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Introduction


by Lawrence Ellsworth


In 1844 Alexandre Dumas, then age forty-one, had been a successful writer for almost a decade and a half, having made his mark first in the theater with sensational contemporary and historical melodramas. The rise of the feuilletons, French weekly newspapers that published episodic novels in serial form, gave him the opportunity to turn the lessons he’d learned crafting crowd-pleasing plays to popular prose. Dumas’s gifts were for engaging characters in plot-driven stories depicted with vivid scenes and crackling dialogue. More than that, he had a genuine feel for French history, and a knack for bringing it to life for his readers.


These virtues all came together in March 1844, when the first chapters of The Three Musketeers began appearing in the pages of Le Siècle, a Parisian weekly. The story was a runaway success, and the paper soon had to increase print runs to keep up with the demand. Once published in book form, The Three Musketeers was a global sensation, and Dumas was elevated from a mere successful writer to the ranks of history’s greatest storytellers.


At that time a great many serial novels were being published on both sides of the English Channel. What was it about Dumas’s novel that struck a chord with such a broad national, and then international, audience? For one thing, its fast-paced and sweeping drama took maximum advantage of Dumas’s strengths as a writer, mentioned above. But beyond that, its quartet of quirky and charismatic heroes were immediately beloved by readers everywhere. Each musketeer expressed an aspect of Dumas’s own outsized personality, his boundless enthusiasm for life, romance, and adventure: the bold and clever d’Artagnan, noble Athos, jovial Porthos, and sly Aramis were vivid and engaging incarnations of archetypal adventure heroes, familiar yet uniquely and individually themselves.


And with these four characters, Dumas had created a tight-knit team of disparate personalities that was durable, flexible, and expansive enough to enable him to address, through their exploits, what he saw as life’s central challenge: how to find the courage to adhere to a personal code of honor despite the conflicting dictates of society and authority. How, in short, to do right.


The spectacular first Musketeers novel established Dumas’s core characters and their all-important interrelationship, that comradeship and commitment that made the Inseparables a byword for devoted loyalty. “All for one and one for all.” But the four musketeers were no Knights of the Round Table, no paragons of chivalry, they were recognizably real people with flaws as well as virtues, and when Dumas pitted them against the soldiers and assassins of repressive authority, the reader felt they were in genuine danger, at risk not just of failure, but of death. Against such enemies they had only their courage, their wits, and each other—and somehow, that had to be enough.


The serialization of The Three Musketeers concluded in July 1844, and was published in book form before the end of the year in both Brussels and Paris. By then readers and publishers were already clamoring for a sequel, and Dumas, after discussing it with his assistant Auguste Maquet, was ready to provide one. But when the first chapters of Twenty Years After began to appear in January 1845, it wasn’t quite what anyone had expected.


The Three Musketeers, in which the heroes are all between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, is profoundly a novel of youth, its protagonists exuberant, passionate, and energetic, overcoming obstacles by sheer audacity. Dumas could have written a second book set right after the first, simply expanding upon the formula of youthful heroics, but the author, by then approaching his mid-forties, was more interested in how his most popular characters would face life’s complexities once they were past the simple moral clarity of youth. How would his heroes cope when confronted by the ambiguities and compromises of maturity? Excited by this idea, Dumas planned out what we would now call a character arc for each of his four archetypal heroes, a long saga set against the events of one of the most dramatic periods in French history, the rise of King Louis XIV. Twenty Years After was the first installment of this grand story, a tale that would run to over a million words, culminating at last in The Man in the Iron Mask. It was a bold and ambitious undertaking that took several years to complete, but pardieu! He pulled it off.


Back to the work at hand: at the end of The Three Musketeers, d’Artagnan has achieved his dream, an officer’s rank in the elite company of the King’s Musketeers—but he’s also suffered tragedy by his failure to protect the woman he loved, who was murdered by his enemies, and this shadows his achievement. When his comrades one by one leave the musketeers to go their separate ways, d’Artagnan falls into the immemorial routines of the career military officer, and the years pass by. Though he serves with bravery, even distinction, so long as Monsieur de Tréville is still captain-lieutenant of the King’s Musketeers, there’s no path for d’Artagnan to advance without leaving the company, which to him is unthinkable. So, he marks time for twenty years, a trusty weapon going to rust, until the events of Twenty Years After rouse him from his daze and propel him back into action.


What has changed? For one thing, old Tréville has finally retired, leaving a vacancy at the head of his company. For another, the stable regime established by Cardinal Richelieu and enforced by him on the fractious French has been steadily unraveling since his death, and the dire inequities and long-suppressed rivalries in the fraying social order have erupted into a seething low-grade civil war, the Fronde. D’Artagnan’s commonplace skills, those of a mid-level military officer, are little valued during ordinary times, but now opportunity knocks; it’s only in times of trouble, when extraordinary measures are called for, that d’Artagnan can find expression for his unique talent for bold and unorthodox stratagems.


So as the factions arm for battle, d’Artagnan once again has the opportunity to perform extraordinary services for the queen, for her son the young king—and, of course, for himself. But the resources of the orthodox military he’s served in for twenty years are of no use to him here, for he’s at his best acting outside of hierarchy and unrestrained by convention. D’Artagnan summons up his all old energy and audacity and hurls himself at the complex challenges of the new regime.


And . . . he fails. D’Artagnan fails, because times are not what they were, and the virtues of youth, no matter how skillfully deployed, are no longer enough to master the situation. Life has become complicated, and simple solutions cannot succeed.


However, d’Artagnan knows the solution, or at least part of it: to find his old comrades, the Inseparables, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, and reforge the bonds of comradeship and loyalty they formed when they were all youths. But they have grown apart from each other with the passing years, even as each one has grown to be more indelibly himself in the process. And they are on different sides in the French civil war of the Fronde. Pride, ambition, and sheer time have opened gaps between the old musketeers, and d’Artagnan will find it no easy thing to bridge those gaps and draw them back together.


And even if he does—for how long?


A Note on the Translation: The public appetite for a sequel to The Three Musketeers was so great that the first volumes of Twenty Years After were rushed into book publication before the serial had even finished running in Le Siècle. The first (and unauthorized) edition, published in Brussels in early 1845, was cobbled together by collecting the installments published in Paris and was so hastily compiled that it omitted an entire chapter: that of XXIX, “Good Councilor Broussel” (“Le Bonhomme Broussel”). This error was perpetuated in some later editions published in Paris, and as it was one of those editions that was used as the basis of the first English translations, that chapter has been absent from nearly every British and American version of the novel ever since. Though the four musketeers don’t really appear in the “missing” chapter, it provides solid entertainment and context for the character and personalities of the leaders of the Fronde. It’s good stuff, and we’re pleased to restore it to the novel’s continuity.


As the above example illustrates, the sources of the original French version of Twenty Years After are a jumble. Where there were inconsistencies, this editor usually relied on the Pléiade version edited by Gilbert Sigaux in 1962, as well as the edition compiled and annotated by Charles Samaran that same year for Éditions Garnier. (Note that the “Good Councilor Broussel” chapter appears in neither of these “definitive” editions.)


The original 1846 English translation by William Robson was solid work and has proved so durable that there hasn’t been a significant new version for readers of English in over a century—until now. The foremost original translators, Robson and William Barrow, did their work well, but they were writing for a Victorian-era audience that was uncomfortable with frank depictions of violence and sexuality. Moreover, they employed a style of elevated diction that was deemed appropriate for historical novels of the 19th century, but seems stiff, long-winded, and passive to today’s readers. It also does a disservice to Dumas’s writing style, which was quite dynamic for its time, fast paced and with sharp, naturalistic dialogue. This editor’s new version attempts to restore Dumas’s edge, aiming as well to recapture some of the bawdy humor lost in previous translations.


As noted above, Twenty Years After was the first long installment in Dumas’s final million-word-plus character arc recounting the lives of his Four Musketeers. It’s a big novel, considerably longer than the already-large Three Musketeers, big enough to be awkward and unwieldy in a single volume, and in fact, in the Victorian era it was often published in two parts. We have chosen to follow that tradition, dividing it into Twenty Years After (the current volume) and its conclusion, The Son of Milady. This will make reading it more manageable and convenient, and also acknowledges the realities of modern publishing and distribution, which cannot easily handle a novel the size of this one in a single volume. (Dumas’s epic continuation, the titanic Le Vicomte de Bragelonne, which is three times the size of Twenty Years After, will appear in four volumes.)


