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A crooked morning in Paris
The morning wasn't a morning at all; it was more like a slap in the face when, after a night filled with smoke, cheap booze, and strange voices, you open your eyes and realize the sky is just as gray as the thoughts circling in your head. Paris smelled of piss, cold rain, and stale wine, and the alleys coughed like old dogs that no one feeds anymore. A crooked morning, yes, the kind that takes away your desire for everything the moment you wake up.
The city didn't wake you, it kicked you awake. Wheels clattered everywhere on the cobblestones, somewhere a child howled, a butcher chopped meat that probably had more bone than muscle, and the whores yelled at the bakers because they wanted credit again. That was Paris. Not a fairy tale, not a royal dream, but an open wound with a glass of red wine stuck in your throat and dirt under your fingernails.
I lay in some filthy room, somewhere between a dive and a stable. A straw sack that stank more of rats than sleep. My head was heavy, my mouth dry, and the only water I saw was a puddle right under the window, in which a dead pigeon was swimming. Paris didn't care about your dreams; it spat them out before you'd even finished drinking them.
I put on my boots, hard as stone, wet from the rain. My coat smelled of smoke and wine, and there was blood on it somewhere. I couldn't remember whose. Probably from last night, when we had a fight with some guys who had lost more teeth than they could afford. The city was full of these characters: half-starved, half-drunk, completely desperate.
Outside, the fog hung like a dirty blanket over the houses. You could barely see the church towers, and the bells rang as if they'd rather still be asleep. Women were already running through the streets with their baskets, bread, fish, vegetables—all half-rotten, all paid for twice. Men pretending to have jobs. Children pretending to be invisible while they emptied your pockets.
I looked for a reason not to crawl back into the dive bar right away. It was too early to drink, too late to believe in a better life. But that's how it went: you have nothing, you expect nothing, you keep going anyway.
The pub "The Broken Rooster" wasn't even properly open yet, but nobody cared. The door was open, and the landlord was asleep with his head on the bar. I walked in; the floor was sticky, and the smell of old beer and vomit hung in the air. Two figures were already sitting there, staring into their glasses as if they might find answers there. I didn't order anything; I simply took a bottle that was lying around and sat down.
Paris in the morning meant that the night was still in your bones. No one was well-rested, no one was clean. Even the rich smelled of fear, even when they were bathing themselves in perfume.
The three guys who were later called the Musketeers were just guys back then, just as lost as everyone else. But that came later. First came this morning. A miserable morning in Paris.
I heard a horse shy outside, someone cursing, a woman laughing shrilly. Then one of the two figures sat down next to me. He was tall, had a scar across his face, and the way he looked at the bottle told me he was about to knock it out of my hand. I held on tighter.
"Shitty morning," he muttered. "There are no others in Paris," I replied.
He grinned, but it wasn't a friendly grin. It was the grin of a man who had already lost too many teeth and was still willing to risk more.
The bartender raised his head, looked at us, saw the bottle, sighed, and lay back down. That's how it went around here. Everyone knew what was going on, but no one did anything about it.
I took a sip; the wine tasted of iron, as if it had been fermented in old cannon barrels. But it burned, and that was enough. The guy next to me took the bottle from my hand, drank, wiped his mouth, and pushed it back. No words, no argument. Sometimes that was the only form of respect there was.
The morning dragged on like chewing gum, chewy, dirty, endless. I thought about leaving the city, somewhere where the air didn't taste of burnt wood and rat droppings. But where to? Every road led only to another dump. Paris wasn't beautiful, but it was the epicenter of misery, and that's exactly where the people who had nothing to lose congregated.
And maybe that was exactly why we all stayed.
The wine slowly seeped through my veins like a rusty nail piercing my flesh. The guy with the scar was still staring at me, but not hostilely, more as if he were considering whether or not I could be useful. In Paris, everyone was looking for allies, but no one trusted anyone. Trust was more precious than gold and usually lasted as long as a glass of wine—that is, until it was empty.
The bar slowly filled up. A few day laborers who looked as if they'd already lost the battle with the day before it had even begun. A prostitute with more holes in her dress than coins in her purse. An old soldier who came limping in, using his sword like a crutch and pretending to be someone else. Paris was full of people who pretended like that.
I tipped the rest of the bottle into my mouth and felt my head lighten a little, or at least numb. Then the next guy came in. A broad bastard with a beard so shaggy it looked like an old broom. He had that way of walking that said, "Let me through or I'll crush you."
The innkeeper groaned when he saw him, but said nothing. The man was too big, too loud, too dangerous to simply throw out. He sat down at the bar, ordered three mugs of beer, and before they even arrived, he started laughing with the whore. This laughter wasn't exactly laughter. It was a bark, raw, greedy, like a dog barks when it sees meat.
The scarred guy next to me snorted. "Athos," he muttered. I looked at him. "That's his name?" "That's what they call him. Killed more people than the plague. But he drinks faster, so it's fine."
Athos. The name meant nothing to me, but the face told enough stories. There was no nobility, no honor, just a body that knew how to drink, fight, and survive.
I felt the morning slowly becoming a trap. Everyone who came in here carried their despair like a flag. And in Paris, that meant it was only a matter of time before the knives flashed.
The third came as the church bell struck nine. Thin as a switch, with a face that looked as if it hadn't seen any sleep in weeks. A fine fellow, too fine for this place. But his gaze was sharp, cold, and he never kept his hands too far from his belt, where the hilt of his sword peeked out.
"Porthos," the scarred fellow said again, as if he were throwing names at me like playing cards. "Pretty boy. Acts like he's above everyone else. But inside, he's just as rotten as the rest of us."
Athos, Porthos, and the scarred fellow himself. I didn't ask his name, but he grinned as if he'd heard my thoughts. "Aramis," he said. "And you are?"
I could have lied, but what good would that do? "Call me whatever you want. Names don't change anything. I'm just one of many."
Aramis laughed, and it was the first real laugh I'd heard that morning. It sounded like glass breaking. "Then we drink to the Nameless."
We ordered more. The innkeeper complained, but he brought the pitcher because he knew it was better to get drunk with us than to argue with us.
The three men weren't friends, not in the true sense of the word. More like dogs who growl at the same bone but still sleep next to each other because the night is cold. Athos told of a man he'd almost beaten to death yesterday because he'd spilled his wine. Porthos talked about women he'd never had as if they were queens. Aramis mostly remained silent, drinking and scrutinizing the others, as if always mindful of the next betrayal.
And me? I sat in between, a shadow, a listener, someone who empties the glasses and breathes in the stench of the city.
Outside, it began to rain. Not the cleansing rain you find in books, but the sticky kind that washes the dirt off the roofs and drives it into the gutters. It didn't make Paris any cleaner, just wetter.
A few children came in, begging, begging with those big eyes you didn't want to look at. Athos kicked one of them, Porthos tossed a coin that was probably fake, and Aramis simply pushed the door shut. That was it. Pity was a luxury no one could afford.
We kept drinking until the words grew louder, the movements harder. Paris in the morning was like a game of dice—at some point, someone would fall, and then it would all start.
It was the soldier with the sword who started first. He had drunk enough, heard enough, and when Porthos ranted about queens, he laughed so loudly it sounded like an insult. Porthos jumped up, the table tipped, jugs shattered. And suddenly, knives and swords were standing in the room like additional guests no one had invited.
I don't know why I interfered. Maybe because the morning was already off to a bad start. Maybe because I was too drunk to be wise. But I stood up, grabbed the jug Athos hadn't yet finished, and smashed it in the soldier's face.
The sound was muffled, the scream short, the blood immediately drawn. Athos roared, Porthos laughed, Aramis grinned. And the innkeeper shouted: "Not again!"
The fight lasted less than a minute. Knives flashed, fists flew, and in the end, the soldier lay motionless in the dirt, while the whore clapped quietly as if she had just witnessed a spectacle.
We sat down again. Blood dripped from the table, wine mixed in, and it looked like a picture no one wanted to paint.
Athos raised his mug. "To Paris," he said. "To the crooked morning," I replied. And we drank.
Morning had long since turned into midday, but none of us noticed. Time was a bad joke in Paris anyway. The bells rang when they wanted, the sun rarely made it through the muck in the sky, and most clocks stood still or simply indicated how drunk their owner was.
We sat there like rats in a cellar, each with his own cup, each with his own thoughts. The innkeeper pushed bread toward us, hard as stone, and a piece of cheese that had more holes than substance. Food was never the point. Food was just an excuse to keep drinking.
Athos told how he once worked for a gentleman, some nobleman no one knew and no one missed when he disappeared. Athos supposedly didn't kill him, but he grinned as he said it, and that was enough. In Paris, no one believed a word he said, but they listened anyway, because stories tasted better than bread.
Porthos was different. He talked like someone who wanted to forget where he came from. About gold, women, travel—all lies he told with such passion that you almost wanted to get drunk with him, just to keep the images in your head. But in the end, he just stayed here, sitting with us, in the same stinking hole.
Aramis, the scarred one, was the quietest. He looked at people as if they were cards he was holding in a game. Always calculating, always weighing things up. Sometimes he grinned when he saw something we didn't. That guy was dangerous. Not because he would strike, but because he would wait until you'd finished yourself off.
I kept my mouth shut, mostly. Talking too much in this city meant losing teeth faster than hope. But they started to include me, as if I were one of them. Maybe because I kept my mouth shut. Maybe because I drew the knife quickly enough when the soldier fell. Paris was simple: either show your teeth or get bitten.
The innkeeper came back, more nervous this time. "You have to pay," he said. His voice trembled, as if he'd witnessed too many such scenes.
Athos reached into his pocket and pulled out a few coins that looked as if they'd already passed through twenty hands. He threw them on the table. "That's enough." The innkeeper didn't bother to count. He took them, nodded, and disappeared. In Paris, it was enough for the money to make a noise. Whether it was real or not didn't matter—as long as you didn't get caught.
Outside, the rain grew heavier. Cold air snuck in through the cracks in the door, and the stench from the street grew worse. Horse manure, piss, wet dog. There were days when Paris smelled like an open sewer, and this was one of them.
We drank anyway.
At some point, a boy came in, dirty, thin, with eyes that knew more than they should. He delivered a letter. Not to us, but to the whore. She tore it open, read it, laughed bitterly, and threw the paper into the fire. Words meant nothing, not here. Letters were as fleeting as promises.
But Aramis watched her closely. I saw his lips moving, as if trying to guess the words. He said nothing, but his gaze remained fixed on the woman, even after the flames had consumed the letter.
Athos slammed his fist on the table. "Shitty cold," he roared. "Shitty wine. Shitty city." Porthos laughed and took another sip. "And yet we're still drinking here." "Because we have nothing better." "Because we don't want anything better," Aramis murmured, quietly, but we all heard.
For a moment there was silence. Then we all laughed, all three of us, even me. It was that kind of laughter that doesn't solve anything, but at least shows your teeth.
The day dragged on. We changed pubs because the landlord got too scared, and ended up at the "Black Ram," a dump that stank even worse than the first. There was more wine, worse beer, and a staircase leading straight up to nowhere.
The guests were the same as everywhere else: men without a future, women without hope, children without childhood. We fit in perfectly.
A card game began, of course. Cards were the heart of Paris, because they could make you believe, for a moment, that fate owed you something. Athos played, Porthos too. Aramis didn't—he just watched. I did too, because I knew that cards had as much to do with luck as a rope has to do with mercy.
It wasn't long before voices rose. One accused the other of cheating. One reached for a knife. Athos jumped in, not to make peace, but to secure his share.
That was Paris: you enter an argument not to end it, but to see if you can get something out of it.
We didn't leave as winners. But we left alive, and that was a lot. A few bumps, a few scratches, a few new enemies. All normal.
By the time we stepped out onto the street, the rain had finally eased. The clouds still hung like a fist over the city, but at least the sounds could be heard again: merchants shouting, children laughing, carts squeaking. Paris was alive, but it was the life of an animal, living on whatever it could find.
We walked side by side, silent, each lost in his own thoughts. But it felt as if we had shared something more than just wine and blood. Not friendship, not honor. More like an unspoken agreement: You won't fall while I'm still standing. And if you do, I'll take your jug.
Athos stopped and looked at me. "You're one of us now," he said, as if it were a threat. Porthos grinned, Aramis nodded. And me? I said nothing. Because I knew: in Paris, belonging didn't mean protection. It only meant that if the ship capsized, they'd go down with you.
The day wasn't over, but it already felt like an end. A bad morning had turned into a bad afternoon, and I knew the night would be much worse.
Paris was worse during the day than at night, because in the light you see everything: the wrinkles on people's faces, the mold on the walls, the shit in the gutters. At night, you can still convince yourself there's light somewhere. During the day, all that remains is the gray.
We wandered aimlessly through the streets. Athos cursed the rain that had ruined his boots. Porthos chattered about some countess he'd supposedly seduced. Aramis was silent, as always, but his gaze was everywhere—on the rooftops, in the alleys, on the people avoiding us. I just went along without asking why.
Paris was a damn cage. No matter which direction you ran, you kept slamming into the bars. But sometimes it was better to be in a cage with a few crazy people who at least knew how to bite.
We passed a market. The stench was worse than anything else: fish that had been dead for three days, bread that was harder than stone, meat that smelled of disease. Women were shouting at each other, men were fighting over a few coins, children were stealing everything that wasn't nailed down.
Athos grabbed an apple, bit into it, and immediately spat it out. "Shit!" he yelled and threw the thing at a merchant's head. The merchant yelled back, pulled out a knife, but Athos just laughed, as if it were all a game. Porthos patted him on the shoulder, as if he'd just accomplished something great.
I just thought: One more day, one more fight, one more knife—someday it'll get you. But I said nothing. Words don't save anyone in Paris.
We ended up in a dive that was even deeper than the others. A cellar hole without windows, just a few candles that gave off more soot than light. The wine tasted of vinegar, the beer of urine, but it was cheap, and that was enough.
A few guys were playing cards, others were lying drunk in the corner. A woman was singing something that sounded like a song, but only came across as a lament. Paris had no music, just voices trying to drown out the filth.
We sat down at a table and drank in silence. Everyone knew something was about to happen again. In this city, peace was only the silence before the next blow.
It didn't take long. Three men came in, tall, heavily armed, the kind of guys who immediately mean trouble. They scanned the room, lingered on us. I knew what was coming next.
"You beat up one of our comrades yesterday," said the first, a bastard with a face that looked like a smashed pumpkin. Athos grinned. "So? Is he still alive?" "Barely." "Then we were lucky."
That was enough. Knives flashed, chairs tipped over. Paris was a city where every conversation ended in blood sooner or later.
I drew my knife, blocked a blow, and rammed the hilt into the guy's face. Blood spurted, teeth flew. Athos screamed, Porthos laughed, Aramis moved quietly, precisely, as if he'd done it all a hundred times before.
The basement stairs shook with the blows, glasses shattered, someone screamed. The woman stopped singing. It was chaos, pure chaos, but that was Paris—one single, endless riot.
In the end, the three men lay on the ground, one gasping for breath, the others unconscious. Athos wiped the blood from his beard, Porthos kicked me again, and Aramis looked at me and nodded as if I'd passed a test.
The innkeeper cursed, threatened, and yelled, but Athos threw him a few coins, and the matter was settled. Money washed everything clean, even blood on the floor.
We continued drinking as if nothing had happened. The wine suddenly tasted better, sweeter. Maybe because it tasted of victory. Maybe because we were too drunk to notice the difference.
At one point, Athos recounted a dream he'd had: a large house, full of light, full of servants, full of wine. Then he laughed and said, "It's all bullshit. We'll all end up here in the end." Porthos toasted him. "Then we'll drink while we can." Aramis said nothing, but his eyes sparkled in the candlelight.
I noticed that the four of us suddenly seemed like a gang. Not friends, not brothers, but a kind of pack. And in Paris, that was worth more than any prayer.
Evening approached. Paris became darker, louder, more dangerous. We stood up and staggered outside. The air was damp, cold, and filled with smoke. Somewhere a dog howled, somewhere a woman screamed, somewhere a man was stabbed. All normal.
We continued walking, through the alleys, across the pavement, past beggars, thieves, and whores. Every step a new abyss, every glance a new betrayal. But we walked together, and that was enough.
Athos grumbled, "Shitty city." Porthos laughed. "Our city." Aramis muttered, "For now." I just thought: A crooked morning had turned into a crooked day, and the night would be even crookeder.
And damn – I couldn't wait.
Night crept slowly over Paris, like a thief climbing a balcony. Silent, stubborn, dirty. The rain stopped, but the dirt remained, clinging to the alleys, to clothes, to lungs. Paris was never clean, never quiet, never friendly. The darkness only made it more honest.
We walked aimlessly, drunk enough to forget our hunger, sober enough to hear every sound. Athos in front, like a bull who couldn't be stopped. Porthos chattered about some duchess he'd supposedly kissed. Aramis was silent, but his hand rested close to the hilt of his sword. I kept my head down, my eyes open.
The streets filled up. Not with honest people—they stayed home, like mice when cats come. The night belonged to others: the thieves, the whores, the beggars, the thugs, the drunks. Us.
We found another pub, "The Red Lantern." A dump with a name that sounded promising but only smelled of stale beer. Inside, it was warm, stuffy, and filled with smoke. Men were playing cards, women were laughing too loudly, and a musician was tugging at a lute that was missing more strings than it had.
We sat in the corner, ordered wine, and approved, of course. Anything else was a waste. Athos drank as if he were drowning something greater than himself. Porthos flirted with the waitress, who laughed at him but still kept his hand on her ass. Aramis watched everything again, including me.
I wondered why I was here. Not in Paris—we were all there for the same reasons: poverty, hunger, hopelessness. I wondered why I was with them, why I hadn't just moved on when I had the chance. Maybe because the city consumes you when you're alone. Maybe because their brand of madness was contagious.
The evening dragged on. More wine, more voices, more noise. Then, as always, trouble struck. A young man, barely older than a boy, stood in front of our table, chest out, eyes full of pride. He looked at Athos. "You killed my brother."
Athos just laughed, deep and evil. "Then he deserves it." The boy drew his knife. Hands grabbed at the handles. The air was suddenly so heavy it could have cut someone.
Aramis stood up first. "Leave it," he said quietly. "Or you'll end up like your brother." The boy trembled, but he held onto the knife tightly. Porthos simply knocked the weapon out of his hand, laughed, and pushed him aside. "Too young. Find another revenge."
The boy ran out, and I knew: This wasn't over. In Paris, no one forgot. Every cut, every scar, every dead brother was waiting somewhere for its reckoning.
We kept drinking. That's how it was. That's how it stayed.
Later, we stumbled out, staggering through the alleys. Paris was a black labyrinth, and the lampposts cast more shadows than light. We walked through the stench, past rats bigger than cats, past women who chased us, and men who watched us.
Athos yelled something about freedom, Porthos sang a song he'd made up, Aramis remained silent. I stumbled behind him, wondering if we'd even be awake in the morning.
Then we heard footsteps behind us. Quick, quiet. Not the footsteps of drunks. I turned around. Four figures, dressed in black, swords in their belts. Not street thieves—too upright for that. Not day laborers—too clean for that.
Athos turned around and grinned. "Well, what do we have here?" No one answered. One drew his sword, the metal gleaming in the lantern light.
It happened quickly. Paris didn't know any long preambles. Swords flashed, knives hissed. We fought like we drank: chaotically, loudly, unrestrained. Athos was an animal, Porthos a hammer, Aramis a shadow. I held my knife tight, blocked, stabbed, felt blood trickling down my fingers.
One fell. Then another. Screams echoed through the alley, dogs barked. Somewhere a window was thrown open, someone watched, then closed it again.
In the end, we were still standing there, panting, covered in blood. Two of the men lay dead, the others disappeared into the shadows. Athos spat out blood, Porthos laughed, Aramis wiped his blade. I held my knife tight, trembling, but no one noticed.
"Royal dogs," Aramis finally murmured. "They smell like a cardinal." Athos laughed. "Screw it. Not tonight." Porthos raised the jug he was still holding as if nothing had happened. "To us."
We drank in the alley, amidst the blood and dirt. Paris looked at us but said nothing. The city never spoke. It only ate.
Later, we collapsed into a chamber somewhere, some hole they called a room. We lay on straw, on blankets, on top of each other. Athos snored, Porthos talked in his sleep, Aramis woke. I lay there, staring at the ceiling, smelling the smoke, the blood, the sweat.
A lousy morning had brought us together, and I knew there was no turning back. We weren't friends, we weren't brothers, we weren't heroes. We were just four men in a city that would kill us sooner or later.
But on this night, drunk, bloody, alive—it almost felt like something. Not hope. But defiance.
And in Paris, defiance was all you had.
The night didn't end, it only grew heavier. Paris wasn't a place where you could sleep. Even if you closed your eyes, the sounds crept through the cracks: whores screaming, men groaning, knives striking flesh. The city had no sleep, only pauses between the next drop of blood.
I lay on the straw mattress, my throat dry, my head heavy with wine. Athos snored like a bear, Porthos dreamed of women who didn't exist. Aramis still sat upright, his sword on his knees, his eyes half-closed, but never completely. I wondered if he ever slept at all.
At some point, the air in the room became so stuffy that I had to get out. I stood up and stepped into the alley. The night was damp, dark, filled with fog that tasted of smoke. Shadows everywhere, footsteps everywhere, eyes everywhere. Paris was a constant spectator.
I walked a bit and heard voices. Two men, somewhere around the corner. I stopped and listened.
"...the cardinal wants them all..." "...they're nothing but drunks... but dangerous..." "...tomorrow..."
I didn't understand any more because a door closed. But it was enough. The cardinal. The name hung in the air like a knife. Everyone knew him, no one wanted to know him. A man in the shadows, stronger than the king himself. If he knew about us, it was no coincidence.
I returned to the room and lay down again. Aramis looked at me briefly, but didn't ask anything. Perhaps he had heard the voices too. Perhaps he already knew more.
Morning came, but it brought no light. Only a gray shimmer over the rooftops, making little difference. Athos woke up cursing, immediately reaching for the bottle. Porthos yawned, rubbed his stomach, and asked for breakfast as if we were in a damned inn with a tablecloth. Aramis simply got up, as if he'd been waiting the whole time.
We went back outside. Paris smelled even worse than yesterday: wet manure, burnt flesh, old blood. The city was an open wound, and each of us had a festering pimple on top.
We landed in a square where a few soldiers were standing. Red uniforms, shining boots, faces brimming with arrogance. They held their muskets like toys, laughing at the beggars loitering around them.
Athos stopped. "Pigs," he growled. Porthos grinned. "Let's move on before you kill another one." But Athos didn't move. His eyes burned, and I knew: one more wrong word and he'd go.
It happened, of course. One of the soldiers saw us and laughed. "Look, those rats from last night." Aramis placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. "Let's go." Athos spat on the ground. "You go. I'm staying."
The tension was like a taut bow. One word, and everything exploded. Porthos placed his hand on Athos' shoulder and pressed. "Later. We'll drink first."
Athos growled, but he let us pull him away. We turned and disappeared down a side alley. But the soldiers' gazes burned into our backs.
We found a small pub, so dirty that even the wine wasn't truly red. Nevertheless, we sat down. Athos drank, Porthos talked, Aramis remained silent. I could still hear the voices from last night in my head. "The Cardinal wants them all..."
Maybe we were just caught in the crosshairs by chance. Maybe not. In Paris, nothing was accidental. Everything was a game, and we were the cards being shuffled by someone else.
Athos slammed the jug down on the table. "Screw the Cardinal," he said loudly. Aramis looked at him sharply. "Not so loud." "Why? That whole filth knows he wants us." "That's exactly why," Aramis muttered.
A few heads turned toward us. Unfamiliar faces, unfamiliar eyes. I knew Aramis was right. In this city, every ear was a spy, every tongue a dagger.
We drank anyway. Because that was all that was left.
Later, we stumbled back onto the street. The sky hung heavy, gray, filled with rain that didn't fall. We ran through the maze, without a destination, without a plan. Paris was a labyrinth, and we were the rats it kept alive.
Two women stood in an alley, their lips painted, their legs bare, their laughter sounding mocking. Porthos immediately went over, grinning, talking as if he had gold in his purse. Athos laughed, Aramis shook his head. I stood there and watched.
One of the women followed Porthos into the darkness, the other stayed, smoking a pipe. "You're strangers," she said. "We all are," I murmured. She grinned, showing black teeth. "Watch out. Paris eats strangers first."
I nodded and moved on. The words burned into my memory.
Later, when Porthos returned, with a broad grin and emptier pockets, we heard footsteps behind us again. Quick, quiet, determined.
This time it wasn't a gang of highwaymen. It was men in black again. But more than that. Six, seven, maybe eight.
Athos drew his sword. "Come on, you bastards!" Aramis cursed quietly. "We should run." "I'm not running." "Then you'll die here."
It was too late for discussion. The men approached, swords flashing. We stood side by side. Four against eight. No honor, no code, only hunger and defiance.
The fight was a frenzy. Steel on steel, screams, blood. I saw Porthos strike a man down with his bare fists. Athos laughed as he stabbed. Aramis moved like a shadow, precise, deadly. I fought, stumbled, stabbed, felt my arm burning, felt blood running down my skin.
It lasted minutes, maybe hours. In the end, four of them were lying on the ground, two ran away, and the rest were still standing. But so were we.
Breathing heavily, bloody, full of rage.
One of the men remained behind, injured but alive. Athos grabbed him and pressed his sword to his throat. "Who sent you?" The man spat blood. "The Cardinal."
It wasn't a surprise. But the word hung in the air like a curse.
Aramis pushed Athos back and slit the man's throat. "Enough," he said. "Now we know. We need no more."
We stood in the alley, among corpses, blood, and rain. Paris smelled of death, iron, and wine.
Athos laughed bitterly. "Now we're dead." Porthos raised the jug he still somehow had with him. "Then we'll drink while we're still breathing." Aramis was silent. And me? I just thought: A bad morning had led us into a hell with no exit.
And the worst part was: I knew we would still go on.
The rain returned, heavier than before, lashing across the rooftops, washing blood into the gutters. Paris sounded like a drum as drops pattered against metal and stone. But nothing was cleansed. The city's filth wouldn't be washed away, no matter how hard the heavens tried.
We stood there, four men in an alley, with corpses at our feet. Athos was exceptionally silent, his breath steaming, heavy, like an animal after a hunt. Porthos leaned against the wall, laughing nervously, as if trying to explain the corpses away. Aramis wiped his sword, calmly, as if he had just cut bread. I stood there, knife still in my hand, my fingers trembling, not from blood, but from the knowledge that something greater was now beginning.
The Cardinal. The name was like a hook in our flesh. We hadn't sought it out, but it had found us. And once it had its sights set on us, it wouldn't let go.
Athos kicked one of the corpses and cursed. "Screw the cardinal. Let him come himself." Aramis snorted. "He never comes himself. He sends his dogs." "Then we'll slaughter the dogs." "Until the meat sticks in our throats," Aramis muttered.
Porthos grinned broadly. "Maybe we'll become famous." I looked at him. "In Paris, you don't become famous. In Paris, you get buried." He just laughed even louder.
We left the bodies lying there. What were we to do? Let them rot, like everything else. The city took care of it, in its own way. Dogs, rats, rain—Paris devoured everything.
We retreated to another hole. Another pub, another barman who looked at us suspiciously, another wine that tasted of metal. We sat down, and although no one said it, we all knew: This was no longer a coincidence. We had met like debris blown together by a storm. Now we were a heap that wouldn't fall apart, no matter how much dirt was thrown at us.
Athos spoke of his past, wordlessly, only through the scars on his face. Porthos exaggerated stories no one believed. Aramis remained silent, listening, observing, as if he were writing a book no one would ever be allowed to read. I held back. I was no hero, no leader, no man of consequence. But at this moment, that didn't matter.
We drank until the voices blurred, until the lights flickered, until even the cellar rats avoided us. Then we went out, staggering through the rain. Paris was black, endless, full of shadows. But we walked together, four men against a city, against a cardinal, against everything.
At the end of the alley, I stopped and looked at the three of them. Athos, the bull. Porthos, the boaster. Aramis, the shadow. And me—just one more face in the rain.
It had been a strange morning that had brought us together. A morning like any other, only this time the blood wasn't that of strangers, but our own.
I knew: This was just the beginning. Tomorrow would be worse. The day after tomorrow would be even worse. Until one of us fell. Maybe all of us.
But at that moment, in the rain, with the wine in our stomachs and our hands still covered in blood, it almost felt as if Paris was both our enemy and our home.
We continued on. Four shadows against the night.
 
Cheap wine, expensive dreams
Cheap wine was the only thing that held us together. Not friendship, not honor, not some damned vow. Just the booze in the bottles that burned when it went down, making us believe for a brief moment that the world was less crooked than it actually was.
We were sitting in a dive bar so deep in the alleys that even the rats had respect for it. The landlord was a hunchbacked bastard, his wife a scarecrow with breasts that looked like they'd long since lost the war against gravity. But they had wine, and that was all that mattered.
Athos emptied one jug after another, as if drinking against an invisible enemy he could never defeat. Porthos talked incessantly, as if his tongue were the only tool he had ever learned to use. He raved about ladies, about feasts, about battles, all of which, of course, he had won. Aramis just grinned, now and then, and made mental notes that he never shared.
I sat between them, holding the glass, looking at the wine as if it could provide answers. But wine didn't provide any answers. It only asked the questions louder.
"We need more," Athos finally grumbled. "More wine?" Porthos asked, laughing. "More everything," Athos said, slamming the jug down on the table. "We're drinking here, but the city is waiting outside. The cardinal is sending his dogs. And we're sitting here... drinking." "Exactly," Porthos grinned. "What else?"
Aramis slowly drew on his pipe and blew out the smoke. "Athos is right. We're no longer invisible. Someone wants us. And in this city, that means only one thing: sooner or later, we'll be in the dirt."
I drank. I said nothing. But they were right. Paris wasn't a place where you could stay undisturbed for long. The city would always find you.
The door opened, and a cold wind blew in. A man came in, thin, gaunt, with eyes so empty they seemed dangerous. He sat down at the bar and quietly ordered. Athos watched him the whole time.
"Spy," he growled. "Or just a poor dog," said Porthos. "In Paris, every dog ​​is a spy," muttered Aramis.
The guy drank quickly, stood up again, and disappeared. Athos wanted to follow him, but Aramis held him back. "Not now. Not yet."
We stayed. We kept drinking. The hours dragged on. Cheap wine, expensive dreams.
Porthos started talking about a house. "Large," he said. "With a fireplace, servants, horses. A feast every night." Athos laughed harshly. "And when you wake up, you'll be lying in the dirt, just like now." "One is allowed to dream." "Dreaming is the poison of this city," Athos growled. "Dreaming keeps you alive," Porthos countered. Aramis just smiled. "Both are true."
I thought of my own dreams. No grand houses, no servants, no castles. Just a place where the noise stops. But Paris never stopped.
The night crept on. We changed holes, walked through alleys that smelled of blood, past soldiers who looked at us as if we were already dead. We ended up at the "Golden Rooster," a name more beautiful than anything else there. The wine was thinner, the light dimmer, the air even heavier. But it was a roof.
We drank again. Of course.
At some point, a messenger arrived, young, dirty, with a message. For whom? For no one. For everyone. "They're looking for you," he simply said. "Everywhere. The cardinal has your names." Then he disappeared again, as quickly as he had come.
Athos laughed. "Finally. Now we're really somebody." Porthos grinned broadly. "If the Cardinal is looking for us, that means we're important." Aramis looked at us all seriously. "It means we're finished."
We drank anyway. What else could we do?
Cheap wine, expensive dreams. That was all Paris left us with.
The wine continued to flow as if the city itself had cracked open the barrels and poured them down our throats. Cheap stuff, so sour it would eat away at your stomach, but cheap enough to be edible. Cheap wine, expensive dreams—we bought both without being able to afford them.
Athos was the first to escape into dreams. He didn't talk much about his past, but when he drank, something would slip out. "I once had a house," he murmured into his tankard. "A real one. With a fireplace, with horses. A yard full of servants. Everything's gone. All filth." He looked at me as if testing whether I would laugh at him. But I didn't. I just drank. Athos wasn't someone you laughed at when he talked about lost things. His eyes betrayed that he had already buried more than all of us combined.
Porthos, on the other hand, was building castles in the air. "I swear, one day," he roared, "I'll be sitting at a table with the king himself. We'll clink glasses, laugh, share women, share wine. I'll call him brother, and he'll call me brother, too." Athos laughed harshly. "The king doesn't even know you exist." "Not yet," Porthos grinned. "Not yet." Aramis just raised his eyebrows. "If the king ever clink glasses with you, it'll be because you refill his bottle."
We laughed, including me. Laughter was the only thing that kept us human in this city.
Aramis was different. He never spoke aloud about dreams. But that evening, after the third pitcher, he muttered something that silenced us all. "I want to go to church," he said. "Wear a robe. Preach. The word of God." Athos coughed, almost choking on the wine. "You? Church? You're the opposite of a damned priest!" "That's precisely why," Aramis said, smiling crookedly. "Because I know how deep the filth is. Perhaps I want to see if God lies even deeper." We stared at him, and for the first time that evening, no one knew what to say.
Me? I kept my mouth shut. My dreams were worthless. No house, no king, no god. Just peace. But that was more expensive than anything else in Paris.
The evening turned into night, the night into a frenzy. We sang, we laughed, we screamed. The innkeeper tried to throw us out, but Athos put his fist on the table, and suddenly he fell silent. None of us had any money, but our fists and blades were currency enough.
Later, much later, we staggered out. Paris was dark, wet, and full of shadows. We staggered through the alleys, supporting each other, laughing at nothing. But behind the laughter lay something else. Each of us knew that the dreams we'd talked about would never come true. But we held on to them like children clutching broken toys.
We stopped on a bridge. The Seine flowed beneath us, black, stinking, slow. Athos spat into it. "This is Paris," he said. "Everything flows, everything stinks, everything moves on." Porthos spread his arms. "One day," he cried, "I'll build myself a ship, sail out of here, to Spain, to England, to America!" Aramis looked at him, smoking, shaking his head. "You'll never get away from here. None of us will." I looked into the water. "Perhaps the ship sank before it was even built."
We were silent. Only the rippling of the Seine spoke.
Then we heard footsteps. Again. Always those footsteps. Paris had more eyes than any church. Three men stepped out of the shadows. Not like robbers, not like beggars. Clean, quiet, purposeful. The cardinal had many hands, and tonight they reached for us again.
Athos laughed. "Finally! I was already tired of drinking." Porthos reached for his sword, Aramis narrowed his eyes. I felt the wine giving me the courage I wouldn't have had otherwise.
It happened as it had to. Steel flashed, screams echoed. Paris listened, silent. We fought like animals, each blow a dream shattering into pieces. Athos roared, Porthos sang, Aramis stabbed with precision. I fought, staggered, stabbed blindly.
In the end, two men lay in the dirt, one fled. We stood there panting, bloody, drunk, alive. Athos wiped his blade. "Screw the cardinal." Aramis looked at him. "He hears everything." "Then let him hear," Athos growled.
We continued walking, deeper into the night.
Cheap wine had numbed us, expensive dreams had lied to us. But we held on because there was nothing else left.
And somewhere, behind walls, in palaces, the cardinal sat, pulling strings, laughing softly. We were his puppets, and we danced—drunk, bloody, defiant.
Morning came like a slap in the face. Not because it was bright—it was never truly bright in Paris—but because it reminded us that we were still here. Remnants of wine clung to our stomachs, blood stuck to our boots, and the dreams we'd talked up during the night lay like dead rats in the corner.
Athos was the first to get up. He smelled like a cellar full of dead dogs that hadn't been buried. "Another day," he muttered, "another shitty day." He reached for a bottle, found it empty, cursed, and kicked the table.
Porthos was in a better mood. He washed his face in a bowl whose water was so black it looked as if someone had vomited ink into it. "Today," he announced, "I find a lady. One with money. One who looks at me and thinks: That's a man." Athos laughed harshly. "When she looks at you, the most she'll think is: That's a hole in her purse." "Then let her fill it," Porthos grinned.
Aramis remained silent, as always. He sat there, his sword on his knees, looking out the window as if he could read the gray sky. Perhaps he did. Perhaps he knew more than he was saying.
We stumbled out. Paris stank even worse that morning. The rain had only spread the filth, not washed it away. The streets were steaming, people were coughing, vendors were shouting. Everything was as usual.
We walked aimlessly. Athos growled, Porthos chattered, Aramis watched. I hunched my shoulders and kept my head down. The city would eat you if you were too conspicuous, and it would trample you to death if you were too inconspicuous. In Paris, there was no right.
We landed in a square where children were playing—if you could call it playing. They threw stones at rats, who bit back. An old man sat beside them, singing a song without words, just sounds, as if he'd long since gone mad. Paris made you like that, sooner or later.
Porthos stopped and watched the children. "See? They dream too. They pretend to be soldiers, kings, heroes." Athos spat on the ground. "They're rats. Just like us." "Maybe they'll become something better." "No one gets better in Paris. Only older. If they're lucky."
We moved on.
In the afternoon we found another tavern. Not the best, not the worst—just one with an open table. The wine was cheaper than the bread, and the bread was cheaper than hope. So we took the wine.
Athos drank until his eyes glazed over. Then he spoke of his wife. "She was beautiful," he murmured, "more beautiful than Paris would ever have allowed. She was my dream. And then... she was gone. Dreams die faster than dogs." He slammed the jug down on the table, shattering it. No one laughed. Not even Porthos.
Then it was Porthos's turn again. "One day," he said, "I'll give a feast. A big one. Everyone will come. Women, men, children, the king himself. And I'll sit at the head of the table. I'll drink the best wine, and everyone will look up to me." Athos shook his head. "And when you wake up, you'll be lying in the gutter." "Then I'll keep dreaming," Porthos grinned.
Aramis smiled crookedly. "I don't want anything big. Just peace. Maybe a monastery. A place where no one asks what you've done. Just silence, candles, prayers." Athos snorted. "You and silence? You'd hang yourself after a week." "Maybe. But at least it would be an honest ending."
They looked at me. I drank, remained silent. "My dream?" I finally asked. "That tomorrow won't be worse than today." They laughed. But it wasn't mockery. It was the laughter of men who knew this dream was more realistic than all others.
We continued drinking.
At some point, a stranger came in. Clean, too clean for this place. He wore a coat that smelled of money and eyes that spoke of danger. He didn't sit down; he remained standing. "The cardinal wants you," he said. No introduction, no greeting. "He knows where you are. He knows who you are." Athos laughed. "Then let him come." "He isn't coming. But his men are coming. Tonight." Then he left again, as suddenly as he had come.
We stared at each other. Porthos grinned nervously. "Maybe he was just drunk." Aramis shook his head. "That wasn't a drunk. That was a warning." Athos slammed his fist on the table. "Then let them come. I'll wait."
We kept drinking because we couldn't think of anything else. Every sip was a delay. Every pitcher was another dream we couldn't let go of.
As night fell, we went outside. Paris was even louder, even more dangerous, even more alive. Torches burned, voices screamed, shadows flitted across the streets. The city laughed at us.
We walked, aimless. Past prostitutes who chased us, past soldiers who scrutinized us, past beggars who extended their hands to us. All the same. All endless.
Athos stopped and looked up at the sky, which was black and starless. "This is Paris," he said. "A dream that never comes." Porthos laughed. "Then let's keep drinking."
Aramis murmured, "Until the dream devours us." And all I thought was: Cheap wine, expensive dreams. All we had left.
Night came without stars, only with smoke, fog, and the smell of old blood that never seemed to dissipate from the streets of Paris. We had drunk, of course, so much that our tongues felt heavy and our legs light. But the wine couldn't stop the shadows from growing longer and the footsteps behind us from speeding up.
Athos trudged ahead as if afraid to stop. Porthos was still chattering about his damned parties as he stumbled over the cobblestones. Aramis kept his head down, but his eyes were everywhere, moving faster than his feet. I walked among them, feeling the wine in my head, the knife in my pocket, and knew: something was going to happen tonight.
Paris is like a dog. You can feed him, pet him, laugh with him. But at some point, he'll bite your hand off. And we were already elbow-deep in.
We turned into an alley, narrow, dark, and damp. The walls gleamed as if they themselves had sweated. A place where the rats were bigger than the cats, and the cats had long since eaten what they could. Athos suddenly stopped.
"Do you hear that?" Silence. Then footsteps. Quiet, quick. More than one.
Aramis reached to his belt and slowly drew his sword. "They're here." "Who?" asked Porthos, grinning as if he already knew the answer. "The dogs," I murmured.
It was as if my words had lured them out of the shadows. Five men stepped forward. Black coats, hard faces, swords in their hands. Not robbers. Not drunks. These were men with a mission. Men who worked not on coins, but on orders.
Athos laughed hoarsely. "Come on. Let's dance." Porthos drew his sword with a gesture that was more boastful than defensive. Aramis was already ready. I drew my knife, which looked smaller in my hands than it was.
The fight broke out without a word. Steel on steel, breath on breath, screams that were trapped in the narrow alley. Athos was a furious bull, punching, stabbing, kicking. Porthos roared as if it were a play, striking with the flat of his side, laughing in the midst of the fight. Aramis moved silently, precisely, like a spider in a web. I fought like someone who doesn't want to die, more instinct than technique.
The wine was still in our blood, making us brave, making us stupid. But sometimes that's enough.
I felt a cut on my arm, felt warm blood running over my skin. I struck back, blind, felt flesh give way, heard a gasp. Beside me, Athos laughed like a madman as he kicked an opponent's sword out of his hand.
Two men soon lay in the dirt, one wheezing, one no longer moving. The others retreated, slowly, hissing like snakes. One shouted, "The cardinal will get you all!" Then they disappeared into the fog.
We were left behind, panting, bloody, alive. Athos spat, red-faced. "Fucking Cardinal." Aramis wiped his blade. "That was just the beginning." Porthos laughed, even though blood clung to his beard. "Then the rest will come." I remained silent. Because I knew Aramis was right.
We dragged ourselves on, deeper into the night. The alleys were narrower, the shadows thicker. We found a tavern that was still open. The lights flickered, the proprietor looked at us as if he knew he was letting in trouble. But he said nothing. No one ever said anything in Paris.
We sat down and ordered wine. Blood dripped onto the table, mingling with the red, and no one was surprised. Athos drank as if to quench his throat. Porthos was boasting again, as if he alone were responsible for the victory. Aramis sat silently, watching, smoking.
The innkeeper approached cautiously. "You should leave," he whispered. "The cardinal pays well for heads." Athos looked at him coldly. "So? Do you want to try?" The innkeeper shook his head and stepped back.
We kept drinking because we had no choice. The wine was cheap, but it held us together. Every sip a promise we couldn't keep. Every dream a joke we laughed at anyway.
Athos spoke again about his house. Porthos about his party. Aramis was silent. I thought about nothing, because nothing was easier than everything.
Later, when we left, the city was even darker. Paris wasn't sleeping; Paris was waiting. The alleys smelled of iron, of wet earth, of fear. We walked side by side, four shadows pursued by an even larger shadow.
At the end of the path, Athos stopped. "We're damned," he said. Porthos grinned. "Then we'll drink our way through damnation." Aramis nodded, almost invisible. And I just thought: Cheap wine, expensive dreams—we'd need both when the cardinal's dogs came again.
Paris smelled of hot grease and cold blood as we moved on. The alleys were filled with voices, laughter, and screams. The city was more alive at night than by day, but it wasn't a life you wanted to celebrate. It was a cancer that applauded itself.
Athos wanted to keep drinking. Porthos wanted women. Aramis wanted to remain silent. I just went along.
We ended up in a whorehouse called "Paradise." A paradise where the doors creaked, the women coughed, and the floor was sticky. But it was warm, and there was wine. That's all we needed.
Athos immediately sat down at a table and ordered a bottle as if he owned the place. Porthos was gone before the waitress arrived. He pulled a woman onto his lap, laughed, and swore his eternal love while grabbing her cleavage. Aramis stayed in the corner, smoking, observing. I sat down next to Athos.
"Dreams, huh?" he murmured, refilling his glass. "Do you know what dreams are? They eat you from the inside. First you think they give you strength. Then you realize they empty you." He drank, wiped his mouth. "I had everything. A house, a wife, a life. All gone. Because I believed it was real." I said nothing. Words were superfluous here.
Porthos returned, his arm around the woman who already looked as if she had endured every man in this city. "You see?" he cried. "This is life! Wine, women, laughter. Everything else is just dust." Athos laughed harshly. "Dust is more honest." "You're just bitter." "And you're just drunk."
Aramis grinned into his smoke. "Both are true."
We continued drinking. The women laughed, but it wasn't real laughter. It was the sound of coins falling onto a table. I saw their faces, saw how tired they were. Their dreams had long since died, and they were only pretending to have them.
At some point, the innkeeper arrived, a fat fellow with a shining forehead. "You're causing trouble," he said. Athos grinned. "Not yet." The innkeeper narrowed his eyes. "The cardinal has ears everywhere." "Then he should listen," Athos growled.
The innkeeper left again. But I knew he hadn't lied. The net tightened.
Later, when we were almost asleep, the door opened. Three men entered. Black, clean, cold. No customers. No guests. Dogs.
Aramis immediately placed his hand on his sword. Athos laughed and stood up unsteadily. "Come on, then, we'll dance here." The women screamed and retreated. Porthos jumped up, stance wide as if he wanted to block out the entire world. I reached for my knife.
The men came closer. No words, no threats. Just glances.
Then it started. A blow, a scream, steel flashed. Tables overturned, wine flowed like blood, blood flowed like wine. Athos roared, Porthos laughed, Aramis moved like a shadow. I fought because there was no choice.
The fight was short, brutal, and honest. Two of the men remained lying on the ground, the third fled. The house smelled of iron, fear, and smoke. The women wept, the innkeeper cursed, and we sat down again.
Athos raised the bottle and drank. "Dreams have become more expensive." Porthos grinned, blood in his beard. "Then we pay."
Aramis remained silent, but his eyes said that he had long known how high the price was.
We continued drinking, among the dead, among the screams. Paris didn't care. Paris carried on.
Later, outside, under the black sky, we stood still. The wind blew cold through the alleys, smelling of death. Athos stared into the darkness. "We're already dead," he murmured. Porthos laughed. "Then we'll drink like the dead." Aramis looked at him, serious. "The dead don't drink." "Then we're still alive," Porthos grinned.
I said nothing. I knew Aramis was right. But I also knew that in Paris, the dead drank just like the living. Only cheaper.
The wine in the whorehouse tasted of iron, of blood, of the screams that hung between the walls. Two dead bodies still lay in the corner, and no one dared to drag them out. The women had stopped crying; they were laughing again, but the laughter was emptier than before. Everything was emptier.
Athos sat at the table, his head in his hands, still clutching the jug tightly. "Expensive," he murmured. "Everything has become too expensive. Even death." Porthos, who wore blood on his shirt as if it were a medal, grinned. "Death is cheap. You get it around every corner. But a dream—that costs money." Aramis blew out smoke, his eyes narrowed, his face hard. "A dream costs more than we can ever pay."
We sat in this room, smelling of sweat, wine, and fear, and time stood still. Outside, Paris continued to move, but inside we were frozen in this moment—half drunk, half bloody, completely lost.
The innkeeper came back, the fat bastard. He was trembling, but not from us. From something else. "You must leave," he whispered. "The city is no longer your place." Athos laughed dryly. "The city was never our place." "Then get out of here before it swallows you." "It swallowed us long ago," said Aramis.
The innkeeper ran away as if he'd seen the devil. Maybe he had. Maybe it was us.
We kept drinking because we couldn't think of anything else to do. Every sip was another dream, another attempt to forget the inevitable. But dreams didn't last long, especially not in Paris.
Later, we stumbled out. The night was still there, heavy, cold, and full of shadows. The rain had started again, thick drops that didn't wash away the dirt, but only pushed it deeper into the cracks.
We walked aimlessly, as always. Athos was silent, Porthos sang, Aramis peered into every dark corner. I held my knife as if it would save me, even though I knew it was just another piece of iron that would eventually end up in the wrong stomach.
We stopped in an alley. A boy, barely older than twelve, lay against the wall, covered in blood. His gaze was blank, but he was still breathing. Athos knelt beside him and cursed. "What happened?" The boy coughed up blood, muttering, "The cardinal... his men..." Then he fell silent.
Athos closed the boy's eyes and stood up. "This is Paris. Children die for men they don't even know." Porthos clenched his fists. "Then we kill the men." Aramis looked at him sharply. "And then? We kill them all? Paris has an infinite number." I remained silent. What could one say? Words were of no use.
We continued on, deeper into the night. The Seine smelled of foul water, the bridges of fear. Beggars lay beneath the arches, prostitutes stood at the railings, soldiers patrolled as if guarding Hell itself.
Athos stopped, staring into the water. "Everything flows on," he murmured. "Wine, blood, dreams. Everything flows, everything disappears." "Then we drink while it flows," Porthos grinned. Aramis said nothing. His eyes were cold, empty.
We found another hole, a dive with no name. Just a sign with a rooster that had long since lost its head. Inside, it was dark, stuffy, and full of men who looked like they'd left their last teeth on the door.
We sat down, ordered, and drank. Always the same. Always the same cycle. Cheap wine, expensive dreams.
Athos spoke of his wife. Again. "She was everything. She was the dream. And then she was gone. And I stayed." Porthos spoke of his feast. Again. "One day. All light, all wine, all women. And I, the king." Aramis was silent. Again. But in his eyes lay a dream he never spoke aloud. Perhaps church. Perhaps power. Perhaps nothing at all.
And me? I drank. Because I knew my dream was nothing. Only peace. And Paris knew no peace.
The night dragged on, and the shadows grew thicker. Outside, we heard footsteps, many footsteps. Athos placed his hand on his sword, Porthos grinned, Aramis narrowed his eyes.
The door opened. Five men entered, black, clean, cold. Dogs again. Always dogs.
The innkeeper tried to scream, but one of the men slit his throat. He fell silently, like a sack.
Athos laughed harshly. "Finally. I was already tired of drinking." Porthos jumped up and spread his arms. "Then we dance!" Aramis simply whispered, "Dreams are over."
And then it started.
Steel flashed, screams echoed, wine flew from the table. Blood mingled with the dirt, with the alcohol, with the dreams we'd just consumed. Athos lashed out like a madman, Porthos roared, Aramis stabbed quietly, precisely. I fought because I didn't want to die.
It was short, brutal, and honest. At the end, the men lay in the dirt, while we were still standing. Gasping, bloody, and alive.
Athos drank from a broken bottle and laughed. "Dreams are cheap." Porthos shook his head. "No. They cost us everything." Aramis wiped his sword. "And in the end, all that's left is wine."
We sat down again, amidst blood and corpses. Paris breathed around us. The city was a giant, and we were just lice on its skin. But we were alive. Still.
And that was all a dream in Paris was worth.
The morning came crookedly again. Not because it was different from the others, but because it was the same. Always the same gray, the same stench, the same voices. Paris was a damned cycle of filth and dreams, and we ran through it like rats on a wheel.
We were still sitting in the dive, among the corpses of the cardinal's men. The innkeeper was still lying on the ground, his throat open, his eyes empty. No one had covered him up. Why should they? In Paris, nothing was covered up. Everything remained exposed: wounds, debts, dreams.
Athos raised the bottle, drank, and snorted. "The wine's getting worse." Porthos grinned, wiping the blood from his beard. "Or we're getting better." Aramis smoked, his eyes cold. "No. We're just becoming more famous."
That was the problem. Cheap wine kept us together, but expensive dreams made us visible. And in Paris, visibility was a death sentence.
We left the dive bar and stumbled out into the gray light. The streets were full of life, but it wasn't a good life. Merchants shouted, children begged, women laughed too loudly, men cursed too quietly. Everything was a play, and the city was the play. But none of us wanted to watch.
Athos trudged ahead, always like a bull who didn't know where to go. Porthos talked about his party again, as if he were actually planning it. Aramis was silent, and I felt his silence louder than anything else.
We came to a square where soldiers were standing. Red uniforms, shining boots, faces full of arrogance. They saw us, whispered, grinned. I knew what they were thinking: four men, tired, bloody, drunk. Easy prey.
Athos stopped. "Come on," he growled. Aramis grabbed his arm. "Not here. Not yet." Porthos laughed. "Still not. Always waiting." "He who fights too soon dies too soon," Aramis murmured.
We continued walking, but the soldiers watched us. I felt their gazes on my back, like knives.
That evening, we found a new hole. More wine, more smoke, more the same faces. We sat down and drank. Athos talked less this time, Porthos more. Aramis said almost nothing. I just listened.
Dreams hung heavy in the air. Athos dreamed of his wife, Porthos of his party, Aramis of his church. I dreamed of peace, and every sip made it clearer that none of us would ever get what we wanted.
Cheap wine kept us drunk enough to keep going. But the dreams were more expensive than we could pay. And Paris always exacted its price.
Late at night, when the pub was almost empty, someone came in again. A messenger, young, pale, with eyes that knew more fear than light. He placed a letter on the table. No words, no greeting. Then he was gone.
Aramis opened the letter and read it. His face didn't change. But his eyes darkened. He put the paper down.
“The cardinal invites us.”
Silence. Only the dripping of wine on wood.
Athos laughed hoarsely. "Invited? To his dungeon, perhaps." Porthos grinned broadly. "Finally. A feast." Aramis shook his head. "It's not an invitation. It's a judgment." I stared at the paper. The writing was neat, elegant. But between the lines there was only one thing: It's our turn.
We kept drinking because we couldn't do anything else. Every sip a postponement. Every dream a farewell.
Outside, Paris was weeping with rain again. The alleys shone black, the lamps flickered, the voices grew fainter. We walked out, side by side, four shadows against the night.
Athos said, "Dreams are lies." Porthos said, "Dreams are everything." Aramis said, "Dreams are coffins." I said nothing. I just thought, "Cheap wine, expensive dreams—and in the end, you pay with blood."
We continued walking and the city laughed at us.
 
