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INTRODUCTION


Everyone has heard of the great French writer Alexandre Dumas, and of his most famous creations, The Count of Monte Cristo and The Three Musketeers. You’ve most likely read The Three Musketeers or at least seen one of its many film or TV adaptations, and are therefore familiar with the dashing d’Artagnan and his friends Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. You’re probably aware that the novel spawned a series of sequels, culminating in the most famous, The Man in the Iron Mask, likewise filmed many times over.


So why, until now, have you never heard of The Red Sphinx—especially if, as advertised, it qualifies as “a sequel to The Three Musketeers”?


Let me tell you a story.


Our tale’s protagonist is a man of endless energy and talent, a bigger-than-life personality whose work was an international sensation, who lived large and loved without limit, earning fortune after fortune and squandering it all, on theaters and publishing houses, on mansions and mistresses, reveling in drama, haute cuisine, and revolutionary politics.


His name, of course, was Alexandre Dumas.


The young Dumas began his writing career in the late 1820s as a poet and playwright; his first melodrama, in 1829, was a hit big enough to enable him to write full time, and throughout the 1830s he turned out play after play, each more shocking and lurid than the one before. At first he gave his dramas contemporary settings, but then he turned to historical sources, and late in the decade he began turning his stories into prose. At that time, periodicals publishing serial fiction were just coming into vogue, and the episodic format was perfect for Dumas, trained by writing for the theater to create vivid scenes punctuated by pithy dialogue.


After a few modest successes with prose serials, in 1844 he knocked it out of the park with The Three Musketeers, followed the next year by The Count of Monte Cristo. Both books were worldwide sensations, and for the next fifteen years he could do no wrong; he wrote novel after successful novel, including such famous tales as The Corsican Brothers, The Women’s War, The Queen’s Necklace, The Black Tulip, the Valois trilogy, and a story called The Dove, about the half-brother of King Louis XIII, the Comte de Moret. These books were translated into over a dozen languages and were bestsellers in every publishing market, including Great Britain and, especially, the United States.


But Dumas was a social animal who couldn’t resist involving himself in politics, and his sharp and impulsive wit made him many enemies. In 1851 his patron, King Louis-Philippe, was ousted by Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte; the new President of France was no friend to Dumas, and the author thought it wise to leave the country for other climes. He moved to Belgium, then Russia, and finally Italy, where he involved himself in the tumult of Italian independence. He never stopped writing, but his output dwindled, and even in France his sales declined to a trickle. In his home country, the great social lion had become . . . unfashionable.


In 1864, he returned to Paris, determined to recoup his reputation and fortunes. He’d been writing books about his travels in Russia and Italy, but thought he should return to historical adventure tales, the source of his greatest successes. In 1865, Jules Noriac, editor of the weekly paper Les Nouvelles, obliged by asking Dumas if he would write a serial revisiting the setting of his earliest success, The Three Musketeers. Dumas, who had not lost his fascination with the reign of Louis XIII and his prime minister, Cardinal Richelieu, was quick to accept. The result was a new serial titled Le Comte de Moret, a swashbuckling tale of King Louis, his adventurous half-brother Moret, Moret’s love Isabelle de Lautrec, and the great statesman Cardinal Richelieu.


Especially Cardinal Richelieu; the novel is as much about Richelieu as it is about the Comte de Moret, and eventually it came to be known better as The Red Sphinx. The focus on the Cardinal explains why Dumas refused to include appearances by d’Artagnan and his three Musketeer friends, as they would surely have walked away with the story. Besides, Dumas had already written over a million words about d’Artagnan and company. Why repeat himself?


So Dumas returned to the court of Louis XIII and got down to business. Writing rapidly, for six months he spun out a tale of adventure, politics, and romance in the classic manner—but the decades had taken their toll, the writer was ailing, and Les Nouvelles stuttered and then stopped. And so, at that point, did the story: after writing nine-tenths of the novel, Dumas never completed it.


One would think that in such dire need, and after so much good work, surely Dumas could have mustered the effort to finish the novel so it could find book publication, like so many novels before it. But he just never found an ending for it.


It’s speculation on this editor’s part, but I think I know one compelling reason why. To my mind it’s because it’s a problem Dumas had already solved when he wrote his novella The Dove fifteen years earlier. In that self-contained, standalone tale, he’d already presented his ending to the story of Richelieu, the Comte de Moret, and his lady love Isabelle de Lautrec. The Dove, though little known because its shortness made it inconvenient for book publication, gave the question of the fate of Moret and Isabelle a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.


So he’d been there and done that. Why repeat himself?


In this edition, for the first time, the reader can find Alexandre Dumas’s late, great novel The Red Sphinx completed by the inclusion of The Dove. I think you’ll like it.




PART I


The Red Sphinx







I


The Inn of the Painted Beard


Toward the end of the year of our Lord 1628, the traveler who came, for business or pleasure, to spend a few days in the capital of what was poetically called the Realm of the Lilies could depend on hospitality, with or without a letter of introduction, at the Inn of the Painted Beard. There in the Rue de l’Homme-Armé, in the house of Maître Soleil, he was sure to find good cheer, good food, and a good room.


Though next door to a wretched cabaret on the corner that had, since some time in the Middle Ages, given the lane its name thanks to its sign depicting an Arméd man, there was no mistaking the Painted Beard. That inn, to which we now introduce our readers, was far more prominent, and attracted travelers by a sign so majestic that, once seen, none would go farther.


There, squeaking in the tiniest breeze on a rod tipped with a gilded crescent, was a tinplate sign that depicted a Grand Turk sporting a beard of the brightest hue, justifying the strange name of the Inn of the Painted Beard.


Add to this the rebus adorning the front of the house above the entrance:
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Which meant, taking into account both sign and rebus:


AT THE PAINTED BEARD
SOLEIL HOSTS BOTH YOU AND YOUR HORSE


The Painted Beard would vie, if it could, for seniority with the Armed Man Cabaret—but in the interest of honesty, we must admit the latter was there first.


Barely two years earlier, the inn’s former owner, Claude-Cyprien Mélangeoie, had sold his establishment to Master Blaise-Guillaume Soleil for the sum of a thousand pistoles. And the moment the contract was settled, this new owner had called in the painters and the decorators, despite the exterior rights of the nesting swallows and the interior rights of the secret spiders. He refurbished the façade, renovated the guest chambers, and finally, to the surprise of his astonished neighbors, who wondered where Maître Soleil could have found the money for it, emblazoned that rebus we’ve had the honor to present to our readers.


Shaking their heads from right to left, the old women of Rue Sainte-Croix-de-la-Bretonnerie and of Rue des Blancs-Manteaux had predicted, in accord with the sibylline qualities of their advanced age, that these embellishments would be unlucky for the inn, whose customs and appearance had been established for centuries. But despite these old ladies, and to the astonishment of those who took them for oracles, their predictions of disaster were false. On the contrary, the establishment thrived, thanks to an entirely new clientele which, though without meaning to disrespect the old ways, nonetheless increased and even doubled the trade of the Inn of the Painted Beard. Meanwhile, the swallows quietly built new nests in the corners of the windows, and the spiders no less quietly wove new webs in the corners of the chambers.


Gradually, light was cast on this great mystery: the rumor went around that Madame Marthe-Pélagie Soleil—alert, charming, selfpossessed, still young and pretty at barely thirty years old—was the foster sister of one of the great ladies of the Court, whose funds—or the funds of another, even more powerful lady—had been advanced to help establish Maître Soleil. Furthermore, it was this foster sister who sent the Inn of the Painted Beard its new clientele: noble foreigners who now frequented the streets of the glassmakers’ quarter around Rue Sainte-Avoye, previously almost deserted.


What was truth and what was invention in these rumors? This story will tell us.


We start by recounting what took place in the common room of the Inn of the Painted Beard on December 5, 1628—that is, four days after the return of Cardinal Richelieu from the famous siege of La Rochelle, which provided one of the episodes of our novel The Three Musketeers. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, which, given the height of the houses and the way they leaned toward each other, meant that twilight was already falling in the Rue de l’Homme-Armé.


At that time, the common room was occupied by only one person, a regular of the house—but this person occupied as much space as four ordinary drinkers.


He had already emptied one mug of wine and was halfway through a second, lying across three chairs and shredding with his spurs the wicker seat of the fourth, while with the point of his dagger he carved a miniature hopscotch pattern into the table. His rapier, whose pommel was never far from his hand, extended along his thigh and between his crossed legs.


His face was just visible, thanks to the last ray of light that filtered through the narrow mullioned window and found its way under his broad hat. He was in his late thirties, with the dark hair, eyebrows, and mustache of the sun-touched men of the South. There was steel in his eye and scorn on his lips, which curled like those of a tiger to reveal bright white teeth. His straight nose and prominent chin indicated a strong will. His animal jaw reflected a reckless courage that wasn’t a matter of choice, but rather the heritage of the carnivore. Finally his face, rather handsome, displayed a brutal and frightening candor that was immune to lies, tricks, or treason, and was no stranger to anger or violence.


His costume was that of the petty gentility of the time: half civil, half military, doublet open to show the sleeves, shirt puffing out over the belt, with broad knee-breeches and tall boots from the knees down. All clean and, though not luxurious, worn with ease and—almost—elegance.


Two or three times the host, Maître Soleil, passed through the common room. Doubtless in hopes of avoiding an outburst of anger or violence, he didn’t complain about the double devastation in which the man seemed so absorbed. On the contrary, he smiled as agreeably as he could—easy for this host, whose face was as placid as that of the drinker was mobile and irritable.


However, appearing for his third or fourth time, Maître Soleil could no longer refrain from addressing his customer. “Well, my gentleman,” he said in a benevolent tone, “it seems to me that lately your business has suffered; if that goes on, this merry fellow, as you call him”—he pointed at the regular’s sword—“risks rusting in his sheath.”


“Indeed,” replied the drinker in a mocking tone, “and that worries you because of the ten or twelve bottles I owe you for?”


“Jesus above, Monsieur! I swear you could owe me for fifty bottles, or even a hundred, and I wouldn’t lose sleep over it! I know you well! For eighteen months you’ve frequented my inn, and I wouldn’t think of worrying about you. But you know, in every trade there are ups and downs, and the return of His Eminence the cardinal-duke means that, for a few weeks at least, all swords must remain in their sheaths. I say for a few weeks, because no such limit lasts long in Paris, and soon he and the king will set out again to carry the war beyond the mountains. Once more it will be as it was during the siege of La Rochelle: to the devil with the edicts! And gold will once more fill your purse.”


“Well, that’s where you’re wrong, Maître Soleil. Because yesterday and today I plied my honorable trade as usual, though each time as the day faded, Phoebe declined to bless me. But as for the cash that so concerns you, you see, or rather you hear”—the drinker jingled his pouch—“there are still a few coins in my purse, if the sound is to be believed. So if I don’t pay my bill right here and now, it’s only because I hope to have it settled by the first gentleman who comes to engage my services. And perhaps,” he continued, turning from Maître Soleil and peering out the stained glass of the window, “perhaps my new employer will be that one there coming from the Rue Sainte-Croix-de-la-Bretonnerie, nose in the air, like a man looking for the sign of the Painted Beard. In fact, he’s seen it, and couldn’t be happier. Eclipse yourself, Maître Soleil, as it’s clear this gentleman wants to speak with me. Back to your kitchen, and leave men of the sword to their business! But first light the lamps—within a few minutes this place will be dark as a tomb, and I like to see the faces of those I do business with.”


The drinker was not mistaken, because just as his host, hastening to obey him, disappeared through the kitchen door, a figure, silhouetted by the last light of the day, appeared in the street doorway.


The newcomer, before venturing into the doubtful twilight of the common room of the Inn of the Painted Beard, peered cautiously into its depths; then, seeing that the room was occupied by only one individual, and that this individual was probably the one he sought, he drew his cloak up to his eyes and approached him.


If the cloaked man feared to be recognized, his caution was rewarded, for just then Maître Soleil, glowing like the star that bore his name, reentered the room with a lit candle in each hand, which he set in two tinplate sconces on the wall.


The stranger watched with an impatience he didn’t try to conceal. Obviously he preferred the room’s former twilight, a gloom that would further thicken as night fell. However, he said nothing, satisfied to watch the activities of Maître Soleil over the edge of his cloak. It was only after the kitchen door had closed again behind the host that he addressed the other occupant, saying, “Are you the one called Étienne Latil, formerly with the Duc d’Épernon, later a captain in Flanders?”


The drinker, who was lifting his mug to his mouth as the question was asked, looked as if the tone of the question didn’t quite satisfy him. He turned and said, “If I did answer to that name, what would that be to you?”


And he finished lifting the mug to his mouth.


The cloaked man gave the drinker as long as he liked to tend to his mug. When the empty mug was back on the table, the man said, somewhat sharply, “I have the honor to ask if you are the Chevalier Étienne Latil.”


“Ah! Now that’s better,” the drinker said, nodding approval.


“Do me the honor to answer.”


“Very well. Yes, Monsieur, I am Étienne Latil in person. What can I do for you?”


“I have a proposition for you.”


“A proposition!”


“Yes, a good one; excellent, even.”


“Pardon me—I acknowledge the names Étienne and Latil apply to me; but before we go further, permit my caution to echo yours: whom do I have the honor to address?”


“My name isn’t important unless my words suit your ears.”


