldn’t help but think that this was rather a cold welcome. “Alas, Monsieur!” he said. “I see now how much I miss the letter of recommendation my father gave me to present to you.”


“Indeed,” replied Monsieur de Tréville, “I’m astonished you’d undertake such a long journey without that essential asset, the sole resource of poor Béarnaise like us.”


“I had one, Monsieur,” lamented d’Artagnan, “and a good one, but it was treacherously stolen from me.” And he related what had happened at Meung, describing his gentleman opponent in minute detail, speaking with a warmth and candor that charmed Monsieur de Tréville.


“This is strange, indeed,” said Tréville, after thinking about it. “You say you mentioned my name?”


“Yes, Monsieur. It was presumptuous of me, but what would you have? A name like yours is as good as a shield on such a journey. You may well suppose I didn’t keep it a secret!”


Flattery was common practice at this time, and Tréville was as pleased by it as any king, or even cardinal. He couldn’t restrain a satisfied smile, but it was quickly suppressed. He returned to the adventure of Meung. “Tell me, had this gentleman a faint scar on his temple?”


“Yes, as if he’d been grazed by a musket-ball.”


“A good-looking man? Tall?”


“Yes.”


“Pale complexion and brown hair?”


“Yes, yes, that’s him! How is it, Monsieur, that you know this man? Ah, if I ever find him—and I will find him, I swear it, if I have to follow him to Hell!”


“He was waiting for a woman?” continued Tréville.


“Yes! He left right after speaking for a moment to this woman he’d been waiting for.”


“You didn’t catch the gist of their conversation?”


“He delivered a box to her, told her the box contained her instructions, and that she shouldn’t open it until she reached London.”


“This woman was English?”


“He called her Milady.”


“It’s him!” murmured Tréville. “It’s him! I thought he was still in Brussels!”


“Oh, Monsieur, if you know this man,” cried d’Artagnan, “tell me who and where he is, and you need do nothing more for me. I’d even give up admission into the musketeers, for above all, I want to avenge myself.”


“Watch yourself, young man,” said Tréville. “If you see this man coming down one side of the street, cross over to the other! Don’t cast yourself against this rock—he’ll break you like glass.”


“That won’t stop me,” said d’Artagnan. “If I ever find him . . .”


“In the meantime, if you’ll take my advice, don’t go looking for him,” warned Tréville.


All at once Tréville stopped, struck by a sudden suspicion. This great hatred, so loudly proclaimed by this young man, for a strange gentleman who had rather improbably stolen his father’s letter— mightn’t this be some kind of trick? Could this young man have been sent by His Eminence to lay a trap for him? This supposed d’Artagnan could well be a spy the cardinal sought to introduce into Tréville’s house, to win Tréville’s confidence and later bring him down, as he’d done to a thousand others. He looked d’Artagnan over even more closely than before and was somewhat reassured by the young man’s humble demeanor and obvious intelligence. I know he’s a Gascon, he thought, but he might just as well be a Gascon for the cardinal as for me. Very well, let’s try him.


“My friend,” he said slowly, “I wish, as the son of an old comrade— and by the way, I believe your story of the lost letter—I wish, I say, to make up for my initial rather chilly reception by letting you in on the secret of our situation here. The king and the cardinal are the greatest of friends, and their apparent differences are only a game to deceive fools. I wouldn’t want one of my countrymen, a handsome cavalier and brave youth who must get along here, to fall for these deceptions and be lost, as has happened to so many others. Understand that I am devoted to both these all-powerful masters, and that all my efforts are in service of the king and of Monsieur le Cardinal, who is one of the most illustrious geniuses France has ever produced. Now, young man, be guided by this. And if you have, from your family, your relations, or even your instincts, any hostility toward the cardinal, such as we see in so many noble houses, bid me adieu, and we’ll say goodbye. I’ll help you where I can but without attaching you to my person. I hope that my frankness, in any event, will make you my friend, as you are the only young man to whom I’ve ever spoken like this.”


To himself, Tréville said, “If the cardinal, who knows how much I detest him, has sent this young fox to me, he will certainly have told his spy that the best way of paying court to me is to heap scorn on the cardinal. Therefore, despite my protestations, my cunning friend here will respond by denouncing His Eminence to me.”


But it proved otherwise. D’Artagnan replied, with the greatest sincerity, “Monsieur, I’ve come to Paris with exactly such intentions. My father recommended that I endure nothing from anyone but the king, the cardinal, and yourself, whom he held to be the first three names in France.” D’Artagnan had added Monsieur de Tréville to the other two, but he thought the addition would cost him nothing.