Three guys, one knife, no plan
Sometimes a knife is enough. Not because it's big or sharp, but because it's the only thing you have left. And sometimes it's not enough. Especially when you're in Paris with three guys who drink more than they think and think less than they breathe.
Athos, Porthos, Aramis, and I – we were sitting in a pub again, as if there were nowhere else to be. Perhaps there wasn't. Everything else was more expensive or more deadly, usually both. The barman put down the pitcher, looked at us as if we were already ghosts, and left again.
Athos turned the knife in his hand. A simple thing, crooked, blunt, full of notches. Not a sword, not a rapier. Just a knife. "With this," he murmured, "I've killed more men than I can count." Porthos laughed. "You can't count either." Athos grinned. "And yet I'm still alive." Aramis pushed the smoke out of his pipe. "A knife is enough if you know where to point it." "And if you don't?" I asked. Aramis looked at me. "Then you die."
It was that simple. Three guys, one knife, no plan.
We drank, talked, and were silent. The bar filled up, voices grew louder, the wine worsened. Outside, it was raining again, naturally, as if the sky wanted to drown everything. But Paris couldn't be drowned.
Porthos began his stories again. "Once," he said, "I killed a man with just my hands." Athos laughed harshly. "And then you woke up." "No," Porthos grinned. "He insulted me. I grabbed him, like this." He grabbed the air as if he were holding a neck in his fist. "And then—crack." Aramis grinned crookedly. "And then he paid for your wine."
We laughed. It was a laugh without joy, but better than silence.
At some point, a chair fell over. Two guys were fighting in the corner. One pulled out a knife bigger than Athos'. We watched as he stabbed, as blood spurted, as screams rent the air. None of us moved. Paris was full of them. One more knife, one less.
Athos looked at me. "See? Knives are more honest than words." "And plans?" I asked. "Plans are for people with time." "And us?" "We have wine."
He raised the jug and drank.
The dead man in the corner was dragged out as if he were trash. The innkeeper cursed, wiped away the blood, and poured new wine. Everything carried on. Paris carried on.
Later, when we'd already drunk too much, a boy came in. Ragged, dirty, with eyes that had seen more than they should. He stood at our table, trembling. "They're looking for you," he whispered. "Who?" Aramis asked, though he knew the answer. "The Cardinal's men." Athos laughed harshly. "Let them come." The boy shook his head. "They have a plan." We looked at each other. Three guys, one knife, no plan—against men who had more.
The boy disappeared as quickly as he had come.
Porthos grinned. "Well, let's have another drink then." Aramis shook his head. "We should get out of here." Athos slammed the knife on the table. "We're not getting out of here. We're fighting." I remained silent. Because I knew: We had no plan. Just a knife.
The night dragged on. We stayed, drank, waited. The door opened again. Shadows entered. More than one. Many.
Athos stood up, knife in hand. Porthos laughed, Aramis sighed, and I felt the wine burning in my stomach.
Three guys, one knife, no plan.
And Paris held its breath.
The door slammed against its hinge like a gunshot. Four men entered, dressed in black, clean, cold. They didn't look like guests. They looked like bills finally due.
Athos stood there with his blunt knife, grinning like a madman. Porthos spread his arms as if he wanted to embrace the entire room. Aramis remained silent, but his gaze was sharper than all the blades in the room. I sat there, feeling the wine pumping courage into my veins that I would never have had sober.
The men stopped, looked at us, and said nothing. In Paris, silence meant more than words. Everyone knew why we were sitting here. Everyone knew why they had come.
The innkeeper disappeared before the first blow was struck. Paris had learned when to look away.
Athos moved first. He raised his knife and laughed. "Come on, you pigs." And then the air was filled with steel.
The fight wasn't a dance, not a duel. It was a massacre in a room that smelled of wine and sweat. Tables tipped, chairs flew, glasses shattered. Screams, breathing, blood.
Athos leaped forward, rammed the knife into a stomach, pulled it out again, and laughed. Porthos roared, grabbed a man by the throat, and squeezed until bones cracked. Aramis was a shadow, moving among the men, silent, precise, deadly. I held my knife tight, stabbed, blocked, felt flesh give way, blood spurt.
Wine made us faster, dumber, braver. All at once.
One of the men knocked me to the ground. His sword flashed above me, I rolled to the side, feeling the blade on my arm. Pain burned, blood flowed. I didn't scream, I stabbed. The knife hit his thigh, he stumbled, and Athos finished off the rest.
By the end, the ground was covered in blood. Four men were gone, but we were still there. Panting, sweating, alive.
Athos raised the knife, dripping red. "See?" he grinned. "One knife is enough." Porthos laughed, blood in his beard. "Four men, no plan. And yet." Aramis shook his head, wiping his blade. "That was only the beginning."
We sat down again, among the corpses. The wine dripped from the table, mingling with the blood. We drank. Of course. What else?
The innkeeper returned, pale and trembling. "You have to get out. Now." Athos grinned. "Why?" "Because more are coming." Aramis nodded. "He's right."
We stood up and staggered out into the night. Paris smelled of rain, iron, and fear. The streets were emptier, but full of eyes. Shadows everywhere, footsteps everywhere.
Athos stomped ahead, knife still in his hand. "Let them come." Porthos sang again, some song no one understood. Aramis walked silently beside me, and I sensed he was calculating. Always calculating.
We turned into a side alley, narrow, wet, and stench-filled. Suddenly, footsteps behind us. Lots of footsteps.
Athos turned around and grinned. "More bastards." Porthos raised his arms as if it were a play. Aramis cursed quietly. "Too many." I felt my heart pounding. Three guys, one knife, no plan—and this time there were more than four.
The shadows came closer. Ten men, maybe more. Swords, torches, cold eyes.
Athos laughed. "Then we'll just die here." Porthos grinned broadly. "Better here than sober." Aramis narrowed his eyes. "Or we run." I saw the shadows, saw the knife in my hand, felt the wine in my blood.
No plan. Just Paris. Just us. Just now.
The alley was as narrow as a coffin, and ten men advanced on us like dirt being shoveled over the lid. Athos grinned, knife in hand, and I swore he was the only person in Paris who could still grin in such a situation. Porthos raised his arms as if embracing death itself. Aramis was silent, so silent that I thought he was already mentally counting our seconds.
The men stopped a few feet away. One of them stepped forward, a bastard with a scar across his forehead. "You're finished," he said. No threat, no shouts—just a statement, like the weather.
Athos laughed. "I've been done for years." Then he stormed off.
The rest followed.
The alley transformed into a battlefield, so small you barely had room to spread your arms. Steel clanged against steel, voices echoed, blood splattered on the walls. I stabbed blindly, felt flesh, heard screams, smelled iron.
Athos fought like an animal. He leaped forward, stabbing, punching, kicking. Every blow was rage, every stab despair. Porthos roared like a madman, knocking men to the ground, laughing as he struck. Aramis barely moved, but when he did, someone fell. Fast, quiet, precise.
I was in the middle of it, knife in hand, head full of wine. I blocked, stabbed, felt my fingers tremble, felt my breath burn. Someone punched me in the face, stars exploded before my eyes. I stumbled, almost fell, stabbed upward as I fell. A man screamed, blood spurted in my face.
The alley was chaos. Bodies collided, voices mingled, knives flashed, swords fell. I heard Athos laugh, Porthos sing, Aramis silent. I heard my own heart, loud, much too loud.
One of them grabbed me from behind, pulled me backward. I felt cold iron against my throat. Then a scream – Porthos had crushed his ribs, he slumped, and I fell to the wet ground. I felt the pavement under my face, felt blood and rain. I scrambled to my feet and stabbed again.
It took forever, it took seconds. Time was always broken in Paris.
In the end, six men lay in the dirt, four fled, ran into the fog, and disappeared. Athos still stood, bloody, laughing. Porthos sweated, grinned, and spat out blood. Aramis wiped his blade, calmly, as if he had only blown out a candle.
I stood there, gasping, covered in blood, alive.
Athos raised the knife and grinned. "See? One knife is enough." Porthos laughed. "No plan, and yet." Aramis shook his head. "We were lucky. And luck dies faster than we do."
We dragged ourselves on, through the rain, through the alleys. Paris watched us, the houses, the shadows, the eyes in the windows. But no one spoke. No one intervened. Paris just watched.
We found a chapel, half-ruined, the door open. We went inside and sat down. The floor smelled of mold, candle wax, and dust. We drank what little we had left, and the candles flickered as if they were afraid of us.
Athos laughed bitterly. "That's our plan. Drink, fight, survive." Porthos grinned broadly. "Better than dying without wine." Aramis looked at the cross above the altar and said quietly, "We all die. The only question is: how many dreams will be lost first?" I remained silent. I saw the cross, saw the candles, saw my own bloody hands.
Three guys, one knife, no plan – and yet we were still alive.
But deep down, I knew: every fight brought us closer to the end. And at some point, no knife, no wine, no dream would be enough.
The chapel smelled of old wax and despair. The windows were covered in dust, and the last rays of sunlight cast a pale light that made our bloody hands appear even redder. We sat on the worn pews as if this were a council of the damned. None of us carried plans—only wounds, a knife, perhaps a guilty conscience in our groin. Outside, Paris coughed and howled, but inside, the silence pressed down like a coffin lid.
Athos kneaded the knife between his fingers as if digging for an idea. "We can't go on like this," he said finally, in a voice as if he'd swallowed pebbles. "Every night a fight. Every night new skins. At some point, the cardinal won't just have three men in black sitting at his door, but an army." Porthos shrugged, as if refusing to read the seriousness. "Then we'll drink faster. More courage in our blood, less fear in our heads." He grinned, but the smile was thin, like paper in the wind. Aramis stared at the cross above the altar; it was an old metal cross, black as memory. "Running isn't an option," he said. "We're marks on the back of the city. They see us, where we go, who we touch. Running away just means they'll continue the game on another street."
I listened, inhaling the scent of wax and cold fear, and thought of nothing but the cold on my toes. "No plan doesn't mean we're blind," I said quietly. "Maybe it means we don't want to run around in circles until we're exhausted and slaughtered. Maybe it means we're doing something stupid, but different."
Athos laughed harshly, a sound like metal being dragged against stone. "Stupidity is our business. We have no other." "Stupidity is a strategy, if you're lucky," Aramis murmured. He stood up, walked to the altar, and placed the flat of his hand on it, as if testing a lie. "Or stupidity becomes a legend. Or the grave. There are only ways: fight, flight, hide. Or... we turn the tables." Porthos raised his eyes. "Turn the tables? What, you mean we invite them? Have a feast? Sing songs?" Aramis shook his head. "Not ridiculous. I mean, what if we don't wait for the dogs to come—we send them out to search, and they find something else. A scent that leads to a trap." Athos growled. "And who's going to fall for it? The dogs? Or us?" "You fall for someone who thinks they have the other one in their grasp," said Aramis. "We have to start the game. Not just react."
That sounded good, more elegant than a blunt knife. It almost sounded like a plan. I felt a small flame flickering in my stomach. Plans smelled nice, they felt like a pillow you'd like to reclaim. But plans cost money. You don't just pay with silver—you pay with time and people, and we didn't have time. We only had four people.
"What do you suggest?" I asked. "Tell us in two words or less. I don't like long stories when the night is already short." Aramis smiled melancholy. "Undoubtedly, things will get dirty. We need information. Not rumors. Not boys who come with fear in their eyes. Concrete facts. Where are his men stationed? Who leads them? Is there a name behind the name Cardinal? We find the threads, we tear them apart." Athos groaned. "And how? We steal, we torture, we ask old women their futures out of their hands? We're not spies, Aramis. We do dirty work. We tear, we stab, we drink." "Spies with knives are better than no spies," Aramis replied. "We must learn to listen. A coin in the right ear, a thought in the right bottle. People talk cheaply when you make them feel like they won't have a head tomorrow."
Porthos slammed his hand on the table so hard the wine splashed. "So blackmail? We turn my stories into a weapon?" His eyes gleamed dangerously. "If my mouth is gold, they'll talk. If they like my tongue, they won't lie to us." Athos grinned. "And if they lie, we'll stick out their tongues." "Primitive," Aramis said dryly, "but functional."
We looked at each other. We weren't made for espionage, diplomacy, or banking. We were made for the alley, for knives and jugs. But the night quickly taught us: If you only answer with your fist, you'll soon find no body to lay it on. So: somehow we'll mix dirt with wine and hear the lies before they kill us.
Aramis leaned forward, his voice trailing off, as if blowing out a candle for a plan. "We have three things no one can take away from us: our names, however bad they may be; our blades; and the fear we can spread. We use that. We create confusion. We leave clues that aren't ours. We make the Cardinal hunt his own men. If they start to distrust each other, we've won."
Athos lit a pipe, blew the smoke into the chapel, then looked at us. "You want us to sow lies. We are planters of lies." "We only plant enough for the wind to spread them," said Aramis. "And while they scratch, we sting."
It was a plan, you had to admit. An unfair, dirty, perhaps foolish scheme—but a plan. The four of us sat there and forged something that sounded like revenge and survival at the same time. Perhaps this was the moment we stopped merely reacting. Perhaps it was also the moment we finally committed ourselves to what had long been prophesied to us: short, noisy lives and a grave without a name.
"Okay," I finally said. "Who goes first?" Aramis smiled, as if something heavy like a key were in his hand. "I know an innkeeper. Small shop, near the river. He likes to talk about people he doesn't know. He has connections." "And you want to blackmail him?" asked Athos. "Immediately, if necessary. But first, I'll let him talk. Wine speaks louder than torture." Porthos patted his chest with wavering vanity. "Then let me go to him. I talk well. I can sound like a king, and then they might even steal my shirt." Athos snapped, "You talk like a king, you look like a beggar. Be careful they don't beat you while you lie." Porthos grinned, toasting us as if he had already drunk the first victory. "Let me play. I'll go there, say a few nice things, and the innkeeper will give us the one name. Then we'll see."
We left the chapel at the first hint of dawn, the streets even wetter and the city even louder. The plan wasn't a plan, more like a promise to stupidity: we'll try. We'd plant lies and hope the wind worked for us. We'd cocoon ourselves in the shadows while the cardinal fed his dogs.
Athos stepped to the edge of the bridge, spat into the Seine, and the water took the blood and the laughter and carried it away without asking anyone. Porthos straightened his shirt, already practicing the words he wanted to say. Aramis walked silently, always the one who counts. I looked at the city, thought of the boys who would one day fall for the Cardinal, thought of the children with dirty knees and clear eyes.
Three guys, one knife, no plan—but now with one less bad plan. And maybe that was enough for the night. Maybe not.
So Porthos went to the innkeeper. He walked in like someone opening a show—chest out, teeth bared, the world the stage. I've never seen a man stride so confidently and yet so close to falling. He smelled of cheap wine and vanity; that was his armor. Aramis stayed in the shadows, Athos disappeared somewhere in the city because he couldn't wait. I stayed behind because that's the best position if you don't die: observe, not participate. And because I was never good at acting.
The proprietor was a small man with too many wrinkles and too little courage. His shop was near the Seine, where the air always tasted faintly of fish and old wood. He stood there, hands on the counter, eyes like small holes in a tin can. Porthos came in and began to talk—politely at first, then increasingly loudly, until the words flew like stones. He talked of great houses, of feasts, of kings, and the proprietor swallowed every bite, needing every bite.
"You're looking for names?" Porthos finally asked, as if they'd agreed this was the right moment to show the deck. The innkeeper coughed, wiped his mouth. "Sometimes you hear things," he murmured. "People talk. Men with red ribbons in their hats—they wander the streets, checking out the bars, the dives. They ask about things that don't even have names yet." Porthos looked at him, high-minded, kindly, as if he suddenly belonged. "And these men?" "They're fast. And they have long knives. And they ask about people like you." Porthos nodded, smiling, as if he'd just figured out a riddle whose solution lay in the next bottle. He rattled small coins on the counter, so that they were more rattle than money. The innkeeper looked up, his face changing. Money makes lying easier; it pulls out the teeth of fear, at least for the moment.
Porthos brought more. A name here, a vague place there, a time to remember, and a whisper about a commander who demanded more respect than a king: a small man with eyes like needles, who chased the dogs and held the leashes. "A man named Rochefort," the innkeeper finally said, and the syllable fell like a drop of oil on an open fire.
Rochefort. A name like stone. Not the cardinal himself—the deception was simple: the cardinal was the shadow, Rochefort the poor, and poor people do the dirty work. Porthos smiled, paid, and left the shop with the triumph one can only have when one has just sold a man a small world. He felt like a king, but his crown was made of crumbs.
When he returned, Athos was already there, and Aramis stood up and pulled his hood down. I saw their faces: Athos had the eyes of a man who had fought too many times, Porthos still had the grin of a man who was afraid, Aramis the calm of a seer—or a murderer. We noted the hour, the street, the house with the green shutters. A plan as thin as glass, but at least nothing but one less rag in the wind.
We prepared ourselves, not in armor, not with balls and chains, but with the only currency we had: our bodies, our stupidity, and knives that told rust-filled stories. Aramis had found words that smelled like traps. Porthos had played the role that suited him best—the great braggart who sells his voice. Athos had promised the violence we needed when the lies were torn apart. And I—I would look to play Americans reading the cards while the cards were burned.
The street with its green shutters smelled of oil and cold bread. A maid with a red bow watched us as if her gaze were an alibi. We stood on the corner because corners are useful: they reduce the front and increase the surprise. The clock ticked slowly, like a malicious landlord.
Rochefort arrived with two men, coughing more cold than breath. He wore a coat that seemed to hold more gold than the innkeeper had coins. His eyes examined the shadows, not the people. He walked with the slow pride of a man who knew that dogs bark and that he could pull the leash tight at any time. Athos clenched his fist. Porthos loomed tall. Aramis nodded at me, barely perceptibly. I knew I wouldn't make any grand speeches. Knives in shirts aren't useful for words.
We began simply. A scream from Porthos—loud, theatrical, as if he'd played an actor a hundred times before. Rochefort's men flinched. One misstep from Athos, and a knife flashed briefly. Aramis stepped forward like a judge, and I—I was where knives are more useful than embarrassing. It happened quickly, like saws, quickly like rusty cogs turning a wheel.
Rochefort's hand twitched as if he were about to give an order, but our little orgy of noise and drama was more confusing. One man fell, another broke free, and then there was blood. Not much, never enough. But the panic—the panic was like fire. It consumed us at every corner. A squad of soldiers, as fast as rumors, rushed toward us because someone—someone with a nose for alarm—had barked. It all happened in seconds.
We ran, not elegantly, not heroically. We ran like thieves, like men who had stolen death's backside so many times that they were used to its breath on their necks. The streets became a labyrinth of breath and wet stone. Porthos lost his shoe, Athos cursed, Aramis pulled us through side streets with the precision of a man folding maps in his head.
In the end, we landed on a rooftop, side by side, panting as if we'd lived a few hours too long. The city lay below us, a patchwork of light, blood, and smoke. Rochefort? He was down there, probably angry, probably ready to sink his teeth into people. But he wasn't dead yet, and that was important: the game had begun, not ended.
Porthos laughed as if he had just finished a glorious scene. "We have a name," he boasted, his chest rising like an off-key beat. Athos shook his head. "Names don't kill you. They make you heard." Aramis lit a pipe, striking sparks into the darkness. "And we are heard now. Hearable and dangerous." I thought of the children by the Seine, of the men who would give anything for a drop of respect. We had learned the language of the city: noise.
Back in the chapel, at some point, the knife was blunter, our breathing even heavier. We laughed because on nights like these, you had to laugh, because laughter is cheaper than the realization that you're just one step down in the game. The plan wasn't a plan—it was a match we'd lit. There would be sparks, and maybe fire. Maybe we'd burn. Maybe someone else would burn. That's what plans do: they spread the ashes, they show who else wants to dance around them.
And Paris? Paris snored as if it were content. It had used us again, and we had enjoyed it. It wasn't courage that drove us forward, or honor. It was the idea that you die less stupidly if you tempt death. A knife isn't always enough. But sometimes that's what you have, and then the knife counts like a promise.
We went to sleep, or pretended to. In my head, the name Rochefort was like a drop of oil slowly floating in water—inconspicuous, but ultimately changing everything. Three guys, a knife, no plan—now with a name in the catalog of anger. And that was enough to keep the night from being completely lost.
The morning after the roof wasn't morning at all. It was a transition from one thing to another—from the lightness you feel after a robbery to the heaviness you feel after a name is on your neck. Rochefort ran down below like a man with a thorn in his ass. He had the name we'd thrown at him, and he took it like a scepter. The cardinal's dogs were wagging and growling, and somewhere underneath there was still blood we'd left behind.
We crawled out of our holes, still stiff from the night, and the city greeted us with a cough and three eggs on our faces. Porthos cultivated his grin like a woman cultivates her makeup—wiping, smoothing, smoothing—but beneath the grin was fear. Muscles twitching when tendons are taut. Athos was, as always, a lump: he ate bread and pushed it through his teeth like a judge. Aramis was tired, like a man who's seen too much; he organized the words we'd spoken yesterday and made lists in the air.
"Rochefort won't sit still," said Aramis. "He has the name. He'll wear it like a fire. He'll report to the cardinal. And the cardinal... he loves reports." "Then we must talk," said Athos. "Not with him." "With whom?" asked Porthos, his voice still scratchy. "With rats? With women? With someone who doesn't love us?" "With people who will talk if you whisper in their ears enough," said Aramis. "We need someone inside. A liar who'll get paid."
The idea smelled like an old tobacco pouch. Bad, but with substance. We had a choice: keep swinging knives and hope someone doesn't tie us up, or hack into the politics of filth. No honor, only survival. Aramis chose the latter. Perhaps because his calm had long since ceased to signify contentment, but rather calculation.
Porthos set off again. He was good at talking, bad at the silence after talking. He entered shops where men sat who had more teeth than friends, and had words slapped on like coins. A name here, a half-confession there—Porthos was a salesman, and his merchandise was confidence. He acted big, and the others bought. Sometimes appearances were enough. Most of the time, not. But this city will buy anything, as long as it's packaged in small portions.
I was the shadow that walked behind them. Observer, collector. Once, I heard Porthos buy a guy a drink that tasted of moonshine in a smoky room, and the guy cried. Not because the words were so beautiful, but because someone had finally listened to him. People sometimes paid with tears instead of silver. We took both.
By nightfall, we were already more venomous than the day before. There was less courage, more calculation. Aramis had a plan that reeked of three thin but vital ropes: an informant, a trap, and a false witness. We wouldn't beat the dogs, we would lay tracks for them that would tear them apart. If they distrusted each other, they would have less power to find us.
The informant was a whore who worked by the river. Her name was Jeanne, or so she said, and her eyes were knives with long handles. She had connections—men who saw too much and spoke too little until they were paid. Aramis knew her; he knew everyone, or so he pretended. Jeanne smelled of silk and mud. She was a good source because she had no one to fear, except perhaps the street.
We met her in a backyard, a place where the air was always thin and stomachs heavy. Porthos boasted, Athos growled, Aramis spoke little. I gave her wine. Wine is a good interpreter. The woman looked at us, read through our lies, and said, "Rochefort has men on the streets. He's making lists. And the lists go on."
That was all. Nothing more was needed. We had the pattern—numbers, places, times. We began to pull the strings. Jeanne told of a courtyard where men gathered discreetly, drank, and talked. A place where an order was given and then someone fell. We sent Porthos in like an escape agent, and he wore his lies like a garment.
The courtyard was a patch of asphalt, with lanterns that only pretended to offer help. Men with wolfish eyes sat there, and one—a small light that seemed to see everything—was talking to someone who believed he had power. Porthos stepped up, raised his voice, played the good guy who was about to be cured. Words flew, and somewhere beneath the words, we planted our poison: false names, clues, a rumor that fell like oil on a spark.
It worked. Because rumors are hungry and feed themselves. Rochefort got wind of it, and he acted. He sent men out, and they took to it like fish on a hook. They began patrolling the streets, multiplying their numbers, and in the midst of this commotion, we crept up. We laid false trails, as Aramis had said. We wrote names in the dirt and waited for the rain to wash them away—or for the rain to clear them up.
And they came. Men who barked too loudly, men who believed too much in themselves, were led to lies. They argued among themselves as if they had never learned who to trust. The dogs began to bite each other. Jealousy and distrust are more precise than knives, I discovered. They devoured their own strength.
But a plan is never clean. One mistake is enough, and mistakes are as common with us as breath. One of the men we misled was less stupid. He smelled the lie, or he smelled Porthos' boasting. He didn't follow us blindly. He gathered evidence, gathered glances, and he looked for a connection. He was a man with an ear for things that aren't said. He was dangerous because he didn't strike immediately, but lurked.
One evening, he no longer hesitated. He approached us as if emerging from the fog, and he mentioned names. Names we hadn't expected. A fake smile from Porthos, a flicker from Athos—little things, little mistakes. The guy spoke, and the world shook.
"Rochefort is just the hand," he said. "But he has orders from above. And the orders come from a man named..." He hesitated, then smiled coldly. "The cardinal has a confidant—a man with a scar. His name is..." He let the syllable hang like a drop. "His name is Bezuquet."
The name was new and cut through the air. Bezuquet. Another arm, another voice. The web was deeper, denser. We had thought we were pulling threads. We had only plucked at a corner of the coat, and the scar tightened, reacted. The dogs ran faster.
Panic was now a beast with real teeth. They hunted us, not just with weapons, but with a system that was bloody and precise. We quickly learned what the problem was: You couldn't just swing knives—you had to learn to read. Not just faces, but also newspapers, rumors, glances that were longer than a sentence. And us? We were four men with knives and hunger.
The days grew harder. We crept, sowing lies, yet we received blows that struck more than flesh. We lost allies who thought they could play with us. People who traded stories for silver disappeared. Paris absorbed them into her gut, and no one asked for them anymore.
In the end, I often stood there, by the river, looking at the water and thinking about names. Rochefort, Bezuquet, the Cardinal—they were like parasites crawling through the city's veins. We had given them a scratch, and they had located us. That was the tragedy: We were good guys at bad things, but bad at making the powerful laugh.
We had a plan, we thought. We had set a net, and the net caught something: not us, not right away. It caught others, and in the process of catching them, its teeth showed. Three guys, one knife, no plan—now closer, wiser, but also deeper in the trap.
And Paris? Paris watched, cleaned its streets, laughed in the rain. It had taught us once again that survival here isn't a triumph, but rather a matter of waiting it out while you're still breathing. We were still breathing. For how long, no one knew.
The nights in Paris were always the same, yet each time they were corrupted anew. We had the name Rochefort, we had the rumor about Bezuquet, and all we had were tired bodies and a knife that grew blunter the longer Athos rammed it into the tables. Three guys, one knife, no plan—and yet we sat there as if we held cards that meant something.
The wine was cheap, the glasses dirty, and the words heavier than the bottles. Athos remained silent, staring at the notches in the wood. Porthos boasted, talking of his supposed victory in the court as if he had outwitted the king himself. Aramis smoked, taking long drags, and his eyes glowed in the candlelight like coals no one wanted to extinguish.
I listened. I was always the one who listened. And what I heard was that we were deeper in the dirt than we wanted to admit. Rochefort wasn't finished. Bezuquet was just a shadow of a shadow. And the cardinal? He was sitting somewhere, smoking in the dark, probably laughing at us.
"We have to get him," growled Athos. "Who?" asked Porthos. "Rochefort? Bezuquet? The Cardinal? Or damned Heaven itself?" "It doesn't matter who. Someone higher than the dogs. If we keep slaughtering the curs, we'll soon have nothing left to hold." Aramis blew out smoke. "We have nothing to hold. Only this knife. And this knife is no longer enough." Athos growled, but he said nothing.
We sat like that for a long time, silent, each lost in his own thoughts. Then the door opened. An old man entered, bent over, ragged, a beggar. But his eyes were clear. Too clear for a beggar. He sat down at the table next to us, didn't order anything, just looked at us.
"You're making noise," he said finally. "Too much noise." Athos grinned. "Then cover your ears." "Noise attracts dogs," said the old man. "And dogs attract men who hold leashes. You're loud in a city where silence survives." Aramis looked at him. "And who are you?" "Someone who's seen too much. Someone who knows Rochefort will hunt you until one of you is lying in the gutter."
Athos laughed. "Then let him come." The old man shook his head. "He doesn't come. He sends. Always. And you have no plan. Just a knife. And that's not enough."
He stood up, walked out, and disappeared. No coin, no greeting. Just words that hung in the air like smoke.
We stayed behind, kept drinking because we had no choice. But his words stuck with us. Three guys, one knife, no plan—and everyone in Paris knew it.
Later, outside in the rain, we stumbled through the alleys. Paris was black, full of shadows, full of eyes. Athos led the way, knife in hand. Porthos sang again, a song no one understood. Aramis was silent, as always. I followed behind, feeling the wine, feeling the blood, feeling that we were closer to the edge than we could have wished.
We stopped at an intersection. Shadows moved. Men stepped forward. Rochefort's dogs. Again. Again and again.
Athos grinned. "Come on." Porthos raised his arms. "Again?" Aramis sighed. "It never ends."
We drew our knives, our swords, whatever we had. No plan. Just steel, blood, hunger.
The fight was short, brutal, and honest. We fell upon each other like animals with nothing left to lose. Blood spurted, screams echoed, rain mingled with everything. In the end, they lay there, dead, and we were still standing. Gasping, alive, bloody.
Athos raised the knife and laughed. "One knife is enough." Porthos grinned, blood in his beard. "No plan, and yet." Aramis wiped his blade and looked at us. "But at some point it's no longer enough. At some point it ends."
We continued walking, through the rain, through the alleys, four shadows against the night.
And Paris laughed.
 
The stench of the city
Paris smelled of everything you didn't want to smell. Sweat, feces, blood, rotten fish, stale smoke, cheap wine, too many bodies in too-narrow alleys. The stench was an animal that attacked you as soon as you opened your eyes. Some said you could get used to it. We knew better: You grew numb, yes, but the stench remained, stuck in your hair, your teeth, your clothes, and eventually you became a part of it yourself.
We walked through the streets like shadows. Athos growled to himself, Porthos sweated as always, Aramis remained silent and watched. I kept my knife hidden, not because it helped me, but because it made me feel not completely naked. The city was full of eyes, but none of them really saw you. Everyone was just looking for the next loaf of bread, the next whore's mouth, the next coin.
A cart full of dead dogs rumbled past us. The animals were stiff, their mouths open, as if they were about to bark. The man pulling the cart whistled a tune as if it were a completely normal day. And it was a normal day. For Paris.
Athos wrinkled his nose. "The city stinks worse than we do." Porthos grinned. "Then we'll fit in just fine." Aramis looked at the cobblestones, where traces of blood from last night glistened. "The stench is truth. It doesn't lie. It tells you that nothing is sacred here."
We continued walking, and decay filled the air everywhere. A woman poured the contents of a chamber pot out the window, directly onto the street, right at our feet. Athos cursed, Porthos laughed, Aramis stepped back without a word. I saw the filth slowly seeping into the cracks in the pavement. The city was an open stomach, and it vomited everything back up.
We reached the market. That's where the stench was the worst. Fish that had been dead for three days. Meat that was beginning to swarm in the summer. Vegetables that were more mush than food. And yet people still bought. They had to. Hunger is stronger than smell.
Athos stopped at a stall, grabbed a piece of bread, and bit into it without paying. The merchant yelled, Athos growled back, and the man immediately fell silent. Porthos bought a sausage that looked like it had already lived five lives. He chewed with relish while the flies pounced on the thing just as greedily as he did. Aramis just looked around, and I knew he was looking for signs, for eyes that lingered on us longer than necessary.
"The cardinal can already smell us," he said quietly. "The stench will lead him to us." Athos laughed harshly. "Then let his dogs vomit." Porthos smacked his lips. "Dogs eat vomit."
We laughed, but the laughter was quickly drowned out by the buzzing of flies.
The stench made you tired. It took your breath away, made your limbs heavy. We sat down at the edge of the market, among beggars who smelled like hell itself. An old man next to us stared into space, muttering prayers to a god who had long since fled. A child beside him rummaged through the trash for something to eat. I saw it and thought: We're no better. Just bigger.
Athos drank the rest of his flask and wiped his mouth. "This is the city. Its breath. Its heartbeat. Its ass." Porthos nodded, grinning with greasy lips. "And we live in it. So we are the stench." Aramis closed his eyes briefly. "Perhaps. But sometimes you have to stink to be invisible."
We stayed seated, breathing in the rot, letting it creep into our lungs. Maybe it would make us stronger. Maybe just deader. But there was no other way.
In the evening, as the sun set and the shadows lengthened, a man approached us. Slender, with a face too clean for these streets. He sat down beside us without asking, his smile thin.
"You're loud," he said. "People can smell you." Athos growled. "Then hold your breath." "You must be careful," the man said. "The cardinal smells too. And he hates the stench he can't control." Aramis leaned forward. "And you? Who do you smell for?" The man smiled. "No one. For me. But I know where Rochefort will be tomorrow."
We looked at him, and for a moment his voice drowned out the stench. A new name, a new place, a new death awaiting us.
And the city continued to smell.
The stranger didn't smell of Paris. That made him suspicious. He didn't smell of sweat, horse manure, or old wine. He smelled of clean leather and oil, as if he had just stepped out of a room where windows had actually been opened. A smell that was almost an insult in this city.
Athos stared at him as if he were forcibly beating the smell out of him. "How do you know where Rochefort will be tomorrow?" The man smiled thinly. "Because I can listen." Porthos laughed aloud, choking on the last sausage he was chewing. "Everyone's listening! But few keep talking." The stranger leaned closer, his eyes gleaming in the twilight. "Rochefort is meeting men tomorrow in the Rue des Cendres. Behind a warehouse. They're talking about lists, about names. It's the stench that betrays them—not the wine, not the words."
Aramis blew out smoke, studying the man as if dissecting him. "And why do you tell us that? No one gives away knowledge in this city." "Because I hate the cardinal." Athos laughed harshly. "Everyone hates the cardinal. Yet they kiss his ass." "Not me," the stranger said coldly. "I just want you to increase the stench. Make him rot. Make Rochefort stumble."
The man stood up and left as he had come—without greeting, without saying goodbye. Only a smell remained, one that didn't belong in these streets.
We watched him go, silent. Paris roared around us. Children screamed, a dog yelped, a woman flushed blood into the gutter.
Porthos broke the silence. "Perhaps he's just a messenger. Perhaps a traitor. Perhaps the devil. I don't care. I want to see Rochefort fall." Athos growled. "The devil smells better than we do." Aramis nodded slowly. "If he uses us, we'll use him back. We'll go there tomorrow."
The stench of the city crept deeper into the night. We stayed at the market until the vendors dumped their leftovers into the gutter. Rotten apples, gnawed bones, putrid fish. Beggars pounced on it as if it were a feast. Athos watched, his face impassive, but his hands trembling. Porthos laughed, tossed a piece of bread to a child he didn't want himself. Aramis remained silent, pulled up his collar. I turned away.
We slept in an alley because we were too drunk to find a better place. The stench kept us awake, even in our sleep. Rats crawled over our legs, cats hissed, the rain returned.
We woke up in the morning, hungover, smelly, even more a part of the city than before. The market now smelled of freshly slaughtered cattle. Blood steamed, flies swarmed. Paris greeted us with an open wound.
We set off, the Rue des Cendres in mind. Athos in front, Porthos beside him, Aramis behind us, and me somewhere in between. The path led through streets that became narrower the closer we got to the river. The stench became more pungent. Rotten boards, mold, burnt grease.
The warehouse leaned, a gray structure that looked as if it were about to collapse. Behind it, among the crates and trash, the smell of urine and fear filled the air. We stood in the shade and waited.
It didn't take long. Rochefort arrived. Black coat, scar on his face, eyes like needles. Beside him were three men, all cold, all hard. They spoke quietly, but the city helped us. The wind carried the stench and the words to us.
"Lists... names... the cardinal wants more." "The city stinks. They're hiding here." "We have to find them. Today."
Athos clenched his fists. Porthos reached for his sword. Aramis raised his hand, stopping us. "Not yet," he whispered. "Listen first."
Rochefort spoke. "They're loud. They're like open meat. We'll cut them open and let the rats eat them." Athos growled, trying to jump up. I held him back. We had no plan. Just a knife.
Then it happened: A dog ran into the alley, sniffing, barking. Rochefort looked up, his eyes wandering, searching. Aramis whispered, "Now."
We jumped out.
Athos roared, Porthos laughed, Aramis stabbed, and I rushed after him. Rochefort's men drew their swords, the dog continued to bark, and the stench burned in the air.
The alley transformed into a massacre. Steel, blood, screams. The stench of the city mingled with fresh iron, with sweat, with the breath of death.
Rochefort himself fought like a devil. Fast, cold, precise. Athos almost hit him, Porthos blocked a blow, Aramis dodged. I stabbed, feeling only air. Rochefort laughed, a short, harsh laugh.
The battle never ended. It raged, grew, and consumed us all. The stench grew stronger, so strong that it remained in my head like a second heart.
And Paris watched. Always.
The dog continued to bark as if passing judgment on us. Rochefort grinned, a thin, sharp grin, and his sword flashed like a piece of cold winter. Athos leaped first, knife in fist, a bellowing ox. Steel clashed against steel, sparks flew, blood spurted from someone, perhaps from Athos, perhaps from the man he struck.
Porthos laughed like a madman, threw himself into the middle, and pushed away everything that moved with his mass. His sword was crude, his blow heavy. One man flew against the wall, another fell to the ground. Porthos stepped on it as if it were a grape.
Aramis was different. Quiet, cold, precise. He stabbed into gaps, into the sides, between ribs. His movements were small, but they killed more than Porthos's full force. He was like a shadow that suddenly became a blade.
And me? I held my knife, felt my hand tremble, but I stabbed anyway. Into arms, into shoulders, into flesh. I didn't know if it was enough. But the knife brought me back to life.
Rochefort himself wasn't human at that moment. He was an animal. Fast, merciless. He blocked Athos's blows, dodged Porthos's, felt Aramis' precision, and still laughed. His sword was always where it needed to be. He moved as if he had already survived a thousand battles.
"You stink," he growled as he hit. "You are the scum of this city." Athos laughed back, blood on his teeth. "Then stink with us!"
The stench of the alley was an enemy of its own. Urine, blood, sweat, rotten boards, the breath of the dog that still barked. Everything mingled, everything burned your nose, everything made you dizzy. It was as if you were fighting in a cloud of rot that was suffocating you from the inside out.
I stumbled over a body and almost fell. Rochefort's sword whistled past my face. I stabbed blindly, slicing into flesh, and heard a scream. I didn't know if it was Rochefort or one of his men.
Porthos grabbed one of the men and threw him against the wall, his bones cracking. "Paris will eat you!" he yelled. Aramis struck the dog down, and finally, there was silence. But the silence was worse. Only the clattering, the screams, the coughing of blood.
Rochefort stabbed Athos in the arm, deep and red. Athos cursed and stepped back, but he still held the knife. His face was pale, his gaze dark. He looked at Rochefort as if he wanted to eat him.
"You're just a dog," Athos gasped. "I'm the leash," Rochefort said coldly.
Then he attacked again.
We fought as if we were already dead and had nothing left to lose. Every blow was a curse, every wound proof that we were still alive. But Rochefort was stronger. Not alone, but as part of the whole. The city fought with him. The stench, the rain, the darkness—everything was on his side.
Aramis suddenly screamed, short and quiet, when Rochefort caught him on the leg. Blood flowed, he stumbled, caught himself. Porthos jumped in, blocked, struck, still laughing. But the laughter was hollow.
I felt my breath, short, burning. My fingers clenched around the knife. I knew: One more blow, and one of us would fall. Maybe me. Maybe Athos. Maybe all of us.
Rochefort's eyes flashed. "You have no plan," he hissed. "You're just stench." Athos spat blood. "Then you'll drown in us."
And he jumped, despite the wound, despite everything. The knife in his fist slid across Rochefort's coat, tearing it open, drawing blood. Rochefort cursed, for the first time. His eyes grew darker, harder.
“You’re getting interesting,” he growled.
The battle raged on. The stench of the city crept into our throats, turning every breath into poison. But we didn't stop. Not here, not now.
Because if you're going to stink, then stink until the end.
The alley vibrated like a drum of flesh and iron. Every blow echoed, every scream rippled through the walls, as if the city itself were setting the pace. Rochefort was faster, stronger, colder, but there were more of us—and, above all, too drunk to stop.
Athos was bleeding profusely. His arm hung crooked, but he still held the knife, so tightly his knuckles turned white. He lunged at Rochefort again and again, as if ready to give his life right there in the stench of the Rue des Cendres. Rochefort parried with infuriating ease.
Porthos was a storm, pushing men away, tearing them to the ground, kicking, punching, laughing. But I saw his steps slow, how the weight was pulling him down. Too much blood, too much noise. His laughter sounded more like a cough.
Aramis limped. His leg was red, blood dripping onto the pavement and mixing with the rain. Nevertheless, he continued stabbing, coldly, precisely. But his breath was short, too short. Every blow was a prayer the city didn't want to hear.
And me? I was the shadow behind them. My knife flashed, but it was small compared to Rochefort's sword. I stabbed into sides, backs, and arms, while the others in front distracted the devil. My heart raced, my stomach burned from the wine, my eyes watered from the stench.
"Give up," Rochefort growled. "You're already dead." Athos spat blood in his face. "Then die with us."
Rochefort's eyes darkened, harder. He struck, faster, harder, hitting Athos in the side. Athos fell to his knees, gasping, clutching his stomach. Blood oozed between his fingers.
"Athos!" Porthos roared, leaping forward, slamming Rochefort against the wall with full force. The wood splintered, the stones shook. Rochefort laughed. He laughed while he bled, while Porthos held him. "You're rats," he hissed. "Rats in the dirt."
Aramis attacked from the side, his sword slid across Rochefort's arm, cutting deep. Blood spurted, and Rochefort cursed. For the first time, he sounded uncertain. For the first time, he sounded human.
That gave us strength.
Athos scrambled to his feet, despite the blood, despite the pain. He held the knife like a damned gospel. He lunged at Rochefort, stabbing, striking. A scream, a real one, burst from Rochefort's throat.
But Rochefort struck back. His sword ripped through the air, striking Athos in the shoulder, almost in the neck. Athos staggered, falling against the wall. His face was pale, his breath short.
I leaped forward without thinking. My knife stabbed, hitting Rochefort in the thigh. He roared, kicked me away, and I fell to the ground, feeling the stone, feeling the blood. But I had hit him. And that was enough.
Porthos struck again, Aramis stabbed, Athos gasped. Together we pushed Rochefort back. His men were already lying in the dirt, silent, bloody, dead. Only he remained standing. Only he and us.
The stench was unbearable. Blood, urine, rain, fear. It clung to us, blinded us, deafened us. But we heard Rochefort's breathing, heavy, short.
"You think you've won," he gasped. "But the cardinal sees everything." Aramis smiled coldly, his face covered in sweat. "Then he shall see us."
Rochefort struck again, hard, desperately. His sword struck Porthos in the side, tearing open a wound. Porthos roared, laughed nonetheless, grabbed Rochefort, and held him tight. "Now!" he cried.
Athos, bleeding, almost unconscious, stabbed. Aramis stabbed from the other side. And I, from the ground, plunged my knife upward, deep into Rochefort's belly.
His scream echoed through the alley, short and violent. Then he collapsed.
Silence.
Just the rain, just the stench, just our breath.
Rochefort lay in the dirt, blood flowing into the gutter, mingling with the city's grime. His eyes were open, cold, full of hatred. But he was no longer moving.
Athos sank down beside him, gasping, clutching his wounds. Porthos leaned against the wall, blood dripping from his side, but still grinning. Aramis stood, bleeding but upright. I lay on the pavement, my knife in my hand, my heart racing.
We had defeated Rochefort.
But the stench of the city remained.
And somewhere, in the darkness, the cardinal laughed.
Rochefort lay in the dirt, blood flowing like a small stream through the cracks in the pavement. The rain didn't wash it away, it only drew it deeper, as if to feed the city. Athos sat beside him, pale, his hand on the wound that wouldn't stop bleeding. Porthos stood swaying, still grinning, but his shirt was wet with red. Aramis was calmer, but his leg was a red mark that opened with every step.
And me? I lay there, staring at the sky, which was as gray and rotten as the city itself. We had finished off Rochefort, but it didn't feel like a victory. It felt like we had broken a bone while the body was still alive.
"We have to leave," whispered Aramis. His voice was hoarse, barely more than smoke. "Now." Athos laughed weakly. "Where to? Paris stinks the same everywhere." "Somewhere where we won't be found right away." Porthos spat out blood and laughed. "Let them come. I still have one hand free."
But we all knew: If we stayed, we were dead. The cardinal's dogs smelled blood better than any dog ​​in this city.
We hoisted Athos up, supported Porthos, and dragged ourselves. Every step was painful, every breath filled with stench. Paris clung to us, as if we ourselves were corpses, only walking because we didn't know we were dead.
The alleys were narrow, black, and full of shadows. The rain dripped from the roofs, giving us a cold wash, but it didn't wash anything away. We heard voices behind us. Maybe real, maybe just in our heads. But we walked faster.
Athos cursed quietly, every step tearing at his wound. Porthos was still laughing, but his laughter was brittle. Aramis gritted his teeth, holding his leg with his hand so it wouldn't let him down. I just ran, knife still in my fist, as if it were the only thing keeping me upright.
We found a door, old and rotten, and entered. A warehouse, empty, dark, and full of rats. The stench was worse than outside. Mold, feces, rotten wood. But there was a roof over our heads, and that was enough.
We fell, gasping, bleeding. Athos lay down, his hand still on his stomach. Porthos laughed weakly, almost falling over. Aramis bound his leg with a piece of cloth that was more dirt than cloth.
"We're at our limits," murmured Athos. "We've always been at our limits," said Aramis. Porthos grinned. "Then we'll just drink there."
I sat down, stared into the darkness, heard the rats. They were close, very close. Their eyes gleamed, they smelled our blood. I wondered if they already knew we were about to be killed.
The night dragged on. We remained silent, only our breath, our pain, our stench.
At some point we heard footsteps outside. Heavy, many. Voices. Soldiers.
Athos reached for the knife, but his hand trembled. Porthos raised his sword, but it almost slipped from his fist. Aramis remained silent, his eyes cold. I held my knife, but I knew: if they came, we'd be dead.
The footsteps passed by. We held our breath. For a long time. Then they faded.
We were still alive. For one night.
Athos stared at the ceiling. "We killed Rochefort. But the Cardinal has a hundred Rocheforts." Aramis nodded. "And each one stinks worse than the last."
Porthos laughed, coughing up blood. "Then we'll fight a hundred times. Until one is left standing." I remained silent. I just thought: We won't even make it to the next morning.
The stench of the city was everywhere. In our clothes, in our wounds, in our breath. It crept into us, made us a part of it. Perhaps that was the city's plan: to eventually turn everything that lives into its stench.
We eventually fell asleep, among rats, rain, and blood. Not because we wanted to, but because we had to. And the city continued to breathe, heavily, lazily, incessantly.
The night in the warehouse was a lidless grave. We lay between crates that stank of mold and straw that had long since crumbled to dust. The rain outside hammered on the roof beams, and every droplet dropped a cold needle onto us.
Athos wheezed. His breath sounded as if he were inhaling pieces of glass. He still had the knife in his hand, but it was only a symbol. His stomach was dark, sticky, warm. I saw him grow paler, minute by minute.
Porthos laughed in his sleep. It wasn't a laugh of joy, but a cough in disguise. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, but he wiped it away as soon as he awoke, as if it were only wine. "I'm not dying today," he murmured over and over. "Not today."
Aramis lay with his back against a box, his leg tightly wrapped in a rag that smelled of old sweat. His eyes were half-closed, but he wasn't asleep. He was watching. Always. Even when the life drained from him, he was watching.
And me? I sat there, the knife in my lap, and listened to the rats. They were everywhere. In the crates, in the roof, under the floor. They scratched, squeaked, and scrabbled. Sometimes I saw their eyes flash in the darkness, little glowworms of death. They smelled our blood. They waited.
"They're coming," Athos whispered suddenly, half-fevered. "The dogs... I can hear them." "Not dogs," Aramis said calmly. "Rats." Athos laughed briefly, coughed, blood on his lips. "All dogs. With fur or with teeth. In the end, they'll eat you."
Porthos rolled onto his side, grinning sweatily. "I'll bite back." "Rats will still eat you," Aramis muttered. "They're just waiting for you to be quiet."
The scratching grew louder. I grabbed a rock and threw it into the corner. A screech, then silence. But only for a moment. Then they came back.
The air in the warehouse was thick, humid, and full of stench. Blood, mold, urine. We breathed it in as if it were oxygen. I felt it making me sick, fogging my head.
Athos began to speak, feverish words, unintelligible. "She... she's coming... my wife... the dress... white... everything white... and then blood..." His eyes rolled, he saw things that weren't there. I held his hand, it was ice cold.
Aramis leaned forward, examining him. "He's losing too much. He won't last much longer." Porthos raised his head and snorted. "He's holding. Athos is too stubborn to die." Aramis looked at him coolly. "Stubbornness is no substitute for blood."
I knew he was right. But I didn't want to hear it.
The rats grew bolder. One came closer, sniffed at Porthos's foot. He kicked, hit it, it squeaked, and disappeared. But it came back. Again and again.
"They smell us," murmured Aramis. "We're already meat to them." "Then let them come," growled Athos, feverish. "I'll stab them all." His knife wobbled in his hand, almost falling, but he held on tight.
The night stretched like an endless wound. Outside, footsteps sounded, sometimes close, sometimes far away. Soldiers, perhaps, perhaps just drunkards. We held our breath, every time. The stench made it difficult to breathe at all.
Porthos tried to sing, his voice brittle and hoarse. A song without words, only sounds. It sounded like a prayer unheard. Aramis closed his eyes, as if he didn't want to hear it. Athos continued to murmur about his wife, over and over: "White... blood... white... blood..."
I felt myself getting sick. From the stench, the wine, the blood, everything. I went to the door, opened it a crack, and breathed in the cold air outside. It didn't smell any better. Paris stank the same everywhere. But it was less cramped. Less dead.
When I returned, I saw the rats. Three of them, close to Athos, their noses almost touching his wound. I stepped forward, shooed them away, they squeaked, and disappeared. But they would come back. Again and again.
"We have to get out of here," I whispered. Aramis nodded. "But not now. Not in this condition. They'll find us immediately." "If we stay, the rats will eat us." "If we leave, the dogs will eat us."
There was no way out. Only waiting. Only stench.
The hours crawled by. At some point, Porthos fell asleep, panting, blood in his beard. Athos murmured more softly, his breathing faint. Aramis stayed awake, smoking, his eyes hard. I sat there, knife in hand, and heard the stench. Yes, you could hear it. It hummed, it vibrated, it crept into the ears like a song.
When the first rays of morning broke through the roof, we were still alive. But we were less than human. We were stench in human form.
And Paris smelled us.
Morning came not with light, but with a gray veil that settled over Paris like a shroud. The sun was out there somewhere, but it had no courage to fight its way through the smoke and the stench. We still lay in the warehouse, half dead, half alive, smelling worse than the rats that had been circling us all night.
Athos was as pale as chalk, his breathing shallow. He was alive, but nothing more. Porthos woke up with a laugh that immediately turned into a cough, dark and damp. Aramis was still sitting by the chest, his leg stiff, his eyes red from the smoke he'd been inhaling all night. I felt the mold in my throat, the blood in my hair, and wondered if we could even be called Musketeers anymore. We were just four guys in the dirt, slowly rotting away.
"We can't stay here," Aramis muttered. "We have nowhere to go," Athos growled with his last strength. "If we stay, the rats will eat us. If we leave, the soldiers will find us," I said. Porthos grinned, blood in his beard. "Then let them come. I'm ready for both."
We dragged ourselves to our feet. Athos had to be supported, Porthos staggered, Aramis limped, and I felt as if I had a millstone on my back. We walked out into the gray of dawn.
Paris smelled worse than ever. The rain hadn't washed away the stench, it had only spread it. Everywhere stank of blood, feces, burnt fat, and rotten fish. People stood on the streets, empty-eyed and empty-handed. Beggars, whores, children, merchants—they all smelled the same: of despair.
We trudged through the streets like ghosts. A dog followed us, sniffing, growling, and running away again. People looked at us, some with pity, some with fear, most simply indifferent. In Paris, every stench was just another in the crowd.
Athos collapsed at some point. We hoisted him up and carried him into a side alley. His face was pale, his lips blue. "Leave me alone," he whispered. "I'm just ballast." "Shut up," Porthos growled. "We'll have a drink together." Aramis nodded, his gaze hard. "You won't die here, Athos. Not in this filth. If you die, it'll be with wine in your belly and a whore on your lap." Athos laughed weakly, coughing up blood. "Then live on."
We walked on, hour after hour, every step heavy. The stench followed us, clung to us, became a part of us. We found a tavern on the edge of town, run-down, almost empty. The innkeeper looked at us, about to throw us out, but Porthos slammed a knife on the table, and suddenly he was very friendly.
We sat Athos down, ordered wine, bread, and more wine. Athos drank, choked, and laughed weakly. Porthos clinked glasses with him, even though he barely had the strength to hold the glass. Aramis washed his wound with wine, gritted his teeth. I stared into my glass, seeing only red, only blood.
"We're still alive," said Porthos, and it sounded like a joke. "We still stink," muttered Athos.
"The stench is life," said Aramis. "Without it, we would already be dust." I raised my glass. "Then let's drink to the stench."
We drank. We drank because there was nothing else. The wine burned, the stench lingered, and outside, the city laughed.
We knew Rochefort was dead. But the cardinal was alive. Bezuquet was alive. The dogs were alive. And we—we were just four men who still stank.
The morning brought no peace. Only new stench, new debts, new enemies. But we lived. For today.
And that was a damn miracle in Paris.
 