Twenty Years After is a truly great novel, and it’s been an absolute pleasure to prepare a modern version that honors the author’s original intentions, and which I hope will help it find a new audience in the 21st century. I think you’ll enjoy it.


Historical Character Note: The first time a notable character from history is mentioned in the text, their name is marked with an asterisk.* A brief paragraph describing that person appears in the Historical Characters appendix at the end of the book.




Twenty Years After



I


Richelieu’s Ghost


In a chamber of the Palais Cardinal, or Palais Royal1 as it was now known, near a vermeil-gilded table stacked with books and papers, sat a man with his head resting on his hands.


Behind him was a vast fireplace, glowing with heat, with flaming embers crackling over large gilded andirons. The glow from the fireplace lit the dreamer’s magnificent robes from behind, as the flickering light from a grand candelabra illuminated the front.


To see this crimson robe edged with intricate lace, this pale forehead bent in meditation in the solitude of his study, to hear the silence of its antechambers and the measured tread of the guards outside on the landing, one might have thought the shadow of Cardinal Richelieu* still haunted this room.


Alas! It was no more than the shadow of that great man. France badly weakened, the authority of the king disregarded, the Great Nobles once more strong and defiant, foreign enemies menacing the borders—all testified that Richelieu was no more.


But more than anything, the proof that this red-robed form was not that of the former cardinal was his isolation, which seemed, as we’ve said, more like that of a ghost than a living man. It was the halls devoid of courtiers; the courtyard bristling with guards; the air of disdain and derision blowing in through the windows from the streets, the breath of a whole city united against this minister; and finally, from near and far, the rattling of gunfire, not, fortunately, aimed with intent to injure, so much as to show the guards—the Swiss, the musketeers, and the soldiers stationed around the Palais Royal—that the people, too, had arms.


This ghost of Richelieu was Cardinal Mazarin.*


But Mazarin now stood alone and knew his weakness.


“Foreigner!” he muttered. “Italian! These are the words they use as curses. With these same words they assassinated and dismembered Concini2—and if I let them, they’d do the same to me, tear me limb from limb, though I’ve never done anything worse than just squeeze them a little. Fools! Unable to see that their enemy isn’t this Italian who speaks poor French, but rather those lords who feed them fine words in a pure Parisian accent.


“Yes, yes,” continued the minister, pale lips smiling a subtle and incongruous smile. “Yes, you tell yourselves that the fortunes of favorites are precarious—but you should know I’m no ordinary favorite! Though the Earl of Essex3 wore a splendid diamond-crusted ring given him by his royal mistress, and I wear only a simple ring engraved with a number and a date, my ring has been consecrated by a vow in the Palais Royal chapel.4 They won’t break me to their will! Let them join their eternal call of ‘Down with Mazarin!’ to cries of ‘Long live Monsieur de Beaufort!’ or ‘Long live Monsieur le Prince!’ or even ‘Long live the Parliament!’ Well—Monsieur de Beaufort* is locked up in Vincennes, the Prince de Condé* may join him any day, and as for parliament . . .”5


Here the cardinal’s smile twisted into an expression of hatred more virulent than seemed possible on such a mild face. “Well, as to parliament . . . parliament, too, will get what’s coming to it. We have the royal strongholds of Orléans and Montargis. We have time. In time, all those who today shout, ‘Down with Mazarin’ will in their turn shout, ‘Down with the princes.’ Richelieu, whom they hated while he lived, but can’t stop talking about now that he’s dead—he had worse days than this, when he feared he’d be dismissed, or seemed actually forced out. But Queen Anne* will never dismiss me—and if the people force me out, she will go with me. Then we’ll see how the rebels like having neither a king nor a queen! Oh, if only I wasn’t a foreigner! If only I were French, and a nobleman!”


He fell back into his reverie.


Indeed, the situation was dire, and the day that had just ended had made it more complicated still. Mazarin, always driven by sordid avarice, was crushing the people with taxes. In the words of Advocate General Talon, the people had been left with nothing but their souls, and still had those only because they couldn’t be sold at auction. The people had been advised to be patient, as great victories were in the offing, but since glory couldn’t feed empty mouths, the people used their mouths for muttering their discontent.


But that wasn’t all, because when it’s only the people who complain, the Royal Court, insulated by the bourgeoisie and the gentry, doesn’t hear it. However, Mazarin had been so reckless as to offend the magistrates! He had created offices for twelve newly made Judges of Requests and sold them, and as the existing judges had paid high prices for their positions, and the addition of twelve new colleagues could only dilute their value, the magistrates had united against him. They’d sworn on the Gospels to oppose these appointments and to resist all encroachments from the Court, promising each other that any member who lost his office by this rebellion would be reimbursed by the others.


Now, here’s how the conflict played out:


On the seventh of January 1648, seven or eight hundred mutinous Parisian merchants had gathered to protest a new tax on business owners, sending ten delegates to talk to Prince Gaston, the Duc d’Orléans,* who had always been popular with them. The duke, receiving them, had been told they were determined not to pay this new tax, and were even willing to take up arms against anyone the king might send to collect it. The Duc d’Orléans listened politely to them, which gave them hope; he promised to speak to the queen about it and dismissed them with the usual response of princes: “We’ll see.”


For their part, on the ninth the Judges of Requests came before the cardinal, and their designated representative spoke so firmly and fearlessly the cardinal had been astonished. He gave them the same response the Duc d’Orléans had given the merchants: “We’ll see.”


So, in order to see, the King’s Council had assembled and sent for d’Émery, the superintendent of finances.


This d’Émery was widely despised by the people, first of all because he was the superintendent of finances, and all superintendents of finances should be despised, and second because, it’s fair to say, he deserved it.


He was the son of a banker of Lyon named Particelli who had, after filing for bankruptcy, changed his name to d’Émery. Cardinal Richelieu, who recognized his merits as a financier, had presented him to King Louis XIII* under this new name, recommending d’Émery for the position of superintendent of finances, and the king had agreed. “Excellent!” he’d said. “I’m glad to hear about this Monsieur d’Émery, as we need an honest man for the post. I’d thought you were going to sponsor that swindler Particelli for the job and was afraid you’d persuade me to agree.”


“Sire!” replied the cardinal. “Don’t worry, that Particelli you mentioned has been hanged.”


“All the better!” said the king. “It’s not for nothing that I’m known as Louis the Just.” And he’d signed the appointment of Monsieur d’Émery.


It was this same Superintendent d’Émery who’d been sent for by Prime Minister Mazarin. He rushed in pale and frightened, saying his son had been nearly assassinated that day on the Place du Palais; a crowd had confronted him, complaining of the extravagance of his wife, who’d decorated their home with hangings of red velvet trimmed with gold fringe. She was the daughter of Nicolas Le Camus, who’d come to Paris with just twenty livres, but had by 1617 become royal secretary. His salary had been only forty thousand livres, but somehow his children had received an inheritance of nine million. D’Émery’s son had barely avoided violent suffocation at the hands of the mob, which had threatened to squeeze all the stolen gold out of him. So, the council decided to take no action that day, as the superintendent was in no condition to think straight.


The following day, First President of Parliament Mathieu Molé, whose courage in these affairs, according to Cardinal de Retz, was equal to that of the Duc de Beaufort or of Monsieur le Prince de Condé—the two men who were considered the bravest in France—the next day, we say, the first president was attacked in his turn. The people threatened to take him to task for the ills they were suffering, but the first president, always unflappable and self-possessed, replied with his usual calm that if the malcontents didn’t bend to the king’s will, he would erect enough gallows in the squares to hang the lot of them. To which they replied that they asked nothing better than some new gibbets, as they would serve to hang those judges who bought favor from Court at the cost of the misery of the people.


There was more: on the eleventh, when the queen went to mass at Notre Dame, as she did every Saturday, she was met by over two hundred women crying out and demanding justice. They had no worse intention than that, wishing only to kneel before her to try to move her to pity, but the guards kept them back, and the queen, haughty and proud, passed without paying any attention to their cries.


That afternoon, the King’s Council met again; it resolved to maintain the royal authority, and summoned parliament to convene on the following day, the twelfth.


That day, on the evening of which our story begins, started when King Louis XIV,* then ten years old and just recovered from smallpox, had gone to Notre Dame to give thanks for his deliverance. This gave him a pretext for calling out his troops—guards, Swiss, and musketeers—and posting them around the Palais Royal, on the Pont Neuf, and on his route along the quays. After hearing mass the king had made a surprise call on parliament, where he held an impromptu lit de justice, confirming all his previous tax edicts as well as issuing five or six new ones, each one, according to Cardinal de Retz, more ruinous than the last. The new measures were loudly opposed by President Blancmesnil6 and Councilor Broussel.* Furthermore, the first president, who as we saw had supported the king only the day before, indignantly protested this high-handed method of bringing the king in person to impose the royal will on parliament.


