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Introduction
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A version of this book was previously published as The Queen’s Musketeers, Books 1 - 3 under a different pen name. The story has been extensively revised and rewritten with new elements.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication 
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With my sincerest apologies to Alexandre Dumas. You can blame Adrian Hodges for this, if you like.
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Part I
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O death! Cruel, bitter, impious death! Which thus breaks the bonds of affection and divides father and mother, brother and sister, son and wife. Lamenting our misery, we feared to fly; yet we dared not remain.

~Gabriele de’ Mussi, recounting an outbreak of the Black Death, 1348
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Chapter 1
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The road leading north toward the town of Blois was overgrown and far too quiet, as much of France seemed to be after five long years under the Curse. D’Artagnan lay on his back, blinking up at the mottled pattern of sun and shadows cast by the rustling leaves above him. His head ached. His ribs ached. The half-healed whip marks on his back from his latest round of flagellation ached.

A gang of five brigands had descended on horseback from the crest of a wooded hill. They were upon him before he could aim a pistol, but he’d still managed to wound two of the ruffians with his rapier before the third snapped his blade with a rusty sword-breaker, and the fourth knocked him unconscious with a club.

As memory filtered back in, so did practical considerations. Still lying flat on the ground, he fumbled at the place where his sword belt had previously hung. His coin purse was gone. His brace of pistols was missing. So was his parrying dagger. With a sick feeling, he struggled into a sitting position and looked around. His eyes caught on a glint of light on metal in the grass nearby. His sword lay on the ground, abandoned—broken six inches from the tip.

Dizziness assailed him as he staggered to his feet, leaning a hand against the nearest tree trunk for balance. He breathed through it, waiting until the vertigo subsided before moving to the sword and scooping it up by the hilt. His heart beat painfully against the cage of his ribs as a sense of utter solitude overcame him.

His pony.

The ewe-necked creature was the last real connection he had with his dead family, and he couldn’t see the gelding anywhere. In a daze, he wandered farther into the forest. Had the brigands spirited the animal away? Surely the aged creature had little value to anyone but him. Nineteen years old if it was a day, the pony had been alive for longer than d’Artagnan, and had been a favorite of his late father’s.

The sad excuse for a road fell away behind him, blocked from sight by trees and brush. Something rustled in the underbrush to his right. Holding his breath, he pushed past a wall of branches and caught sight of a distinctive flash of pale yellow. The air rushed from his lungs in relief so abruptly that his lightheadedness returned.

“Whoa, there,” he called, fighting his way through the choking vegetation.

The phlegmatic pony pricked its ears, gazing at him with a decidedly unimpressed eye. One front leg was held awkwardly in front of the animal, the leather reins tangled around it. D’Artagnan crashed into the small clearing and stumbled to the gelding’s side, resting a hand on its shaggy shoulder. The horse shoved its nose into his hip, clearly conveying its lack of patience with its current predicament.

With a huff, he gave the beast a soft pat and moved to its other side, lifting the bound front leg and unlooping the entangling leather. He ran an assessing eye over the animal and his remaining belongings. A half-full water bag and a pair of hobbles still hung from the front of his saddle, but his saddlebags were gone, along with his bedroll.

D’Artagnan swallowed against the dryness of his throat. While he’d been regaining his bearings and searching for his horse, the sun’s slant had deepened toward the west. It would be dusk soon. Blois was still two days away, and his head felt like someone had stuffed it full of felted wool and then set fire to it.

“Looks like we’re camping rough tonight, old boy,” he murmured, looking around the clearing critically.

The glade was sheltered and out of sight from the road. There was no water, meaning he would have to find a stream first thing in the morning so the pony could drink. Frankly, even if d’Artagnan mustered enough strength to ride on today, he knew it was unlikely he’d be able to find a better site before dark. 

This would have to suffice.

On the positive side, there was at least some grass growing. After untacking the pony and hobbling him so he could graze, d’Artagnan drank a modest amount from the waterskin, and settled in for a chilly and miserable night curled up beneath the saddle blanket.

* * *
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TWO DAYS LATER, THE pain in d’Artagnan’s head had subsided into a manageable dull throbbing, for the most part. Unfortunately, that diminishing ache at the back of his skull had gradually been replaced by the ache of his empty stomach.

At intervals, he stopped near groves of berry bushes hanging with hard, green fruits. There was no one around to see, so he cupped clusters of berries in his hand, closing his eyes and picturing them deep red, plump and sweet with juice. Moments later, he plucked and devoured the ripened drupes with ravenous enthusiasm.

In his weakened state, utilizing such low magic was a waste of his remaining strength. Unfortunately, the ability to influence plants was the only kind of magic he possessed—and even that was rare enough to find, these days. While the energy expended almost certainly exceeded what he might hope to gain from the humble meals, at least having something in his stomach eased the hunger pangs for a time.

Outside of their occasional stops for food and drink, the gelding plodded on with its odd, ambling gait, head hanging level with its knees. One of the reasons his father used to offer to explain his fondness for the beast was its uncanny ability to cover eight leagues per day, rain or shine, despite perpetually appearing to have one foot in the grave. Given this universal constant of equine predictability, d’Artagnan estimated that he would reach Blois by midday, by which point he would hopefully have come up with a plan to replace his stolen money and provisions.

This preoccupation with his plight, combined with the twisting road and all-pervasive vegetation, prevented him from noticing the approaching rider until the two of them were practically upon each other. The other man’s mount—a fine bay mare—spooked sideways to avoid d’Artagnan’s gelding and stumbled alarmingly, nearly going to its knees before righting itself and lurching to a halt. The rider gasped out a curse as he was thrown forward in the saddle. Upon regaining his balance, he hunched over with a grimace—favoring his right shoulder, which d’Artagnan could see was heavily bandaged.

“Are you injured, monsieur?” d’Artagnan asked with concern, once the pale, dour-faced man had recovered enough to straighten in the saddle.

The stranger was a few years older than d’Artagnan, with dark hair and a strong profile. When he spoke, his response was as dry as dust. “Hmm, let me see. Bandages... arm in a sling... yes, I’d say an injury of some sort seems a fair supposition. Tell me, young man, do you always ride on the wrong side of the road when approaching blind corners?”

D’Artagnan looked around in consternation, gesturing at their surroundings one-handed. “This road does not have ‘sides’ so much as a middle closely bordered by branches and wheel ruts, monsieur,” he replied, irked. “Do you always ride a horse with hooves so long and unkempt that it stumbles at the slightest provocation?”

The man pinned d’Artagnan with piercing gray eyes, a frown pinching his brow. “In happier times, certainly not. Unfortunately, the blacksmith in Blois is dead of the Curse, as are the blacksmith’s two apprentices, the former blacksmith, and the blacksmiths in the two closest towns.” His voice grew heavy with irony, and he raised an eyebrow before concluding, “You begin to see the problem.”