Cards, women and empty pockets
The tavern was a hole with a slanted roof, yet it was still full of voices. Cards slapped against tables, dice rolled on wood, women laughed fake, men cursed honestly. The smoke hung so thick in the air that you'd think it was the actual roof. We had no plan, no coins, and too much blood on our clothes to sit anywhere else. So we sat inside, like four dogs who'd found a piece of meat in the rain.
Athos was still weak, but he drank because he was alive. Porthos laughed because he always laughed when cards were dealt. Aramis smoked, watched, and remained silent, as always. I looked at my hands, which still smelled of blood, and thought: Cards are just knives made of paper.
The innkeeper brought wine, as sour as vinegar. We drank it anyway. He brought bread, as hard as stone. We ate it anyway. Everything you got in Paris was either spoiled or expensive. And we never had the expensive stuff.
At the table next to us sat men with heavy bags. Silver clinked, women hung from their shoulders, laughter in their throats. They played cards, tossing coins as if they were pebbles. Athos stared, his gaze dark. "Just one win," he murmured. "Just one." Porthos grinned. "Then sit down. I'll show you how to drink them."
Aramis blew smoke. "Winning means being hated tomorrow. Losing means starving today. Choose for yourself."
We finally sat down at a table. Cards were dealt, hands were counted, and coins were placed on the table. We had barely anything, but enough to start the evening.
Athos played seriously, silently, his knife next to his cards. Porthos bluffed, laughed, and slipped coins he didn't have. Aramis looked right through the others as if he could read their thoughts. I held the cards, sweating, and played poorly.
The women came, sat on our knees, whispered in our ears. Their perfumes masked the stench of the city, but only for a few seconds. Their smiles were expensive, their gazes empty. Porthos kissed one, laughed, gave her coins that weren't his. Athos stared at another, as if trying to forget what had happened outside in her. Aramis just nodded and drank his wine.
The game dragged on. Coins migrated. Our pockets grew emptier, while the others' filled them. Athos lost, Porthos bluffed his way through, and Aramis kept us somewhat afloat. I lost everything.
"One more game," growled Athos. "We have nothing left," said Aramis. "Then we play with what we are," grinned Porthos.
And he laid his sword on the table.
The men laughed. "A sword? Who needs a sword when you have silver?" "This sword has seen blood," Porthos said proudly. "More than all of you combined."
The women giggled. One of the men pulled out a coin and tossed it next to the sword. "Then we'll play. To blood and silver."
The cards were dealt again. Athos' hands trembled, but he played. Aramis smoked, watched. Porthos bluffed, grinned, and sweated. I held worthless cards and knew we would lose again.
And we lost. Of course we lost.
The sword was gone. The coins we didn't have were gone. The women laughed, the men mocked.
Athos slammed his fist on the table. "One more game." Aramis placed his hand on his arm. "Enough. We have nothing left." "Yes, we do," murmured Athos. "We have each other."
The men laughed. "What do you want to stake? Your skin? You don't have your women, nor your coins. Perhaps your lives?" Athos nodded. "Our lives."
Silence.
The cards were redistributed. The wine continued to flow. The women continued to laugh. And we played for our lives.
The cards lay on the table like small death sentences. Everyone pulled them toward them, looked at them, hiding the truth in their faces. Athos' fingers trembled, but his eyes were sharp, as if he had grown accustomed to pain. Porthos grinned broadly, wiping sweat and blood from his beard. Aramis remained cool, a shadow behind the smoke. And me? I was sweating as if the devil had dealt me ​​cards that were all against me.
The men across the hall smelled of money. They gambled because they could. For them, coins were just metal, not survival. For us, it was life, death, hunger. They knew that. They saw it in our faces. And they enjoyed it.
"You're risking your lives?" asked one of them, a fat bastard with gold rings. Athos nodded. "Our lives are worth less than your money. A fair wager." The men laughed. "Very well then. Whoever loses pays with meat."
The women at her shoulders giggled, sitting closer together, as if they were already smelling the blood. One sat on Porthos' knee and whispered in his ear, "You're going to lose, big man." Porthos laughed, kissed her roughly, and laid down cards that were worthless.
The first round was lost. Of course. Athos' teeth were gritted, Aramis blew smoke, Porthos acted like it was just fun. I felt a knot in my stomach. One more game, and we were done for.
But Athos raised his head. "One more round. One more." "You want to die," Aramis murmured. "I want to live. And to do that, I must beat her."
The cards came again. I looked at my hand—nothing. Just garbage. Porthos grinned as if he had aces, but he was bluffing, as always. Aramis laid down slowly, his movements calm. Athos stared at his cards as if he saw the future in them.
The wine flowed. Voices grew louder. The air smelled of smoke, sweat, and women's perfume long since masked by the city.
Then the moment came. Athos laid his cards on the table. A hand that could save us. Or kill us.
The men stared, remained silent, and looked at each other. One laughed, short and harsh. "Luck. Nothing but luck." "Luck is all we have," Athos growled.
The round went to us. For the first time.
We breathed a sigh of relief. Porthos laughed loudly, Aramis puffed on his pipe, and I drank the rest of my glass. But the victory was small, and the men opposite us grew tougher. Their eyes were narrower, their hands closer to their knives.
"One more game," said the fat man. "Or are you afraid?" "Fear is our bread," said Aramis. "We eat it every day."
The cards came again. Hands were drawn, eyes flickered. Porthos was bluffing, Athos was sweating, Aramis was calculating. I looked at my cards—more garbage. I laid them down, kept playing, because giving up wasn't an option in Paris.
The women began to take sides. One sat on Athos' lap, whispered in his ear, and stroked his bloody hand. "Play right, handsome," she breathed. Athos's gaze remained fixed, but I saw him breathe deeper. Porthos got two on his knees; they giggled, tugging at his beard as he pushed cards that didn't fit. Aramis remained alone, smoking, and a woman behind him laughed at his calm.
The round dragged on. Coins clinked, voices grew louder. Athos laid down another hand, strong, confident. Porthos pushed, bluffed, laughed. Aramis waited, then laid down. I was the first to lose. My cards were rubbish, and I knew it. But I stayed seated because standing up was worse.
In the end, Athos won again. A small victory, but enough to enrage the men. They slammed their fists on the table, the women screamed, and one of them briefly flashed a knife.
"You're not playing fair," he growled. "Only death is fair," Athos replied.
The mood shifted. The game was no longer a game. It was a prelude to a fight.
Porthos laughed, drank, and kissed the woman in his lap. "Then let's play until we bleed!" "Blood is already everywhere," Aramis murmured. "All that's missing is for us to spill it."
And outside, Paris laughed.
The cards slapped against the table like slaps. The wine sloshed, the women giggled nervously, and the men across from us had their hands closer to their knives than to their glasses. The air vibrated. We were no longer playing for coins, not for swords, not for our lives—we were playing for our next breath.
Athos sat still, his knife next to his cards, his eyes black, as if he'd played through all the possibilities and none were good. Porthos was still grinning, but it was the grin of a man who knows he's long since lost and is still dancing. Aramis was smoking, so calmly it was eerie. I was sweating, my cards stuck to my fingers, and I knew: One of us will fall tonight.
"One more round," growled the fat man with the gold rings. "No cheating this time." "Cheating is Paris," said Athos quietly. "If you want to play honestly, go to church." The men laughed, hard, short. But it wasn't the kind of laughter that makes friends.
The cards were passed around. I got rubbish, again. Porthos pretended to have aces. Aramis waited, his gaze like a knife. Athos held his cards like a weapon, trembling but determined.
The women sensed the tension. One whispered in Athos' ear: "Leave it. They'll kill you." He didn't answer. He laid cards, hard, sharp.
The men added more. Coins clinked, a knife flashed briefly. I drank the rest of my glass, feeling the wine burn my throat.
Then it broke.
One of the men threw down the cards and drew his knife. "Enough game!" he yelled. "Now blood counts!" The women screamed and scattered. Tables tipped over, glasses shattered.
Athos reached for his knife and jumped up, despite his weakness. Porthos laughed and ripped the sword from his back. Aramis slowly stood up, blew out smoke once more, then drew it too. I stood there, my small knife in my fist, and the world collapsed around us.
The tavern transformed into a battlefield. Men screamed, women ran, chairs flew. Blood spurted, knives flashed. Athos stabbed, Porthos slashed, Aramis slashed with precision, and I stabbed blindly, wherever there was flesh.
The stench of the game turned into the stench of death. Wine, sweat, blood—everything mixed together, everything stuck together. The men were strong, but they hadn't reckoned with our desperation. We fought as if we had nothing left to lose. And that was true.
Athos struck the fat man with the rings, deep, across the chest. The man roared, fell, his gold clattering to the ground. Porthos laughed, kicked him, grabbed the coins, even as he was still struggling. Aramis stabbed another in the throat, quietly, quickly, precisely. I plunged my knife into a stomach, felt it stick, and pulled it out again with difficulty.
The tavern was in a frenzy. The innkeeper screamed and ran outside for help. Women screamed outside in the street. Inside, there was only noise, blood, and smoke.
Athos stumbled, bleeding, but he stood his ground. Porthos roared, his voice like thunder. Aramis remained cool, his movements small and deadly. I fought without knowing how.
In the end, the men lay in the dirt. Dead, groaning, bleeding. The fat man wheezed, his gold covered in blood. Athos stood swaying, Porthos grinned, Aramis wiped his sword. I breathed heavily, my knife red.
The tavern was silent. Only our breath, only the stench, only the dripping of blood on the wood.
Porthos bent down and collected coins. "Empty pockets, filled," he grinned. Athos laughed weakly. "For one night." Aramis nodded. "Tomorrow they'll be empty again. And full of enemies." I saw the blood, saw the cards on the floor, soaked with red. "The game never ends," I murmured.
We went out into the night, heavy, stinking, covered in blood and coins that weren't ours. Paris was already waiting, with new maps, new women, new empty pockets.
And us? We just stink deeper.
We lugged the coins through the night as if they were treasure, barely clinking. A few silver pieces, bloodstained, sticky from the tavern floor. But after days without bread, it sounded like a king's treasure. Porthos held them tightly in his fist, as if he could buy the world with them. Athos laughed bitterly, wiping blood from his forehead. Aramis said nothing. I only smelled iron and wine, and it disgusted me.
"Drink," cried Porthos, "we need a drink!" "We need bandages," murmured Aramis, his leg still stiff. "We need everything," said Athos. "And nothing is enough."
We found another tavern, deeper in the alleys, smaller, darker, with women who looked as if they'd long since forgotten what day was like. The innkeeper saw the coins, and suddenly we were kings. Wine, bread, meat—everything came to the table. Women sat down next to us, laughed, kissed, and simultaneously emptied our pockets.
Athos drank as if he wanted to die. Porthos laughed, pushed coins onto the table, let the women play with his hair. Aramis sat quietly, watched, smoked, his eyes full of shadows. I drank because there was nothing else to do.
The wine flowed, the bread disappeared, the meat smelled rancid, but we ate it as if it were a feast. The women danced, sang, and laughed. But behind every laughter was hunger, behind every look was a price.
"Paris will eat you," Athos said quietly, his head already heavy with wine. "Then let yourself be eaten," Porthos laughed, a woman on each knee. Aramis just nodded and continued smoking. "Eat or be eaten. Everything else is a lie."
I saw the coins disappear from the table. First a few, then more, then all of them. Women took them, the bartender took them, the gambling took them. We laughed, drank, ate—and our pockets emptied. Again.
Athos laid his head on the table and murmured. "Everything comes, everything goes. Nothing stays." Porthos danced with a woman, stumbled, laughed, fell, and got up again. "I'm alive! I'm alive!" Aramis drew the smoke deep into his lungs. "And tomorrow we'll be rats again."
The night dragged on. The wine burned, the women grew tired, the money was gone. We had won—and still lost.
In the morning, we woke up in the same gutter as always. Athos with blood in his mouth, Porthos without a coin, Aramis with cold eyes. I with a hangover worse than any blow.
"Empty pockets," said Athos. "Full heads," grinned Porthos. "And another day in the stench," murmured Aramis.
Paris laughed. And we didn't laugh along.
Morning came like a slap in the face. No light, no new beginning—just headaches, dry mouths, empty pockets. We were lying somewhere in a side alley, amidst garbage, piss, and the remains of the night. Athos was half-lying in the dirt, his shirt ripped open, dried blood on his chest. Porthos was snoring with his mouth open, a rat almost stuck in his beard. Aramis was sitting upright, his pipe empty, his eyes open, as if he hadn't slept all night.
I woke up with the taste of rusty iron in my mouth. I felt my pockets—nothing. No coin, not even a piece of bread. Just a crumpled piece of a deck of playing cards that smelled of wine.
"Those whores," Athos growled as he opened his eyes. "They robbed us." Porthos woke up, laughed, and coughed. "Then they just took what was due to them." Aramis shook his head. "We let ourselves be robbed every time. We give, and they take. That's Paris."
I looked down at myself—my belt was gone. Athos' knife was missing. Porthos only had one boot. Aramis' tobacco pouch was gone. We had drunk, laughed, celebrated—and now we had nothing.
"Empty pockets," murmured Athos. "Always empty pockets." "But full heads," grinned Porthos, though his eyes were tired. "Heads full of guilt," said Aramis dryly.
For worse came. The innkeeper appeared, broad-chested, sweating, two men behind him. "You still owe," he said coldly. "The wine was more, the bread was more, the women were more. Pay up." "We paid," Athos growled. "Not enough."
Porthos stood unsteadily, grinning. "Then write it down, innkeeper. Tomorrow we'll pay with blood." The innkeeper smiled thinly. "I'd rather pay for the blood now." His men reached for clubs.
We were too weak to fight. Athos was still bleeding, Porthos was barely on his feet, Aramis was limping, and I didn't even have a knife. But something inside us refused to fall now. Perhaps it was just defiance.
Athos raised his fists, Aramis grabbed a loose bottle, Porthos laughed, and I picked up a stone. We stood in the alley, four shadows against three men with clubs.
The fight was short, brutal, and ugly. We took more hits than we dished out. I got hit in the head with the club, Athos fell to the ground again, Porthos laughed and kept hitting, Aramis threw the bottle, and it shattered on a skull. In the end, we lay in the dirt, the men spat on us, and the innkeeper laughed. "You're nothing," he said, "just dirt in the dirt." Then they left.
We were left behind, panting, bloody, even poorer than before.
"Cards, women, and empty pockets," muttered Athos, his face in the dirt. "This is our life," grinned Porthos, a tooth gap missing. "Our death," said Aramis. And me? I remained silent. I smelled the stench of the city, tasted blood, and knew: we had nothing, nothing at all.
But we were still alive.
We sat in the alley for hours, like forgotten trash. Athos held his side, his shirt covered in blood, his eyes half-closed. Porthos was still laughing, but it was an empty laugh, more coughing than joy. Aramis smoked the last cigarette he'd found somewhere, his hands steady, his eyes still. I felt my heart pounding, the bump on my head from the club hurt like hell.
"We can't go on like this," muttered Aramis. "We can't do anything else," growled Athos. "Yes," said Aramis. "We need a plan." Porthos grinned. "Plans are for people with money. All we have are cards and knives." "Then we'll play with cards and knives," replied Aramis.
He looked at each of us in turn. "We're going to the taverns again. But this time, not just to lose. We're going there to cheat. We have empty pockets, yes. But we have brains. And we have nothing left to lose."
Athos laughed weakly. "Deception is our language." Porthos roared a short, harsh laugh. "I bluff better than any bastard in Paris." I nodded, even though my stomach screamed. Hunger makes you brave.
We dragged ourselves along. Three cripples and a half-dead man wandered through the alleys. Paris laughed at us, dogs barked, children threw stones. But we kept going.
We found a tavern by the river, smaller than the last one, full of sailors, gamblers, and women who smelled of salt and sweat. The innkeeper looked at us and snorted. "You look like corpses." "Then give us wine," said Athos, "and you'll watch corpses drink."
We sat down at a table. Cards were played, coins clinked. We had no coins. But Aramis placed a knife on the table, and suddenly we had a bet.
The men laughed and let us play. The cards were passed around. Athos played calmly, seriously, despite his wound. Porthos bluffed, grinned, and drank. Aramis watched, saw everything, memorized every twitch. I held my cards, sweating, and followed Aramis's gaze.
We started winning. First small rounds, then larger ones. Athos played with the calm of a dying man. Porthos laughed and drew attention to himself. Aramis gave me signs—a finger, a blink, a cough. And I laid down cards that matched.
The coins came to us. First a few, then more. Our pockets grew fuller, our heads lighter. The wine flowed, the bread arrived, the women sat on our knees again. Paris was spinning, and this time we were the winners.
But winners in this city are only winners for a short time.
One of the sailors noticed us. His eyes narrowed, his gaze cold. "You're playing dirty," he said. "Paris is dirty," Athos replied. "Then I'll clean you up."
His knife flashed. Porthos laughed and drew his sword. Aramis remained silent, but his hand was on the blade. I reached for my knife, feeling the trembling again.
The tavern held its breath. Women retreated, the innkeeper ducked. The men stood up, and the cards fell from the table.
It was that time again. Cards, women, empty pockets—and always blood at the end.
The sailor stood over us, knife in hand, and the tavern smelled of salt, blood, and cheap dreams. His eyes were red, as if he hadn't slept in days. Behind him stood two comrades, broad-shouldered, their hands already on the necks of the bottles.
Athos straightened up, pale, weak, but with the calm of a man who had nothing left to lose. "Sit down," he said. "Or I'll put you here next to your cards." The sailor grinned. "You cheated." "We lived," Aramis replied, his voice quiet but firm.
Porthos laughed, stood up, staggered, and drew his sword. "Then let's dance."
The air crackled. Cards lay scattered on the floor, wine dripped from the tables. The women huddled in corners, giggling nervously, clutching their clothes. The innkeeper disappeared into the kitchen, because innkeepers never fight; they only count the blood at the end.
The first blow came swiftly. The sailor lunged forward, the knife aimed at Athos' stomach. Athos dodged, despite his wound, grabbed the hand, and plunged his own knife into it. Blood spurted, the sailor roared, and stumbled back.
Then everything broke loose.
Porthos laughed like a madman, swung his sword, smashed tables, men fell. Aramis moved small, precise, his knife flashing, each stab a sentence without repetition. I was in the middle of it, my small dagger in my hand, blind, desperate, but I struck flesh, I heard screams.
The tavern transformed into a slaughterhouse. Wine and blood mingled on the floor, the cards floated in it, faces blurred, voices cracked. The stench was unbearable—sweat, fear, iron.
Athos fought like a man already in the grave, still refusing to accept the lid over him. Porthos laughed, bled, and continued to strike as if he were indestructible. Aramis was a shadow, cold, deadly, unstoppable. I stabbed, stumbled, fell, and got up again.
The sailors fell one by one. But the price was high. Porthos had a deep wound in his side, Athos was bleeding more, Aramis was limping even worse, and I had a cut on my arm that was dripping.
At the end, there was silence. Only our breathing, only the dripping of blood and wine, only the creaking of the floorboards.
We were still standing. But we had lost everything again. The coins were gone—stolen in the chaos. The women had vanished. The innkeeper was gone. Only the stench remained.
Athos laughed weakly, wiping the blood from his face. "Cards, women, empty pockets." Porthos grinned, coughing up blood. "And still wine." Aramis shook his head. "We're not players. We're just prey." I looked at my bloody hands, the cards in the dirt, and knew: Paris always gave you the same price. Nothing.
We stumbled out into the night. The alleys smelled of rain, garbage, and death. Our pockets were empty, our bodies covered with wounds, our heads heavy with wine.
Paris laughed again. And we didn't laugh.
 
The first glass is always too little
The glass was crooked, the wine in it sour. We were sitting in a tavern that smelled worse than we did. Athos stared at the cup as if the solution were floating in it. Porthos laughed, even after the first sip. Aramis blew smoke as if the wine were merely a byproduct. I held my glass, hesitated, drank, felt the acid rip open my throat.
"The first glass is always too little," murmured Athos. "That's why there's a second," grinned Porthos. "And a third," said Aramis. I nodded. "And in the end, you forget how many there were."
We ordered more. The waiter shook his head but brought it anyway. His hands were dirty, his eyes tired. But coins, even a few of them, spoke louder than anything else.
The wine flowed. The initial intoxication came quickly, as cheap as the wine itself. Athos suddenly laughed, a short, hoarse laugh. "We should have been dead long ago." "We are," Aramis replied. "Just too stupid to realize it." Porthos toasted us, wine dripping into his beard. "Then we drink to stupidity."
We drank. And the first glass wasn't enough.
The room blurred. Voices grew louder, women giggled, men cursed. The city penetrated the walls—the clatter of hooves, screams, the endless groans of Paris. But we sat there, our glasses full, our heads empty.
Athos talked about his wife. Again and again. White dress, red blood, a knife that changed everything. His eyes darkened, the wine flowed faster. Porthos laughed, patted him on the shoulder. "Women are wine. The first glass is sweet, the second bitter, the third blinds you." Aramis nodded. "And yet we keep drinking."
I looked at my glass. The first was empty, and so was the second. I ordered the third. The barman snorted but brought it anyway.
"We have nothing," said Athos, his voice heavy. "No money, no honor, no future." "We have wine," laughed Porthos. "And knives," murmured Aramis. "And us," I said.
Silence. Brief. Then we laughed.
The first glass wasn't enough. The second made everything easier. The third made it all irrelevant.
The night dragged on. Women came, sat on our knees, whispered, kissed, took our coins, our dignity, our time. We laughed anyway. The wine flowed, the lights blurred, the voices became a single hum.
Athos toppled over, lying half under the table, muttering about the white cloth. Porthos danced, swayed, laughed. Aramis remained silent, his glass always half full, his eyes always half empty. I drank until my head was different.
And again and again the same feeling: the first glass was not enough.
The wine flowed, and we lost count. The first glass wasn't enough, the second made us brave, the third made us stupid. Everything after that made us honest. And honesty was more dangerous in Paris than any knife.
Athos spoke first. Athos always speaks first, when the wine has softened him up enough. He lay half under the table, his head on the wood, his cup still in his hand. "I loved her," he murmured. "More than my life. And then she lay there, white as snow, red as blood. And I drank because otherwise I would have seen her face."
Porthos laughed and poured himself another glass. "Women are like wine. They make you happy, then sick, then dead. But you can't live without them." He wiped his mouth and grinned. "I once had one who could drink like a man and swear like ten. In the end, she emptied my pockets and ran away. But I still laugh about it today."
Aramis blew smoke, his glass barely touched. "I once had one who made me pray. And I prayed. But not to God. I prayed that she would stay. She didn't."
I drank, feeling the wine replace my blood. "I didn't have any. Only whores. And whores are honest. They want your money, not your soul. And sometimes that's better."
Silence. Brief. Then Porthos laughed again, loudly, rudely. Athos continued muttering, Aramis smoked, and I ordered more.
The tavern was full. Men played cards, women danced, the barman filled glasses. The stench of smoke, sweat, and cheap perfume hung heavy in the air. But all we heard was our own intoxication.
"The first glass," murmured Athos, "is hope. The second is courage. The third is a lie. Everything after that is truth." "Then we drink to the truth," grinned Porthos, raising his glass. Aramis nodded, his eyes hard. "The truth is: we have no future." "Then we drink to the future," I said.
We clinked glasses, drank, laughed, coughed.
But the wine didn't just make us honest, it also made us angry. A man at the next table, broad-set, with a face like a hoof, stared at us. "You drink too loudly," he growled. Porthos laughed. "Then turn your back." The man stood up, his friends with him. "You're filth. Four guys who have nothing. Just stench." Athos raised his head, his eyes black. "Then stink with us."
The air crackled. Hands went to knives, fists to glasses. Women giggled nervously, the barman ducked.
The first glass wasn't enough. The second made us stupid. The third made us dangerous. And now came the rest.
The men stood over us, broad, smelly, with faces like cobblestones. Their eyes were red, their fists as big as hammers. The wine made them brave, and it made us stupid. A dangerous combination.
Athos wiped the blood from his mouth and slowly stood up. His knife lay next to the cup, and he reached for it as if stroking it. "Sit down," he said quietly. "Drink. Or leave." The tallest man grinned, showing brown teeth. "Or what?" Aramis drew the smoke deep into his lungs and exhaled. "Or you stay here."
Silence. The entire tavern held its breath. Women stopped laughing, cards froze, and the bartender ducked further behind the bar.
Then the first fists flew.
The tall man struck Porthos, hitting him in the jaw. Porthos laughed, spat blood, and reached for his sword. The sword sang through the room, a table crashed, and men roared.
Athos jumped up, stabbed, his knife found flesh. The man roared, blood spurted onto the table, mixing with the wine. Aramis moved slowly, precisely. A stab, a cut, a scream—and he was smoke again.
I stumbled, fell, and got up again. My small knife in my hand, my head heavy with wine. I stabbed blindly, hit an arm, felt blood, heard a curse.
The tavern transformed into a slaughterhouse. Glasses shattered, chairs flew, women screamed, men shouted, blood dripped, wine flowed. Everything mingled, everything stank of iron and alcohol.
Porthos laughed, roared, and struck as if he were a whole storm. Athos was pale, but every stab from him was a judgment. Aramis was silent, deadly, like a shadow with a blade. I was chaos, stabbing, pulling, bleeding, living.
The innkeeper screamed, but no one heard him. The tavern creaked, the windows shattered, and people shouted outside. But we kept fighting because we had no choice.
In the end, the men lay on the ground. Blood, broken glass, wine everywhere. Athos gasped, holding his side. Porthos laughed, blood dripping from his mouth. Aramis wiped his blade as if nothing had happened. I sat on the ground, my knife red, my mind blank.
The tavern was silent. Only our breath, only the dripping of wine and blood.
Athos raised his glass, half empty, half full. "The first glass is always too little." Porthos laughed, coughed. "The last one too." Aramis nodded. "And everything in between is death." I drank the rest, felt the acid, and knew: we were one step closer to the end.
The tavern stank of blood, wine, and burnt fat. For a moment, silence hung over the room, like the brief intake of breath before a coughing fit. Men lay on the tables, in the dirt, in their own blood. Women stood in the corners, their faces white, their clothes covered in red splashes. The innkeeper looked at us, his eyes wide, and then he did what innkeepers always do: He shouted for the soldiers.
"Guards! Murderers! Get the guards!"
Athos cursed quietly and wiped his mouth. Porthos was still laughing, though his face was swollen. Aramis stood erect, his knife clean, his gaze cold. I staggered, my head full of wine, my stomach full of bile.
Outside, we could already hear the clanging of iron, footsteps, shouts. Paris came toward us like a pack of dogs, hungry and merciless.
"We have to go," said Aramis. "One more glass," murmured Athos, reaching for his cup and drinking the rest. "Now." Porthos pulled him up and pushed him toward the door. "You can have a glass later. Now run."
We stumbled out, through the back door, into an alley that smelled of piss, smoke, and death. Behind us, screams, ahead, only darkness. Soldiers were coming from both sides. Torches flickered, iron clanged.
"This way!" Aramis panted, limping forward. We followed, panting, sweating, bleeding. Athos leaned heavily on Porthos, I walked with trembling legs. The alleys were narrow, littered with trash, full of shadows. Dogs barked, rats scurried, Paris laughed at us.
The soldiers were fast. Their voices echoed, their footsteps drew closer. We ran, stumbled, fell, and got up again. Athos gasped, his face gray. Porthos cursed, Aramis remained silent, and I coughed up blood.
We reached a square, empty, with only a fountain in the middle. Soldiers were behind us, and even more were in front. We were trapped.
Athos drew his knife, Porthos his sword, Aramis remained silent, and I raised my dagger. We stood there, four shadows against an entire city.
"The first glass is always too little," murmured Athos, his gaze dark. "Then we'll have another," laughed Porthos, though blood was running from his mouth. "Even if it's the last," said Aramis.
The soldiers approached, their torches casting long shadows. We breathed heavily, the stench of iron and smoke filling our lungs.
Then what always happens in Paris happened: chaos saved us.
A fire broke out behind the soldiers. The tavern burned, flames licked the sky. People screamed, ran, panic broke out. The soldiers hesitated, turned around, and ran back.
We were still standing, gasping, bleeding, staring at the fire.
"Paris is burning," murmured Athos. "Paris is always burning," said Aramis. "Then let's drink to that," grinned Porthos. I nodded. "And again tomorrow."
We disappeared into the shadows, the flames at our backs, the stench in our lungs.
We fled to an abandoned bakery, its windows boarded up. Inside, it smelled of mold, old flour, and rats. But it was dark and empty, and that was enough. We tumbled in like sacks, one after the other. Athos immediately sank to the ground, gasping, clutching his side. Porthos laughed, but his laughter was filled with blood. Aramis stopped, closed the door behind us, and leaned against it. I fell onto a crate, my head pounding, my stomach churning.
"One more glass," murmured Athos, his eyes half-closed. "All empty," said Aramis. "We have nothing left." "Then we're nothing," laughed Porthos, coughed, and spat red. I reached for my bag and found only a piece of bread, hard as stone. I threw it in the corner. A rat immediately came, tugged at it, and devoured it.
We were silent. Only our breath, our blood, the stench of mold.
Athos spoke softly, almost like a prayer: "The first glass makes you believe everything will get better. The second shows you that everything will stay the same. The third proves you've long since lost." Porthos grinned, tilting his head back. "Then I'll drink until I win." Aramis pulled on his pipe, but it was empty. He only sucked in air, only blew out dust. "No one wins here." I stared at my hands, trembling, bloody, empty.
The night dragged on. We heard the screams outside, the crackling of wood, the crackling of the fire. Paris was burning, and we sat in a bakery, as poor as ever.
Athos began to speak, feverish words, unintelligible. "White... dress... blood... always blood..." His eyes rolled, he sweated, trembled. Porthos placed a hand on his shoulder. "Hold on, brother." Aramis leaned forward, examining the wound. "It's getting worse." "It's always been worse," murmured Athos.
We had nothing to save him. No bandages, no wine, not even water. Just dirty rags, just our hands. We did what we could, and it was nothing.
I leaned my head against the wall, heard the crackling outside, smelled smoke and mold. My stomach was screaming for wine. My throat was dry. The first glass was always too little—and now we had none at all.
The silence became heavy. Everyone was thinking about something different: Athos about his wife, Porthos about his strength, Aramis about his faith, and I about the taste of wine.
At some point, Porthos fell asleep, snoring loudly as if he wanted to drown out the entire city. Aramis remained awake, his eyes hard, his hand on his blade. Athos continued to mutter the same thing over and over again: "White... Blood... White..."
And me? I counted the minutes until morning came.
Morning came through the cracks in the boarded-up windows like a gray knife. No light, no comfort—only the reminder that we weren't dead yet. Athos still lay on the floor, pale, his lips dry, his eyes half-open, as if he were only a shadow of himself. Porthos snored loudly, each cough spewing blood into the dust. Aramis sat against the wall, staring into nothingness, his face hard as stone. I woke up with a pounding head and a burning throat.
"Wine," murmured Athos. "Just a sip." "We have nothing," said Aramis, his voice rough. "Then get something," growled Porthos, now waking up, stretching as if he weren't covered in wounds. "Get wine, bread, women, whatever. I'm dying of thirst." I stood up, staggered, searched my pockets. Emptiness. Always emptiness.
Outside, you could still hear the screams, the hooves, the voices of the city. Paris was never quiet. Paris was an animal, always hungry. And we were its food.
Aramis sighed, slowly stood up, and limped. "We have to get out. If we stay, they'll find us. If we leave, we might die faster. But at least not here in this mold." Athos laughed weakly, coughing up blood. "Dying is dying." "Yes," said Aramis. "But it's easier with a glass of wine in your stomach."
That convinced us.
We dragged Athos up, Porthos supporting him, and I held him on the other side. Aramis led the way, his knife in hand, his eyes dark. We stepped out into the morning, and Paris smelled worse than ever. Smoke from the fire, shit in the alleys, blood from the night. And somewhere, a woman's perfume, which only made it all worse.
We walked through the streets, staggering, like four corpses not yet buried. People looked at us, spat, laughed, some kept their distance. A dog followed us, barking, sniffing. Athos stumbled, we held him. Porthos cursed, Aramis remained silent. I was just looking for a sign of an inn.
And we found one. A crooked wooden sign, a cup painted on it, the door half-open. We stumbled inside, and the innkeeper looked at us as if he'd seen death himself enter.
"Wine," Porthos growled. "You have money?" asked the innkeeper. Aramis placed a knife on the table. "We'll pay in irons." The innkeeper hesitated, saw our faces, saw our blood. Then he put down a bottle, cheap, sour, but liquid.
Athos drank first, greedily, blood running down his chin. Porthos took the bottle, drank, and laughed. Aramis took a sip, not flinching. I drank last, and the wine burned like fire, but it was life.
"The first glass," murmured Athos, "is always too little." "Then we'll have the second," grinned Porthos. "And hope it's not the last," said Aramis. I nodded. "The last glass is always too little."
And we continued drinking while Paris looked for us outside.
The innkeeper placed the pitcher on the table for us, and we clung to it like beggars to a beggar's bowl. Athos held the glass with trembling fingers, drank, choked, coughed, blood dripped into the cup. Porthos laughed, took the glass from him, and drank deeply, as if he wanted to drown the whole morning in one gulp. Aramis sat still, his face like stone, and drank slowly, almost solemnly. I held my glass, staring into it as if I saw an answer in it.
But the wine was just wine. Sour, cheap, dirty. The first glass quenched the thirst, but not the emptiness. The second made the wounds bearable, but not healed them. The third made you honest, and honesty was worse than hunger.
"We're at our limits," murmured Athos, his gaze blank. "Truly at our limits." "We've always been at our limits," laughed Porthos, wine in his beard. "But we're still drinking." Aramis puffed on his pipe, which was long empty. "It's all we can do." I nodded, took a sip, felt the wine clouding me. "And all we are."
We sat like that for hours. We drank, were silent, and spoke little. Outside, the city roared, but inside, there was only the wine and our stench. Women came in briefly, saw us, and left. Men looked at us and steered clear. The innkeeper shook his head, but he let us sit as long as the jug wasn't empty.
Athos spoke again of his wife. White dress, blood, betrayal. Always the same words, always the same images. Porthos laughed at this, but his laughter sounded tired. Aramis listened, remained silent, and blew out smoke that wasn't there. I drank until my hands went numb.
"The first glass," said Athos, "gives you hope. The second takes it away. The third shows you that it doesn't matter." "Then we'll drink the fourth," grinned Porthos. "And the fifth," murmured Aramis. I raised my glass. "And in the end, we'll just be glasses."
We clinked glasses, the wine sloshed and dripped onto the table. The innkeeper looked at us, sighed, and put another pitcher down. He knew we wouldn't pay. But perhaps he did it out of pity. Or because he knew we'd soon be dead anyway.
The second jug flowed faster. Athos almost toppled off his chair, Porthos sang off-key, Aramis muttered a prayer, and I laughed at nothing. The wine made us lighter, but not better. It made us more honest, and honesty reeked of death.
In the end, the jugs were empty. Our pockets were empty. Our heads were full. We stood up, staggered, stumbled out into the morning, which had long since passed into midday.
Paris smelled even worse. Smoke, feces, blood. But we smelled worse. We were four shadows, staggering through the streets, searching for the next drink.
Athos leaned on Porthos, Porthos laughed, Aramis was silent, I held my knife in my hand, although no one followed us.
"The first glass is always too little," murmured Athos. "And the last one too," replied Aramis. Porthos grinned. "Then we drink until there's no more glass left." I nodded. "And then we drink the heavens dry."
We disappeared into the alleys, four men without a future, but thirsty.
And Paris laughed.
 
Beatings in the back room
The taverns of Paris all had the same anatomy: laughter in the front, blood in the back. The front room was for tourists—if such a thing even existed. The back room was for those who knew that wine was always just a prelude.
We were broke again, drunk again, hungry again. The evening began as usual: one glass, two glasses, cheap bread, a woman grinning at us and searching our pockets for leftovers. But then the barman arrived, a small man with eyes that always looked somewhere behind you. He leaned over us and hissed, "The gentlemen back there are asking for you."
Athos raised his eyebrows. "Gentlemen?" "With coins," said the innkeeper. "And with fists."
Porthos laughed and banged on the table. "Then we'll go." Aramis pulled on his pipe, blew smoke, and nodded. "The back room is waiting." I took my knife, the only thing I still had, and followed.
The back room was small, filled with smoke and shadows. Three men sat at the table, tall and broad, with faces like battlefields. Coins lay before them, shining, tempting.
"You're the Musketeers?" one asked, his voice like gravel. "We're four men drinking," said Athos. "Then drink with us. But first—a game."
Porthos laughed and immediately sat down. "Cards?" "No cards," the man grinned. "Fists."
The coins flashed. We knew what it meant. No hands, no dice. Just blows. Whoever fell, lost. Whoever stood, won.
Aramis sighed, smoking. "Paris is always the same." Athos nodded, putting his knife aside. "Then we strike." I swallowed, sat down, and felt the ground shake beneath me.
The first fight began. Porthos against one of them. The room vibrated as fists clashed. Blood spurted quickly, laughter even faster. Porthos laughed, roared, took blows, returned blows, almost fell, got up again. His fist struck the man in the jaw, a crack, a scream. The first fell.
The coins clinked, the table shook. Athos smiled weakly. "One."
Then came the second. This time against me.
I felt the fists, hard, heavy, like stones. My head pounded, my nose broke, blood flowed. But I fought back, blind, desperate, drunken. I fell, got up again, fell, got up again. The man laughed, but I stabbed him in the eye with my fist, again and again. In the end, he lay, and I stood, staggering, bloody, but standing.
“Two,” murmured Aramis.
The last man grinned broadly, his hands like hammers. He pointed at Athos. "Your turn." Athos stood, swaying, but his eyes were black and clear. He raised his fists, and the fight began.
Athos stood staggering before the last man. The man was a giant, hands like sledgehammers, shoulders like a barn door. His eyes gleamed coldly, as if he were there solely to kill. Athos looked as if he could barely stand. But he raised his fists as if they were swords.
"You're already half dead," grinned the giant. Athos laughed hoarsely. "Then you only need the other half."
The first blow came swiftly. The giant hit Athos on the temple, a dull thud. Athos staggered, almost fell, caught himself. Blood dripped from his forehead. He wiped it away, grinning. "Was that all?"
The room was buzzing. Men laughed, women shrieked, coins were already changing hands. Porthos roared and tried to jump up, but Aramis held him back. "He has to be alone." "Alone he dies!" "Alone he might live."
Athos struck back. His fist was smaller, weaker, but precise. It struck the giant in the jaw, the sound like wood on wood. The man roared, struck back, and hit Athos in the stomach. Athos gasped, blood in his mouth, but he stood his ground.
I saw it in his eyes: He didn't want to win. He just didn't want to fall.
The fight continued. Fists cracked, blood spurted, teeth flew. The giant struck like an animal, Athos like a man possessed. Each blow narrowed the space, made the air heavier, the stench thicker. Wine, sweat, blood—everything mingled.
The giant hit Athos on the chin, and Athos fell, hitting the ground. Silence. Brief. Everyone held their breath.
Then Athos stood up again. Slowly, unsteadily, but he stood. His eyes were black, his mouth a bloody grin. "Not yet," he murmured.
The giant growled, charged forward, and swung. Athos ducked, struck from below, hitting him in the stomach, then in the face. One blow, two, three. Not strong, but fast, desperate, like thunder without lightning.
The giant staggered. Only for a moment. But it was enough. Athos pulled out all the stops, punching with both fists simultaneously, left, right, over and over again. The giant staggered back, stumbled, fell onto the table, and broke it in two.
Silence. Then laughter, screams, coins flew. Athos stood in the middle, bloody, trembling, but he stood.
Porthos jumped up, laughing loudly. "Three!" Aramis nodded, blowing smoke. "Enough for today." I slapped Athos on the shoulder. He shrugged, grinning weakly. "Another glass," he murmured.
The coins were ours. The innkeeper was pale, but he nodded. "You won." "We lived," said Athos, almost falling over.
We collected the money and put it in our empty pockets. Porthos grinned like a king, Aramis counted silently, Athos was bleeding, and I wiped my nose.
The back room stank of sweat and blood, but we had coins. For one night. For a drink. Maybe two.
And Paris was waiting outside again.
We staggered out of the back room like four boxers long since knocked out but still running. Athos was bleeding from his forehead, his shirt red, his legs wobbly. Porthos grinned with a black eye, clutching the coins as if he could buy the city with them. Aramis was calm as ever, the knife still in his hand, his eyes dark. My lips were split, my teeth loose, but I stood my ground.
The innkeeper looked at us and shook his head, but he smelled the silver, and silver was stronger than blood. "What'll you have?" he asked. "Wine," Porthos growled. "Anything you have."
The innkeeper brought pitchers, large, heavy, full of sour red wine that smelled of vinegar. We drank as if we'd crossed a desert. Athos tipped the first pitcher, blood mingling with the wine on his chin. Porthos laughed loudly and poured himself another. Aramis drank slowly but steadily. I emptied my glass without taking a breath.
"We won," grinned Porthos. "We survived," murmured Aramis. "We're still dying," said Athos, coughing up blood. I nodded and continued drinking.
The women returned, attracted by the clinking of coins. They sat on our knees, kissed, laughed, and grabbed our purses. Porthos let them, grinned, and slid coins to them. Athos stared at one woman as if he saw a face from the past. Aramis smoked, pushing their hands away when they reached for his purse. I let them do it, because proximity was better than emptiness.
The jugs emptied, the coins dwindled. Cards clapped, dice rolled, voices grew louder. We played again, even though we swore we wouldn't. Porthos bluffed, Athos sweated, Aramis calculated, I lost. Again and again.
The money flowed away from us like water through cracks. First a few coins, then more, then everything. Again.
"Always the same," murmured Aramis. "We live fast," grinned Porthos, staggering. "We die faster," said Athos. I drank, felt the floor shake.
The night became a frenzy. Voices, screams, laughter, blood, wine. At some point, the women disappeared, their last coins in their hands. The innkeeper laughed and refilled our drinks while we paid. Then he only served water.
In the end, we were broke again. Bloodier, drunker, poorer.
Athos laid his head on the table, murmuring about the white cloth. Porthos was half asleep in his jug. Aramis stared into the embers of his pipe, even though they had long since gone out. I saw my hands, bloody, empty, and knew: the back room had beaten us, even if we had won coins.
Paris always struck last.
The wine had long since been drunk, and the women's laughter faded away like a bad melody. Our coins had changed hands, from our hands into theirs, from our pockets into the innkeeper's. In the end, the four of us remained at the table, bloody, empty, and dazed.
Athos lay with his head on the stove, muttering words no one understood. His hands twitched as if he were choking a ghost. Porthos snored, half his face stained with wine, his beard sticky. Aramis sat silent, his pipe in his mouth, even though it had long since gone out. I stared into my cup, as empty as my pockets.
The innkeeper returned, his eyes cold, his smile even colder. "You have nothing left," he said. "No money, no coins, no women." "We have each other," Porthos slurred, raising his head, grinning with bloody teeth. "You're in trouble," the innkeeper hissed. "Your fights attract soldiers. Your games cause trouble. Your faces make customers sick."
Aramis looked at him, silent, dangerous. "And?" "And you go now," said the innkeeper, "or you're out."
Two men stepped behind him, tall, with clubs. We knew the game. Paris always had men with clubs.
Athos raised his head with difficulty. "One more glass." "Not another glass," said the innkeeper. "Then hit me," muttered Athos, "but not without wine."
Porthos laughed, stood up, and staggered. "Come on. I still have room for a few bumps." Aramis remained calm, put down his pipe, and reached for his knife. I stood there too, uncertain, swaying, my head filled with fog.
The innkeeper snorted. "Get out of here."
The men approached. Porthos overturned the table, laughing. Athos reached for his cup and drained the last drop. Aramis remained silent, as always. I raised my knife, even though I knew it wouldn't change anything.
There was no fight. The innkeeper waved, and the men grabbed us, pushed, shoved, and threw us out. We fell into the dirt in front of the tavern, the stench of the alleyway hitting us. The door slammed shut.
We lay there, four shadows, hungover, beaten up, dehydrated. Paris looked down at us, laughed, spat.
"Always the same," Aramis muttered, standing up and dusting himself off. "We drink, we gamble, we lose," Porthos grinned, wiping blood from his chin. Athos remained lying in the dirt, looking up at the sky. "And we die. Only later." I sat down, smelled the stench of the street, and knew: the back room was just another trap.
And the first glass was always too little.
The door was closed, the coins gone, and the four of us lay in the dust as if Paris had spat us out. The alley stank of urine, horse manure, and cold grease that someone had dumped in the gutter. A dog sniffed at Athos, who was still lying on his back, his eyes half-open. Porthos chased it away with a curse and kicked at him, almost tripping over his own feet.
Aramis was already standing again, leaning against the wall, his silhouette as still as a gallows post. I sat down on the ground, my head heavy, the knife still in my hand, for no reason.
"We won," murmured Porthos. "We lost," said Aramis. "We're still alive," gasped Athos, without moving. I laughed bitterly. "And we're thirsty."
Silence. Only the drops from a gutter hitting the ground, like a clock reminding you that you're wasting time.
"Everything's gone again," said Aramis. "Coins, women, dignity." Porthos grinned, bloody teeth in the moonlight. "But not the thirst." "The thirst remains," I nodded. "Always."
Athos struggled to his feet, leaning on his elbows. "Another glass." "Where from?" asked Aramis. "From somewhere," murmured Athos. "Paris always has wine. For the living, for the dead."
Porthos laughed, pushed Athos up, and helped him to his feet. "Then we'll search. We're musketeers, not beggars." Aramis raised his eyebrows. "We are just that: beggars with blades." "Beggars who fight," Porthos grinned.
I stood there too, swaying. My legs felt like wood, my hands trembled. But I kept going.
We staggered through the alleys, a troop of failures who looked as if they'd just fled a war. The city looked at us, laughed, spat. Women at doorways giggled, men exchanged glances, children pointed fingers. But no one stopped us. Paris knew: we were already defeated.
Athos muttered the same phrase over and over: "One glass... just one glass." Aramis was silent, his eyes staring into the darkness. Porthos recounted loudly how he had fought in the back room, exaggerating, laughing, coughing. I heard only my thirst, louder than anything else.
We found a tavern, small, almost invisible, without a sign. The door was half open, the light flickering. Voices emerged, quiet, conspiratorial.
Aramis stopped. "Not there." "Why?" asked Porthos. "Too quiet. Too dangerous." Athos groaned. "Wine." I shrugged. "Everything is dangerous. But without glass, we'll die anyway."
We went inside.
The tavern was small, barely more than a room. A few tables, a bar, a handful of candles whose light was more shadow than brightness. The stench was old: cold smoke, sour wine, sweat that had soaked into the boards.
At the first table, three men sat silently, cards in their hands, coins on the wood. They exchanged only brief glances as we entered, then resumed their play. At the bar stood the bartender, a man with one eye, the other blind and cloudy. He was polishing a glass that never came clean.
"Wine," Porthos growled, slamming a coin on the counter, the last one he'd hidden somewhere. The innkeeper looked at him, nodded, and set down a pitcher. "Cheap. Strong. Enough."
Athos immediately reached for it, drank, coughed, and laughed hoarsely. "God lives." "God doesn't drink in Paris," Aramis murmured, took the jug, and drank more slowly. I poured myself a glass; the wine was black, bitter, and burned like fire. But it quenched my thirst, at least for the moment.
The three men at the table stopped playing. They looked at us, their faces covered with scars and stories. The tallest one grinned, showing brown teeth. "New guests. New games." "We're not playing," Aramis said calmly. "Everyone plays," the man grinned. "There are no spectators in Paris."
Porthos laughed loudly. "If it's cards, I'll play." Aramis shook his head. "If it's knives, I'll kill." Athos drank, murmuring. "If it's wine, I'll stay." I remained silent, staring at my glass, knowing it was only a matter of time again.
The men stood up and approached. The barman looked away, continuing to polish his glass. The game began before anyone said a word.
One of the men laid cards on our table. "One bet. Coins or blood." "We don't have any coins," Porthos grinned. "Then it's blood."
Aramis placed his knife on the table, calmly. "We have enough blood." Athos laughed, drank, and slammed the glass hard against the wood. "Then beat." I felt my heart, fast, heavy.
The room was silent, only breathing, only the dripping of candle wax. Outside, a dog barked, a cart rolled by. Inside, Paris waited, once again, with fists and blades.
The cards lay on the table, the knife beside it. The three men grinned, their eyes dark and hungry. The four of us sat there, drunk, tired, wounded, and yet ready. Paris always forced you to be ready, even when you were no longer able to.
"A game," said the tallest. "Whoever loses pays." "We have nothing to pay," murmured Aramis, his gaze cold. "Then you pay with blood."
Porthos laughed and reached for the cards. "All right, let's play." Athos drank his glass, emptied it, and slammed it down on the table. "I'm in." I held my knife, my heart pounding. Aramis smoked, looking at the men as if he had already written their fate.
The game began. Cards flew, coins clinked, voices grew fainter. The room was breathing heavily. Porthos bluffed, Athos played it serious, Aramis remained silent, and I sweated. The men laughed, tossed coins, their eyes always on our hands.
Then the moment came. One of the men noticed something, flinched, and looked at Aramis. "You're cheating." Aramis blew out smoke. "We're alive." The man jumped up, knocking over the table, coins flying, cards sailing through the air.
And then it broke out.
Fists, knives, screams. The bartender ducked and disappeared behind the counter. Candles tipped over, wax dripped, and the room became a battlefield.
Porthos laughed, roared, and struck, his fists like hammers. Athos staggered, but each stab was precise and cold. Aramis was a shadow, his knife flashing, blood dripping. I stabbed blindly, desperately, striking flesh, hearing screams.
The three men fought like beasts. Hard, brutal, unstoppable. But we were desperate, and desperation sometimes beats strength.
The first fell, blood pouring from his throat, his face blank. The second roared, charged, Porthos struck him down. The third wrestled with Athos, knife against knife, until Aramis intervened, quickly, quietly.
Silence. Only breath, only blood, only the dripping of wine on wood.
We were still standing. Bloody, swaying, but we were standing. The men lay on the ground, their coins scattered, useless.
Athos reached for a glass and emptied it, even though it was just blood and wine. "One glass," he murmured. Porthos laughed and coughed. "Always too little." Aramis wiped his blade, his eyes black. "Paris will take it all." I stared at my hands, red, trembling.
The innkeeper reappeared, pale and trembling. "Get out of here. Before the guards come." We gathered what we could—a few coins, not many—and stumbled out into the night.
The street was cold, the wind smelled of smoke, the alleys smelled of death. We staggered, four shadows, poorer again, bloodier again, thirstier again.
"Beats in the back room," murmured Athos. "And even more outside," laughed Porthos. "Until we fall," said Aramis. I remained silent, saw Paris, and knew: we would drink again, fight again, lose again.
And the first glass would again be too little.
 
Friends or just drunks?
We sat in another alley because we weren't allowed anywhere else. The innkeepers knew our faces, and faces like ours meant trouble. So we crouched in the shade, a half moon above us, rats beside us, just as hungry as we were.
Athos stared into the darkness, his shirt covered in blood, his hands shaking. Porthos was still laughing, even though he had more missing teeth than coins in his mouth. Aramis was smoking, as always, and his eyes were empty. I held the last two coins in my hand, turning them as if they were dice.
"Friends," murmured Athos, "or just drunks?" "Both," grinned Porthos, spitting blood. "Neither," said Aramis. I remained silent because I didn't know.
We drank from a bottle we'd stolen from somewhere. The wine was warm, sour, and tasted of earth and iron. But it made our heads lighter, and lighter was better than empty.
"Friends hold you," said Athos, "when you fall." "Drunks fall," laughed Porthos. "Friends betray you," murmured Aramis. I drank, the wine running down my chin. "And drunks forget they've done it."
We looked at each other. Four men, four shadows. No heroes, no musketeers, just dirt in the dirt. But something held us together. Maybe the wine. Maybe the blood. Maybe the hunger.
Athos tilted his head back and looked up at the sky. "I drink because otherwise I think of her." Porthos grinned. "I drink because otherwise I realize I have nothing." Aramis blew smoke. "I drink because God doesn't hear me." I held the bottle and took a sip. "I drink because you drink."
Silence. Only the dripping of the gutters, the scratching of the rats.
"Friends or just drunks?" Athos asked again. "Perhaps it's enough that we drink together," I said. Aramis nodded slowly. "Until we die together." Porthos laughed loudly. "Then we'll drink faster."
We emptied the bottle, threw it against the wall, and watched it shatter into pieces. Just like us.
And Paris laughed at us.
The broken pieces of the bottle glinted in the moonlight, and we stared at them as if we'd lost something important. Perhaps we had, just not in glass form.
Athos spoke first, his voice heavy and dragging. "You are not friends. You are mirrors. I see in you only my own misery." Porthos laughed and shook his head. "Then you are ugly as night, Athos. I see in you brothers. Brothers in wine." Aramis puffed on his pipe, which had long since been empty. "Brothers kill each other. Friends betray each other. Drinkers forget each other."
I stared at my hands, covered in dirt and blood. "Maybe we are everything. Maybe nothing."
Athos' eyes flashed, and he looked at Porthos. "You're always laughing because otherwise you'd cry." "And you're always drinking," Porthos growled, "because you're too cowardly to draw your own knife." Athos reached for his long-empty cup as if he were about to throw it. His hands trembled.
Aramis intervened, his voice cold. "Enough. We're dying fast enough already. We don't need to tear each other apart first." "Perhaps we should," Athos snarled. "Perhaps that's more honest."
Porthos stood unsteadily, his fists clenched. "Come, Athos. If you want to fight, fight with me. Not with the wine." Athos also staggered to his feet, pale, bloody, but with burning eyes.
The air was heavy, tense, like just before a thunderstorm. I held my hands up. "Enough, damn it! We already fight every day. We fight every night. Why keep fighting each other?"
Silence. Brief. Then Porthos laughed, bitter, hard. "Because otherwise we'd forget we were alive." Athos stared at him, then slumped back to the ground, reached for a shard, examined it, and put it away again. Aramis exhaled air as if it were smoke. "Friends or drunks—it doesn't matter. We're just men with too much blood and too little bread." I nodded, my head heavy. "And wine is the only thing that keeps us together."
We drank the rest from a second bottle that someone had found in the dust, and no one spoke of friendship anymore.
The second bottle was empty faster than the first. We gulped it down as if it would help us forget the shards of the first. Athos' hands stopped shaking, at least for the moment. Porthos sat back down, his laughter slowing. Aramis closed his eyes, blowing invisible smoke into the night. I felt my head grow heavy, but the pressure in my chest eased somewhat.
"Friends or drunks," muttered Athos, "it doesn't matter. Today we drink together." Porthos nodded, pushing the bottle toward him. "And tomorrow we fight together again." "And the day after tomorrow we die together," Aramis added, his voice quiet as a knife. I took the bottle, drank, and wiped my mouth. "Then it's better that we sit here now and not alone."
The words hung in the air, heavy and honest. No grand speeches, no heroic sayings, just the naked truth. We were nothing without the wine, nothing without the wounds, nothing without the misery that held us together.
Athos leaned back, his gaze directed toward the sky, where a few stars peeped through the clouds. "Perhaps this is a family. An ugly, smelly family. But that's all we'll get." Porthos grinned, softly this time. "A family that fights, drinks, and loses." Aramis opened his eyes, looked at all of us. "But a family that stays as long as the bottle is full." I felt a smile, rare, genuine. "Then we're brothers in wine."
We clinked the bottle against the ground as if it were toast. Shards clinked, rats scurried. And for a moment, Paris was far away. No soldiers, no innkeepers, no women to rip us off. Just the four of us, in the dirt, with the last bits of alcohol in our stomachs.
Athos began to talk about his wife, but this time without anger, only with sadness. Porthos placed his hand on his shoulder, said nothing, and that was worth more than any words. Aramis just nodded, his gaze serious. I listened, drank, and felt that we were more than just drunks.
The night crawled on. We laughed quietly, cursed, and told stories no one could believe. About victories that never happened, women who never stayed, riches we never had. But we told them because otherwise the silence would have consumed everything.
And when Athos finally fell asleep, his head on Porthos' shoulder, when Aramis finally put down his pipe and just sat quietly, as I licked the last shard of wine, I knew: we might not have been friends, maybe just drunks. But tonight, that was enough.
Paris could wait.
Morning didn't come quietly. It struck like a club. The sun crept over the rooftops, gray, tired, and we lay in the alley like trash no one cared to collect. Athos snored, his face in the dirt, blood dried like a second skin. Porthos rolled over and over, cursing in his sleep. Aramis still sat there, his eyes half-open, as if he'd never slept. I woke up with a mouth that tasted of iron and a head that pounded like a drum.
The night was over, and everything we'd said still hung between us like smoke. Brothers in wine. Friends in misery. But now, in the light of day, it was just a hangover.
Athos woke up with a groan, sat up, and held his temples. "Damn it." "Welcome to the morning," Aramis muttered. Porthos rubbed his eyes, looked at us, and grinned crookedly. "Still alive? Then we'll keep drinking." "We have nothing left," I said, my voice dry.
Silence. Athos looked down, found an empty bottle, and pushed it away. "Friends disappear when the bottle is empty." "Or drunks," Aramis replied. Porthos laughed, but his laugh was weak. "Screw it. I still like you."
We slowly got up, one by one, like old men. The city awoke, merchants called, carts rumbled, children laughed. Everything smelled of bread and horse dung, of life that had nothing to do with us.
We walked silently, stumbling, our legs heavy, our minds empty. Everyone lost in their own thoughts. Were we friends? Or just drunks who happened to be lying next to each other?
Athos suddenly stopped and looked at us. "Yesterday... yesterday you were brothers." Aramis nodded. "Yesterday. Not today." "Today, soldiers, innkeepers, and whores again," Porthos grinned. "And again no money." I sighed. "And again a glass, if we can find one."
We sat down by a fountain and drank cold water. It wasn't wine, but it briefly filled the emptiness. Athos washed his face, looking older, more tired. Porthos dipped his head in, snorted, laughed. Aramis drank quietly, his gaze distant. I let the water run through my fingers, thinking how thin friendship was when the wine was gone.
Maybe we really were just drunks. Maybe we were more. But Paris didn't ask. Paris just laughed.
We sat for a long time at the well, the cold water in our stomachs but no warmth in our hearts. Merchants walked past us, glanced briefly, and turned away. No one wanted to see four bloody faces that looked as if they'd been drinking with rats all night.
Athos stared into the water, his reflection flickering in the light. "I don't recognize myself anymore," he murmured. Porthos dipped his head in again, shook it, and water splashed. "I still recognize you. You're the one who always drinks too much and thinks too much." Aramis leaned against the wall, his hands clasped, his eyes cold. "We are all just shadows. Tomorrow, no one will remember us." I let the water run through my fingers. "Perhaps we are only real to each other. And to no one else."
Athos looked up, his eyes glazed over. "Friends or drunks?" Porthos grinned, his voice hoarse. "Drunk friends." Aramis snorted. "That's a contradiction." "Then that's exactly what we are," I interjected. "A contradiction that continues because it can't do anything else."
We got up, tired, but driven by the same hunger, the same thirst. Paris was big, and somewhere there had to be a glass that would forget us again.
We walked through the streets, aimless. Athos was silent, his face hard. Porthos talked a lot, laughed loudly, exaggerated stories no one believed. Aramis wasn't listening, his eyes everywhere, as if already looking for the next fight. I felt the ground sway beneath my steps, even though I was sober.
We found a tavern, half-empty, with a proprietor who didn't know us—or pretended not to. He saw our faces, our wounds, our eyes, and sighed. "Just quickly. No fighting." "Just wine," said Athos. "And bread," I added. "And maybe a woman," grinned Porthos. Aramis was silent, sat down.
The innkeeper brought a pitcher, old, thin, but liquid. We drank, each differently. Athos greedily, Porthos loudly, Aramis quietly, I hesitantly.
"Yesterday we were brothers," murmured Athos, glass in hand. "Today too," laughed Porthos, the jug already half empty. "Just drinkers today," said Aramis. I took a sip, feeling the wine soften me again. "Something today. Nothing tomorrow."
We clinked our glasses. The clink was faint, but real.
And for a moment, between doubt and thirst, we were together again.
The jug was half empty when the first sharp words came out again. It was always like this: first laughter, then silence, then argument. Wine made brothers and enemies in the same breath.
Athos placed the glass down hard on the table, the wine spilling over. "We're just going in circles. Drinking, beating, losing. All over again." Porthos laughed, wiping his mouth. "And yet we're still alive. So it's working." "It's not working," Athos snarled. "It's killing us slowly. A little bit every day." Aramis took a deep breath of smoke and blew it out. "Slow is better than fast." I raised the glass, turning it in my fingers. "Perhaps we have no choice. Perhaps this is our life."
Porthos slammed his fist on the table. "Fuck life! We need more than wine and wounds. We need... something." "What?" Aramis asked coldly. "Gold? Women? A king who loves us?" "Everything," Porthos grinned, though his eyes were tired. Athos shook his head. "We can't even last a night without killing each other."
The silence in the room grew heavy. The innkeeper watched us nervously, his hands on a cup. Two men in the corner whispered, glancing at us. Paris listened, waited.
I drank, the wine burning. "Friends or drunks—we're together because alone we're nothing." Aramis nodded slowly. "Together we may be nothing either. But we die more slowly." Porthos grinned crookedly, put his arm around Athos' shoulder. "Then we'll die as brothers." Athos looked at him, wanted to curse, wanted to hit—and didn't. He just took the glass, drank, murmured, "Another jug."
The innkeeper brought a second one, even though we could barely pay. He knew we meant trouble, but trouble also brought coins, sometimes. And stories.
We continued drinking. The words softened again, the voices heavier. But underneath it all, the same question simmered: Were we friends? Or just men with the same hole in their stomachs and drinking the same cheap wine?
There was no answer. Just another sip.
The second jug stood between us like final proof that we were still together. We all reached for it, one after the other, greedily, desperately, as if we could answer the question in the title of the evening. Friends or just drunks? The wine didn't know either.
Athos drank, wiped his mouth, and looked at us. "I have nothing left. No wife, no house, no future. But I have you." Porthos grinned, patting him on the shoulder, almost lovingly. "And I have my courage. But courage without brothers is just madness." Aramis took a drag on his pipe, even though it was long empty, and nodded. "I've lost my faith. But with you, at least I believe I won't die alone." I raised my glass, feeling the words weigh heavily on me. "And I only have the knife in my pocket and the wine in my throat. But with you here, it's enough."
Silence, heavy, honest. We looked at each other, four men in the dirt, and for a moment it didn't matter whether we were friends or just drunks. We were something. Something bigger than us alone.
Porthos raised his glass. "Then we swear." "To what?" Athos asked suspiciously. "To stay," Porthos grinned. "Until the last glass is empty." Aramis nodded, his voice quiet. "And until the last of us falls." I raised my glass. "And until Paris swallows us whole."
We clinked glasses together. The clink was faint, but it was a vow.
The wine flowed, the voices grew quieter. Athos muttered about his wife, Porthos told lies, Aramis remained silent, I listened. We laughed, cursed, half-slept, and woke up again.
Outside, the city was loud, full of life that had nothing to do with us. Inside, there were four of us, brothers in a frenzy.
Morning would come, and with it more doubt, more hunger, more arguments. But tonight we were friends. Or drunks. Or both.
And that was enough.
 