“You’re wrong, Monsieur, if you think I’ll sing to that song. I may be a younger son, but I am nonetheless noble, and whoever referred you to me must have mentioned that I work for neither peasants nor the common bourgeoisie. If you want me on behalf of some carpenter, or some merchant neighbor of yours, count me out. I don’t involve myself in such affairs.”


“Well, I don’t wish to tell you my name, Monsieur Latil, but I have no problem with revealing my title. Here’s the ring I use as a seal, and if you can recognize a blazon, this should acquaint you with my rank.”


And drawing a ring from his finger, he passed it to the bravo, who took it to the window to examine in the last light of the day.


“Ah-ha,” he said, “an onyx, engraved in the style of Florence. You are Italian, and a marquis, Monsieur. The vine and three pearls indicate wealth. The gem alone, mounting aside, is worth forty pistoles.”


“Enough to warrant a talk?” asked the stranger, replacing the ring on a hand long, white, and fine. A second, gloved hand, appeared and re-gloved the first.


“Quite enough, and it proves your bona fides, Monsieur le Marquis—but as down payment on the bargain we’re sure to conclude, it would be gallant of you to pay the price of the ten or twelve bottles I owe to this cabaret. I don’t make a condition of this, but I’m an orderly man, and if I had an accident during our enterprise I’d hate to leave a debt behind me, no matter how small.”


“That’s no problem.”


“And it would top off your gallantry if, as the two mugs in front of me are empty, you could summon two more to replace them,” said the drinker. “My throat is dry and I feel a need to moisten it—arid words just scorch the mouth as they leave it.”


“Maître Soleil!” called the stranger, as he wrapped himself even further in his cloak.


Maître Soleil appeared as if he’d been right behind the door, ready to obey whatever commands were given him.


“This gentleman’s bill, and two mugs of wine—your best.”


The landlord of the Painted Beard disappeared as quickly as if he were an Olympic Circus clown dropping through a trap door, and reappeared almost at once with two mugs, one of which he deposited in front of the stranger, the other before Étienne Latil.


“Voilà,” he said. “As for the bill, it is one pistole, five sous, and two deniers.”


“Here’s a gold crown worth two and a half pistoles,” said the stranger, tossing a coin on the table. As the landlord reached for his pouch to make change, the stranger said, “Don’t bother. Keep the balance on behalf of monsieur, here.”


“No mistaking it,” murmured the bravo. “His words betray the merchant from a league away. These Florentines are all tradesmen, and even their dukes are moneylenders as bad as the Jews of Frankfurt or the Lombards of Milan. However, as our host said, times are hard, and one can’t always choose one’s clients.”


Meanwhile, Maître Soleil was withdrawing behind bow after bow. He’d found that lords were rarely eager to pay debts, so he regarded his new guest with profound admiration.







II


What Came of the Proposition
the Stranger Made to Étienne Latil


The stranger followed Maître Soleil with his eyes until the door had once more closed behind him. When he was quite sure that he was alone with Étienne Latil, he said, “And now, since you know you’re not dealing with a baker, are you inclined, my dear Monsieur, to help a generous cavalier rid himself of a rival?”


“I am often made such offers, and I rarely refuse. But before going further, I think I should acquaint you with my fees.”


“I know them: ten pistoles to act as second in an ordinary duel, twenty-five to act as direct challenger, under whatever pretext, if your employer doesn’t fight—and one hundred pistoles to pick a fight that results in an immediate meeting with the designated target, who is to be killed on the spot.”


“Killed on the spot,” repeated the sell-sword. “If he doesn’t die, I return the money, regardless of wounds inflicted or received.”


“I know that. I also know that you are not only an expert swordsman, but a man of honor.”


Étienne Latil inclined his head slightly, as if accepting only what was due. Indeed, he was a man of honor—in his way.


“Thus,” continued the stranger, “I know I can count on you.”


“Slowly; don’t rush it. As an Italian, you must know the proverb, chi va piano, va sano—what goes slowly, goes well. Before proceeding, I need to know the nature of the business, the target in question, and which category of service you require. And the cash must be paid up front. I’ve been in this game too long to be taken advantage of.”


“Here are one hundred pistoles.” The stranger dropped a purse on the table. “You may count them, if you wish to be sure.”


Despite the temptation, the sell-sword didn’t touch the purse—he barely glanced at it. “It seems you’ll want the deluxe service,” he said with a hint of sarcasm and a slight curl of the lip. “An immediate meeting.”


“To end in death,” the stranger answered, unable to keep a slight tremor from his voice.


“Then you need only state the name, rank, and habits of your rival. It’s my practice to act honestly in these affairs, so I need to be thoroughly acquainted with the person I’m to face. As you may or may not know, everything depends on the manner in which one first crosses steel. You don’t engage a rustic from the provinces the way you do a Parisian coxcomb, or a guardsman of the king or of monsieur the cardinal. If you don’t tell me everything, or if I’m misinformed, and I end up engaging the target improperly, it might be your rival who kills me—and that would suit neither of us. Furthermore, the risks are not just in the meeting, particularly if one challenges a person of high rank. If the affair causes a big stink, the least I can expect is to spend several months in prison. Such places are dank and unhealthy, good drink is costly there, and as a result you will incur additional expenses. All these considerations must be taken into account. But unless you’d prefer me as a second,” the sell-sword concluded with some disdain, “running the same risks I do, there’s a price to be paid—is there not?”


“That cannot be. In this case, for me to challenge is impossible—though, by my faith as a gentleman, I regret it.”


This answer, made in a tone both firm and calm, displaying neither weakness nor bluster, made Latil begin to suspect that he’d been mistaken, that he was dealing with a man who really had no recourse but to employ someone else’s sword, and that only serious considerations kept his own in its sheath. His opinion improved even more when the stranger nonchalantly added, “As to the question of an additional twenty, thirty, or even fifty pistoles, you can expect me to do what is right without argument.”


“Then let’s get to it,” said Étienne Latil. “Who is your enemy, and how shall I come at him? But first of all, his name.”


“His name matters little,” replied the man in the cloak. “This evening we’ll go together to the Rue de la Cerisaie. I’ll show you the door of the house he’ll emerge from around two hours after midnight. You will wait there and, as no one but he will come out in the early hours of the morning, a mistake is impossible. Besides, I’ll tell you how to recognize him.”


The sell-sword shook his head, and then—reluctantly—pushed the purse of gold across the table. “Not good enough,” he sighed. “I said it once, and I repeat it now: I have to know who I’m dealing with.”


“Truly,” the stranger said impatiently, “you have too many scruples, my dear Monsieur Latil. Your adversary isn’t known to be in Paris—he hasn’t been here in years, and is believed by everyone to still be in Italy. Besides, you’ll have him on the ground before he ever gets a look at your face, and to be completely safe you could wear a mask.”


“You know, Monsieur,” said Latil, resting his elbows on the table and his head on his hands, “your affair begins to sound like an assassination.”


The stranger was silent. Latil once more shook his head and slid the purse across the table. “In that case, I’m not the man for you. That kind of work doesn’t suit me.”


“Was it while you served the Duc d’Épernon that you learned all these scruples, my pretty friend?” asked the stranger.


“No,” replied Latil, “it was because of my scruples that I left his service.”


“Oh, I see. You couldn’t abide working beside the infamous Simon.”


This Simon was one of the old duke’s notorious torturers. “Simon,” Latil said with scorn, “was a man of the whip. I am a man of the sword.”


“All right,” said the stranger, “I see that in this case the sum should be doubled. Perhaps two hundred pistoles will assuage your scruples.”


“You’re missing the point. I don’t work from ambush. You’ll find people who do that sort of thing over toward Saint-Pierre-aux-Bœufs, where the cutthroats congregate. You must recognize, above all, that I do my work in my fashion, not yours—and that how I manage it is solely my affair, so long as I remove your rival. That’s what you want, isn’t it—to have him removed from your path? As long as he’s no longer in your way, you’re satisfied.”


“I can’t have it done your way.”


“Ventrebleu! I am disgusted. Perhaps the Latils of Compignac don’t date back to the Crusades like the Rohans or the Montmorency family, but we’re honest nobility, and though I may be the cadet of the family, I’m as noble as my elder brother.”


“I can’t do it your way, I tell you.”


“Am I to just assassinate a man in such a fashion? I could never hold my head up in good company again!”


“It’s not assassination.”


“Oh? The cardinal might not see it your way.”


As answer, the stranger drew two rolls of coins from his pouch, one hundred pistoles in each, and placed them on the table next to the purse—but in doing so, his cloak fell open, and Latil could see the stranger was a hunchback.


“Three hundred pistoles,” said the gentleman hunchback. “Does that calm your scruples and put an end to your objections?”


Latil shook his head and sighed. “You’re very persuasive, Monsieur, and it’s hard to resist you. Indeed, I’d have to have a heart like a rock to disappoint a lord in such a predicament, so let’s try to find a compromise. This is certainly plenty; I couldn’t ask for more.”


“I don’t know what else I could offer,” replied the stranger, “other than two more rolls like these two. But,” the stranger added, “I must warn you, that’s all I have. Take it or leave it.”


“Ah! Tempter!” murmured Latil, swayed by the purse and four rolls of gold. “You’ll have me betray my principles and forego my practices.”


“Then let’s go,” said the gentleman. “We can finish our discussion on the way.”


“What can I do? You’re so persuasive, no one could resist. So, then: we go to the Rue de la Cerisaie, correct?”


“Yes.”


“Tonight?”


“If possible.”


“You’ll have to be clear; I can’t afford a mistake.”


“Just so. Moreover, now that you’re being reasonable, and at my side, bought and paid for. . . .”


“Almost: I haven’t yet put the money in my pouch.”


“What, more trouble?”


“No, I’m just stating some exceptions. Exceptis excipiendis, as we said at the College of Libourne. . . .”


“State your exceptions.”


“First: the target is neither the king nor the cardinal.”


“No; their enemy, if anything.”


“No ally of the king?”


“Hardly. Though, I must say, a favorite of the queen.”


“No retainer of old Cardinal Bérulle?”


“No, he’s a man of only twenty-three.”


“Ah . . . then he’s in love with Her Majesty.”


“Possibly. Is that all your exceptions?”


“My God, yes!” Latil began transferring the gold from the table to his pouch. “Our poor queen. Nothing but bad luck for her since they killed her Duke of Buckingham. . . .”


“So, then,” interrupted the gentleman hunchback, doubtless hoping to put an end to Latil’s vacillations and get him moving, “you’re the man to kill the Comte de Moret.”


Latil froze. “The Comte de Moret?”


“The Comte de Moret,” repeated the stranger. “He wasn’t among your exceptions, I think?”


“Antoine de Bourbon?” Latil said, placing his hands on the table.


“Yes, Antoine de Bourbon.”


“The son of our good King Henri?”


“The bastard son, you should say.”


“Royal bastards are often the true sons of kings, born as they are by love rather than duty.” He shook his head. “Take back your gold, Monsieur. I won’t raise my hand against a Son of France.”


“The child of Jacqueline de Bueil is not of the royal house.”


“He’s still a son of Henri IV.” Rising, Latil crossed his arms and fixed his eyes on the stranger. “Do you know, Monsieur, that I was there when his father was killed?”


“You?”


“On the running-board of the carriage, as page to the Duc d’Épernon. The assassin had to shove me aside to get to the king. Thanks to me, perhaps, he failed to get away. I’m the one who grabbed him by the lapel and held him, held him . . .”


Latil showed his hands, patterned with scars. “Here are the marks from his knife. The blood of our great king mixed with my own. And I’m the one you try to hire to assassinate his son! I’m no Jacques Clément nor Ravaillac, no king-slayer—but you, Monsieur, are a miserable wretch. Take back your gold before I nail you to the wall like a venomous snake!”


“Silence, lackey,” said the stranger, recoiling a step, “or I’ll make you silent.”


“You call me lackey? You, an assassin? I’m no policeman, and it’s not my business to keep you from hiring someone else who might actually do it, but I’ll thwart both your plot and your ugly self. En garde, you wretch!”


And with these words, Latil drew his rapier and lunged.


But the stranger, though backing away, was by no means in retreat. Latil’s thrust, strong and skilled, and intended to nail its target to the wall like a butterfly, just missed its mark. The stranger was on his guard, and replied with such a series of thrusts and rapid feints that the sell-sword had to draw on all his skill, caution, and coolness. Latil even, as though delighted to unexpectedly meet a skill that could rival his own, seemed to want to prolong the fight for the sheer love of the art. He fenced with his opponent as if in an academy of arms, prolonging the bout until his opponent’s fatigue or some error would give him the opportunity to employ one of those final thrusts, attacks he knew so well and could use to such advantage.


However, the irascible hunchback, less patient than Latil and tired of making no headway—in fact, feeling more pressed than he liked, and seeing himself cut off from the door, cried out suddenly, “To me, friends! Help, I’m being assassinated!”


The gentleman hunchback had barely made his cry when three men, who were waiting for him outside the door to the street, rushed into the common room and attacked the unfortunate Latil. Turning to face them, he had no defense against the boot put in his back by his first adversary. Meanwhile, one of his attackers thrust from the other side. Suddenly he took two sword wounds, one running him through from chest to back, the other from back to chest.


Latil fell in a heap to the floor.
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III


In Which the Gentleman Hunchback
Realizes His Error in Desiring the Death
of the Comte de Moret


After the execution there was silence for a few moments, as rapiers were wiped quietly and carefully and returned to their sheaths.