These edicts decreed, the king returned to the Palais Royal. Crowds of people lined his way, but though they knew he came from parliament, they didn’t know whether he’d gone to demand justice for the people or to oppress them further, so no cheers greeted his passing, and there were no felicitations on his return to health. Every face was anxious or gloomy, and some were even threatening.


Though the king had passed, the troops remained in position; it was feared there would be riots once word of the decrees at parliament got around—and indeed, at the merest rumor that, instead of rolling taxes back, the king had increased them, crowds began to gather. Soon a great clamor filled the streets, with shouts of “Down with Mazarin!” as well as “Long live Broussel” and “Long live Blancmesnil.” The people knew that Broussel and Blancmesnil had spoken out on their behalf, and though their eloquence had been to no avail, it had won them the citizens’ goodwill.


Attempts were made to dispel these crowds and silence their shouts, but as often happens, that served only to increase the throngs and redouble their cries. The Royal Guards and the Swiss were first ordered to stand firm, and then sent to patrol Rue Saint-Denis and Rue Saint-Martin, where the crowds seemed thickest and most animated.


At this point the merchants’ provost appeared at the gates of the Palais Royal, and was immediately admitted. He came to say that if the troops weren’t ordered to stand down, all of Paris would be under arms within two hours.


While the options were being debated, Lieutenant of the Guards Comminges* came in from the street, his clothes torn and his face bloodied. Seeing him, the queen cried out in surprise and asked what had happened. As the provost had predicted, the sight of the guards had inflamed the crowds. They had swarmed the belfries and rung the tocsin. Comminges had stood firm and arrested a man who appeared to be one of the leading agitators, and then, in order to make an example of him, ordered the man hanged from the Croix du Trahoir. The soldiers had moved to carry out this order but were attacked with stones and halberds by rioters from Les Halles. The rebel had taken advantage of the chaos to escape, reaching the Rue des Lombards, where he’d disappeared into a house.


Despite an aggressive search, they couldn’t catch the culprit. Comminges had posted sentries in the street and then, with the rest of his detachment, returned to the Palais Royal to report these events to the queen. They were followed all the way back by threats and curses, several of his men were wounded by pikes and halberds, and he himself had been cracked over the eyebrow by a stone.


Comminges’s report only confirmed the advice of the merchant’s provost. The authorities were unprepared to withstand a serious revolt; the cardinal had the rumor spread among the people that the troops stationed along the quays and the Pont Neuf were there only for the ceremony and were being withdrawn. Indeed, by four in the afternoon they were all concentrated around the Palais Royal, with a detachment at the Barrière des Sergents, another at the Quinze-Vingts, and a third at the Butte Saint-Roch.7 They filled the courtyards with Swiss Guards8 and musketeers, and they waited.


This is where things stood when we introduced our readers to Cardinal Mazarin’s study, which had once belonged to Cardinal Richelieu. We saw in what state of mind he heard the crowd noises and gunshots that echoed into his windows.


Suddenly he looked up with a determined expression, like a man who has made up his mind. He stared at a huge clock that was on the verge of striking ten, reached for a silvered whistle placed on the table within reach of his hand, and trilled on it twice.


A hidden door in a tapestry opened soundlessly, and a man dressed in black emerged and moved silently to stand behind the cardinal’s chair.


“Bernouin,”* said the cardinal without turning, for having whistled twice he knew it was his valet, “which King’s Musketeers9 are guarding the palace?”


“The Black Musketeers, Monseigneur.”


“Which company?”


“Tréville’s.”10


“Is there an officer of that company in the antechamber?”


“Lieutenant d’Artagnan.”*


“He’s a good one, I believe?”


“Yes, Monseigneur.”


“Get me a musketeer’s uniform and help me into it.”


The valet went out as quietly as he’d entered, and returned a few moments later, carrying the requested outfit.


Silent and thoughtful, the cardinal began removing the ceremonial robes he’d worn to attend the session of parliament and then donned the military uniform, which he wore with a certain ease thanks to his time in the Italian campaigns. Once he was fully dressed, he said, “Get me Monsieur d’Artagnan.”


And the valet, silent and mute as ever, went out through the antechamber door like a shadow.


Left alone, the cardinal regarded himself in the mirror with some satisfaction. He looked young for his forty-six years, and though a bit short, he still cut an elegant figure. His complexion was fair and smooth, his eyes expressive, his nose large but well-shaped, his brow broad and majestic. His chestnut hair curled slightly, and his beard, which was darker, took a curling iron well. He straightened his baldric, then looked complacently at his hands, which were handsome and of which he took great care. He removed the buckskin riding gauntlets from his belt and replaced them with simple gloves of silk.


At that moment the door opened. “Monsieur d’Artagnan,” announced the valet.


An officer entered.


He was a man of thirty-nine or forty years, compact but lean and well made, with a sharp and clever eye, his goatee still black though his hair was touched with gray, as often happens when a man has lived too well or not well enough, especially if he’s of dark complexion.


D’Artagnan stepped into the study, recalling that he’d come into it once before in Cardinal Richelieu’s time, then stopped when he saw no one within but one of his company’s musketeers. At a glance he recognized the cardinal under the uniform. He remained standing in a respectful but dignified pose, as befits a gentleman who has spent much of his life among the Grands.


The cardinal fixed him with a gaze more cunning than penetrating, looked him over carefully, and said after a few moments of silence, “You’re Monsieur d’Artagnan?”


“Himself, Monseigneur,” said the officer.


The cardinal considered for a moment that intelligent face and mobile expression restrained by years and experience; but d’Artagnan withstood the examination like a man who has been subjected to a far more piercing gaze.


“Monsieur,” said the cardinal, “come with me—or rather, I’ll go with you.”


“I’m at your orders, Monseigneur,” d’Artagnan replied.


“I’d like to personally inspect the guard posts around the Palais Royal. Do you think there’s any danger?”


“Danger, Monseigneur?” asked d’Artagnan, astonished. “From where?”


“They say the people are in open revolt.”


“The uniform of the King’s Musketeers still commands respect, 
Monseigneur—and even if that weren’t the case, I think with four of my men we could chase off a hundred of these clowns.”


“Didn’t you see what happened to Comminges?”


“Monsieur de Comminges is an officer of the guards, not the musketeers,” d’Artagnan replied.


“In other words,” said the cardinal, smiling, “the musketeers are better soldiers than the guards.”11


“Everyone prefers his own uniform, Monseigneur.”


“Except me, Monsieur,” the cardinal said, still smiling. “As you see, I prefer yours to my own.”


“Peste, Monseigneur,” said d’Artagnan, “now that’s modesty. As for me, I confess that, if I had one of Your Eminence’s grand outfits, I wouldn’t need any other.”


“Perhaps, but to wear one of those out tonight might not be safe. Bernouin, my hat.”


The valet returned, carrying a musketeer’s broad-brimmed hat. The cardinal put it on, cocked it like a cavalier, and turned to d’Artagnan. “You have horses saddled in the stables, don’t you?”


“Yes, Monseigneur.”


“Very well! Let’s go.”


“With how many men, Monseigneur?”


“You said that with four men you could chase off a hundred of these rabble; we might meet two hundred, so bring eight.”


“As Monseigneur wishes.”


“I’ll follow you. No, wait.” The cardinal paused. “We’ll go this way. Bernouin, a light.”


The valet brought a candle; the cardinal took a small golden key from his desk and unlocked the door of a secret staircase. A few moments later they found themselves down in the side courtyard of the Palais Royal.
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II


A Night Patrol


Ten minutes later, the little troop went out through the Rue des Bons-Enfants, behind the theater built by Cardinal Richelieu for the play Mirame, and in which Cardinal Mazarin, a patron more of music than of literature, had sponsored the production of one of the first operas performed in France.


The great city showed every evidence of turmoil: large crowds roamed the streets, and despite what d’Artagnan had said, stopped to watch the soldiers pass with a menacing air of mockery that showed the citizens had temporarily traded their usual deference for insulting belligerence. From time to time a commotion was heard from the markets of Les Halles. Gunfire rattled toward Rue Saint-Denis, and occasionally, for no apparent reason, church bells were rung.