Pistols on the table
The morning smelled of gunpowder. Not bread, not coffee, but powder and cold metal. We were sitting in a dive deeper than most cellars, somewhere beneath the streets where the light never reached. The proprietor was a thin man with hands that had more scars than fingers. He had let us in because no one else wanted wine so early.
The table was sticky, the wood darkened by decades of spilled blood and cheap red wine. On this table lay our pistols. Old, rusty, and loaded. Among jugs, glasses, and breadcrumbs.
Porthos placed his large hand on the butt and grinned. "A gun is more honest than a friend." Athos looked at him, his face pale, his eyes hollow. "A gun also lies. It promises that everything will be quick. But it never is quick." Aramis pulled the barrel of his gun with a cloth, slowly, almost lovingly. "God is silent. But this answers." I turned my gun on the table; the sun shone on it through the narrow crack in the brickwork, briefly glaring. "And if we turn it against ourselves? What will be left?"
Silence. Only the dripping of water somewhere deep below. The innkeeper placed pitchers on the table and said nothing.
We drank. First slowly, then faster. The wine burned, the bread was hard, but it kept us alive. The pistols remained between us, like a fifth guest who didn't speak but controlled everything.
Athos took his weapon, placed it against his temple, and smiled crookedly. "Just one squeeze, and it's all over." Porthos laughed, pushing it away. "Not yet, brother. First, we finish our drinks." Aramis looked at us, serious, dark. "One day, one of us will squeeze. And then we'll stop laughing." I drank, wiped my mouth. "Until then, we'll drink."
We sat like that, for a long time, in silence, with only wine and guns. Friends or drunks, brothers or enemies – it made no difference. The table decided.
And Paris was waiting outside, with even more shots.
The pistols lay there like hungry dogs, just waiting for one of us to throw the first bone. The wine was almost empty, our heads heavy, and the table smelled of blood spilled years ago.
Porthos reached for it first. He grinned, pulled back the hammer, and placed the muzzle against his temple. "One shot, one fate." Athos stared at him, pale, with eyes that had seen everything. "Don't do it." "Why not?" Porthos laughed. "If it's empty, we'll laugh. If not—at least we'll have an end."
He pressed.Click.
Silence. Then he laughed loudly, put the gun back, reached for the jug, and drank deeply. "Empty! Death still sleeps."
Aramis pulled the gun toward him, turning it slowly, his fingers tenderly over the cold metal. "This game is stupid." "Everything is stupid," murmured Athos. "Drink, fight, live." Aramis nodded, put the gun to his mouth. "Perhaps stupidity is the only way to God." He fired.Click.
The silence was heavy as stone. Then he put it back, picked up his glass, and drank. "God is still silent."
I pulled the gun toward me, my heart pounding. My hands trembled. I thought of all the nights, all the blood, all the questions. Friends or just drunks? Screw it. I put the muzzle to my forehead, took a deep breath, and fired.Click.
Nothing. Just the pounding in my ears. I put the gun back and gave a short, hoarse laugh. "Paris isn't finished with us yet."
Athos took it last. His hands were steady, as if he'd been waiting for this moment. He looked at us, his eyes black and empty. "I don't want to laugh. I don't want to live." "Athos, stop it," Porthos growled. "It's only one shot," Athos said quietly, "and then no more wine, no more betrayal, no more nights." He placed it against his temple, closed his eyes. Pressed.Click.
Silence. Heavier than anything. Athos opened his eyes, looked at us, and smiled bloodily. "Even death isn't drinking today."
We stared at each other. Four men, four clicks, four unfulfilled promises. The table laughed at us, even if it was silent.
We drank the rest of the jug in silence, each with the taste of iron in our mouths.
And outside, Paris continued, full of blood, full of noise. But down here, in this basement, we had looked death in the face—and it hadn't shot back.
We sat quietly around the table, each with the echo of theClickin my head. It was louder than any gunshot, louder than any battle. Four times death had knocked on the door, four times it had vanished elsewhere. And yet it didn't feel like a victory. More like an insult.
Athos stared into space, the pistol still in his hand, his fingers clenching around it as if he could still force it to go off. Porthos laughed, but his laughter sounded brittle, like a barrel about to break. Aramis smoked, blowing the smoke toward the ceiling as if trying to reach God with it. I stared at my glass, which was empty, like everything around us.
"We are cowards," muttered Athos. "We are lucky," grinned Porthos, even though his voice trembled.
"We are nothing," said Aramis, his eyes cold. I nodded quietly. "We're still here."
The innkeeper looked at us from a distance with that look that said:I want you out before you burn down my house.But he said nothing, just placed a new jug down as if to appease the spirits we had just awakened.
We drank again. The wine was thin, cheap, and full of water. But it filled the crack inside us, at least for a few sips.
Porthos nudged Athos. "See? Friends or drunks—it doesn't matter. We're brothers in the click." Athos looked at him, his eyes tired. "Brothers in failure." Aramis nodded. "Brothers in nothingness." I raised my glass. "Then we drink to nothingness."
We clinked glasses. The clink was barely audible, as if even the glass itself had lost its strength.
The door creaked and opened. Three figures entered, dressed in black, faces in shadow. Their footsteps were quiet but heavy. They looked at us, saw the guns, saw the wine. And they stopped.
"Men like you," said the first, his voice cold, "always cause trouble." Porthos grinned broadly. "Then let's drink to the trouble." Aramis discreetly reached for his knife. Athos placed the pistol back on the table, slowly. I felt my heart rate increase again.
The barman withdrew, disappearing behind the bar. The air grew thick. Paris had found us. And this time, perhaps death wasn't laughing.
The three men stood motionless in the doorway, like black statues. Their boots dripped rain onto the floor, even though no rain had fallen outside. Their eyes were cold, heavy, and they smelled of iron and tarnish.
The first stepped closer, placed his hand on the table. The pistols lay between them, gleaming dully in the candlelight. "A game," he said slowly. "Your life against ours." Porthos laughed and reached for his glass. "We've already played. Four clicks, no bullet. Death doesn't want us yet." "Then we reload," growled the second, pulled out a powder horn, and shook it. The crackle of the powder was louder than words.
Athos looked at him, his eyes tired but clear. "You don't know what you're asking for." "We're asking for nothing," said the third. "We'll take."
Aramis slowly placed his knife on the table, next to the pistols. "Then take it. But we won't give it up willingly." I felt the wine in my head, the sweat in my hands. The room was small, the men's breathing heavy, the air full of iron.
The first man pushed one of the pistols toward him, turned it, and checked the barrel. "Old weapons. But they still kill." "Like us," Porthos grinned, his voice too loud. Athos placed his fingers on his pistol, stroked the cold steel. "If you want to play, we'll play. But we'll drink first." The first man blinked, then gave a curt nod. The innkeeper hastily put down a new tankard, as if trying to buy his way out.
We drank. Slowly, heavily, as if every sip meant life and death. The pistols lay between us, like cards in a smear pack.
"One by one," said the second, "until only one remains." Aramis blew smoke that wasn't there. "This isn't a game. This is a mass grave." "Paris is a mass grave," growled the third. "You just haven't realized you're already in it."
Silence. Heavy, endless. Then Porthos laughed and raised his glass. "Then we drink to the grave." We clinked glasses. The wine tasted of iron.
The guns were waiting.
The pistols waited on the table like hungry dogs. The mug was half empty, our throats half full, and the three men stared at us as if they had already decided which of us would fall first.
The first man took the weapon, cocked it, and turned it in his hand. The click echoed like thunder in the small room. "One of you goes first." Athos raised his glass, drank slowly, and put it down. "I started yesterday. Today it's your turn." Porthos grinned and slammed his fist on the table. "We don't fire on command."
"Yes," growled the second, drawing his own knife. "Or we'll slit your throats."
Aramis remained silent, his eyes black, his hand over the hilt of his knife. I felt my fingers tingling; the wine made me brave and stupid at the same time.
"Enough," Athos muttered. He reached for his pistol, turned it, and placed it back on the table. "We don't play by rules made by others." The first man laughed coldly. "Then die without rules."
And then it all broke loose.
A shot rang out, the table shook, the jug shattered, wine spurted like blood. Smoke filled the room, screams, chairs toppled. Porthos roared, overturned the table, leaped forward, his fist caught the first man in the jaw, bones cracked. Aramis' knife flashed, struck flesh, the second man screamed, fell. Athos shot, the echo thundered, the third man staggered, blood pouring from his shoulder.
I reached for one of the pistols, felt its weight, cold and heavy. A man approached me, his knife raised, and I pulled the trigger. A shot, hot and loud. He fell, his face a shadow, his eyes empty.
The room was filled with smoke, blood, and glass. The bartender ducked behind the bar, cursing and praying. We fought, stumbled, and shoved until only the four of us remained.
Silence. Only our breathing, heavy, filled with wine and gunpowder. The table was broken, the pistols empty, the floor red.
Athos dropped his weapon and leaned against the wall. "Guns on the table," he muttered, "and in the end, there's only blood underneath." Porthos laughed, coughed, and spat. "We're still alive." Aramis wiped his knife. "Still." I held onto my gun, even though it was empty, and looked at the floor.
Paris had won once again.
The smoke still hung in the air as if it were a blanket that wouldn't lift. Our throats burned, our eyes watered, our hands trembled. Bodies lay on the floor, twitching or still, heavy as wet stone. The wood of the table was shattered, the pistols empty, the glasses shattered.
The innkeeper peered out from behind the counter, his face pale, his lips murmuring a prayer. When he saw we were still standing, he fell silent. His eyes said:Get out before death sends more guests.
Porthos laughed, hoarse, his voice shaky. "A game, you said. I call it an orgy of lead." Athos wiped his face, blood and sweat, his eyes empty. "A game no one wins." Aramis sheathed his knife, his gaze cold, as if he had already forgotten what had happened. I held onto my pistol, even though it was long empty. The weight didn't make me stronger, only heavier.
We staggered to the door. The floor was sticky, every step left marks. The innkeeper called after us, quietly, almost pleadingly: "Never come back." "Don't worry," murmured Athos. "There's no more wine here."
The door opened, and Paris welcomed us with cold air and the stench of its alleys. Horses pulled carts, merchants shouted, children laughed. No one cared about four bloody figures crawling out of a cellar as if they had escaped from hell.
We walked silently, side by side, swaying. Porthos spat blood and grinned. "We lived again." "We died again," Aramis murmured. "We drank," Athos said, his voice barely audible. I looked at the streets, the dirt, the chaos, and knew: we had nothing. No coins, no women, no future. Only each other. And even that barely held.
We sat down in a narrow alley, on empty barrels. The sky was gray, the city noisy. We looked at each other, said nothing. Everyone knew that the pistols on the table were just a foretaste.
Paris continued playing. And we were still his pieces.
We sat in the alley like spit-out kernels. Above us, a gray sky, below us the stinking ground, between us only silence. We still carried our pistols, but they were empty, like us.
Athos stared at the barrel of his weapon, turning it between his fingers as if it were a glass. "Empty," he murmured. "Just like me."
Porthos grinned and spat blood at the wall. "Then we'll fill you up again. With wine, with anger, with life." "Or with death," said Aramis, his voice as cold as the grave. I put my pistol down next to me and looked at it. "We put it on the table, and in the end, there was only blood underneath. Maybe that's all we can do."
Athos nodded slowly. "Drink. Fight. Die." Porthos placed his hand on his shoulder, heavy but warm. "But together." Aramis blew out smoke, even though he had no pipe in his mouth. "Together is just another word for sinking more slowly." I looked at them all, my brothers in misery. "Perhaps. But alone, we're already dead."
Silence. Only the dripping from a pipe, the scratching of a rat in the shadows.
Athos raised his pistol, holding it high as if it were a chalice. "Then we swear: We drink until the pistols reload. We fight until we fall." Porthos laughed, slamming his fist against the barrel. "An oath of iron." Aramis nodded, serious. "An oath we cannot break, even if we want to." I raised my pistol, even though it was empty. "An oath in dirt, in blood, and wine."
We held the weapons up as if they were cups and clinked them together. The clink was dull, but it was enough.
Paris raged outside, laughing, smelling of life and death at once. We sat in the dirt, four men, four shadows, four guns, and knew: Tomorrow we would drink again. Tomorrow we would fight again. Tomorrow we would lose again.
But today we had sworn.
And that was all we had.
 
No code of honor, just hunger
Paris smelled of fresh bread that morning—and we had nothing but empty pockets. It was a smell that made your guts churn after three days of gorging yourself on nothing but wine and blood. The bakers pushed their loaves out of the ovens, the streets were filled with hungry eyes, but only those with coins came through the door.
We stood at the edge of the alley like dogs no one wanted. Athos stared at the bread, his eyes dark, his hands shaking. Porthos held his stomach, cursing loudly. Aramis remained silent, his lips hard, his eyes even harder. I felt the growl inside me, louder than anything else.
"Honor," murmured Athos, "is just a word for the rich. We have nothing but hunger." Porthos laughed bitterly, spat in the dust. "Code of honor? My stomach would eat code for breakfast if it could." Aramis nodded curtly. "Honor is a lie. Hunger is real." I clenched my fists, feeling the sweat, the dirt. "Then we'll take what we need."
The streets were full of vendors. Meat, bread, cheese, wine. Everything smelled of life. Everything smelled of what we didn't have. Athos looked at me, his eyes empty. "No code of honor." "Just hunger," I said. "And thirst," Porthos added. Aramis reached for his knife. "Then let's go."
We walked through the crowd, four men without money, but with looks worth more than coins. People shrank back, sensing our hunger. Athos reached for a loaf of bread, as easily as if it were his own. Porthos took a piece of cheese, Aramis a bottle, I snatched an apple from the stand. Screams, curses, calls for guards. But we ran, laughed, and ate as we ran.
The taste of bread in my mouth was better than any wine. The apple crunched, sweet, juicy, real. Porthos bit into the cheese, roaring with delight. Athos chewed silently, his eyes shining. Aramis drank straight from the bottle, wiped his mouth, and grinned coldly.
Behind us, voices, footsteps, guards. We turned into an alley, disappeared, and left the city behind.
We sat in a backyard, eating, drinking, laughing. No honor, no rules, just hunger.
And for a moment we felt alive.
The backyard smelled of rotting wood, wet earth, and old manure. We sat on overturned barrels, tucking into bread and cheese as if we hadn't eaten in weeks. Athos chewed slowly, silently, his eyes half-closed. Porthos laughed, his beard covered in crumbs, his hands greasy. Aramis drank from the bottle, the wine running down his throat. I bit into my apple, the juice dripped onto my shirt, and for a moment I felt something like peace.
Then we heard the voices. Heavy, commanding, clanging. Guards.
Athos opened his eyes and sighed. "Paris never leaves you full for long." Porthos wiped his mouth and reached for his blade. "Let them come. I'd better fight with a full belly." Aramis put the bottle aside, his gaze cold. "We pay with blood." I stood up, knife in hand, my heart pounding. "No code of honor, only hunger. And hunger strikes back."
The door to the courtyard burst open. Three guards entered, halberds in hand, faces hard. "Thieves," one shouted. "Dogs." Porthos grinned broadly, wiping his beard. "Fed dogs bite best."
The first charged forward, his weapon raised. Porthos grabbed the butt, yanked it down, and struck with his fist. A crack, a scream, blood flowed. Aramis was faster, his knife flashed, cutting through cloth, through flesh, and the second man crumpled.
Athos slowly stood up, his bread still in his hand. He threw it away, grabbed his pistol, raised it, and fired. The shot echoed through the courtyard, and the third guard fell, his chest red.
Silence. Only our breathing, heavy and rapid. The smell of gunpowder mingled with that of bread and blood.
Athos sat back down, picked up his bread, and continued chewing. "No code of honor." "Just hunger," I said, the knife still in my hand. Porthos laughed and spat blood. "And now cheese again."
Aramis raised the bottle and drank. "Paris doesn't give gifts. We take them."
We continued eating, next to the corpses, hunger stronger than guilt.
And Paris continued to turn, indifferent.
The corpses lay there like discarded rags. Flies came quickly, faster than guilt. We continued eating until not a crumb remained, and then we stood up, heavy, full, and empty at the same time.
Athos wiped his mouth with his sleeve, his eyes dark. "Three men for a piece of bread. Paris is expensive." Porthos laughed, stuffing the last of the cheese into his mouth. "Expensive, but delicious." Aramis stepped over one of the corpses, his gaze cold. "They'd kill us just the same if we had coins. The only difference is who strikes first." I looked at my hands, still red from the knife. "How long can we go on like this?"
Silence. Only the wind blowing through the alley and the distant laughter of children who didn't know what hunger meant.
Athos shook his head. "Until we fall." Porthos grinned, wiping his hands on his trousers. "Or until we're too rich to fall." "Rich?" Aramis' voice was hard. "We're already too poor to dream." I felt the weight of emptiness within me, heavier than the wine. "Then hunger is our only code."
We left the backyard, leaving the bodies behind. The street greeted us as always—loud, smelly, full of life that wasn't ours. Merchants shouted, women laughed, men cursed. No one looked at us, no one asked questions. Paris had always seen enough blood.
We walked silently, side by side, four shadows among all the others. Athos stared ahead as if he could already see his own end. Porthos grinned, humming a discordant tune. Aramis kept his knife hidden, his fingers always close to the hilt. I felt my legs heavy, my thoughts even heavier.
"How long?" I asked quietly. "Until the bullet finally hits," murmured Athos. "Until the wine kills us," grinned Porthos. "Until we betray each other," said Aramis coldly. I nodded without disagreeing.
We continued on, hunger satisfied but never defeated.
And somewhere, in another alley, the next hole in the stomach was already lurking.
The streets of Paris were like an endless stomach that was never satisfied. Everywhere the smell of food filled us: roasted meat, fresh bread, and wine. But our pockets were empty, and hunger crept back in as soon as we'd swallowed the last bite.
Athos led the way, pale, his eyes unable to see anything but what was missing. Porthos swayed beside him, still humming, but his laughter sounded hollow. Aramis smoked, the smoke more for show than pleasure. I followed behind, feeling the hole in my stomach growing again.
"It never ends," murmured Athos. "You eat, and hunger just laughs." Porthos grinned, showing his teeth, still covered in breadcrumbs. "Then we'll just eat again." Aramis looked at him coldly. "And kill again?" "If it must be," said Porthos without hesitation. I nodded slowly. "No code of honor. Just hunger."
We passed a market. Fish that smelled of death, meat that glistened, fruit that glowed red like blood. The merchants shouted, touting their wares, but their eyes were watchful. Men like us weren't customers. Men like us were wolves.
Athos stopped, staring at a piece of meat gleaming in the light. His gaze was so hungry that the merchant immediately placed his hand on the blade. Porthos laughed, pulling him along. "Not today, brother. Not yet." Aramis blew smoke. "One day they'll chase us away with sticks, like dogs." "Then we'll bite," Porthos grinned. I felt my stomach growl, louder than my thoughts.
We continued walking, deeper into the city, until the houses became narrower, the alleys darker, the voices quieter. Here, the smell didn't come from food, but from sweat, from shit, from despair. Here lived those who had even less than we did.
Athos sat down on a step and put his head in his hands. "I can't go on." Porthos stopped and looked at him. "You can. You must." Aramis remained upright, his eyes staring into nothingness. "None of us can go on. And yet we go on." I sat down next to Athos, feeling my own stomach burn. "Because hunger is stronger than death."
Silence. Only the dripping from a pipe, the whimpering of a child somewhere behind a wall.
"No code of honor," murmured Athos. "Just hunger," we all repeated, almost like a prayer.
And Paris was laughing in the background because it knew we would bite again soon.
The alleys became narrower, damper, darker. Paris had many faces, but this was the real one—toothless, smelly, full of holes. No merchants lived here anymore, no fine ladies, no men with coins. Only what the city had spat out lived here: beggars, whores, the sick, thieves. And we fit in perfectly.
Athos staggered, sat down again, his breathing heavy. "I swear, I have more blood than bread in me." Porthos laughed, though it sounded hoarse. "Blood satisfies. Ask the rats." Aramis looked at the shadows clinging to the walls. "Even the rats avoid this place." I smelled the stench of rotten wood, of urine, of life no one wanted. "Perhaps we are the rats."
We found a half-ruined house, without a door or windows. Inside, it was dark, damp, and cold. But there was a roof over our heads, and that was enough. We sat down on the ground, the dust, the old straw. Athos lay down, his eyes closed. Porthos rummaged in his pockets, finding only crumbs. Aramis held his knife in his hand, vigilant. I pulled my jacket tighter, though it was no use.
"No code of honor," Athos murmured, half asleep. "Just hunger," we answered in unison, mechanically, as if it had long been our prayer.
Silence. Only the dripping from somewhere in the ceiling, the scratching in the walls.
I thought about how we used to talk, about courage, about glory, about honor. All words that sounded good in the mouth as long as you were full. But hunger devoured the words first before it devoured your belly. Now all that remained was the growling.
Aramis whispered softly, almost to himself: "Friends, drunks, brothers—all lies. Only hunger is real." Porthos nodded, grinning weakly. "Then at least we're being honest." Athos was no longer moving; perhaps he was asleep, perhaps he was dreaming of bread. I closed my eyes, feeling the pain in my stomach that was greater than any enemy.
Paris was outside, raging, laughing. We were inside, in a hole that didn't even want rats.
And hunger sat with us, the only ruler we had left.
The night in the dilapidated house was cold. The straw stank of urine, the walls were damp, the air filled with dust. We lay next to each other, but it didn't feel like closeness. More like four corpses piled in the same grave.
Athos woke up first, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a piece of bread he'd hidden yesterday. Hard, small, barely more than a bite. His fingers trembled as he brought it to his mouth.
Porthos saw it immediately. "What is this?" Athos clutched the bread to his chest. "Mine." "Ours," Porthos growled, standing up, his eyes wild. "We shared. Always." Aramis sat up, his knife already in his hand, as if he knew blood was about to flow. "Hunger knows no sharing." I woke up, the growling in my stomach roaring louder than reason. I saw the piece of bread, small, hard, and felt my hands tremble.
"Leave it," murmured Athos, his voice weak. "Just one more bite. Just one more breath." Porthos leaped forward, grabbing him by the collar. The bread fell to the ground, rolling in the dust. Aramis bent down and grabbed it. His fingers closed around the piece, faster than any of us.
"Mine," he said quietly, his eyes cold. "Yours?" Porthos' voice was a roar. "You want to eat us!" Aramis held the bread, his knife in his other hand. "Perhaps."
The silence was heavy, full of breath, full of sweat, full of hate. Hunger spoke louder than friendship, louder than brotherhood.
I reached for the bread, Aramis pushed me away, the knife flashing. Athos tried to get up, staggered, and fell. Porthos lashed out with his fist, hitting Aramis on the shoulder, and the bread fell again. It lay in the dust, small, inconspicuous, but it was worth more than anything we had.
We stared at it like dogs. No one moved. Then Porthos laughed, an evil laugh. "Look at you. Four men, four brothers, and we'd kill each other for a bite of bread." Aramis wiped the blood from his lip, his gaze hard. "You call this honor? You call this friendship?" Athos crawled to the bread, took it, held it tight. "No code of honor," he murmured. "Just hunger." He broke it, as best he could, into four pieces. Hard, uneven, crumbly. Everyone got one.
We ate in silence. The taste was nothing, but it held us together, for the moment.
And in the darkness of the house, we all knew: if things got any worse, we would eat each other.
The gray of dawn crept through the cracks in the crumbling walls. Paris awoke to noise, market cries, horses' hooves—and we lay there like corpses, refusing to see daylight. Our stomachs growled despite the bread that had barely lasted a breath.
Athos sat with his back against the wall, his eyes open, red, empty. "I ate in my dream," he murmured. "I woke up and my mouth was full of dust."
Porthos stretched, his bones cracking. "Better dust than nothing." Aramis sharpened his knife, his movements slow, steady, cold. "Hunger never sleeps. It's like God—invisible, cruel, always there." I stood up, my legs heavy. "Then hunger is our god."
Silence. Only the scraping of Aramis' knife on the stone.
"No code of honor," Athos repeated, his voice shaky. "We're just hungry. Everything else is a lie." "And what do we do with that truth?" I asked. Porthos grinned, his teeth yellow in the morning light. "We drink when we can. We eat when we must. We fight when there's no other choice." Aramis nodded, the knife still in his hand. "And we die when hunger becomes stronger than we are."
We left the dilapidated house, the alley full of trash and shadows. Paris welcomed us as always—indifferent, stinking, alive. Everywhere smelled of bread, meat, and wine. Our stomachs were yelling, but our pockets were empty.
Athos stopped, looking at the city as if it were an enemy that had already won. "We are beggars, thieves, murderers. And yet we believe we have dignity." Porthos placed his hand on his shoulder. "Dignity doesn't fill a belly." Aramis blew smoke, even without a pipe. "Friends, brothers, drunkards—none of those survive hunger." I nodded, the words heavy in my mind. "Then only hunger remains. And we belong to it."
We continued on, into the streets that would consume us. No code of honor. No glory. Only hunger.
And he would never let us go.
 
Long nights, short lies
Night came as always: too fast, too loud, too dirty. Paris was a mouth that never stopped eating, and we were the bones left behind. We drifted through the streets, driven by hunger, thirst, and misery.
Athos was silent, his face in shadow, only his eyes still glowing. Porthos talked without pause, telling stories so grand they sounded ridiculous—of battles he had never fought, of women who had never stayed with him. Aramis nodded now and then, his gaze always on the faces passing us. I listened, half-hearted, my head still heavy from the wine.
The tavern lights burned, warm and false. Voices sang, glasses clinked, women laughed. We went inside, sat down at a table, and immediately we were part of the game.
The innkeeper brought wine, thin as water. We drank it anyway. Porthos told us about a treasure he had supposedly found, but which was stolen again. Athos didn't listen. Aramis smiled briefly, as if he knew it was all a lie. I laughed, not because it was funny, but because silence would have been worse.
"Long nights," murmured Athos, "and nothing remains in the morning." "Short lies," grinned Porthos, "but they keep us warm." Aramis drank, wiped his mouth. "Truth freezes. Lies warm. At least for one night." I raised my glass. "Then we drink to the lies."
We clinked glasses, the clink faint but real.
Women came, sat down with us, laughed too loudly, smelled of cheap perfume and a hunger similar to our own. Porthos put his arm around one, Athos stared into his glass, Aramis spoke softly to one as if he wanted to buy her soul. I sat there, looked at them all, and knew: none of this was real.
The night dragged on, the wine flowed, the lies grew. We told stories of fame, of courage, of love. All fairy tales we didn't believe ourselves. But they kept us awake, kept us alive, at least until the sun rose again.
And outside, Paris was laughing because it knew we were lying to ourselves.
The hours slipped by like cheap wine from a cracked barrel. The candles burned lower, the air grew thicker, and the voices in the room sounded like nothing more than the buzzing of insects. We sat in the middle of it all, four men, telling each other stories because otherwise the silence would have consumed everything.
Porthos recounted for the tenth time how he had seduced a duchess who had given him a golden sword. He waved his arms, laughing loudly, and the woman at his side giggled as if she truly believed it. Athos stared at his glass, which was half full, and muttered something about betrayal and a woman who had taken everything from him. His words were barely audible, but heavy as stones.
Aramis spoke softly to a prostitute, his voice soft and coaxing. He spoke of God, of heaven and hell, as if he could convince her that if she stayed with him today, she would wake up in paradise tomorrow. She smiled, but there was only weariness in her eyes.
I barely spoke. I listened, drank, and thought: all lies. Long nights, short lies. That's all we had.
The wine flowed on, thin but merciless. Porthos swore he had once killed ten men with his bare hands. Athos remained silent. Aramis spoke of angel wings. I told him I would soon have enough gold to leave Paris—a lie that hurt no one, not even myself.
We laughed, we cursed, we kissed women who didn't want us. It was all a play, and we were the actors who had long since forgotten how the play ended.
"The night is long," murmured Athos, "but the lie is shorter." "Then we'll drink faster," grinned Porthos. Aramis raised his glass, his eyes shining. "The truth is tomorrow. Today the lie is ours." I clinked glasses with them, feeling the glass in my hand, cold and empty. "Then we'll keep lying."
The music played, the women laughed, the men screamed. Paris raged. And we sat in the middle of it all, four shadows trying to forget ourselves.
The night had grown deeper, the candles smaller, the lies bigger. The wine flowed, but it now tasted only of water and ash. We sat like kings without crowns, and each of us told our story of a world that didn't exist.
Athos suddenly spoke louder. His voice was rough, full of anger, full of venom. "You think you know pain? You think you've suffered? You have no idea." Porthos laughed, his arm around a woman. "You're just drunk, brother." Athos' eyes flashed, cold, dangerous. "Drunk? I was drunk when she betrayed me. I was drunk when she made a mockery of me. But the pain was sober. So sober that it still eats away at me today."
Silence. The women fell silent, the music in the background suddenly sounded like a distant mockery.
Aramis placed his hand on Athos' arm, cautiously. "Leave it alone." Athos pushed her away, standing unsteadily. "To be alone? Nothing is alone. You sit here, lying to yourselves, pretending to be heroes. But you're just shadows. Drunken shadows." Porthos jumped to his feet, his voice loud. "And you're better? You, who only talk about a woman who's long since turned to dust?"
The table shook, glasses tipped over, wine spilled onto the floor. The women moved away, sensing that blood was about to flow.
I stood up and stood between them. "Enough. Long nights, short lies—that's all we have. Do you want to destroy that too?" Athos was breathing heavily, his fists clenched. Porthos glared at him, his jaw set.
Aramis remained seated, his gaze dark. "Perhaps it has to be this way. Perhaps we can only fight if we hate each other." "Or if we're starving," I murmured.
Silence. Only our breathing, heavy and sharp.
Then Porthos laughed, loudly, exaggeratedly. He patted Athos on the shoulder, almost lovingly. "Screw it. You're my brother, whether you like it or not." Athos slowly sat back down, his eyes still full of venom, but his hands shaking less. "Brothers in lies." Aramis nodded, raising his glass. "And in wine." I raised mine too, drank. The wine was warm, bitter, false. But it held us together.
The women returned, cautious, like cats. The music grew louder again. The lies continued to flow as if nothing had happened.
But we knew the cracks were deeper than the wine could fill.
The wine continued to flow, the voices grew louder, the lies heavier. We sat again like kings without crowns, and Paris didn't listen to us. But we heard ourselves, and that was dangerous enough.
Porthos began a new story. He recounted how he once killed a man with his bare hands because he had stolen his bread. He spoke of blood spurting, bones breaking, and the woman at his side laughing as if it were just an anecdote.
Athos's gaze darkened. He stared at him as if Porthos had opened a forbidden door. "Bread," he murmured. "You talk about bread when we almost killed ourselves for a piece." Porthos grinned and drank. "A story is just a story, brother." "No," Athos growled. "You laugh at hunger. You laugh at what breaks us."
Silence. The table felt like a battlefield again. The women moved back, feeling the frost in the air.
Aramis looked at Athos, his voice calm but sharp. "He's lying. That's all." "A lie that's too close to the truth," Athos murmured. His hands trembled, his glass fell, and wine spilled across the table like blood.
I grabbed his arm. "It's just wine. Just words." "No," whispered Athos, his eyes red. "It's our life. Blood, bread, hunger. We joke about it because otherwise we'll die. But at some point, it's no longer a joke."
Porthos stood up, his voice loud and defiant. "Then we'll die laughing! Better in noise than in silence!" Aramis shook his head. "Lies kill more slowly. And that's our only luxury." I drank; the wine tasted of dirt, of bitterness. "Then we'll keep drinking. Long nights, short lies. Otherwise, nothing remains."
Athos was breathing heavily, his hands trembling, but he sat back down. The cracks were there, deeper than ever, but we poured wine into them as best we could.
The women returned, their laughter artificial. The music played louder. Paris didn't sleep.
And we continued to lie, knowing that the truth was always just a breath away.
The night dragged on like an old cloth, full of holes but still impossible to throw away. The wine flowed, the candles grew shorter, the air thicker. We were still sitting there, four men, talking more than they could live.
Porthos spread his arms as if embracing the entire tavern. "I was a hero," he cried, "a man they feared and admired. I had gold, women, horses. Everything!" His voice trembled, and for a moment it sounded as if he believed it himself. Athos laughed dryly, bitterly. "A hero? You can barely walk straight. Your glory lies in the gutter." "And yours?" Porthos snarled. "Isn't it in a woman who betrayed you?"
Silence. Athos' face hardened, his hands clenched around the glass. Aramis intervened, his voice soft, almost coaxing. "Enough. Today we are all heroes. Heroes of lies." I raised my glass, feeling the alcohol in my veins. "Heroes for one night. Beggars again tomorrow."
The women laughed, kissed us, took what they could. We gave what we didn't have. The wine made us generous, the lies made us great.
Athos told of a battle in which he supposedly killed twenty men. His voice was soft but firm, and there was something genuine burning in his eyes that gave none of us peace. Aramis spoke of a love he supposedly gave up to serve God. His words were soft, almost poetic, and even the women paused. Porthos swore that he would soon have a house of his own, large, full of servants, with a cellar that would never be empty. He laughed loudly, but his eyes shone with moisture. I told him that one day I would leave Paris, somewhere where there were no guards, no starving people, no debts. My voice sounded firmer than I intended, and for a moment I believed myself.
We clinked glasses, the wine spilled over. For a moment, the lies were so strong they tasted like truth.
But behind every word lurked the growling in the stomach, the whispering in the head:Tomorrow you will be nothing again.
The night held us tight, like a lover who lies to us but whom we cannot let go.
The glasses clinked, the wine flowed, and our voices grew louder, more impatient. Everyone wanted to be heard, everyone wanted to impose their truth over the lies. But the night had no room for four truths.
Porthos slammed his fist on the table. "I had a house, I tell you! With a fireplace that never went out, with wine cellars full of barrels you couldn't count." Athos laughed, dry, bitter, like glass breaking. "You didn't even have a key to lock your own door. All you had was a belly full of wine." Porthos' face flushed. "And you? All you had was a wife who cuckolded you!"
The table vibrated, the women stepped back, feeling the tremor. Aramis raised his hand, his voice quiet but sharp. "Enough. Your lies are too loud. They're tearing us apart." "Apart?" Athos snarled. "We were never together. We only sit at the same table because neither of us can drink alone."
Silence. Heavy.
I felt the wine giving me courage I didn't want. "We are brothers, whether you like it or not. Brothers in hunger, brothers in wine, brothers in lies. But brothers." Athos looked at me, his eyes dark. "Brothers? Brothers kill each other for a piece of bread." Porthos beat his chest with his fist. "Brothers save each other in battle." Aramis nodded, his gaze cold. "And brothers lie for each other until the sun rises."
We stared at each other, glasses in our hands, muscles tensed. The women held their breath, the music in the background sounded like a distant warning signal.
Then Porthos tipped his glass and laughed loudly, exaggeratedly. "Screw it. Lies or truth—we'll drink anyway." Athos sighed and drank. Aramis did the same. I raised my glass, feeling the wine on my lips.
The argument wasn't over, but it lay beneath the surface, like a knife in the dark. The night swallowed it, for the time being.
But we all knew: the next sip could make it come out again.
The candles had almost burned down, the smoke hung in the air like a dirty curtain. The women had long since disappeared, as silent as cats that sense when the house is on fire. The music had stopped, the innkeeper was asleep behind the bar, his breathing labored. Only we remained sitting there, four men, four shadows, and the wine in the jug was almost empty.
Athos stared into his glass as if he could find the reason he was still breathing. Porthos yawned, his laughter gone, his hands heavy on the table. Aramis drew lines in the dust, his knife a mere toy in his hand. I felt the intoxication fade, and the hangover slowly set in, like a predator waiting patiently.
"Long night," murmured Athos. "Short lies," replied Aramis. Porthos raised his head, grinning weakly. "And in the morning, nothing remains." I nodded, my glass empty. "Nothing but us."
Silence. Only the dripping of a barrel that was leaking somewhere.
Athos stood up unsteadily, his gaze blank. "I'm going." "Where to?" asked Porthos, half laughing. "Nowhere. Somewhere." Aramis looked at him, nodded slowly. "We're all going nowhere." I stayed seated, feeling the tiredness heavy within me. "We're going into the next morning. And that will be worse than the night."
We stood up, one by one, like men who had already fallen. The alley outside smelled of cold rain, of manure, of the truth no one wanted to hear.
We walked silently side by side. No more talk of fame, no more talk of women, no more talk of treasures. The lies had remained in the night, left behind with the glasses and the candle stubs.
The morning took us without asking. Our heads were heavy, our stomachs empty, our hearts even emptier.
Long nights. Short lies. In the end, all that's left is a hangover.
And Paris, which wouldn't even watch us die.
 
A duel in the rain
The sky hung low over Paris, heavy, dark, and filled with water. The rain fell not as consolation, but as punishment—cold, hard, incessant. The streets gleamed black, the roofs dripped, and the alleys smelled of wet stone and old manure.
We stood there, four against four, in a forgotten alley that had seen more blood than rain. Athos held his sword loosely, but his eyes were sharp. Porthos grinned, even as the rain turned his face into streams. Aramis looked like a priest before an altar, his blade a cross. I felt the weight of my rapier in my hand, my fingers cold, my heart hot.
Our opponents were no strangers. The Cardinal's men, their faces hard, their eyes empty. They wore the rain like armor, unmoved, merciless.
"A duel," murmured Athos, "and Paris will once again forget who fell." Porthos laughed, loudly, too loudly. "Then Paris shall watch!" Aramis crossed himself, quietly, without faith. "May God turn away." I spat into the rain that washed my mouth. "No God here. Only blades."
The first step came from them. A sword flashed, rain struck steel, sparks mingled with drops. Athos parried, his movement clean, practiced, cold. Porthos roared, rushing forward, his blade heavy, his body a battering ram. Aramis danced, his sword sang, his eyes glowed. I struck, parried, stabbed, felt the vibration in my arm.
The rain made the ground slippery, blood mixed with water, and screams echoed between the walls. Every blow was a prayer no one heard. Every thrust was a curse drowned out by the rain.
Athos fought like a man who was already dead but not yet buried. Porthos like an animal, wild, loud, unstoppable. Aramis like a poet, elegant, deadly. I like someone who didn't want to die, not today, not like this.
The rain didn't wash us clean. It only made us heavier.
And somewhere in Paris the cardinal laughed because he knew: We die more quietly in the rain.
The rain lashed our faces, lashing our skin like nails. Our swords clanged, slipped, and slid across the wet pavement. Every step was a dance on slippery ice, every mistake a grave.
Athos faced a man who looked twice his age, but half his experience. His movements were hasty, full of fury, but Athos' blade blocked, parried, stabbed. No hesitation, no trembling. Only cold precision. The rain ran down his face, dripping from his nose, but his eyes remained steady. With a swift thrust, he struck the boy's shoulder, blood instantly mixing with water. His opponent screamed, staggered, and fell into the dirt. Athos breathed heavily, but he remained standing, as if he were no longer fighting for himself, but for a ghost.
Porthos bellowed like an ox, his sword as heavy as a sledgehammer. He didn't strike, he hammered. Every blow was a thunderclap, the rain splashed in fountains. His opponent stumbled back, again and again, until the wall was behind him. Porthos laughed, loudly, despite the rain, and struck. The sword sank deep, the man slumped, the water washed his blood through the alley in red streams. Porthos wiped his mouth, spat. "The rain doesn't quench my thirst."
Aramis moved almost beautifully. His blade glided like a song, each thrust precise, each step light. His opponent was faster, but no wiser. The rain turned them both into shadows, but Aramis's shadow was deeper. With a twist, he struck in the side, then in the neck. The man gurgled, fell, and Aramis crossed himself, without faith, only out of habit. "Heaven is silent," he murmured.
I fought one who never stopped grinning. His teeth flashed, his eyes cold. He attacked wildly, without rhythm, only with hatred. The rain blurred everything, but I saw his blade coming at me again and again. I blocked, my arms burned, my legs slipped. Then I found an opening, a thrust, deep, right under the ribs. His grin froze, his breath turned to steam, he slumped in my arms. I dropped him, my sword heavy, my heart even heavier.
We stood, four against four, and now it was just the four of us. The rain continued to fall, washing away the blood, washing away the screams. The alley was silent except for the dripping, the clang of steel returning to its scabbards.
Athos sat down on a rock, his face pale. "A duel in the rain," he murmured. "Paris will forget it before the sun rises." Porthos laughed hoarsely. "Then we'll drink before she does." Aramis nodded, looked up at the sky, which offered no answer. I wiped my sword, the water red. "The rain doesn't quench anything. It only makes things heavier."
We walked slowly out of the alley, four shadows that the rain couldn't swallow. Not yet.
We stumbled out of the alley as if we'd just left death sitting at the bar. The rain followed us, heavy, cold, merciless. It washed the blood from our faces, but not from our eyes.
Athos staggered, his steps hard and mechanical. The rain plastered his hair to his forehead, his lips trembled, but he said nothing. Porthos shook the water from his beard, cursing loudly. "I need wine, damn it. This rain is sobering me up, and that's worse than any opponent." Aramis walked silently, his knife still in his hand, even though it should have been returned to its leather long ago. His gaze was turned inward, as if he were listening to confessions in the rain that no one else spoke. I felt my legs heavy, the steel in my hand heavier. My fingers clenched around them, as if the sword could prevent me from simply melting away in the rain.
We passed a square, empty except for a fountain overflowing with water. The rain beat on the surface, making it tremble like a drum. Athos stopped, looked into it, stared at his own reflection, distorted, wet, dead. "He doesn't recognize me anymore," he murmured. Porthos placed his hand on his shoulder, too roughly to be comforting. "Fuck mirrors. Wine always knows you." Aramis stayed at the edge, his face pale. "Wine forgets you too, brother. Everything forgets you. Except the rain." I sat down on the edge of the fountain, the water splashing onto my boots. "Then we'll drink before it drowns us."
We searched for a tavern, stumbling through alleys that smelled of wet stone and horse manure. The windows were dark, the doors locked. Those who were smart stayed inside that night. Only we were stupid enough to be outside, dripping wet, covered in blood, drunk and sober at the same time.
Finally, we found a dive bar, the light dim, the door half-open. We entered, leaving the rain behind us, but it remained in our clothes, in our bones. The innkeeper looked at us, his expression tired but not surprised. Men like us always came when the rain was at its hardest.
"Wine," said Porthos, his voice raspy. "And bread," I added, my hands trembling. "And silence," murmured Athos, his eyes still on the fountain. Aramis nodded and sat down, his knife finally placed on the table.
The innkeeper brought jugs and bread, without a word. We drank, we ate, we were silent. The rain beat against the windows, incessantly, as if it wanted to drive us back out.
Athos raised his glass, his eyes empty. "A duel in the rain," he said. "And in the end, we're still just wet." We clinked glasses in silence.
The rain didn't stop. And neither did we.
The tavern was small, dark, and crookedly built, as if it had been placed there solely to spite the rain. The wood was damp, the fireplace cold, and the few candles flickered as if afraid to burn that night. We sat at a table in the corner, our clothes dripping, puddles collecting beneath our boots.
The innkeeper put down the jug, the bread beside it, and disappeared back into the shadows. He didn't want to know who we were, what we had done, or why our hands were red. Men like him knew: the less you saw, the longer you lived.
Porthos was the first to reach for the jug, filled his cup, and drank as if he were trying to empty the entire sea in one gulp. "Shit," he muttered, "I still taste blood." Athos rubbed his forehead, his gaze fixed on nothing. "Because you'll never get rid of it." Aramis cut the bread into pieces, evenly, almost mechanically. "Rain washes away many things, but not guilt." I took a piece, took a bite, and chewed for a long time. The dough was dry, but it kept my stomach alive. "Guilt or hunger. In the end, it makes no difference."
Silence spread, heavy as the rain outside. The rain beat against the windows, knocking like a warning.
Athos raised his cup, his hand trembling almost imperceptibly. "To the dead." Porthos snorted and poured himself another glass. "The dead have drunk enough." Aramis raised his glass anyway. "To those we have slain—and to those who will slay us." I clinked glasses with them, the wine sloshing over, red like blood, running into the water.
The taste was sharp, cheap, and burned more than it tasted good. But it warmed. That much, at least.
Porthos began talking again, as always. About women he'd been with, about battles he'd won. But his voice was tired, his eyes glassy. Athos didn't laugh, didn't argue. He just stared at the table, as if he could see through the wood, straight into the earth that would eventually swallow him.
Aramis remained silent, but his fingers played with the knife, drawing lines on the table that looked like crosses. I drank, listened, and thought: we'll talk, because otherwise we'd have to shout.
The rain didn't stop. It was the fifth conversation at the table, the loudest of all.
"A duel in the rain," murmured Athos, his voice shaky. "And yet the hunger remains." "And the thirst," added Porthos, pouring himself another glass. Aramis nodded, cutting the bread even smaller. "And the lies." I raised the cup, my heart heavy. "Then we drink to all that remains."
We drank.
And outside, Paris laughed, while the rain swallowed the laughter.
The pitcher emptied faster than we could breathe. The rain outside continued to drum down, tirelessly, as if it wanted to drown the entire city. Inside the crooked tavern, we filled our glasses as if it were the only thing keeping us alive.
Porthos again recounted loudly how he had wrestled the man down in the alley with a single thrust. He gestured broadly, exaggeratedly, his hands splashing wine all over the table. "Did you see the way he looked? As if the devil himself had visited him!" Athos barely raised his head. His gaze was blank, his voice quiet. "He was young." "And?" Porthos roared. "He would have killed me if I hadn't been faster." "Maybe," Athos murmured, "maybe not."
The air crackled. Aramis cut another piece of bread, as if he could slice the tension. "It was a duel," he said calmly. "Everyone dies the same in the rain. Young, old, guilty, innocent." I drank, felt the burn in my throat. "We talk as if it had meaning. But there was only blood in the water. Tomorrow, no one will remember."
Porthos slammed his fist on the table, the wood creaking. "I remember! I know I'm alive because he's dead!" Athos looked at him, his eyes tired and shadowed. "And what's that worth? Another cup of wine? Another night in a filthy tavern?" "It's all we have!" Porthos roared, his voice cracking.
Aramis placed the knife on the table, slowly, carefully. "Enough. We've seen too much blood for one night. Do you want more?" Porthos's breathing was heavy. He stared at Athos, then at the knife, then at the jug. Finally, he reached for his cup again, drank, and his roar turned into a cough.
Silence. Only the dripping of water seeping through the ceiling.
Athos took a sip, his hands barely shaking. "A duel in the rain. A fight over wine. And hunger again tomorrow." I nodded, feeling the words weigh heavier than the alcohol. "It never ends." Aramis drew back the knife, sheathed it. "No. It never ends."
Porthos wiped his beard and laughed hoarsely. "Then we'll keep drinking until we don't care anymore."
We drank. Every sip an attempt to wash away the image of the alley. Every sip an enemy we couldn't defeat.
The rain outside continued to splatter as if it knew we were long lost.
The rain didn't stop. It drummed against the windows, dripped through the roof, and collected in small puddles on the ground. It was as if Paris itself had decided to drown us. We were still sitting at the table, our glasses half full, the pitcher almost empty. Our voices became slower, heavier, more honest.
Athos stared into his glass as if it were a tombstone. "I didn't fight him today," he murmured. "I fought her. Every time I hold the blade, I see her face." Porthos laughed, but his laughter sounded broken. "Then you kill her again and again. Maybe someday it'll get easier." Athos raised his head, his eyes glowing. "It never gets easier."
Aramis put the knife down, not holding it for the first time. "We talk about the dead as if they were listening. But they don't. They are silent. And we scream into the rain until we ourselves are silent." I drank, the glass trembling in my hand. "Perhaps we only scream to avoid listening."
Silence. Only the crackling outside.
Porthos wiped his beard, his gaze softening, almost childlike. "I once had a child," he said suddenly. We looked at him, surprised. "It wasn't mine. Or maybe it was. I don't know. But she said it was mine. I never saw it again." Athos' face hardened. Aramis nodded, as if he had already known. I remained silent, because there was nothing to say.
Aramis spoke quietly, almost in a whisper. "I wanted to become a priest. Not because of God. Because of order. Because of rules. But then I realized that no rule stops hunger." Athos laughed bitterly. "No rule stops betrayal."
Porthos grinned sadly. "No rule will satisfy you." I raised my glass, my voice raspy. "No rule will get us out of here."
We clinked glasses, quietly, almost shyly. The wine now tasted of confession, of guilt, of the rain itself.
Athos put his head in his hands. "A duel in the rain. A life of lies. And in the end, only a grave." Aramis nodded, his eyes tired. "Perhaps. Perhaps just another glass." Porthos laughed hoarsely, coughing. "Then drink before you die." I looked at them all, three men who were brothers because they had nothing else. "Then we'll drink until the rain stops."
The rain didn't stop.
The rain fell all night, relentlessly, as if it wanted to drown Paris. But at some point, just before dawn, it slowed. Drops instead of torrents. A final pounding on the roofs, then only the dripping from the cracks. The tavern smelled of wet wood, cold smoke, and spilled wine.
We were still sitting at the table, half empty, half full, more shadows than men. The pitcher was empty, the bread eaten, the candles burned down. Only the morning was new, gray, cold, hostile.
Athos raised his head, his eyes bloodshot. "The rain didn't wash us clean." Porthos yawned, stretched, his bones creaking. "It only soaked my boots." Aramis sat still, his knife back in his hand, but without play. "The rain doesn't erase anything. It only hides traces." I stood up slowly, my legs heavy, my head even heavier. "The traces are within us."
We didn't pay. The innkeeper said nothing. Men like him knew that words were wasted on us. We walked out, the street glistening wetly, the sky pale.
The rain had subsided, but the cold remained. Paris smelled fresh, almost clean, but it was a lie. The dirt had only been washed into the cracks, deeper, invisible, like our own guilt.
Athos pulled his cloak tighter, his lips moving silently. Porthos stomped through the puddles as if cursing the sky. Aramis smoked, the smoke mingling with the fog. I walked beside them, my sword heavy at my side, my head filled with voices.
"A duel in the rain," Athos said quietly. "And in the end, nothing will be different." "Only wetter," grumbled Porthos. "Only more tired," murmured Aramis. "Only emptier," I added.
We continued on in silence, four men who meant nothing to Paris. The morning had us again, but it didn't want us.
The rain stopped.
But the rain continued inside us.
 
Blood tastes like iron
Blood doesn't have a noble taste. It's not wine, not ham, not roast meat. Blood tastes like iron, like rust, like a coin that's been sitting in your pocket too long. And yet it lingers in your mouth long after the fight is over.
Athos woke up with that taste. He spat on the alley floor, red-tinged saliva mixing with rainwater. "Shit," he muttered, "they're still inside me." Porthos snorted, pulling his cloak over his shoulders. "Then drink more. Wine washes everything away." Aramis shook his head, his face pale. "Wine only makes it sweeter. But the taste remains." I licked my lips, tasting it myself: metallic, cold, real. "Blood never goes away. It sticks to you like guilt."
We walked through the alleys, the morning still young, the streets still empty. Paris smelled fresh from the rain, but it was a false freshness—underneath it still lay the stench of dirt, of decay, of hunger.
Athos stopped, leaned forward, choked, and spat again. "It won't come out."
Porthos laughed, but it was a harsh laugh. "You have to swallow it, brother. That's what dogs do. Swallow it and keep running." Aramis looked at him coldly. "And someday you'll be the dog yourself." "Perhaps we already are," I said.
Silence. Only our footsteps on the wet pavement.
We passed a butcher's shop. The meat hung red, glistening, bloody. The smell was sweet, heavy, almost intoxicating. Porthos stopped, staring at it like a hungry wolf. Athos grimaced and turned away. "I can't see it." Aramis nodded. "Blood tastes like iron. And we already have enough iron in us." I felt my stomach growl, despite the disgust, despite the memory. "We're hungry enough to eat it anyway."
We continued walking in silence, each trapped in his own iron.
Paris laughed somewhere in the distance, full of people who were full and knew nothing of our taste.
We found a tavern that was already open in the morning—or had never closed. The proprietor looked at us like men with too much blood on their faces to be ordinary customers. But he said nothing. We sat down, heavy, wet, tired.
The table was sticky, the wine sour, the bread hard. Porthos immediately grabbed it anyway, bit into it as if to prove to himself he could still live. But he spat after the third bite, cursing loudly. "Shit. It tastes like iron." Athos nodded, slowly, his eyes empty. "Everything tastes like iron when you've swallowed blood." Aramis drank, wiping his mouth as if trying to rid himself of the taste. "Even the wine. Sweet, yet metallic." I took a sip, and he was right. It was as if a rusty blade lay in the cup.
Silence. Only our breathing, heavy, tired.
Athos laid his forehead on the table and murmured, "I dream of blood. It flows, it laughs, it stays." Porthos laughed harshly, without joy. "Then wake up and drink. Dreams don't drink wine." Aramis looked at him, his voice quiet. "You laugh, but you still taste it. We all do." I nodded. "It doesn't go away. It stays in you. It stays until you bleed yourself."
We ate anyway. Bread that tasted of metal. Cheese that smelled of iron. Wine that burned like the tip of a rusty nail. Everything went into the same abyss where hunger, guilt, and rain already lay.
After dinner, we were silent. Everyone stared into the void, as if they saw another life there, one without blood, without iron, without guilt. But there was no other life.
We stood up and didn't pay. The innkeeper watched us go, his eyes full of fear, but also pity. Men like him knew we had no coins—only iron in our mouths and shadows in our eyes.
Outside, Paris smelled of rain, of horses, of life again. But inside us, there was only metal.
We found a hole to sleep in—a loft above an abandoned bakery, dry enough to separate us from the wet pavement. The straw was old, full of dust, and full of mice. But it was soft compared to the pavement. We threw ourselves down, heavy as stones, empty as jugs.
But sleep didn't come as comfort. It came like a robber, with cold fingers.
Athos murmured in his dream, his breathing harsh. "No... not her... not again..." He turned, his forehead damp with sweat, his lips trembling. I heard the sobs, even though he was swallowing them. Porthos snored loudly at first, then stopped. Suddenly he screamed, a sound like a wounded animal. "My child! Give it back to me!" His hands grasped at nothing, as if trying to grasp something that wasn't there. Aramis lay still, but his eyes twitched behind his eyelids. He whispered softly, Latin, fragile. A priest without a church, confessing sins no one forgave him. I myself woke up again and again, the taste of iron on my tongue. I saw blades in the darkness, heard screams, felt blood in my mouth. Even in the dream it was there. Even there it burned.
The night was long, a merry-go-round of sweat, screaming, and gnashing of teeth. Each of us fought against ghosts that weren't dead. The rain outside was still dripping, quietly, relentlessly, like a clock that shows no mercy.
As dawn broke, we were all awake, even though no one had slept. Athos' eyes were red, Porthos' face pale, Aramis' lips dry. I felt hollow, as if I myself had bled to death in my dreams.
"Blood tastes like iron," Athos said hoarsely, "and even dreams are rusty." Porthos nodded, remained silent, his gaze staring into nothingness. Aramis crossed himself, but his fingers trembled. "Heaven is silent." I stood up, shook off the straw. "And Paris laughs."
We went out, back into the city. The day began, but for us it was just a continuation of the night.
Paris smelled of freshly baked bread and horse manure in the morning. Two smells battling each other, but both stronger than the sun, which barely dared to break through the gray clouds. We stepped out onto the street, four men with faces that looked as if they had lost to the night.
Athos pulled his cloak tighter, his gaze downward. The shadows under his eyes were deeper than any alley. "I can still taste it," he murmured, "as if I had swallowed the blade myself." Porthos stumbled beside him, his footsteps heavy. "I feel as if my belly were full of rusty nails." Aramis smoked, the smoke thin, his face pale. "It doesn't go away. Not in dreams, nor in the daytime. Blood remains." I licked my lips, and there it was again—that taste of iron, metallic, cold, real. "We carry it with us. Paris doesn't see it, but we know it."
The streets were full of vendors setting up their stalls. They were crying out for coins, for customers, for life. We walked through them like shadows, no one dared to speak to us. Our clothes were wet, our eyes blank, our hands still heavy from what they had done.
Athos stopped in front of a stand of apples. Red, shiny, sweet. He reached for one, picked it up, smelled it—and put it down again. "Tastes of iron," he muttered, and moved on. Porthos cursed, his voice harsh. "Everything tastes of iron. Even the wine." Aramis blew smoke, his gaze into nothingness. "Perhaps we ourselves were made of iron." I felt my stomach growling, but I wanted nothing. No bread, no apple, no wine. Just peace—and that wasn't to be found here.
We sat down on the steps of a church. The doors were closed, the sky silent. Athos held his head in his hands, Porthos stared at the passersby, Aramis murmured a prayer without faith. I looked up at the sky, gray, endless, indifferent.
"Blood tastes like iron," I said. "And it never goes away." Athos nodded without looking up. Porthos spat on the steps. Aramis crossed himself, but his fingers trembled.
Paris awoke, louder, more alive, and we sat there like men who had long been dead but didn't yet know it.
At some point, we found ourselves back in the middle of the market bustle. Voices shouted, hands grabbed, coins clinked. Paris was alive, and we stumbled through it like ghosts no one wanted to see.
Athos stopped at a butcher's stall. Fresh meat hung there, glistening red and steaming. The blood dripped into buckets, pooling, gleaming like rubies. Athos stared at it, his face pale. "See?" he murmured. "It's dripping like it did back then. Like tonight." Porthos laughed harshly, or at least tried. "Meat is meat, brother. We need it." He reached for a piece, the merchant barked at him, yelling for coins. Porthos snorted, let go. "You can't even get blood here without paying." Aramis shook his head, his gaze dark. "And even if you did, you wouldn't be able to eat it. Everything tastes of iron." I took a step back, the stench of fresh meat mingling with the iron in my mouth. I gagged, turned away.
We continued walking, the voices behind us like mockery.
A woman came toward us, carrying a basket full of bread. Porthos grinned, about to say something, but Athos held him back. "Let her," he whispered. "We've already taken enough." "Enough?" Porthos yelled, too loudly. "It's never enough!" The woman walked faster, her eyes filled with fear. Aramis placed his hand on Porthos' arm, his gaze hard. "Your hunger is no greater than your conscience." "What conscience?" Porthos mocked, tearing himself away. "We buried it in the rain."
Silence between us.
We finally found a tavern, dark, crooked, like all of them. The wine came quickly, cheap, sour. We drank, but it didn't help. Every sip tasted of rust, of blood. Athos spat, his face twisted. "Even the wine carries iron." Aramis nodded, his voice quiet. "Perhaps it's us, not the wine. Perhaps the world tastes of us." I kept drinking, no matter what. "Then we drink ourselves."
The innkeeper looked at us, not understanding anything, but he felt the weight at the table. Men like us brought no gold, only stories no one wanted to hear.
Paris roared outside, full of life. Inside, we sat, full of iron.
The tavern was silent except for our breathing and the creaking of the wet wood. The wine was almost gone, and yet it felt as if we had even more rust in our mouths than before. Athos leaned his elbows on the table, his head bowed. "It won't go away," he murmured, "I only taste iron."
Porthos slammed his fist on the table, rattling the cups. "Screw iron! It's just wine, just bread, just meat. You're kidding yourself!" Athos raised his head, his eyes dark. "And you deny it. You pretend you don't feel anything. But I see it in your face. You have the same taste as me." Porthos jumped to his feet, his chair tipping back. "Shut up! I fought, I won. I'm alive. I don't need ghosts in my mouth."
Aramis placed the knife on the table, turning it slowly. "He's right. We all taste it. The blood doesn't go away. It stays. It stays until we ourselves flow." "Fucking priestly wisdom!" roared Porthos, reaching for his cup, and throwing down the rest of the wine in one gulp, as if he could smother the iron with it. But he coughed, spat, and the look in his eyes betrayed: he, too, tasted it.
I raised my glass, empty, and turned it over in my hand. "We all have it in our mouths. We all have it in our heads. And if we keep lying to each other, it will eat us from the inside."
Silence. Only the dripping of water seeping through the ceiling somewhere.
Athos slowly stood up and stepped in front of Porthos. "You can scream as loudly as you want. But your breath also smells of iron." Porthos growled, clenched his fists, his muscles tensing. For a moment, I thought he was going to strike. Aramis tensed as well, the knife still on the table, his eyes cold.
The tension was as thick as the blood we all tasted.
Then Porthos suddenly laughed, a short, hoarse bark. He sat back, reached for the jug, which was long empty. "Screw it. Iron or not—I'll drink until I don't notice it anymore." Athos looked at him, tired, but sat down too. Aramis took the knife back and put it away. I put my glass down, feeling the emptiness inside me.
We were silent again. But the iron was still there, in our mouths, in our heads, between us.
The tavern slowly emptied, the other guests disappeared one by one, until only we remained—four men who looked as if they'd been spat out of a dream full of knives. The innkeeper mopped the floor, glancing at us every now and then, but he knew: we wouldn't leave until we could no longer bear it.
Athos had laid his head on the table. His breathing was heavy, short, as if he were fighting against invisible hands. Porthos drummed his fingers on the wood, his gaze empty, his laughter long since gone. Aramis smoked, the smoke hung thick in the air, his eyes glowing tiredly. I stared into my cup, empty, as empty as I was.
"It stays," Athos murmured suddenly, without raising his head. "The taste. It doesn't go away." Porthos sighed and wiped his mouth. "Then we'll just live with it." "Live?" Aramis' voice was a breath. "We're not living. We're slowly bleeding to death." I nodded, my tongue dry. "Blood tastes like iron. And iron rusts. And we with it."
Silence. Only the crackling of wood in the fireplace, the dripping of water outside.
Athos slowly straightened, his eyes red. "We talk, drink, fight, lie. But in the end, only the blood remains. Everything else perishes." Porthos snorted, reaching for his empty cup. "Then we drink to the blood." Aramis raised his hand to the cross, half serious, half mocking. "To the blood that feeds us and kills us." I raised the cup, even though it was empty. "To the iron in the mouth."
We clinked glasses without making a sound because there was nothing left in the glass.
Night descended upon Paris, heavy, damp, and merciless. Eventually, we got up and staggered outside. The alleys smelled of rain, dirt, and life. But in our mouths, it tasted only of iron.
We walked silently, side by side, four shadows. Paris was laughing somewhere, singing, living. But for us, it was just another step into an endless sea of ​​metal.
Blood tastes like iron. And it was the only thing we truly knew.
 