But then, thanks to the noise that preceded the silence—the cries of Latil and the clashing of swords—Maître Soleil and his cooks rushed in through the kitchen door, while a few curious heads appeared in the door to the street.


All gazed in amazement at the man stretched out on the floor, and at the blood, streaming in all directions, that flowed from the four wounds he’d taken.


Into this silence, a voice said, “Someone should call the Watch.”


But from among the three friends who had come to the rescue of the gentleman hunchback, the one who had attacked poor Latil from behind cried, “Stop! Nobody move! We can explain everything. You see how things are—you’re all witnesses that all we’ve done is help our friend, the Marquis de Pisany, defend himself against that infamous cutthroat, Latil, who’d lured him into a trap. Don’t worry, you see before you nobles of high name, and friends of the cardinal.”


Though the commoners then took their hats in their hands, it was with skepticism that they nonetheless eyed those who tried to reassure them. This was a serious incident, though perhaps less rare then than now.


The speaker realized he still needed to convince his audience. Indicating one of his companions, he said, “First of all, you see before you Monsieur Vincent Voiture, poet, wit-about-Court, and one of the first of those invited when Monsieur Conrart founded the French Academy. He is also the Receiver of Ambassadors for ‘Monsieur,’ the king’s brother.”


A small man, alert, elegant, with a ruddy face, dressed all in black and angling his sword straight out behind him, acknowledged these titles, to the respect and admiration of the audience.


“Then,” the speaker said, “we have here Monsieur Charles, Comte de Brancas, son of the Duc de Villars and Knight of Honor to Her Majesty the queen mother. Finally, there is me,” he continued, raising his voice and lifting his head like a horse shaking its mane. “I am Sieur Pierre de Bellegarde, Marquis de Montbrun, Seigneur de Souscarrières, son of the Duc de Bellegarde, Grand Equerry of France, Officer of the Crown, close friend of the late King Henri IV, and loyal servant of King Louis XIII, our glorious monarch. If these guarantees aren’t good enough for you, you’ll have to appeal to Our Eternal Father.


“Now,” he continued, “those who must wash the floor and bury the body deserve recompense. Here’s your pay.” And taking the purse from the table, the Sieur Pierre de Bellegarde, Marquis de Montbrun, Seigneur de Souscarrières, threw it at the feet of the host of the Inn of the Painted Beard. As it spilled forth a score of golden coins, Souscarrières slipped Pisany’s four rolls of pistoles into his purse. This prestidigitation escaped the notice of the Marquis de Pisany, who, eager to avoid compromise in the affair, had slipped out the door and taken to his heels—an easy matter for one with such long legs.


The innkeeper and his cooks were amazed at hearing such high names and pompous titles, and even more so by the sound of gold ringing on the floor. Heads bared, they bowed awkwardly, and two of their number hastened to take the candles from the wall to light the way of the fine gentlemen who had condescended to murder a man in their house. Madame Soleil, a thrifty housewife, was quick to gather the scattered coins into her purse—and did so, we hasten to add, with no thought of keeping a few from her husband, as they managed their affairs together.


Whereupon Souscarrières, with a dignity of bearing to match the pomp of his speech, donned his cloak, straightened his mustache, cocked his hat over his left ear, stepped forth, and departed with an air of majesty.


The others departed more modestly, though still with enough haughtiness to impress the masses.
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While the three set out to catch up with the Marquis de Pisany, let’s give our readers some essential details about these characters who’ve stepped onto our stage.


As Souscarrières said, the main actor in our recent drama was the Marquis de Pisany, son of the Marquise de Rambouillet. To name the Marquise de Rambouillet is to name the woman who set the tone and customs of French high society in the seventeenth century for some fifty years.


The Marquis de Pisany came into the world as beautiful and straight as the other five children of the marquise, and doubtless like them would have been numbered among the “White Pillars of Rambouillet,” as this lovely family was called, had not his nurse dislocated his spine. This accident made him the man we have seen, a person so cruelly deformed that he’d never been able to find back-and-breast armor that fitted his double hump, though he’d engaged the finest armorers of France and Italy. This deformity had gradually twisted him, a gentleman of breeding, courage, and wit, into one of the most abominable beings in creation, a kind of demon who sought to destroy everything that was young and handsome. Disappointment, particularly in affairs of the heart, could send him into fits of rage in which he could commit the most heinous crimes. It was most unbecoming to a gentleman of his name and rank.


Our second actor was Vincent Voiture, son of a wine merchant, and a great piquet player, who had given his name to the “carre de Voiture,” that is, seventy points scored by four counters in a square.


As Souscarrières said, Vincent Voiture, a famous man of letters in the seventeenth century, was not only Receiver of Ambassadors for His Royal Highness, the king’s brother Gaston d’Orléans, but was also one of the premier wits of the era. He was small but well made, dressed elegantly, was always amiable but never naïve, and was so addicted to gaming that if he played for no more than five minutes, he got so excited that he was obliged to change his shirt. He was a favorite of the princesses and ladies of the Court, who all knew him: protégé of Queen Anne of Austria; confidant of Madame la Princesse, the wife of that Duc de Condé who belied his family of heroes by his cowardice and greed; friend of the Marquise de Rambouillet, the lovely Julie d’Angennes, and Madame de Saintot, who all regarded him as the Frenchman whose mind and spirit were most pleasing to women. Brave as well, if there was an affair at hand, his sword didn’t long stay hanging at his side. He’d been involved in three celebrated duels: one in daytime, another under the moon, the third by torchlight. The Marquis de Pisany often relied on him in his wicked adventures.


The third was, as Souscarrières proclaimed, the young Comte de Brancas, Knight of Honor to Queen Mother Marie de Médicis. Except for La Fontaine, there was possibly no man in the seventeenth century more absentminded than he. Once, while riding home at night, horse thieves stopped him by grabbing his horse’s bridle. “Hey, you stable hands,” he said, “let go of my horse!” But he realized the true situation when a pistol was put to his throat.


On his wedding day, he told the fellow with whom he sometimes shared a bed—as was usual at the time between roommates—to keep it ready for him, as he would spend that night at home.


“What are you thinking, Monsieur le Comte?” objected his roommate. “You’re getting married this morning.”


“Why, by my faith, that’s true! I’d forgotten.”


The fourth and final actor was Souscarrières, about whom we’ll add nothing to what we’ve already said, as the story will soon provide us an opportunity of making his full acquaintance. We’ve already provided a sample of his manner of speech, which hopefully will give you a glimpse of his unusual character.


These three, as we’ve said, exited in triumph from the Inn of the Painted Beard and crossed the barricade that closed both ends of the Rue de l’Homme-Armé: two by jumping over, and one by ducking under. They were pursuing the Marquis de Pisany, and had every hope of catching up to him on his way to the Hotel de Rambouillet in the Rue Saint-Thomas-du-Louvre, where in our time the Vaudeville Theater stands.


In fact, they did catch up with him, but only at the corner of Rue Froidmanteau and Rue des Orties, about a hundred paces from the Hotel de Rambouillet.


Hearing the sound of their approach, the marquis turned and recognized them. He was glad to give his long legs a rest and catch his breath as he waited for his friends.


The three newcomers, like the Curiatti of myth, had been left behind, not due to their wounds, but because of their lengths of leg. Souscarrières, who was quite athletic despite being no more than five foot six, was in the lead, followed by the Comte de Brancas, who had already forgotten what had happened and was wondering why they were running this race. Last came the petite Voiture, who though no more than thirty was already tending toward obesity; wiping his forehead, he kept up with Souscarrières and Brancas only by great effort.


Souscarrières stopped when he reached Pisany, who was seated on a borne, a corner barricade. With arms crossed, eyes dark, and expression grim, he looked like one of those fantastic sculptures that fifteenth-century architects had set staring down from roof-corners. “So, Pisany,” Souscarrières said, “are you so consumed by rage that you must continually drag us into your evil affairs? Now a man has been killed. True, it was no great loss—he was a known ruffian, and I can testify it was self-defense, so you should escape prosecution. But if I hadn’t shown up and thrust from one side just as you thrust from the other, you’d have been gigged like a frog.”


“Oh?” Pisany replied. “And would that be such a tragedy?”


“What do you mean, such a tragedy?”


“Who says I’m not trying to get myself killed? Indeed, what a fine life I have: mocked by men, misjudged by women—wouldn’t it be just as well if I were dead, or even better, had never been born?” He ground his teeth and shook his fist in the air.


“All right, my dear Marquis, so you want to get yourself killed. But then why call out for us just as Étienne Latil’s sword was about to grant your wish?”


“Because before I die, I want my revenge.”


“The devil! He wants revenge, and he has a friend in Souscarrières, but he takes his business to a petty cutthroat in the Rue de l’Homme-Armé.”


“I went to find a cutthroat because a cutthroat could do the work I needed done. If a Souscarrières could have done it, then I could have done it, and I wouldn’t have needed anyone else. I would have called out my man and killed him myself. To see a detested rival lying at one’s feet, writhing in the agonies of death, is too great a pleasure not to take it when one can.”


“So why didn’t you do it yourself?”


“Don’t ask me to tell you, because I can’t.”


“What? Mordieu! A friend’s secret is a sacred trust. So you want a man dead—strike him down and kill him.”


“Listen, wretch!” Pisany cried, carried away by passion. “Can one fight a duel with a prince of the blood? Can a prince of the blood stoop to fight a simple gentleman? No! When you want to be rid of such a one, he must be murdered.”


“And then what?” said Souscarrières.


“After he was dead, I’d be executed. So? What is my life but horror?”


“Oh, right!” Souscarrières struck his forehead. “And that would be my fate as well?”


“It’s possible,” Pisany said, shrugging dejectedly.


“My poor Pisany. This man you’re jealous of, could he be . . .?”


“Go on, finish it.”


“. . . But no, it can’t be. He hasn’t been back from Italy more than a week.”


“It doesn’t take a week to go from the Hotel de Montmorency to the Rue de la Cerisaie.”


“So, it must be . . .” Souscarrières hesitated a moment, then burst out, “It must be the Comte de Moret!”


The marquis’s only response was a terrible blasphemy.


“Ah! But who, then, are you in love with, my dear Pisany?” Souscarrières asked.


“You know who lives there.” Pisany scowled. “Is that so . . . so laughable?”


“Madame de Maugiron, the sister of Marion Delorme?”


“The sister of Marion Delorme. Yes.”


“Who lives in the same house as her other sister, Madame de la Montagne?”


“Yes, a hundred times yes!”


“Well, my dear Marquis, if your reason for wanting to kill the poor Comte de Moret is that he’s the lover of Madame de Maugiron, then thank God you didn’t get your way, because a noble gentleman like you would have suffered eternal remorse for having committed a pointless crime.”


“How so?” Pisany asked, standing bolt upright.


“Because the Comte de Moret is not Madame de Maugiron’s lover.”


“Then whose lover is he?”


“Her sister, Madame de la Montagne.”


“Impossible.”


“Marquis, I swear it.”


“The Comte de Moret is Madame de la Montagne’s lover? You swear this?”


“Faith of a gentleman.”


“But the other night, when I visited Madame de Maugiron . . .”


“The night before last?”


“Yes.”


“At eleven in the evening?”


“How do you know that?”


“I just know. As I know that Madame de Maugiron is not the Comte de Moret’s mistress.”


“You’re wrong, I tell you.”


“Here we go again.”


“I’d seen her that day, and she’d said that if I came by, I should find her alone. Once past her servant, I came to the door of her bedroom and, within the bedroom, I heard a man’s voice.”


“I don’t say you didn’t hear a man’s voice. I only say it wasn’t the voice of the Comte de Moret.”


“Oh! You’re torturing me!”


“You didn’t actually see the count, did you?”


“Yes, I saw him.”


“How so?”


“Later I was hiding in the doorway of the Hotel Lesdisguières, across the street from Madame de Maugiron’s house.”


“And?”


“And I saw him come out. As clearly as I see you.”


“Except you didn’t see him leave Madame de Maugiron. You saw him leave Madame de la Montagne.”


“But then, but then,” cried Pisany, “who was the man I heard in Madame de Maugiron’s bedroom?”


“Bah, Marquis—be a philosopher!”


“A philosopher?”


“Yes, why worry about it?”


“What do you mean, why worry about it? If the man isn’t a Son of France, I mean to kill him.”


“Kill him! Ah!” said Souscarrières with an accent that plunged the marquis into a world of strange doubts.


“That’s right,” the marquis said, “kill him.”


“Really? No matter who he was?” said Souscarrières, in a manner increasingly arrogant.


“Yes. Yes. A hundred times yes!”


“Well, then,” Souscarrières said, “kill me, my dear Marquis—because I was the man.”


“You villain!” Pisany said through his teeth. He drew his sword. “Defend yourself!”


“No need to ask me twice, my dear Marquis,” said Souscarrières, sword in hand and falling on guard. “At your service!”


They fell to, and despite Voiture’s cries and Brancas’s incomprehension, the Marquis de Pisany and the Seigneur de Souscarrières began a furious combat, all the more terrible as there was no more light than that of a cloud-veiled moon. Each combatant, as much from pride as the will to live, displayed all his fencing skill. Souscarrières, who excelled at athletics, was clearly the stronger and more skillful. But Pisany’s long legs, employed to their full, gave him an advantage in sudden attacks and quick retreats. Finally, after about twenty seconds, the Marquis de Pisany uttered a groan that barely escaped his teeth, raised his arms, and dropped his sword. He turned and leaned against the wall, sighed, and collapsed.