D’Artagnan steered his course with the nonchalance of a man unimpressed by such nonsense. When a crowd blocked the middle of the street he rode his horse straight for them without a word of warning and, whether rebels or not, they seemed to see what manner of man they were dealing with and parted to let the patrol pass. The cardinal envied his composure, which he attributed to familiarity with danger, and he regarded the officer with the esteem the cautious accord to cool courage.


As they approached the detachment posted at the Barrière des Sergents, the sentry cried, “Who goes there?” D’Artagnan replied and, having asked the cardinal for the passwords, advanced at the order. The countersign was Louis and Rocroi.


The passwords acknowledged, d’Artagnan asked if Monsieur de Comminges wasn’t commander of the post. The sentry indicated an officer on foot talking to another on a horse. D’Artagnan recognized him and returned to the cardinal, saying, “There is Monsieur de Comminges.”


The cardinal urged his horse toward them while d’Artagnan held back discreetly. However, from the way the two officers removed their hats, he knew they’d recognized His Eminence.


“Bravo, Guitaut,”* said the cardinal to the mounted officer, “I see that despite your sixty-four years you’re as alert and devoted as always. What were you telling this young man?”


“Monseigneur,” replied Guitaut, “I was saying we live in unusual times, and that today looked a lot like things must have during the days of the Catholic League12 I heard so much about as a youth. Do you know there’s even talk of the mob throwing up barricades across Rue Saint-Denis and Rue Saint-Martin?”


“And what did your nephew Comminges have to say to that, mon cher Guitaut?”


“Monseigneur,” Comminges replied, “I said that you can’t make a League without the essential element of a Duc de Guise.13 Besides, they won’t repeat what they did before.”


“No, this time they’ll make a Fronde,14 as they call it,” said Guitaut.


“What’s that you said? A Fronde?” asked Mazarin.


“Monseigneur, that’s the name they’ve given their party.”


“Where does it come from?”


“Apparently several days ago Councilor Bachaumont said at the Palais that all these rowdies in the alleys were like schoolboys slinging stones—fronding—ruffians who scatter when they see a constable, only to gather again once he’s passed. The rebels picked up on the word frond, quick as a Brussels beggar, and started calling themselves frondeurs. Since yesterday, everything is the Fronde: Fronde hats, Fronde gloves, Fronde fans, even Fronde bread, and . . . well, just listen to that.”


A window had opened, and a man stuck out his head and began to sing:


The Fronde wind blows


So, let her in


I think it goes


Against Mazarin


If the Fronde wind blows


We’ll let her in!


“Insolent wretch!” Guitaut growled.


“Monseigneur,” said Comminges, whose injury had put him in a bloodthirsty mood, “shall I have that fellow shot to teach him a lesson about what to sing?” And he reached toward the holster on his uncle’s horse.


“By no means!” cried Mazarin. “Diavolo! You’ll spoil everything, my friend, and just when things are going so well! I know your Frenchmen as well as if I’d made them myself. If they sing the song, they’ll pay the piper. During the days of the League that Guitaut was speaking of, they only sang the mass, and things ended badly for them. Come, Guitaut, let’s see if they keep guard at the Quinze-Vingts as well as they do at the Barrière des Sergents.”


And, with a salute to Comminges, he rejoined d’Artagnan, who assumed the lead of the little troop, followed immediately by Guitaut and the cardinal, with the rest as rear guard.


“That figures,” Comminges muttered, watching them ride away. “I forgot that he’s satisfied so long as everyone pays.”


Along Rue Saint-Honoré the people were gathered in small groups discussing the new edicts. They pitied the young king, used as a tool to plunder the people unknowingly, and blamed Mazarin for everything. They talked of appealing to the Duc d’Orléans and Monsieur le Prince, and applauded Blancmesnil and Broussel.


D’Artagnan passed through these groups as inflexibly as if he and his horse were iron. Mazarin and Guitaut talked softly together, while the musketeers, who had finally recognized the cardinal, rode in silence.


They reached Rue Saint-Thomas-du-Louvre and the post at the Quinze-Vingts. Guitaut beckoned to a junior officer, who advanced to report.


“Well?” Guitaut asked.


“Ah! All is well on this side, mon Capitaine, but I think something is going on over there.” And he pointed toward a beautiful hôtel, or mansion, on the spot where the Vaudeville Theater now stands.


“That’s not just any mansion,” said Guitaut. “That’s the Hôtel de Rambouillet.”15


“I don’t know about any Rambouillet,” said the officer. “All I know is I saw some pretty shady characters go in there.”


“Bah!” said Guitaut, laughing. “Those are just poets.”


“Bah yourself, Guitaut,” said Mazarin. “I’ll thank you not to speak of those gentlemen with such irreverence! Didn’t you know I was a poet myself in my youth? I wrote verses in the style of Monsieur de Benserade.”


“You, Monseigneur?”


“Yes, me. Shall I recite some of it?”


“Not on my account, Monseigneur! I don’t know Italian.”


“Yes, but you know French, don’t you, my brave Guitaut?” replied Mazarin, laying his hand in a friendly way on the officer’s shoulder. “And whatever order you’re given in that language, you’ll follow?”


“Of course, Monseigneur, as I always have—provided it comes from the queen.”


“Ah, yes!” said Mazarin, biting his lips. “You’re absolutely devoted to her.”


“Well, I have been captain of her guards for more than twenty years.”


“Onward, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” the cardinal said. “All is well here.”


D’Artagnan resumed the lead of the column without saying a word, displaying the unquestioning obedience that is the hallmark of an old soldier.


Passing through Rue de Richelieu and Rue Villedo, they arrived at Butte Saint-Roch, the third post. It was the most isolated, for it was just inside the walls, and the city was sparsely populated in this neighborhood. “Who is in command here?” asked the cardinal.


“Villequier,” replied Guitaut.


“The devil!” said Mazarin. “You speak with him—you know I’m at odds with him since I charged you with the arrest of the Duc de Beaufort. He complained that he, as captain of the Royal Guard, should have had that honor.”


“I know it, and I’ve told him a hundred times he was wrong. The king couldn’t have given him that order, as he was barely four years old at the time.”


“Yes, Guitaut, but I could have ordered him on the king’s behalf, and I chose you instead.”


Guitaut didn’t reply, just urged his horse forward, and after being recognized by the sentry, called for Monsieur de Villequier.


He came out. “Ah! It’s you, Guitaut. What the devil are you doing here?” he said, in his usual ill-humored tone.


“Just checking the situation in this direction.”


“Why bother? There were shouts earlier of ‘Long live the king!’ and ‘Down with Mazarin!’—but there’s nothing new in that. We’re used to it by now.”


“And do you join in?” Guitaut replied, laughing.


“My faith, sometimes I’d like to! I think they’re right, Guitaut. I’d give five years of my pay, which they don’t pay me, if it would only make the king five years older.”


“Really? And what would happen if the king were five years older?”


“He’d be at the age of majority and could give his orders himself. I’d much rather obey the grandson of King Henri IV than the son of Pietro Mazarini. Death of the devil! I’d kill for the king. But if I got killed on account of Mazarin, like your nephew nearly was today, there’s nothing in heaven worthwhile enough to console me for it.”


“All right, all right, Monsieur de Villequier,” said Mazarin, coming up. “Rest assured, I’ll report your devotion to the king.” Then, turning to the escort: “Let’s go, Messieurs—all is well here.”


“So, Mazarin was there all along!” said Villequier. “So much the better, Guitaut—I’ve wanted to tell him that for a long time. You gave me the opportunity, and though I don’t imagine you did it as a favor, I thank you.” And turning on his heel, he returned to the guardhouse, whistling that tune of the Frondeurs.


Mazarin was thoughtful on their return. What he’d heard in succession from Comminges, Guitaut, and Villequier just confirmed his suspicion that, if it came to a crisis, he’d have nobody on his side but the queen. And yet the queen had so often abandoned her friends, it seemed to the minister that, despite his precautions, her support couldn’t be counted upon.


During the whole of their nocturnal ride, that is, for an hour or so, the cardinal, while studying in turn Comminges, Guitaut, and Villequier, was keeping his eye on another man. This man, self-assured despite the angry populace, responding neither to Mazarin’s wry remarks nor to the catcalls of the crowd—this man seemed to him above and beyond, a person well adapted to the events taking place, and even more suited for events yet to come.