The laughter of the whores
Paris had many voices, but none as loud, as unmistakable, as the laughter of the whores. It echoed through the alleys like unblessed bells. High, shrill, rough, weary—a laughter that came more from distress than from joy. But in a city like this, it was music that never fell silent.
We found ourselves in a neighborhood that smelled of cheap perfume, sweat, and wine. The lanterns cast yellow light on faces painted like theater masks. Women stood at doorways, leaned against walls, and moved with looks and gestures they had practiced a thousand times.
Porthos laughed first. Loudly, broadly, like a man numbing himself. "Look at this, brothers. At least someone's still laughing here!"
Athos twisted his mouth as if he'd bitten into a lemon. "It's not a laugh. It's a business deal." Aramis' eyes slid over the women, his face remaining serious. "A business deal more honest than any prayer." I felt the tug in my stomach, not hunger, not thirst—something else. "Perhaps this is exactly what we need. A laugh that isn't ours."
The women approached, their voices both sweet and raw. "Fair gentlemen... a glass, a room, a laugh for you." We went inside, into a house that smelled of smoke, candles, and bodies. The laughter followed us, louder, closer, like a web enveloping us.
The innkeeper grinned, his teeth yellow. "Wine? Women?" "Both," Porthos said without hesitation. Athos sighed, shook his head, but sat down anyway. Aramis took the wine, drank it as if he were celebrating mass. I let myself fall, heard the laughter of the women around me, and it sounded like both mockery and consolation.
"The laughter of whores," murmured Athos, "is more honest than any promise." "Then we drink to that," grinned Porthos. Aramis nodded, his eyes dark. "And hope it warms us, at least for one night." I raised my glass. "Long live the lies. But the whores laugh louder."
We clinked glasses and the laughter grew louder, as if Paris itself had been listening.
The wine arrived quickly, red and warm, in heavy jugs that had been filled so often that the wood knew their shape. The whores sat down with us, their laughter a cloak covering us. They smelled of cheap perfume and sweat, of candle wax and tears they had shed behind the scenes.
Porthos immediately had one in his lap, his hands large, his voice loud. "Finally, someone's laughing at me without holding a blade!" The woman laughed along, shrill but practiced, and pushed the cup toward him. Athos sat stiffly, a glass in his hand; the woman next to him tried looks, smiles, fingers stroking his arm. He remained cold, his mouth firm. "Save the drama," he murmured, "I'm paying for the wine, not a smile." Aramis spoke softly, almost like a confessor; the woman at his side listened, even if she didn't understand half of it. He spoke of God and sin, of guilt and forgiveness, and she nodded as if his words were gold. I let the laughter sink in. A woman placed her hand on my shoulder, warm, genuine. Her smile wasn't perfect, her teeth weren't clean, but her laughter was honest enough to make me forget me for a moment.
The wine flowed, the laughter swelled. Voices, bodies, glasses, everything mingled in a roar louder than the night's rain.
Athos drank, finally, deeply, greedily, as if trying to drown the laughter. Porthos sang, roared, his arm around the woman as if she were an old friend. Aramis was still preaching, but his expression betrayed that he had long since lost. I remained silent, drank, heard the laughter, and felt it echoing within me.
"The laughter of whores," Athos said at one point, his gaze glazed over, "is the echo of the city. False, loud, and yet it warms more than any fire." Porthos roared, "Then let them laugh until the sun rises!" Aramis nodded slowly, almost seriously. "They laugh so we don't cry." I raised my glass, the laughter around us like a storm. "Then we drink to laughter—bought, stolen, gifted, it doesn't matter. The main thing is that it's louder than memory."
We drank, and the night filled with voices that spoke more than any prayer.
The whores stood up, their skirts swishing, their voices crying out for music. An old lute player in the corner began to play, off-key and loud, but no one paid attention to the wrong notes. It was enough to set the laughter in motion.
Porthos jumped up first, dragging the woman along with him. He danced, stamped, laughed as if he had never tasted blood, never had iron in his mouth. His laughter mingled with hers, raw, genuine, and for a moment he was not a warrior, not a drunkard, not a lost soul—just a man who lived.
Athos remained seated, his glass in his hand, his eyes dark. A woman tugged on his hand, trying to pull him up, but he remained heavy and immobile. "I won't dance," he murmured. "Not with you, not with her, never again." His voice was so cold that the woman laughed just to hide her trembling.
Aramis let himself drift, half dancing, half floating. He held the woman close, whispering words in her ear, Latin, French, it didn't matter—she didn't understand half of it, but she smiled, and that was enough. For him, it was confession; for her, business; for both of them, a moment that seemed almost like truth.
I was pulled, pushed, shoved, and finally, I stood. A woman turned around me, her laughter like warm smoke. I placed my hand on her waist, feeling warmth, life, blood. We moved, stumbling more than dancing, but it was enough. For a moment, I wasn't the man with the iron in his mouth—just a man with a woman in his arms.
The wine continued to flow, the music grew louder, and laughter drowned out everything.
Athos drank, drank, until his eyes gleamed. Finally, he spoke, loudly, harshly: "I had a wife. She didn't laugh. Not with me. Never." The laughter around us fell silent for a moment, just for one. Then it erupted twice as loudly, as if the whores themselves had drowned their sadness.
Porthos screamed, laughed, and kissed the woman on the mouth, roughly, hungrily. "Screw yesterday! Today she's laughing!" Aramis murmured, his face close to the woman. "God doesn't hear, but you laugh. And that's enough." I remained silent, drank, held the woman, felt her laughter against my neck. It vibrated within me, more powerful than any prayer.
"The laughter of whores," Athos finally said, "is the only thing that still sounds honest in Paris." And no one contradicted him.
The night grew heavier, the wine darker, the laughter louder. It filled the rooms, crept through the beams, vibrated in the wood, until even the innkeeper grinned wearily. We sat again, sweating, breathing, drinking.
Porthos had his arm around his wife as if she belonged to him. His laugh was raw, his breath warm, his words loud. "You laugh more beautifully than the rain sounds," he cried, and she laughed even louder, even though it was a lie. For him, it was real enough.
Athos had two tankards in front of him, both half empty. The woman beside him kept trying to make him laugh, but he remained frozen solid. "Laughter is treason," he murmured, "and I've seen enough treason." She kissed him on the cheek anyway, just to break the silence. He closed his eyes briefly, as if the kiss carried more weight than anything else in the room.
Aramis talked incessantly, but his voice was soft, almost broken. "Laugh while you can. Someone will die tomorrow, and your laughter will remain." The woman nodded, pretending to understand, and laughed because that was easier than answering.
I myself lay half in the chair, half in the lap of the woman next to me. Her laughter was warm, ragged, and I let it sink in like wine. It wasn't my laughter, not my life, but for one night, it felt like it.
The wine continued to flow. Glasses clinked, voices echoed, bodies touched. The laughter grew softer, more indistinct, like a song dragging on into sleep.
Athos suddenly murmured, his gaze into the void: "She never laughed. Not with me. And yet I hear it every night." Porthos roared, trying to drown it out. "Then stop thinking! Just listen to her!" His wife laughed shrilly, exaggeratedly, and he kissed her, roughly, wildly. Aramis sighed, smoked, and said half-prayers that were drowned out by laughter. I drank, my head heavy, my chest light, as if the laughter were a dress I could borrow just for this night.
"The laughter of whores," Athos said again, "is louder than memory." And this time we all nodded.
The night had lost its teeth. The laughter that had just echoed through the room like thunder was now only a whisper, a gasp, a tired rustling of clothes and voices. The wine was almost finished, the candles had burned down, and smoke hung heavy under the ceiling.
Porthos sat leaning back, his wife against his chest, both half asleep. He was still grinning, but his grin was weak, a shadow of what he had roared before. His voice was little more than a murmur: "You know... I used to have more. More wine, more gold, more... everything." The woman nodded, stroked his arm, no longer laughing. Her silence was more genuine than any bought laughter.
Athos stared at the table, the pitcher empty in front of him. His wife had given up trying to loosen it. She slept beside him, her head on his shoulder, and he let it happen, as if he were a different being for one night. He murmured, barely audibly: "I loved her. And she laughed. But not with me." No one answered. No one could.
Aramis smoked, his eyes half-closed, the woman beside him still listening, even though he said nothing more. Finally, he whispered, "I wanted to stay pure. Pure, you understand? But the laughter... it draws you deeper and deeper. And at some point, you're just a man who pays." The woman kissed him on the forehead, gently, almost tenderly. No answer. Just closeness.
I lay heavy in my chair, the woman beside me humming softly, no longer laughing, just a sound vibrating between us. I felt her warmth, smelled her hair, and for a moment I thought that maybe that was enough. Not really, not forever, but enough for this night.
The wine ran out. The voices fell silent. The laughter died, bit by bit, until only breathing remained.
Athos raised his glass once more, empty. "The laughter of whores... only warms one night." Porthos murmured, "One night is sometimes enough." Aramis nodded, his gaze empty. "And sometimes it isn't enough." I looked at them all, my brothers, the women beside them, the room that smelled of smoke, wine, and tiredness. "Then we drink to this night. It is all we have."
We clinked glasses together, empty. No sound, only an echo.
The candles flickered as stubs. The smoke hung thickly in the air, the wine was gone, and the women had stopped laughing. Some slept on our shoulders, others retreated to dark corners where they could finally be themselves.
Porthos lay half-writhing across the table; the woman at his side was sound asleep, her hair tangled in his beard. He snored, a dull, hoarse sound that sounded like the last vestige of life. Athos still sat upright, his glass in his hand, though it was long empty. The woman at his side was asleep, and he stared into the darkness as if he would find answers there. His face was still, but his eyes filled with storm. Aramis held the woman's hand in his, as if clinging to it. His knife lay far away, perhaps for the first time in months. His breathing was steady but unsteady, as if he were dreaming of guilt again. I myself felt the weariness heavy in my limbs. The woman beside me was asleep, her head on my chest, and I wondered if she laughed—or cried—in her dreams.
The innkeeper returned, his footsteps quiet. He looked at us, his face tired, and placed his hand on the table. "The bill," he murmured. Not a demand, just a ritual. He knew that men like us rarely paid. But he had to say it, otherwise the deal wasn't genuine.
Athos looked at him, his eyes red. "We pay in the rain." The innkeeper shrugged, accepting it. Men like him knew: the city took its pay, sooner or later.
We sat there in silence, as dawn broke outside. The laughter was gone. What remained was the weight—the hangover in our heads, the guilt in our stomachs, the emptiness in our glasses.
"The laughter of whores," murmured Athos, "only lasts until morning." Porthos snored louder. Aramis moved his lips, soundless. I laid my head back, closed my eyes. "And then all that's left is the hangover."
Paris woke up again. We sat there like remnants of a night already forgotten.
The morning came gray, heavy, without sun. A light that warmed nothing, but only revealed what remained. We stood up, one by one, our limbs stiff, our heads dull, our mouths dry. The laughter was gone. Only the echo hung in the room, thin, weary, like smoke after a fire.
The women had disappeared, some quietly, some still asleep. The house smelled of wine, sweat, candle wax, and the bitter residue of perfume. The innkeeper mopped the floor, not looking at us. Men like us were mere shadows, finally pushing their way out.
Porthos rubbed his eyes, his face wrinkled, his beard matted. "Shit," he muttered, "my head is heavier than my sword." Athos remained silent, pulling his cloak tighter, his eyes as dark as the night before. Aramis crossed himself, but it was only a gesture—empty, without faith. I tightened my belt, feeling the weight of the rapier at my side, heavier than the cat.
We stepped out onto the street. Paris smelled of bread, of manure, of life that knew nothing of us. The sky hung low, the rain had eased, but the puddles shone like mirrors.
Athos paused briefly, stared into it, saw his own face. "No more laughter," he murmured. Porthos kicked in with his boot, splashing the water. "Then we'll just laugh ourselves." But his voice was dull, without strength. Aramis lit a cigarette, took a deep drag, as if he wanted to draw smoke into his lungs instead of laughter. "They're still laughing somewhere, just not for us anymore." I looked down the street, the gray houses, the tired faces of the merchants. "Paris never laughs for us. Only at us."
We moved on, four men who had drunk the night before and didn't want the morning. The laughter of the whores lingered in the crooked house, among the candle stubs and the empty jugs.
And outside, Paris welcomed us again – cold, indifferent, merciless.
 
A king without glory
The palace stood there like a stony mockery. While children played in the dirt in the alleys and men drowned in wine, here the windows gleamed like brightly polished coins. Soldiers stood before the gates, their faces blank, their halberds dull with boredom.
We weren't invited, we were never invited. But we stood there, wet from the morning, the hangover still in our bones, looking at the king's house. Athos snorted, his gaze dark. "Golden walls, empty hearts." Porthos laughed harshly, wiping his beard. "A king who doesn't drink like us is no king." Aramis lit a cigarette, the smoke rising like mockery. "A king no longer prays. He orders prayers." I nodded, my hands cold on my rapier. "And yet he wears the crown."
We went in, through doors that opened only for others. But sometimes a determined look was enough, sometimes the threat of steel, sometimes just the weariness in the eyes that even guards refused to question.
The palace smelled of candle wax, of perfume, of a cleanliness as artificial as a painted sky. Servants scurried by, looked at us, and immediately looked away. Men like us spoiled the picture.
Then we saw him. The king.
He sat on a chair called a throne, but it looked like a cage of gold. His crown shone, his cloak shimmered, his hands were soft. But his eyes... his eyes were tired, empty, as empty as the cups in the tavern.
Athos murmured, "A king without splendor." Porthos grinned, broadly and bitterly. "He only shines because the gold does it for him." Aramis whispered, "A king who doesn't pray and doesn't fight is just a man in clothes." I looked at him for a long time and felt Paris laughing outside. "A king without splendor rules over a people who have long since lain in the dirt."
We stood there, four men covered in rust and wine, and he didn't even see us. His gaze passed through us as if we were shadows. Maybe we were.
The hall was large, opulent, filled with gold, carpets, and mirrors meant to make every speck of dust disappear. But even mirrors can't wipe away fatigue. We saw it in his face: a king covering himself in velvet because his skin was already gray.
He moved slowly, as if every breath cost him. The courtiers around him laughed, clapped, and whispered as if he were a god. But we saw: he was just a man, old, sated, and empty.
Athos stood rigid, his gaze cold. "I've seen men die with more dignity than he sits." Porthos laughed, softly, cynically. "And this is the man we're supposed to fight for? For whom we bleed?" Aramis clasped his hands together, as if in prayer, but his voice dripped with scorn. "He thinks God has anointed him. But all I see is candle wax and a tired face." I nodded, my stomach lurching at the sight. "A king without glory. And we're the idiots who are supposed to still believe."
The servants brought him wine, golden, expensive, sweet. He barely sipped, setting the cup down as if he'd already had enough. We thought of the cheap booze we were drinking, of the blood we felt. And we saw: He tasted nothing.
Porthos growled. "I could give him my cup, and he wouldn't even notice it tasted of iron." Athos crossed his arms. "He has never swallowed blood. He has never killed with his bare hands. He only knows the weight of his crown." Aramis fumed, his gaze sharp. "And we are to call him Radiance." I spat on the floor, quietly, barely audibly. "He is merely a shadow in gold."
The king raised his hand, weakly, nervously, and the courtiers immediately fell silent. He spoke a few words, about order, about duty, about the kingdom. His voice was thin, brittle. We didn't listen. We heard only the emptiness within.
"A king without splendor," repeated Athos, "is worse than a king without a crown." We all nodded.
And in that moment we knew: We weren't fighting for him. Never.
The court was a stage, grander than any theater. Men in brocade, women in dresses so heavy they couldn't walk in them. Faces painted, voices sweet, eyes cold. They laughed, but it wasn't laughter. It was the crinkle of coins, the rustle of silk, the hiss of snakes.
We stood on the sidelines, strangers in this world, and watched them dance. Every bow, every curtsy, every gesture was a chess move. Words were knives hidden in smiles.
Athos grimaced. "I've seen whores laugh more honestly." Porthos laughed loudly, and a few heads turned toward us. "I've seen pigs in the mud more proudly." Aramis folded his arms, his gaze cool. "They think they're holy. But they're just masked sinners." I nodded, my head heavy from the night before's wine. "And they call it splendor."
The king still sat on his throne, tired, lifeless, while the game continued around him. Courtiers leaned forward, whispered, smiled, and plotted. Everything was for him—and yet he was the most absent person in the room.
A woman in silk walked past us, her smile sharp as a knife. "Are you new to the court?"
Athos stared at her, his voice dry. "We don't belong here." "Obviously," she replied, her smile lingering, her eyes contemptuous of us. She walked on as if we were mere shadows.
Porthos clenched his fists, but Aramis placed his hand on his arm. "Not here. Not now. These snakes kill more quietly than we do." Porthos growled, drinking from a cup he snatched from a servant. "Their splendor stinks."
We stayed a while, watched the game, saw the masks, heard the fake laughter. And the longer we watched, the clearer it became: There was no glamour here. Just dirt wrapped in gold.
Athos said quietly, "Paris is more honest." And no one contradicted him.
We couldn't stand it any longer. The hall stank of perfume, of power, of rotten secrets. The courtiers' laughter was like a knife constantly scratching at their throats. The king sat there like an old dog that no longer barks but is still being fed.
Athos was the first to turn around. Not a word, just a look that said: Enough. We followed him through the corridors, past servants who looked at us as if we were beggars who had lost their way.
Porthos spat on the floor, just before the door. "That wasn't a king. That was a puppet." Aramis nodded, his voice quiet. "A puppet with a crown, and a hundred snakes pulling its strings." I looked back, just one last time. The throne shone, the gold dazzled, but behind it there was nothing. Only emptiness. "A king without glory. And we've wasted our time."
Outside, the air of Paris hit us—humid, cold, dirty, but honest. The stench of the alleys was more honest than any perfume in the palace.
We walked silently through the streets, our boots heavy with dust. Past vendors, beggars, prostitutes, and children laughing in the dirt.
Athos murmured, "You laugh more honestly than anyone in the palace." Porthos laughed hoarsely. "And die faster." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette. "Perhaps that's for the best."
I felt the rain start again, fine drops, cold. "The palace doesn't shine. Paris doesn't shine. Nothing shines."
We continued on, four men, back into the night, back to the truth.
The tavern was like any other in Paris: low, crooked, smoky, filled with voices louder than the misery outside. We sat down at a table in the corner, threw our coats over the chairs, ordered wine, bread, and meat, and waited for the fire in the fireplace to dry us off.
The first jug arrived quickly. Porthos reached out and poured, his hands heavy, his voice raw. "This king... this tired dog... and we're supposed to fight for that? For someone like that?" Athos raised his glass, looking into it as if into a mirror. "He doesn't deserve a crown. He only shines because the gold supports him." Aramis blew smoke and leaned back. "A king who doesn't pray, doesn't fight, doesn't laugh—what remains of him? Only a shadow in velvet." I drank, the wine burned, and I still tasted iron. "We don't fight for him. We fight because we can do nothing else."
Silence for a moment. Then other guests laughed, loudly, rudely, drunkenly. Their laughter was more genuine than the smiles of the courtiers.
Porthos slammed his fist on the table, the wood vibrating. "I don't want to die for a man who doesn't even know what blood looks like!" Athos nodded, slowly, heavily. "He's never tasted blood. Never had iron in his mouth." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, his gaze cold. "And yet he rules. Because we allow it." I raised the cup, drank, and felt anger warm me than the fire. "Then we drink to the king without glory—and to our own stupidity."
We clinked glasses. The wine spilled over, dripping onto the table, red as a memory.
The innkeeper looked at us, curious, fearful. He heard enough to know we were fighting more than hunger. But he said nothing. Men like him lived longer when they swallowed the wrong words.
We continued drinking. The palace was far away, but it weighed heavily on us, heavier than the crown that glittered there.
The second jug was half empty when the voices at the table grew louder. The wine had awakened the anger, and it wouldn't go back to sleep.
Porthos thundered, his fist on the table, the meat still in his mouth. "I swear to you, brothers—I won't go to the dirt again for this tired king. He can die in his gold." Athos slowly raised his gaze, his eyes heavy. "And how will you live if you don't fight? By begging? By stealing?" "By drinking!" Porthos roared, laughing hollowly. "As long as the wine flows, I live."
Aramis placed the knife on the table, his fingers resting on it. "We are bound. To the king, to the cardinal, to Paris. Whether we like it or not." "Shit!" Porthos spat on the floor. "I am not bound to anything." Athos snorted, his smile bitter. "You are bound to your hunger. And hunger knows no freedom."
I drank, my glass empty, my voice raspy. "We are all bound. Not to the king—to the city. Paris will devour us, no matter who wears the crown."
Silence for a moment. Only the crackling of the fire and the muffled laughter of other guests.
Then Porthos slammed his glass down on the table so hard it shattered. "I want more than that. More than dirt, more than iron in my mouth. And if the king doesn't give it, I'll take it." Athos looked at him sharply, his voice quiet but dangerous. "Don't talk like a thief." Porthos grinned, evilly, wearily. "And you don't talk like a corpse."
Tension hung in the air, heavier than the smoke. Aramis twisted his knife, his eyes cold. "We argue about a king without glory while Paris laughs outside. What does that tell us?" I raised my glass, even though it was empty. "That we're all fools."
No one laughed. Not this time.
The tavern was hot from the fire, yet cold in our hearts. The argument still hung in the air like smoke, thick, heavy, and acrid. Porthos stared at Athos, Athos stared back, Aramis twisted the knife in his hand, and I waited for one of us to overturn the table.
But it didn't happen. The wine was stronger than the anger. The tiredness was heavier than the pride.
Porthos finally lowered his gaze and reached for the pitcher, empty. "Shit," he muttered, "not a drop more." Athos leaned back, his eyes tired. "Perhaps that's for the best." Aramis put down the knife, for the first time that night. "We waste words on a king who doesn't know us. Why?" I raised my glass, empty like their faces. "Because we have nothing else to talk about."
Silence. Long. Only the crackling of the fireplace, the laughter of the other guests, the clinking of glasses.
Athos spoke first. "We are not fighting for him." Porthos nodded, his face serious. "We are fighting because we can do nothing else." Aramis took a deep breath, his gaze slid from one to the other. "We are fighting for each other. For no one else." I looked at them, my brothers, who were not my brothers, and yet more than that. "Then we drink to ourselves. Not to the king. Not to Paris. Only to us."
We raised our glasses, empty, but it didn't matter. We clinked glasses, the sound faint but genuine.
Night took us, as it always did. The tavern grew quieter, the guests disappeared, the wine was gone. We remained, four men without a king, without splendor, but with a bond that even Paris could not break.
As we left, the air smelled of rain. The palace lay far behind us, but the city remained.
A king without glory reigned. But we lived nonetheless.
 
 
 
Shadows in the Palace
The palace had already stank by day, of perfume and power. But by night, it was worse. The candles burned dimly, the wax dripped like blood, and the corridors were empty except for a few soldiers who looked as tired as we did. But in between, there was something else—shadows moving, even when no one was there.
We didn't sneak, we walked. Men like us had no talent for stealthy steps. But the palace was large, too large, and in its corners lived something that saw more than eyes.
Athos pulled his cloak tighter, his voice barely more than a whisper. "Do you hear that?" "What?" growled Porthos, his boots louder than any bell. "The silence," Athos replied. "It's too loud." Aramis nodded, his cigarette smoldering dimly. "Shadows don't pray. But they listen." I placed my hand on the hilt of my sword. "Then let them listen. I have nothing to whisper."
The corridors were filled with images—kings who were dead, saints who never lived. Their eyes followed us wherever we went. We felt them on our backs, cold, heavy, like a dagger that didn't stab, but waited.
A door stood half-open. Light behind it, voices, quiet, muffled. We stopped. Athos raised his hand, listened. A whisper, words of betrayal, of coins, of blood.
"Shadows," murmured Aramis, "and they have faces." Porthos grinned, drawing his knife. "Then we cut them out." Athos shook his head. "Not yet. Shadows often kill themselves." I nodded. "But we should know for whom they're whispering."
We continued on, deeper into the belly of the palace. Every step heavy, every breath filled with dust and guilt.
The shadows remained. They followed us, whispering, laughing. No splendor, no crown—only darkness that knew more than we did.
The voices behind the door were quiet but sharp. No laughter, no singing, just words rubbing against each other like blades. We remained in the darkness of the hallway, our ears to the crack, and listened.
"The king is weak," said a voice, silky, smooth, like a polished knife. "His throne only holds because we carry it." A second voice, harder, cold: "Then he will fall if we let go." A crackle of paper, the scrape of a quill. "The list is complete. Names. Debts. Blood." "And the Musketeers?" asked the first. Silence. Then a quiet laugh, so thin it sounded like poison. "They drink. They die slowly. Don't worry."
Athos' face tensed, his fingers trembling almost imperceptibly. Porthos clenched his fists, his breathing heavy. "They're talking about us." Aramis inhaled smoke, exhaled quietly. "The palace is full of shadows. There are only four of us. They are a legion." I whispered, "Legions can bleed to death, too."
Behind the door, the voices grew louder, more heated. Words about coins, about messengers, about letters that travel faster than swords. Every sentence was a noose, tighter around the king's neck, tighter around ours too.
Athos closed his eyes and murmured, "A king without glory... and shadows that already want to shine in his place." Porthos growled. "Then we cut away the shadows." Aramis placed his hand on his shoulder. "Shadows cannot be cut. They grow back." I nodded, the hilt of my sword warm in my hand. "Then we must burn them."
We continued walking, the door behind us, the voices in our heads. The palace wasn't a house—it was a nest. And the walls were teeming with creatures.
The corridor grew narrower, darker. No more servants, no torches, only stone and silence. We continued on, and yet we sensed it—we were not alone.
Athos stopped, his hand on the wall. "They know we're here." Porthos drew his knife, his grin cold. "Then let them come." Aramis shook his head, his voice low. "Shadows don't fight with steel. They lay traps." I took a deep breath; the air tasted of dust and iron. "Then we tread carefully."
We turned a corner. A door stood open, too open. Behind it was a room, empty, just a table, a candle, a piece of paper.
Athos approached, his eyes suspicious. On the paper was a single word:"Fool."
Porthos laughed, loudly, rudely. "They know us!" Aramis stepped back, his gaze sharp. "It's not a message. It's a trap." And then we heard it—the scraping of boots, the clicking of locks. Behind us, beside us, above us.
The door slammed. Darkness.
Athos drew his sword, Porthos his knife, Aramis his pistol. I felt the hilt of my rapier, my heart pounding like a drummer in battle.
A voice, somewhere in the darkness, sweet and cruel: "The shadows see everything. And there are only four of you."
Silence. Footsteps. Breaths. We stood back to back in the darkness of the palace, knowing: we were trapped in a game that had already begun before us.
Athos whispered, "A king without glory. And we fools in the middle of it all." I clenched my teeth. "Then the shadows shall learn that fools can bleed too."
The darkness had teeth. We heard it before we saw it—quick footsteps, the scrape of steel, the whistling of breath. No faces, only sounds. Shadows taking shape.
Athos raised his sword, parrying a blow that was barely visible. Sparks flew, there was a brief flash of light, then black again. Porthos roared, slashing blindly with his knife, his body heavy as a battering ram. He hit something, someone screamed, and the blood immediately smelled of iron. Aramis fired, the blast thundered in the narrow space, the candle went out, and there was even more darkness. A body fell. I turned, my rapier groping in the darkness, finding resistance, pushing, cutting, feeling the trembling of a man retreating.
We stood back to back, four against many. They came from every corner, silently, quickly. It wasn't a fight, it was a whispering with blades.
Athos cursed, his breathing heavy. "They want to cut us to pieces!" Porthos laughed, bloody, wild. "Then let them try!" Aramis murmured a prayer as he reloaded, his fingers steady in the chaos.
I gritted my teeth, my mouth full of iron, my hands numb from blow after blow.
The shadows fell, one by one, but more came. It was a dance without music, only steel, breath, and screams.
Then—silence. Suddenly. The footsteps stopped, the blades retracted. Just the four of us, breathing heavily, bloody, in the dark.
Athos raised his voice. "Come out, you dogs!" Nothing. Just the dripping of blood on stone.
Aramis closed his eyes and murmured, "Shadows don't disappear. They wait." I felt my hand tremble on the handle. "Then we wait too."
And so we stood there, four men in the darkness, with the taste of iron in our mouths, and knew: the palace was alive. And it wanted to devour us.
The silence after the battle was worse than the clash of blades. No breath but ours, no footsteps but our own. But the walls seemed to be closing in, as if the palace wanted to swallow us.
Athos wiped the sword on his cloak, though it was no use. The blood clung, cold and black in the darkness. "We'll never find our way out of here," he murmured. Porthos laughed, panting, his shirt ripped open. "If we do find our way out, it'll only be with half our faces." Aramis holstered his pistol, pulled out his rosary, and let the beads slide through his fingers. "Perhaps we're already out. Perhaps we're already dead." I felt the sweat on the back of my neck, the hilt of the sword damp in my hand. "We're still breathing. And as long as we're breathing, the palace doesn't belong to us."
We continued on, almost blind, through corridors that twisted like snakes. Doors led into empty rooms, halls where the echo of our footsteps sounded like laughter. Shadows everywhere, and in every shadow, a face that could not be seen.
Athos paused at a wall and placed his hand on the stone. "Warm," he whispered. "Stone isn't warm," Porthos growled. "This one is," Athos replied, his voice shaky. "As if it were breathing."
Aramis laughed softly, harshly. "The palace is alive. And we're just blood in its veins." I swallowed, the taste of iron back in my mouth. "Then we'll have to cut open his belly."
We wandered on. No end, only doors, only corridors that closed like mouths. Sometimes we heard footsteps behind us, sometimes laughter, faint, distant. But when we turned around, there was nothing.
Porthos punched the wall once, furious, his fist bloody. "Fucking shadows! Show yourselves!" Echoed. No opponent. Only his own cursing, echoed back a hundredfold.
Athos' face was pale, his eyes dark. "We're running in circles." Aramis nodded, as if he'd known that already. "Shadows never let you walk straight." I gritted my teeth. "Then we'll run until they tire."
But the palace didn't tire. It waited.
We stumbled into a hall, large, cold, empty—except for the mirrors. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, on the walls, on the pillars, even on the ceiling. Every angle was glass, every movement doubled, tripled, multiplied.
Athos stopped, his face twisting. "Shit." Porthos stepped closer to a mirror, looked into it, and laughed hoarsely. "There I am—twice as tall, twice as beautiful." But his laughter died as the reflection continued to grin, even after he had stopped. Aramis made the sign of the cross, slowly, deliberately. "Mirrors are lies. They show what we don't want to see." I looked into them—and there I was, but not. Paler, darker, my eyes deeper, my mouth full of blood. I raised my hand, and so did the reflection—but it hesitated, a heartbeat too long.
Athos growled and kicked a mirror. The glass shattered, falling like rain. But behind it was not a wall—but more glass, more mirrors, more faces. "There's no escaping here." Porthos drew his knife and held it against the glass. His reflection did the same—only the blade was lower, closer to his throat. Aramis smoked; the smoke billowed through the hall, doubling, quintuple. "We don't fight men. We fight ourselves." I felt my hands tremble. "And we lose."
The mirrors whispered. No voices, only our own breathing, reflected back, distorted. Every footstep sounded like a hundred. Every movement was a lie.
Athos's reflection raised his sword, even though Athos himself had lowered it. Porthos's mirror grinned, an animal he himself never was. Aramis's mirror prayed—and wept. Mine bled from the mouth, drop by drop, endlessly.
We stood still, unable to move. Every movement made the mirrors stronger.
Athos gritted his teeth. "We are the shadows." And in that moment, I believed him.
Athos raised his sword, slowly, as if in slow motion. His reflection did the same—only faster. He struck, against glass, against himself, and the mirror shattered. Shards rained down, cutting his face, and blood ran down his cheek. But the reflection remained, in a thousand shards, each grinning differently.
Porthos roared, slamming his fist against his own face in the glass. Shards flew, he laughed, bloody, mad. "Come on! Come on, everyone!" But the shards formed new Porthos, harder, crueler, with eyes hungrier than he was.
Aramis threw the cigarette to the floor and stomped it out. Then he swung his knife and threw it at the mirror opposite. It stuck, vibrated, and his reflection also held a knife—but in the throat of the woman standing next to him, someone who wasn't there, but he knew her. His face broke, his lips murmured a prayer no one wanted to hear.
I raised my rapier, saw my reflection, saw it bleeding, how it laughed, how it mocked me. I struck, hard, furiously, and the glass shattered. But in every splinter, my face remained—no longer me, but what I feared: tired, broken, with a mouth full of iron.
The hall shook with the clanging, the shattering, the echo of our voices. Splinters, blood, breath were everywhere. But the shadows remained. They crawled out of the shards, clung to us, embedded themselves firmly in our skin, our hearts, our heads.
Athos paused, bleeding, breathing heavily. "You can't kill shadows." Porthos spat blood, but laughed nonetheless. "Then we'll just live with them." Aramis raised his gaze, his eyes empty. "We are their vessels." I felt the trembling in my knees, the taste of iron in my mouth. "Then we'll carry them out."
We left the hall, bloody, exhausted, but alive. Behind us, only whispering shards. Before us, new corridors, new darkness.
And we knew: the palace was full of shadows. But we now carried the worst of them within ourselves.
 
The cardinal smokes in the dark
The palace was behind us, but not out of our minds. We still smelled the perfume, saw the mirrors in the broken glass. And then we smelled something else: tobacco, heavy, sweet, burnt. It led us into a room that hardly anyone entered, except him.
The cardinal sat in the dark. No fire in the fireplace, only the smoke from his pipe, winding through the air like snakes. He wore red, but the red was black in shadow. His eyes shone, small, cold, like embers under ashes.
He didn't speak immediately. He pulled on his pipe, the tobacco smoldering, the crackling louder than our footsteps. Then he let the smoke flow out, slowly, deliberately, like someone who owns every second.
"You look tired," he said finally, his voice deep, soft, dangerous. "The shadows were not merciful." Athos folded his arms, his face hard. "The shadows are yours." A smile, barely visible. "Perhaps." Porthos growled, his hand on his knife. "We are not dogs, Cardinal." The smoke wafted, enveloping us, bitter, sweet. "Oh, yes. You are dogs. But you bite in the right direction. For now."
Aramis took a step closer, his voice cool. "Do you want to warn us? Or use us?" The cardinal took a deep drag on his pipe, the tobacco glowing like a heart. "Both. Those who live in the dark know that dogs are useful. But also noisy."
I felt my hand move to my sword. "And if we don't want to bite anymore?"
His laugh was quiet, dry. "Then the shadows will bite you. And they're hungrier than I am."
The smoke grew thicker, the space narrower, the air heavy. We stood there, four men, and sensed: There was more danger here than in all the streets of Paris.
The cardinal leaned back, his pipe between his fingers. The smoke hung like a curtain between him and us. We saw only the embers, small, red, dangerous.
"You have seen the king," he began, his voice soft as oil. "You know he is weak." Athos growled, his eyes dark. "Weakness is not our business." "Yes, it is," replied the cardinal, "for his weakness is your reward. As long as he is weak, you are strong. As long as he lives, he needs you."
Porthos snorted, his hand heavy on the table. "We don't need him." A smile crossed the cardinal's face. "But he needs you. And that's enough."
Aramis stepped forward, smoke swirling around his face. "And you? What do you need?" The cardinal drew slowly on his pipe, letting the smoke flow from his nose. "I need order. I need men who know when to bite and when to bark." "And if we do neither?" I asked.
The cardinal laughed softly, almost friendly. "Then you're just shadows. And shadows disappear."
The smoke grew thicker, enveloping us, creeping down our throats, burning our eyes. Words hung in it, heavier than the tobacco.
Athos clenched his fist, his voice deep. "You're playing with us." "Of course," said the cardinal, as calmly as if discussing wine. "You're pieces. But pieces with teeth." Porthos slammed his hand on the table, the cup tipping, and wine spilling over the wood. "I'm not a pawn on your board!" The cardinal looked at him, his eyes sparkling. "No. You're a rook. Heavy. Loud. But rooks fall too."
Aramis lit a cigarette and blew the smoke at the cardinal. "And what are the rest of us?" A smile, barely visible. "One is a bishop, fast, sharp. The other a knight, unpredictable. And the last one... the king." I felt my skin tighten. "And you?" The cardinal took a slow drag on his pipe. "I am the board."
Silence. Only smoke, swirling as if it were laughing.
The cardinal made us wait while he arranged the smoke like other men arrange coins. He took a deep, long drag on his pipe, and when he exhaled, it looked as if the air itself were bowing down to him.
"You have two paths," he finally said. "One leads to the light, where you are seen, admired, applauded—and soon forgotten. The other leads to the darkness, where you are unknown, not honored, but feared."
Athos stared at him, his voice cold. "Both paths stink." "Perhaps," replied the cardinal, "but one ends quickly. The other keeps you alive."
Porthos slammed his fist on the table. "We're not dogs you keep in the dark!" The cardinal nodded slowly, as if he'd wanted that exact answer. "Yes. You are. And dogs live longer when they stay in the shadows."
Aramis took a step forward, his gaze sharp. "And if we refuse?" The cardinal puffed on his pipe, the embers flickering. "Then you will disappear. Simple as that. Shadows devour what refuses to be part of them." "Threats?" I snarled.
A smile. "A promise."
The smoke grew thicker, settling on our skin and creeping into our bones. We felt the choice—not in words, but in the weight of the space.
Athos raised his glass, empty, and growled, "We choose nothing." Porthos laughed bitterly. "We drink, we fight, we fall. That's all." Aramis muttered a prayer that sounded like mockery. I looked at the cardinal through the smoke. "We go our way. Whether you call it a shadow or not."
The cardinal nodded, took a drag on his pipe, and the glow in his eyes was stronger than that of the embers. "Then go. But don't forget: shadows accompany everyone, including you."
We turned away, heavy, tired, angry. Behind us remained the smoke, thicker than the night.
We left the room, the door closing behind us, silently, like a coffin lid. The hallway was cool, the air thin, but we breathed as if we'd just crawled out of a fire.
Porthos coughed and spat on the ground. "Shit, I can still taste it." Athos rubbed his forehead, his face pale. "It was just smoke." "No," Porthos growled. "It was poison."
Aramis immediately lit a cigarette, as if he needed to cover the cardinal's smoke with his own. "You can't escape him. Even the air outside carries his scent." I took a deep breath; the corridor smelled of stone, dust, and old candle wax. But my throat burned, as if the cardinal had stuffed a piece of his pipe down it. "He's marked us."
We continued walking in silence, each step heavy. The door remained behind us, but the smoke crept along with us.
Athos finally spoke, his voice hoarse: "We should leave. Paris, the palace, the cardinal—everything is devouring us." Porthos laughed hoarsely, bitterly. "To where? We belong here, whether we like it or not." Aramis blew smoke, his eyes tired. "Shadows follow everywhere. Even to paradise." I felt my hands tremble, and I clenched them into fists. "Then we'll let them follow. But they should know we'll bite back."
We stepped outside into the cold night. Paris roared, vibrant, dirty, honest. But the cardinal's smoke still hung in our lungs. It burned like a brand, invisible but inextinguishable.
Athos murmured, "He sits in the dark, smoking his pipe. And we dance whether we want to or not." No one objected.
Paris welcomed us with cold night air, the stench of horses, feces, and cheap wine. Normally, that smelled more authentic than anything in the palace. But today it was different. Today, there was something in our lungs, heavier than the fog over the Seine.
Athos led the way, his cloak pulled tight, his stride hard, his face pale. "It won't let go," he murmured. "The smoke. It sticks." Porthos spat on the pavement as if he could expel it. "Damned priest. I can't get the taste out." Aramis smoked, even more, as if covering up the poison with his own poison. The smoke around him was thicker than the night. "You can't expel smoke. You can only breathe it until it's part of you." I felt the pressure in my chest, heavy, oppressive, like a stone. "He didn't give us words, he breathed us in. And now we're in his lungs."
We walked through alleys that smelled of urine and rain, past taverns from which loud, off-key laughter came. Normally, we would have sat down there, ordered wine, and drunk off our hangovers. But no one stopped.
Athos stopped at some point, looked at the dark, damp walls of the buildings. "The palace has shadows. But Paris has them too." "Screw it," Porthos growled. "Shadows or not, we'll strike them all down." Aramis blew smoke, his gaze rising. "You can't strike down the sky. And it's full of smoke." I clenched my hands, feeling the weight of my weapons. "Then we'll strike until he coughs."
We continued on, through Paris, through the night, through the smoke. Each of us for ourselves, all of us together. And we knew: The cardinal was sitting somewhere, puffing on his pipe, and we were still breathing with him.
The tavern was loud, crowded, and stinking of beer, sweat, and old grease. Normally, a place where we would have gotten lost immediately. Not today. We walked in like men carrying something heavier than any mug.
We sat in the corner, away from the fire, away from the laughter. The innkeeper brought wine without us calling. Perhaps he had seen our faces, perhaps smelled the palace dust on our boots.
Athos raised the glass, sniffed it, drank—and coughed. "Even here. I can still taste it." Porthos emptied the cup in one gulp, wiped his mouth. "The cardinal pisses down our throats, and we drink anyway." Aramis lit another cigarette, as if he could bury himself in the smoke. "He sits in Paris like a heart. Every breath goes through him." I drank, slowly, feeling the burn that wasn't from the wine. "Perhaps we're already dead. Perhaps we're just sitting here as smoke."
At the next table, men were laughing, throwing dice, and shouting for more beer. Their noise was real, raw, and dirty. We heard it, but it sounded distant, as if we were behind a wall.
Athos put down the glass, his eyes dark. "We should get out of here." Porthos growled. "Where to?" "It doesn't matter where," Athos replied. "As long as we breathe something else." Aramis shook his head, blew smoke. "There is no other. Paris belongs to him." I looked at them, my brothers, and felt the heaviness in my chest. "Then we'll drink until he drinks with us. Maybe we'll drown him."
We clinked glasses. The wine was red, heavy, and bitter. But in our throats, it tasted like a pipe.
And we knew: The cardinal was sitting somewhere in the dark, puffing on his embers, laughing quietly while we drank.
The night grew older, the mugs emptier, the voices quieter. We drank because we had no other choice. Every sip was an attempt to flush the taste from our throats. But it remained.
Athos sat with his head bowed, his hands around the glass as if it were warming him. "I'm still breathing him," he whispered. "Every puff is his." Porthos laughed, a rough, broken laugh. "Then we'll drink him to death. One cup at a time." But even he didn't sound convinced. Aramis continued smoking, one cigarette after another, the table littered with butts. "Smoke against smoke. Perhaps one will extinguish the other." I felt the heaviness in my chest, the tiredness in my bones. "He's sitting somewhere now, puffing on his pipe, knowing full well that we won't get rid of him."
The tavern emptied. Men stumbled out, women laughed wearily, the innkeeper extinguished candles. We remained, four figures in the corner, half shadow, half smoke.
Athos finally raised his head, his eyes red. "We are not fighting for the king. We are not fighting for Paris. We are fighting against the smoke." Porthos slammed his fist weakly on the table. "Then we should give him fire!" Aramis closed his eyes and murmured, "Fire only makes more smoke." I looked at them, my brothers, and felt the truth in my bones. "Perhaps we have already burned."
Morning came, gray, wet, and merciless. We stepped outside, staggering, hungover, our coats heavy with rain. Paris breathed, we breathed with it—and with every breath, the cardinal was within us.
Athos murmured, "You can't grasp the smoke." Porthos spat into the gutter. "But you can curse it." Aramis pulled up his collar, his gaze blank. "And you can live in it." I tasted iron and tobacco. "Until it suffocates us."
We continued on, four men, through the morning, through the rain. The cardinal sat somewhere in the darkness, smoking, and we knew: we had long since become part of his breath.
 
Promises that are worthless
Paris was full of promises. You heard them on every corner, in every tavern, in every market. Men swore loyalty, women love, merchants honesty. But by morning, all was forgotten, replaced by lies, hunger, and new vows.
We were sitting in a tavern, the windows fogged up, the floor sticky with spilled wine. A man at the next table promised his whore he would marry her as soon as he was rich. She laughed as if she knew he'd be with someone else the next day.
Athos shook his head and drank. "All promises. None of them keep." Porthos wiped his mouth, his gaze contemptuous. "Promises are like tin coins. They shine in the dark, but by morning they rust."
Aramis blew smoke into the air. "Even the Church makes promises. And I've seen enough to know: even those are just dust." I drank slowly, my gaze on the man at the next table. "Promises are cheap. Only the blood you lose in the process is expensive."
The night before still hung in our bones, the cardinal's smoke still in our chests. And yet it wasn't just his smoke. It was Paris itself. Every street, every voice, every oath—none of it held.
A soldier came in and swore to the innkeeper that he would pay tomorrow. The innkeeper nodded, wearily, knowing he would never see a sous. A woman promised her child bread, and I saw in her eyes that she had nothing but that sentence.
Athos murmured, "We swore too." Porthos laughed bitterly. "To the king. To the cardinal. To ourselves." Aramis put down his cigarette and crushed it. "And which of these promises was ever worth anything?" I remained silent. Because I knew: none.
We continued drinking while outside Paris swore and lied, swore and lied, over and over again.
Athos stared into his glass for a long time, as if there were something other than wine in it. "I once swore," he finally said, "that I would never drink again." He laughed, dryly, without joy. "And yet I sit here. Glass in hand, blood in my mouth."
Porthos grinned, broadly but wearily. "I swore I'd never be without money. That I'd always shine like a king." He raised his hands, calloused, dirty, empty. "And look at me now. Shining like a pig in the mud."
Aramis blew smoke, his face in shadow. "I swore to the Church to remain chaste, faithful to Heaven, devoted to the Cross." He took a drag on his cigarette, smiling coldly. "And that same night I lay with a woman whose name I never asked."
I was silent for a moment, then drank. "I swore to myself that I would never end up like my father—with an empty bag, an empty glass, an empty gaze." I put the glass down, empty. "And yet... here I am."
Silence. Only the clinking of other cups, the murmuring of the tavern, the distant laughter on the street.
Athos spoke again, his voice raspy. "We swear because we believe we can defeat time. But time just laughs." Porthos nodded, his jaw hard. "Promises are only words. And words are only air." Aramis brushed ash from the table. "And smoke. And smoke vanishes." I looked at them, my brothers, and knew: We had all sworn. And we had all broken.
Outside, Paris continued to swear. Merchants swore to quality, whores to loyalty, thieves to silence. All lies. All dust.
And in our heads our own vows echoed, empty, broken, bitter like wine.
The wine was almost finished when Athos suddenly laughed. Not a pleasant laugh, more like a cough that lingered too long. "The king swore an oath to us too. Remember? Honor. Gratitude. Protection." He spat on the ground. "All lies."
Porthos grumbled, his hands heavy on the table. "The king swears every day when he opens his mouth. And every day he forgets before sunset." Aramis blew smoke, his eyes half-closed. "The cardinal doesn't swear. He doesn't promise. He makes you think you've sworn, and when you look back, you realize it was just your own shadow." I raised my glass, empty, and grinned crookedly. "The king lies because he's weak. The cardinal lies because he's strong. And we sit in between, drinking."
Athos nodded, his brow heavy. "We are pawns in their oaths. Pawns who think they're knights." Porthos slammed his fist weakly on the table. "Fuck pawns, knights, kings. I want wine, I want meat, I want life. And no one swears that to me." Aramis let the smoke billow from his nostrils. "The Church swears salvation. The king swears honor. The cardinal swears order. All dust. All smoke." I looked at my brothers, and I knew: they were right. We were caught in a web of oaths that were worthless. Caught between a weak king and a cardinal who never promised anything and yet took everything.
Outside, one could hear the bells ringing. An oath of iron, always the same, always hollow. Paris breathed, lied, swore. And we drank.
Athos put down the glass, his fingers trembling. "No more oaths," he said softly but firmly. "Not a word, not a promise. Not to the king. Not to the cardinal. Not to the Church."
Porthos grinned, his teeth flashing in the dim light. "Screw them all. If one of them swears something, it's only to drag us deeper into the dirt." Aramis stubbed out his cigarette, the embers dying in the wet wood. "Then there's only one thing left. We swear nothing more. We live. We die. But without words." I drank, the wine bitter like old scars. "Without words... maybe. But we have each other."
Athos looked at me, his gaze sharp and sober. "We swear nothing. But we know. I hold you, you hold me. That's enough." Porthos laughed, but it was a warm laugh, for once. "Screw the king, screw the cardinal. I'll drink with you, I'll fight with you. I need nothing more." Aramis nodded slowly, his face lost in the smoke. "No prayer. No oath. Just us. And that is stronger than any oath." I put the glass down, it tipped over, rolled across the table, fell to the floor, and shattered. "Then we don't drink to oaths. We drink to us."
We raised our cups, half empty, but that didn't matter. We clinked glasses, the sound muffled, genuine.
And outside, Paris continued to swear, swear and lie, swear and lie. But at our table, no one swore. We drank, we breathed, we lived.
That was all. And that was enough.
We stumbled out into the night; the rain had stopped, but Paris still steamed as if it had drunk itself. The streets gleamed black, and voices echoed in the alleys, each a promise shattered as it was spoken.
A merchant shouted that his wine was the best, sworn on his mother's name. Athos laughed dryly: "My mother is long dead, and the wine is vinegar." A whore whispered in Porthos' ear, swearing that she wanted only him, only tonight, only for him. Porthos laughed hoarsely, placed a few coins in her hand, and sent her away. "Keep your oaths for next time."
A beggar grabbed Aramis by the sleeve, swearing to God that he would pray for him if he received even a sou. Aramis gave him the sou, but muttered, "Your prayers are as empty as mine." I heard a man on the corner swearing he knew a way to get rich quickly. I moved on. I'd seen enough wealth made up of lies.
We walked through the alleys, every step heavy, every shout an oath. Paris swore and swore, like a drunk who doesn't know when to shut up.
Athos stopped at some point and looked at the houses, black against the sky. "All promises," he murmured. "Stones meant to hold—and yet fall." Porthos laughed, but wearily. "Then let them fall." Aramis lit a new cigarette, the smoke the only truth in the air. "They'll fall anyway." I felt the cold on my neck, the heaviness in my bones. "And we'll fall with them."
We moved on. Paris continued to swear. And the night was filled with worthless voices.
The alley was narrow, damp, and smelled of urine and stale bread. We were tired, but not drunk enough not to notice when five figures stepped out of the shadows. Men with knives, eyes like rats, voices too smooth for their filth.
The tallest of them stepped forward, a grin on his face as if he had heaven itself in his pocket. "Brothers," he said, "we have an offer. A promise."
Athos raised his eyebrow, tired and dangerous. "One more?" The man nodded, proud as a rooster. "Gold. Women. Protection. Anything you want. If you come with us." Porthos laughed loudly, rudely, resoundingly. "And what do you swear to us?" The man drew the knife, held it up as if it were a sword. "I swear on my blood that we will make you great."
Aramis blew smoke in the man's face. "Your blood is worth nothing." I stepped forward, my rapier loosely in my hand. "And your oath is worth even less. We've heard kings lie more beautifully."
The men flinched, but their leader continued to grin. "You'll regret this. We could have been brothers." Athos' voice was cold as steel. "We have brothers. We don't need them swearing their oaths in the dirt."
The knives flashed, a step forward. But Porthos stepped forward, snatched the knife from the man's hand, and threw him into the gutter. "Your oath," he roared, "now lies in the dirt where it belongs!"
The others fled, their leader panting in the mud. Aramis stamped the ember of his cigarette on his chest. "An oath is only smoke." I looked at him, my eyes cold. "And smoke disperses in the wind."
We continued walking, the alley behind us, the man in the dirt. And we knew: this was Paris. Oaths in the gutter, worthless, not even the blood with which they were sealed.
The alley lay behind us; the rain had turned the dirt to mud, and the rats swam in it like kings. We walked in silence, our weapons heavy at our sides, our breath steaming in the cold.
Athos spoke first, his voice ragged. "Enough oaths for one lifetime. I don't want to hear any more." Porthos growled, his face hard. "Oaths are for fools. We drink, we fight, we die. That's enough." Aramis blew smoke, his gaze lost in the darkness. "A prayer is just an oath. And that too is lost." I nodded, my heart heavy. "Then all that remains is what we don't have to say."
Athos looked at me, and there was more in his gaze than any words. Porthos placed his hand on my shoulder, firm, genuine. Aramis threw the cigarette into the gutter, the smoke hissing, but his smile was genuine.
We didn't speak. We didn't have to.
Paris continued to swear around us—merchants, whores, beggars, kings. Everyone swore, everyone lied. But we walked in silence, and in that silence lay our only promise.
A promise that cost nothing. A promise no one could break. A promise that held us when everything else was dust.
We didn't need words. There were four of us. And that was enough.
 