Souscarrières lowered his sword and said, “You are witnesses that he challenged me first?”


“Yes, alas!” Brancas and Voiture responded.


“And you can attest that everything followed the rules of honor?”


“We can attest to that.”


“Very well! Now, as I prefer this sinner’s health over his death, carry Monsieur de Pisany to the house of madame his mother and then send for Bouvard, the king’s surgeon.”


“The very thing! We’ll do it,” said Voiture. “Help me, Brancas. Fortunately, we’re barely fifty paces from the Hotel de Rambouillet.”


“Ah!” said Brancas. “What a shame! And the party had begun so well.”


While Brancas and Voiture carried the Marquis de Pisany as carefully as they could to his mother’s house, Souscarrières disappeared around the corner of the Rue des Orties. “These damned hunchbacks,” he said. “I don’t know why they infuriate me so. This makes three I’ve had to dispose of by running them through.”







IV


The Hotel de Rambouillet


The Hotel de Rambouillet was located between the church of Saint-Thomas-du-Louvre, which was built in the late twelfth century to commemorate Saint Thomas the Martyr, and the Hospital of the Three Hundred, founded during the reign of Louis IX upon his return from Egypt, to house those three hundred gentlemen whose eyes had been gouged out by the Saracens.


The Marquise de Rambouillet, who had built the hotel—we’ll tell how later—was born in 1588, that is, the year the Duc de Guise and his brother were murdered at Blois by order of Henri III. She was the daughter of Jean de Vivonne (the elder Marquis de Pisany) and Julie Savelli, a Roman lady of a family so illustrious that it sired two popes, Honoré III and Honoré IV, and a saint of the church, Saint Lucina.


At the age of twelve, she married the Marquis de Rambouillet of the house of Angennes, another illustrious family, renowned for both the famous Cardinal de Rambouillet, and that Marquis de Rambouillet who was Viceroy of Poland before Henri III assumed that title.


The Rambouillet family was known for both wit and propriety. A parable of the grandfather of the Marquis de Rambouillet bears witness to the one, as an anecdote about his father illustrates the other.


The grandfather, Jacques de Rambouillet, had married a woman of questionable character. One day he was arguing with her in a dispute that was becoming an actual fight, when he stopped suddenly, lowered his voice, and, speaking as calmly as can be, said, “Madame, pull on my beard.”


“Why?” she asked in amazement.


“Just pull on it. I’ll tell you afterwards.”


The Marquis de Rambouillet’s grandmother grabbed her husband’s beard and pulled on it.


“Harder,” he said to her.


“But I’ll hurt you!”


“Don’t worry.”


“That’s what you want?”


“Yes, but much harder. Harder still. Now, with all your might. There! That didn’t hurt me. Now it’s my turn.”


He yanked on a lock of her hair. She shrieked.


“You see, Madame,” he said calmly, “I’m stronger than you. Argue with me if it pleases you. But don’t try to fight me.”


In that way this new Xanthippe was warned that, though her husband might be as wise as Socrates, he was not as patient.


The Marquis de Rambouillet’s father was, as we’ve said, appointed Viceroy of Poland while that country awaited the arrival of Henri III. While performing this duty, he had saved a hundred thousand crowns in cash, which he presented to the king.


“Do you mock me, Monsieur de Rambouillet?” said Henri III. “A hundred thousand crowns isn’t much to a king.”


“Take them, Sire,” said Monsieur de Rambouillet. “If you don’t need them on this day, you’ll need them on another.” He made the king accept them—and later Henri wasn’t sorry he had.


At the battle of Jarnac, where the Prince de Condé was so brutally murdered, this same Monsieur de Rambouillet had worked wonders, so much so that the Duc d’Anjou had sent his brother, King Charles IX, a letter in which he gave Rambouillet credit for the victory. The family displayed that letter in a golden frame.


In 1606, that is to say after six years of marriage, Monsieur de Rambouillet found himself in financial difficulty and sold the Hotel de Pisany to Pierre Forget-Dufresne for 34,500 livres. In 1624, Forget-Dufresne turned around and sold it, at a great profit, to the cardinal-minister. By the time of our story, Richelieu was busy building on that site what would later become the Palais Cardinal. While waiting for this palace of marvels to be made habitable, Richelieu had two country houses, one at Chaillot, the other at Rueil, as well as a town house in the Place Royale, next door to that of the celebrated courtesan Marion Delorme.


Meanwhile, for thirty years Paris expanded, building daily. You could say that it was Henri IV who laid the groundwork for what would become modern Paris. At the end of the reign of Henri III, Paris had covered an area of 1,414 acres. During the reign of Henri IV, the Tournelles park, the suitable parts of the Marais, and the neighborhood around the Temple were all built up with new houses. The Rue Dauphine and the Place Royale were constructed, the suburbs of Saint-Antoine, Montmartre, Saint-Martin, Saint-Denis, and Saint-Honoré were increased by half, and the new Faubourg Saint-Germain became the seventeenth quarter. Paris grew to enclose over 1,660 acres.


In 1604, the Pont Neuf, begun by Henri III in 1578, was finally completed. In 1606, the Hotel de Ville (City Hall), begun by François I in 1533, was likewise completed. In 1613 were built the Saint-Gervais gate and the aqueduct of Arcueil. From 1614 to 1616, the houses and bridges of the new Île Saint-Louis were constructed. The equestrian statue of Henri IV was placed on the Pont Neuf, and the foundations of the Palais du Luxembourg were laid. Marie de Médicis, during her regency, established the long ranks of trees along the Cours-la-Reine.


In a new burst of building, from 1624 to 1628, Paris grew even further. The western walls were extended to contain the Palais des Tuileries, the neighborhood of Butte-des-Moulins, and that of Ville-Neuve. The new walls began at the Seine at the Porte de la Conférence, at the far end of the Tuileries gardens, ran to the Rue Saint-Honoré, with its new Porte Saint-Honoré, to Rue Galion, where they built the Porte Montmartre, and joined the old walls at the corner of the Rue Neuve-Saint-Denis, at the gate of the same name.


The Marquise de Rambouillet, after the sale of the Hotel de Pisany, resided in her father’s small house in Rue Saint-Thomas-du-Louvre, but this dwelling was too cramped for the lady, her six children, and numerous domestics. It was then that she decided to build the famous Hotel de Rambouillet, so celebrated thereafter. However, dissatisfied with the plans submitted by the architects, which she felt didn’t make good use of the available area, she decided to draw up the plans herself. For a long while she labored uselessly at this endeavor, until one day she cried, like Archimedes, “Eureka!” She took pen and paper and quickly sketched both the interior and exterior of the mansion, all with such excellent taste that it impressed Queen Regent Marie de Médicis, then employed in building the Luxembourg. She, who had seen in her youth in Florence the most beautiful palaces in the world, and who had brought to this new Athens the leading architects of the time, sent them to ask for advice from Madame de Rambouillet and to use her mansion as an example.


The eldest child of the Marquise de Rambouillet was the beautiful Julie-Lucine d’Angennes, more celebrated even than her mother. Since the days of Helen, that adulterous wife of Menelaus who drew Europe into war with Asia, no woman’s beauty had been more highly praised, in every key and with every instrument. No one whose heart she stole ever recovered it. The wound inflicted by the surpassingly lovely eyes of Julie d’Angennes, the famous Madame de Montausier, was mortal, or at least incurable. Ninon de Lenclos may have had her “martyrs,” but Julie’s admirers were known as “the perishing.”


Born in 1600, she was now aged twenty-eight, and though her first youth was past, she had arrived at the full bloom of her beauty.


Though Madame de Rambouillet had four other daughters, her eldest eclipsed them all, and today the younger are nearly forgotten. Three of them took the veil: Madame d’Hyères, Madame de Saint-Étienne, and Madame de Pisany. The youngest, Claire-Angélique d’Angennes, was the first wife of Monsieur de Grignan.


In our previous chapters, we made the acquaintance of her eldest son, the Marquis de Pisany. Madame had had a second son who died at the age of eight when his nurse, who’d visited a plague victim at the hospital, had recklessly kissed the child upon her return. Within two days, the plague had taken them both.


The early fame of the Hotel de Rambouillet was due to the passion the beautiful Julie inspired in every man of breeding, and to the curious devotion of the family servants. The Marquis de Pisany’s tutor was Chavaroche, who had been Voiture’s opponent in one of those three duels we mentioned, fighting him by torchlight and giving him a flesh wound in the thigh. Chavaroche was, always had been, and always would be one of the lovely Julie’s “perishing” admirers. When Julie, after being married for twelve years, finally decided at the age of thirty-nine to fulfill her husband Monsieur de Montausier’s desire for a child, she had a very difficult labor. Because they knew he’d be willing to go, they sent Chavaroche to the Abbey of Saint-Germain for the Girdle of Saint Marguerite, a holy relic known to help with childbirth. Chavaroche went at once, but as it was three in the morning, he found the monks in their beds and was obliged, despite his impatience, to wait nearly half an hour.


“By my faith!” he cried. “The nerve of these monks, sleeping while Madame de Montausier is in labor!”


And after that, Chavaroche spoke naught but ill of the monks of the Abbey of Saint-Germain.


One degree of domestic rank below Chavaroche, we find Louis de Neuf-Germain, with his long sword slapping his leg and his goatee almost brushing his chest, and who bore the title Poet-at-Large to Monsieur, the king’s brother. He had an easy facility for doggerel. One day, Madame de Rambouillet had asked him to improvise something for Monsieur d’Avaux, brother of the President of Mesme, the ambassador extraordinaire who had signed the Peace of the North. Neuf-Germain rattled off an entire ode on d’Avaux’s name, with rhymes on da and vaux. Here is the first stanza:


Jove, one day in heaven, had a


Job for Mercury, his bravo,


To have the gods sing a cantata


In praise and honor of great Devaux


Those who wish to read his other works will find them collected by Voiture.


Neuf-Germain had a mistress in the Rue des Gravilliers, the last street in Paris where a gallant was likely to find a mistress. A certain rogue, who insisted he had a prior claim to the damsel, encountered Neuf-Germain and they quarreled in the street. The rogue grabbed Neuf-Germain by his goatee and yanked so hard, it came off in his hand. Neuf-Germain, who always wore a sword and had given the Marquis de Pisany his first lessons in arms, drew and struck his attacker a blow that made him drop his handful of beard. The rogue, wounded, fled screaming, pursued by half the watching mob, while Neuf-Germain gleefully slashed the air with his rapier, mocking the rogue and loudly calling for him to return.


After Neuf-Germain left, a cobbler who knew that the victor belonged to the Hotel de Rambouillet, the reputation of which had reached even the lowest commoners, noticed that the goatee torn from his chin was still on the battlefield. He picked it up to the last hair, folded it carefully in white paper, and proceeded to the Hotel de Rambouillet.


The household was at dinner when the Marquis de Rambouillet was told that a cobbler from the Rue des Gravilliers wished to speak with him. This was such unexpected news that Rambouillet was curious as to what this cobbler had to say. “Let him enter,” he said.


It was done. The cobbler came in, bowed humbly, and approached Rambouillet. “Monsieur le Marquis,” he said, “I am pleased to present the beard of Monsieur de Neuf-Germain, which he had the misfortune to lose in front of my door.”


Without really knowing what that meant, Monsieur de Rambouillet took from his pouch one of those new crowns struck with the image of Louis XIII, called a louis d’argent, and gave it to the cobbler. The man retired completely satisfied, not for having received a crown, but for having had the honor of seeing at table, eating like mere mortals, Monsieur de Rambouillet and his family.


Rambouillet and family were still looking uncomprehendingly at this handful of beard when Neuf-Germain came in with his stubbly chin, surprised that despite his quick return to the mansion, his beard had arrived before him.


One floor down we meet Silésie the equerry, or rather the quinola, as a sub-equerry was known at the time. Everyone at the Hotel de Rambouillet had his quirks and caprices, but Silésie was a madman of a different stripe. Madame de Rambouillet called Neuf-Germain their indoor madman and Silésie their outdoor madman, as he lived with his wife and children outside the main house, albeit only a few steps away.


One morning, everyone who lived in the same house as Silésie came to complain to the marquis, saying that since the weather had grown hot, it was impossible to sleep under the same roof as his equerry.


Monsieur de Rambouillet called Silésie before him. “What were you doing last night,” he asked, “that all the neighbors complain about not being able to sleep for a moment?”


“With respect, Monsieur le Marquis,” replied Silésie, “I was killing my fleas.”


“And how can you make so much noise killing fleas?”


“Because I kill them with a hammer.”


“A hammer? Explain that, Silésie!”


“Monsieur le Marquis is aware that no animal’s life is harder to take than that of a flea.”


“That’s true.”


“Well, to make sure mine don’t escape, once I catch them, I carry them to the staircase and crush them with a large hammer.”


And Silésie continued to kill his fleas in this fashion, until one night, when he was probably half asleep, he missed the first step and tumbled from the top of the stairs to the bottom. When they found him, he had a broken neck.


After Silésie comes Maître Claude the silversmith, a sort of comic buffoon. He was crazy about executions, and despite the cruelty of the spectacle, he never missed one. But once three or four were held in quick succession, and yet Maître Claude never left the house.


Worried, the marquise asked him the cause of this aberration. “Ah, Madame la Marquise,” replied Maître Claude, shaking his head with an air of melancholy, “I can no longer take pleasure in criminals’ death throes.”