D’Artagnan blinked, suddenly struck by an idea. The person before him had the look of a gentleman—someone who still had money and resources... though not, apparently, resources that extended to a farrier. Perhaps this was his opportunity to improve his circumstances.

“I could shoe your horse for you, if you will provide tools, facilities, and a means of recompense for my time and labor,” he said in a shrewd tone.

“You are quite impertinent for a traveler, monsieur,” said the stranger, though d’Artagnan thought he detected a hint of amusement lurking around his eyes. “However,” he continued, “your offer is also timely, so I am willing to excuse your behavior on this occasion. I have business at the crossroads that cannot wait, but I will be returning to Blois immediately afterward. Meet me there this afternoon. The smithy lies abandoned; it should contain everything you require for the task. It is located near the north end of the Rue Chemonton. Be there when the sun disappears behind the cathedral’s bell tower.”

“I’ll see you then,” d’Artagnan agreed, and the two parted ways.

D’Artagnan continued on his way, the sun climbing slowly in the sky as the pony’s hooves ate up the distance. The trees gradually began to recede from the roadway, and he could hear the rushing of the Loire River off to his right, out of sight.

Ahead of him, a hulking mountain of a man was leading his horse along the track. As d’Artagnan approached the slow-moving pair from behind, he noticed the way the horse’s head bobbed uncomfortably with every stride in an attempt to keep the weight off its sore front foot. Soon after, he could scarcely help noticing the rather staggering amount of decorative metalwork and gemstones adorning the creature’s saddle and bridle.

“Can I help you, monsieur?” he asked as he pulled alongside.

The muscular man, who was clothed in attire almost as ostentatious as the horse’s, threw him a disgruntled look.

“Not unless you’re concealing a spare horse somewhere,” said the man. “One that’s not dead lame, preferably.”

D’Artagnan raised an eyebrow, letting his gaze settle on the sparkling saddle. “Perhaps if yours weren’t carrying its own weight in silver and cabochons...” he offered, unable to control himself.

A flush rose in the other man’s face, and there was a growl in his voice as he replied, “Huh. Fine words from someone riding a half-dead pony with a hide the same color as a buttercup! I didn’t know ponies came in that color... or that they could live to be as old as that one appears to be, for that matter.”

D’Artagnan was tired, hungry, sore, and in a foul temper after the attack on the road two days previously. Given all of those things, he barely managed to stop himself from rising to the insult aimed at his father’s favorite gelding. However, he was also working to a plan now, and he had quickly realized that this could be another opportunity for him.

Wresting his temper under control with difficulty, he replied, “My mount may be past his prime and a rather... unfortunate color, but at least he is sound and properly shod. If you will meet me at the abandoned smithy on the Rue Chemonton in Blois when the sun disappears behind the cathedral’s bell tower, I will treat your gelding’s forefoot and shoe him for you in return for fifteen livres, so that he, too, may be sound and properly shod.”

“Fifteen livres!” the man exclaimed, his heavy brows drawing together in disbelief. “That’s highway robbery, that is!”

“It’s less than the cost of a new horse,” d’Artagnan pointed out, “and if there was someone around who would do it for less, I assume you would have had it done by now.”

The man’s thunderous face darkened further for a moment, before relaxing unexpectedly into a smile like the sun coming out. He let loose a deep rumble of laughter, shaking a finger at d’Artagnan.

“You know—I think I like you,” he said. “You’ve got gall. Very well, stranger... I will meet you there, and we’ll see if you have the skill to earn your fifteen livres.”

“You need have no worries on that account, monsieur,” d’Artagnan said. “I will return your gelding to rights.”

The pair nodded warily to each other, and d’Artagnan allowed his pony to amble off, leaving the large man behind. He was feeling slightly better about his prospects as the town of Blois came into view over a hill, the plumes of smoke rising from many of the chimneys proclaiming that the town was not completely devoid of life.

As he passed a side road, he met a third man. Like the previous one, this individual was leading his horse; however, both man and animal were coated in drying mud up to the knees.

As he approached, d’Artagnan heard the man crooning softly to the mare as he led her slowly onto the main road. He was a slender individual with sharp, handsome features and a meticulously trimmed beard; the very picture of a successful chevalier, with the exception of the filthy muck clinging in thick clumps to his boots.

“Might I be of assistance?” d’Artagnan asked when the man noticed him.

“Not unless you happen to know how to shoe a horse,” the chevalier replied wryly. “Until half an hour ago, I was the last of my compatriots to still have a horse with a full set of four shoes. Sadly, an ill-timed attempt at chivalry on my part has reduced that number to two, and I fear that the mare will soon become lame if nothing is done.”

“No doubt you are correct,” d’Artagnan agreed. “Fortunately, it seems that luck is with you today. I do, in fact, know how to shoe a horse, and I will be shoeing two other horses at the abandoned smithy on Rue Chemonton this afternoon. If you will meet me there an hour or so after the sun dips behind the cathedral’s bell tower, I will trim and shoe your mare in return for fifteen livres.”

Rather than reacting in anger, the chevalier only raised his eyebrows.

“Fifteen livres, is it?” he said, the corners of his lips tilting up in a smirk. “I see I am in the presence of a businessman as well as a farrier. Very well, stranger. In the absence of more affordable options, I will meet you there. However, I hope you will not be offended if I arrive a bit earlier—to see your skills practiced on a different horse before committing my own to your tender care.”

D’Artagnan shrugged. “While I would prefer that you trusted my word on the matter, I have no objection,” he replied. “I admit to some curiosity, though. What sort of chivalry necessitates wading through mud deep enough to make a horse pull two shoes?”

“Ah,” said the man, appearing faintly abashed. “There was a carriage stopped by the side of the road next to a fallow field. The young widow inside had just lost her handkerchief in a gust of wind as I rode past, and I offered—ill advisedly, as it turns out—to retrieve it for her. I’m afraid I did not realize how muddy the ground was until I had already, er, committed, so to speak.”

D’Artagnan swallowed a snort, not wishing to offend his potential benefactor when the chevalier had so far been nothing but polite to him.

He continued, “At any rate, it was necessary for me to dismount in order to allow the mare to extract herself from the mire. Hence my present condition.” He gestured down at his ruined boots. “In my defense, though, I should point out that she was a very beautiful young widow.”

“And did you retrieve the handkerchief successfully?” d’Artagnan asked, curiosity pricking through the layer of numbness and old grief that surrounded him like a tattered cloak these days.

“Why, of course I did, monsieur,” replied the chevalier, looking offended. “What sort of man do you take me for?”