Letters full of poison
It was a dirty night, and Paris smelled of old rain. We were sitting in a tavern when the messenger arrived. Not a tall man, more like a shadow with boots. He placed an envelope on our table, without a word, and disappeared again as if he had never existed.
The envelope was heavy, sealed with red wax. I recognized the seal: the cardinal's. Athos turned it in his hands as if it were a snake. "A letter," he murmured. "And every letter carries poison." Porthos reached for it, but Athos pulled it back. "Not yet. Drink first." Aramis lit a cigarette, the embers reflected in the wax. "A letter can kill without blood being drawn." I looked at the seal, and it was clear to me: what it said would weigh more heavily than any steel we had ever wielded.
We drank, we waited. The letter lay there, silent, but louder than everything around us.
Finally, Athos broke the seal. The parchment smelled of dust, of a foreign hand. He read quietly, and the longer he read, the darker his face became.
"What does it say?" Porthos asked impatiently. Athos looked at us, his eyes cold. "An order. A name. And a warning." Aramis inhaled smoke. "Whose name?" Athos was silent for a moment, then placed the parchment on the table. "Ours."
We stared at it, the letter, the words written there. Words like knives, words like poison.
And we knew: The cardinal was playing again. And this time he was writing with our blood.
The letter lay on the table, the parchment yellowish, the writing black as dried blood. Athos ran his fingers over it, as if he needed to make sure it was genuine. Then he read aloud.
"To those who call themselves Musketeers. Your services are known. Your loyalty will be tested. Paris has no mercy for traitors. Your name is on the list. The one who crosses it off is you. Do as required. Or disappear."
Silence. Only the crackling of wood in the fireplace.
Porthos' eyes flashed. "He's threatening us." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, the smoke curling across the table. "He's luring us. This isn't a letter. It's a net." I stared at the lines, each one heavy as iron. "Our name... on the list. He's already condemned us."
Athos folded the parchment and placed it back on the table. "It's a poison letter. The words don't burn your throat, they burn your head. They'll consume you until you do what he wants." Porthos slammed his fist on the table, the wine spilling over. "I'm not a dog to be led!" Aramis blew out the smoke, cold, indifferent. "And yet you follow the leash. Because otherwise they'll hang you."
I reached for the cup and drank, but the wine tasted of ink. Bitter, dry, like dust in my mouth. "He already has us. Whether we like it or not."
Athos nodded slowly. "Every letter is a trap. And every trap is a promise. A promise of blood."
We looked at the envelope as if it could spit out more, more poison. But it remained silent. Only our heads were loud.
And outside, Paris sang, dirty, hoarse, full of oaths that were worthless. But this oath was made of steel.
The letter lay there like a carcass on the table. We stared at it as if it might rise up and jump down our throats.
Porthos growled, his hands clenched into fists. "We burn the thing. And that's that." Athos shook his head, his face hard. "You don't burn poison. It lingers in the air. And you breathe it in anyway." Aramis turned the cup between his fingers, the wine sloshing. "Whether we read it or not, we're already trapped. The trap sprung when the seal was broken." I leaned back, my rapier at my side, heavy as my thoughts. "If we do as he demands, we lose. If we don't, we lose too. The poison is already within us."
Athos drank, slowly, deliberately. "The order is only a pretext. The poison is the choice. Choose, and you are his." Porthos slammed the table, shattering the glasses. "Then we won't choose!" Aramis smiled thinly, sadly. "Not choosing is also a choice." I stared into the smoke from the candles. "Perhaps it doesn't matter. Whether we act or not—the cardinal has already won."
Silence. The tavern around us was loud: voices, laughter, dice. But our table was a grave.
Athos placed his hand on the letter as if he wanted to cut it. "This isn't an order. It's a rope." Porthos' face was red, his breathing heavy. "Then we cut the rope." Aramis blew smoke into the air, cold, indifferent. "You can't cut a rope when you're hanging from it yourself." I looked at them, my brothers, and knew: the poison had us long ago. Not in our veins—in our minds.
The letter lay there, silent, but louder than any voice. Athos breathed deeply, his fingers stroking the parchment as if testing the sharpness of a blade. Then he unfolded it again, his voice ragged as he read.
"A man carries a secret that will overthrow the throne. His name is on the tongue of the city. Find him. Bring him. Dead or alive."
The words hung heavy in the air. No decorations, no ribbons, just the bare command.
Porthos slammed his fist on the table. "Blood that isn't ours again!" Aramis blew smoke, his gaze cold. "Every secret is a poison. And we're meant to drink it." I picked up the letter and read the lines again. The writing was neat, firm, no trace of haste. Words like nails, driven deep into the wood. "No name. Just a shadow."
Athos nodded, his eyes dark. "That's how he works. No face, just a mission. We're supposed to search, we're supposed to stumble, we're supposed to cut ourselves. And in the end, we ourselves are the poison." Porthos reached for the jug, drank, and wiped his mouth. "Dead or alive... what does that mean? Alive so he can kill him slowly? Dead so he'll forget him faster?" Aramis took a drag on his cigarette. "They say it doesn't matter. Alive or dead—the Cardinal always wins." I put the letter back, my heart heavy. "And we lose, no matter how we spin it."
The table was silent, except for the crackling of the candle. Outside, Paris sang: whores, merchants, thieves. But in here we sat with a piece of paper that weighed more than any sword.
Athos whispered, "A letter full of poison. And we've already swallowed it."
The letter still lay between us like a carcass no one wanted to bury. The wine was gone, the candle flickered, and outside, a drunk was screaming at the moon.
Porthos stared at the parchment, his face red with rage. "We won't. Screw the Cardinal. We won't hunt him." Athos shook his head, slowly, wearily. "And then what? He doesn't have to catch us. He just has to wait. Then we'll rot on our own." Aramis turned the cup in his hand, the ash from his cigarette falling into it. "That's his game. He gives you poison and lets you decide for yourself whether to swallow it." I leaned back, my rapier against the wood, my thoughts heavy. "Perhaps we can return it. Pour the poison down his own throat."
Athos looked at me, his gaze sharp. "How? It's the palace. It's the smoke. You can't poison smoke."
Porthos growled. "You can set him on fire. Then he'll suffocate himself." Aramis laughed softly, sadly. "Fire makes more smoke. We'd just make him bigger."
Silence. The candle hissed, the wax dripped, the table was sticky with spilled wine.
Athos spoke again, his voice raspy. "We can carry out the task. Find the man. Bring him in. Dead or alive. And then?" Porthos clenched his fists. "Then we're his dogs." Aramis nodded. "Then we're exactly what he already believes we are." I felt the tightening in my chest, the taste of iron in my mouth. "Or we reverse the game. We find the man—and we hear what he has to say before we hand him over."
Athos slowly raised his head, his gaze clear. "That would be treason." "Or freedom," I said.
The letter lay there, silent, like an answer that no one wanted to hear.
We stood up, heavy as punished men, and for a moment the tavern was nothing but a dim hollow behind us. The parchment lay there, crumpled on the table, like a strange breath that doesn't quite agree. Athos tucked it into his inside pocket, close to his chest, as if the paper would sting less then.
"We'll find him," he said. No blabber, no pathos—just a voice that comes from the body, not from the weight men usually carry. "Not for the cardinal. Not for the king. For us. So we know if we deserve the poison."
Porthos gritted his teeth as if he were oiling a weapon he hadn't used. "So we're looking for a phantom. Sounds like a holiday." He grinned, and the grin was harder than a sledgehammer. "If it were fun, it wouldn't be our job."
Aramis rolled his cigarette between his fingers, his gaze fixed on the dark corner of the tavern, as if he could already catch rumors there. "We go, listen, and bring back nothing but the truth. If there is one." His voice was calm; there was a threat in it, like a knife under the tongue.
"No chains," I murmured. "No badges, no handshakes. We show up, ask, stab, disappear. And if we catch him—talk first, then decide. We won't hand anyone over to someone who turns smoke into power." I felt the words grow louder, not because they were logical, but because they were necessary.
Athos nodded. He raised his glass, took a sip of the empty wine, just to observe the ritual, then spat into the spittoon—quietly, without shame, as if bringing the mockery of the night back into the light. "Good. We do it for ourselves. We do it for the name that is not yet dead."
The door slammed behind us, and the air outside was as fresh as a cut. Paris was the same tired city, horses neighing somewhere, and dogs barking across the river. It smelled of coal, of puddles, of that little betrayal you could still feel in the morning when you gritted your teeth.
We spread out like men with instinct in their legs: Athos moved near the alleys where informants shared their cigarettes; Porthos edged toward the bars where stories were sold and paid for in cash; Aramis wandered into the church courtyards where shadows begged and priests swore, and I went to the market stalls because the market is always talking—loudly, greedily, without inhibition.
The night didn't swallow us up immediately. First, questions arose; at every turn. "Wanted?" whispered a man with wrinkles like old parchment. "Who's looking for what?" A whore, her laughter broken, whispered names to me, but names are like cigarettes—you smoke them quickly.
Porthos first found a scoundrel, a small-time thug with teeth like chipped stone. He talked a lot, because talking disguises trembling. "A man," he said. "Came here three nights ago, had no name, only words. Said something about 'A secret that must not rest.' He didn't drink, only observed." Porthos laughed, audibly, and the scoundrel learned who isn't afraid of laughter. "Where to?" Porthos asked. "He went to the bridge, to the bargemen's camp."
Athos returned later, his hands empty, but his eyes full of a different color. "They say he writes letters, but he himself remains invisible. A shadow spitting ink. A man with a pen, working in the fog." He spoke the word "pen" like a curse.
Aramis returned with ash on his fingers. "In the church, they're whispering about a man who doesn't dare look the king in the face. He uses messengers, children, and the blind. He sticks names on doors, then disappears. He has a web, and the knots are letters." His gaze cut through us. "When you rule like that, you don't need an army."
The puzzle pieces lay on the table like bones. We had no picture, no map, only fragments, and yet the pattern was as clear as a scar. The man was clever enough to delegate his work to others, cowardly enough never to show up himself, but wicked enough that every one of his letters smelled of poison.
"So," said Porthos when we met again, "we're going to the bridge. There, where the riverboatmen camp and men with wet hair exchange secrets. No one sleeps there who has nothing to hide."
The bridge was a long tooth of stone that crossed the Seine. Men lay on the planks, bottles, rags, dreams; dogs burrowed, and rats ruled. It was a place for things one didn't want to show in the light. We mingled with the smells—Athos like a shadow, Porthos like a rock, Aramis like a ghost, I like a handful of cigarette smoke.
A boatman, wide-eyed and with a scar that took half of his mouth, looked at us and nodded briefly. His nod was more than a yes: a deal. For him, it wasn't about gold, but about truth that could be passed on without plaque.
"A man was sitting," snarled the boatman. "Not above, not below. He sits among the people, surveying the scene. He calls himself Mr. Mute. He writes letters and posts them into town. He never leaves. His hands are as clean as a surgeon's." He spat into his hand and spread it among us, as if it were putting us to sleep.
Athos' fingers drummed quietly on the hilt of his sword. "Mister Mute. Ha." His mouth twisted not in mockery; more in preparation.
Porthos smiled, eyes flashing like knives. "If his name is Mr. Mute, then he speaks too loudly. We'll check his vocal cords." He grabbed my shoulder, firmly, brotherly. "Come, let's crush his feather."
But bridges are full of eyes. Words make waves. Before we moved, there were footsteps behind us—a boy, ten years old, wet, with black hair plastered to his face. He stepped forward, and in his small hand lay a letter, half-soaked but legible. "Sir—please," he stammered, "Mr. Mute—he sent me. He said I should throw this, but I shouldn't throw it." His voice was too clear to be true.
We didn't torture him. We took the letter, and when I read the lines, there was no order, no threat, just a name. A name that was better than shadows:Gaston Leclair.
The boy simply said, "He tells me to run and bring it. I run. But now I want bread." Porthos gave him a piece, roughly, without pity, and the boy ate it as if it were an apple that could explain everything.
The name—Gaston Leclair—rolled around in my head like a bullet. It sounded too elegant for a conspirator, too French for a coward. We didn't know a Gaston Leclair, but Paris wore names like clothes; some were rich, some were scoundrels. We had to find one.
The hunt didn't begin with fanfare. It began with questions: to innkeepers, to boatmen, to whores, to children, to the city's messengers. We poked our noses into every door, listened to the stories, and took a hit for every piece of information—words cost time, and time was what we didn't have in this game.
It took half the night, then we found a clue—a document, half-burned, in a junkyard behind a law firm. On it was a coat of arms, half-faded; the name Leclair was still stuck to the corner like blood. Someone who knew about seals would say: That's not a sailor's name. It belongs to people who dip their hands into cleaner waters.
Athos looked at the coat of arms with the suspicion of a man who'd seen more small lies than big ones. "So," he said quietly, "Gaston Leclair. Rich fingers, perhaps an office; someone who doesn't write letters, but has them managed. We'll dig deeper."
We dug. Not with shovels, but with effort: nights full of questions, meeting places, guards who drank more than they noticed, a servant who watched us one night and didn't leave fast enough. In the darkness, Porthos finally found a door, barely visible behind a lawyer's house, leading to a stairwell so clean it seemed like an altar.
We entered, not as heroes, not as judges. We entered as men accustomed to demanding the truth. Every step creaked, and my heart pounded like a blow against the side of a barrel.
Upstairs, behind a heavy door, was a room, and in it sat a man. Not a shadow, not Mr. Mute in a cloak, but a man with a sharp face, eyes that could read like knives. He was not a king, not a cardinal, not a clerk; he was something in between: a steward. Gaston Leclair. He sat like a man who didn't get his hands dirty, and he smiled, as if he'd been expecting us.
"Ah," he said, his voice as smooth as a curtain. "So you are the Musketeers. The Cardinal speaks in letters, and you answer in footsteps. Come in. It's late, and guests are rare—unless they're carrying stories."
Athos was breathing heavily, Porthos was grinding his teeth, Aramis was silent, and I pursed my lips. We entered. The door closed quietly behind us, and we stood before a man who was writing while men were dying. And we knew: words are sometimes only harbingers—but now, finally, we had the beast by the collar.
Gaston leaned back, his fingers folded, and smiled like someone who doesn't realize his head is already on the table. "Sit down. Tell me how it was. Tell me what the cardinal sent you." He was too polite, and politeness is often the last mask.
We sat down. And neither of us lied. No need. Because the truth—the bitter, black truth—filled the room like smoke. And it stank of ink, of power, of the gold that envelops everything.
We hadn't come to kill. We had come to listen. But in that room, with the man who carried his pen like a dagger, every answer felt like a spark. And sparks aren't harmless when they fall in a house made of paper.
Gaston Leclair sat there like a man who never had to get his hands dirty. His fingers were clean, his nails short, his shirt whiter than the most honest incense. He looked at us as if we had recited an uncomfortable prayer—not rudely, just inflammatory.
"You wanted to hear," he said. His voice was smooth, carefully plucked like strings. "Listen. The cardinal has many reasons for writing letters. Order, control, fear. But the recipients aren't always his enemies. Sometimes they're just avenues he wants to test." He smiled, and his smile was a cold lamp in an empty room.
Athos sat like a rock. His eyes were knives. "What do you want? Why are you writing for a man whose pipe clouds Paris?" His voice was terse, without flourish.
Gaston leaned forward, clasped his hands, as if counting things that should never be counted. "I don't just write. I collect. Names, debts. Information. The cardinal pays, yes. But I am not his slave. I am his notary. I measure the empire—not in swords, but in pieces of paper. One letter, one name, one whisper, and the city betrays itself." He spoke slowly, as if he were tempting us to swallow the pill.
Porthos glared. "So you're a dealer in secrets. A butcher of names." He laughed, short, sharp. "Is there a market? How do you buy debt? In pounds? In bottles?"
Aramis watched, the cigarette smoldering sadly between his fingers. "If you do this, whose hand will tremble when it comes loose? Who decides which name burns?" His voice was quiet, but it cut deeper than Porthos' sneer.
Gaston shrugged his shoulders like someone who'd been given an annoying label. "The decision is never easy. There are criteria—power, influence, threat to order, and then...opportunities. Sometimes it's intrigue, sometimes mistakes made by men who move too loudly." He tapped his finger on the table as if it were the heartbeat of the whole thing. "You were elected because you are visible. And being visible makes you useful."
I felt a tug in my stomach, as if someone had placed a cold hand on my liver. "Useful, yes. Useful and cheap. But why our name? We're loud enough, angry enough, stupid enough—but useful?"
Gaston smiled differently, without warmth. "Because you're an instrument that's tuned to certain notes. Because you're known, and because you represent a risk; a risk that can be directed. You send a letter, you create a direction—you follow your instinct, and sometimes that instinct leads directly into a trap or to a target that I want to verify." He interlaced his fingers, and in his gaze lay the invention of cold logic. "The Cardinal doesn't have the time to examine every face. He lets faces run by and then reads from the movement how the people breathe."
Athos' jaw clenched. "So this man—this Gaston Leclair—is the detonator? The arsonist with a pen?"
"I'm an archivist, not an arsonist," Gaston said calmly. "I write, I document, I package. I light fires for others. But understand: what burns isn't always the worst. Sometimes the truth is worse, and the truth is delivered in paper. The letter to you—it was meant to sow fear. And fear brings action. Actions bring results. Results guide power." He took a sip of wine, as unfazed as if he were drinking water.
Porthos slammed the table, the wood rattling. "So you're a man who sets men like us in motion—like puppets. And then you watch them vomit on their own courage?"
"I observe," replied Gaston. "I record. And sometimes I pass on the names. But not always to a cardinal. Sometimes to men who think they can save the king, or overthrow him. Sometimes I let the city speak, and the city is a judge without compassion."
Aramis shook out his cigarette, the smoke flickering. "And if we bring him the man—if we bring him the name—what then? Will we become free men with cups of wine and warm beds?"
Gaston didn't shrug. "Freedom is expensive, and no one pays for it lightly." He looked at us as if testing how much bronze remained in our veins. "But you have a choice. Bring the man to me, or bring him to the Cardinal. Bring him dead, bring him alive. Or find out if the man even exists. Perhaps he exists only as an idea—a construct of fear." He smiled again, and this time it was a smile that would tempt a stonefish.
Athos stood up, the blade in its sheath making a weary clang. "So—we do it for ourselves. We hunt because we want to know, not because we're told to bite. We find the name, the man—and then we decide."
Gaston nodded. "Exactly. Search. But be careful—the city bites back. And letters leave traces, even if you burn them. Ink isn't just ink; ink is memory."
We left the room, the steps creaking beneath our boots. Outside, the city hadn't become any friendlier; it whispered in every corner, offering us names like surplus bread. The wind was a thief, stealing our words before we could fully utter them.
The hunt officially began not with the first hit, but with the first doubt. If we came back with a name, we would either swallow the poison or return it. If we came back with emptiness, we would already be considered losers in the eyes of the cardinal.
We hadn't chosen for the cardinal. We hadn't even chosen against him. We had chosen for ourselves—for the right to know before we acted. That was our small honor, rusty and crooked, but ours. And in Paris, that's sometimes worth more than gold.
The night fell deeper, the lamps gave off yellow blood. We dispersed, each in his own direction, and every step felt like a promise. Not to the king. Not to the cardinal. A promise to the name we sought—and to the truth we hoped to still see before it hid us.
And somewhere, between the parchment and the pipe, the cardinal had sunk his teeth into the city. We had eaten a letter, and now we were searching for the man whose name had been shoved down our throats like poison. We weren't searching just for ourselves; we were searching so that in the end, at least one of us would know why he was still breathing.
 
The pack always hunts
Paris had a sound when it hunted. Not the clatter of hooves or the clang of swords. It was quieter. The scraping of shoes in the dirt, the murmuring in the alleys, the rustling of coats moving in the dark. A city that sniffed, like dogs when they smell blood.
We sensed it before we saw it. One look too long from a stranger. A shadow that crossed our path twice. Footsteps that stopped when we stopped.
Athos murmured, his lips not really moving: "We are not hunters. We are the hunt." Porthos spat into the gutter, his teeth bared. "Then let them come. A pack can bark, but when it bites, it also bleeds." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, the smoke creeping into the night. "A pack knows no mercy. It eats until there's nothing left. And it won't stop until the blood runs dry."
I put my hand to my rapier. "Then we'll have to bleed louder than they can hear."
The streets became narrower, the voices quieter. Everywhere, there was a feeling as if someone were standing behind us. The cardinal's letter hadn't just been poison—it was also the horn that signaled the beginning of the hunt.
We moved faster, through markets that stank of fish, through alleys that smelled of urine, across squares where drunks lay like dead dogs. But always the same: footsteps, shadows, eyes.
Athos stopped at some point and turned around, his gaze hard. "They want to drive us. Like wild animals. They want us to run until we're tired." Porthos laughed, deep and evil. "Then they should know: we don't run. We hit." Aramis threw away the cigarette, the embers dying in the rain. "But the pack has time. More than we do." I felt the pull in my chest. "The pack always hunts. But we bite back."
We continued walking, neither faster nor slower. Every step was a defiance, a curse.
And somewhere behind us, Paris was howling.
The alley was narrow, damp, and full of garbage. It stenched of old fish and pissing rats. We went in because there was no other way. And that's exactly where the mob struck.
Three men leaped from the shadows, knives in hand, teeth in their grins. They weren't soldiers, they weren't heroes—just dogs who smelled blood. Behind them, two more came out of the darkness, their eyes blazing like coals.
Athos drew his sword, coldly, without haste. "There they are!" Porthos roared, a laugh full of rage, and drew his sword as if to cleave the wall. Aramis remained calm, the smoke still in his lungs, and his blade flashed in response. I felt my fingers find the weapon, and then there was no room for thought.
The first dog leaped at me. I stabbed, felt the metal touch flesh. A sound like a wet cloth. The man gasped, fell, and the next one came after him.
Porthos struck, hard, roughly, not fencing—just violence. One of the men crashed against the wall, blood on his face, bones in the dust. Athos fought silently, precisely, every stab a point, every pull a cut. He seemed sober, though he never was. Aramis smiled thinly, almost sadly, as he parried, dodged, and stabbed. Smoke and death hung around him like a cloak.
The alley filled with screams, blows, and the smell of blood. But the mob didn't stop. For every one who fell, another came. Eyes in the dark, breath growling.
Athos gasped, his voice sharp: "They don't want to kill us. Not yet. They want to tire us out." Porthos laughed, drenched in sweat. "Then they should know: we only get tired when the earth eats us!" Aramis pushed back an opponent, blood spurting on his face. "The earth is hungry." I screamed, more in defiance than fear, and plunged my sword into the stomach of a man who was still laughing as he died.
The alley became a slaughterhouse. We stood, the mob fell, and yet we knew: this was only the beginning.
The last one fell heavily into the mud, the knife slipping from his fingers, clattering on the wet stone. Then it was silent, only our breathing, harsh like barking dogs, and the dripping of blood falling into the puddles.
Athos leaned against the wall, his face pale, his sword dark red. "That was only the beginning." Porthos spat, blood and phlegm, wiping his sword on a corpse's cloak. "If that was the whole pack, I'll still be laughing in my sleep." Aramis blew out smoke, the cigarette trembling in his hand. "That wasn't the pack. That was their teeth. The body is still coming." I looked into the darkness at the end of the alley. There was movement. No attack, only waiting. Shadows that didn't flee, but stood and stared.
Athos followed my gaze, his voice barely audible: "They're watching." Porthos cursed softly, his breathing heavy. "Cowardly dogs. Why don't they come?" Aramis kicked a man's corpse aside, as if to make way. "Because a pack has time. We don't." I felt the pressure in my chest, and not just from the exertion. It was the knowledge that we were being hunted. Not for death, not immediately. For exhaustion. For fear.
We left the alley, step by step, blood still on our boots. The shadows moved with us, silently, like a pack accompanying its prey until it stumbles.
Athos took a sip from the flask and wiped his mouth. "We're in the middle of a hunt. The letter was the horn. Now they'll blow until we fall." Porthos laughed, but it sounded hollow. "Then they'll blow. We're still dancing." Aramis dropped the cigarette and stubbed it out. "A pack doesn't hunt for music. It hunts for blood." I put my hand to the rapier, felt the sticky blood on it. "Then we'll give them some. But not ours."
Paris growled around us. Footsteps, whispers, shadows. The hunt had just begun.
We continued on, out of the alley and into the tanners' quarter. There, where the air stank of leather, urine, and blood, where even the cats looked sick. It was no place for kings, no place for cardinals—only for men who had to stink to avoid being noticed.
Athos inhaled the air, as if testing whether the stench could protect us. "They're driving us. First through the narrow alleys, now here. A pack chasing a hare into the thorns." Porthos snorted, kicking a barrel so loudly that the noise echoed through the night. "Then let them come. I bite thorns too." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, his gaze moving from shadow to shadow. "They're driving us, yes. But not blindly. They want us to get lost." I saw the narrow paths between the workshops, dark holes that smelled of death. "We're already lost. They're just pointing us in the right direction."
There was movement everywhere. Doors opening, voices whispering, children's eyes in the darkness. No one helped us, no one stopped us. But everyone saw. Everyone knew.
Athos stopped, his sword in his hand, gleaming in the narrow light. "This isn't a neighborhood. It's a labyrinth." Porthos laughed hoarsely. "Then we're the rats." Aramis threw down the cigarette, stamping it out with his heel. "And the dogs chase the rats until they think they have a way out." I placed my hand on the wall, feeling the cold stone. "There are no ways out. Only traps."
We moved on, faster, through the stench, through the labyrinth. And behind us, above us, beside us – always the feeling of footsteps walking.
The pack hunted. Always.
The labyrinth closed in. The alleys narrowed, the shadows thickened. We no longer heard voices, only breathing—not ours. Somewhere in the darkness, someone was panting, heavily, slowly, as if trying to hear us.
Athos stopped, his blade angled downward, ready. "They're driving us into a sack." Porthos growled, kicking the wall as if trying to tear a hole in the stone. "Then we'll tear the sack open." Aramis pulled up his collar, smoke hanging around his face. "A pack loves sacks. They wait until you think there's no way out. And then they come from all sides." I looked up. Above us on the rooftops, shadows moved. Quickly, lightly. Eyes flashed. They were already there.
Athos whispered, without looking at us: "We have two options. Fight here. Or run until we die." Porthos laughed, darkly, wearily. "Running is for children. I'm not a child." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, the embers glowing in the night. "Fighting is just dying too. Only with style." I clenched my hand around the rapier. "Then we die with style. But not today."
The footsteps came closer, from the front, from behind, from above. It wasn't an attack, it was a circle. The pack closed in.
Athos raised his sword, his face cold. "So we fight." Porthos grinned, broad and bloody. "Finally." Aramis dropped his cigarette and stubbed it out. "Then let's dance."
I took a deep breath, the stench of leather, blood, and smoke filling my lungs. "Come here, you dogs."
The trap was closed. And we stood in the middle of it, blades in hand, hearts heavy—ready to bite.
They came like rain. Not all at once, but in bursts, drops that turned into torrents. From the front, from behind, from above. Shadows, voices, knives. Not soldiers—street dogs, paid or cheated, driven by hunger.
Athos stood still, his blade like part of his arm. He waited, and the first person to come near received steel in the gut. Not a word, not a scream. Only the sound of air escaping from a lung. Porthos roared, slashing as if he had two swords in his hands, not one. Each blow was a thunderbolt, each hit a bone breaking. Aramis moved slowly, precisely, like a man who already knew he was going to die—but not this minute. He cut, dodged, thrust, and his smoke still hung in the air. I fought with teeth, with nails, with steel. A man jumped from above, I pushed him back, heard him scream before he landed in the dirt.
The alley filled with blood. Screams, growls, the clang of metal. The pack bit, fearless, mindless. One fell, two followed.
Athos whispered as he stabbed, "There are too many." Porthos laughed, blood in his beard. "Then there'll be more to kill." Aramis murmured, almost like a prayer, "A pack never stops." I screamed, not in fear, but in rage. "Then we won't stop either!"
It was no longer a fight. It was a meal. We were the meat, and they were the teeth. Every breath was blood, every step a cut.
And yet we stood. Every blow, every stab kept us alive a moment longer. Athos with his cold steel. Porthos with his raw rage. Aramis with his precision. I with my despair.
The mob howled, but we howled louder – with steel, with blood, with curses.
The alley was a slaughterhouse. Blood in the gutter, bodies in the dirt, knives still clanging long after their hands had stopped. We stood there, panting, sweating, every drop of sweat mingling with blood that wasn't always ours.
Athos wiped his sword on a corpse's cloak, his gaze blank. "Too many," he murmured. "And yet enough to show us we're still alive." Porthos stood with his legs apart, his sword still raised, as if waiting for the next blow. His laugh was hollow, broken. "That wasn't the pack. That was just a taste." Aramis lit a cigarette, his hands shaking barely visibly. He took a deep drag, blowing the smoke over the corpses. "A pack doesn't die. You just cut out a few teeth." I steadied myself against the wall, my breathing heavy, my throat dry. "And the rest waits. Behind the houses. In the shadows. Always."
We walked slowly, step by step, the blades still in our hands. Paris was silent, too silent, as if the city itself were watching us breathe. Every shadow was an eye, every door a mouth that wanted to devour us.
Athos drank from the flask, the blood on his hand mingling with the wine. "We haven't fallen yet. But we're not free either." Porthos growled, kicking a corpse so that it rolled into the gutter. "Let them come. I'll bite until I have no teeth left." Aramis dropped the cigarette and stamped it out. "They're not coming. Not yet. They're waiting. A pack has patience." I raised my head, looked into the darkness above the rooftops. "The pack is always hunting. It never stops. You can't defeat it. Only survive."
We continued on, four men, through blood, through shadows, through a city that howled, even if you couldn't hear it.
And we knew: This wasn't a victory. This was just a delay.
 
The truth lies on the street
The night wasn't over yet, but Paris was already breathing like a tired dog. The rain had turned the dirt into a brown sludge, and rats swam in it as if they were the true masters of the city. Bodies lay everywhere—not just those we had left behind, but also those no one counted anymore.
Athos stopped and looked at the cobblestones glistening with blood. "There it lies," he said. "What?" asked Porthos, the slaughter still in his bones. "The truth." Athos' voice was cold. "Not in the palaces, not in the letters. In the street. Among the dung and the blood."
Aramis lit a cigarette, the smoke curling over the wet stones. "The street doesn't lie. It shows you everything you want to see, and everything you can't bear." I looked down. A beggar lay there, dead, his face open as if he had been asleep. No one paid him any attention. A child ran by, stepped on his hand without looking. Life went on as if he had never existed.
Porthos cursed, kicking a barrel that sent it rolling through the alley. "And that's what we're fighting for? For kings, for cardinals, while here the truth lies in the dirt?" Athos took a sip from his flask, his hands barely shaking. "We're not fighting for them. We're fighting because we can't do anything else." Aramis blew out smoke, his gaze empty. "And in the end, we're just bodies on the street. Truth that no one reads." I took a deep breath, the stench burning in my throat. "Perhaps that's the only truth. That none of us emerge clean, honored. Only in the dirt. Like everyone else."
We kept going, over corpses, over puddles, over a city that owed us nothing.
The truth was lying on the street. And it was cold.
The cobblestones were like open mouths, and if you looked long enough, they told stories. Not in words, but in remnants. A bloody rag in the gutter, a broken bottle, a shoe without a foot in it.
Athos stopped in front of an overturned cart. Two wheels broken, the load scattered—cheap wine flowing into the gutter. He squatted down, picked up the shard of a bottle, and held it up. "See?" he asked. "That's Paris. The wine is gone, the shard remains."
Porthos stepped past him, puffing. "All I see is that someone was too stupid to secure the barrels." Aramis smiled crookedly, blowing smoke into the air. "Or too poor to do better. You always lose on the street. And no one picks you up." I looked at the wine mingling with the dirt and thought: That's exactly us. Cheap wine, spilled, trampled on, forgotten.
Further down, on the corner, lay a woman. Neither old nor young. Her dress was torn, her neck blue. No one cared. Children ran by, laughing. Men glanced, but never lifted a finger.
Athos stopped again, his voice deep. "Truth." Porthos clenched his fists. "Pigs." Aramis pulled his coat tighter. "This is Paris. Nothing more, nothing less." I wanted to look away, but couldn't. The street told it all, without ink, without wax. A life, erased, and Paris moved on.
A little farther on, a blind man sang. His voice was scratchy, but it was honest. Not a song about honor or God, just about hunger. He sang: "Give me something, and I'll forget you. Give me nothing, and I'll remember." We walked past, and his voice stuck in our heads like a nail.
Athos murmured, "That's where the truth lies. Not in palaces. In broken throats." Porthos nodded heavily. "It lies in the street. And it'll kick you in the face whether you like it or not."
And we knew: Paris lied in its letters, in its halls, in its churches. But not here, not in the filth. Here it spoke the truth.
The night was thick, but the street wasn't silent. It spoke, not with words, but with footsteps. We heard them behind us, steady, heavy. No shadow of the pack, no herd—just one. But sometimes one is enough.
Athos stopped and turned slowly, his face cold as wet stone. Porthos growled, his hand on his sword, Aramis blew smoke into the darkness. I sensed who it was even before he stepped into the light.
A man with a scar across his face. One eye milky, the other glowing. A coat that smelled of old blood. Rochefort. The bastard we'd beaten into the dirt twice already—and who kept coming back from the dirt.
He grinned, but his grin was broken, full of hatred. "Well, you dogs. Still alive?" His voice sounded like a knife scraping on stone. Athos's blade flashed softly. "Unfortunately for you." Porthos laughed, deep, like thunder. "I thought we'd already left you in the gutter." Aramis pulled his coat tighter, the cigarette between his lips. "Some rats swim better." I felt my heart pounding. Rochefort wasn't a pack. He was worse. He was persistent.
He approached, slowly, without haste. "The road doesn't belong to you. The road belongs to those who stay put. And I'm not lying down."
Athos stepped toward him, his blade held close to his chest. "Not yet." Rochefort laughed, a dry, ugly laugh. "Your cardinal sends you like dogs. And you run. You think you're hunting. But you're already prey. Always have been."
The truth lying on the street now had a face. Torn, scarred, but real.
And we knew: You can wipe away blood, forget bottles, and overlook songs. But faces remain.
Rochefort stood there, one eye blind, the other full of hatred. Rain dripped from his scar like sweat. He grinned, and there was nothing human in that grin. Only the hunger to finally see us fall.
Athos raised his sword, his gaze steady. "Enough talk." Porthos growled like a dog that's been chained up for a long time. "I've been waiting for that bastard." Aramis took another drag on his cigarette and threw it into the gutter. "The street wants blood. So we give it blood."
I felt my heart beat faster. No pack, no mob—just him. But Rochefort was worse than ten shadows.
He drew his sword, slowly, with relish. "Come on," he hissed. "See what the truth looks like when it cuts."
He attacked Athos first. Steel against steel, sparks in the darkness. Athos parried, stabbed back, precise, cold, as always. But Rochefort dodged, laughed, struck again. He was a shadow with a blade.
Porthos lunged forward, his sword like a sledgehammer. Rochefort twisted, let the blade slide, and kicked him hard in the stomach. Porthos gasped, but laughed nonetheless. "Still got air," he growled, "enough to smash your skull in."
Aramis slid sideways, his blade flashing, cutting Rochefort's shoulder. Blood spurted, dark and thick. Rochefort grinned even wider. "Finally," he whispered.
I came from behind, stabbing, trying to hit him in the back. But he spun faster than he should have, blocked my blow, and his blade sliced ​​open my arm. The blood burned, hot, but I didn't drop the blade.
The road was wet and slippery, the blood mixed with the rain. Every step was a risk, every blow a scream.
Athos fought coldly. Porthos wildly. Aramis precisely. I desperately.
And Rochefort—Rochefort fought like a man who had nothing left to lose. And men who have nothing to lose are more dangerous than any pack.
The fight dragged on, longer, harder. Blades clanged, bodies collided with walls, blood ran into the gutter. The street absorbed everything like a greedy maw.
At the end, Rochefort stood panting, bleeding, but still grinning. "Not yet," he said. "Not yet. I'm not falling."
Athos raised his sword, his voice harsh. "Everyone falls. You too."
And the street waited, silent, hungry.
The rain fell harder, lashing the pavement, washing blood into narrow streams. Rochefort stood before us, his sword still raised, but his breathing was heavy and panting. One white eye stared into nothingness, the other burning with rage.
Athos took the first step, quietly, confidently. "It ends here." "It never ends," Rochefort snarled, lunging forward, stabbing. Steel struck steel, sparks flying like fire in the rain.
Porthos came from the side, roaring, slashing. Rochefort dodged, parried, struck back. His blade cut Porthos' cheek, blood flowed, and he laughed. "More!" he cried. "Give me more!"
Aramis crept in a semicircle, his eyes cold. A quick push, and Rochefort's cloak ripped, tearing open the skin beneath. The bastard flinched, but grinned nonetheless. "There are four of you. And yet you're weaker than one."
I leaped forward, stabbed, and felt my blade pierce flesh. Rochefort screamed, not in pain, but like an animal wanting more. He lashed out, hitting my arm, blood spurting, hot and red.
The street was a constant sound of steel, breathing, footsteps. We surrounded him again and again, but he broke free, like a dog breaking its chain. Every hit he took only made him wilder.
Athos's rapier sliced ​​across his chest. Porthos' sword nearly cleaved his arm. Aramis' blade pierced his side. And yet he stood. Bloody, laughing, unbroken.
"You can't kill me!" he yelled. "I am the street! I am what remains!"
Athos' gaze was cold, relentless. "Then you'll die like the street. In the dirt." He stabbed, hard, fast, right in the heart.
Rochefort's grin lingered for a moment. Then it vanished. He coughed blood, gasped, and fell to his knees. The sword slipped from his fingers, clattering onto the wet stone.
Porthos took a step closer, wiping the blood from his face. "Was that all?" Aramis blew out smoke, looked down, his face dark. "No. That was just another body on the street." I stared at him, felt my heart thunder. "And the truth lies with him now."
Rochefort fell forward onto the pavement, his face in the rain, his blood in the gutter. The street absorbed him as it absorbs everyone.
Athos sheathed his sword. "It's over. But not the hunt."
We stood in silence. Paris roared around us, cold, wet, indifferent. The streets had spoken their truth: everyone falls.
And we knew that at some point we would be next to Rochefort. It was just a matter of time.
We continued on. Rochefort's body lay behind us, already half-disappeared in the gutter, as if he had never been more than dirt. Paris never paused. The rain pounded, the horses neighed, somewhere whores laughed as if nothing had happened.
Athos drank from the flask and wiped his mouth. "He wasn't the truth. Just a part of it." Porthos growled, rubbing the blade against his cloak. "He was a dog. And there are plenty of dogs." Aramis blew smoke into the wet night. "The road devours one and gives birth to the next. Faces change, hunger remains." I felt the wound on my arm burn, my blood clung to the fabric. "Then the truth lies in the fact that it never ends."
We passed a square. A group of men were squatting there around a fire made of garbage. They looked at us, silent, without fear, without respect. One spat into the fire, another laughed. They knew what we knew: that blood is cheap and that the streets are always thirsty.
Athos paused briefly, his gaze fixed. "Look at them. Tomorrow they'll be Rochefort. Or we will." Porthos roared a laugh, without joy. "Then let them try. I won't fall like a dog." Aramis took a slow drag on his cigarette, his voice quiet. "All fall like dogs. Only some bark longer." I saw the men by the fire, their eyes empty, their hands hard. "They're waiting. For their hour. For their truth."
Further back, a boy, barely twelve, stumbled with a sack on his back. Two men chased him, one with a club, one with a knife. We watched as he stumbled, fell, got up, and kept running. The men behind him laughed and screamed. No one intervened. No one except the street.
Athos' hand tensed on his sword, but he didn't draw. "It's not our fight." Porthos clenched his fists. "Everything on the street is our fight." Aramis turned away, smoke in front of his face. "And yet you always lose." I stopped, feeling the urge to intervene. But my legs wouldn't move. Because Athos was right. Because the street had more victims than we could save.
The boy disappeared into an alley, the men behind him. A scream echoed, short, bright, then silence. The street took him. Just like Rochefort. Just like everyone else.
We continued walking. Every step heavier, every look deeper into the rain.
Athos whispered, "The truth lies on the street. But no one likes it." Porthos growled, "I don't like it, but I step on it." Aramis blew out the last of his smoke. "In the end, we're just part of it." I nodded, feeling the cold. "And eventually, we'll be lying there too. Truth under the pavement."
Paris was silent. And yet it spoke in every drop, every stone, every scream.
The rain didn't stop. It washed the blood from the joints, diluting it until it looked like dirty water. But the stains remained, deeper, darker, as if even the sky couldn't wipe them away.
We walked in silence. Each of us lost in our own thoughts, each of us with the truth in our minds that the street had thrown at our feet. Rochefort in the dirt, the boy in the alley, the woman with the blue neck. All faces, all voices that no one wanted to hear anymore.
Athos broke the silence. "We are no better. We just haven't fallen yet." Porthos shrugged his shoulders, his voice raspy. "We are brothers. Not kings, not cardinals. Brothers. That is our difference." Aramis blew out smoke, looked into the darkness. "Brothers fall too. But they fall together." I nodded, feeling the pain in my arm throb with my pulse. "Then our truth isn't on the street. It lies between us. In what we share."
Athos looked at us one after the other, his gaze heavy but clear. "We'll die out here someday. But until then—we'll hold on." Porthos grinned, bloody, tired. "Hold on until the wine's gone." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, his smile crooked. "And even then, we'll smoke." I laughed softly, despite myself. "Then that's enough."
The rain continued to fall, and Paris smelled of iron and dirt. But we walked side by side, shoulder to shoulder, and the street could see us, as much as it wanted to.
Maybe the truth was lying on the street. But we had found our own.
 
Bullets and hangovers
Morning came like a slap in the face. No golden light, no new beginning. Just a gray sky, damp walls, breath that stank of old wine. My head pounded as if someone had been pounding on it all night.
Athos sat at the table, his eyes red, his flask empty. "This is no tomorrow," he muttered. "This is punishment." Porthos lay half-lying on the bench, snoring, his sword still in his hand as if he'd continued fighting in his sleep. Aramis sat in the corner, already smoking his first cigarette, as if the smoke were breakfast. "A hangover is more honest than any sermon," he said. I held my head, the pain pounding with my pulse. "And bullets are more honest than words."
The pistols lay on the table. Heavy, black, cold. Every shot a truth that couldn't be taken back. We had more bullets than bread, more gunpowder than hope.
Athos picked up a pistol and turned it over in his hand. "A sword needs proximity. A pistol doesn't lie. It speaks, even if you keep your distance." Porthos half-woke, growled, and reached for the bottle that was no longer there. "A bullet is cowardly," he muttered, "but sometimes you need cowardice." Aramis blew smoke at the pistols. "Cowardice, courage—in the end, it's only death that comes faster." I looked at the bullets, small, shiny, inconspicuous. "And we're stupid enough to carry them around with us."
Outside, Paris was slowly waking up. Merchants shouted, carts rolled, dogs barked. But the chamber stank of sweat, blood, and old wine. Bullets and hangovers—that's all there was.
Athos drank the last drop from the flask and shook his head. "We should be dead by now." Porthos grinned crookedly, his eyes still half-closed. "Maybe we already are." Aramis threw the cigarette into the corner and stomped it out. "Then we'll just keep shooting like ghosts." I took a deep breath, my head aching, my heart too. "Then let's live while the bullets last."

The sun had barely risen when we pushed ourselves back onto the road. Our heads were pounding, our stomachs empty, our throats dry as leather. But the weight on our sides was heavier than any feeling: guns, bullets, gunpowder.
Athos pulled his coat tighter, looking like a ghost in uniform. "A cat is honest. It tells you you're alive." Porthos trudged beside him, his face gray but his eyes alert. "Or that you're only half a man." Aramis smoked, as always, the smoke creeping from his lungs, mingling with the morning mist. "Half or whole—the bullet doesn't ask." I held my pistol loosely, feeling the weight. "The bullet doesn't ask, but it answers."
We walked through narrow streets, past merchants stacking their wares, children running barefoot, women drawing water. No one looked at us, but everyone knew who we were. Men with steel in their hands and shadows on their faces.
Athos stopped at a corner, his eyes fixed on the ground. "Do you see the tracks?" Porthos narrowed his eyes. "Just dirt." Aramis blew smoke onto the cobblestones. "They're shoe soles. Lots of them. A pack." I saw it too. Prints, fresh, deep in the mud. And a stain darker than water. Blood.
Athos' voice fell quietly. "They're ahead of us." Porthos growled, drawing his pistol. "Or behind us." Aramis took a slow drag on his cigarette, his eyes narrowed. "A pack has no direction. It's everywhere." I felt my heart beat faster. "Then bullets are our breakfast."
We followed the tracks, step by step, the hangover like a weight on our necks. Each step took us deeper into the neighborhood, where the light grew dimmer and the voices harsher.
Athos murmured without turning around, "Keep your fingers close to the trigger." Porthos grinned crookedly. "I pull the trigger in my sleep." Aramis nodded slowly. "Then you'd better not dream." I gripped my pistol tighter. The morning tasted of iron.
The tracks led us into a narrow side street, so narrow you could barely see the sky. The stench of piss and old cabbage hung in the air. The cobblestones glistened wetly, and that was the only warning. Too clean. Too empty.
Athos stopped, his hand slowly raised. "Stop." Porthos growled impatiently. "I can't see anything." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, the embers reflected in his eyes. "Exactly. That's the problem." I felt the tug at the back of my neck. An alley without voices is an alley full of knives.
Then it happened. A scream, a shadow, and suddenly bullets flew. Loud, shrill, a crash of thunder that ripped through the narrow street.
Athos immediately crouched, drew his pistol, and fired back. A man fell, screaming; the scream echoed between the walls. Porthos roared, his shot louder than his voice. Wood splintered, stone shattered, and somewhere someone gasped. Aramis blew out smoke, as if this were just another morning, and fired. His shot was calm, precise; a man fell, silent, mid-stride. I raised the pistol, the hangover still in my skull, but my finger steady. My shot went wide, hitting a shadow on the shoulder. Blood splattered against the wall; he staggered and fell.
The smoke immediately hung thickly in the air. Gunpowder smoke, sharp and bitter, and the hangover receded into the background. Now there were only bullets.
Athos shouted, "Two left, one right, one up!" Porthos laughed, aimed upwards, and fired. A body fell from the roof, hitting the pavement hard. Aramis drew his second pistol, fired into the darkness, and a scream answered. I switched the pistol to my other hand and reloaded, my fingers trembling, not from fear, but from the heat in my blood.
The street was filled with fire, smoke, and screams. Bullets pierced wood, stone, and flesh.
Athos shot, precisely, coldly. Porthos shot, loudly, furiously. Aramis shot, quietly, deadly. I shot, desperately, alive.
And the street answered with blood.
The last shot echoed like a blow to the chest. Then there was only smoke. It burned in the eyes, stung the throat, settled over everything like a gray veil. The alley was silent. Too silent.
Athos stood upright, his sword still in his left hand, his pistol empty in his right. His face was pale, but his eyes cold. "It's over." Porthos was breathing heavily, sweat running down his forehead, blood clinging to his beard. "Not yet. It's only over when no one breathes anymore." Aramis immediately lit a cigarette, as if the smoke were his breath. "They're not breathing anymore. Listen." And indeed—nothing. No footsteps, no screams. Just rain on stone. I held the pistol, my hand trembling. Not from fear, but from exhaustion. The hangover was gone, burned away by the gunpowder. But what remained was worse—the feeling that every shot costs a piece of my soul.
We looked around. Bodies lay in the alley, twisted, still. Some with their eyes open, staring at the sky they would never see again.
Athos approached one who was still gasping for breath, placed the tip of his sword on his chest, and squeezed. Quickly, cleanly. Not a word. Porthos nudged a corpse with his boot and snorted. "Poor dogs. Walked for a few coins. And now they lie here like garbage." Aramis blew smoke over the corpses. "Coins, words, oaths. All the same reward." I stepped back, saw the blood in the gutter. It flowed, slowly, collected in a puddle, reflected my face. And I wondered how many faces I had seen in such a mirror.
Athos reloaded his pistol, the movement calm and mechanical. "There's a price for every bullet." Porthos grinned wearily. "Then I'll have been bankrupt long ago." Aramis nodded, his gaze blank. "We all do. But the guilt comes at the end." I slid the pistol into my belt, feeling the weight. "And until then, others will pay."
The alley stank of blood, sweat, and gunpowder. Paris was silent, but we knew it wouldn't stay silent for long.
We continued on, our heads heavy, our pockets full of bullets – and each one felt like a promise we would have to break at some point.
The tavern smelled of stale beer, smoke, and cheap sweat. We stumbled in like men half-dead and sat down at the first available table. No welcome, no greeting—just glasses slamming on the bar and eyes avoiding us.
Athos ordered wine without looking at the innkeeper. "Two pitchers. Quickly." His voice was so raspy it almost replaced the smoke. Porthos slammed his pistol down on the table and reloaded it as if it were his prayer. "Drink first, then shoot. Or vice versa." Aramis sat down, pulled his coat tighter, and lit another cigarette. "A hangover will come back whether you like it or not." I sat down heavily, the chair creaking. My head ached, my arm ached, and the bullets in my belt felt as if they were burning my skin.
The jugs arrived, full, red, heavy. Athos raised his, drank, and wiped his mouth. "Wine doesn't quench anything. But it makes it more bearable." Porthos laughed hoarsely and drank half in one gulp. "Then bring me more bearable." Aramis blew smoke over the jug and just sipped, his eyes tired. "A hangover is the price of the night. And bullets are the price of the morning." I raised my glass, drank, felt the warmth flow into my stomach, yet the taste of gunpowder lingered in my throat.
The pistols lay on the table, among the mugs. As if they were guests, not drinking, just waiting. Each of us knew: the bullets spoke louder than we did.
Athos stared at them, his gaze dark. "How many do we have left?" Porthos shrugged. "Enough to die today. Not enough to live tomorrow." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, exhaling the smoke slowly. "There are never enough." I looked at the spheres, round, small, inconspicuous. "And each one costs more than we can afford."
The tavern was loud: men laughed, women screamed, dice rolled. But at our table, it was quiet. Just bullets and hangovers.
Athos drank, his eyes weary. "We live until the last bullet rolls." Porthos grinned, bloody. "And then we keep drinking." Aramis smiled crookedly. "With smoke in our lungs." I nodded. "And maybe that's enough."
The tavern was full, too full. Voices, laughter, dice, the creaking of chairs. Everything stank of wine, sweat, and bad breath. And yet something hung in the air that was heavier than smoke: distrust.
Athos drank in silence, his pitcher empty, his eyes on the pistol. Porthos laughed loudly, too loudly, his arm around a whore who had long since lost a smile. Aramis sat silently, cigarette in his lips, gazing over the crowd. I felt my head pounding, the hangover creeping back, mixed with the rest of the wine.
Then came the silence. Not complete—but heavy enough to be felt. One table stopped rolling dice, another stopped laughing. Men turned around and looked at us. Five, six, maybe ten. Faces that meant no good.
Athos slowly placed his hand on the pistol. "It's starting." Porthos grinned, his teeth red from the wine. "Finally." Aramis lowered his cigarette and stamped it out with his heel. "The bullets were impatient." I reached for my iron, feeling the weight that now refused to stay still.
The first one stepped forward, broad, dirty, his hand on his knife. "You've had enough," he growled. "Now we drink." Porthos laughed in his face. "Then drink my blood, you bastard."
It happened quickly. A knife flashed, a gun went off. The man fell, blood on the floorboards. The tavern screamed, chairs tipped over, whores ran, dice rolled across the floor.
Athos shot, calmly, precisely. One fell to the ground. Porthos shot, loudly, wildly. A table splintered, two men fell. Aramis shot, coldly, fatally. A scream, then silence. I shot, trembling, the shot ripped a jug to pieces, wine and blood mingling.
The tavern was a battlefield. Bullets flew, screams echoed, smoke hung thick. Men fell, blood spurted, wood broke.
Athos stood, still, deadly. Porthos roared, his laughter like thunder. Aramis smoked again as he reloaded. I sweated, trembled, and kept shooting until my hand went numb.
And the bullets spoke louder than any words.
The last shot rang out, dull, almost tired. Then there was only smoke. Heavy, sweet, mixed with the stench of sweat, blood, and cheap wine.
The tavern was silent. Chairs lay broken on the floor, tables were split, jugs spilled. Among the shards and dice lay bodies, twisted, still, with open eyes that would never roll again.
Athos stood in the middle of the room, his pistol empty, his sword at his side. His face was pale, but his gaze cold. "It's over," he murmured. Porthos laughed, a short, hoarse laugh that was more like a cough. "It's over? This never ends." Aramis lit a cigarette, his hands bloody but calm. "A hangover is easier than that." I lowered the pistol, my hand trembling. The hangover crept back, not just into my head, but into my heart.
The innkeeper stood behind the counter, pale, trembling, his hands empty. He said nothing. No shout, no curse. Only silence. He knew words wouldn't change anything here.
Athos reached for the flask, which was long empty, and threw it into a corner. "More wine." The innkeeper nodded and placed a pitcher on the bar, his hands still shaking. Athos took it, drank, and wiped his mouth. "Tastes of blood." Porthos grinned, took the pitcher, and drank deeply. "Everything tastes of blood." Aramis blew smoke over the glasses, his gaze blank. "A hangover tastes worse." I took a sip too, feeling the wine not dispel the taste of powder, but merely wrestle with it.
We sat down at a half-broken table, our pistols still at the ready. Silence surrounded us, only drops of blood falling on the wood.
Athos spoke softly: "Every bullet is a debt. And we owe too much." Porthos laughed, tired and heavy. "Then we'll just pay with our lives." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, blowing smoke into the darkness. "In the end, everyone pays. Just not everyone pays so dearly." I looked at the pistols. They lay there like silent witnesses, black, cold, incorruptible. "And yet we keep drinking."
The wine passed, the smoke cleared, and slowly, like an old dog, the hangover returned. It weighed heavily on us, heavier than blood, heavier than bullets.
And we knew: bullets disappear. But hangovers remain.
 
One man falls, another drinks
The night hadn't yet been digested, and the morning was already an enemy. We sat in a room that smelled more like a grave than a shelter. Sweat, blood, wine, smoke—everything hung in the air as if it were trying to suffocate us.
Athos lay on the bed, his hand on his long-empty flask. His breathing was shallow, his face gray. "I've seen too much," he muttered. "Drank too much. They both burn the same." Porthos sat on a stool, his eyes heavy, his muscles tired, but the glass still in his hand. "Someone's going to fall," he growled, "but someone has to drink. Otherwise the world will tip over." Aramis stood at the window, smoking, his silhouette against the gray sky. "It's going to tip over anyway." His tone was calm, but the smoke trembled as it escaped his lungs. I sat on the floor, the pistol beside me, my head in my hands. My skull throbbed, my arm ached, and the taste of metal and wine lingered in my throat, as if my body no longer knew which to expel first.
Athos coughed, a deep, wet cough. Blood stained the rag in his hand. "There," he said weakly, "a man falls." Porthos raised his glass, drank, and wiped his mouth. "And another is drinking." He grinned, but his grin was broken. Aramis turned and looked at Athos for a long moment. "We are not heroes. We are merely bodies that have not yet fallen." I looked at Athos, his face, which had borne so much hardness, now soft, almost broken. "If he falls, we all fall."
Athos raised his hand, waving it off. "No. I fall alone. Everyone falls alone." His voice was rough, brittle. "But you should drink. Otherwise, it's pointless."
The words hung heavy in the air. Wine, blood, smoke—everything mingled, everything weighed us down. But the glass still passed around. One coughed, one laughed, one smoked, one remained silent.
And that's how it always was: One fell. Another drank.
Athos lay on the bed, his eyes half-closed, his skin gray as wet stone. His breathing was unsteady, his cough deep. The flask almost slipped from his hand, only his fingers held on, as if he were a child clinging to the last doll.
Porthos looked at him, glass in his fist, his gaze heavy. "He's going down," he murmured. "Slowly but surely." Aramis stood in the corner, smoking, his face in shadow. "We're all going down. Some with a shot, some with a pitcher. Athos will take both." I knelt beside him, placed my hand on his forehead. It was hot, sweaty. "He needs rest. No wine."
Athos opened his eyes and whispered, barely audibly, "Wine is calm." Porthos laughed bitterly, tipping the rest of his glass. "He's right." Aramis blew smoke into the air. "Wine is just a knife that cuts more slowly."
The room was silent, except for Athos's breathing, heavy and ragged, punctuated by coughs. Each cough sounded as if something inside him was tearing open.
I reached for his flask, trying to take it away. His hand tensed, surprisingly strong. "Leave it," he gasped. "I'll fall faster without it." Porthos nodded and drank. "Then let him. We have no right to take away a man's fall." Aramis looked at us, his voice cold. "But we also have no right to stand by and watch him rot." I closed my eyes, feeling the hangover creeping back into my skull. "Perhaps there are no rights. Only falling and drinking."
Athos coughed again, blood on the cloth. His lips curled into a faint smile. "See? A man falls. And you drink."
We looked at each other. Three men, three glasses, and one who was already hanging too low. The silence was heavier than any sword, any shot.
And yet the wine continued. One coughed, one drank, one smoked, one remained silent.
The night tightened like a noose around his neck. The room was stuffy, dark, smelling of smoke and sweat, of old blood and cheap wine. Athos lay on the bed, his breath rattling, each breath heavier than the last.
Porthos sat at the table, drinking, his eyes red, his jaw hard. "We can't pull him along," he growled, more to himself than to us. "One man who falls drags the others down." Aramis stood at the window, his glass empty, his cigarette almost finished. "And yet we won't leave him behind. Brothers aren't left in the dirt." I sat on the floor, my pistol beside me, my head in my hands. My head was pounding, my heart beating too fast. "If we carry him, we'll be slower. And the pack will catch up with us."
Athos coughed, the cloth in his hand red. "Leave me alone," he whispered. "Go. I'm just weight." Porthos slammed his fist on the table, spilling the wine. "Shut up! Not a weight. A brother." Aramis blew smoke toward the ceiling, his face hard. "A brother is both a burden and a salvation." I looked at Athos, his face pale, his body thinner than it should be. "If you fall, we fall too. So hold on tight."
Athos laughed weakly, a cough joining in. "You're fools." Porthos drank, his eyes moist. "Maybe. But we're your fools." Aramis rolled his cigarette in his mouth, whispering, "And fools last longer than kings." I reached for the flask lying next to Athos. Empty. "We'll last as long as the wine lasts."
Silence hung in the room again. Only Athos' breathing, Porthos' glasses, Aramis' smoke, my pounding head.
One man falls. Another drinks. And the world keeps turning.
Athos wheezed, his fingers clutching the sheet as if he were trying to hold onto the earth itself. Every breath was a struggle, every cough a knife in his chest.
Porthos drank, the pitcher swaying in his hand. "If he dies," he slurred, "then a part of me dies. But I'll keep drinking. Otherwise I can't stand it." Aramis stood against the wall, smoking, his gaze dark. "A part of you dies with every sip. Don't you notice?" Porthos growled, slamming the pitcher down on the table. "Shut up, priest. You're no better. You hide behind smoke like a coward."
Aramis took a step forward, his cigarette glowing. "Better smoke than drunkard's vomit."
Porthos jumped up, staggering, his fists clenched. "Say that again." Aramis blew smoke in his face, slowly, coldly. "Puke."
I jumped between them, hands outstretched. "Stop it, damn it! Athos is dying, and you're arguing like children!" Porthos snorted, his chest rising and falling like bellows. "I just want to drink. That's all I have left." Aramis turned away, dropped the cigarette on the floor, and stubbed it out. "And I just don't want to forget that we're long dead."
Athos coughed, blood on his lips, and whispered, "You're fools. Argue while I fall." I knelt beside him, holding his hand. It was cold, clammy. "We won't let you fall. Not today." Porthos sat heavily on the chair and reached for a new tankard. "Then I'll drink for you." Aramis lit another cigarette, the smoke trembling. "And I'll smoke for you." I squeezed Athos' hand tighter, my heart pounding. "And I'll hold you tight."
The room was filled with breath, smoke, and wine. One man fell. And another drank.
The night dragged on, hour after hour, like a tightening rope. Athos lay on the bed, his skin pale, his breath labored. Every cough sounded like the tearing of fabric.
Porthos sat at the table, jug in hand, his eyes glassy. "He won't make it," he murmured. "No man can." Aramis stood at the window, the smoke from his cigarette hanging heavy in the air. "He's stronger than we are. Maybe he'll survive. Maybe not. It makes no difference." I knelt beside Athos, wiping the blood from his mouth. "It makes a difference. If he falls, there won't be four of us anymore. There will only be three of us. And three is too few."
Athos opened his eyes, dull, but still there. "You talk as if I were already dead." Porthos drank, his hands shaking. "You're half over there, brother." Aramis blew smoke toward the ceiling. "And we're half here. It balances out." I grabbed Athos' hand, held it tight. "Stay. Not for yourself. For us."
His gaze flickered, a faint smile flitting across his face. "You're fools. I'm weight. I'll pull you down." Porthos slammed his fist on the table, wine splashing. "Then pull us down, damn it! But don't fall alone!" Aramis stubbed out his cigarette, his voice low and harsh. "We won't save you, Athos. We'll hold you. That's all we can do." I nodded, my head heavy, my hangover like a hammer. "And that's enough."
Athos closed his eyes, his breathing unsteady. The room was silent, except for the dripping rain outside, the crackling of the wood, the gurgling of the wine.
Porthos raised the jug and drank deeply. "If he falls, I'll drink twice as much." Aramis lit another cigarette. "And I'll smoke twice as much." I placed Athos' hand back on the sheet, my heart heavy. "Then I'll drink twice as much."
And the night went on as if it would never end. One man fell. Another drank.
The night was no longer night, just a hole without end. Athos lay on the bed, his face wet with sweat, his lips pale. Every breath sounded like it would tear him apart. The cloth in his hand was soaked with blood.
Porthos sat at the table, staring into space, the jug in his fist, his fingers white with pressure. "We can't save him," he muttered, his voice muffled, as if speaking through a helmet. "No one comes back from something like this." Aramis leaned against the wall, cigarette in his mouth, the smoke a gray veil. "No one comes back at all. We've been dead for a long time, we're just too stupid to realize it." I sat on the floor next to Athos, holding his hand, which was ice-cold. "Shut up, Aramis. He's still alive."
Athos opened his eyes briefly, his gaze blurred. "Life...?" A cough shook him, blood trickling down his chin. "This... isn't life." Porthos slammed his fist on the table, the wine sloshing. "Yes, damn it! As long as you're breathing, it's life!" Aramis blew smoke toward the ceiling, his gaze blank. "Or punishment."
The silence in the room was heavy. Outside, a dog barked far away. Inside, only breathing, coughing, and glasses.
I squeezed Athos' hand tighter. "You won't fall. Not now." He shook his head weakly. "Everyone falls. One first." Porthos raised the pitcher, drank, and wiped his mouth. "If you fall, I'll drink for you. Double. Triple." Aramis dragged on his cigarette, his face buried in the smoke. "And I'll smoke until there's nothing left of me." I lowered my head, my voice ragged. "And I'll hold on until my hands break."
Athos closed his eyes again. His breathing became shallower. The room spun; the night didn't last; it chewed us apart, piece by piece.
One man fell. Another drank. And we waited to see if morning would even find us.
Morning came with no light. Only a gray shimmer that crept through the cracks in the window like a thief. The room stank of cold smoke, spilled wine, and blood. Lots of blood.
Athos lay still, his breathing so weak that one had to search for him. His face was sunken, his lips dry, the handkerchief in his hand dark red. Each of us knew: one more step, and he would be gone.
Porthos sat at the table, his head in his hands, his jug empty. His shoulders shook, but he said nothing. No curse, no laughter. Only silence. Aramis was still standing at the window, smoking as if the smoke alone could pass the time. His eyes were red, but not from the wine. I knelt beside Athos, holding his hand. It was cold, but it squeezed back. Weak, but noticeable.
Then he coughed. Loudly, violently, as if he were spitting out the night itself. Blood ran over his lips, but afterward he breathed deeper, more evenly. His chest rose and fell, heavily, but clearer.
Porthos raised his head, his eyes wide. "He... he's alive?" Aramis turned around, the smoke in his face, a faint smile. "For now. Sometimes that's enough." I nodded, tears burning in my eyes, but I didn't let them fall. "He's not falling. Not today."
Athos opened his eyes, glassy, ​​but there. "You fools…" he whispered. "You should have let me go." Porthos laughed, rough, brittle. "Not with us, brother. Never." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, his voice quiet. "One falls, yes. But not alone." I squeezed his hand tighter. "And another drinks. For you. For us."
The sun slowly broke through the clouds, pale but real. It fell on Athos' face, which looked as if it had survived the night—just barely.
We knew he was far from healthy. But he was there. And that was all that mattered.
One man had almost fallen. Another had been drinking. And in the end, we all held on.
 