“I have the greatest esteem for Monsieur le Cardinal,” he continued, “and the most profound respect for his actions. The better for me, Monsieur, as you say so frankly—for then I shall have the honor of sharing your opinions. On the other hand, if you distrust me, as naturally you might, then I’m probably ruining myself by speaking the truth. But I hope you will still honor me with your esteem, which is worth more to me than anything else in the world.”


Monsieur de Tréville couldn’t have been more surprised. He admired d’Artagnan’s wisdom and candor, though they didn’t entirely remove his doubts about him. The more superior this young man proved himself, the more dangerous he’d be as a spy. Nevertheless, he shook d’Artagnan’s hand and said, “You’re an honest youth, but at the moment what I’ve already offered is really the best I can do for you. My hôtel will always be open to you. Call on me at need as opportunities arise and you will probably be able to fulfill your desires.”


“That is to say, Monsieur,” replied d’Artagnan, “that you’ll wait to see if I’m worthy. Very well, rest easy,” he added, with the familiarity of the Gascon, “you won’t have to wait long.” And he bowed as he withdrew, as if henceforth he’d take care of himself.


“Not so fast,” said Tréville, stopping him. “I promised you a letter for the Director of the Academy. Are you too proud to accept it, my young gentleman?”


“No, Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, “and I’ll answer for it that this one won’t share the other’s fate! I’ll guard it, I swear, so that it arrives at its destination, and woe to him who tries to take it from me!”


Tréville smiled at this bravado and, leaving his young countryman at the window, where they’d been talking, he seated himself at a table to write the promised letter of recommendation. Meanwhile d’Artagnan, having nothing better to do, beat out a march with his fingers on the windowsill and watched the musketeers as they went, one by one, down the street, following them with his eyes until they disappeared around the corner.


Monsieur de Tréville, having written the letter, sealed it and rose, then approached the young man to give it to him; but just as d’Artagnan reached out his hand to take it, Tréville was astonished to see him start, turn red with anger, and rush from the office, crying, “God’s blood! He won’t escape me this time!”


“Who won’t?” demanded Tréville.


“Him—my thief!” shouted d’Artagnan. “Ah! The traitor!” And he disappeared.


“Devil take the madman!” murmured Monsieur de Tréville. “Unless,” he added, “this is a clever way to escape, having failed in his scheme.”




IV


The Shoulder of Athos, the Baldric of Porthos, and the Handkerchief of Aramis


D’Artagnan, furious, crossed the antechamber in three bounds and dashed for the stairs, planning to descend them four at a time. But carried away by his haste, he ran headfirst into a musketeer who was leaving Monsieur de Tréville’s chambers by a side door. D’Artagnan crashed into his shoulder, causing him to howl with pain.


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


His foot was on the first stair when a hand of iron seized him by the sword-belt and stopped him.


“You’re in a hurry!” cried the musketeer, pale as a shroud. “On this pretext you crash into me, then say, ‘Excuse me.’ And you believe that to be sufficient? Not at all, my young man. Do you suppose that because you’ve heard Monsieur de Tréville speak to us a little cavalierly today that others may treat us the same way? Don’t fool yourself, my lad—you are not Monsieur de Tréville.”


“My faith!” replied d’Artagnan, recognizing Athos who, after being bandaged by the doctor, was returning to his lodging. “My faith, I didn’t mean to do it, so I said ‘Excuse me.’ It seems to me that’s enough. I repeat, perhaps once too often, that on my word of honor I really must hurry. Let go of me, I beg, and let me go about my business.”


“Monsieur,” said Athos, letting him go, “you are unmannerly. One can see that you come from somewhere a long way off.”


D’Artagnan had already leaped down three or four stairs when this remark stopped him short. “Morbleu, Monsieur!” said he. “However far I’ve come, I warn you, you’re not the man to give me a lesson in manners.”


“Perhaps,” said Athos.


“You know, if I weren’t in such a hurry,” snapped d’Artagnan, “if I weren’t running after someone . . .”


“Monsieur Hasty, you can find me without running. Do you understand me?”


“And where is that, if you please?”


“Near the Carmelite convent.”


“Time?”


“About noon.”


“Very well, I’ll be there about noon!”


“Don’t keep me waiting, for I warn you, at a quarter past twelve I’ll be running after you, and I’ll cut off your ears on my way.”


“Good!” cried d’Artagnan. “I’ll be there ten minutes before twelve.”