D’Artagnan couldn’t help the small grin that crinkled the corners of his eyes as he and the man parted company. It was the first smile to grace his features in far too long.
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Chapter 2
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The Smithy in Blois had not been abandoned long enough to become a complete ruin. The door was closed, but not locked, and while the remaining townsfolk had obviously helped themselves to items that were useful to them, they had by no means stripped the place bare.

D’Artagnan tied his gelding to the hitching post outside. He was busy stoking a fire in the forge and sorting through piles of tools when the pale nobleman with the injured shoulder arrived with his mare.

“I am almost ready for you, monsieur,” d’Artagnan said. “Bring your horse inside.”

The gentleman inclined his head wordlessly and stood the animal up in the empty workspace between two posts. D’Artagnan approached the animal’s shoulder, running a hand down its left front leg and picking up the hoof. Ignoring the feeling of light-headedness and the chafe of his shirt against the raw skin of his back as he bent over, he secured the horse’s foot between his knees and began to pare away the dead hoof with a curved knife.

“What’s it been? About three months since she was trimmed last?” he asked.

“A bit more,” the other man replied.

D’Artagnan reached for a pair of hinged hoof nippers to remove the ragged and overgrown hoof wall, pausing frequently to check the angle and evenness since he was somewhat out of practice.

“She’ll likely be tender-footed for a day or two after this, since I’m having to remove so much at once,” he said. “You’re lucky, though—the cracks don’t extend up into the live part of the hoof.”

“That’s as well,” said the mare’s owner, not offering more in the way of conversation as d’Artagnan continued to work steadily, rasping down the rough edges on the foot and moving on to the other legs in turn.

He was heating metal shoes in the forge when his other two customers arrived.

“Well, now!” exclaimed the big man as he entered. “Would you look who else is here? What are the odds of that, eh?”

“Ah—Porthos. And Aramis as well, I see,” the injured man said, a quirk of the eyebrow and faint uptick at the corner of his mouth the only sign that he was surprised and pleased to see the newcomers. “Goodness, my cup runneth over.”

The chevalier, now identified as Aramis, smiled widely. “Athos, my friend! I did not expect to see you until later. How fares your wound?”

The man called Athos shrugged his good shoulder. “An annoyance and a hindrance, as you see. On the positive side, wielding a sword in my off hand is probably good practice.”

The big man—Porthos—let loose with his deep, rumbling laugh. A devilish grin dimpled his broad cheeks.

“Looking on the bright side of things is not a trait I generally associate with you, Athos,” he said. “Though it was three against one in that fight, so I suppose things could have gone worse. You should have waited for us.”

“Still,” put in Aramis, “I’d rather go up against most swordsmen using their dominant hands than Athos using his off hand.”

“That’s true enough,” Porthos agreed, and though he said nothing in reply, the hint of a smile that had been playing around Athos’ lips moved upward to his eyes, as well.

D’Artagnan frowned and applied himself to the anvil, shaping the shoes as the three friends continued their lazy banter. The heat from the forge and the red-hot metal combined with his hunger and exhaustion to make him dizzy. His focus narrowed to the pounding of hammer against iron, the hiss of steam as hot shoe met hoof, the tap-tap-tap as he nailed the shoes in place and clinched the sharp nail-ends down securely.

“A workmanlike job,” said the nobleman named Athos when he was finished with the mare. “I am grateful.”

D’Artagnan only nodded brusquely and moved on to the gelding with the lame front foot. His general discomfort from heat, hunger, and half-healed wounds conspired with the melancholy surrounding his recent circumstances to make him feel more alone than ever, despite the evident camaraderie of the three friends.

He pared away the sole of the sore hoof, discovering a hoof abscess near the toe. Once it was drained, he packed the gap with wadding soaked in brandy from the owner’s flask. His mood worsened as he repeated the steps of trimming and shoeing, half-listening as the three men chatted in a roundabout manner about some recent undertaking, which had apparently taken Aramis and Porthos to Vendôme for some weeks.

The pair had just returned—Aramis riding ahead when Porthos’ horse went lame shortly before d’Artagnan had met them on the road. It was obvious that they did not wish to speak of any details in front of d’Artagnan, and he found himself becoming irrationally resentful of the easy verbal shorthand between the longtime friends.

Did they appreciate their own luck, he wondered, to have kept not merely one person, but two with whom they were so close, when so many had lost everything and everyone to the dark magic that cursed the land? Surely, he thought to himself, they would not be so casual in their bonhomie if they understood what a blessing they had received.

His second horse completed, d’Artagnan interrupted the men’s conversation abruptly, uncaring if he sounded churlish.

“Your gelding is finished,” he said, addressing Porthos but not meeting his eyes. “Pack the hoof abscess twice daily for a week with clean cloth dipped in spirits, and the animal should be sound enough for light work.”

He ignored Porthos’ words of thanks, and moved on to the gray mare belonging to Aramis, catching himself briefly against one of the pillars in the work area when the world tilted unexpectedly to the left for a moment. When he straightened, the chevalier was watching him with a critical eye.

“Are you quite all right, monsieur?” he asked in a solicitous voice that made d’Artagnan bristle unaccountably.

“Fine,” he said curtly. “Do not concern yourself.”

He applied himself to the mud-covered mare, but something about him must have caught Aramis’ attention—because a few minutes later, the man turned to him once more.

“So, stranger,” he said. “You have heard our names. Might we, in turn, learn the name of the man who has rescued us from the tedium of having to travel everywhere by foot?”

“D’Artagnan,” he replied curtly.

“A Gascon by the accent, I take it,” Aramis said.

D’Artagnan grunted an affirmative, not looking up from his task.

Evidently, this was not enough to discourage further conversation, since Aramis continued, “And what brings you north to Blois, young d’Artagnan? I’ve been to Gascony, you know—beautiful country. If I had a place there, I think I’d find it difficult to leave.”

D’Artagnan felt a flush rise to his cheeks, the pounding ache in his skull ratcheting up another notch for a moment before subsiding to its previous levels.

“I may have had a place there once,” he stated in a flat tone, “but there is nothing and nobody left for me in Gascony now.”

Aramis’ brow furrowed in understanding and sympathy, but before he could form a reply, a commotion erupted in the street in front of the smithy. A girl’s scream pierced the air, and the three companions locked gazes for a bare instant before making for the door, drawing rapiers and pistols as they went.

Without pausing for thought, d’Artagnan followed, the balance of his own broken blade feeling awkward and wrong in his sword hand. Outside, d’Artagnan counted seven armed, surly-looking men stalking down the main road. Two of them were dragging struggling girls with them. The young women—not yet eighteen years of age if d’Artagnan was any judge—had the appearance of sisters. The younger one was crying, while the older one cursed her captor loudly, hitting at his shoulder and arm with her free hand—to little effect. Farther up the street, several onlookers stood in a knot, pointing and speaking in low voices, but taking no other action.