“And why is that?” she asked her servant.


“Because since the beginning of the year, the executioners have been strangling the condemned before hanging them. Can you believe it? If, someday, they return to hanging them outright, on that day I’ll return to the execution ground.”


One night, he went to see the fireworks in honor of Saint-Jean, but as they launched the first rockets, he found himself behind a very tall onlooker whose large head blocked his view. He thought, rather than bother anyone, he would go up to Montmartre, only to find when he arrived breathless at the top of the hill and turned toward the Hotel de Ville that the fireworks were over. Thus instead of seeing poorly, Maître Claude saw nothing at all.


So instead he went to Saint-Denis to see the treasures, and greatly enjoyed himself. Upon his return, when questioned by the marquise, he said, “Ah, Madame, what beautiful things they have, these rascals of churchmen!”


And he began to list the bejeweled crosses, the surplices studded with pearls, the golden monstrance and silver candlesticks. “But there was one thing most important of all,” he added.


“What thing do you think the most important, Maître Claude?”


“Ah, Madame, they have our neighbor’s arm.”


“Which neighbor?” asked Madame de Rambouillet, who wondered who among their neighbors could spare a limb to donate to the treasure-trove of Saint-Denis.


“Why, pardieu, the arm of our neighbor Saint Thomas, Madame; his church is so close we can practically touch it.”


There were also two other servants at the Hotel de Rambouillet who were a credit to the collection: the secretary Adriani and the embroiderer Dubois. The first published a volume of poetry dedicated to Monsieur de Schomberg. The second, who felt called to the vocation, became a Capuchin monk. But the calling didn’t last, and he left his monastery before the end of his novitiate. Not daring to reapply for a place with Madame de Rambouillet, he became supervisor of the actors at the Hotel de Bourgogne. “Because that way,” as he said, “if Madame de Rambouillet ever chanced to go to the theater, I might see her.”


Indeed, the Marquis and Marquise de Rambouillet were worshiped by their servants. One evening, the lawyer Patru, so influential on the modes of polite speech at the Académie Française, was dining at the Hotel de Nemours with the Abbé de Saint-Spire. One of the two mentioned the Marquise de Rambouillet. The sommelier, Audry, who was crossing the room after telling the waiters which wine to serve, heard the marquise’s name and stopped. When the two guests continued to talk about her, the sommelier sent all the other servants from the room.


“Why the devil did you do that?” Patru asked.


“Ah, Messieurs!” the sommelier said. “I was with Madame de Rambouillet for twelve years. If you have the honor to be friends of the marquise, no one shall serve you but me.”


And despite the dignity of his position, he placed a waiter’s towel over his arm, stood behind the guests, and served them until the end of the meal.


Now that we have made the acquaintance of the masters and servants of the Hotel de Rambouillet, we will bring our readers inside the mansion on a night when it was host to the leading celebrities of the age.
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V


What Occurred in the Hotel de
Rambouillet as Souscarrières Was Disposing
of His Third Hunchback


On the evening of December 5, 1628, which we began at the Inn of the Painted Beard in the first chapter of this book, all the literary luminaries of the era, those whose society was ridiculed by Molière as they ridiculed him in return, were gathered in the marquise’s mansion. That night they were not ordinary visitors to the marquise’s salon, but specially invited guests, each having received a note from Madame de Rambouillet announcing a special soirée.


The guests had rushed to attend.


This event took place during that happy era when women were beginning to have an influence on society. Poetry was in its infancy, born in the previous century with Marot, Garnier, and Ronsard, and was just then prattling out its first tragedies, pastorals, and comedies by way of Hardy, Desmarests, and Raissiguier. Dramatic literature would follow, thanks to Rotrou, Corneille, Molière, and Racine, elevating France above all other nations, while perfecting that beautiful language created by Rabelais, purified by Boileau, and distilled by Voltaire. Due to its clarity, French would become the diplomatic language of all civilized nations. In language, clarity is integrity.


William Shakespeare, the great genius of the sixteenth century—or rather, of all centuries—had been dead only twelve years, and was as yet known only to the English. Make no mistake, the European popularity of Elizabeth’s great poet is a modern phenomenon; none of the fine minds gathered at Madame de Rambouillet’s had even heard the name of the man who, a century later, Voltaire would call a barbarian. Moreover, at a time when the theater was dominated by plays such as The Deliverance of Andromeda, The Conquest of the Boar of Calydon, and The Death of Bradamante, works like Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, Julius Caesar, Richard III, and Romeo and Juliet would have seemed harsh to the delicate French palate.


No, due to the influence of the queen and of the Catholic League of the Guises, it was Spain who set the fashion in literature, through Lope de Vega, Alarcón, and Tirso de Molina; Calderón had not yet appeared.


To end this long digression, which began of its own accord due to the force of circumstance, we’ll repeat our own words: this event took place during a happy era, and we would add that an invitation from Madame de Rambouillet made it doubly special. All knew the marquise’s grand passion for surprising her guests.


For example, consider the day she’d presented the Bishop of Lisieux, Philippe de Cospéan, with a quite unexpected surprise. In the park at Rambouillet was a large, round boulder from which a fountain sprang. Veiled by a curtain of trees, it was dedicated to the memory of Rabelais, who had worked sometimes in his study and sometimes in his dining room. One bright morning, the marquise led the Bishop of Lisieux toward the fountain. The prelate squinted as he approached, trying to make out something that shone through the branches. Soon he could clearly distinguish seven or eight young women dressed as nymphs—that is to say, barely dressed at all. Leading them was Mademoiselle de Rambouillet attired as Diana: quiver on her shoulder, bow in her hand, and circlet on her brow. Beyond her, all the demoiselles of the household posed prettily on the great rock, presenting, according to Tallemant des Réaux, the loveliest tableau in the world. A bishop of our day might be scandalized by such a spectacle, but Monseigneur de Lisieux, on the contrary, was quite charmed. He never saw the marquise thereafter without asking for news of the rocks of Rambouillet.


In a similar circumstance, Actaeon was transformed into a stag and torn apart by dogs, but the marquise held that this case was entirely different, as the good bishop was so ugly that, while the nymphs might make an impression on him, he was unlikely to impress the nymphs, other than to make them flee at his approach. Besides, the Bishop of Lisieux was well aware of how ugly he was, going so far as to joke with the Bishop of Riez that he was far from being an Adonis.


“That’s why I owe you my thanks,” replied the Bishop of Riez, “because before you became my colleague, I was the ugliest bishop in France.”


It may be that Madame de Rambouillet’s male guests, who outnumbered the females, rushed to the mansion in hopes that the marquise was staging a surprise like the one she’d prepared for Monseigneur de Lisieux. Certainly the exquisites invited that evening had elevated hopes, and were ready for whatever the evening might reveal.


Their conversation turned on all matters of love and poetry, but most particularly on the recent piece performed by the actors of the Hotel de Bourgogne, which the exquisites had begun to patronize since the team of Bellerose, la Villiers, Mondory, la Beaupré, and his wife, Mademoiselle Vaillot, had taken over direction of the theater.


Madame de Rambouillet had made plays fashionable by staging Frédégonde and Hardy’s Chaste Love in her home. After that, it was decided that decent women, who until then had avoided it, could go to the Hotel de Bourgogne. The play under discussion that evening was a piece titled The Hypochondriac, the debut work of a young protégé of the marquise named Jean Rotrou. Though of middling rank, thanks to the support of the Rambouillets he had enjoyed enough success for Cardinal Richelieu to hire him into his household at the Place Royale. There he joined the company of Richelieu’s famous “collaborators”: Mairet, L’Estoile, and Colletet, as well as the even more celebrated Desmarests and Bois-Robert.


As they were discussing the merits of Rotrou’s questionable comedy, which Scudéry and Chapelain were chopping into mincemeat, a handsome young man in an elegant suit came in. With the air of a complete cavalier, he crossed the salon to pay his respects to the ladies in order of precedence, starting with Madame la Princesse, who in her quality as wife of Monsieur de Condé, first prince of the blood, was entitled to preeminence. After her he addressed the marquise, then the lovely Julie.


He was followed by a companion, two or three years older and dressed all in black, who advanced into the midst of this learned and imposing company a step behind his friend.


“Here he is now,” said the marquise, indicating the first of the two men, “the conqueror himself. It must be fine to ride to the Capitoline at such a young age—and without, I hope, someone behind you in the chariot saying, ‘Caesar, remember you are mortal.’”


“On the contrary, Madame la Marquise,” replied Rotrou, for that’s who it was. “No critic could ever complain of my poor work more than I do myself. I swear I’m only here because I received a direct order from the Comte de Soissons to leave off work on my The Dead Lover, as if it were actually dead, in order to begin on the comedy I’m working on now.”


“So, what is the subject of this comedy, my fine cavalier?” asked Mademoiselle Paulet.


“A ring that no one would wish to put on his finger once he’s seen you, adorable Lioness: the Ring of Forgetfulness.”


A nod greeted this flattery from the one to whom it was addressed. Meanwhile, the young man dressed in black stayed as far in the background as he could. But as he was totally unknown to everybody, and as everyone to be presented to the marquise either had a name already or was on his way to making one, all eyes were fixed upon him nonetheless.


“And how do you have time to write a new comedy, Monsieur Rotrou,” asked the lovely Julie, “now that you’ve accepted the honor of working with the cardinal’s company?”


“Monsieur le Cardinal had so much to do at the siege of La Rochelle that we were left to ourselves,” replied Rotrou, “so I took the opportunity to do some work on my own.”


Meanwhile, the young man dressed in black continued to attract all the attention that was not devoted to Rotrou.


“He’s not a man of the sword,” said Mademoiselle de Scudéry to her brother.


“No, he has an air more like that of a law clerk,” he replied.


The young man in black overheard this exchange, and acknowledged it with a good-natured smile. Rotrou heard it as well. “But yes!” he said. “In fact he is a law clerk—and a law clerk, I assure you, who will one day outdo us all.”


Now it was the turn of the men in the company to smile, half in disbelief and half in disdain. But Rotrou’s extravagant prediction only made the women all the more curious.


Despite his youth, the man in black had an austere look to him. He had a broad brow already lined with the wrinkles of thought, beneath which were eyes flickering with flame. The rest of his face was more commonplace, with a large nose above thick lips, partly concealed by a burgeoning mustache.


Rotrou decided it was time to satisfy the company’s curiosity. “Madame la Marquise, allow me to introduce my dear compatriot Pierre Corneille, son of the Advocate General of Rouen—and soon to be a son of genius.”


The name was completely unknown.


“Corneille,” repeated Scudéry. “The name of a bird of ill omen.”


“Yes . . . to his rivals,” Rotrou said.


“Ab ilice cornix,” Chapelain whispered to the Bishop of Grasse. “The raven cries from the oak.”


“Corneille,” the marquise repeated in her turn, but with more warmth.


“Ah!” Rotrou said to Madame de Rambouillet. “You’re trying to remember on what title page or frontispiece you’ve read that name. On none, Madame, as yet. It appears only at the head of a comedy he brought with him yesterday from Rouen. Tomorrow I’ll take him to the Hotel de Bourgogne and present him to Mondory—and a month from now, we’ll be applauding him.”


The young man lifted his eyes to heaven, as if to say, “May God grant it be so!”


The female guests approached the two friends with more curiosity. Madame la Princesse was in the lead, seeing in every poet a potential rhapsodist on her beauty, which was beginning to fade. While the men, especially the poets, stayed firmly in their places, she eagerly took a seat in the group forming around Rotrou and his companion. “So, Monsieur Corneille,” she said, “what is the title of this comedy of yours?”


Corneille turned curiously toward the source of this haughty voice. As he did so, Rotrou whispered a word in his ear. “It’s called Mélite,” Corneille said, “unless Your Highness would care to grace it with a better name.”


“Mélite,” repeated the princess. “Mélite. No, we’ll leave it as is. Mélite is charming—and if the story is as well . . .”


“What’s charming about it is that it’s not a story,” Rotrou said, “but rather a history.”


“A history? How so?” asked Mademoiselle Paulet. “Do you mean it’s a true tale?”


“Come now,” Rotrou said to his companion, “tell the ladies the story, you rascal.”


Corneille blushed to the ears. No one could seem less of a rascal than he did.


“The question is whether the story can safely be told at all,” said Madame de Combalet, covering her face with her fan in case Corneille’s story should be indelicate.


“Instead of just telling the story,” Corneille said timidly, “I’d rather recite some verses.”


“Bah,” said Rotrou, “you’re embarrassed over nothing. I can recount the plot in two sentences. But there’s no merit in that, since the story is true, and as my friend is the hero he gets no credit for inventing it. Imagine, Madame, that this libertine had a friend. . . .”


“Rotrou, Rotrou!” interrupted Corneille.


“Ignoring the interruption, I continue,” said Rotrou. “Imagine that this libertine had a friend who introduced him into a decent household in Rouen, in which the friend was engaged to the family’s charming daughter. What do you think Monsieur Corneille did? He, the best man, no less, waited until the wedding was over, and then—well . . . You understand, don’t you?”


“Monsieur Rotrou!” said Madame de Combalet, drawing her Carmelite’s veil over her eyes.


“And then—what?” said Mademoiselle de Scudéry with a roguish air. “Others may understand you, Monsieur Rotrou, but I certainly do not.”


“I hope they do, beautiful Sappho” (for so Mademoiselle de Scudéry was called in that company of exquisites). “Ask Mademoiselle Paulet and Monseigneur the Bishop of Grasse, since they understood it—didn’t they?”