And he set off running like the devil, still hoping to catch up with the stranger, whose slow pace couldn’t have carried him far.


But at the courtyard gate Porthos was talking with the soldier on guard. Between them there was just enough space for a man to pass; d’Artagnan thought he could make it and sprang forward to dart between them. But he hadn’t taken the wind into account. As he passed, the wind blew out Porthos’s long cloak, and d’Artagnan ran full into it. Porthos must have had powerful reasons for retaining his cloak, for instead of letting it go, he pulled it toward him, so stubbornly that d’Artagnan was rolled up in the velvet.


D’Artagnan, hearing the musketeer’s oaths, tried to wriggle through the folds to escape from the blinding cloak. He particularly wanted to avoid damaging that magnificent baldric mentioned earlier; however, on timidly opening his eyes, he found his nose pressed right between Porthos’s shoulders, exactly on the back of the baldric.


Alas! Like so many things in this world, which are nothing but appearances, the baldric was golden in front, but only simple buff leather behind. The vainglorious Porthos couldn’t afford a completely gilded baldric,20 but he had at least half of one. The pretended head cold that necessitated his wearing a cloak was now explained.


“Vertubleu!” cried Porthos, struggling to rid himself of d’Artagnan, who was squirming against his back. “You must be crazy to run into people like that!”


“Excuse me,” said d’Artagnan, reappearing under the shoulder of the giant, “but I’m in a great hurry! I’m running after someone, and . . .”


“Do you always run with your eyes closed?” demanded Porthos.


“No,” replied d’Artagnan, piqued. “No, and thanks to my eyes, I can see what others don’t.”


Porthos wasn’t sure if he understood this, but he understood it well enough to get angry. “Monsieur,” he said, “I warn you, if you go running into musketeers, you’re liable to get thrashed.”


“Thrashed, Monsieur!” said d’Artagnan. “Strong words.”


“Strong words become a man who’s used to looking his enemies in the face.”


“Well, by God! I know now why you don’t turn your back on them!” And the young man, delighted with his joke, laughed loudly as he walked away.


Porthos, foaming with rage, made a grab for d’Artagnan. “Later, later,” cried d’Artagnan, dodging, “when you’re not wearing your cloak!”


“At one o’clock then, behind the Luxembourg!”21


“Very well, at one o’clock,” d’Artagnan called, turning the corner.


But d’Artagnan could see no one down either street. However slowly the stranger had walked, he’d nonetheless gotten away, or perhaps entered a house. D’Artagnan asked about the man of everyone he met all the way down to the ferry, then returned up the Rue de Seine to the Croix-Rouge: nothing, absolutely nothing. However, at least the sweat of the chase cooled his angry heart.


He reflected on recent events, numerous and boding nothing but ill. It was barely eleven o’clock in the morning, yet he was already disgraced before Monsieur de Tréville, who couldn’t help but find d’Artagnan’s manner of leaving him a bit cavalier. In addition, he could look forward to duels with two men who were each capable of killing three d’Artagnans—with two King’s Musketeers, no less, two of those heroes whom he esteemed in his heart and mind above all others.


It was a sad situation. Sure of being killed by Athos, the young man wasn’t worried overmuch about Porthos. However, as hope is the last thing extinguished in a man’s heart, he hoped to somehow survive these two duels, though probably with terrible wounds. In case he survived, he chided himself with the following reproaches: “What a harebrained lout I am! That brave and unfortunate Athos was wounded in the shoulder right where I ran into him, headfirst like some ram. The only thing that astonishes me is that he didn’t kill me on the spot. He certainly had the right—the pain I caused him must have been atrocious. And as for Porthos! Oh! As for Porthos—my faith, that’s just too funny!”


And in spite of himself the young man began to laugh, while looking around to make sure no one was offended by his solitary laughter. “As for Porthos, that’s droll, droll—but I’m still a brainless dolt. Does one run into people without warning? No! And does one look under cloaks to see what isn’t there? No! He’d certainly have pardoned me if I hadn’t mentioned that cursed baldric, though I did so in veiled terms—no, not veiled, cloaked! Ha!


“Oh, cursed Gascon that I am, my wit takes me from the frying pan to the fire. D’Artagnan, mon ami,” he continued, amiably lecturing himself, “if you escape, which seems unlikely, henceforth you must take the path of perfect politeness. You must be admired for it, even cited as an example. To be obliging and polite doesn’t make one a coward. Look at Aramis: charm and grace personified. Does anyone call Aramis a coward? No, certainly not, and from now on he’ll be my model. Ah! There he is now!”