Athos stepped into the roadway, blocking the procession with a drawn sword.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked, voice snapping like a whip.

The apparent leader—a tough-looking older man with a ragged scar running from temple to chin—stopped two paces in front of Athos, regarding him with a sneer.

“Nothing that involves the likes of you,” he drawled. “Run along back to your castle, little Comte, before you and your friends end up with worse than a bandaged shoulder.”

Porthos and Aramis were at Athos’ side before the man finished speaking, and without consciously deciding to do so, d’Artagnan found himself flanking the injured nobleman as well.

“Please, messieurs!” called the younger girl. “These men are kidnapping us! Our grandmother is badly injured—please help us!”

“Shut up!” said the young man holding her, punctuating the words with a slap across his victim’s face. She cried out, and the older girl snarled in anger and redoubled her efforts to get free from her own captor.

“That’s enough!” bellowed Porthos, crowding forward toward the gang of men.

“Release the girls,” Aramis said, his voice deceptively mild, but there was steel running underneath. “Now. I guarantee you will not enjoy the consequences if you fail to comply.”

“My sons are simply claiming their property,” retorted the man who had insulted Athos, stabbing the air with a forefinger to emphasize his words. “These girls were promised to them by their father before he died of the Curse. Now their witch of a grandmother is trying to renege on the deal!”

“She was trying to protect us from these animals you call sons!” snarled the older sister. “And you broke down our door, knocked her down, and kicked her until she stopped moving—a defenseless old woman! I will see you dead for that, you swine!”

“You will not pass until you free the girls,” Athos reiterated.

“Oh?” said the boys’ father. “And how are you going to stop us?”

He stepped back two paces, drawing a pistol and aiming it at Athos’ chest. 

Before d’Artagnan could do more than tense in reaction, Porthos raised his own pistol and fired, moving faster than d’Artagnan would have thought possible for a man of his size. The older man fell to the ground with a grunt, his own pistol shot going wide. Blood sprayed from a wound in his thigh.

With cries of rage, the men who were not holding the girls captive surged forward, brandishing swords and clubs. D’Artagnan scanned the group, but saw no one else with a pistol. An instant later, he was set upon by a man half a head taller than him and twice as broad, wielding a heavy two-handed sword of the type favored by Englishmen.

The heady rush of imminent death cleared every last ache and twinge from d’Artagnan’s body, and for that one moment, he felt as if he could fly. The impact of the massive weapon against his own broken rapier reverberated up the length of his arm, but he held fast, wrenching his opponent’s blade to the side and dancing around his guard. 

D’Artagnan tried to keep half an eye on his companions’ progress, while simultaneously contemplating his own woes. Unlike his opponent’s sharp-edged sword, his rapier was useless for slashing... and with the tip broken, it was now essentially useless for thrusting as well. With his sword snapped and his dagger and pistols stolen, d’Artagnan lacked any useful offensive weapon, and was limited to dodging and parrying the other man’s attacks.

Normally, he would place more faith in his own endurance and ability to outlast a larger, heavier opponent, but he knew that his earlier weakness and dizziness did not bode well for him. Around him, he caught glimpses of Aramis battling a man with a wicked-looking club, darting and weaving as he tried to get close enough to use his sword. By contrast, Porthos was swinging a huge schiavona almost gleefully, his opponent obviously outclassed. Athos, fencing left-handed, was holding his own against a man with a rapier, who obviously knew how to use it.

Another blow of the heavy sword jarred through d’Artagnan’s shoulder. He kicked out at his enemy’s knee as he spun away, but the blow was only a glancing one. Just then, a sharp whistle drew his attention to Porthos in time for d’Artagnan to catch a rapier—presumably liberated from Porthos’ downed opponent—that the big man tossed to him, pommel first.

Throwing his own ruined sword to one side, d’Artagnan gripped the new blade and drove forward with renewed energy, ducking and slashing; driving the other man back. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Porthos wade in to help Aramis against the man with the club, just as Athos lunged forward, running his opponent through.

D’Artagnan narrowly avoided the heavy blade swinging toward his head, allowing his momentum to propel him into a forward roll. Coming to a crouch, he drove the pommel of his rapier into the side of the other man’s knee with all the strength he could muster, feeling the crunch of bone and cartilage as his opponent collapsed with a yell. Blocking a wild sword swipe, d’Artagnan staggered to his feet and drove his blade through the man’s heart.

As they saw which way the tide had turned, the two sons holding the girls captive began to back away, trying to put space between themselves and the swordsmen. The older sister stumbled, nearly going to her knees—but when she righted herself, d’Artagnan saw a fist-sized chunk of stone from the roadway clutched in her free hand. He watched in surprised admiration as she swung it at her attacker’s head, catching him in the temple. He staggered drunkenly, losing his grip on her.

Quick as a snake, she wrested the dagger from his belt and buried it between his ribs with a cry. The man collapsed to the ground, blood spurting from the wound, and the girl whirled to confront the only member of the group left standing after Aramis and Porthos had overcome their club-wielding assailant, mere moments before.

The boy holding the younger sister stared with wide, frightened eyes as four armed, grim-faced men and one murderous older sister converged on him. Fumbling for his own dagger, he pressed it to his sobbing captive’s neck.

“One step closer and I’ll cut her throat!” he cried in a quavering voice.
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Chapter 3
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Athos gave the boy a look of such utter contempt that d’Artagnan was surprised he didn’t combust on the spot. “Aramis?” he prompted, sounding almost bored. 

Aramis stepped forward toward the pair. A moment later, his eyes went wide, staring at the empty space behind the boy’s left shoulder.

“Oh, look,” he said conversationally. “Are those large, armed men approaching us friends of yours?”

The terrified boy craned around, trying to see what Aramis was looking at. The dagger wavered against the girl’s skin, drawing a thin line of red and then falling away from her neck as he twisted his body away. The blade slid out of harm’s way, Aramis calmly pulled his pistol and shot the boy through the temple.

With a cry, the older girl swept forward and pulled her sister away from the lad’s fallen body, embracing her and rocking her back and forth as the younger girl clung to her.

“Oh, Madeleine, thank God,” she said. “Thank God! You’re not injured, are you?”

Madeleine pulled back, wiping her eyes with a sleeve. “Just a scratch on my neck, I think, where the knife caught me when he turned away. It’s not too bad, is it, Christelle?”

Christelle examined the cut and kissed Madeleine on the forehead with relief.

“No, ma petite,” she reassured. “It’s barely bleeding. Stay back, now, and cover your eyes. Don’t watch.”

With a final squeeze of her hand, Christelle turned and stalked toward the man that Porthos had shot in the leg, her stolen dagger clenched tightly in one hand.