Mademoiselle Paulet gave Rotrou a provocative little tap on the fingers with her fan, and said, “Go on, you villain. The sooner you finish, the better.”


“Then I will follow Horace’s maxim of ad eventum festina and hasten on,” Rotrou said. “Well, Monsieur Corneille, in his capacity as a poet, followed the advice of the friend of Maecenas: there’s no point in putting things off. He found the lady alone, demolished her Edifice of Fidelity, and in the ruins of his friend’s happiness built a temple to his own joy, a joy so powerful that a stream of poetry gushed from his heart, that same stream from which the Nine Muses drink.”


“The Stream of Hippocrene gushing from the heart of a law clerk?” said Madame la Princesse. “That’s not to be believed.”


“Unless proven otherwise, Madame la Princesse. And that proof my friend Corneille will give you.”


“Then this Mélite is a very lucky lady,” said Mademoiselle Paulet. “If Monsieur Corneille’s comedy is as successful as you predict, Monsieur Rotrou, she’ll be immortalized.”


“Yes,” Mademoiselle de Scudéry said drily, “but I doubt that this immortality, even if it lasts as long as that of the Cumaean Sibyl, will result in bringing her a husband.”


“Oh? And do you find it such a great misfortune to remain unmarried?” said Mademoiselle de Paulet. “As long as one is pretty, of course. But ask Madame de Combalet if being married is such divine joy!”


Madame de Combalet’s only reply was to sigh, raise her eyes to heaven, and shake her head sadly.


“This is all very well,” said Madame la Princesse, “but Monsieur Corneille has offered to recite us some verses from his comedy.”


“And he’s quite ready to do so,” said Rotrou. “Asking for verses from a poet is like asking for water from a spring. Come now, friend Corneille!”


Corneille blushed, stammered a bit, put his hand to his forehead, and then, in a voice that seemed made more for tragedy than for comedy, recited the following verses:


“I admit, my friend, my disorder is so incurable


That only one remedy offers me relief;


And after the disdain Mélite has treated me with,


It would be only just to quit her for another.


But in spite of all her cruelty, she rules with


Such powerful sway o’er my heart, that I dare to murmur


Only in her absence. In vain, I make every effort to


Surmount this passion, and make a thousand


Resolutions when she is not present; then, I no sooner


See her again, when a single glance rivets my


Fetters stronger, and throws such a pleasing and delightful


Veil o’er my reason, that I pursue my disorder,


And fly from every remedy I proposed. But this


Flattering hope, this pleasing delusion only rekindles


Up my flame, and confirms me the more her slave.”*


*Adapted from the anonymous 1776 English translation.


These verses were greeted two or three times by approving murmurs, indicating that the muse of poetry did not reside only in Paris, but sometimes visited the provinces, and that not all the wits of France were to be found at the Hotel de Rambouillet or the Place Royale. At the final verse, “. . . And confirms me the more her slave,” general applause broke out. Madame de Rambouillet was the first to clap, which was the signal for the others to follow. Only a few of the men protested by their silence, among them the younger Montausier brother, who couldn’t abide this sort of poetry.


But the poet heard only the approval and, intoxicated by the applause from the assembled wits of Paris, bowed and said, “Next comes the sonnet to Mélite. Should I go on?”


“Yes, yes,” cried Madame la Princesse, Madame de Rambouillet, the beautiful Julie, and Mademoiselle Paulet all together, along with all those who echoed the tastes of the mistress of the house.


Corneille continued:


“What beauty with Mélite can compare,


What more than my passion can prove,


So matchless her charms, I declare,


Can be equaled by nought but my love.


“Though new beauties appear to my eyes,


Though her coldness embitters my heart,


Too cruel, she hears not my sighs,


Too lovely, she fixes the dart.


“But no wonder she’s deaf to my flame,


To the pow’r of the god I submit,


Since love’s whole pow’r I must feel,


But she only beauty and wit.”*


*Adapted from the anonymous 1776 English translation.


The sonnet exceeds all other forms of poetry in exciting admiration—though Boileau, who wouldn’t be born for another eight years, hadn’t yet said “A faultless sonnet is still just a long poem.” And this sonnet was hailed as faultless, particularly by the women, who applauded loud and long. Even Mademoiselle de Scudéry deigned to bring her hands together.


Rotrou, his loyal heart overflowing, enjoyed his friend’s triumph more than any.


“In truth, Monsieur Rotrou, you were right!” said Madame la Princesse. “Your friend is a young man who must be championed.”


“If you think so, Madame, do you suppose that, through Monsieur le Prince, you might find him a position?” asked Rotrou, lowering his voice so as to be heard by Madame de Condé alone. “Because he has no fortune, and, as you can see, it would be a shame if, for lack of a few coins, a career of genius should die unborn.”


“Ah, well, Monsieur le Prince! There’s no use trying to talk to him about poetry. The other day, he found me dining with Monsieur Chapelain. Later he asked, ‘Who was that little black bird dining with you?’ When I told him it was Monsieur Chapelain, he said, ‘Ah. And who is this Monsieur Chapelain?’ ‘The creator of La Pucelle.’ ‘Oh, he’s a sculptor, then.’ Hopeless. But I will speak to Madame de Combalet, who will speak to the cardinal. Do you think he would agree to work on His Eminence’s tragedies?”


“He would agree to anything that would enable him to stay in Paris. If he was capable of Mélite as a law clerk, imagine what he could do in this world where you are the queen and the marquise is prime minister.”


“It’s a good play, this Mélite, whether or not it succeeds. We will see to it that something is arranged.”


And she held out her lovely, near-royal hand to Rotrou, who took it in his own and looked at it, as if considering its beauty.


“Well, what are you thinking?” asked Madame la Princesse.


“I look on this hand, and wonder if it can really feed two poets. Alas, no—it’s too small a thing.”


“Fortunately,” Madame de Condé said, “God gave me two of them: one for you, and one for him you ask about.”


“Corneille, Corneille,” Rotrou called, “come here! Madame la Princesse, in honor of the sonnet to Mélite, permits you to kiss her hand.”


Corneille nearly fainted. To be applauded by Madame de Rambouillet and to kiss the hand of Madame la Princesse, all on the evening of his debut in Paris—never in his most ambitious dreams had he aspired to even one of these favors.


But who, really, was honored here? Was it Corneille and Rotrou, who kissed the hands of the wife of the first prince of the blood? Or was it Madame de Condé, whose hands were kissed by the future authors of Wenceslas and The Cid? Posterity says that the one honored was Madame la Princesse.


Meanwhile, Maître Claude, white wand in hand like Polonius in Hamlet, came whispering to the Marquise de Rambouillet. She listened, gave him some quiet orders and directions, and then lifted her head to make an announcement. “Noble lords and dear ladies, my precious and excellent friends, had I invited you to spend the evening with me just to hear the verses of Monsieur Corneille, you would have no reason to complain. But I’ve gathered you tonight for a purpose less ethereal and more material. I have often spoken of the superiority of the sorbets and ice creams of Italy to those of France. After long search, I’ve found a glacier of sorbet that comes straight from Naples, and at last I can have you taste it. Don’t follow me because you love me—follow me because you love sorbet! Monsieur Corneille, give me your arm.”


“And here’s my arm, Monsieur Rotrou,” said Madame la Princesse, who that evening was determined to follow the example of the marquise in everything.


Corneille, trembling and awkward, the man of genius just arrived from the provinces, held out his arm to the marquise, while Rotrou, gallantly and like a complete cavalier, extended his to Madame de Condé. The Comte de Salles, the younger of the Montausier brothers, volunteered to escort the beautiful Julie, while the Marquis de Montausier led in Mademoiselle Paulet. Gombauld escorted Mademoiselle de Scudéry, and the others arranged themselves as seemed best.


Madame de Combalet, the severity of her Carmelite habit mitigated by a corsage of violets and rosebuds, accepted no man’s arm, but followed immediately behind Madame la Princesse. Beside her was Madame de Saint-Étienne, the marquise’s second daughter, who also aspired to a life of religion. However, there was a difference between her and Madame de Combalet, in that every day she took a step further into that life, while Madame de Combalet took another step out.


Up to that point, there’d been no surprises for Madame de Rambouillet’s guests, but then the marquise, in her quality as guide, walked past the princess to a spot on the wall that wasn’t known to have a door. There she tapped the wall with her fan.


Instantly, the wall opened as if by magic, and they stood on the threshold of a beautiful room decorated with furniture of blue velvet trimmed with gold and silver. The wall hangings, like the furniture, were blue velvet with similar trim. In the middle of this room was a table laden with flowers, fruits, cakes, and ice cream, presided over by two little cherubs, who were none other than the younger sisters of Julie d’Angennes and Madame de Saint-Étienne.


The company gave a unanimous cry of admiration; all had thought that beyond that wall was the neighboring garden of the Three Hundred, but here was a chamber so marvelously furnished and wondrously painted that it seemed as if the architect must be a fairy and the decorator a magician.


While everyone raved about the tasteful opulence of the chamber, which was to become famous as the Blue Room, Chapelain took pencil and paper into one corner of the salon, sat, and sketched out the first three stanzas of his Ode to Zirphée, a work that was to be nearly as celebrated as his La Pucelle.


The guests had seen what Chapelain was up to, so there was a profound silence when he who was considered the first poet of his time stood up, extended a hand, placed one foot forward, and with eyes alight pronounced the following verses:


“Urgande once knew well


The favor of Amadis and his noble band.


By her charms she broke the laws


Of time, that heaven shall take all it gives.


I had to show your eyes what she did by charm:


Keep Artemisia with the art that Urgande


Had used to keep Amadis.


“By the power of this art,


I built this lodge to keep


Time and fate at bay,


To outstrip the corruption of change—


For what passes in this paradise passes not at all.


Where rushing time hides its terrible face,


Old age trespasses not.


“This incomparable beauty


That a hundred evils could not bring to surrender,


Enchanted by this building,


Baffled by its defenses,


Shining from her throne with a divine radiance


That then, over mortals, spreads out


Without cloud, eclipse, or end.”


Cries of enthusiasm and three rounds of applause greeted this improvisation—when suddenly, in the middle of the cheers, Voiture rushed into the room. Pale and covered in blood, he cried, “A doctor! A doctor! The Marquis de Pisany had a fight with Souscarrières and is badly wounded!”


And right behind him the Marquis de Pisany, unconscious and pale as death, was carried into the salon in the arms of Brancas and Chavaroche. “My son!” “My brother!” “The marquis!” The cries went up, and, forgetting the pleasures of the Blue Room, everyone rushed to the side of the wounded man.


Even as the unconscious Marquis de Pisany was borne into the Hotel de Rambouillet, back at the Inn of the Painted Beard an unexpected event, one that would greatly complicate things, threw everything there into disarray.


Lying atop the table where previously he had set his mugs of beer, believed dead and just awaiting his shroud, was Étienne Latil—who sighed, opened his eyes, and said, in a low but perfectly intelligible voice, these two words: “I’m thirsty.”







VI


Marina and Jacquelino


A few minutes before Latil uttered the two words that so often signify the return of the wounded to life—and which, in any case, were entirely typical of our swordsman—a young man presented himself at the Inn of the Painted Beard and asked if room number thirteen was occupied by a peasant woman from Pau named Marina. He added that she would be easily recognized by her beautiful hair, her lovely dark eyes, and by her red bonnet, of the style worn in the rugged mountains of Coarraze where Henri IV had, bareheaded and barefoot, so often climbed as a child.


Madame Soleil took her time in replying, admiring her inquirer’s youthful good looks while favoring him with her most charming smile. Finally she admitted, with a knowing look, that a young woman called Marina was in the room referred to, and had been waiting for half an hour or so.


And Madame Soleil, with the sort of graceful gesture that women of thirty to thirty-five like to make before handsome lads of twenty to twenty-two—with this graceful gesture Madame Soleil indicated the stairs, at the top of which the young man would find room number thirteen.


The young man was, as we’ve said, a handsome lad of twenty to twenty-two, of medium height but a good figure, every move of which showed elegance and strength. He had the blue eyes of the Northerner, sheltered by the dark eyebrows and hair of the South. His complexion, tanned by the sun, was slightly pale from fatigue. A thin mustache and a nascent goatee enhanced a pair of fine, smiling lips that, when opened, revealed a double row of white teeth that any lady of the Court might envy.


His costume, that of a Basque peasant, was both comfortable and elegant. It began at the top with a red, or rather oxblood, beret, decorated with a black tassel and two drooping feathers that framed his face charmingly. Below, he wore a doublet of the same color as the beret, trimmed with black lace, with the left sleeve open and hanging loose so that it could, in this period of assaults by day and ambushes by night, serve as a quick defense against the slash of a dagger or sword. This doublet was buttoned from top to bottom, as was no longer the fashion in Paris, where one now wore the doublet partly unbuttoned to show off one’s lace-trimmed shirt beneath. Below the waist the young man wore a sort of buff gray trousers, and a pair of high-heeled shoes rather than boots. A dagger was thrust through the leather belt at his waist, from which a long rapier hung down along his legs. These were the arms of a gentleman, not exactly compatible with the costume of a peasant.


He arrived at the door, made sure the room was in fact number thirteen, and then carefully knocked in a deliberate pattern: two quick taps, a pause, two more taps, and then finally a fifth.


At the fifth knock the door opened, indicating that the visitor was expected.