D’Artagnan, as he walked and talked with himself, had arrived within a few paces of the hôtel of Madame de Combalet, and in front of that mansion he saw Aramis in conversation with three gentlemen of the French Guards. Aramis likewise saw d’Artagnan; but he hadn’t forgotten that earlier Monsieur de Tréville had dressed him down in front of this young man, and that having seen the musketeers rebuked he was likely to be insolent, so he pretended not to see him. D’Artagnan, on the contrary, full of his plans of conciliation and courtesy, approached the four men and gave them a deep bow, smiling hopefully. All conversation immediately stopped. Aramis nodded his head slightly but didn’t smile.


D’Artagnan was not so naïve as to fail to see he was intruding, but he was also too ignorant of the manners of the beau monde to know how to gracefully withdraw from a false position, which is where a man usually finds himself when he interrupts a conversation that doesn’t concern him. He was looking for the least awkward way out when he noticed that Aramis had his foot on a handkerchief, which he’d doubtless dropped by mistake. Here was a way to repair his blunder! He knelt, and with the most gracious air he could manage, pulled the handkerchief from under the musketeer’s foot, in spite of the latter’s efforts to keep it there. Then d’Artagnan presented it to him, saying: “I think, Monsieur, that this is a handkerchief you would be sorry to lose.”


The handkerchief was, in fact, richly embroidered, and had a coronet and arms on one of its corners. “Ah ha!” cried one of the guards. “Do you still insist, most discreet Aramis, that you’re not on good terms with Madame de Bois-Tracy, when that gracious lady has the kindness to lend you one of her handkerchiefs?”


Aramis darted at d’Artagnan one of those looks that tell a man he’s acquired a mortal enemy, then said, resuming his mild air, “You are misled, Messieurs. This handkerchief isn’t mine, and I have no idea why monsieur here fancies he should return it to me rather than to one of you. As proof of what I say, here’s mine in my pocket.”


At these words he pulled out his own handkerchief, which was very elegant, of fine cambric (though cambric was then very expensive), without arms, and ornamented with a single initial, that of its owner.


D’Artagnan said nothing, realizing he’d blundered again. But Aramis’s friends, unconvinced by his denial, were not so restrained. One of them said to the young musketeer, with pretended seriousness, “If it’s as you say, my dear Aramis, or rather as you pretend, I’d have to reclaim it myself—for as you know, Bois-Tracy is one of my closest friends, and I can’t allow his wife’s personal items to be waved around like trophies.”


“Your critique is poorly phrased,” replied Aramis, “and while I recognize the justice of your claim, I refuse it on account of its form.”


“The fact is,” hazarded d’Artagnan timidly, “I didn’t see the handkerchief fall from Monsieur Aramis’s pocket. He had his foot on it, that’s all, and I thought, since the handkerchief was under his foot, it must be his.”


“And you were deceived, my dear sir,” replied Aramis coldly, unappeased. Then, turning to the guard who’d declared himself Bois-Tracy’s friend, he said, “Moreover, it occurs to me, my dear close friend of Bois-Tracy, that I should keep it, as he’s as much my friend as yours. Besides, the handkerchief could just as easily have fallen from your pocket as from mine.”


“No, upon my honor!” cried the guard.


“You’re about to swear upon your honor, and I upon my word, and then it will be clear that one of us is lying. I have a better idea, Montaran. Let’s each take half of it.”


“Of the handkerchief?”


“Yes.”


“That’s perfect!” cried the other two guards. “The Judgment of King Solomon! Aramis, you’re wisdom itself!”


The young men burst out laughing, and naturally nothing more was made of the matter. The conversation over, the three guards and the musketeer cordially shook hands and parted, the guards going one way, Aramis the other.


“Now’s the time to make my peace with this gentleman,” d’Artagnan said to himself, having stood to one side during the end of the conversation. With this noble intention he approached Aramis, who was going his way without paying any attention to him. “Monsieur,” d’Artagnan said to him, “you’ll pardon me, I hope.”


“Monsieur,” interrupted Aramis, “permit me to observe that you have not behaved in this matter as a man of good breeding should have.”


“What, Monsieur!” cried d’Artagnan. “Do you suppose . . .”


“I suppose, Monsieur, that you are not a fool, and that you know very well, despite being from Gascony, that people don’t tread on handkerchiefs for no reason. What the devil! Paris isn’t paved with cambric.”