“Mademoiselle—” Athos began, but allowed himself to be moved aside as the young woman brushed past him single-mindedly.

She stopped and crouched in front of the boys’ father, sneering at him as he writhed on the ground, clutching uselessly at his wound as blood continued to pulse through his fingers. He glared up at her, features twisted with hatred and pain.

“I told you I would see you dead for this, Jean Paul. I wasn’t lying,” she said, and stabbed him through the heart. The man grunted, body jerking and twisting for several seconds before going limp. When the last glimmer of life had left his eyes, she turned back to Madeleine. “It’s over now, little sister. You may look.”

Madeleine lowered the hand that had been covering her eyes uncertainly. D’Artagnan could see that tears once more spilled down her cheeks.

Aramis stepped forward, hat in hand. “Now that this unpleasantness has been dealt with, may we conduct you somewhere safe, mesdemoiselles?”

“Please, messieurs,” Madeleine said in a quavering voice, “Our grandmother is hurt. Our house is only one street over—please help her!”

“Of course,” Athos said immediately. His eyes swept over the scene, resting a brief but assessing glance on d’Artagnan before he continued. “Aramis and I will escort the young ladies to their home and determine what assistance is needed. Porthos? Stay here with d’Artagnan and keep an eye on the horses. You might also see about organizing someone to deal with the refuse currently littering the roadway.” He jerked his chin the bodies.

Now that the thrill of the fight was wearing off, d’Artagnan felt his earlier weakness coming back with a vengeance, but even through the wisps of gray fog crowding the edges of his vision, it seemed that Porthos’ gaze, too, rested on him for a beat longer than necessary before he nodded to Athos and answered, “Guard the horses, eh? Right you are.”

The other two ushered the sisters away, and Porthos turned to d’Artagnan, clapping him on the back companionably. D’Artagnan barely managed to suppress the wince as his half-healed whip marks flared with pain. His feet seemed very far away, for some reason, and his head felt like it was floating high above his shoulders.

“Bet you never expected anything like this when you offered to shoe our horses, eh?” the big man asked. “Still, it was good of you to jump into the fray. These days, not too many would risk their own skin for strangers.”

D’Artagnan opened his mouth to ask Porthos why he was speaking from inside a tunnel, and frowned when no words came out. The gray fog swirled over his head in a rush as the ground swelled up to meet him, and he knew no more.

* * *
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AWARENESS WASHED OVER d’Artagnan in waves. It was dark behind his eyelids, but he couldn’t summon the effort or ambition to drag them open—they were far too heavy. The dull buzzing in his ears resolved into voices, though they echoed oddly, as if heard underwater. Some he recognized; others he did not.

“Will he recover?”

“He’s weak and malnourished, but he should pull through all right. There’s an untreated head wound, though the skull is intact and it didn’t seem to be slowing him down much, earlier.”

“What happened to his back? Are those whip marks?”

“Yes, it seems so. Self-inflicted, judging by the pattern.”

“A flagellant, then? God. Are people still actually doing that?”

The buzzing grew louder, drowning out the conversation. Time passed in comfortable, warm blackness.

Later, the voices returned.

“What was the mood of the clergy in Vendôme, Aramis?”

That was one of the unfamiliar voices. Gruff. Older. Male.

“They are loyal, for the most part, but unwilling to tip their hand without certain assurances beforehand,” the chevalier replied.

“The townspeople are frustrated.” Porthos, this time. “Troops are enforcing the price controls ruthlessly, and nothing gets people riled up faster than reaching into their purses. ‘Specially now, when they feel like acquiring gold is the only happiness they can get...”

D’Artagnan drifted; more time passed. This time when he surfaced, the voices sounded clearer; more immediate. His fingers twitched, awareness of his body returning by degrees.

“... not sure exactly what you expect us to do, in that case,” said the gruff voice, irritation evident in the tone. “We can’t stay here forever.”

“I am merely pointing out that rushing ahead before we are sure of all the details is foolhardy.” The new voice was rich. Feminine. It pulled at d’Artagnan’s thoughts, making him want to open his eyes and see the speaker. A soft groan escaped him, and he sensed movement around him. The scent of rosewater teased his nostrils.

“He’s waking up,” said the low female voice, from close beside him. 

His eyelids fluttered and opened, revealing a smear of light and dark hovering over him. He blinked rapidly until his vision cleared to reveal the most beautiful face he’d ever seen—pale skin, wide blue eyes, and ruby lips, topped by riots of curly hair swept into a loose chignon.

“Am I dead?” d’Artagnan croaked.

“Of course not,” said the vision hovering over him. “What would make you think such a thing? Are you feverish?”

A slender hand reached out to press against his forehead.

“I must be dead, though. Why else would I be met by an angel?” he told her, as though it were obvious.

A sharp brow rose in disbelief and wry humor, transforming the face in front of him from divine to something altogether more earthly.

“I’m overwhelmed,” said the very human angel in a voice dry with disdain. 

“Acquiring yet another admirer, Milady?” came Aramis’ voice from somewhere behind d’Artagnan, out of his line of sight.

“Do shut up, Aramis,” said the woman.

A second face loomed over d’Artagnan.

“Now that you’re awake, I’ll thank you not to flirt with my wife,” said Athos in a scathing tone that matched the woman’s exactly.

D’Artagnan closed his eyes, and wondered if he could simply feign unconsciousness until everyone gave up and went away again.

* * *
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THE HOUSEHOLD IN WHICH d’Artagnan found himself was an odd one, though he certainly couldn’t fault their hospitality as he rested and recovered his strength. In addition to Porthos, Aramis, Athos, and Athos’ angelically beautiful wife, there was also Grimaud, the silent and imposing servant; a demure young woman in widow’s weeds named Ana María, who was several months pregnant; and de Tréville, her battle-scarred, protective older relative—missing an arm and an eye, and the owner of the gruff, authoritative voice that had punctuated d’Artagnan’s unconscious dreams.

The estate belonged to the injured nobleman, Athos. Comprising a small castle along with twenty acres of crops, woods, and kitchen gardens, it adequately provided for the needs of the strange assortment of people currently calling it home.

They were currently gathered around the large dining table, enjoying several bottles of wine and a very passable coq au vin served by Grimaud. The hearty dish might as well have been ambrosia directly from Heaven as far as d’Artagnan’s empty belly was concerned.

Remembering his manners after the first bowl of stew had disappeared, he turned his attention to Athos and Aramis.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I should have asked earlier. How fares the girls’ grandmother?”

“She will survive,” Athos answered laconically.

“Though not without bruised ribs and a broken wrist, sadly,” Aramis added, his expression of distaste clearly showing what he thought of anyone who would inflict such injuries on an old woman.