The name of d’Artagnan wasn’t completely unknown to Mazarin, although he hadn’t come to France until around 1635—that is, seven or eight years after the events we related in The Three Musketeers. It seemed to the cardinal that he associated that name with a person said to be a model of courage, skill, and dedication.


He was so taken by this idea that he immediately wanted to learn all he could about d’Artagnan—but he couldn’t exactly ask d’Artagnan about himself. From the few words he’d heard the lieutenant of musketeers say, he’d recognized the accent of Gascony, and the Italians and Gascons are too much alike, and know each other too well, to ever trust what any of them would say of themselves.


As they arrived at the walls that enclosed the Palais Royal gardens, the cardinal knocked at a small door right about where the Café de Foy stands now, and after thanking d’Artagnan and asking him to wait in the courtyard, he gestured to Guitaut to follow him. Both dismounted, handed the bridles of their horses to the lackey who’d opened the little door, and disappeared into the garden.


“My dear Guitaut,” said the cardinal, leaning on the arm of the old captain of the guards, “you told me just now that you’ve been in the queen’s service for twenty years?”


“Yes, that’s the truth,” Guitaut replied.


“Now, mon cher Guitaut,” the cardinal continued, “I know that in addition to your courage, which is proven, and your loyalty, which is beyond question, that you have an excellent memory.”


“You’ve noticed that, Monseigneur?” said the guard captain. “The devil! Too bad for me.”


“What do you mean?”


“Beyond all doubt, the most important quality of a courtier is to know how to forget.”


“But you’re no courtier, Guitaut, you’re a brave soldier, a veteran captain from the time of King Henri IV, one of the few who are still among us.”


“Peste, Monseigneur! Did you ask me to come with you so you could cast my horoscope?”


“No,” said Mazarin, laughing, “I brought you here to ask whether you noticed our lieutenant of musketeers.”


“Monsieur d’Artagnan?”


“Yes.”


“No need for me to notice him, Monseigneur—I’ve known him for a long time.”


“What kind of man is he, then?”


“What kind?” said Guitaut, surprised. “Why, he’s a Gascon!”


“Yes, I know that; what I want to know is if he’s a man one could trust.”


“Monsieur de Tréville holds him in high esteem—and Tréville, as you know, is a good friend of the queen.”


“I need to know if this is a man who’s proven his worth.”


“If you’re asking if he’s a brave soldier, then yes. At the Siege of La Rochelle, at Susa Pass, at Perpignan,16 it’s said he did more than his duty.”


“But you know, Guitaut, we poor ministers often need men who are more than just brave. We need people who are quick and capable. Wasn’t this d’Artagnan, according to rumor, involved in some intrigue in Cardinal Richelieu’s time that he managed to conclude quite cleverly?”


“As to that affair, Monseigneur,” said Guitaut, who saw what the cardinal was getting at, “I have to tell Your Eminence that I don’t know any more than what everyone knows. I never meddle in intrigues, and if I’m sometimes told things in confidence, since those secrets aren’t mine to share, I’m sure Monseigneur won’t mind if I keep them to myself.”


“Upon my word,” Mazarin said, shaking his head, “I’ve heard some ministers are actually lucky enough to get told what they need to know.”


“Monseigneur,” Guitaut replied, “those ministers don’t weigh all men in the same balance. They ask men of war what they need to know about war, and intriguers about intrigue. Ask your questions of some intriguer of that period, and you’ll find out what you want to know—for the right price, of course.”


“Pay, by God!” said Mazarin, with the grimace he always made at the subject of payment. “Then we’ll pay . . . if we must.”


“Does Monseigneur seriously wish to know the name of a man who was involved in all the conspiracies of that time?”


“Per Bacco!” Mazarin swore, as he was growing impatient. “It takes an hour to get something through that iron head of yours.”


“There’s one man who can tell you everything you want to know—if he’ll talk.”


“That’s my problem.”


“Ah, Monseigneur! It’s not always easy to get someone to tell you what they don’t wish to say.”


“Bah! With patience, I find, one gets results. And this man is . . . ?”


“The Comte de Rochefort.”*


“The Comte de Rochefort!”


“Unfortunately, he disappeared four or five years ago, and I don’t know what became of him.”


“Ah, but I do, Guitaut,” said Mazarin.


“Then why is Your Eminence complaining that he doesn’t know anything?”


“So,” Mazarin said, “you think that Rochefort . . .”


“He was Richelieu’s demon twin, Monseigneur—but I warn you, this will cost you dearly. The old cardinal paid his creatures well.”


“Yes, Guitaut,” said Mazarin, “Richelieu was a great man, but he did have that tragic flaw. Thank you, Guitaut—I’ll try to take advantage of your advice this very evening.”


As they had arrived at the courtyard of the Palais Royal, the cardinal dismissed Guitaut with a salute; then, seeing an officer walking up and down the yard, he approached him.


It was d’Artagnan, who was awaiting the return of the cardinal, as ordered. “Come, Monsieur d’Artagnan,” said Mazarin in his friendliest tone. “I have an order to give you.”


D’Artagnan bowed, followed the cardinal up the secret staircase, and a moment later found himself in the office from which they’d departed. The cardinal sat down at his desk and wrote a few lines on a sheet of paper.


D’Artagnan stood, impassive, waiting with neither impatience nor curiosity. He seemed like a military automaton, a clockwork soldier.


The cardinal folded the letter and sealed it with his ring. “Monsieur d’Artagnan,” he said, “you will carry this dispatch to the Bastille17 and return with the person who’s named in it. Take a carriage and escort, and guard the prisoner carefully.”


D’Artagnan took the letter, touched his hand to his hat, turned on his heel like a drill sergeant, and a moment later could be heard ordering in his curt monotone: “An escort of four men, a carriage, and my horse.”


Five minutes later came the sound of carriage wheels and the ringing of horseshoes on the pavement of the courtyard.




III


Two Old Enemies


D’Artagnan arrived at the Bastille just as the clocks were striking half past eight. He was announced to the governor who, when he heard the visitor came with an order from the cardinal, came out to meet him on the steps.


At that time the governor of the Bastille was Monsieur du Tremblay,* brother of the famous Capuchin monk known as Father Joseph,18 that terrible servant of Richelieu who had been called His Gray Eminence.


When Marshal Bassompierre19 was in the Bastille, where he stayed for twelve years all told, and heard his fellow prisoners say, when dreaming of liberty, “I’ll be released at such-and-such a time,” or “I’ll soon be free of this place,” Bassompierre would say, “As for me, Messieurs, I’ll leave when Monsieur du Tremblay leaves”—by which he meant that when the old cardinal died, du Tremblay would lose his post as governor, and Bassompierre would be freed to resume his place at Court.


But his prediction failed to come true, because to Bassompierre’s surprise, when the cardinal died things just went on as before: Monsieur du Tremblay didn’t leave, and neither did Bassompierre.


Du Tremblay was therefore still governor of the Bastille when d’Artagnan presented himself with the minister’s order. He was received with great courtesy, and as the governor was about to dine, he invited d’Artagnan to join him.


“I would accept with pleasure,” said d’Artagnan, “but unless I’m mistaken, the envelope of this letter is marked Urgent.”


“Quite so,” said Monsieur du Tremblay. “Ho there, Major! Send down Number 256.”


Upon entering the Bastille, one ceased to be a man and became nothing more than a number.


D’Artagnan shuddered at the sound of the keys. Still in the saddle, he looked around at the ironbound doors and barred windows; he had no desire to dismount inside these thick walls that he’d always seen from the other side of the moat, and which he’d learned to fear twenty years before.


A bell rang. “I must go,” said Monsieur du Tremblay. “They’re calling for me to sign the release of the prisoner. I hope to see you again, Monsieur d’Artagnan.”


“Devil take me if I share that hope,” d’Artagnan murmured from behind a gracious smile. “Only five minutes in here, and I’m sick of it already. Let’s go—I’d rather die penniless in a shack than be a rich governor of the Bastille, even if it paid ten thousand a year.”


He’d scarcely finished this monologue when the prisoner appeared. Seeing him, d’Artagnan started with surprise, a movement he quickly suppressed. The prisoner entered the carriage without appearing to recognize d’Artagnan.


“Messieurs,” d’Artagnan said to his four musketeers, “I was ordered to keep an eye on the prisoner, and since the carriage doors have no locks, I’m going to ride with him. Monsieur de Lillebonne, be so kind as to lead my horse by the bridle.”


“Of course, Lieutenant.”


D’Artagnan dismounted, handed his horse’s bridle to the musketeer, and entered the carriage. He sat next to the prisoner, then ordered, in a voice that showed no emotion, “To the Palais Royal, at the trot.”