“Monsieur, it’s a mistake to try to humiliate me,” said d’Artagnan, whose natural combativeness began to outweigh his peaceful intentions. “I am from Gascony, it’s true, and since you know it, I don’t have to tell you that Gascons have short fuses. When they ask once to be pardoned, even for a folly, they believe they’ve already done twice as much as they should.”


“Monsieur,” responded Aramis, “my remarks to you are not for the purpose of seeking a quarrel. I’m no ruffian, merely a temporary musketeer, thank God! I don’t fight unless forced to, and always with great reluctance. However, this time the affair is serious, as a lady has been compromised by you.”


“Say, rather, by us,” said d’Artagnan.


“Why did you so oafishly return me the handkerchief?”


“Why did you so carelessly let it fall?”


“I’ve said, and I repeat, Monsieur, that the handkerchief didn’t fall from my pocket.”


“Then you’re twice a liar, Monsieur, for I saw it fall!”


“Oh ho! Are you going to take that tone, Monsieur Gascon? I see I must teach you how to behave.”


“And I, I will send you back to your mass, Monsieur l’Abbé! Draw, if you please, and instantly!”


“Not now, mon bel ami; or at least, not here. Has it escaped your notice that we are just outside the hôtel of Madame de Combalet, which is full of the cardinal’s creatures? How do I know His Eminence hasn’t charged you with bringing him my head? I’m ridiculously partial to my head, as it seems to go so well with my shoulders. No, you shall die, rest assured—but quietly, and in privacy, someplace where you won’t be able to boast to anyone of your death.”


“Agreed—but don’t be so sure of success. And take the handkerchief, whether or not it belongs to you; you may have occasion to need it.”


“Monsieur is that much the Gascon, then?” asked Aramis.


“I am. Monsieur isn’t postponing this rendezvous through an excess of prudence?”


“Prudence, Monsieur, is a virtue quite useless to musketeers—but indispensable to men of the Church, and as I’m only a temporary musketeer, I’m prudent when I choose to be. At two o’clock I shall have the honor of awaiting you at the hôtel of Monsieur de Tréville. There I’ll name the site for our meeting.”


The two young men bowed, then parted, Aramis going up the street that led to the Luxembourg. D’Artagnan, seeing his appointed hour with Athos was nearly due, took the road to the Carmelite convent, saying to himself, “I certainly can’t turn back now—but at least, if I’m to be killed, I’ll be killed by a musketeer!”
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V


The King’s Musketeers and the Cardinal’s Guards


D’Artagnan knew no one in Paris, so he went to his rendezvous with Athos without a second, resolved to be content with whomever his adversary should choose. Besides, he intended to make all proper apologies to the brave musketeer, though without displaying any weakness. He wanted to avoid the usual outcome of a duel in which a young and vigorous man takes on an adversary who is weak from wounds: if he lost, it would be a double triumph for his antagonist; if he won, he’d be accused of false courage and taking advantage of the other’s weakness.


It must be clear by this point that d’Artagnan was no ordinary man. Though telling himself his death was inevitable, he refused to accept that death with resignation, as a less courageous man might have done in his place. He reflected on the different characters of his three antagonists and began to see his course more clearly. He hoped, by means of gracious and dignified excuses, to make a friend of Athos, whose air of nobility and whose austere demeanor he admired. He flattered himself he could intimidate Porthos by threatening to reveal the secret of the baldric, which, if he weren’t killed on the spot, he could spread about to everyone. If he told the tale properly Porthos would be a laughingstock. As for sly Aramis, he wasn’t very afraid of him. If he should manage to make it that far, he felt confident he’d make short work of him, or at least mar his face, spoiling the beauty of which he was so proud, as Caesar had recommended be done to the soldiers of Pompey.


Above all, d’Artagnan was determined to follow his father’s advice to endure nothing from anyone but the king, the cardinal, and Monsieur de Tréville. So he didn’t just walk toward the Carmelite convent, he flew.


The Carmes-Deschaux,22 as it was then called, was a windowless building standing in an empty field adjacent to the meadow of Préaux-Clercs. It often served as a nearby rendezvous for antagonists with no time to waste. When d’Artagnan came in sight of the open ground at the foot of the convent, Athos had been waiting for only five minutes, and the bell in the tower was tolling twelve noon. Thus d’Artagnan was as punctual as the Samaritaine,23 and the most rigorous interpreter of the code duello24 could have no complaint.