The person who opened the door was a woman of twenty-eight to thirty, a lush flower at the peak of her beauty. Her eyes, which the young man had mentioned downstairs, sparkled like two black diamonds under the velvet shadow of her long eyelashes. Her hair was so dark and lustrous that no comparison with India ink or a raven’s wing could do it justice. Her pale cheeks were flushed with the heat that speaks of sudden passion rather than enduring regard. Her neck, draped in strings of coral, descended to a generous bosom that trembled provocatively with each breath. Though her contours, sculpturally speaking, were more those of Niobe than of Diana, she was nonetheless rather petite, slim of waist above the flare of her rather Spanish hips. Her skirt, which was on the short side, was striped red and white, and displayed a lower leg rather more aristocratic than her costume would indicate, and feet that seemed almost too small to support the bounties above.


It was wrong to say that the door opened, as in fact it was only half opened until the young man said Marina, spoken more as a password than a name. The reply was Jacquelino, at which the door opened completely. The guardian stood aside to let the man enter, after which the door was shut and bolted. She turned quickly and surveyed him, as if to make sure of whom she was dealing with.


They regarded each other with equal curiosity—Jacquelino, arms crossed, head high, smile on his lips; Marina, head forward, her figure relaxed yet slightly coiled, in a manner reminiscent of a panther ready to spring.


“Ventre-saint-gris!” the young man said suddenly. “I had no idea I had such a delicious cousin!”


“Neither did I, upon my soul, ‘cousin,’” the young woman replied.


“And, by my faith,” Jacquelino continued, “relatives like we are, who’ve never even met before, should certainly get acquainted with a kiss.”


“That seems to me a very appropriate welcome between . . . cousins,” said Marina, offering her cheeks, which were colored with a glow that an observer might take for the flush of desire rather than the blush of modesty.


And they kissed.


“Ah! By the merry soul of my father,” said the young man, in a good-natured tone that seemed natural to him, “it’s the finest thing in the world, I think, to embrace a beautiful woman—especially as what follows may be a finer thing yet.” And he spread his arms again to put the idea into action.


“Gently, cousin,” said the young woman, stopping him short. “Not that I don’t think that’s a fine idea, but time is short. And that’s your fault. Why did you keep me waiting for half an hour?”


“Pardieu! What a question! Because I thought I would be met by some fat German nanny or some dried-up Spanish duenna, not, God knows, a cousin as fair and succulent as the one I actually found waiting.”


“I accept that excuse, but right now I have to be able to report to the one who sent me that I saw you, and that you’re ready to obey her orders in all respects—as befits a noble cavalier when addressed by a great princess.”


The young man dropped to one knee. “I await these orders humbly and eagerly.”


“Oh! You can’t kneel to me, Monseigneur!” Marina cried, lifting him to his feet. “What are you thinking?”


Then she added, with a sly smile, “What a shame you’re so charming.”


“Come,” said the young man, taking the hands of his supposed cousin between his own and seating her beside him, “tell me whether my return is regarded with at least some satisfaction.”


“More than that,” she said, “with joy.”


“And she’s not unhappy to grant me this audience?”


“More than happy.”


“And the message I carry will be greeted with sympathy?”


“With enthusiasm.”


“And yet it’s eight days since I arrived, and I’ve been waiting two days since our first contact!”


“You’re charming, my cousin, but charm can’t mint days. How long has it been since we returned from La Rochelle? Two and a half days.”


“That’s true.”


“And of those two and a half days, how were the first two spent?”


“On the holiday fêtes, as I know—I watched them.”


“From where?”


“From the street, like a mere mortal.”


“What did you think of them?”


“They were superb.”


“He has some imagination, doesn’t he, our dear cardinal? His Majesty Louis XIII, dressed as Jupiter!”


“And as Jupiter Stator.”


“Stator or otherwise, who cares?”


“Some care, my fair cousin. Such symbols matter.”


“How so?”


“Do you know the significance of Jupiter Stator?”


“Not in the least.”


“It means ‘Jupiter comes’—or rather, where he comes to.”


“And where does Jupiter come to?”


“To the foot of the Alps, of course.”


“Ah, of course. So the lightning in his hand was meant to threaten both Austria and Spain?”


“Well . . . lightning made only of wood.”


“And with no thunder.”


“None at all, especially as the lightning of war is made from money, and neither king nor cardinal are well off at the moment. So, dear cousin, Jupiter Stator, after threatening both East and West, must set his lightning down without launching it.”


“Oh! Say that tonight to our two poor queens, and you will make both of them very happy.”


“I have better than that to tell them. I have a letter for Their Majesties from the Duke of Savoy, who swears that the French army will never pass over the Alps.”


“Yes, well. Assuming that this time he keeps his word. Which isn’t his way, as you may know.”


“But this time he has every incentive to keep it.”


“We chatter, cousin, a useless expense of time we can’t afford to lose.”


“It’s your own fault, cousin.” The young man smiled warmly, showing his teeth. “You’re the one who didn’t want to put the time to better use.”


“So, because I’m devoted to my mistress, this is how I’m repaid? With reproaches? Mon Dieu! Men are so unjust!”


“I’m listening, cousin.” The young man adopted the most serious expression he could manage.


“Well, then: Their Majesties expect to receive you this evening, around eleven o’clock.”


“What, tonight? I have the honor to be received by Their Majesties tonight?”


“This very evening.”


“I thought there was to be a ballet at Court tonight!”


“There is—but the queen, upon hearing of your arrival, immediately complained of fatigue and an unbearable headache. She said only sleep could give her relief. Bouvard was called, and recognized the symptoms as those of chronic migraine. For Bouvard may be the king’s doctor, but he belongs to us, body and soul. He recommended rest and absolute repose—and thus the queen awaits you.”


“But how shall I get into the Louvre? I don’t imagine my name’s been left at the gate.”


“Don’t worry, everything is taken care of. Tonight, dressed as a cavalier, take a stroll down Rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain. A page in buff and blue, the livery of Madame la Princesse, will be waiting for you at the corner of the Rue des Poulies. Give him the password and he’ll conduct you to the corridor that leads to the queen’s chambers, where he’ll turn you over to her maid of honor. If possible, you’ll be admitted immediately to Her Majesty’s presence. If not, you’ll wait in a nearby chamber until the time is right.”


“And why can’t you keep me company in the meantime, dear cousin? That would be infinitely more enjoyable.”


“Because now that my duties are completed, I have business awaiting me elsewhere.”


“You have the air of one who combines her business with pleasure.”


“What would you have, cousin? We live only once.”


At that moment they heard the chime of the clock from the Blancs-Manteaux convent. “Nine o’clock!” Marina cried. “Kiss me quick, cousin, and hurry me out. I barely have time to report to the Louvre and say that my cousin is a charming fellow who brings . . . what is it you bring the queen?”


“My life! Is that enough?”


“It’s too much! Don’t offer something that, once lent, can’t be returned. Au revoir, cousin.”


“Wait a moment.” The young man stopped her. “What’s the password I must give the page?”


“Of course, I forgot. You say Casale, and he’ll answer Mantua.”


And the young woman presented her face for a kiss, not on the cheek this time, but on the lips. He kissed her—twice.


Then she rushed down the stairs like a woman who would stop for nothing.


Jacquelino stood for a moment, smiling, then picked up his beret, which had fallen at the beginning of the conversation, and adjusted it carefully on his head—presumably to give the messenger from the Louvre enough time to get away and vanish. Then he slowly descended the stairs, singing a song of Ronsard’s:


“It seems to me the day drags on


Longer than a year goes on . . .


Sadly, when I did my best


To see the beauty of the lass


Who holds my heart, at this pass


Nothing I see, and nowhere I rest.”


[image: images]


He was on the third verse of the song and the last step of the stairs when he glanced into the ground-floor common room and saw, by the glow from a wall sconce, a man lying on a table, pale, bloody, and apparently dying. At his side stood a monk who appeared to be listening to a last confession. Curious folk peered in at the doors and windows but dared not enter, restrained by the presence of the monk and the solemnity of the man’s final act.


At this sight he ceased his song, and as the innkeeper was at hand, said, “Hey! Maître Soleil!”


Soleil approached, hat in hand. “What can I do for you, my handsome young man?”


“Why the devil is this man lying on a table with a monk beside him?” “He’s making his confession.”


“Pardieu! I can see that! But who is he? And what does he have to confess?”


“Who is he?” The innkeeper sighed. “He’s a brave and honest fellow named Étienne Latil, and my best client. Why confess? Because he probably has no more than a few hours to live. He was calling for a priest, so when my wife saw this worthy friar coming out of the Blancs-Manteaux, she begged him to come.”


“And how does your honest man come to be dying?”


“Oh, Monsieur! Anyone else would already be dead ten times over. He took two terrible sword wounds through the chest, one from the front and one from the back.”


“So he had a fight with two men?”


“Four, Monsieur, four!”


“A sudden quarrel?”


“A deliberate murder!”


“A murder?”


“Yes—to keep him from talking!”


“And if he’d talked, what would he have said?”


“That they’d offered him a thousand crowns to assassinate the Comte de Moret, and he’d refused.”


The young man started at the name, fixed his attention on the innkeeper, and said, “Assassinate the Comte de Moret! Are you sure of this, my good man?”


“I got it from his own mouth. It was the first thing he said after asking for drink.”


“The Comte de Moret,” repeated the young man. “Antoine de Bourbon?”


“Antoine de Bourbon, yes.”


“The son of King Henri IV?”


“And of Madame Jacqueline de Bueil, Comtesse de Moret.”


“It’s strange,” murmured the young man.


“Strange or not, that’s what he said.”


After a moment’s silence, to the astonishment of Maître Soleil, the young man pushed his way through the crowd of cooks and maids blocking the door, despite cries of “Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” He entered the room occupied by the Capuchin and Étienne Latil and, approaching the table, dropped a heavy purse next to the wounded man.


“Étienne Latil,” he said, “this is to pay for your treatment. If you recover, when you can be moved, have yourself brought to the hotel of the Duc de Montmorency, in Rue des Blancs-Manteaux. If you die, die in the knowledge that masses will be sung for your soul.”


At the approach of the young man, the wounded man had risen on one elbow and, as if at the sight of a ghost, appeared struck dumb, eyes wide and mouth gaping.


But when the young man turned and walked away, the wounded man murmured, “The Comte de Moret!” and fell back on the table.


As for the friar, at the first entrance of the false Jacquelino into the room, he had stepped back and pulled his hood over his face, as if afraid of being recognized.
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VII


Stairs and Corridors


Upon leaving the Inn of the Painted Beard, the Comte de Moret, for it was indeed he, went down the Rue de l’Homme-Armé, turned right on the Rue des Blancs-Manteaux, and knocked on the door of the Hotel de Montmorency. This was the town mansion of the Duc de Montmorency, Henri, the second of the name, and it had two doors, one on the Rue des Blancs-Manteaux and the other on the Rue Sainte-Avoye.


Clearly, the son of Henri IV was known to the household, for as soon as he was recognized, a young page of fifteen grabbed a four-branched candlestick, lit the tapers, and went on before him. The prince followed the page.


The Comte de Moret’s rooms were on the first floor. In the outer room, the page lit the candelabras, then said to the prince, “I’m at His Highness’s command.”


“Has your master assigned you any duties this evening, Galaor?” asked the Comte de Moret.


“No, Monseigneur—I’m free.”


“Will you go with me, then?”


“With pleasure, Monseigneur!”


“In that case, dress warmly and bring a good cloak. It’s a cold night!”


“I’m ready!” said the young page. His master frequently employed him as a street runner, so he was an old hand at such matters. “Will I be guarding your horse?”


“Better: you’ll be an honor guard at the Louvre. But not a word, Galaor, even to your master.”


“Say no more, Monseigneur,” said the lad, smiling and placing a finger to his lips. He moved toward the door.


“Wait,” said the Comte de Moret. “I have further instructions.”


The page bowed.


“Get a horse ready to go, and put loaded pistols in both holsters.”


“Just one horse?”


“Yes, just one—you’ll ride behind me. A second horse would attract attention.”


“Just as Monseigneur orders.”


Ten o’clock sounded. The count listened, counting each bronze beat. “Ten o’clock,” he said. “Go, and have everything ready within a quarter of an hour.”


The page bowed and went out, proud of being in the confidence of the count.


As to the latter, he went to his wardrobe and dressed in the outfit of a cavalier, simple but elegant, with a red doublet and blue breeches, both of velvet. His fine cambric shirt was trimmed with magnificent Brussels lace, showing through his doublet’s slashed sleeves at cuffs and wrist. He drew on tall knee boots and donned a gray felt hat decorated with feathers that echoed the colors of his clothes, red and blue, pinned in place with a diamond brooch. Then he draped a rich baldric over his shoulder, and hung from it a red-hilted sword, a weapon both handsome and practical.


Finally, with that vanity natural to youth, he spent a few minutes on his appearance, making sure his naturally curly hair framed his face correctly, and that his fashionably long love-lock—which he wore because his mustache and goatee refused to grow as thick as he would have liked—fell properly to the left. He took a purse from a drawer to replace the one he’d left with Latil, and then, as if that reminded him, murmured, “But who the devil would want me killed?”


He reflected for a moment, but as he could think of no satisfactory answer to his question, with the insouciance of youth he set the matter aside. He patted himself to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, glanced once more at the mirror, then went down the stairs singing the last verse of the song he’d begun at the Inn of the Painted Beard.