D’Artagnan found himself slightly wrong-footed by the almost courtly attitudes of chivalry evident among his new acquaintances. They seemed more appropriate to the childhood fantasies of knights and nobles that he and his friends had played at as boys in happier times, than to the realities of the world around them. 

He felt oddly drawn to these men and their lofty ideals, as evidenced by his actions the previous afternoon in Blois... Yet a strange little voice of fearful mistrust—one which had haunted him since the death of his family and the loss of his father’s farm—whispered that it must all be some sort of twisted ruse, designed to draw d’Artagnan in and make him look foolish. Such attitudes did not persist in today’s France. Today’s France was a place where the strong overtook the weak without mercy, and to pretend otherwise was the mark of naiveté at best, and stupidity at worst.

Recalling himself to the conversation, but unsure how exactly to respond, he hazarded, “The sisters will look after her, won’t they?”

“’Course they will,” Porthos said with assurance.

“God willing,” Ana María said in a soft, sweet voice, “one day soon, France will once again be a place where the law protects innocent people from such unconscionable crimes.”

“Can’t come too soon,” Porthos said, gesturing with a forkful of chicken. “As it stands, Isabella of Savoy seems a lot more interested in consolidating political power in support of her son than in actually governing the country.”

D’Artagnan perked up despite himself, listening intently. Discussion of politics had been a staple of his childhood in Gascony, where everyone seemed to have strong opinions on the way France was run. He had missed such talk, and his present company appeared to be well informed on the subject.

“Since the Duc d’Orléans got himself assassinated and left her a widow,” Porthos continued, “it seems like her only interest in the people lies in how much gold she can extract from them before the Curse turns France into one big graveyard.”

D’Artagnan covered a wince at the mental image.

“They say that the Duc was killed by Spanish agents,” he offered.

“Well, obviously,” Porthos replied. “I mean—Isabella is a cousin to the King of Spain, after all. The way I see it, Spain only needed the Duc alive long enough for him to oust his brother Louis from the throne. Once he took power and Isabella bore him a son, d’Orléans found himself surplus to requirements.”

“Spain has long sought to either control France or destroy it,” de Tréville interjected with a scowl. “As it stands, they are well on their way to doing both at once.”

“Is it true what some people are saying, then?” d’Artagnan asked. “That Spanish Mages are behind the Curse?”

“Almost certainly,” de Tréville replied grimly.

Porthos grunted agreement. “Louis’ brother was always a fool—forging alliances and breaking them on a whim; leaving a trail of enemies behind him. He was an idiot to let Spain get a foot in France’s door, thinking he could outsmart them for his own benefit. Seems to me that the Spanish simply double-crossed him before he could double-cross them. If the country wasn’t falling apart around us, there’d be a certain poetic justice to it, I suppose.”

D’Artagnan nodded thoughtfully, and raised a point he’d been wondering about since news of King Louis’ ouster first reached Gascony. “Here’s what I don’t understand, though. King Louis’ wife is Spanish as well—closer to the ruling family than even Isabella of Savoy. If Spain wanted to gain influence in France, it seems to me they could have had it a lot more easily when he was on the throne. I mean—Queen Anne is the King of Spain’s own sister.”

Porthos looked strangely disquieted, and there was a beat of silence around the table before Ana spoke up once again.

“Since she had not produced an heir and come into her powers, I daresay the Mage Queen held little value to anyone in either France or Spain—not even her brother,” she said, absently smoothing a hand over her swollen belly before returning it to the table. “Evidently, Spain thought it more advantageous to encourage destabilization from behind the scenes, while simultaneously moving to destroy France with magic. A cowardly tactic... but it seems that honor is dead everywhere these days; not just in France.”

She looked so deeply downtrodden that d’Artagnan felt a wash of sympathy for her. Beside her, de Tréville set down his spoon and covered her small hand with his large, callused one. She glanced up at him with a faint, sad smile.

“Present company excepted, of course,” she added, letting her gaze flit around the table to include everyone seated there.

D’Artagnan cleared his throat, and said, “Well, if the goal was destabilization... I’ve travelled a long way these past weeks, and this land has become a harsh and ugly place.”

Athos shrugged his good shoulder. “When you remove the support from a structure, it crumbles into chaos. The old ways are gone—swept away by the Curse and political unrest. In a land where there are barely enough workers to produce food and clothing for the populace, it’s little surprise that no one can be spared to impose order and enforce the law.”

D’Artagnan nodded, focusing on his host. “Speaking of the old ways... Athos, may I ask you a personal question?”

Athos raised an eyebrow in mild surprise. “You may ask,” he replied in a tone that suggested that receiving an answer was another thing entirely.

“The man in the street called you ‘Comte.’ Are you a member of the nobility?”

Aramis released an indelicate snort, breaking the rather melancholy atmosphere that had settled upon the room. 

“That depends entirely on who you ask,” the chevalier muttered into his goblet, and d’Artagnan was once again thrown by the casual, teasing camaraderie on display; so different than what he had known these past long and lonely months.

Athos directed a quelling glare at his companion before replying, “To answer your question, d’Artagnan, I was once the Comte de la Fère. However, as we are no longer in La Fère, and as the social structure of France lies in tatters around us, now, I prefer to be known merely as Athos.”
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Chapter 4
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Athos’ wife smiled over her cup of wine, fluttering her eyelashes teasingly at him. “You may claim to have reinvented yourself and left your old life behind, husband, but you will always be Olivier to me,” she said in a velvet tone.

“As you will always be Anne to me,” Athos replied seriously, a glint of something unaccountably weighty in his eyes that d’Artagnan could not readily identify. D’Artagnan had noticed earlier that Athos called his wife Anne, while everyone else in the household called her Milady—apparently to minimize any confusion with Ana María. Aware that it would be the height of bad manners to pursue such an obviously private topic, d’Artagnan returned to the matter of Athos’ title.

“What of your castle here, though?” he asked the older man. “Surely this is still the estate of a nobleman.”

Athos shook his head. “Not really. This particular pile of brick and stone is merely a convenient inheritance from relatives who died in the first wave of the Curse, five years ago. There is no title associated with the land; it was a gift from Charles VII to a branch of the family that supported him against the English pretender Henry VI after the Treaty of Troyes. For services rendered, one might say.”

“And yet, the people here still know you as a comte,” d’Artagnan said, curious about what would make a man wish to leave such a life behind.

“Whatever his title or lack thereof, we are all very grateful to Athos for his hospitality in allowing us to stay here,” said de Tréville firmly.

“Indeed,” said Ana María quietly. “The generosity of our hosts extends further than you can imagine.”

Fighting a blush, d’Artagnan briefly lowered his eyes at the implied censure, and muttered, “Yes, of course.”

