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2 ALEXANDRE DUMAS

nose was hooked, but finely drawn; he was too big for an

xadolescent and too small for a full-grown man. An untrained eye
might have taken him for a farmer’s son on a journey if it had
not been for the sword that hung from a shoulder belt, slapping
against his calves when he walked, and against his shaggy horse
when he rode.

For the young man had a mount, one that could not fail to

*attract attention: a small Béarn horse twelve to fourteen years
old, with a yellowish coat, an almost hairless tail and sores on
his legs. He walked with his head lower than his knees, which
made a martingale unnecessary, but he could still do twenty
miles a day. Unfortunately his good qualities were hidden by his
strange color and his outlandish gait. He had come into Meung a
quarter of an hour earlier through the Beaugency gate, and since
in those days everyone was a practiced judge of horses, his
appearance had caused a sensation that cast disfavor on his rider.

This was all the more painful to young d’Artagnan (such was

*the name of the -Don Quixote astride -that other Rosinante) be-
cause he was well aware of how ridiculous his horse made him
seem, even though he was an excellent rider. That was why he
had sighed when he had accepted the horse as a gift from his
father. He knew that such an animal was worth at least twenty
livres: the words that had accompanied the gift, however, were
priceless.

**‘My son,’” the Gascon nobleman had said in the Béarn accent
that Henry IV never succeeded in losing, ‘‘this horse was born
on my estate nearly thirteen years ago and has never left it. That
should be enough to make you love him. Never sell him, let him
die peacefully and honorably of old age, and if you go to war
with him, treat him with consideration, as you would treat an old
servant. At court, if you have the honor to go there, an honor to
which our ancient nobility entitles you, be worthy of your noble
name, worthily borne by your ancestors for over five hundred
years. For yourself, your relatives; and your friends, never toler-
ate the slightest affront from anyone except the cardinal or the
king. Remember this: it's by courage, and courage alone, that a
nobleman makes his way nowadays. Anyone who trembles for
even one second may lose the chance that fortune offered him
precisely at that second. You're young, and you must be brave
for two reasons: first, you're a Gascon; and secdnd, you’'re my
son. Don't be afraid of opportunities, and seek out adventures.
I've taught you to use a sword. You have iron legs and a steel
wrist. Fight duels at the drop of a hat, especially since duels are
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4 ALEXANDRE DUMAS

*écus, the horse, and the letter for Monsieur de Tréville, with the
advice thrown into the bargain.

Traveling with that horse and that advice, he was an exact
copy, morally and physically, of Cervantes's hero, with whom
we so accurately compared him when our duty as a historian
required us to describe him. Don Quixote took windmills for
giants and sheep for armies; d’Artagnan took every smile as an
insult and every look as a challenge. As a result, all the way
from Tarbes to Meung his fist was constantly clenched and he
put his hand to the pommel of his sword a dozen times. His fist
never struck a jaw, however, and his sword never left its sheath.
Not that the sight of his awkward yellow horse did not bring
smiles to many faces, but since above the horse there was a
sword of respectable size, and above the sword a pair of eyes
that were fierce rather than proud, the passersby repressed their
laughter, or, if amusement proved to be stronger than prudence,
they at least tried to laugh only on one side, like ancient masks.
D’ Artagnan therefore remained majestic, and his sensitivity re-
mained untouched, till he reached the town of Meung.

But there, as he was getting off his horse in front of the Franc
Meunier inn—where no one, neither the innkeeper, the waiter,
nor the stableman, came to hold his stirrup at the mounting
block—he glanced at a half-open window on the ground floor
and saw a tall, handsome, and rather grim-looking nobleman
talking with two people who seemed to, listen to him with
deference. As usual, d’Artagnan assumed he was the subject of
the conversation and listened to it. This time he was not com-
pletely mistaken: he was not being discussed, but his horse was.
The nobleman seemed to be describing all the animal’s qualities,
and because his listeners showed great deference for him, as we
have mentioned, they burst out laughing every few moments.
Since a faint smile was enough to stir up d’Artagnan’s irascibility,
it is easy to imagine the effect produced on him by this loud
laughter.

But first he wanted to have a closer look at the insolent
stranger who was mocking him. He saw that he was a man in his
‘early forties with dark, piercing eyes, a pale complexion, a

* prominent nose, and a neatly trimmed black mustache. He wore
a purple doublet and breeches, and laces of the same color, with
no other ornament than the usual slashes through which his shirt
appeared. His doublet and breeches, though new, were wrinkled,
as if they had just been taken out of a trunk. D’ Artagnan noticed
all this with the quickness of a careful observer, and no doubt
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6 ALEXANDRE DUMAS

*‘l don’t laugh often, sir, as you can see from my face, but I
intend to keep the privilege of laughing when it suits me.”