“Song, go where I’m thinking of,


Into the chamber of my love,


There to kiss those fingers


That brought to me such healing.


Promise them all the feeling


That in my heart still lingers.”


At the street door, the count found the page waiting for him with a horse. He leaped into the saddle with the lightness and elegance of a consummate horseman. At his invitation, Galaor climbed up behind. After making sure the page was well seated, the count set his horse at a trot down Rue Maubué, took the Rue Troussevache to the Rue Saint-Honoré, and finally reached the Rue des Poulies.


At the corner of the Rue des Poulies and the Rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain, beneath a lamp-lit Madonna, a young lad sat on a borne. Seeing a cavalier with a page on his crupper, and thinking it was probably the gentleman he was waiting for, he rose and opened his cloak. Beneath it he wore a jacket of buff and blue: the livery of Madame la Princesse.


The count recognized the page as the one he was to meet. He set Galaor on the ground, dismounted, and approached the lad.


The page got down from his borne and waited respectfully.


“Casale,” the count said.


“Mantua,” the page replied.


The count gestured to Galaor to stay back, came near his guide, and said, “So I’m to follow you, my pretty lad?”


“Yes, Monsieur le Comte, if you would,” the page replied, in a voice so musical, the prince immediately suspected he was dealing with a woman.




“Well, then,” he said, abandoning the tone a man takes with a boy, “please be so kind as to show me the way.”


The count’s altered tone didn’t escape the notice of the person he addressed. The page gave him a sidelong glance, tried and failed to stifle a laugh, then gestured in the direction they were to go and marched on before him.


At the drawbridge, the page whispered a password to the sentry, and they crossed over to the gate of the Louvre. Passing into the courtyard, they headed for the northeast corner.


Arriving at the inner gate, the page removed his cloak, displaying his livery of buff and blue, and said, in as masculine a voice as possible, “Household of Madame la Princesse.”


But in doing so, the page’s face was exposed to the light from the gate lantern. The rays glanced from golden hair that fell to rounded shoulders, glinted from blue eyes full of mischief and merriment, and glowed on a mouth both full and fine, as ready to bite as to kiss. And the Comte de Moret recognized Marie de Rohan-Montbazon, Duchesse de Chevreuse.


He caught up with her at the turn of the stairs, saying, “Dear Marie, did my friend the duke send you to make me jealous of him?”


“No, my dear Count,” she said, “especially since he knows you’re making a fool of yourself over Madame de la Montagne.”


“Good answer,” laughed the prince. “I see that as well as the most beautiful, you’re still the wittiest creature in the world.”


“If the end result of my journey from Holland is to hear compliments from you, Monseigneur,” she said with a bow, “then the trip was worth it.”


“Indeed! But I thought you’d been exiled after that little intrigue in the garden at Amiens.”


“Oh, that! In recognition that I and Her Majesty were both quite innocent—and at the insistence of the queen—the cardinal has deigned to forgive me.”


“Unconditionally?”


“Well, I did have to take an oath to forego meddling in intrigue.”


“And how are you keeping that oath?”


“Scrupulously, as you see.”


“Does your conscience have nothing to say to you?”


“Why should it? I have a papal dispensation.”


The count laughed.


“And besides,” she continued, “is it intrigue to conduct a brother-in-law to meet his sister-in-law?”


“Dear Marie,” said the count, taking her hand and kissing it with the passion he had inherited from his royal father, as we already saw with his “cousin” at the Inn of the Painted Beard. “Dear Marie, will you surprise me by revealing that your room is on the way to the queen’s chamber?”


“Ah, you truly are the only genuine son of Henri IV! All the others are just . . . bastards.”


“Even my brother, Louis XIII?” laughed the count.


“Especially your brother, Louis XIII—whom God preserve! How can he have so little of your blood in his veins?”


“We don’t have the same mother, Duchess.”


“And maybe not the same father, either.”


“Ah, Marie!” the Comte de Moret cried. “You’re too adorable not to be kissed!”


“Are you crazy? Trying to kiss a page on the staircase? It will be the ruin of your reputation—especially for one who just came from Italy.”


“We can’t have that,” said the count. “And that’s it—there goes my mood.” He dropped the duchess’s hand.


“Well!” she said. “The queen sends one of her loveliest women to meet him at the Inn of the Painted Beard, and he complains!”


“My cousin Marina?”


“Your ‘cousin Marina,’ who else?”


“Ah! Ventre-saint-gris! Who was that little enchantress?”


“What! You don’t know?”


“No!”


“You don’t know Fargis?”


“Fargis, the wife of our ambassador to Spain?”


“Exactly. She was given a position near the queen after that affair in the Amiens garden got the rest of us exiled.”


“Well, well!” the Comte de Moret laughed. “I see the queen is well guarded, with the Duchesse de Chevreuse at the head of her bed and Madame de Fargis at the foot. My poor brother Louis! You must admit, Duchess, he has no luck at all.”


“You’re so delightfully impertinent, Monseigneur, that it’s a good thing we’ve arrived.”


“We’re there?”


The duchess took a key from her pouch and opened the door of a dark corridor. “Here is your path, Monseigneur,” she said.


“You’re not going to take me all the way?”


“No, you’re going by yourself.”


“Am I? Well, I swore an oath I’d do this. Now a trap door will open beneath my feet, and it’ll be good night to Antoine de Bourbon. Not that I have much to lose, since the women treat me so badly.”


“Ingrate. If you knew who waited for you at the other end of this corridor. . . .”


“What! Does another woman await me at the end of the passage?”


“Yes, the third one this evening. Any more complaints?”


“No, no complaints from me! Au revoir, Duchess.”


“Watch out for that trap door.”


“I’ll risk it.”


The duchess shut the door, and the count found himself in complete darkness.


He hesitated for a moment. He had no idea where he was. He considered turning back, but the sound of the key turning in the lock forestalled that idea.


Finally, after hesitating a few more seconds, he decided to press on. “Ventre-saint-gris!” he said. “After all, the lovely duchess says I’m the true son of Henri IV, and it’s no lie.”


Arms extended in the dark, he advanced slowly toward the far end of the corridor. In complete darkness, even the bravest man will hesitate.


He’d gone scarcely twenty paces when he heard the rustling of a dress and the intake of a breath.


He stopped. The rustling and breathing stopped as well.


He was trying to decide what to say to the source of this charming sound, when a soft and trembling voice asked, “Is that you, Monseigneur?”


The voice was no more than two steps away. “Yes,” said the count.


He stepped forward, and an outstretched hand found his own. But she instantly withdrew it, and he heard a faint cry, as melodious as a sylph’s sigh or the sound of a wind-brushed harp.


The count started at the sound. He felt a new and unknown sensation.


It was delicious.


“Where are you?” he murmured.


“H-here,” the voice stammered.


“I was told I would find a hand to guide me on my way. Are you . . . refusing it?”


The timid presence hesitated a moment, then said, “Here it is.”


The count took the hand between his own and tried to bring it to his lips, but stopped as the voice cried, in alarm and appeal, “Monseigneur!”


“Your pardon, Mademoiselle,” the count said, as respectfully as if speaking to the queen.


He lowered her hand, already halfway to his lips, and both fell silent. He yet kept her hand in his, and she didn’t try to remove it, standing as still as if she’d lost the power, or the will, to move.


Her hand, resting in his, was as still as she was. But that didn’t keep the count from realizing that it—that she—was small, fine, elegant, aristocratic, and, above all, virginal.


He stood, motionless and silent, holding her hand, entirely forgetting what had brought him there.


“Are you coming, Monseigneur?” the sweet voice asked.


“Where do you want me to go?” asked the count, somewhat at random.


“But . . . the queen is waiting for you. The queen.”


“Oh, yes! I’d forgotten.” He sighed. “Let’s go.”


He resumed his walk in the dark, a Theseus in a labyrinth simpler but darker than that of Crete, guided not by Ariadne’s thread, but by Ariadne herself.


After a few steps, his Ariadne turned to the right. “We’re here,” she said.


“Alas!” murmured the count.


And in fact they had stopped before a large glass door that looked into the queen’s antechamber.


Due to Her Majesty’s indisposition, all the lights were out except for one lamp hanging from the ceiling. Through the glass, the lamp glinted like starlight.


By this dim glow the count tried to see his guide, but could distinguish no more than her outlines.


The girl stopped. “Monseigneur,” she said, “now that there’s enough light to see by, please follow me.” And she removed her hand from his, despite his slight effort to retain it. She opened the door and entered the queen’s antechamber. The count followed her.


Both tiptoed quietly across the chamber to the door on the opposite side, which opened into the queen’s bedchamber. Suddenly they were stopped by an approaching sound: the noise of people coming up the grand staircase that led to the queen’s suite.


“Mon Dieu!” murmured the girl. “Is it the king, leaving the ballet to check on Her Majesty—to see if she’s really sick?”


“They’re coming this way,” said the prince.


“Wait here,” said the girl. “I’ll go see!”


She sprang to the staircase door, glanced through it, and dashed back to the count. “It’s him!” she cried. “Quick, into this closet!”


And, opening a door hidden behind a tapestry, she pushed the count through it and went in after him.


Just in time. As the closet door closed, the staircase door opened and, preceded by two pages carrying torches, and followed by his two favorites, Baradas and Saint-Simon, behind whom came his valet, Beringhen, in walked King Louis XIII. Signaling his entourage to wait, he went on into the queen’s chamber.
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VIII


His Majesty King Louis XIII


We hope our readers will forgive us, but we believe it is time to present King Louis XIII to them, and to devote a chapter to his strange personality.


King Louis XIII was born Thursday, September 27, 1601, and was thus twenty-seven years and three months of age at the time of our story. A sad and drooping figure with a dark complexion and a black mustache, he didn’t exhibit a single trait that recalled Henri IV in either appearance or character. He was so cheerless, so prematurely old, that he didn’t even seem French. Spanish rumor held that he was the son of Virginio Orsini, Duke of Bracciano, a cousin of Marie de Médicis. Indeed, on her departure for France, Marie de Médicis, already twenty-seven, had received some advice from her uncle, the former Cardinal Ferdinand—the same Ferdinand who had poisoned his brother Francis and his sister-in-law Bianca Capello in order to ascend the throne of Tuscany.


Ferdinand’s advice: “My dear niece, you go to marry a king who divorced his first wife because she was childless. You will be one month on the journey, with three handsome lads in your company: Virginio Orsini, who is already your paramour; Paolo Orsini; and finally, Concino Concini. By the time you arrive in France, make sure you are in such a condition as to prevent repudiation.”


The Spanish asserted that Marie de Médicis had followed her uncle’s advice to the letter. The trip from Genoa to Marseilles alone had taken ten days. Henri IV, though not particularly eager to see his “fat banker,” as he called her, thought the journey strangely prolonged. The poet Malherbe sought a reason for this delay and, right or wrong, thought he’d found one: Neptune was so fond of the bride of the King of France that he was loath to give her up.


Ten days at sea spent on pleasure?


Such a thought would betray her.


The Sea-King, fond of such treasure,


Was just trying to delay her.


In Rubens’s painting of Queen Marie’s arrival, which hangs in the Louvre, her ship is surrounded by Neptune’s Nereids. Perhaps this mythic excuse for her delay wasn’t very credible—but Henri’s former wife, Queen Margot, had never found his excuses very credible either.


Nine months later, Grand Duke Ferdinand was reassured to hear of the birth of the Dauphin Louis, immediately dubbed “the Just” because he was born under the sign of Libra.


From childhood, Louis XIII displayed the melancholy that was the hallmark of the house of Orsini. From birth, he had the tastes of a decadent Italian. A passable composer and musician, and an adequate painter, he was always cut out to be more of an artisan than a king, despite his reverence for the idea of royalty. Never physically strong, and subjected as a child to the abominable medical practices of the time, as a young man he was so sickly that three or four times he was almost given up for dead.


His first doctor, Héroard, kept a journal for twenty-eight years with daily records of everything he ate and everything he did. Héroard reports that even as a child, Louis was hard of heart, even cruel, with little feeling for others. He was whipped twice by the royal hand of Henri IV: once because he’d conceived such hatred for a certain gentleman that he demanded to be given a pistol to kill him with; the second time, because he’d used a mallet to crush a sparrow’s head.


Once, just once, he displayed the determination of one who deserved to be a king. On the day of his coronation, as he was given the scepter of the Kings of France, a weighty object of gold and silver encrusted with jewels, his hand began to tremble. Seeing this, Monsieur de Condé, who in his capacity as first prince of the blood was near the king, reached out to help support the scepter.


Louis frowned and turned away. “No,” he said. “I intend to bear it alone.”


As a child, his chief amusements were coloring printed engravings, making houses of cards, and hunting small birds with his pet shrikes. “In everything he did,” said L’Estoile, “he acted the child.”


His two favorite pursuits were always music and hunting. In Héroard’s journal, largely overlooked by the historians, we find the curious activities that defined his days:


At noon, he played with his dogs, Patelot and Grisette, in the gallery. At one o’clock he returned to his room and went into the corner with Igret, his nurse, to play his lute—because he loved making music, and singing to himself, above all else.


Sometimes, for fun, he wrote poems about trifles, in the form of proverbs or maxims, and when that was his mood he wanted others to be in the same frame of mind. One day he told Doctor Héroard, “Turn this prose into verses: ‘I want those who love me to love me long, while those who love me little should leave me, and soon.’”
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