Everything ends at the bar
The sun had barely risen when we disappeared back into the shadows. Athos could stand, weakly, but he stood. Every step was a curse, every breath a miracle. We could have taken him to a monastery, to doctors, to anyone who knew what to do with a body. But we weren't men for monasteries. We were men for bars.
Porthos supported him, grumbling, sweating. "One step at a time, brother. The bar is closer than heaven." Aramis smoked, his gaze hard but not cold. "Heaven has no room for us anyway." I walked in front, keeping the path clear, my pistol in my belt, as if the world hadn't already scarred us enough.
The bar lay there as always—a dark hole with light behind dim windows, voices, laughter that sounded like despair. We entered, and the smell of wine, beer, and smoke hit us like an old friend you don't like but miss.
Athos sat down on the first stool, panting but standing upright. The innkeeper looked at him, looked at all of us, and without a word, he placed four glasses down. No smile, no greeting. Just glasses.
Athos reached for his, his hand trembling. "Everything ends at the bar," he murmured, "even dying." Porthos laughed deeply, drank, the wine running down his beard. "If I die, it'll be with a glass in my hand." Aramis sipped, blew the smoke over the rim. "And I with a cigarette between my lips." I raised my glass, drank, felt the pain in my arm, the hangover in my head, the tiredness in my bones. "And I with you."
The bar welcomed us like a coffin welcomes a corpse. Warm, dark, indifferent. And we knew: This was where it all ended. Not today, not tomorrow, but someday – surely.
The wine flowed, heavy, red, bitter. The bar was loud, but at our table, a silence of its own reigned. Not an empty silence—but one filled with everything we never normally said.
Athos held his glass with both hands as if he worshipped it. His face was gray, but his eyes burned. "I've killed more men than I know names," he murmured. "And every night I think of none of them. Only her." He looked into the glass as if it contained a face. "The woman I loved. She's lying somewhere in the ground, and I drink to drown her. But she always floats back up."
Porthos laughed, a deep, broken laugh. "I don't drink to forget. I drink because I can't do anything else. My muscles are only good for punching, my head only for drinking. A dog with a pitcher." He tilted the glass, wiped his mouth. "And dogs don't have confessions. Only hunger."
Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, blowing the smoke into the glass as if to fill it. "I have betrayed God. More than once. Every time I drink, every time I kill, every time I go to bed with a woman who isn't mine. And yet I wear a cross around my neck. Perhaps out of mockery, perhaps out of fear."
I turned the glass in my hand, saw the wine that looked like blood. "I have no past worth living. Only nights when I thought I was more than a shadow. But in the end, that's all I am: a shadow with a gun."
The wine continued, glass after glass. And the words flowed with it. Things you would never have said sober. Things that only found a place in the smoke and red wine.
Athos spoke of love and death. Porthos of hunger and strength. Aramis of God and guilt. And I of emptiness.
The bar listened without judgment. And that was more than any priest ever would have done.
The bar filled up. First came two men with dirty boots, then a woman with a dirty face, then a whole group laughing as if they'd never cried before. Voices mingled, the smoke grew thicker, the clinking of glasses louder.
Athos sat silently, his glass empty, his hands gripping the edge of the bar. His eyes scanned the faces, not lingering on any for long. "Everyone here dies," he murmured. "It's just the timing." Porthos grinned and slammed his fist on the table. "Then let them die with a glass in their hand! That's more than most get." Aramis took a slow drag on his cigarette, his gaze sweeping around the room. "They're looking at us. They know who we are. And they're wondering if they'll outlive us." I felt the stares, heavy, hungry. Not full of respect, not full of fear—but that crooked interest men have when they want someone dead.
A whore passed by, her dress dirty, her eyes tired. She placed her hand on Athos's shoulder. "One more, handsome?" Athos didn't look at her. "A thousand more. And none is enough." She shrugged, walking on as if she'd heard those words a hundred times before.
At the other end of the bar, two men were playing cards. Their hands were shaking, not from a hangover, but from losing. One was laughing hard, the other was drinking hard. Porthos looked at them, nodded. "There. One man falls, another drinks. It's the same everywhere." Aramis blew out smoke, his face impassive. "The bar doesn't discriminate between kings and beggars. It takes everyone." I raised my glass, looked into the red darkness. "And it all ends up here. Sooner or later."
The voices grew louder, the laughter grew louder, the smoke thicker. Every stranger in the bar was a mirror. One that showed us where we ended up.
And we knew: The end was already sitting at our table. He just ordered another glass.
The laughter in the bar took on a sharp edge. It was no longer smooth, no longer harmless. It was cutting, sharp, and targeted. Words became louder, more direct, like knives slowly sliding from their sheaths.
Athos was still sitting at the bar, his glass empty in front of him. His eyes were heavy, but they saw everything. "It's beginning," he murmured, barely audibly. Porthos grinned, turning his chair so he could see the room. "Finally, some movement." Aramis sucked on his cigarette, his face half in smoke. "A bar without arguments is like a priest without sins." I held my glass, feeling the air thicken.
A man at the card table stood up, swaying, his face red, his hands rough. "You eat and drink like you own the place," he growled. Porthos laughed deeply, pushing his glass aside. "He does. At least tonight." The man stepped closer, his gaze hard. "There are only four of you. There are more of us." Aramis lowered his cigarette, exhaled the smoke between them. "More mouths, more corpses. Do the math." The other men at the table rose, one drawing a knife, the other just his fists.
Athos slowly straightened, his hand on the glass, not his sword. "Everything ends at the bar," he murmured. "Even this." I put my hand to the gun, the hangover giving way to sharpness. "Then we'll drink first."
The voices grew louder, the space narrower. Strangers moved closer, hands reached for glasses, knives, bottles. It was no longer a coincidence. It was a dance, and we knew the rhythm.
A push. A curse. A blow. The first jug shattered, splashing wine and blood. Porthos stood, laughed, struck back. Aramis drew his pistol, calmly, as if it were a prayer.
Athos finally raised his sword, his gaze clear. And I felt the room explode.
The bar was no longer a place. It was a war.
It started like a thunderstorm, without warning. A jug flew across the room, hitting a head that burst open like a ripe fruit. The screaming was immediate, high-pitched, raw, like an animal breaking out of its cage.
Porthos roared, leaped forward, and struck with his fist, sending one of them crashing through the table. Wood splintered, beer splashed, voices screamed. Aramis drew his pistol and fired once, calmly, coldly. A man fell, his blood mingling with the wine on the floorboards. Athos raised his sword, his face pale, but his movements clear. He stabbed, parried, as if fighting shadows. I drew my iron, my hand firm, the hangover gone. My shot went wide, hitting someone who came forward with a knife. He fell, his eyes fixed.
The bar was a storm. Chairs flew, bottles broke, screams echoed. Men pulled out knives, others just punched them. Women screamed, ran, or laughed as if they'd seen it all a hundred times before.
Porthos was a beast, his laughter louder than the blows. Everyone who came was killed. Aramis was silent, deadly, his bullets always found a target. Athos fought, though he was weak, and every stab was like proof that he was still alive. I shot, reloaded, shot again, my heart racing, my hands burning.
Blood on the tables, blood on the walls. Gun smoke hung heavy, wine flowed across the floorboards.
A man jumped on Porthos's back. I shot, and he fell. Porthos turned and grinned at me. "We owe you." Aramis was almost stabbed, but Athos's sword cut faster. Aramis nodded, lighting a new cigarette in the same breath. I felt the adrenaline sweeping everything away—hangover, pain, fatigue. There was only blood, steel, smoke.
The bar held up, but we knew that after that night, it would never be the same. Maybe neither would we.
It all ended at the bar. And that's exactly what it looked like.
The noise didn't die immediately. It fell, piece by piece, like boards from a roof. First the screaming, then the rumbling, then the shattering of glass. In the end, all that remained was the breath—heavy, short, rattling.
The bar was a battlefield. Chairs broken, tables split, wine and blood a pool on the floorboards. Smoke hung thick in the air, mingling with sweat and the stench of fear.
Athos leaned against the bar, his sword still in his hand, his face pale but his eyes alert. "It's over," he said, and you almost believed it. Porthos stood with his legs apart amid the rubble, his chest rising and falling like a blacksmith's. He grinned, but it was a grin filled with pain. "Over? Tonight, perhaps." Aramis lit a cigarette, his hands barely shaking. "A bar has no end. Only a break." I stood with the gun in my hand, the barrel hot, my stomach empty. "And breaks are short."
The men who had stared at us now lay on the ground. Some silent, some gasping, one pleading. No one spoke anymore. The whores collected shards of glass as if they were their share of the loot. The innkeeper stood motionless, pale, his eyes wide open.
Athos sank heavily onto a stool, the wood creaking beneath him. "Everything ends at the bar," he murmured, "even killing." Porthos picked up a half-full jug from the floor and drank, blood and wine running down his beard. "They both taste the same." Aramis blew smoke into the darkness, his voice quiet. "And yet we continue drinking." I looked at the table, at the pistols lying among the broken pieces. "Because we have nothing else."
The silence was harder than the fight. Everyone knew we had won. But everyone also knew we hadn't won anything.
The bar was empty, yet full of corpses.
The bar was a grave. Not quiet, not clean—an open grave filled with broken glass, blood, and smoke. The stench of wine and death hung so heavy in the air that it almost tasted sweet.
Athos sat at the bar, his hands shaking, but he held his glass tightly. His gaze was distant, somewhere between the shards and the shadows. "We've drunk more than we've lived," he murmured. Porthos stood with his legs apart, jug in hand, his beard red, half from wine, half from blood. "And yet we're still alive. So we keep drinking." Aramis smoked, the smoke around his face like a veil. "A man can die here without anyone asking. And a man can drink here without anyone counting." I sat beside them, the pistol on the table, empty. My head pounded, my arm ached, my heart beat too fast. "And in the end, there's no difference. Drink or die. Everything ends at the bar."
We were silent. Everyone heard the dripping of blood, the clinking of a shard, the cracking of wood. Everyone knew this wasn't the last battle. But everyone sensed there was no better place to die than here—among the glass and the smoke.
Athos raised his glass, weakly but firmly. "To us. To the fools who don't fall." Porthos clinked glasses with him, his glass overflowing. "To drinking." Aramis held his glass in one hand, his cigarette in the other. "To smoking." I raised my glass, which was almost empty. "To the end."
The glasses clinked, the sound hollow but real.
And we knew: No matter where the night took us, no matter how many bullets, knives, and lies still awaited us – it would all end here. Always. At the bar.
 
One last mission, one last mistake
The morning after the bar felt like a fist in my skull. The light was too bright, the streets too loud, the faces too empty. We dragged ourselves out, four shadows that looked more like ghosts than men.
Athos walked slowly, his body thin, his breath short. But he was there. Porthos wiped his beard, which still smelled of blood, and grinned as if he were carrying a secret only he understood.
Aramis was smoking again, even though his lungs were wheezing. I held myself upright, more out of defiance than strength.
We thought it was just another day. But the day had other plans.
A messenger waited at the corner. Young, much too young for the look he had. He held a parchment in his hand, the seal broken, as if he had already read it himself. "For you," he said, his voice trembling. "An errand."
Athos took the parchment, his fingers trembling, but not from the alcohol. He tore it open and read. His face darkened, as if the text were poison. "What?" Porthos asked, his voice deep. Athos crumpled the parchment and put it in his pocket. "One last errand," he said. "And perhaps our last mistake." Aramis blew out smoke, his eyes empty. "We make every mistake. Why not the last one?" I felt my stomach lurch. "What do they want from us?" Athos looked at me, his gaze hard. "More than we have."
We knew we would leave. Not because we had to. But because we never had any other choice.
We sat down in a hole of a tavern, not far from the corner where the messenger had caught us. The floor was sticky, the windows were blind, the wine tasted of tin. But it was a place to digest words.
Athos placed the parchment on the table, smoothed out like a corpse being prepared for its coffin. "It's simple," he said, his voice so rough it scratched. "A letter. We're supposed to deliver it." Porthos laughed loudly, slapping his hand on the table. "A letter? That's all? We've seen armies before, and now they want us to play postmen?" Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, the smoke curling lazily. "If it were just a letter, they wouldn't have given it to us." I looked at Athos, his gaze darker than the wine. "What does it say?"
Athos pushed the letter toward me. "Enough to make heads roll. The cardinal wants us to deliver it to a man who should never sleep. A traitor, a player on both sides. If the letter reaches him, someone will die. Perhaps a king, perhaps a friend."
Porthos took a deep drink and wiped his mouth. "Then we'll tear him apart. Burn him. The end." Athos shook his head. "Too late. They know we have him. If he doesn't arrive, we'll fall." Aramis blew smoke, his face still. "An order is a rope. If you don't pull it, you'll hang yourself." I stared at the letter as if it might explode on its own. "Then it's not an order. It's a judgment."
Athos nodded and raised his glass. "One last errand. One last mistake." Porthos grinned crookedly, his eyes glowing. "Then we'll drink before. Maybe after, too." Aramis smiled thinly. "If there's an after." I drank, the wine tasting more bitter than usual. "Then we'll go to hell. Again."
The letter lay on the table, inconspicuous. But it was heavier than any bullet, any sword.
We left the tavern like men heading into the morning, even though they know it will bring them nothing. The city was still half shrouded in haze, the alleys glistened wetly, and the letter in Athos' pocket felt like a stone his hand wouldn't let go of. Every step was a tread on old ground, where memories take root and never fade.
Athos walked slowly, as if every meter cost him. His coat hung limply, but his eyes flashed, as if they still held a bit of anger. "We'll get this thing done," he said, not aloud, more as an acknowledgment to himself. "Then it's over. Maybe." Porthos flicked the flint, tested the blade in his pocket, and grinned crookedly. "Over is a word for cowards. We call it the end." Aramis pulled the cigarette deeper between his lips, blew the smoke into the morning, letting it float before us like a map. "End, mistake, order—words easily pronounced in bars. On the street, they cost money." I carried no word. I carried the knife at my hip, the letter barely felt against my chest, and a desire I didn't name: the desire to get through, alive or shattered—the main thing being that it doesn't end as some stupidity someone staples to our foreheads.
The city breathed. Doors opened, cats ran, children screamed. Merchants called, women cleaned windows, messengers rushed. Everything was in motion, but it was as if Paris were looking at us and smiling: so, one last time? We were known, our footprints were deeper than most. You can't be invisible when the city knows you.
The plan was simple: across neighborhoods, no rush, no drama. The man we were supposed to deliver the letter to didn't live in palaces. People like him didn't write their day's politics on parchment with wet fingers. They sat in half-timbered houses, in rooms that smelled of paper, drinking tea while selling entire lives. His name wasn't familiar to us, but names are mechanical—you can pull them out like nails if you know the right pressure.
We first walked through the market. The vendors looked us over briefly, then turned to selling—no one wants trouble at their stall, or they have too much guts and too little brains. Porthos stopped at a cart, grabbed an orange, bit out a piece, and threw the peel on the ground. "For the road," he growled, as if the fruit were a talisman. The children laughed, one stole a piece from him—that's how life works here: you take, you give, and you get back, if you're lucky.
We stopped briefly in a side alley where the shadows were deeper and the pavement cracked. Athos pulled out the letter and folded it again, as if he were about to read the words on his knees and pray. "If he reads this and sounds it," he said quietly, "it's over." He put the letter back. The clasp was already torn, as if someone else had pulled on it earlier. A sign. Or just a coincidence.
We met an old acquaintance, someone people called "the notary"—ironically, because he could barely read, but saw far too well what people were hiding. He nodded at us, his gaze examining not only our faces, but our necks, our pockets, our smells. "You're carrying fire," he said. "Watch out for the sparks." He offered us no advice, only what we already knew. We nodded, paying him with a look that said more than words: we're already lit, don't set us on fire again.
The bridge over the Seine was, as always, a piece of the city that held everything together: people pouring their sorrows into the water, merchants with fish that smelled of the sea, lovers who thought they could buy the river. We crossed it, the air heavy with morning humidity. There, where the merchants were drying their wares, stood a man, small, in a coat too clean for this corner. He stirred a cup as if he were a connoisseur of fame. "He lives there," whispered Porthos, pointing to a house, half-hidden, with a beam that had lost its paint.
The house we found had windows like eyes that didn't see well. A tall, worn door. No one at the threshold. No dog, no child. Only one witness: a lamppost whose glass was half-blind. We knocked. No echo. We knocked again, louder, as if the noise wanted to confirm that we still existed.
The door opened, but not far. A crack. Eyes, suspicious, scrutinizing. A voice: "Who's there?" Athos stepped forward, his face serious. "We bring a message." The door opened fully. A corridor hung with the smell of paper. And then the man—shorter than we expected, with a face covered in too many bills. He carried no weapon, not openly. His hands, however, were clean, and clean hands are more dangerous than any knife when it comes to people who kill with words. He smiled, a smile that sounds like a curtain when the wind blows across it. "Come in. It's cold in the city. It's warm inside."
We entered the room, eyes on his. There was nothing on the table. No entourage, no executioners. Just a candle stub, a bowl, perhaps tea. He handed us a chair without haste, as if educating guests. "You have a letter," he said. His voice was like dried leaves. "I know. I also know that you don't die for people." There was no kindness in this; it was more a statement of fact.
Athos stepped to the table, took the letter from his pocket, and laid it down as if abandoning an animal. The man examined the seal, his fingers sliding over it like knives, but he didn't break it. He pulled the letter out, held it to the light, read only the first line, and smiled so thin it hurt. "So," he said without hesitation, "the cardinal has sent people out into the streets again. Are you expecting applause?"
Porthos growled, "We only deliver the mail. You're making a fuss of it." The man looked at Porthos without pity. "The mail brings heads, sometimes. And now? What will your reward be, Musketeers? Not the coins you thought. Something else. A promise. A knife. A memory." He put the letter back, didn't fold it—as if to say, words don't want to be stolen, they unfold like snakes.
The air in the room had narrowed. Outside, someone was screaming, somewhere a woman was crying. Small noises that sound much louder in a house. There were four of us against one man, but numbers have never been a friend of justice. We were tired, we were still ready. We were ready to burn ourselves if it offered us the chance.
"Listen," Athos said finally. "We bring the letter. We know this means someone will fall. We are not your chess pieces, no one's pawns." His voice was rough, not fierce—more like a promise made to a grave. The man nodded, slowly. "Perhaps not. Perhaps it will only bring wind. Perhaps it will bring storm. You will see. And then you will choose: Reader or Judge."
He handed us the tea, the cup hot, and we drank, not to thank the man, but to keep the warmth within us. The letter remained on the table, unbroken, as a last resort. As we left, we looked around once more. The street outside was like yesterday, only now something was bubbling beneath the surface. One last assignment. One last mistake. And we had already decided. Not because we had to, but because we were used to saying yes when life screamed "no."
The sun rose, and the door closed behind us, loudly, definitively. We had the weight in our pockets—the weight that couldn't remain silent. We walked, our steps heavier than those with which we had come. Paris was awake, and it now knew that we were walking again. Not as messengers for anyone, but as men who had made a habit of answering for their own mistakes—or paying for others.
And somewhere, in a room with a burning candle and tea, a man folded our fate with his clean hands and no longer called it an order. He called it a bill.
We carried the letter in our pockets like a seed that mustn't be spit out because it grows instantly. With every step, it slid against Athos' chest, a small, heavy heartbeat reminding us of everything we shouldn't do and yet did. The city yawned, its children ran barefoot, and old women cried prayers as they passed, as if they had never known anything but loss.
"We'll take the long route," Athos said, though he barely had the strength to form firm words. "No rush. Rushing almost killed us." He didn't speak much, but when he did, it was like someone reading the bill—clear, sober, with the ticking in the background.
Porthos smacked an orange, savoring it like a man who hasn't had anything sweet in a long time. "Slow is good," he grunted. "More time for people to stare at us." He grinned crookedly, but the grin was a piece of broken glass: beautiful when you look at it, and deadly if you cut yourself.
Aramis walked with us, the end of his cigarette like a stump, the smoke trailing behind him like a dog. "Slow also means time for the other side, time to get their brains working and consider whether we're crazy enough to agree." His voice was dry, no longer mocking, just calculating.
I walked in the middle, feeling the weight of the paper working inside us like a worm. The street took up our pace, offering us no response except glances that asked if we were of the same stripe, or just strangers with dirty shirts and a heavy dose of courage.
At the corner of a small square stood a group of men, too many for the place, their coats dancing in the rain better than their bodies. Eyes searching. Roaring voices. One of them looked at us, and his eyes lingered, as if he'd recognized what we were wearing, even though we weren't even close. He nodded to his companion. No words needed. In Paris, people spoke with looks—deadly agreements, silent nods at shattered tablets.
"They're looking at us like deer," Porthos murmured, as if the words comforted him. "Let's hope we don't calm them down too much." He gobbled up the orange and threw the peel against the wall. The bang was small, but it sounded like a challenge.
We turned into an alley, narrow and damp, its walls covered with names no one wanted to read anymore. The alley smelled of rotten vegetables and something sharper—the proximity of people with plans. Waiting there were two guys, barely older than teenagers, but with the calmness of men who'd been bought off too many times. Their hands slid into their pockets. Reflex. A bad instinct, but a human one.
Athos stopped, raised his hand, and spoke calmly: "Walk by. No problems." His voice was like an old man explaining how to put out a fire—matter-of-factly, without haste. But the little fellows barked back, not out of courage, but rather out of hunger, out of habit, out of the poor upbringing the city provided.
"Money," one demanded. "Show me." His voice was thin, but it had the hardness of a tool. Everyone here knew: a letter in your pocket is often worth more than a life.
Porthos smiled briefly, and the smile was dangerous: He drew a coin, tossed it through the air, let it clink, not onto the ground, but onto the wall, where it was swallowed by the darkness. The man raised his hand, grabbed, and in the instant the hand snatched the coin, Porthos was already past. Movement ahead, a body ahead—little dances we all knew by heart. No shot, just feet, just rage, just the ancient language of survival.
We continued on, and the clinking of the coin was like a stake marking our journey: paid, but not enough to save us a grave. The boys stopped, looked us over, and that was enough. One less risk. It was enough for the moment. Paris devoured even small victories.
We hadn't reached our destination yet, and the destination wasn't one of those magnificent places with flags and wine, but a house that looked as if someone had lost their enthusiasm while building it. It had windows that could hold back the world and a door with a lock that was heavier than it looked. Behind it lived a man who could afford to keep his hands clean. Such men made the business of letters, collecting information like thieves collect coins, and managing to never bleed their fingers.
The door opened by itself, like a house exhaling deeply. No one was in sight, only the shadow of a corridor smelling of paper. We entered. Athos led the way as if leading a procession that no one had sung. His breath was short, but he held his composure: a king in ambush.
The man sitting there had eyes that sparkled like dry coins. He barely smiled; a small heave-ho that had nothing to do with joy. "Musketeers," he said like someone ordering names like goods. "So you carry the cardinal's mail. How honorable." His voice didn't bite; rather, it impressed with its equanimity. As if he had the world on his table and was stirring it every now and then.
Athos placed the letter on the table. "That's done." "Is that it?" the man asked, pulling the letter toward him, examining the seal, his fingers lingering on the edge as if testing the air. "You like taking risks, don't you?" He didn't sound judgmental. He sounded like a watchmaker checking a watch's power reserve.
Aramis grinned a barely perceptible smile and took a drag on his cigarette. "Risks are our business." "You should read the bill," the man said, and there was something in his eyes that wasn't just information. It was the certainty of a carpenter who knows exactly when the knife will do its job. "This letter isn't just a piece of paper. It's a lever. Whoever reads it has the power to decide whether someone falls. You carry it in a city that loves to fall."
A wind blew through the room, cold, like a harbinger. I felt the air on my neck like a warning. Everyone in this house seemed to know what such a parchment truly meant—not just an order, but a judgment, an ending, a reckoning.
Athos breathed heavily, lifted the collar of his coat, leaned on the edge of the table, and for a brief moment he was his old self again: clear, determined, with the kind of anger that wasn't boisterous, but deadly calm. "We bring it out of duty," he said. "Not out of joy." His voice didn't break. "And not out of loyalty to idiots sitting in palaces."
The man nodded. "Then you've made your choice." He rolled the letter in his hand so slowly, as if he felt the words like little knives. "Go out. The city has many paths. One of them will lead back to you. Or not." He smiled again—a smile that was a calculation.
We left the house with the paper on our hips. Outside, the town was unimpressed, as if it had seen another dead body and thought: one more, further along in the procession.
On the way, I heard the footsteps of those behind us—not many, but enough to feel a vibration in the ground. Somewhere out there, the plan was that one last assignment could also be one last mistake. And perhaps that was precisely why we kept going: not because we had no choice, but because we were the only kind of doomed souls who wanted to make at least one last mistake with style.
We were silent. Everyone was thinking the same thing: the possibility that this piece of paper would burn us all. Everyone felt the same heat at our backs: the city chasing us. And yet we continued on—not because we were brave, but because we were accustomed to not turning around, even when the end was loudly trampling behind us.
The city raised its shutters, as if the buildings were trying to wake us up so we'd be there in time for our own demise. People flooded the streets like water pouring from an overflowing barrel—uncontrolled, dirty, loud. We moved through the roar, four figures with a piece of paper that contained every fate that could break a person's back.
Athos led the way, step by step, as if he carried the footsteps of other men in his bones. His breath was short, but his will was long. You could see that he knew how to count—not the coins that would pay him, but the cost someone else would have to bear if the paper was opened. He held his hand to his pocket, where the letter lay, as if clutching a heart that wasn't his.
Porthos hummed to himself, without any melody, perhaps only to break the silence that occasionally came from the dark windows. He hurled sayings into the air, loud, rude sentences that sounded like blows. People looked at us, some with hatred, some with curiosity, some simply out of the reflex to count every stranger as if we were cattle. Porthos loved those looks—not because they honored him, but because they told him: You're not gone yet.
Aramis walked behind us, always a little distance away, the cigarette between his fingers like a rod he could stick into the middle of the world to examine it. He glided through the crowd, eyes like single-blade knives. Sometimes he stopped, listened, nodded almost imperceptibly—he collected voices like other people collect teeth. His ears were lists that were never full. He was tired, but not stupid. He knew that a letter found ways. He knew that knives were often just the leaves—the roots, those were the names.
I walked in the middle, hands in my pockets, chin pressed against my collar. The city swallowed me, but I remained awake within. The letter echoed like a pulse in my pocket. Sometimes, when the footsteps fell in sync and the world briefly paused, I felt the paper like a second breath. It was so small, yet so heavy. I thought about the sound a fallen man makes, whether you could still distinguish it from the impact of a barrel at the market. The image wasn't pleasant, but it was still clear.
We turned into a neighborhood where the houses leaned as if they were walking on tiptoe to avoid waking the music. There, the man to whom we were supposed to deliver the letter lived, not in luxury, but in an order that is usually fake: no chaos in front of the door, no barking dog—just clean stones, as if the stones wanted to say: Here is someone who counts. The kind of people who count later count with different numbers.
A scream cut through the air. Not our scream, but one that came from below, from a cellar, from the heart of the city. Children screamed, women cursed, merchants cursed the day. It was the everyday concert, but at times, between the notes, one could hear a violinist's strings beginning to break. The sound was a reminder: everything is in motion; and motion means something can topple over.
We stopped at a corner where alleys were like breathing knives. A man stepped out of the shadows. He was small, slight, but his eyes were open like two slits, scanning everything. He made a small gesture, so subtle that it was almost overlooked. A greeting, perhaps, or an offer. In Paris, greeting and offer are often the same thing. He stepped closer, so close you could hear his heartbeat, and whispered, "You carry bad mail." His voice was dry, like sandpaper.
"Oh?" Porthos grinned, showing his teeth, which tasted of blood but seemed friendly. "And what do you want for warning us, good fellow?" Porthos loved warnings—they gave him things to crush.
The man raised his hands, not smiling. "Nothing. Just a piece of advice. The gutter by the old wine warehouse has eyes. Don't get too close. Sometimes eyes are better than teeth." Then he disappeared back into the crowd as quickly as he had come, a shadow meant to show that Paris himself is an informant.
We laughed at the hint, half out of defiance, half to chase away our fear. But the alleys had ears on their corners, and you could feel the stares when you directed them at your forehead. We continued walking, more slowly, and the laughter vanished into the air like smoke.
The bridge we crossed was a black ribbon. The Seine flowed below, the water looking like lead in this early light. Merchants with nets moved like old men mending their nets without questioning their purpose. Shouts hung above us, as if someone were sewing the city together with voices. We crossed and felt watched. Not just by the people, but by the city itself. You can't escape the city; it knows you, your shoes, the way you walk.
On the other bank, the air changed: thicker, as if everything there were preserved. Here we met men in coats, too many of them, all carrying the same feeling: the feeling that money isn't the most important thing. Their eyes searched for paper, for something to hold in their hands and feed with gold. They looked like men who, in the evening hours, write the world's accounts. One of them stepped forward, didn't speak, just nodded. His mouth was a thin slit. He was one of those who study the results before starting a battle.
"Stay away from the old market hall," he said crisply. "Fists with long memories sleep there." Not a threat, just a statement. We nodded and moved on, knowing that every detail of the city was a clue—or a trap.
We still had a bit of a way to go, and with every step the shadows grew larger, as if they'd been drinking water. The people in the windows closed their curtains as if expecting something exciting. Paris loved a spectacle, and here we were, ready to be a part of it. One last assignment. One last mistake. The two lay close together like brothers. We were aware of this, and it gave us a perverse calm: it's easier to make mistakes when you know they're big.
Then—before we could reach the last corner—a sound like a clay thud: the clatter of hooves, not of horses, but of men running fast. The footsteps were coordinated. Too many to be mere coincidence. Figures leaped from a side alley, too fast to be names. Knives flashed, but more in warning than in striking. This was no ordinary band of robbers; it was a movement. The pack that forms out of nowhere when you knock at the wrong address.
Athos stopped, his hand on my shoulder as a signal: calm down. He was weak, but his nerves weren't sold yet. "Hold back," he whispered. "Let them come." His whisper wasn't born of courage, but rather of habit, of things one doesn't say out loud.
The men approached, but instead of attacking, they formed a ring. There was no one in the middle—just an empty space. A thing that seemed like a pedestal, as if something were about to be revealed. And from the circle came a deep cry that sounded not like a language, but like a command.
A man stepped forward, different from the usual thugs. His face was grim, but not angry; it was the face of a man who wanted to settle his score. He studied us, examining the letter, not with his eyes, but rather with its smell, if that's possible. Then he said: "You bring it? Or do you want us to help you lose it?" His voice was both a demand and an offer.
Porthos grinned, showing his teeth. "We'll do it. But if you bother us, we'll make you the history of the city." His voice was a hammer blow.
The man nodded, and for the first time I realized that this whole dance around us was a staged performance: someone was sending people to test us, others to observe us, and somewhere, way up above, they were laughing at the Musketeers who thought they had a choice. We did—the choice to run, the choice to fight, the choice to make the mistake or not. But life rarely presents these choices in a pretty package.
We continued through the ring, holding the letter like an animal on a leash. Stares bored into our backs like needles, but we held our heads high, because we had learned that pride is the only cheap armor three coins can buy.
And as we walked away, I heard the silent applause of the houses: a rustling, like the city rubbing its hands together, knowing something was about to happen. One last assignment. One last mistake—the promise hung between us like a piece of wire. We walked, and somewhere inside us burned a small wish that this time the mistake wouldn't kill us right away. That at the end we could stand upright, the paper burned, the blame spread, the score settled, and still breathe.
Paris hadn't yet passed judgment. It was just gathering evidence. We had the letter. And now it was time to take action.
The alleys became narrower, darker. The pavement was uneven, cracked, covered with traces of things that had lain here at night: blood, vomit, wine, secrets. We walked in a line, not out of tactics, but because it felt as if the city were leading us like a rope.
Athos led the way, his hand on the pocket containing the letter. Every step was calculated. His gaze was directed far ahead, but he saw everything—every door, every shadow, every movement. He seemed like a man who had already died in his mind, but who wanted to take one last walk to see it off.
Porthos followed him, his collar turned up, his muscles tensed. He had the knife in his fist, not drawn, but ready. He murmured softly, perhaps a prayer, perhaps just a barrage of abuse. His breath steamed in the cold like that of a horse that's been beaten too often.
Aramis was behind him, the cigarette between his fingers like a small dagger. His face was a mask, pierced only by the smoke. He watched everything, not with the paranoia of a coward, but with the attentiveness of a man who has learned that danger always comes from the same direction—the one you're not looking at.
I left last, the gun under my coat, my fingers on the grip. The letter wasn't with me, but its weight also weighed down my shoulders. We all carried it. It wasn't paper; it was a burden we had brought upon ourselves.
The sounds of the city changed. No more market cries, no more children playing, no more hooves. Only the dripping of water from a gutter, a croaking bird perched somewhere on a roof. The kind of sounds you hear when someone is waiting.
Athos stopped. "We're not alone," he murmured. Porthos growled. "Of course not. We're never alone." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, threw it on the ground, and stamped it out. "The only question is: do they want to talk or kill?" I pulled my coat tighter, my heart pounding. "Perhaps both."
Three men stepped out of the shadows. They were neither highwaymen nor guards. They wore coats, clean but inconspicuous. Their hands were empty, but their eyes were not. They had that kind of look that says: We know what you have. We also know what you are.
The first spoke. "The letter." Not a question, a statement. Athos raised his head, his voice calm. "We bring it, as ordered." The man didn't smile. "You don't bring it. You hand it over." Porthos laughed harshly, spat on the ground. "If you want it, take it." The man didn't flinch. "If we take it, you die. If you give it over, you live. Choose."
Aramis took a step forward, his hand on his coat but not yet on his gun. "We're not choosing anything. We're doing our job."
The man shook his head. "Then you'll die for a letter that isn't yours." Athos looked at him for a long moment. "Perhaps. But we'll die together."
The three men exchanged a glance. Then they stepped back, as silently as they had come. No threat, no movement. Just a retreat. They disappeared into the shadows, and the alley was empty again.
Porthos exhaled, his laugh harsh. "Paris is testing us." Aramis nodded, his eyes cold. "Yet." I felt the sweat on my back. "And we passed?" Athos pulled his cloak tighter and moved on. "Not yet."
We continued walking. The alley grew brighter, opening into a square. The sun was out, but it didn't warm anything. We knew: the last job was already on our hands. The last mistake was waiting around the next corner.
The square was emptier than it should have been. A few vendors were packing up their stalls, as if they were tired of the day. A dog sniffed at a barrel, barked, and ran away when it saw us. Smoke drifted over the rooftops—not much, but enough to indicate that a fire was burning somewhere. Maybe in a chimney, maybe in a street. Paris was always burning somewhere.
We walked toward the house we'd been told about. Not a palace, not a fortress—a simple building with gray walls and a door that looked as if it had seen many faces. Athos stopped, breathing heavily, and placed his hand on the bag containing the letter. "This is it," he murmured. "The end." Porthos laughed, but his laugh was brittle. "Endings are overrated. Every day ends. Every binge ends. Every woman ends. And yet we carry on." Aramis lit a cigarette, the flame short, the ember red. "Perhaps only what never really began ends." I looked at the door, and it hit me: We wouldn't simply drop off a letter. We would be unloading a debt. And debt always carries a price.
Athos knocked. Three times, slowly. Footsteps approached. The door opened, and a man stood there. Medium height, unobtrusive, but his eyes were razor-sharp. He studied us, saw the letter in Athos' hand, and his mouth curved into a smile that had nothing to do with joy. "You made it," he said. "I almost bet you'd break down on the way."
Athos entered and placed the letter on the table. "Here. The task is completed." The man took it, turned it over in his hands, and looked at the seal, which had already been broken. He knew. We knew. Someone had seen the letter before. But no one said anything. He opened it, read it, and his face remained motionless. No flinch, no shock. Just a small nod, as if he had received an answer to a question he had long known. "Good," he said finally. "Very good."
Porthos took a step forward. "And us?" The man put the letter aside. "You've done your part. Now mine begins." Aramis blew out smoke. "And our reward?" The man smiled thinly. "Your reward is that you're still alive."
Athos clenched his fist, his eyes dark. "That wasn't the agreement." "There are no agreements," the man replied. "Only orders. And mistakes."
The air in the room tensed. Porthos reached for the knife. Aramis put his hand to his pistol. I felt my heart racing. Athos stepped closer to the man, his voice quiet but full of venom: "Then this was our last assignment. And our last mistake was accepting it."
The man laughed, quietly, coldly. "Perhaps." Then he put the letter in his pocket.
We left the house without a word. The door closed behind us, and the place was as empty as before. Only the dog returned, sniffed, and disappeared again.
Athos led the way, his step heavy. "It's over," he said. "But not for us." Porthos growled. "Nothing is over at all." Aramis blew out the last of his smoke. "One last assignment. One last mistake. Everything else is merely an aftermath." I looked at the alleys opening before us and knew: We had delivered the letter. But we had lost something else. Perhaps ourselves. Perhaps what still held us together.
And Paris laughed quietly behind the walls.
 
Dust in the morning light
Morning came as if it had known nothing of the night. It came silently, coldly, with a light that didn't warm, but merely revealed what remained. Paris looked as if someone had emptied a sack of ashes. Dust was everywhere, on the roofs, in the alleys, on people's faces.
We walked through streets still damp from the night's rain. The pavement shone, but it wasn't a pretty shine—more like a dead fish lying in the sun. Our boots left marks that immediately faded.
Athos looked like a man who had already attended two funerals and was waiting for a third. His coat hung askew, his gaze distant. But he walked. On and on. Porthos grumbled, rubbing his shoulders as if they were rusted from the night. He spat into the gutter, watched the slime flow after him, and laughed softly. "Paris tastes of rust." Aramis had the cigarette between his lips again, even though his hands were trembling. The smoke rose into the cold air and mingled with the fog until it was impossible to tell what was smoke and what was morning. I walked beside them, my head heavy, my stomach empty. The letter was gone, but it still weighed on us, like a weight no one could lift.
We passed a well with murky water. A few children were jumping around it, laughing as if they didn't know how many bodies had fallen during the night. Perhaps they did, and the laughter was just defiance. Children have their own way of dealing with dust.
Athos stopped and stared into the water. "Everything falls," he murmured. "Everything shatters. And in the end, all that remains is dust." Porthos placed his hand on his shoulder. "Then we'll drink the dust. Washed down with wine." Aramis laughed dryly, almost soundlessly. "Wine and dust, that's Paris in the morning light." I saw the sun barely breaking through and thought: Perhaps this is all we'll get. No glory, no honor. Just dust in the morning light.
We continued walking. The city was awake, but not alive. Merchants shouted, women screamed, men cursed. But everything sounded muffled, as if someone had laid a blanket over Paris. The dust made everything quieter, heavier.
And we knew: the job was over. But the error would remain.
We continued walking, without a plan, without a destination, with only our boots pushing us through the streets. Paris was awake, but not friendly. There was this gray veil everywhere, dust that settled over everything: the roofs, the horses, the faces of the merchants. You could taste it, dry, bitter, like a memory you can't flush away.
Athos was silent, but his silence was louder than the shouts of the market women. He didn't look left or right, only straight ahead, as if running toward something he himself didn't yet know. His coat dragged, his shoes were wet, but he walked, relentlessly, like a man who knows he no longer has a home.
Porthos cursed quietly, kicking a barrel that rolled clattering to the side. "All filth," he muttered. "Dust and filth. And we're in the middle of it." He pulled a bottle from his coat, drank, and passed it on. Aramis took a sip, wiped his mouth, and immediately lit a cigarette. "The dust dries your throat," he said. "The wine helps. For a bit." I took the bottle, drank, and felt the liquid burn, but nothing extinguished it. "The wine is just liquid dust," I murmured.
We passed a church whose bells tolled dully. Beggars knelt on the steps, their hands outstretched, their eyes empty. Children tugged at the coats of passersby, crying for bread. But no one gave much. Dust also lay on their faces, in their hair, in their voices.
Athos stopped and stared at the church. "Do you think anyone in there is listening?" Porthos laughed harshly. "If so, he has a bad sense of humor." Aramis blew out smoke and looked up at the sky. "Gods love dust. They themselves began from dust." I spat on the steps. "Then let them eat the rest."
We continued on, leaving the voices of the church behind us. Paris was full of sounds, but none of them could blow away the dust. It remained, settling on our skin, in our throats, in our thoughts.
An old man came toward us, pushing a cart full of rags. His hands were black, his eyes red. He looked at us as if he recognized us, but he said nothing. He just nodded, slowly, like someone who knows: You are like me. Dust that walks.
We drifted through the alleys until the sun rose higher in the sky. But even the light couldn't dispel the dust. It only made it more visible. Every grain danced in the air as if mocking us.
In the end, we sat down on a bench leaning at the edge of a square. We said nothing. We smoked, drank, and breathed. The dust settled on our shoulders, on our glasses, on our thoughts.
And in that moment it became clear: we were just men walking through the dust. The mission was over, the mistake made. All that remained was dust in the morning light.
We found a pub that looked like it had been serving men like us for a hundred years. The windows were blind, the entrance was warped, and the sign above it was so crooked you could barely read it. But it had open doors—and open doors mean wine.
Inside, it was dark, cool, and a little damp. The smell of old wood, smoke, and spilled beer hung heavy in the air. It wasn't a place for prayer, only for glasses. We sat at a table in the corner that was so sticky it pinned our arms.
Athos didn't order. He just raised his hand, and the innkeeper understood. Four mugs, stale, bland, but strong. Porthos took the first, tipped it halfway down, wiped his mouth with his sleeve, and grinned. "The dust goes down better when it floats." Aramis sipped, his gaze through the smoke, which was thicker here than outside. "Nothing floats. It sinks. Always." I raised the mug, drank, and the beer tasted of earth, as if it had been pumped straight from the ground. But it was cold, and cold was enough.
We sat there in silence, drinking, listening to the other guests. A few men were rolling dice, a woman was laughing too loudly, a dog was growling under a table. But everything was muffled. Even the laughter sounded dusty, as if it had passed through a filter.
Athos stared into his mug as if he would find answers there. "We bring letters, we drink, we fight. And in the end? Dust."
Porthos laughed and patted him on the shoulder. "Then we'll drink the dust. Cheers." Aramis shook his head, his cigarette glowing red. "You don't understand. The dust stays. No matter how much you drink, no matter how much you hit. It settles on you. Always." I looked at him, and for a moment it was clear to me: he was right. We could drink, fight, curse—the dust would stay.
The bar was full, but no one spoke to us. Maybe they recognized us, maybe they just didn't want any trouble. We were men who carried the dust with us, and it showed. No one wanted the dust.
We kept drinking. Every sip only made our throats drier. Every drag on the cigarette burned deeper. And every word we spoke sounded hollow, as if it were about to crumble to dust.
In the end, we just sat there, four men in a corner, with jugs in front of us and dust on our shoulders. The morning was over, but the light was still there, faint, gray, through the windows. It settled on the glasses, on the faces, on the tables.
And we knew: Even in the pub, behind walls, in a drunken frenzy – the dust didn’t disappear.
The jugs emptied, but the dust remained. It didn't just hang in the air; it crept down our throats, settled on our tongues, and settled in our stomachs. Every sip was like an attempt to wash it down, but the dust just laughed, stuck.
Athos stared into the liquid as if he saw an old face in it. "One drinks to forget," he murmured. "But forgetting settles like dust in the cracks. It stays there, no matter how much you pour." Porthos snorted, downed the rest of his pitcher, and immediately ordered another. "Then I'll just drink until the dust can't breathe anymore." Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, exhaling the smoke slowly. "Smoke, dust, ash—all the same. We've been part of it for a long time. Except we can still walk." I held my pitcher in my hand, felt the wood, rough, worn. "Perhaps we are already dust, and we just don't realize it."
The bar grew louder. Men laughed, women screamed, a dice game escalated into an argument. A glass flew, shattered, and for a moment all was silent. Then the laughter continued, even louder, even more out-of-tune.
Athos drank slowly, each sip a ritual. Porthos drank as if he wanted to empty the entire room. Aramis remained calm, his smoke a shield. And me? I heard the grinding of my teeth, as if I had chewed the dust myself.
We didn't talk much. Words were superfluous when the dust swallowed everything. We sat there, four men, and drank against something stronger than us.
An old innkeeper came by and placed the next round without asking. His hands were shaking, but his eyes were clear. "You can drink as much as you want," he said quietly. "The dust stays." Then he left again as if he hadn't said anything.
Porthos laughed loudly and rapped on the table. "Even the innkeeper knows! Dust and wine, our two wives." Aramis nodded, almost imperceptibly. "And both are cheating on you." Athos remained silent, merely raised his glass. I did the same.
We clinked glasses together, the clink dull, faint, almost like a cough. We drank. The dust remained.
And at some point I realized: It wasn't just the dust outside. It was the dust inside us. In our lungs, in our heads, in our memories. Dust from all the mistakes, the assignments, the nights. Dust that couldn't be drunk away.
We sat in this bar, drank, smoked, cursed – and knew that we ourselves were already part of the dust.
The smoke hung thick, the wine was warm, and the dust settled on everything. It crunched between your teeth when you spoke, and it settled on your skin, making you feel as if you were already half-buried.
Athos took a slow sip and set the jug down, so quietly he was barely audible. "It was a mistake," he said. His voice was muffled but clear. "The last assignment. A single mistake we didn't have to make."
Porthos snorted and laughed harshly. "Mistakes? We make mistakes every day. So what? The main thing is that we're still alive."
"Life?" Athos looked at him, his eyes red. "Is that what you call life? Drinking, fighting, dying for letters that aren't ours?" Aramis blew out smoke and shook his head. "Stop it, Athos. We knew what we were getting into. No one forced us." "Yes," Athos growled, "the city forces us. Hunger forces us. Our own damned names force us."
I raised my glass and drank, but the wine was bitter. "We could have said no." Athos slammed his fist on the table. "No! We can never say no! We're condemned to always say yes—to every whore, every innkeeper, every job. And that's our fault!"
Porthos jumped up, his chair crashing. "Enough!" he yelled. "You talk like you're already dead! But I'm still alive! And as long as I live, I'll drink and fight! Screw the dust, screw the mistakes!" The bar fell silent for a moment, everyone stared.
Aramis calmly dragged on his cigarette as if nothing had happened. "Let him scream," he said quietly. "It's just the dust in his throat." Porthos turned to him, his fists clenched. "Say that again, you damned priest without a church." Aramis blew smoke directly in his face. "You're louder than a pig in a slaughterhouse."
I put down my glass, feeling my heart race. "Enough," I muttered, but no one heard.
Athos stood up, swaying, his eyes burning. "We are all to blame. Each of us. We carried the letter. We made the mistake. And we will pay for it." His voice cut through the room like a knife.
The guests stared at us, the innkeeper held his breath. The dog under the table growled. The dust in the air vibrated as if it had been waiting for one of us to strike first.
We stood there, four men, friends or enemies, drunk and exhausted, and the dust settled on our shoulders like an invisible hand.
And in that moment it became clear: the real battle wasn't outside, not in the alleys. It was sitting with us at the table.
The dog growled louder, the guests held their breath, and we stood there like four candles about to go out at the same time. Dust hung thick in the air, visible in the narrow light that fell through the dirty windows.
Porthos was the first to strike. No warning, no words, just his fist against Aramis' shoulder. The chair tipped, Aramis half-fell, but he didn't let go of the cigarette. He took a deep drag before pressing it into the giant's face. Porthos roared, hit again, harder this time.
Athos intervened, grabbing Porthos by the arm. "Enough!" His voice was shaky but loud. Porthos tore himself away, pushing Athos back. The old man stumbled, slamming into the table, the jug falling, shattering on the floor. The wine immediately mingled with the dust, creating a red pattern like a fresh grave.
I jumped up, trying to catch Athos, but he pushed me away. "Let me go," he gasped. "Let me fall."
Aramis stood up again, his face contorted, his cigarette half-crushed. "You're an animal, Porthos," he snarled. "A stupid animal." "Better an animal," Porthos roared, "than a hypocrite who talks more with smoke than with steel!"
The guests retreated, pressed themselves against the walls. The barman ducked behind the bar, his hands shaking. No one wanted to interfere. Not with us.
Athos stood up, his sword half-drawn, not against strangers, but against us. "Stop," he whispered, his voice harsh. "We are friends." "Friends?" Porthos laughed mockingly, his teeth flashing. "Friends bring each other to their graves. Friends carry letters that aren't theirs. Friends drink until only dust remains!"
Aramis reached for his pistol, not to fire, but to feel the weight in his hand. "You talk too much, Porthos. Maybe someone should finally shut you up."
The room was tense. Every breath was a spark. The dust in the air was just waiting for one of us to light a fire.
I slammed my fist on the table. "Enough!" I yelled. "Enough of letters, of guilt, of damned dust! If you want to fight, do it outside! But in here we'll all die in our own filth!"
There was a moment of silence. Only the dripping of beer from the table. Then Porthos laughed. A deep, ragged laugh that sounded almost like tears. He sat down, reached for a new mug, and drank. "Perhaps he's right," he murmured.
Aramis put the pistol back and lit a new cigarette. His face was still hard, but he didn't speak. Athos lowered his sword and sat down heavily, his hands shaking. "We are dust," he whispered. "And dust doesn't fight. It falls."
We all sat down again. The argument wasn't over, but it had died down, like a fire that's run out of oxygen. The dust had won.
The pub was quieter than a cemetery after midnight. Only the dripping of beer somewhere on the bar, the scratching of a rat behind the boards, and the heavy breathing of four men who had been friends for too long, enemies for too long, alive for too long.
The dust still hung in the air, visible in the light slanting through the windows. It settled on the pitchers, on the tables, on our faces. We didn't wipe it away. We left it there, as a sign, as a reminder that it would eventually cover us completely.
Athos held his sword on his knees, but it had become blunt. Not the blade—the man. He looked at it as if it were a tool he no longer wanted to use. "It's over," he whispered. "Everything. The mission. The mistake. Us."
Porthos stared into his pitcher, drank, and shook his head. "Nothing is over. As long as I can still drink, it goes on." But his voice was weak, as if he himself knew it was a lie. Aramis smoked, his face in shadow, the embers the only light. "We're already over," he murmured. "We're only sitting here because the dust hasn't completely swallowed us up yet." I looked at them, my brothers, my mirrors. I raised the pitcher, drank, and tasted nothing more. Only dust.
The silence grew longer, heavier. No one dared to waste words. Words were dust coming out of mouths. We'd had enough of them.
The guests had long since left. Only the bartender remained behind his counter, pretending to tidy up, but he kept glancing at us. Perhaps he was wondering if we would pay. Perhaps he was wondering if we were taking the dust with us or leaving it there.
Athos placed his sword on the table, folded his hands over it, and closed his eyes. "Dust in the morning light," he said softly, almost like a prayer. Porthos tilted his head back and laughed without joy. "Then we drink to the dust." Aramis nodded, his smoke rising, mingling with the light. "To the dust." I raised my glass, which was almost empty. "To us. To what remains of the dust."
We clinked glasses, the clink dull and faint, as if the glasses were already half buried.
And so we sat there, four men, four shadows, four mistakes. The morning continued, the sun climbed higher, the dust remained.
There was no promise, no hope, no goal. Just dust in the morning light.
 