The carriage moved, and as it passed under the gatehouse, d’Artagnan took advantage of the shadow it cast to grip the prisoner in an embrace. “Rochefort!” he cried. “It’s really you!”


“D’Artagnan!” cried Rochefort, astonished.


“Ah, my poor friend!” d’Artagnan said. “I haven’t seen you for four or five years, and feared you were dead.”


“Ma foi,” said Rochefort, “there’s not much difference between being dead and being buried—and they buried me deep.”


“And for what crime were you in the Bastille?”


“Do you want to know the truth?”


“Yes.”


“Well, then—I have no idea.”


“Are you serious, Rochefort?”


“I’m serious, faith of a gentleman! At any rate, it can’t be for the crime they accused me of.”


“What was that?”


“Petty theft.”


“You, a petty thief? Are you kidding me?”


“I wish I was. You want the whole story?”


“I’ll say I do.”


“Well, here’s what happened. One evening, after roistering at Reinard’s in the Tuileries with the Duc d’Harcourt, Fontrailles, de Rieux, and some others, d’Harcourt proposed we go cloak-snatching on the Pont Neuf.20 As you know, that sort of prank had been made quite fashionable by the Duc d’Orléans.”


“What, at your age? Were you crazy, Rochefort?”


“No, just drunk. But it didn’t sound like fun, so I told the Chevalier de Rieux we should just watch rather than take part—and to get the best view, we should climb onto King Henri’s bronze horse.21 No sooner said than done! We used the royal spurs as stirrups and sat on the king’s crupper. Perched there, we could see everything. Already four or five cloaks had been snatched with great flair, from victims who hadn’t dared say a word in protest, until one fool, less patient than the others, called out, “Guards! Guards!” which got the attention of a patrol of archers. D’Harcourt, Fontrailles, and the others ran for it, and de Rieux wanted to do the same, but I remember telling him they’d never see us where we were.


“But he wouldn’t listen to me. He put his foot on the spur to climb down, the spur broke off, he fell, broke his leg, and instead of keeping quiet about it, began to howl like a hanged man. I tried to jump down in my turn, but too late: I jumped right into the arms of the archers. They took me to the Châtelet, where I slept soundly enough, as I was sure I’d be out the next day. But the next day passed, then another, and then a whole week, so I wrote to the cardinal. That same day they came for me and took me to the Bastille, where I spent the next five years. Do you think that was for committing the sacrilege of riding pillion behind Henri IV?”


“No, you’re right, my dear Rochefort, it can’t be for that. But you’re probably about to learn what it was for.”


“Ah, yes, I forgot to ask—where are you taking me?”


“To the cardinal.”


“What does he want?”


“I don’t know, since I didn’t even know it was you I was going to get.”


“Impossible. A favorite like you?”


“Me, a favorite?” d’Artagnan cried. “My dear Count! I was a cadet from Gascony when I met you at Meung22 twenty-two years ago, and I’m still not much more than that!” He finished with a deep sigh.


“But you’re leading a command, aren’t you?”


“Because I happened to be the one in the antechamber when the cardinal called. But I’m still just a lieutenant of musketeers, as I’ve been for the last twenty years.”


“Well, at least nothing bad has happened to you.”


“What could happen to me? To quote some Latin verse I’ve mostly forgotten, or rather never knew, ‘Lightning doesn’t strike the valley’—and I’m a valley, my dear Rochefort, the deepest around.”


“And Mazarin is still Mazarin?”


“More than ever! They say he’s secretly married to the queen.”


“Married!”


“If he’s not her husband, he’s certainly her lover.”


“So, she resisted Buckingham but gave in to Mazarin!”


“Women!” said d’Artagnan, philosophically.


“Not just a woman, but a queen!”


“Mon Dieu, queens are just women twice over.”


“And Monsieur de Beaufort, is he still in prison?”


“Indeed. Why?”


“It’s just that he thinks well of me and might get me out of this.”


“You’re probably closer to being free than he is, and will have to get him out of it.”


“Then, the war . . .”


“Oh, we’ll have a war.”


“With the Spanish?”


“No, with Paris.”


“What do you mean?”


“Don’t you hear that gunfire?”


“Yes. What is it?”


“That’s the citizens getting warmed up before the game!”


“And you think these civilians mean business?”


“Mais oui, if they can find a good leader to pull them together.”


“What a rotten time to get out of prison.”


“Good God, cheer up! If Mazarin sent for you, it’s because he needs you, and if he needs you—well, my compliments! He hasn’t needed me in years, and you see where I am.”


“Then speak up about it! That’s my advice.”


“Listen, Rochefort—let’s make a deal.”


“What’s that?”


“We’ve been good friends to each other.”


“Pardieu! I’ve got three sword wounds to prove it.”


“Well, if you get back in favor, don’t forget about me.”


“On the honor of a Rochefort—but you must do the same for me.”


“Deal! Here’s my hand. So, the first chance you get to put in a word for me . . .”


“I’ll speak up. And you?”


“I’ll do the same.”


“And what about your old friends? Are they included?”


“Which friends?”


“Athos,* Porthos,* and Aramis*—have you forgotten?”


“Just about.”


“What’s become of them?”


“I don’t know.”


“Really?”


“Good Lord, yes! We parted, as you know; I sometimes hear indirect news, so I know they’re still alive, but that’s all. But where in the world they might be, devil take me if I know. Upon my honor, the only friend I have is you, Rochefort.”


“And your illustrious . . . what did you call that lad who made sergeant in the Piedmont Regiment?”


“Planchet?”


“Yes, that’s it. And the illustrious Planchet,23 what happened to him?”


“He married the owner of a confectioner’s shop in the Rue des Lombards . . . he always did have a sweet tooth. So, he’s a merchant of Paris, and probably leading the riots. It’s funny, but he’ll probably make alderman before I make captain.”


“Come, my dear d’Artagnan, buck up! It’s when you’re at the bottom of the wheel that it turns you back to the top. Your fate may change this very evening.”


“Amen to that!” said d’Artagnan, halting the carriage.


“What are you doing?” asked Rochefort.


“We’re nearly there, so I’m getting out. It shouldn’t look like we know each other.”


“Quite right. Adieu!”


“Au revoir; remember your promise.” And d’Artagnan mounted his horse and took over lead of the escort.


Five minutes later they entered the courtyard of the Palais Royal.


D’Artagnan led the prisoner up the grand stair, across the antechamber, and along a corridor. At the door of Mazarin’s study, he was about to have himself announced when Rochefort laid his hand on his shoulder. “D’Artagnan,” said Rochefort with a smile, “do you want to know what I was thinking as we rode along that route, passing those angry mobs that watched you and your four men with flaming eyes?”


“What?” said d’Artagnan.


“Just that all I had to do was shout for help and they’d have torn you to pieces, you and your escort—and I’d have been free.”


“Why didn’t you do it, then?” said d’Artagnan.


“Come now!” Rochefort replied. “What of our sworn friendship? Now, if it had been someone other than you who was taking me, I don’t 
say . . .”


D’Artagnan saluted him—and said to himself, “Has Rochefort become a better man than I?”


And he had himself announced to the minister.


“Bring in Monsieur de Rochefort,” came Mazarin’s impatient voice, as soon as he heard the names, “but ask Monsieur d’Artagnan to wait—I’ve not yet finished with him.”


At these words d’Artagnan withdrew happily. As he’d said, it was a long time since anyone had needed him, and this directive from Mazarin seemed a good omen.


As for Rochefort, the summons had no effect on him other than to put him on his guard. He entered the study and found Mazarin seated at his desk in his usual attire, that of a prelate of the Church—similar to the robes of an abbot of the period, but with stockings and mantle of purple.


As the doors closed, Rochefort glanced at Mazarin from the side of his eye, and saw the minister sizing him up from the side of his own.


The minister was the same as always: curled, primped, perfumed, and thanks to this grooming, looking less than his age. As for Rochefort, that was something else; five years in prison had aged Richelieu’s worthy aide, turning his black hair white and changing his healthy complexion to a wan pallor. Seeing him, Mazarin shook his head slightly with a look that said, “Here’s a man without much use left in him.”


After a silence that stretched out for what seemed to Rochefort an age, Mazarin took a letter from a pile of papers, showed it to him, and said, “I see here a letter in which you request your freedom, Monsieur de Rochefort. Are you in prison, then?”


Rochefort trembled at this question. “But,” he said, “it seems to me Your Eminence ought to know that better than anyone.”