Athos, still suffering cruelly from his wound, though it had been dressed by Tréville’s surgeon, was sitting on a milestone and awaiting his adversary with that calm demeanor and noble air that never left him. At the sight of d’Artagnan he rose and stepped politely forward to meet him. D’Artagnan, on his part, met his adversary hat in hand, feather almost touching the ground.


“Monsieur,” said Athos, “I have invited two of my friends to serve as seconds, but they have not yet arrived. I’m surprised, as it’s not at all customary for them to be late for an occasion of this sort.”


“I myself have no seconds, Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, “for having arrived only yesterday in Paris, so far I know only Monsieur de Tréville. I was recommended to him by my father, who has the honor to be, in some degree, one of his friends.”


Athos reflected for a moment. “You know no one but Monsieur de Tréville?”


“No, Monsieur. I know only him.”


“Ah, but then,” continued Athos, speaking half to himself and half to d’Artagnan, “if I kill you, I shall be called a child-eater.”


“Not quite,” replied d’Artagnan, with a dignified bow, “for you do me the honor to cross swords with me while hampered by a very painful wound.”


“Very painful indeed, you may take my word for it. You gave me a devil of a thump, I can tell you. But I’ll fight left-handed, as I usually do in such circumstances. Don’t think I’m doing you a favor, as I fight with either hand. In fact, it may be a disadvantage for you; a left-handed opponent can be a problem if one isn’t used to them. I regret not having informed you of this earlier.”


“Truly, Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, bowing once again, “you display a courtesy that I very much appreciate.”


“You do me too much honor,” replied Athos, with the air of a gentleman. “Let’s speak of something else, I beg. Ah! Sangbleu! How you hurt me! My shoulder is on fire.”


“If you would permit me . . .” d’Artagnan said timidly.


“What, Monsieur?”


“I have a miraculous balm for wounds, a balm given to me by my mother, and which I’ve already proven upon myself.”


“Well?”


“Well, I’m sure that in three days this balm would cure you. Once you’re cured . . . it would still be a great honor for me to meet with you.”


D’Artagnan said these words with a sincerity that ensured their politeness, without casting any doubt on his courage.


“By God, Monsieur,” said Athos, “your proposition pleases me; I can’t accept it, but it savors of the gentleman a league off. That’s how the brave knights spoke in the time of Charlemagne, and every cavalier should make them his model. Unfortunately, we don’t live in the time of the Great Emperor, but in the time of Monsieur le Cardinal, and no matter how secret we kept it, within three days he’d know of our rendezvous and put a stop to our duel. Speaking of which, will these laggards never arrive?”


“If you’re pressed for time, Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan, with the same simplicity with which a moment before he’d proposed to postpone the duel three days, “if you’re in a hurry, and would like to dispose of me at once, don’t delay on my account, I beg you.”


“I admire your way of speaking,” said Athos, with a gracious nod to d’Artagnan. “That’s not the remark of a man without brains, still less a man without heart. Monsieur, I love men of your stamp. I can see that, if we don’t kill each other, I shall enjoy conversing with you hereafter. We’ll wait for the seconds, if you don’t mind. I have plenty of time, and it will make the affair more correct. Ah! Here’s one now, I believe.”


In fact, from the end of the Rue de Vaugirard, the gigantic form of Porthos began to appear.


“What!” cried d’Artagnan. “Your first second is Monsieur Porthos?”


“Yes. Does that displease you?”


“No, by no means.”


“And here’s the other one.”


D’Artagnan turned toward where Athos pointed and recognized Aramis.


“What!” cried he, even more astonished. “Is your other second Monsieur Aramis?”


“Of course. Don’t you know that none of us are ever seen without the others, and that we’re known, by the musketeers and the guards, at Court and in the city, as the Three Inseparables? Perhaps, since you come from Dax or from Pau . . .”


“From Tarbes,” said d’Artagnan.


“Ah. You may, then, be somewhat ignorant of these details,” said Athos.


“My faith!” said d’Artagnan, “you are well-named, Messieurs. My adventure here, if anyone hears of it, will certainly prove your alliance isn’t based on your differences.”


Meanwhile Porthos arrived, waved a greeting to Athos, and then, turning toward d’Artagnan, froze in astonishment. (Let it be noted, in passing, that he’d changed his baldric and given up his cloak.)


“What? What?” he said. “What does this mean?”


“It is with monsieur, here, that I’m going to fight,” said Athos, indicating d’Artagnan with his hand, and saluting him with the same gesture.


“But . . . but I’m to fight with him also!” said Porthos.


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


“And I’m to fight with monsieur as well,” said Aramis, arriving.


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


“But why are you fighting him, Athos?” asked Aramis.