**And I don’t want anyone to laugh when it doesn’t suit me!™’

*“‘Really, sir?"’ said the stranger, calmer than ever. ‘‘Well,
that seems fair enough.”’

He, turned away and prepared to walk back into the inn
through the front door, beside which d’Artagnan, when he arrived.
had noticed a saddled horse.

But it was not in d’Artagnan’s nature to abandon a man who
had insolently made fun of him. He drew his sword completely
and ran after him, shouting, ‘*You’ve mocked me for the last
time, sir! Turn and face me, so I won’t have to run you through
from behind!"’

““‘Run me through?’’ said the stranger, turning around and
looking at him with as much astonishment as contempt. ‘‘Come.
come, my friend, you must be mad!’’ Then, in an undertone, as

* though talking to himself: ‘‘What a pity, when His Majesty is
always looking for brave men to join his musketeers!’’

No sooner had he said this than d’Artagnan lunged at him so
fiercely that his mocking would indeed have been ended forever
if he had not quickly stepped back. Seeing that it was no longer a
laughing matter, he drew his sword, saluted his opponent and
gravely stood on guard. But just then his two companions,
accompanied by the innkeeper, attacked d’Artagnan with a stick,
a shovel, and a pair of tongs. This was such a sudden and
thorough diversion that while d’Artagnan turned to defend him-
self against the rain of blows, the stranger sheathed his sword
and began watching the battle with his usual impassivity.

‘*A plague on these Gascons!’’ he said. ‘‘Put him back on his
orange horse and send him away.”’

“‘Not till I've killed you, you coward!"’ cried d’Artagnan,
holding firm against his three attackers and warding off their
blows as best he could.

*‘More blustering! I swear, these Gascons are incorrigible!
Keep him dancing, since he insists on it. He’ll tell you when
he’s had enough.”’

But the stranger did not yet know what kind of man he was
dealing with; d’ Artagnan was too stubborn ever to ask for mercy.
*The fight continued a few more séconds, then d’Artagnan,

exhausted, dropped his sword, which one of his assailants broke
with a stick. Almost at the same moment, a blow on the forehead
knocked him to the ground, bleeding and half unconscious.

That was when people came running to the scene from all

*
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3 ALEXANDRE DUMAS

had not noticed the effect produced by his words. The stranger
left the window, where he had remained with his elbow resting
on the sill, and murmured with a worried frown, *‘Can it be that
Tréville sent that Gascon after me? He’s very young, but a sword
thrust is a sword thrust, no matter who gives it, and a boy like
that would be less likely to arouse my suspicion. Sometimes a
small obstacle is enough to upset a great plan . . .”’

He was lost in thought for several minutes. Finally he said to
the innkeeper, *‘I'd like you to put that lunatic out of the way for
me. My conscience wouldn’t let me kill him. And yet,”” he
added with a coldly menacing expression, ‘‘he’s a hindrance to
me. Where is he?”’

“‘In my wife's room, on the second floor. His wounds are
being dressed.”’

**Are his clothes and his bag with him? Is he still wearing his
doublet?”’

*‘No, all those things are downstairs in the kitchen. But since
he’s a bother to you . . .”’

““Yes, he is, and he’s causing a disturbance in your inn that
decent people can’t overlook. Go up to your room, make out my
bill and tell my servant to get ready to leave.’’

‘‘What! You're leaving us already, Your Excellency?”’

“You- know 1 am, since. | ordered you to have my horse
sadd]ed Hasn’t it been done?”’

*“Yes, sir. As you can see for yourself, your horse is saddled
and waiting at the door.’

““Very well. Now do what I told you.’

The innkeeper nodded and thought, *‘Can he be afraid of that
boy?"’ But a stern look from the stranger put an end to his
reﬂecuons He bowed humbly and walked out.

**That young rascal mustn’t see Milady,*’’ the stranger said to
himself. ‘‘She’ll be here soon; she’s already late. I'd better ride
out to meet her . . . If only I knew what’s in that letter to
Tréville!"

And, still muttering to himself, he headed for the kitchen.

Meanwhile the innkeeper, convinced that the stranger was
leaving his inn because of the boy’s presence, went to his wife’s
room and saw that d’ Artagnan had finally regained consciousness.
Telling him that the police would be sure to arrest him for having
picked a quarrel with a great lord—for in his opinion the stranger

*A French word (from the English **'my lady"") used in referring to a titled English
lady. (Translator’s note.)
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