“That hospitality certainly extends to yourself, as well, d’Artagnan. You should stay here for a few days and recover from your recent trials,” Milady said, meeting his eyes with a sort of fearless frankness that d’Artagnan had never previously encountered in a woman. Her tone grew tart. “After all, who am I to turn away a young man who would set me among the heavenly host?”

Unable to completely suppress the heat that crawled up his neck to stain his face, d’Artagnan muttered, “Thank you, but I should continue toward Paris.”

“Nonsense,” said Aramis. “For one thing, you have yet to make good on our contract. You promised me a full set of shoes for my horse, and yet—thanks to the timing of that ugly little skirmish in the streets—rather than having four shoes or even two, she now has none at all.”

The flush rose higher at the realization that he had not, in fact, kept his word to the other man. “Forgive me,” he said. “I had certainly not intended to break my word. Obviously I will complete the job at once.”

Porthos rolled his eyes, and directed a pointed look across the table at Aramis. “He’s only teasing you. For God’s sake, d’Artagnan, relax and finish your chicken. Despite what Aramis thinks, his precious mare will keep until tomorrow.”

D’Artagnan nodded in understanding and lowered his eyes to his plate, applying himself to his meal as the others continued to speak of this and that. Darkness was fast approaching when the remains of the meal were finally cleared away and the others retired one by one. Athos led d’Artagnan to one of the spare bedrooms, lighting the way with a candle and making sure he had everything he needed before taking his leave with a wordless nod of the head.

The room was spartan, but what furnishings existed were of good quality. Apparently, whoever had examined and treated his wounds after he collapsed had also washed the travel dust from his body, so he merely rinsed his hands and splashed water from the basin sitting on a low table next to the wall over his face and neck before readying himself for bed and blowing out the candles.

As had become his habit while travelling, d’Artagnan only removed his boots and doublet before lying down on the bed, preferring to remain ready in case anything unexpected happened. He missed the presence under his pillow of the dagger that had been stolen from him on the road, but at least now he had an unbroken sword to lean against the wall by the bed, within easy reach.

With a sigh, he settled onto his side on the mattress, staring into the unfamiliar darkness of the room. A few minutes later, he rolled onto his back. The salve that had been placed on his wounds made them itch, and he rubbed back and forth with small motions, trying to gain friction against the bandages swathing his torso to ease the sensation.

The result was wholly unsatisfying.

After more long minutes of staring at nothing, it became apparent that spending most of a day unconscious had unfortunate consequences on one’s sleeping patterns. Feeling an itch that was now as much mental as physical, d’Artagnan rose and began to pace around the room restlessly, his eyes having adjusted to the darkness enough that the weak moonlight streaming in through the single window was sufficient to allow him to avoid stumbling into anything.

What was the story behind this strange collection of individuals? They seemed almost familial, and yet, with the exception of Athos and Milady’s marriage, and whatever bond connected Ana María to her battle-scarred guardian, d’Artagnan was almost certain there was no relation between them. How could such a diverse group become so close? They must have lost people... these days, everyone had. Why would they voluntarily cleave to others when more loss and heartbreak was inevitable?

It was as if they didn’t realize the danger... or were laughing in the face of it. D’Artagnan found it maddening—almost as though it were a personal affront to him—and he wasn’t quite sure why. He ceased his pacing, chewing on a fingernail instead.

Through the archway that opened into his room, he could hear the indistinct murmur of distant voices. The movement of a soft light caught his eye—perhaps a candle flame reflected off of walls in the hallway. Evidently, he was not the only one still awake this night.

Moved partly by curiosity, and partly by the desire for company to help quiet the chatter in his mind, he found himself easing out into the hall on stocking-clad feet without having truly made a decision to do so. The moving candle had already disappeared, but there was a faint, flickering light coming from a room several doors down from his. D’Artagnan crept toward it, not wanting to draw attention before gaining some insight into whether his presence was likely to be welcome.

As he approached the lighted archway, his brow furrowed at the sound of soft weeping. Keeping himself to the shadows, he peeked in and saw Ana reclining on a chaise longue, her head resting in de Tréville’s lap. Tears flowed down her cheeks, the tracks reflected in the light of the single candle on the table next to them. De Tréville’s posture was weary; his single eye closed, but his hand stroked through the young woman’s hair in a gentle, comforting rhythm.

D’Artagnan was struck in the chest by a depth of feeling he did not expect, and he swallowed the harsh breath that might have given him away to the pair inside. Feeling like a thief in the night, he crossed to the far side of the shadowed corridor and crept past the archway, moving farther down the hall toward a brighter light coming from his left, where the hallway split into a T-shaped junction. The new hallway led into a different wing, and terminated in an entryway. Unlike those in the guest wing, this entrance was hung with large double doors. One of the doors was ajar by several inches, allowing enough light to spill into the corridor to indicate that the suite within was well illuminated with lamps and candles.

As he approached, he heard the distinctive sound of a male gasp, followed by a grunt and the thump of a body shoved against the wall. Pulse racing, d’Artagnan hurried forward on silent feet, wishing suddenly that he had thought to bring a weapon. Flattening himself against the wall, he peered through the gap of the open door and scanned what he could see of the room to assess the threat.

Expecting to find thieves or worse assaulting his injured host, the sight that greeted him jolted through his chest like a pistol recoil, forcing the breath from his lungs. Athos stood pinned against the wall not by an intruder, but by Milady, naked with her hair hanging in loose curls to her waist. She was beautiful... flawless except for an indistinct mark or scar on her shoulder, half-covered by her hair. D’Artagnan had never in his life seen a sight to compare to the vision of her pale, milky skin and the perfect flare of her hips. 

Athos’ clothing was in disarray, shirt unlaced and hanging off one shoulder. Milady’s lower body pressed close to his, his good arm holding her right leg hitched up to his hip. His head was thrown back, baring his neck to her lips and teeth, eyes closed in ecstasy.

In the hallway, d’Artagnan stood frozen except for the pounding of his thundering heart against his ribcage. Heat pooled in his belly even as mortification flooded his mind. As a young man, d’Artagnan had bedded his share of lovers, but it had always been a quiet, clandestine affair involving slightly embarrassed fumbling carried out in darkness and secrecy... not against a wall in a well lit room with the door left cracked.

The open door led d’Artagnan’s thoughts back around to the uncomfortable fact of his presence outside it. He had to leave. Now. Except... surely if he moved, he would only draw attention to himself? As long as they didn’t know he was here, no harm was done, but if they caught him trying to sneak away, it would be disastrous. Certainly Athos would demand satisfaction for the slight. He was injured, and though d’Artagnan had seen that he was still a fierce swordsman, it was possible that he would end up killing his host. That would be a terrible waste, not to mention breaking Milady’s heart.