“My faith, I can’t quite say. Ah, yes—he hurt my shoulder. And you, Porthos?”


“My faith, I fight . . . because I fight!” answered Porthos, coloring.


Athos, who missed nothing, saw a faint smile touch the Gascon’s lips. “We had a discussion about wardrobe,” the young man said.


“And you, Aramis?” asked Athos.


“We are fighting over theology,” answered Aramis, making a sign to d’Artagnan to keep quiet about the reason for their duel.


Athos saw a second smile cross d’Artagnan’s lips. “Really?” said Athos.


“Oh, yes—a passage in Saint Augustine upon which we couldn’t agree,” said the Gascon.


“Decidedly, this man has his wits about him,” murmured Athos.


“And now that you’re assembled, Messieurs,” said d’Artagnan, “permit me to make my excuses.”


At the word excuses, Athos’s brow clouded, a contemptuous smile touched Porthos’s lips, and Aramis made a gesture of refusal.


“You misunderstand me, Messieurs,” said d’Artagnan, throwing back his head, its bold angles gilded by the sun. “I ask to be excused in case I may not be able to pay my debt of honor to all three of you. Monsieur Athos has the first right to kill me, which seriously devalues your claim, Monsieur Porthos, and renders yours, Monsieur Aramis, nearly worthless. And so I repeat, Messieurs, please excuse me—but only on that account. Now, en garde!”


At these words, with the air of a true cavalier, d’Artagnan drew his sword. The blood had risen to his head, and at that moment he would gladly have drawn his blade against all the musketeers in the realm.


It was a quarter past noon. The sun was at its zenith, and the ground chosen as the theater of the duel was exposed to its full power.


“It’s quite hot,” said Athos, drawing his sword in his turn, “and yet I can’t remove my doublet, for I can tell my wound is bleeding, and I wouldn’t care to disturb Monsieur with a flow of blood that he’s not drawn from me himself.”


“Well said, Monsieur,” said d’Artagnan. “Drawn by myself, or by another, I assure you I’ll always be sorry to see the blood of such a brave gentleman. I’ll fight in my doublet, like you.”


“See here, see here,” said Porthos, “enough of these compliments. Are we to wait all day to take our turns?”


“Speak for yourself, Porthos, when you speak so inappropriately,” interrupted Aramis. “As for me, I find what they say very well said, entirely worthy of two such gentlemen.”


“When you please, Monsieur,” said Athos, coming on guard.


“I await your command,” said d’Artagnan, crossing swords.


But the two rapiers had scarcely touched when a squad of His Eminence’s guards, commanded by Monsieur de Jussac, came around the corner of the convent.


“The Cardinal’s Guards!” cried Aramis and Porthos. “Sheathe swords, Messieurs! Sheathe swords!”


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


“Holà!” cried Jussac, advancing toward them, and signaling his men to do likewise. “Holà! Musketeers, here, and preparing to fight? And the edicts, what of them, eh?”


“You are generous men, Messieurs Guards,” said Athos, though with some hostility, as Jussac had been one of the attackers of the day before. “If we were to see you fighting, I’d say let them fight without hindrance. Leave us be, then, and you may enjoy some free entertainment.”


“Messieurs,” said Jussac, “I very much regret to say the thing is impossible. Duty before all. So sheathe, if you please, and follow us.”


“Monsieur,” said Aramis, parodying Jussac, “it would give us great pleasure to obey your gracious invitation, if it were up to us. But unfortunately, the thing is impossible. Monsieur de Tréville has forbidden it. Therefore, be on your way, if you know what’s good for you.”


This raillery exasperated Jussac. He said, “If you disobey, we will charge you.”


“They are five,” said Athos in an undertone, “and we are only three; we’ll be beaten again, and must die on the spot, for I swear, I’ll never again appear defeated before the captain.”


Athos, Porthos, and Aramis instantly closed in, while Jussac drew his soldiers together.


This brief moment was enough for d’Artagnan to choose his path. It was one of those events that decide a man’s life; a choice, between the king and the cardinal, that once made is irrevocable. To fight was to break the law, to risk his head, and to make in one stroke an enemy of a minister more powerful than the king himself. All this the young man foresaw, and to his credit he didn’t hesitate a second. Turning toward Athos and his friends, he said, “Messieurs, may I make so bold as to correct you? You said you were only three, but it seems to me we are four.”


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


“That’s true,” answered d’Artagnan. “I lack the uniform, but I’m with you in spirit. I have the heart of a musketeer, Monsieur—I feel it, and must follow where it leads.”