“Me? Not at all! There’s still a crowd of prisoners in the Bastille who’ve been there since Monsieur de Richelieu’s time, and I don’t know all their names.”


“Oh, but me, Monseigneur, that’s another thing entirely! You knew my name, since it was by Your Eminence’s order that I was taken from the Châtelet to the Bastille.”


“You think so?”


“I’m sure of it.”


“Yes—I think I do remember it. Didn’t you, at the time, refuse a mission to Brussels on the queen’s behalf?”


“Ah,” said Rochefort, “so that’s the real reason? I’ve been wondering for five years. Fool that I am, not to have seen it!”


“I don’t say that’s the cause of your arrest, I’m just asking a question, that’s all. So, listen: did you not refuse to go to Brussels on the queen’s service, after you’d gone there on the service of the old cardinal?”


“It’s precisely because I’d gone there in service to the cardinal that I couldn’t go back in service to the queen. I’d left Brussels in terrible danger. I’d gone during the Chalais conspiracy to intercept the correspondence between Chalais and the archduke, and when I was recognized, I was nearly torn to pieces. How was I supposed to go back after that? Instead of serving the queen, I’d have been lost to her.”


“Well, here we see, my dear Monsieur de Rochefort, how even the best of intentions can be misconstrued. When you declined to go, the queen saw it as insubordination. Her Majesty still bore a grudge about some of your services to the late cardinal!”


Rochefort smiled sourly. “Now that he’s dead, the fact that I served Cardinal Richelieu against the queen is exactly why I would serve you, Monseigneur, against all the world.”


“Unlike Cardinal Richelieu, Monsieur de Rochefort,” said Mazarin, “I am far from all-powerful. I’m just a minister who, as servant to the queen, needs no servants of his own. But Her Majesty is very sensitive; having heard of your refusal, she took it as a declaration of war, and since you were a capable man and therefore dangerous, Monsieur de Rochefort, she ordered me to . . . attend to you. Which is how you found yourself in the Bastille.”


“Well, Monseigneur,” said Rochefort, “it seems to me that if I was in the Bastille by mistake . . .”


“Yes, yes,” Mazarin replied, “I’m sure this can all be worked out. You’re a man who understands how tangled affairs can become, and how to untangle them—by whatever means.”


“That was what Cardinal Richelieu thought, and I’ll admire that great man all the more if you tell me you share his opinion.”


“It’s true,” said Mazarin, “Monsieur de Richelieu was a great politician, a much greater man than I, who am simple and straightforward. That’s what holds me back, that frankness so entirely French.”


Rochefort had to bite his lips to suppress a smile.


“So, I’ll come to the point. I need good friends and faithful servants—when I say I need, of course I mean the queen needs. I do nothing except at the orders of the queen, is that clear? I’m not like Cardinal Richelieu, who followed his own whims. No, I’ll never be a great man like him; but at least I can be a good man, Monsieur de Rochefort, and I hope to prove it to you.”


Rochefort remembered well that silky voice, which sometimes slipped into sibilants like the hiss of a viper. “I’m quite prepared to believe that, Monseigneur,” he said, “though for my part, I’ve seen little proof till now of that good nature Your Eminence speaks of. Remember, Monseigneur,” he continued quickly, seeing the minister’s expression, “remember that I spent the last five years in the Bastille, and nothing darkens a man’s vision like seeing things through prison bars.”


“Ah, but Monsieur de Rochefort, I already told you it wasn’t my idea to put you in prison. The queen . . . well, the anger of a woman, and moreover a princess, what would you have? But it goes as quickly as it comes and is soon forgotten.”


“I understand, Monseigneur, how five years at the Palais Royal, amid gallants and gaiety, might make one forget—but I, who passed them in the Bastille . . .”


“My God, Monsieur, do you think life at the Palais Royal is all parties and fun? Not at all! We have here, too, our trials and troubles. But let’s say no more about it. I’ll lay my cards on the table, Monsieur de Rochefort. Now tell me, are you with us?”


“Please understand, Monseigneur, I ask nothing better—but I have no idea of the state of affairs. At the Bastille, one talks politics only with soldiers and jailers, and you have no idea how little such people know about what’s really going on. I’ve always been a partisan of Monsieur de Bassompierre myself—is he still one of the Seventeen Seigneurs?”24


“He is dead, Monsieur, and it’s a great loss. He was a man devoted to the queen, and men so loyal are rare these days.”


“Parbleu! Quite so,” said Rochefort, “especially once you’ve sent them to the Bastille.”


“Very well, then,” said Mazarin, “how would you measure devotion?”


“By action,” said Rochefort.


“Indeed—by action,” said the minister thoughtfully. “But where does one find men of action?”


Rochefort shook his head. “There’s no shortage of them, Monseigneur—if you know how to look for them.”


“I don’t know how to look for them? What are you saying, Monsieur de Rochefort? Kindly instruct me. You were close to Monseigneur le Cardinal and must have learned a lot. Ah! What a great man he was!”


“Monseigneur won’t take offense if I lecture a bit?”


“Me? Never! As you know, I listen to everyone. I want to be loved, not feared.”


“Well, Monseigneur, on the wall of my prison cell, scratched in with a nail, is a proverb.”


“And what is this proverb?” asked Mazarin.


“Just this, Monseigneur: Like master . . .”


“. . . Like manservant. I know it.”


“No: like retainer. It’s a minor change made by those devoted followers I was speaking of.”


“Eh bien. So, what does this proverb mean?”


“It means Monsieur de Richelieu knew how to attract loyal retainers by the dozen.”


“He, the target of every assassin! He, who spent his life warding off attack after attack!”


“But he did ward them off, despite their number. Because though he had many enemies, he had just as many friends.”


“But that’s all I ask!”


“I’ve known people,” continued Rochefort, thinking it was time to put in a word for d’Artagnan, “people so capable they were even able to foil the cardinal, with all his guards and his spies—people without rank, without money, and without support who nonetheless saved a crowned head her crown, and made the cardinal cry mercy.”


“But these people you speak of,” said Mazarin, smiling to himself at maneuvering Rochefort into bringing up the very subject he wished to discuss, “these people weren’t devoted to the cardinal, since they fought against him.”


“No, though they would have been better off if they had been. But they had the bad luck to be devoted to this same queen for whom you were just now trying to find servants.”


“But how is it you know all this?”


“I know this because, at the time, these people were my enemies; because they were pitted against me, and though I did them all the harm I could, they got the better of me; because one of them, my particular nemesis, gave me three sword wounds, the last one seven years ago . . . and that settled our old account.”


“Ah!” said Mazarin, with good-natured longing. “If only I knew such men.”


“Well, Monseigneur, you’ve had one of them standing outside your door for the last six years, and you haven’t seen fit to do anything with him.”


“But who?”


“Monsieur d’Artagnan.”


“That Gascon?” cried Mazarin, in a perfect imitation of surprise.


“That Gascon saved a queen, and in skill, courage, and wit made Monsieur de Richelieu look like a schoolboy in comparison.”


“Really?”


“It’s exactly as I have the honor to tell Your Eminence.”


“Tell me the whole story, my dear Monsieur de Rochefort.”


“That’s rather difficult, Monseigneur,” said the count, smiling.


“He’ll tell me himself, then.”


“I doubt it, Monseigneur.”


“And why is that?”


“Because the secret is not his to tell—because, as I’ve said, it’s the secret of a great queen.”


“And he alone accomplished such a feat?”


“No, Monseigneur, he had three friends, three brave men who backed him up, just the sort of loyal companions you said you were looking for.”


“And these four men worked together, you say?”


“As if they weren’t four men but one; as if four hearts beat in one chest. What they’ve done together, those four!”


“My dear Monsieur de Rochefort, you pique my curiosity, truly you do. Are you sure you can’t share their story?”


“No, but I can tell you a tale—a true fairy tale, as it were, Monseigneur.”


“Then tell me, Monsieur de Rochefort! I do so love a good story.”


“You’re sure that’s what you want, Monseigneur?” said Rochefort, trying to understand the cardinal’s motive in all this.


“Yes.”


“Well then, listen! Once upon a time there was a queen . . . not just any queen, but the queen of one of the greatest kingdoms of the world, a queen whom a great minister wished to harm because once he’d loved her too well. No point in trying to guess who I mean, Monseigneur, as all this took place long before you came into the queen’s kingdom.