D’Artagnan became suddenly, viscerally aware that he was hard in his breeches for the first time in many months. Such weakness of the flesh had not much afflicted him since the death of his family and of the girl he’d been promised to. And to feel it now... at the sight of another man’s wife...

Humiliation more complete than he had known in years flooded d’Artagnan’s body as he contemplated his sinful, pathetic desire to stay in hiding and watch the lovers. Had he become the same kind of animal as the men they’d encountered in Blois—the ones who had kidnapped the girls? His lust fled in an instant, replaced by nausea. Feeling decidedly ill now, he staggered away on shaky legs, fleeing toward his room with no thoughts of stealth; only escape.
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Chapter 5
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Dawn found d’Artagnan in the stables, sitting in the corner of his gelding’s stall and unraveling a length of stout rope with deft fingers. The animal watched, chewing its hay with heavy, lugubrious movements of its jaw, as he separated the thick rope into three tails, and each of those three tails into three more, knotting them tightly as he went.

His old cat o’ nine tails had been in his saddlebags when the bandits overtook him on the road and stole his belongings, but this would serve as well. Task completed, he flicked the long-tailed lash across his thighs with a smooth movement of his wrist, listening to the sound of the knots slapping against the leather of his breeches and allowing the contemplation of what was to come to wash over him, calming his stormy thoughts.

He was drawn abruptly back to the present by a cheerful voice.

“Ah, I thought I might find you out here,” said Aramis. “I noticed you weren’t in your room when I passed by.”

The man’s eyes flicked casually to the knotted rope in his hand and away, his affable demeanor never slipping, but d’Artagnan once again had the feeling of being weighed and assessed; understood more deeply than he was comfortable with.

Not a trace of it manifested in Aramis’ tone or words as he continued, however.

“If you are sufficiently recovered from yesterday, I thought we might pay a visit to Rosita.”

D’Artagnan’s brows knit in confusion. “Forgive me, but who is Rosita?”

“Well, originally, Rosita was a rather lovely young Spanish lady of my acquaintance,” Aramis said patiently. “However, in the present context, Rosita is my horse.”

“You named your horse after a woman,” d’Artagnan said in a flat voice, wondering how on earth a man as soft as Aramis had come to be a soldier.

Aramis placed a hand over his heart theatrically. “Nonsense, young d’Artagnan... she practically named herself! The two of them share many admirable traits: beauty, loyalty, bravery, and a sweet temperament, among other things. Now, though, I should like to get Rosita some new shoes before she decides she’s being put out to pasture as a barefoot broodmare. Assuming it is convenient for you, of course.”

“As you wish,” d’Artagnan said, trying to keep his impatience with being interrupted in his task hidden as he rose stiffly to his feet. “Do you always rise so early, though? It’s barely past dawn.”

Aramis shrugged. “I don’t tend to sleep well. Particularly without company.”

Immediately, d’Artagnan’s mind was recalled to the last two people he had seen sharing a bed, and he felt heat travel up his neck and into his cheeks.

“I see,” he said.

“If I may say so, you look a bit peaky this morning, as well,” Aramis continued in a light tone, a slight twinkle entering his eye. “I do hope that our hosts didn’t keep you up with their... shall we say... night-time exertions. They can both be dreadfully indiscreet when their blood is up.”

D’Artagnan’s blood, which had been staining his ears, fled his face completely.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he said weakly.

Aramis raised his eyebrows, and waved a hand dismissively. “Forgive me; it’s not important. Merely the early morning ramblings of a sleep deprived mind. Come, d’Artagnan—brush the straw off your arse and help me rustle up some breakfast. Then we’ll ride back to town and see to Rosita, so you can relieve me of that fifteen livres, eh?”

D’Artagnan still felt off-balance after the exchange, but he had promised to shoe the horse, and the mention of breakfast was making his stomach rumble.

“Very well,” he said after a short pause. Aramis smiled and turned to head back toward the castle, leaving d’Artagnan to hang the pristine rope lash neatly next to his saddle, giving it a final, longing look before following the other man out.

An hour later, he was bent over a bowl of gruel supplemented with the giblets from last night’s chicken, and a round of soft cheese. Porthos entered, dumping a shapeless cloth bundle onto the table. He grabbed a knife and a chunk of bread from the sideboard without a word and flopped into one of the chairs, a huge yawn cracking his face.

Aramis smiled. “You’ll have to forgive Porthos,” he said. “He’s not a morning person.”

“Being as cheerful as you are in the morning is unnatural,” Porthos grunted. He finished spreading cheese onto his bread and raked his gaze over d’Artagnan with a frown. “You look like hell. What’s wrong?”

“I think our young friend’s sleep was disturbed by things that repeatedly go bump-bump-bump in the night,” Aramis said before d’Artagnan could do more than open his mouth to reply.

Porthos mimed an exaggerated oh of understanding, his face cracking into a smile.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You get used to it.” The smile grew wicked. “Or else you take a page out of Aramis’ book, and find someone else’s bed to warm when you want some peace and quiet.”

“I resent your implication, and couldn’t possibly comment,” Aramis said in a haughty tone.

Porthos snorted a laugh, and d’Artagnan was struck once again by the easy rapport within the household. Feeling a bit more at ease now that the conversation was moving on from the previous night, he gestured to the bundle at the edge of the table with his chin.

“What’s all that?” he asked Porthos.

“Gift for you,” Porthos replied around a mouthful of bread. He swallowed, and continued, “Took ’em off the men we fought. Thought you might find a use for ‘em. Go on, then—take a look.”

D’Artagnan frowned uncertainly and stood, moving around the table and unwrapping the cloth. Inside, he found a pistol, two daggers, and a serviceable sword belt. He looked up at Porthos, and then over at Aramis, vaguely aware that his mouth was open but no words were coming out.

Aramis smiled at him, sensing that he was at something of a loss.

“We couldn’t help but notice when we brought you back to the castle that you appeared to possess only a broken rapier and the clothes on your back,” he said.

“Well... that and a pony the same color as a buttercup,” Porthos added with a grin. “Athos told us that he intended to provide you with provisions for your journey as payment for shoeing his mare, and this seemed a good place to start. A man should have weapons to protect himself.”

“I... I don’t...” he floundered, before settling on, “Thank you.”

Porthos waved him off. “With the mess we’re in these days, people need to stick together. Help each other instead of fighting over scraps like rabid dogs.”

D’Artagnan’s eyes dropped. “Until I came here, I hadn’t seen much of the former for a very long time—and far too much of the latter.”

He was interrupted by Athos’ entrance, as the man stumbled to the table, bleary-eyed, and flopped gracelessly into a chair.

“Well, d’Artagnan,” Aramis said, “we may have some dogs inside the castle, but I guarantee none of them are rabid. Speaking of which, good morning, Athos. You’re looking particularly
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