“Step aside, young man,” called Jussac, who had guessed d’Artagnan’s plans, no doubt from his gestures and expression. “You may retire, with our consent. Save your skin; be off!”


D’Artagnan stayed put.


“What a fine fellow you are,” said Athos, gripping the young man’s hand.


“Come, come! Make up your minds,” called Jussac.


“See here,” said Porthos, “we must do something.”


“Young man, you are generous to a fault,” said Athos. But all three were worried about d’Artagnan’s youth and inexperience. “We’ll be but three, one of us wounded, plus a boy,” resumed Athos, “but it will nonetheless be said we were four men.”


“Yes, but to surrender!” said Porthos.


“It is rather difficult,” replied Athos.


D’Artagnan understood their indecision. “Messieurs, give me a try,” he said, “and I swear to you on my honor that they won’t take me from here alive.”


“What are you called, mon brave?” said Athos.


“D’Artagnan, Monsieur.”


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


“See here, Gentlemen, have you decided to decide?” called Jussac, for the third time.


“We’re ready, Messieurs,” said Athos.


“And may we know your plans?” asked Jussac.


“We’re about to have the honor of charging you,” replied Aramis, tipping his hat with one hand while drawing his sword with the other.


“So! You resist!” cried Jussac.


“God’s blood! Are you surprised?”


And the nine combatants rushed each other with fury—but not without method. Athos took on a certain Cahusac, a favorite of the cardinal; Porthos had Biscarat; and Aramis found himself facing two adversaries. As for d’Artagnan, he dashed at Jussac himself. The young Gascon’s heart pounded as if it would burst from his chest, not from fear—by the grace of God, he hadn’t a shadow of that— but from excitement and exhilaration. He fought like a furious tiger, turning ten times around his adversary, repeatedly changing his ground and his guard. Jussac was, as they said then, a connoisseur of the blade, and quite experienced, but he was hard put to defend himself against an adversary who leaped so agilely this way and that, attacking from all sides at once, while parrying like a man with the greatest respect for his own skin.


Eventually Jussac began to lose patience with this contest. Furious at being held in check by one he’d regarded as a boy, he got angry and began to make mistakes. D’Artagnan redoubled his nimble attacks; though short on experience, he had a profound natural instinct for fencing. Jussac, fed up at last, made a savage thrust at his adversary, but d’Artagnan managed to parry it, and while Jussac was recovering, d’Artagnan slid like a serpent under his steel and passed his sword through his body. Jussac fell like a dead weight.


D’Artagnan then anxiously surveyed the field of battle. Aramis had killed one of his adversaries, but the other was pressing him hard. Nevertheless, Aramis’s situation was good, and he was well able to defend himself.


Biscarat and Porthos had wounded each other: Porthos had taken a thrust through the arm, and Biscarat through his thigh. But the wounds weren’t serious, and they just fought with all the more determination.


Athos, wounded anew by Cahusac, was visibly paler, but hadn’t retreated a foot; he’d only changed his sword hand and now fought with his left.


D’Artagnan, according to the laws of dueling of the time, was free to aid whomever he liked. While he tried to decide which of his companions most needed his help, he caught a glance from Athos, a glance of sublime eloquence. Athos would rather die than call for help; but he could look, and his look could appeal. D’Artagnan understood, and with a single bound he fell on Cahusac’s flank, crying, “Look to me, Monsieur le Garde, or die!”


Cahusac turned. It was time, for Athos, who’d been held together only by his great courage, fell to one knee. “God’s blood!” he cried to d’Artagnan. “Don’t kill him, young man, I beg you. I have an old grudge to settle with him when I’m cured and in good health. Just disarm him—bind his sword. That’s it! Good! Well done!” Athos cried, as Cahusac’s sword went flying twenty paces from him. Cahusac and d’Artagnan sprang forward together, the one to recover the sword, the other to seize it, but d’Artagnan, more nimble, reached it first and placed his foot on it.


Cahusac ran to the body of the man Aramis had killed and grabbed his rapier, then returned toward d’Artagnan—but on his way he met Athos. The musketeer had recovered his breath during the pause d’Artagnan had provided and, afraid that d’Artagnan might kill his enemy, sought to reenter the fight.


D’Artagnan understood that Athos preferred to be left to handle Cahusac alone. In fact, within a few seconds Cahusac fell with a wound across his throat. At the same moment, Aramis placed his sword against his remaining enemy’s breast and made him call for mercy.
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