“Now there came to Court a brave ambassador, so rich and so elegant, that all the women lost their hearts to him. Even the queen was taken with him, and doubtless because of how diplomatically he conducted himself, she had the imprudence to present him with some royal ornaments so remarkable and unique that they were irreplaceable. Now as these ornaments had been given to her by the king, the minister persuaded His Majesty that she should wear them at an upcoming ball. Needless to say, Monseigneur, the minister was well aware that these ornaments had left with the ambassador and were now far across the sea. Alas, the great queen was lost—doomed to fall from her high estate to below the lowest of her subjects!”


“Really!” said Mazarin.


“Yes, Monseigneur! But four men resolved to save her. Now these four men were not princes, nor dukes, nor peers, nor even men of wealth—they were just four soldiers with bold spirits, strong arms, and quick swords. So, they went to recover the necklace. But the minister knew of their departure and had placed men along their road to prevent them from reaching their goal. Waylaid by numerous assailants, three of them were brought low, but one fought through to the port, killed or wounded those who tried to stop him, crossed the sea, and returned the ornaments to the great queen. She wore them proudly to the ball on the appointed day, and the minister was nearly ruined as a result. And what do you say to that deed, Monseigneur?”


“It was magnificent!” said Mazarin, in wonder.


“Well, I could tell ten more such tales.”


Mazarin didn’t reply. He was thinking.


Five or six minutes passed.


“Have you anything more to ask of me, Monseigneur?” said Rochefort.


“So that’s it. And d’Artagnan was one of these four men, you say?”


“It was he who took the lead.”


“And the others, who were they?”


“Monseigneur, allow me to let d’Artagnan name them to you. They were his friends, not mine, and only he would have any influence over them. I never even knew them under their true names.”


“I see you still don’t trust me, Monsieur de Rochefort. Well, I will continue to be frank: I need him—and you—and all of them!”


“Then start with me, Monseigneur, since you sent for me, and here I am. I’m sure it will come as no surprise that after five years in prison, I’m curious to know what plans you have for me.”


“You, my dear Monsieur de Rochefort, will be in charge of security; you will go to Vincennes, where Monsieur de Beaufort is imprisoned, and keep him under careful guard. Well! What do you think?”


“I’m afraid the position you offer me is impossible,” said Rochefort, shaking his head ruefully.


“Impossible? How can it be impossible?”


“Because Monsieur de Beaufort is one of my friends, or rather, I’m one of his. Have you forgotten, Monseigneur, that he’s the one who sponsored me to the queen?”


“Since then, Monsieur de Beaufort has become an enemy of the State.”


“Yes, Monseigneur, that may be. But since I’m neither king, nor queen, nor minister, he’s no enemy to me, and I can’t accept what you offer me.”


“So, this is what you call devotion? Good luck with that. Such devotion won’t get you very far, Monsieur de Rochefort.”


“But Monseigneur,” Rochefort replied, “to come out of the Bastille only to go to Vincennes, for me that’s just changing one prison for another.”


“Just be honest: you’re really on Monsieur de Beaufort’s side, aren’t you?”


“Monseigneur, I was locked up so long I’m not allied to any party, except the party of fresh air. Assign me anywhere else, send me on a mission, give me anything to do so long as it’s active!”


“My dear Monsieur de Rochefort,” said Mazarin archly, “your zeal is admirable, and though I’m sure you have the heart for it, in you the fire of youth has gone out. Trust me, what you need now is rest, and plenty of it. Hey, there, outside!”


“You’re not sure what to do with me, then, Monseigneur?”


“On the contrary, I’ve decided.” Bernouin entered. “Call a bailiff for me,” Mazarin said to him in a low voice, “and stay nearby.”


An officer was summoned. Mazarin wrote a brief note and handed it to him, then nodded. “Adieu, Monsieur de Rochefort,” he said.


Rochefort said, “I see, Monseigneur, that you’re sending me back to the Bastille.”


“Clever man.”


“I’ll go, Monseigneur, but I say again, it’s a mistake not to make use 
of me.”


“You, the friend of my enemies!”


“What would you have? I didn’t make them your enemies. I could still be on your side.”


“Do you think you’re the only one for that post, Monsieur de Rochefort? Believe me, I’ll find others just as good.”


“Then it is my turn to wish you luck, Monseigneur.”


“All right, off with you. And by the way, don’t bother to write me any more letters, Monsieur de Rochefort, as I’m afraid they’ll just go astray.”


“Well, I got played for a fool that time,” Rochefort muttered on his way out. “But if d’Artagnan isn’t satisfied with that little tribute I gave him, he’s a hard man to please. Wait a minute, where the devil are they taking me?”


In fact, they took Rochefort out by the secret staircase, instead of passing through the antechamber where d’Artagnan was waiting. In the side courtyard he found the carriage and four-man escort waiting for him, but his friend was nowhere to be seen.


“Oh ho!” Rochefort said to himself. “That changes everything. If the mob still crowds the streets, then by God, we’ll show Mazarin we’re still good for something more than just guarding a prisoner.”


And he leapt into the carriage as lightly as if he were no older than twenty-five.
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IV


Anne of Austria at Age Forty-Six


Left alone with Bernouin, Mazarin paused a moment, thinking. He’d learned a lot, but he needed to know more. As Brienne has informed us, Mazarin was a card cheat, which he called just taking advantage of his opportunities. He resolved not to commence the game with d’Artagnan until he knew all of his opponent’s cards.


“Would Monseigneur like anything?” Bernouin asked.


“I would,” Mazarin replied. “Light the way; I’m going to see the queen.”


Bernouin took a candlestick and led the way.


There was a secret passage25 that connected Mazarin’s suite with the queen’s apartments; the cardinal could use that corridor to visit Anne of Austria at all hours.


Arriving in the bedchamber at the end of the passage, Bernouin met Madame Beauvais; he and she were the confidants of this pair of aging lovers. Madame Beauvais went ahead to announce the cardinal to Anne of Austria, who was in her oratory with the young Louis XIV.


Anne of Austria, seated in a grand armchair, elbow leaning on a table and head resting on her hand, watched the royal child as he lay on the carpet, leafing through a big book of battles. Anne of Austria was a queen who knew how to waste her time without losing her dignity; she sometimes spent hours idling in her bedchamber or oratory, neither reading nor praying.


As for the king’s choice of reading matter, it was an edition of Quinte Curce’s History of Alexander26 profusely illustrated with engravings.


Madame Beauvais appeared at the door of the oratory and announced Cardinal Mazarin. The child got up on one knee, frowning, and asked his mother, “Why does he just come right in without asking for an audience?”


Anne colored slightly. “In times like these,” she replied, “it’s important for a prime minister to be able to report what’s happening to the queen at any time of day, without exciting the curiosity or commentary of the whole Court.”


“But it seems to me Monsieur de Richelieu didn’t barge in like that,” replied the child, unappeased.


“How would you know how Monsieur de Richelieu behaved? You were too young to remember.”


“I don’t remember it—I asked about it, and they told me.”


“Who told you that?” asked Anne of Austria, with poorly disguised irritation.


“I know better than to tell on those who answer my questions,” replied the child. “If I tell, they’ll stop answering and I won’t learn anything.”


At that moment Mazarin entered. The king stood, picked up his book, put it on a table, and stood next to it, which compelled Mazarin to remain standing as well.


Mazarin took in the scene with a thoughtful eye, giving the queen an inquiring look. He bowed respectfully to Her Majesty and deeply to the king, who replied with a rather cavalier salute—but at a reproachful look from his mother Louis XIV swallowed the hatred he’d felt toward the cardinal since infancy and greeted the minister with a forced smile.


Anne of Austria tried to guess the reason for this unexpected visit from Mazarin’s expression, as the cardinal usually didn’t come in to her until everyone else had retired. The minister nodded slightly toward the door, and the queen said, “Madame Beauvais, it’s time for the king to go to bed. Call La Porte.”*


The queen had already told young Louis two or three times that it was time to retire, and the child had fondly insisted on staying with her—but this time he made no reply, just pursed his lips and turned pale. La Porte appeared at the door, and the child went straight to him without embracing his mother. “Louis,” Anne said, “aren’t you going to kiss me good night?”


“I thought you were mad at me, Madame, since you send me away.”


“I’m not sending you away, but you’re just recovering from the smallpox, and I don’t want you to get overly tired.”


“You weren’t worried about that today when you sent me to parliament to issue those nasty edicts the people are complaining about.”


“Sire,” said La Porte, trying to distract him, “who would Your Majesty like to carry your candlestick tonight?”
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