The love that doesn't last
There are some things that disappear faster than wine in a glass. Love is one of them. It comes quietly, like a song from an open window, and it leaves without you noticing that it's gone quiet.
We were still sitting in the bar, the dust clinging to our skin, the sting of the argument in the air, and yet my mind wandered back to faces that had long since disappeared. Women we had kissed, women who had smiled at us, women who had torn us apart with a single look.
Athos looked into his jug, but he saw through it. I knew where his thoughts were going. He had once loved—truly loved, not just drunk, not just bought. A woman whose name he never spoke again. She was gone, and with her, the last shred of hope in him vanished. He didn't talk about it, but sometimes, when he drank, she was in his eyes. Porthos had other stories. His women were laughter and bodies that gave warmth when he needed it and disappeared when the money ran out. He joked about it, but I knew that at night, when he was alone, the laughter sounded hollow.
Aramis acted as if he were above everything. Women were like wine to him—he savored, he savoured, he moved on. But sometimes, when he pulled on the cigarette deeper than necessary, I knew: he, too, had had one that didn't last. And me? I thought of eyes that had once looked at me, as if there were more than dust. But they were gone. Always gone.
Love never stayed. It was a passing shadow, a hand held briefly before disappearing into the crowd.
Athos raised his head, his voice raspy. "Love is like dust," he murmured. "It sticks everywhere, but never where you need it." Porthos laughed, but it wasn't a good laugh. "Better dust than a woman who leaves you." Aramis blew out smoke, his gaze empty. "Love never stays. It uses you, it warms you, and then it moves on. Like everything else." I drank, the wine tasting even more bitter than usual. "Perhaps only the mistake remains. Love never."
The pub was quiet, the morning outside was bright, and we sat there, four men who knew: Love was long gone.
The wine continued to flow, and with it the faces returned. Not all at once, but one after the other, like shadows passing through the window. Sometimes gentle, sometimes cruel.
Athos didn't speak, but his silence was full of names. I knew the story he never fully told: the woman he loved, who betrayed him, or perhaps it was he who betrayed her. He didn't name her, but she always hung in the air when he drank. He could tip ten jugs, and in the end, she would still be lying beside him—invisible, untouchable, yet heavier than any sword.
Porthos had a different smile when he talked about women. Broader, dirtier, almost like a child caught stealing but still proud. His women weren't saints. They were skin and breath, legs and laughter, heard in the night and forgotten in the morning. But sometimes, when he was drunk enough, you saw something else in his eyes: a longing he wanted to drink away. A longing for someone who wouldn't just last as long as the wine lasted.
Aramis was more complicated. He spoke of women as if they were prayers he murmured without believing in them. He loved them in words, but not in life. Perhaps that was his way of protecting himself. Perhaps just his trick to never lose more than he was willing to give. But in those rare moments when the smoke was thin and the wine almost empty, I saw that he, too, had a memory that burned him.
And me? I remembered a night a woman whispered my name as if it were worth something. I remembered hands holding me as if I were more than dust. And I remembered how quickly she disappeared. No goodbyes, no explanations. Just gone. Nothing remained except the scent of her hair on my shirt, which eventually, too, was swallowed up by the dust.
Love never stayed. It was there, it warmed, it burned, and then it was gone. It left nothing but empty glasses and full heads.
Athos finally broke the silence. "You see," he said quietly, "women are like assignments. They come with a seal, they promise something, and in the end, you tear up the parchment and are poorer than before." Porthos laughed, but it was a bitter laugh. "And some cost you more than any assignment. One night with the wrong woman, and you're poorer than a beggar." Aramis blew smoke into the ceiling, which was black with soot. "And yet we keep going back. As if we hadn't learned anything." I raised my glass, swirling the remainder, which tasted of vinegar. "Because we hope one will stay. Even though we know none will."
We drank, each lost in our own memories. And outside, the day continued as if nothing had happened. Merchants shouted, horses neighed, the city was alive. But inside the pub, it was quiet, and the love that didn't last sat with us at the table.
The wine had gone flat, but we drank anyway. Perhaps because it reminded us of what we had lost. Perhaps because we had no choice. The dust settled over the jugs, the benches, our faces – like a cloth thrown over a corpse before carrying it.
Athos didn't speak often, but this time he raised his head. His eyes were red, and not just from drinking. "She betrayed me," he said quietly. "And I loved her." The words hung heavy in the air. No names, no details. Just the naked truth. Porthos wanted to say something, but stopped. Sometimes, even a man like him realizes that there are times when no saying fits.
Aramis took a deep drag on his cigarette, the smoke curling lazily. "Everyone betrays you eventually," he murmured. "Some quickly, some slowly. But in the end, they leave. With your heart or your money." I nodded, feeling the pressure in my chest. "Or both."
Porthos drank deeply and wiped his mouth. "I had one once," he said. "She smiled at me, told me I was the greatest, the strongest. The next day, she was in the bed of someone who couldn't even fight. I should have killed him. But I was just drinking." His voice broke, but he laughed about it, as if it were just an old story. But his eyes betrayed him.
Aramis smiled thinly, bitterly. "I loved someone who told me God had brought us together. In the end, God led her to someone else. I never prayed again." He threw the cigarette on the ground, stamped it out as if it were the remnant of her memory.
I thought of my own. A woman who once swore to me she would stay, no matter what. I believed her, like an idiot. By morning, she was gone. No message, no goodbye. Just an empty room and a heart that sounded like broken glass.
Athos looked at us, one after the other. "We are all fools," he said. "Fools who believed love lasts. But it never lasts. It betrays you, abandons you, sells you. In the end, you sit in a bar, drinking against the dust."
Porthos laughed hoarsely and shook his head. "Then we drink to our stupidity." Aramis raised his glass. "To the women who have broken us." I raised mine. "And to those who will."
We clinked glasses. The sound was hollow, like a coffin nail.
Outside, life went on. Men traded, children screamed, horses pawed the ground. But inside, four men sat, trapped in their own memories, talking about women who had long since turned to dust.
Love never lasts. Pain does.
The glasses grew emptier, the voices heavier. We no longer talked about the women we had loved, but about what they had taken from us. And that was more than we ever got back.
Athos spoke first. He didn't look up, only into the jug. "She took my heart," he murmured. "And with it, the belief that anything remains. Since then, I've only drunk to avoid feeling. But my heart won't come back. Never." His voice was so quiet it was almost unheard. But it still cut through us all.
Porthos slammed his hand on the table, the wine spilling over. "They take away your pride," he roared. "They laugh at you, they whisper in your ear, and the next day they laugh at you with someone else. What do you have left? An empty purse, a full head, and a heart that sits like a stone in your stomach." He drank, choked, wiped his mouth, and laughed anyway.
Aramis blew smoke into the room, his face a mask. "They take away your faith. In God, in people, in everything. I once thought love was holy. It wasn't. It was a sin disguised as prayer. Since then, I've believed in nothing but smoke, wine, and the end."
I raised my glass, my eyes blurring. "They take your future," I said. "You look at them, you think there's a tomorrow, maybe even a life. But in the end, all that remains is an empty space and the dust that settles on everything. Love takes your future, and all that's left is the past."
We were silent for a moment, each staring into our own abyss. The pub was full of sounds, but they didn't reach us. Dice, laughter, voices—everything sounded distant, muffled, unreal.
Athos finally raised his head, his eyes gleaming in the narrow light. "Love destroys you," he whispered. "Slowly or quickly, but it does. It makes you feel briefly like you are more than dust. But when it goes—and it always goes—you realize you are nothing else." Porthos laughed bitterly. "Then we drink to destruction." Aramis nodded, raised his glass. "And to what remains of us." I drank, and the wine tasted of blood, of ash, of dust.
Love had never lasted. But it had left traces deeper than any wound a sword could inflict. And these traces would remain until we, too, were dust.
The air in the pub was thick with smoke, wine, and memories. But it was no longer grief that filled us. It was anger. Bitterness. A cold, sober knowledge that cut deeper than any sword.
Athos pushed the jug away, as if tired of the taste. "Love was never real," he murmured. "We only imagined it. We wanted to believe someone would stay. But no one stays. They smile, they lie, they leave. And we idiots sit here and drink to ghosts."
Porthos slammed his glass on the table, almost breaking it. "Really? Love is a bargain. Wine for laughter, money for body, words for warmth. Once the bargain is over, they leave. Everything else is a fairy tale." He laughed harshly, spat on the floor. "And we believed in fairy tales."
Aramis took a slow drag on his cigarette, the embers glowing like an evil eye. "Love is a whore with a halo," he said. "She sells you the feeling that you're alive and ends up taking more than you ever had. I prayed, cursed, drank—all the same. In the end, all that's left is smoke."
I held my glass in my hand, empty, heavy. "Maybe she was never real," I murmured. "Maybe it was just our hunger grasping for something that wasn't there. We wanted warmth, we wanted meaning. But all we got was dust in the morning light."
Athos nodded, his eyes dark. "Only the betrayal was real. Only the pain was real. Everything else was deception." Porthos grinned crookedly. "Then let's drink to the deception. At least it was beautiful while it lasted." Aramis blew out smoke, his face hard. "Beautiful? Perhaps. But also beautifully poisoned." I put the glass down, my fingers trembling slightly. "Love doesn't last. Perhaps because it was never there."
We drank, laughed bitterly, and the laughter sounded like coughs. The guests avoided us, the innkeeper looked at us as if he'd heard too many men talk like that. Men who once believed, and in the end had nothing but wine, smoke, and dust.
And then it became clear to us: The love wasn't just gone. It had been an illusion. A lie we had all bought into.
We'd already said everything: that love doesn't last, that it lies, that it steals. And at some point, all we had left was laughter. Not the laughter of joy, but the laughter of men who know they've lost and yet still allow themselves a joke.
Athos began. He laughed softly, briefly, almost like a cough. "I once thought she would be faithful to me," he said. "She cheated on me that same evening. And I, stupid as I was, brought her flowers anyway." He shook his head, his laugh dry.
Porthos roared, banging on the table so loudly that the jugs rattled. "I once gave someone the last coin I had. The next day, she bet it against me at dice—and won. Imagine! I paid to lose!" He laughed so loudly that even the dog whined under the table.
Aramis took a drag on his cigarette and grinned crookedly. "I once told someone she was my angel. In the morning, she stole from me while I was sleeping. She really was an angel—but one with long fingers." We all laughed, hard, bitter, but it was laughter.
I raised the almost empty mug. "I once believed someone when she said I was the only one. That same day, she said the same thing to two others. We almost got into a fight—but then we drank together. To her." Laughter erupted, raw, dirty, full of pain hidden in jokes.
The guests looked at us as if we were crazy. Maybe we were. Four men laughing about what had destroyed them. Laughing because otherwise they would have had to scream.
Athos wiped his eyes, his laughter stifling. "In the end, we're the butt of the jokes." Porthos raised his mug. "Then we drink to ourselves, the best jokes Paris has ever seen." Aramis nodded, his smoke curling. "And to the love that made fools of us all." I clinked my glass against hers. "To the love that doesn't last—and still laughs at us."
We drank. The laughter echoed, muffled, hollow, like in a grave. But for a moment, it felt lighter.
And then the dust settled on us again.
The laughter died as suddenly as it had come. It hung in the air for a moment, faint, like the last note of a broken violin, and then only silence remained. Heavy, dry, full of dust.
Athos leaned back, his eyes half-closed. "We've lost them all," he murmured. "Some to other men, some to death, some to time. In the end, nothing remains. No faces, no voices. Only dust and wine." His voice was quiet, but it cut through the silence like a blunt knife.
Porthos stared into the empty jug. He turned it over in his hands as if he could squeeze something more out. "Laughter doesn't last," he said finally. "Just like love doesn't last. Everything slips through your fingers." He put the jug down, and the sound was louder than any words.
Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, the smoke curling slowly, rising, and disappearing. "Even jokes fade," he said. "They're just a mask. A few seconds when you think it doesn't hurt. But it hurts. Always." He threw the butt to the ground, stamped it out, as if trying to crush the memory itself.
I looked at them, my brothers, my mirrors. "Love doesn't last. Women don't last. Jokes don't last. In the end, only the dust remains. It settles on everything, on us, on the memories, on what we were." My voice was rough but clear.
We sat in silence, each in our own corner, and the pub was so quiet you could hear the cracking of the wood. Outside, vendors shouted, children laughed, horses pulled carts—but in here, it was as if we were already buried.
Athos raised his glass, even though it was empty. "To the love that never lasts." Porthos raised his, tilting it as if there were still something left in it. "To the dust that always remains."
Aramis raised his hand, in which there was nothing but smoke. "To nothing." I raised my glass, feeling the emptiness within. "To us."
We clinked glasses, four empty glasses, four empty men. The clink was faint, like the trembling of a dying flame.
And outside, the morning light settled over Paris. It was bright, clear, relentless. It revealed the dust that lay everywhere, making it visible, inescapable.
Love never stayed. But the dust would remain until we, too, disappeared.
 
Horses, sweat and death
The morning was over, and Paris smelled of manure. Not just the manure of the streets, not just the manure of the horses standing in the mud—it was the manure of life that permeated everything. We left the bar, staggered into the sun, and it beat down on us like a judge who'd had no more excuses.
The horses stood at the sides of the road, sweating, steaming, with eyes that knew more truth than most people. Their flanks glistened, wet with sweat, their nostrils flaring. You could smell death if you got close enough—not the great death, but the small one, the one that lay in every breath the animals took.
Athos stopped, leaning on his sword like a cane. "Horses," he murmured, "they run until they collapse. Like us." Porthos laughed and patted one of the animals on the neck so hard that it recoiled. "The difference is, horses don't have a choice. We do." Aramis lit another cigarette, his breath already ragged. "We only pretend we have a choice." I stared at the hooves standing in the dirt. "Maybe we're just horses, too. Just without a stable."
The smell of sweat, blood, and iron hung in the air. It was the smell of battles, of journeys, of men who had been on the road too long. The smell of death, which was not far away.
A rider passed by, the saddle squeaked, the horse snorted. He looked at us, turned his head away, and urged his horse on. No one wanted to stay with us too long. We had death in our sights, and it showed.
Athos pulled his cloak tighter, even though the sun was blazing. "There's no difference anymore," he murmured. "Horses, men—we sweat, we run, we die. Everything else is just dust." Porthos grinned, his teeth flashing. "Then we ride until death takes us." Aramis nodded, smoke rising from his lungs. "And he's already riding beside us." I felt the sweat on my back, the pounding of my heart. "Then let him ride. He'll see how far we can go."
We continued on, past the horses, past the sweat, past the stench. But death remained with us. Invisible, but tangible. Always.
We found our horses where we had left them—tied up, patient, sweating. Their eyes didn't reflect patience, but resignation. Animals who knew they would be dragged off again, whether they wanted to or not. Perhaps they were closer to us than we wanted to admit.
Athos placed his hand on his horse's neck. "He's trembling," he murmured. "He knows the road won't be easy." Porthos laughed, reaching for the reins. "Then we'll tremble together. Maybe one of us will fall first, maybe he will. Let's see who wins." Aramis tightened the girth, his cigarette in the corner of his mouth. "Horses are more honest than we are. They show when they're afraid. We hide it." I stroked my horse's flank, felt the trembling beneath its skin, the sweat that smelled like cold water. "We ride like dead men who still walk."
Mounting was no act of pride. No parade, no heroic image. Just four men heaving heavily into the saddle, their bones creaking, their bodies weary. The horses snorted, as if they felt the burden not only in weight, but in fate.
We rode off, out of the city. Paris lay behind us like a fever dream that seemed never-ending. The stench of manure, wine, and blood lingered as our hooves pounded the pavement.
Athos rode in front, his back bent but his gaze steady. Porthos followed, tall in the saddle but heavy as a sack of stones. Aramis pulled on the reins as if trying to keep his horse in time with his breathing. I stayed behind, my eyes on the dusty road ahead.
Sweat dripped from the horses, mingling with dust and iron. Every footstep echoed like a heartbeat, and in each one echoed death.
We didn't say much. Words were superfluous when every breath reeked of farewell. Each of us knew that this ride wasn't just a journey. It was a farewell—perhaps to the city, perhaps to each other, perhaps to life.
Athos murmured at some point, "Every ride brings you closer to the grave." Porthos laughed, but his laughter was heavy. "Then we ride fast, so we can get it over with." Aramis blew smoke into the wind, which immediately carried him away. "Or slowly. So we can feel it longer." I saw the path stretching out before us. "Death is waiting anyway. He doesn't care about speed."
We rode on, the town shrinking, the fields expanding, the air clearer. But even out here, between grass and sky, death rode alongside us. We heard it in the horses' panting, we saw it in our sweat, we felt it in our bones.
And we knew: This wasn't an easy ride. It was a farewell. And death was the only one that arrived safely.
The city lay behind us, and the road narrowed. Pavement gave way to dirt, earth gave way to dust. The sun hung like a lead weight over our heads, burning holes in our backs, making the air heavy.
The horses panted, their flanks trembled. Sweat ran down them, dripped onto the ground, mixed with dust, and turned to mud. Every step was a struggle, every breath a groan. And we were no better.
Athos held himself upright, but his hands trembled on the reins. Sometimes he leaned forward, as if supporting his horse, not the other way around. Porthos sweated so much that his shirt clung to his body, and his voice was harsh when he cursed. "Damned sun," he growled. "It's eating us all up." Aramis rode in silence, only the smoke from his cigarette evoking his thoughts. He smoked more than he breathed.
I felt the burning in my legs, the pulling in my back. Every jolt of the saddle felt like a blow.
The landscape was vast and open, yet it weighed us down. No trees, no shade, just fields that seemed endless and a sky that lay over us like a blanket.
Athos barely spoke, only occasionally a word. "Further." Or: "Just a bit further." His voice was dry as sand. Porthos cursed, laughed, cursed again. "If we die here, it will be in the dust. Paris won't even bury us." Aramis loosened the reins, his horse running almost by itself. "Perhaps it's better this way," he said quietly. "No grave. Only dust." I gritted my teeth. "Death finds us everywhere. It doesn't need a stone over our heads."
The horses stumbled, recovered, and continued to pant. We heard their hearts pounding, almost as loud as our own. Sweat and dust clung to our lips, rendering every sip from the canteen useless.
The ride was no longer a path. It was a test. A punishment. A dance with death, which was coming ever closer.
Athos whispered, almost to himself: "We're not riding forward. We're only riding deeper." Porthos laughed hoarsely. "Then we'll ride until even death sweats." Aramis blew out the smoke. "He's not sweating. He's just waiting." I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the rhythm of the hooves pound through my body. "And he won't wait long."
We rode on. Hour after hour, step by step. Horses, sweat, dust. And death, riding beside us, patient, inescapable.
The sun was high, and the road was nothing but an endless ribbon of dust. Every breath burned. Every step the horses took was a blow to the bone. We had long since stopped talking about our destination. We were only riding because standing still would have been worse.
Athos stayed in the saddle, but his body was crooked. His gaze was fixed straight ahead, as if he were seeing something we couldn't. Perhaps he was already looking beyond us. His lips were dry, chapped, and when he spoke, it sounded like a whisper in the wind. "Onward." Just that one word, over and over again.
Porthos was sweating as if he'd been set on fire. His face was red, his eyes glowing with anger and exhaustion. "Damned horses," he gasped. "Damned sun. Damned road." He pounded his fist against his thigh as if to beat out the pain.
Aramis was still smoking, though the smoke barely lingered in the wind. He looked like a man who knew he had long since lost, yet continued the dance nonetheless. His fingers trembled, but he held onto the cigarette as if it were the only thing keeping him in the saddle.
I felt my back burning, my legs growing heavy, my neck crying out for water. The horse beneath me stumbled, recovered, and stumbled again. His breathing was labored, foam at his mouth, sweat on his neck. I placed my hand on his neck, felt him trembling. "Hold on," I murmured, not knowing whether I was saying it to him or to myself.
Then Athos' horse stumbled. A jolt, a cry, a moment in which we all held our breath. The animal almost collapsed, caught itself at the last moment, trembling, panting. Athos clutched its neck, his body bent forward. "Just... a little further," he gasped.
We stopped, but only briefly. There was no place to rest, no shade, no water. Only dust and heat. Death stood beside us, watching, waiting.
Porthos cursed louder, kicking the ground with his boot. "We're dying here like animals." Aramis blew out smoke, his voice toneless. "Animals die better than we do." I stared into the distance. The horizon shimmered, blurred, looked like water that wasn't there. "Perhaps this is already the end," I said quietly. "And we just don't realize it yet."
The horses stumbled on, their hooves heavy, their heads bowed. Sweat dripped, fell onto the dust, and disappeared.
We rode like corpses, refusing to fall. Every breath was a burden. Every forward glance was a lie. And yet we rode.
Athos muttered again, "Go on." Porthos yelled, "Screw going on!"
Aramis whispered, "Death is here." And I knew: all three were right.
We had to stop. It wasn't a plan, it wasn't an order—the horses gave us no choice. Their legs trembled, their flanks trembled, foam clung to their mouths like spit on the dying. One more step, and they would have fallen.
We dismounted, one by one, heavily, awkwardly, like old men who no longer knew why they'd gotten up in the first place. The earth was hot beneath our boots, the dust rose, settling immediately on our skin and throats.
Athos leaned against his horse, slowly stroking its neck. "He's dying," he murmured. "Perhaps before me." Porthos simply dropped, sat down in the dirt, pulled the bottle from his coat, and drank. The wine was warm, almost sour, but he drank as if his heart was in it. "Then we all die together. Horses, men, dust." Aramis sat down next to him, lit a cigarette, coughed, but took a drag anyway. "Death doesn't wait," he said quietly. "It's already here." I sat down, felt my legs burning, my head pounding. I reached for the canteen, shook it—almost empty. The water tasted of metal, of blood, but it was the only thing keeping us going.
We sat there, four men, four horses, and Death. He said nothing, he didn't need to say anything. He was simply there, like a fifth shadow, sitting beside us, breathing with us, watching us.
The horses snorted and finally lay down, their bodies heavy, their eyes half-closed. You could see how close they were. Perhaps closer than we were.
Athos pulled his cloak tighter, even though the sun was blazing. "We won't be riding much longer." Porthos grinned crookedly, wiping the sweat from his face. "Then we'll drink while we can." Aramis let the smoke escape from his mouth, watched it rip apart in the hot wind. "Perhaps this is our last fire." I stared at the dust hanging over the ground and thought: Death really is here. He's just waiting for one of us to fall silent.
We didn't say much. Words were useless when every breath was heavier than a sentence. We sat there, drank, smoked, and were silent. Death was silent, but it was there.
And somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled. Perhaps a church bell, perhaps just the echo in our heads. It sounded like a metronome telling us: Soon.
The rest didn't last long. It couldn't last long. We had no shade, no water, no reason to stay. Only dust, sun, and horses lying on the ground like fighters after the last round.
Athos stood up first. His legs trembled, his face gray, but he pulled on the reins, forcing his horse to stand. The animal groaned, shook its head, and finally stood. "Go on," he said. It wasn't a command, more a whisper to himself.
Porthos cursed and pushed himself to his feet. The wine was almost empty, his eyes glazed over, but his body still a machine. He slapped his horse's flank, roughly, yet almost lovingly. "Come on, you bag of bones. We'll die together, but not lying down."
Aramis put out the cigarette and sighed as if it were his last hope. "One more step," he murmured, "just one more step." His horse stood slowly, as if it knew full well that every attempt to stand up was a betrayal of its own body.
I forced my horse up, stroking its neck. It trembled, panting, its eyes dull. I felt it sway, barely willing to go. But I climbed onto it, heavy, awkward. It carried me nonetheless.
We rode again, step by step. No gallop, no pride. Just dragging movements, hooves kicking up dust that immediately settled again.
The sun was lower in the sky, but it still burned. Sweat clung to us, the stench of horse and man had become one. Every breath was a struggle.
Athos rode in front, his back bent, his shoulders heavy. He didn't look back. Porthos held his head high, but his eyes were glassy, ​​his lips chapped. Aramis no longer smoked. He had no strength left for smoke. Only for his breath, which rattled. I felt the pulling in every bone, the burning in every fiber.
We barely spoke. Only the occasional word, abrupt and dry. "Still." "Further." "Screw it."
Death rode beside us, invisible but tangible. It was in the dust, in the sweat, in the horses' stumbles. It was in our heads, in our hearts, in every damned breath.
We rode like dead men, refusing to fall.
And yet: we rode.
The path stretched endlessly, and every footstep of the horses sounded like a blow against a coffin lid. Dust rose, dust settled again. The sun sank lower, but it still burned, as if it wanted to take us with it.
Athos rode in front, his face a stone. Porthos no longer cursed; he remained silent. Aramis was breathing heavily, his shoulders slumped. I felt my heart beating, hard, fast, too loud.
Then it happened. Porthos' horse stumbled and fell. A dull thud, a scream from the animal, a curse from Porthos, who fell to the ground. The horse lay there, its legs twitching, its eyes wide. Sweat and foam dripped, blood flowed from its mouth. It wheezed, kicked once more, then nothing.
Silence. Only our breath, only the wind, only death staring at us.
Porthos jumped up, angry, desperate. "Damn it! Damn it!" He pounded his fist on the ground, over and over, until his knuckles bled. "He was strong! He was strong like me!" His voice broke, his body trembled.
Athos dismounted and placed his hand on his shoulder. "He was tired. Like us." Aramis looked at the horse, his face blank. "Death wanted one. He takes what he wants." I dismounted too, knelt beside the animal. It was heavy, immobile, almost dust. I placed my hand on its neck, feeling the cold coming. "It's over," I murmured.
Porthos stood there, tall, strong, yet broken. His gaze full of anger, full of grief. "Then I'll carry him," he growled. "I won't leave him here." Athos shook his head. "We can't carry him. We can't even carry ourselves." Aramis lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. "Leave him. The dust will take him. Just as it will take us."
Porthos stared at his horse, his hands clenched into fists. Then he let go, stepped back, and gasped. "Screw it." His voice sounded hollow, empty.
We stood there, four men, three horses, and death. He had taken what he wanted. And he would take again.
Athos mounted back, slowly, heavily. "We must move on." Aramis nodded and mounted. I looked at Porthos. He was still standing, staring into the dust. Then, without a word, he swung himself onto my horse behind me. It was heavy, but he fit.
We rode on. Slowly, quietly, knowing that death was now very close.
The sun sank lower, the dust grew thicker, and we knew: horses, sweat, and death – that was all we had left.
 
No prayer for the fallen
We left the dead horse behind us. No cross, no grave, no stone. Only dust, which would soon cover it. Just as it would cover us all. Porthos didn't turn around. He rode behind me, heavy, silent, as if he'd lost half of himself. Perhaps he had.
Athos led us, his back bent, his gaze hard. He said nothing, and that made it worse. Aramis smoked again, his hands trembling, but he held the embers tightly as if it were a prayer he no longer wanted to utter. I heard the crackling of his lungs with every puff.
The path led us through empty fields. No farmers, no children, just crows flying in circles. They screeched as if they were already expecting us. Perhaps they knew there would soon be more to come.
Athos eventually broke the silence. "No priest will come for us," he said. "No prayer. If we fall, we are dust. Nothing more." Aramis nodded, blowing smoke into the wind. "The Church prays for kings, for cardinals, for coins. Not for men like us." Porthos remained silent, his head bowed. He needed no words. The death of his horse was prayer enough. I looked up at the sky, which began to shimmer. "Perhaps it's better this way. A prayer doesn't keep anyone alive."
We rode on, and the sound of hooves sounded like drums for a funeral that had not yet begun.
Athos' voice became harsher, darker. "We have killed. We have drunk. We have loved, and lost. No one will pray for us. No one will light a candle. We will disappear as we lived—in the filth." Porthos raised his head, his eyes red. "Then we drink to the filth. Better filth than hypocrisy." Aramis laughed dryly, coughed, and spat out blood. "Amen." I raised my glass, which contained only dust. "No prayer for us. No prayer for the fallen."
And in that moment I knew: He was right. We had already fallen long ago. We were still breathing, but that was all.
The road led us out into a field that was quieter than anything we'd seen before. No voices, no animals, only crosses. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, crookedly hewn into the earth, some crooked, some broken, some mere splinters.
The sun was tilted, casting long shadows across the rows. The wind blew over them, playing with the boards, making them creak, as if the dead themselves were whispering. But there were no voices, just wood falling apart.
Athos stopped his horse and stared at the crosses. His face was pale, his gaze empty. "Here they lie," he murmured. "The fallen. But no one prays for them." Porthos twisted his mouth and spat into the dust. "Prayers make no difference. They lie there, whether anyone whispers for them or not." Aramis blew out smoke, which the wind immediately carried away. "No priest, no mass. Just wood and dust. This is more honest than the Church ever was." I looked at the crosses, one by one. Some still bore names, barely legible, hollowed out by the rain. Others stood bare, anonymous, forgotten. "Perhaps this is our fate," I said quietly. "No prayer. Just dust and a piece of wood."
We rode between the crosses. The horses snorted restlessly, as if they sensed something was wrong. Perhaps they smelled the death hanging in the ground. Perhaps they sensed that we ourselves were not far from it.
Athos's gaze wandered from cross to cross, his face hardening. "Each of them once believed someone was praying for them," he said. "In the end, no one prayed." Porthos nodded, his voice rumbled deeply. "Perhaps it's better that way. Fewer lies." Aramis whispered a "Hail Mary," but he did it mockingly, almost laughing. It was more of a curse than a prayer. I remained silent. Because what could one say when one knew that one would soon be lying among such crosses?
We stopped at a cross that had half fallen over. No name left, just splinters. Athos dismounted and righted it, slowly, with shaking hands. He said nothing, he just did it. Porthos looked at him, snorted, but kept his mouth shut. Aramis dragged on his cigarette, the embers flickering. "It's no good," he murmured. Athos stood up, his gaze hard. "Perhaps it's no good. But it's the only thing I can do."
We rode on, through a sea of ​​crosses that no one could see anymore. No prayer arose, no song, no consolation. Only dust, only wood, only silence.
And in this silence, death was louder than ever before.
The field seemed endless. Rows upon rows, crosses upon crosses, as if someone had decided to pierce the entire sky with wood. We rode further into it, and the further we went, the quieter it became. No more wind, no more crowing, not even the snorting of the horses. Only silence, heavy as a stone in the stomach.
Athos' face was rigid as he looked at the crosses. His eyes flickered, as if he saw more there than just weathered wood. Porthos' forehead was damp, but not from sweat. He seemed restless, constantly looking around as if he expected one of the dead to crawl out of the dust at any moment. Aramis smoked, but his fingers trembled more violently, the smoke rising brittlely. "There are too many," he murmured. "Too many without names." I looked left, right—and then my gaze settled on a cross. A name was carved into it, barely legible, but I recognized the letters. Mine.
I blinked, rubbed my eyes. The dust could be playing tricks on me. But when I looked again, it was still there: my name, my damned name, on a rotten piece of wood.
“Damn,” I whispered.
Athos turned to me. "What?" I raised my hand and pointed. "My name." He stared, then at me. His gaze was blank, but I knew he had seen it too.
Porthos cursed and jerked his head around. "Screw that cross. It's just wood." But his voice broke, and he stared at another cross. His face turned pale. "No..." "What?" I asked. He pointed. There was his name. Deeply carved, crude, but clear.
Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, coughed, and spat. "You're crazy." Then he looked to his right. And his hand froze. The wood he was staring at bore his name. His cigarette fell into the dust.
Athos rode on, silent, until he finally stopped. He stood before a cross, crookedly stuck in the ground. On the crossbeam: his name. Crookedly carved, but unmistakable.
None of us spoke. The horses treaded nervously, the air had become thicker, and the dust lay like a blanket on our faces.
Athos broke the silence. "It's just wood," he said. But his voice sounded hollow. Porthos growled, "Wood with my name on it." Aramis trembled, reached for a new cigarette, and dropped it twice before he could light it. "Perhaps it's a mirror. Perhaps it's already written." I felt my heart beating, hard, restless. "No prayer for the fallen," I whispered. "Because we're already among them."
We rode on, but the crosses grew closer, crooked, broken, and on more and more of them we saw our names. Not just once. Again and again. As if we had already died a thousand times.
And then we knew: This field wasn't just for those who had fallen. It was also for those who would fall.
We rode deeper into the field, and the field never ended. It was as if the world consisted only of crosses. To the right and left, in front of us, behind us – wood staring up at the sky. Some crosses stood firm, others toppled over, still others were already half-lying in the dust. But they never ended.
The horses became restless. They snorted, pulled on the reins, and refused to go any further. You could see it in their eyes – this was no place for the living.
Athos pressed his lips together, his face pale, his hands trembling on the reins. "We're already here," he said tonelessly. "We belong to them." Porthos's breath was ragged. His gaze darted from cross to cross, as if trying to determine which was his. Sweat ran down his brow, but he didn't wipe it away. "Fucking shit," he muttered. "That's us. That's all we are." Aramis coughed, spat blood into the dust, and wiped his mouth. "No priest comes here. No prayer reaches this place. Only death." I felt my heart pounding, so hard it hurt. Each beat was like a hammer blow to my sternum. "Perhaps we're already dead," I whispered. "Perhaps we're only riding through memory."
Athos stopped his horse and stared straight ahead. Before him stood three crosses, side by side. On each one, a name. Ours. D'Artagnan, Athos, Porthos, Aramis. Crudely carved, but clear. No one said a word. The wind was dead. The dust hung in the air like a shroud.
Porthos dismounted, swayed, and approached his cross. He grabbed it, shook it, and roared. "I'm not dead!" His voice echoed across the field, but there was no answer. Only the creaking of the wood. Athos rode beside him and placed his hand on his shoulder. "Yes," he said. "We already are. We're still breathing, but we've fallen. No one prays for us. No one will remember." Aramis lit a cigarette, though his hands barely stayed still. "Perhaps that's more honest," he murmured. "No lies. No prayers. Just dust." I looked at the crosses, our wood, our names, and knew: He was right. We had long since ridden through the world as dead.
We stayed there for a long time, among the crosses, unable to move on. Each of us knew that no more prayer would come. No priest, no mass, no song. Only dust, only wood, only death, which already bore our shadows.
Athos was the first to pull on the reins again. His horse wouldn't go; it reared and snorted, but he forced it forward. "We must move on," he said. His voice was shaky, but firm enough to rouse us.
Porthos was still standing by his cross, his hands bloody from the wood. He was breathing heavily, his eyes burning as if he wanted to tear the damned thing apart with sheer rage. But then his shoulders slumped. He let go, stepped back, and spat in the dust. "Screw it," he growled. "I'm not going down here." He remounted, his horse trembling beneath him, but it carried him.
Aramis smoked, his gaze never leaving the crosses. "We'll ride out," he murmured. "But we'll carry them with us." I nodded. My stomach churned, my head burned, but I knew he was right. No step would ever truly get us out of this field.
We rode on, leaving the crosses behind us. But they wouldn't let us go. Every hoofbeat sounded like it was hitting wood. Every shadow along the path looked like a crooked cross.
Athos' face remained hard, but his eyes were empty. Porthos' hands clenched into fists, as if he still wanted to strike. Aramis' smoke curled thin, trembling before disappearing into the wind. And I myself—I could still see the letters of my name, burned into the wood, burned into my mind.
The path widened, the fields more open. Behind us lay a sea of ​​crosses, ahead of us only dust and sky. But it felt as if we were still riding in the middle of it.
"No prayer," murmured Athos. "Only dust," growled Porthos. "And death," said Aramis. I closed my eyes, heard the hooves, felt the horses trembling. "And us," I whispered. "Yet."
We rode on. But the field rode with us. Invisible, inescapable, in our minds.
The sun set, and darkness crept over the fields. We found a patch of earth by the roadside, too tired to ride any further. No fire, no song, just us, the horses, and the dust.
Athos sat down, his back against a stone. His face was wooden, motionless. Porthos simply collapsed, gasping, reaching for the bottle, which was long empty. He shook it as if he could squeeze out another drop. Nothing. Aramis lit a cigarette, the embers flickering in the darkness, his cough breaking the silence. I lay down in the dust, my cloak under my head, and stared at the starless sky.
No one spoke. Words would have been nothing but dust.
At some point, our eyes closed. Sleep came not as comfort, but like a knife.
I dreamed of the crosses. Endless rows, narrower and denser, until I could no longer pass between them. Each one bore my name. Some freshly carved, some old and weathered, but all were me. I tried to scream, but my voice was dust.
Next to me, I heard Porthos whimpering in his sleep. He usually roared, but this time he sounded small, like a child. "Not... not here..." he muttered, turning, rolling in the dirt. Athos murmured no words, only a hoarse gasp, as if he were dying again and again. Aramis laughed in his dream, a dry, demented laugh that lingered in the darkness.
My eyes widened, my heart pounded, sweat ran coldly down my back. But the crosses weren't gone. I still saw them. Not outside, but inside me.
Death sat with us, wordless, in the shadows. It needed no fire, no form. It was simply there, in our dreams, in our breath, in the silence.
No prayer came. No God, no angel, no priest. Only crosses. And ourselves, trapped within them.
The morning came not with brightness, but with gray. The light was dull, the sky colorless, as if someone had drunk all its colors out. We awoke one by one, not refreshed, but empty. The dust clung to our faces, the sweat had turned cold, and our dreams still clung to our bones.
Athos sat upright, his cloak over his shoulders, his eyes red. He said nothing, but his gaze was filled with crosses he'd seen before. Porthos rolled to his feet, growling, and automatically reached for the bottle, even though he knew it was empty. He flung it away, and it landed dully in the dirt. "Shitty dreams," he muttered. Aramis was smoking again, his breath ragged, but he drew it as if he were still alive. "I heard them laughing," he said. "The dead. They laughed because no one prays for them." I rubbed my face, feeling the tiredness deeper than any wound. "They're laughing because we'll soon be lying with them."
We stood up, one after the other, heavily, awkwardly. The horses looked at us, their eyes dull, their bodies thin. They were just as exhausted as we were.
Athos pulled the reins and climbed into the saddle. "No priest will come. No prayer. Just us and the dust." Porthos snorted, wiping the sweat from his brow. "Then we ride until we ourselves are crosses." Aramis blew out smoke that looked gray like ash in the morning light. "No prayer for the fallen. No prayer for us." I mounted, felt the weight in my bones, saw the sky that promised nothing. "Then we ride without prayer."
We rode off, step by step. Behind us the night, before us death.
And in our minds, in our blood, the crosses remained. No priest would bless them, no God would see them. No prayer. Only dust.
 
Who counts the bodies?
The road stretched on, but we weren't really riding. We dragged ourselves along as if the horses had long since realized there was no reason to go fast anymore. Behind us lay Paris, behind us lay the crosses, behind us lay too much for us to carry.
At some point, Athos stopped and stared into the dust, as if searching for something. "How many were there?" he asked quietly. "What?" Porthos growled, wiping the sweat from his brow. "Those we killed. Those who fell. Those who lie in the dirt because of us."
Silence. Only the snorting of the horses, the creaking of the saddles.
Porthos laughed dryly, an ugly sound. "Count? Who's going to count? I don't even know how many women I've fucked. Do you think I can count the dead?" Aramis dragged on his cigarette, coughed, and spat blood into the dust. "No one counts the bodies. Not us. Not the Church. Not the king. The earth eats them, that's all." I looked into the distance, which blurred like a bad dream. "And yet they're in our minds. Every blow, every stab, every face. They don't go away."
Athos grabbed the dust and let it trickle through his fingers. "We should have counted. From the beginning." Porthos shook his head. "And then? Would we have stopped at ten? At one hundred?" Aramis grinned thinly. "Or would we have kept track, like a merchant? 'Three dead today, five yesterday. Tomorrow we'll see.'" I closed my eyes, saw faces. Men, women, sometimes children, standing between the fighting. "Perhaps death counts for us. Perhaps it already has a list."
We rode on, slowly, each of us lost in our own thoughts. The sun burned, the dust was sticky. Every step of the horses sounded like a blow in the silence.
Athos finally murmured, "Who's counting the bodies? No one. They're counting themselves. And at some point, we'll just be a number, too."
No one objected.
We rode on, and at some point Porthos started talking. Not loudly, not like usual, but in a growl, almost like a man trying to convince himself. "Remember that backyard on Rue St. Denis? Three men, maybe four. We killed them like dogs." Athos nodded slowly. "There were five." "Four," Porthos growled. "Five," Athos repeated. His voice was flat but firm.
Aramis laughed hoarsely, taking a drag on his cigarette. "You're both idiots. There were two of them. The rest ran away." I shook my head. "No. Three were lying in the dirt. One ran, one begged."
We were silent for a moment, each of us staring at the road, each of us certain we were right. But none of us knew for sure.
Athos finally murmured, "See? Even we can't count. We kill, we move on, and in the end, the faces blur." Porthos snorted. "Whatever. Dead is dead. Two or ten—what does it matter?" "Everything," Athos said. His voice sounded hard. "It matters everything."
Aramis blew smoke into the wind, his eyes weary. "I remember the battle before Amiens. Hundreds lay there. Blood in the mud, horses, men, all mixed together. I lost track after an hour. I didn't know if the corpses I stumbled upon were my friends or my enemies." I looked at the dusty ground before us. "Maybe it doesn't matter. Once you're lying down, you're just a corpse. No one counts you. No one asks which side you were on."
Athos rubbed his forehead, his hand trembling slightly. "I tried to count them. At first. Every blade, every face, every drop of blood. But eventually it was too much. I stopped. And since then, I've haunted them in my dreams." Porthos grinned crookedly, but his gaze was blank. "I never counted. Maybe that's why I sleep better." Aramis coughed, spat into the dust. "You don't sleep better. You just lie better." Porthos wanted to say something, but fell silent, clenched his teeth.
I remembered a girl, maybe twelve, running across the wrong yard at the wrong moment. No one knew whose blade struck her. Maybe mine. Maybe someone else's. It didn't matter. She lay there, and no one wrote her down. No list, no name. Just another one, no one counted.
"Who's counting the bodies?" I murmured. "Not us. Not them. Maybe just the dust."
We rode on, each of us lost in our own faces, in our own battles. The sun sank lower, but the counting didn't stop—in our heads, in our bones.
Dust swirled with every step the horses took, and the counting never stopped. Not in words, but in images. Faces that appeared and disappeared. Screams that hung in the wind. Eyes that looked at us, even now.
Athos spoke first. "We count as if they were coins. But corpses aren't coins. Each one was a person. Each one had a life we ​​took." Porthos spat in the dust. "Screw it. We did what we had to do." Athos turned to him, his eyes burning. "Did we have to? Or did we want to? Have you ever differentiated?"
Silence. Porthos' jaw clenched, but he said nothing.
Aramis pulled on his cigarette, his fingers trembling. "Guilt is eating you up, Athos. But counting doesn't make it better. It only makes it worse." "Perhaps," Athos growled. "But not counting makes you blind." I rode beside them, my eyes on the horizon. "And counting makes you guilty."
No one objected, but the air between us became heavier.
Porthos finally broke the silence. "Who decides what is guilt, anyway? The dead? They are silent. The Church? It only prays for those who pay. The king? He counts us heroes as long as we kill for him. Who remains then?" Aramis smiled thinly, his face gray. "Perhaps death itself counts. He is the only one who is honest. He knows every corpse. Every one." Athos nodded slowly. "And he will count us too."
I remembered a boy, barely sixteen, who stood before me with a dagger. He had fear in his eyes, his hands trembling. I could have disarmed him. I could have let him go. But I stabbed. Fast, hard, because it was easier. His face haunted me at night, in dreams, in the dust. "We took more than we needed to," I said quietly. "Much more."
Athos looked at me, and for a moment there was something like understanding. Porthos looked away, gritted his teeth. Aramis blew smoke into the wind, as if trying to chase the image away.
"Who's counting the bodies?" Athos repeated. "Perhaps no one. Perhaps this is our punishment."
We rode on, and each of us saw more faces than crosses. Faces that asked us why. And no answer came.
The path stretched on, and with every step we became quieter. The sun was tilted, casting long shadows that looked like crosses, following us.
Athos broke the silence. "Perhaps no one counts because it makes no difference. One corpse or a thousand—what's the difference?" Porthos pulled his lips back, almost like a growl. "The difference is that one is quickly forgotten. A thousand make history." Aramis blew out smoke, his face gray. "And yet both are equally dead." I saw the dust rising beneath the hooves. "The difference is only for the living. For the dead, it doesn't matter."
We rode on in silence, the creaking of the saddles louder than our voices.
Athos' eyes blazed. "We believed that every deed counted. But in the end, nothing matters. Not the victories, not the losses. Only what lies in the dust." Porthos laughed harshly, without joy. "Then we should have drunk from the start, instead of fighting." Aramis grinned crookedly, coughed, and wiped blood from his lips. "Perhaps that was always our greatest mistake—believing there was a difference."
I remembered the faces flashing in my mind. Men, women, children. There were too many to distinguish. They blended together, blurred, becoming a gray mass of dust and blood. "Maybe," I said quietly, "that's why no one counts. Because in the end, everything looks the same."
Athos pressed his lips together as if to object, but he remained silent. Porthos reached for his bottle, found it empty, and threw it away. Aramis lit another cigarette, though his hands were shaking.
The sun was setting, the dust hung heavy. We rode on, four men wondering if the dead were looking at us—or if they had long since stopped looking.
The road was empty, the sky gray, and we were too tired to remain serious. Sometimes cynicism comes like the last drop of alcohol in a barrel—bitter, but it keeps you going.
Porthos broke the silence. "If you think about it, corpses are like coins. You spend one, you get something back. Wine, women, a place at the king's table." Athos shook his head, but he didn't immediately object. He seemed to be rolling the words in his mouth, like one holds a bad sip of wine. "And what do the dead get?" "Nothing at all," Porthos growled. "That's why they don't count. Only we count."
Aramis laughed dryly, coughing immediately afterward. "Perhaps it's more like playing cards. Each of us puts a corpse on the table, and at the end, the one with the most wins." "Then Porthos would be king," I said, trying to grin. Porthos grinned back, but his gaze remained hard. "And what good is it to me? I'm sitting here with empty pockets and empty bottles."
Athos looked into the distance, his voice quiet but sharp. "Corpses are not coins, not cards. They are guilt. And guilt cannot be counted." Aramis blew smoke into the wind, his hands shaking more violently. "Everything can be counted, Athos. Even guilt. Some of us carry more, some less. But in the end, it brings us all down the same level."
I thought about the faces that wouldn't disappear. I tried to stack them like coins, to lay them on the table like cards. But they fell apart, became people again, with eyes that asked why.
"Maybe," I said quietly, "counting is just an excuse. We pretend we can make value out of it. But in the end, it's just dust."
Silence. Only the hooves, only the wind.
Porthos took a deep breath, as if drinking again. "Then we'll drink to the dust." Aramis laughed hoarsely, coughed, and spat. "And whoever has the most corpses pays for the round." Athos was silent. His eyes were dark, and it was clear he wasn't playing along. To him, they weren't coins, not cards. To him, they were faces, and they wouldn't leave him.
We rode on, four men trying to bear the burden with cynicism – knowing that it was getting heavier nonetheless.
The dust lay heavy on the road, and at some point Athos stopped his horse. "Enough," he said. His voice was rough, dry like the sand in our throats. "We're talking about coins, cards, numbers. But every number is a lie. You're turning the dead into toys."
Porthos reined in his horse and turned to him. "And what do you want? Should I remember every name, every face, every damned wound? I'd go mad!" "Perhaps you should go mad," Athos growled. "Perhaps that's the punishment."
Aramis took a drag on his cigarette, coughed, and laughed dryly. "Athos wants to make us priests. Every dead man a prayer, every corpse a rosary. But no god hears us." "No," Athos snarled, "but we hear ourselves. And that's enough."
Porthos snorted, his hands clenched into fists. "You talk like you're better than us. But your hands are just as red. Redder than mine." Athos' eyes flashed. "I know." His voice almost broke, then hardened again. "And that's why I count."
Aramis threw the cigarette away and stubbed it out. "You two are fools. Numbers, no numbers—in the end, each of us ends up in the dust. And no one counts us. No one." "Maybe we count ourselves," I murmured, but no one was really listening.
Tension hung in the air like smoke. Athos with his fixed gaze, Porthos with his clenched fists, Aramis with his cynicism, and me in between, unable to choose a side.
"Who's allowed to count, anyway?" Porthos suddenly shouted. "You, Athos? Because you're older? Because you've drunk more wine? Or you, Aramis, with your god, who has long since stopped listening? Or you," he pointed at me, "who lies to yourself and pretends to be clean?"
Silence. Only the horses, nervous, snorting.
Athos' voice came quietly, but hard as steel. "We may all count. But we must bear the numbers. Every single one."
Porthos roared, "Then carry your own! I carry mine my way—with wine and curses, not prayers!"
Aramis laughed, a hoarse, maniacal laugh. "And I wear mine with smoke. And you know what? They still stay."
I wanted to say something, but the words stuck in my throat. Because I knew: no matter how you count, the burden remains. And at some point, it tears everyone apart.
We rode on, but the argument hung between us, heavy and irreconcilable. Four men, four ways of counting—and none brought peace.
We rode on, each with our own voices in our heads. The argument wasn't resolved; it simply lay there, like a dead dog in the street that no one wanted to talk about, but everyone stumbled over.
Athos was silent, his face harder than the stone beneath his hooves. Porthos was breathing heavily, as if he were still fighting, even without a sword in his hand. Aramis was smoking, but the trembling in his fingers betrayed that he, too, couldn't stop counting. I myself heard the dead whispering in the dust. No words, just a constant, faint rustling.
At some point, Athos broke the silence. "We have no right to count." Porthos snapped at him. "Why not?" Athos didn't look at him. "Because the bodies don't belong to us. They belong to Death. Only he keeps the ledger."
Aramis laughed dryly, followed immediately by a cough. "Then he's a good accountant. We needed him when we still believed there were rules." Porthos clenched his fists. "And what are we then? Just his damned debts?" "Yes," said Athos without hesitation. "Nothing else."
Silence. No birds, no wind. Only the creaking of saddles, the snorting of horses.
I finally spoke, my voice quiet but clear: "Perhaps it's better this way. If only death counts, we are free of the numbers. We no longer carry them. We are merely part of the list."
Athos nodded, almost imperceptibly. Aramis blew out smoke, his gaze blank. Porthos cursed quietly, but didn't object.
We rode on, four men who finally understood that the question was wrongly posed. Not:Who counts the bodies?Rather:Who counts us?
And the answer was clear.
Not us. Not the church. Not the king.
Only death.
 
The wine continues to flow
The city didn't welcome us; it swallowed us up. Narrow streets, damp stone, the smell of piss-warm beer and overly cheap meat. We found a tavern that looked like any other: crooked roof, worn-out door, windows blinded by smoke.
Athos dismounted first, his body heavy as stone. Porthos followed, throwing down the reins as if the horse were nothing more than ballast. Aramis pulled his coat tighter and coughed his way through. I held onto the wall as we went inside.
Inside, it was dark, stuffy, and the smoke hung like a curtain. Men stood at the bar with more debts than coins in their pockets. Women, their faces marked by too much work and too little hope, squatted on chairs, laughing too loudly, drinking too quickly.
We sat down at a table sticky with spilled wine. The proprietor, a fat man with eyes that had seen it all, came and placed four bottles on the table without asking.
Athos reached for one, opened it, and drank deeply. His hands were no longer shaking. Porthos took the next one and poured half the contents down in one go. Aramis pulled the bottle toward him, sipped, coughed, and sipped again. I held mine tightly, staring at the red mirror shimmering within.
The wine tasted cheap and sour, but it burned. And that was enough.
"To the corpses," murmured Porthos, "that no one counts." "To Death, the only accountant," said Athos. "To the crosses we've already seen," coughed Aramis. I raised the bottle. "To us. For now."
We drank. Deeply, greedily, desperately. The wine flowed on, like blood, like time, like guilt.
The voices around us disappeared. The tavern became smaller, narrower. All that remained was us and the wine. It flowed, it kept us alive, and at the same time, it consumed us.
And somewhere, someone was laughing. Maybe it was us. Maybe it was the dead.
The first round was barely emptied when the bartender brought out new bottles. No questions asked, no price – he knew that men like us either paid eventually or never. And if not, it was better to let us drink anyway.
Athos stumbled, his throat a funnel. The wine flowed as if there was a hole in his stomach that needed to be filled. Porthos rested his elbow on the table, grinning broadly, his lips reddened. "You know, Athos," he slurred, "you're the only one trying to be a hero. But you're just as much of a drunk as we are." Athos grinned crookedly, wiping his mouth. "Heroes drink more. So they forget they're not saving anything."
Aramis laughed, coughed, choked, and continued drinking. "Amen," he murmured. "I prayed, but the wine answers more quickly." I drank more slowly, letting the taste linger in my mouth longer. Cheap, sour, but it pushed everything away—the faces, the crosses, the dust.
The bottles emptied and the words increased.
"I loved someone," Athos said suddenly, his voice deep and hoarse. "And she died because I was too late. I've counted—every damn day since. It's too many." Porthos stared at him, his grin falling. He took a long sip, wiped his beard. "I loved someone too. More than one. But none lasted. Maybe it was me. Maybe the world. Screw it." Aramis chuckled, his eyes shining moistly. "I loved the Church. But it betrayed me. Or I betrayed it. It doesn't matter."
I looked at them, three men who seemed so strong and yet so broken. I raised my bottle, took a sip, and felt the burn. "I only loved wine," I said. "And it never left me."
We laughed. All four of us. It wasn't a pleasant laugh, more like a wheeze, a croak. But it was genuine.
The wine flowed, and with every sip came words we would never have said sober. Guilt, love, fear—everything swam in the red of the bottles.
And yet, it felt better, at least for a moment.
The third bottle was half empty when the mood changed. That's how it always goes: first you laugh, then you scream, then you fly.
Porthos slammed his fist on the table, the bottles bouncing. "You know, Athos, you always act like you're the brains of us. But you're just a damn drunk who turned gray early." Athos raised his eyes, slowly, like a wolf who sees the attack coming. "And you, Porthos, are a child in a bear's body. You hit because you can't talk."
Aramis chuckled, coughed, and poured the rest of his bottle down his throat. "You're both ridiculous. Two old dogs who bark, but neither bites." I watched, held my bottle, drank silently, let them talk. But the fire burned in the air; you could smell it.
Porthos half stood up, his chair tipping. "Say that again, Athos." "Child," Athos repeated calmly, taking a sip. "Big, strong, but blind." Porthos grabbed the bottle and hurled it against the wall. Glass shattered, wine splashed, the barmaids screamed briefly, but then laughed again, as if they knew that men like us would rather drink than kill.
Aramis laughed, coughing blood into his handkerchief. "And I thought we were counting bodies. Now we're counting bottles." "Shut up," Porthos snarled. "Leave him alone," Athos said. "He'll die soon anyway. The wine will just keep him warm."
Aramis' eyes flashed, moist, red. "And when I die, no one will pray for me. But you—you will pray. Not for me, but for yourselves."
The voices grew louder, the laughter coarser, the insults more severe. The wine continued to flow, and with it the heat rose.
I reached for my bottle and placed it firmly on the table. "Enough!" My voice cut through the noise. They looked at me, three faces, red with intoxication, empty inside. "We drink, we shout, we curse—but in the end, we stay. The four of us. And the wine."
Silence. Only our breathing, only the clinking of glass on the floor. Then Porthos grinned, broadly, bloodily. "Screw it. Here's to us!" Athos raised the bottle. "Here's to us." Aramis nodded, coughed, and drank. And I drank too.
The pub shook with us, but the wine kept flowing.
Night crept deeper into the tavern, and the wine flowed as if there were no tomorrow. We drank until the table swam, until our voices echoed like thunder, yet no one was afraid anymore.
Athos talked of women he had lost, of nights he could never forget. Porthos boasted of battles greater than they had ever been. Aramis murmured prayers that were no longer prayers, more like curses that went up in smoke. I drank, listened, and felt everything around me blur.
Then it happened. Aramis' voice broke off. He put down the bottle, grabbed for air, coughed, and spat blood onto the table. Dark, thick, heavy. His head slumped forward, the cigarette slipped from his hand, and he half fell off his chair.
"Damn it!" Porthos jumped up and grabbed him by the shoulders. "Aramis!" Athos put down the bottle, his gaze cold and sober as rarely before. "It's time." "Screw it!" Porthos shook him as if he could beat him awake. "Not yet!"
Aramis coughed, gasped, and raised his hand weakly. "Let... let me. The wine... keeps flowing." His voice was barely more than a whisper. Then he laughed hoarsely, choked, and spat out more blood.
Silence spread. Even the others in the tavern glanced over briefly, then away again. Men like us were dying quietly, and no one wanted to interfere.
I picked up Aramis' cigarette and placed it between his fingers. "You wanted to finish it." He grinned weakly, a smile full of blood. "Thank you."
Athos sighed, reached for the bottle, and took a deep swig. "Death has sat down at the table." Porthos slammed his fist into the table, the wine spilling over. "Then he can wait until we're finished!"
We continued drinking. Aramis lay between us, semi-conscious, blood on his lips. But the wine flowed, incessantly, as if he were laughing at us.
And somewhere in the shadows, Death grinned, raised his glass and drank with us.
Aramis lay crookedly on the chair, his head thrown back, his mouth half-open. Blood glistened on his lips like a grim residue of wine. Porthos held him tight, shaking him repeatedly, as if he could force him back.
"Breathe, damn it!" he roared, his voice echoing through the tavern. Aramis wheezed, coughed, a thin thread of red running down his chin. Then he grinned weakly. "I... am breathing. Just not... like you."
Athos drank silently, looking at him with a look that said it all: It was over, whether now or tomorrow. I took a sip too, because it was easier than watching.
Porthos shouted, "We'll get a doctor!" Athos laughed dryly. "A doctor? For him? For us? Doctors are just expensive, and they don't stop anyone. Especially not death." Aramis coughed a laugh. "No doctor. Just... wine." His hand reached for the bottle, trembling, but he caught it, took a sip, choked, and spat out more blood. "Tastes... better... than holy water."
The women in the corner giggled nervously, the men at the bar looked away. No one intervened. Men like us died at the table, and the bartender knew that the chairs were simply wiped down afterward.
Porthos' hands trembled, his eyes glistening with wetness. "Screw it, Aramis. You're not going to die here." Aramis smiled weakly, almost peacefully. "Then... where else?"
Athos downed the rest of his bottle and, with a nod, ordered another. The innkeeper placed it down without a word. "The wine keeps flowing," Athos murmured. "With or without us."
I felt my stomach churning, but I drank. Because the glass was in front of me. Because I couldn't do anything else.
Aramis was there, between us, half alive, half dead. But we kept drinking. The wine flowed as if it were stronger than our will, stronger than our friendship, stronger than our lives.
And maybe he was.
Aramis slumped further, his skin gray, his lips dry. He breathed shallowly, each breath a wheeze, as if death were already sucking at his lungs. Porthos held him, almost tenderly, his large hands seemingly lost on his thin body.
"He's dying," whispered Porthos, and for the first time, he sounded not like a warrior, but like a child. Athos poured himself some wine, drank, and wiped his mouth. "He's been dying for years. He just notices it more today." "Shut up!" roared Porthos. He slammed his fist on the table, the bottles bounced, one tipped over, and the wine ran like blood across the wood. "Don't say that!" Athos just looked at him, his eyes cold, his voice calm. "It's the truth. And you know it."
Porthos trembled, his breathing heavy, his eyes moist. But he held Aramis tight, as if he could keep him alive with sheer strength.
Aramis opened his eyes a crack, grinning bloodily. "Don't worry... Porthos. The wine will keep flowing... even without me." Porthos shook his head, tears streaming. "Screw the wine! I want you, damn it!"
Aramis laughed, a raspy, broken laugh. "Too late. Death... is already drinking with us."
I raised my bottle and drank, even though my stomach was burning. What else could we do? Pray? We had nothing left but wine.
The bartender wordlessly mopped the floor where the wine had spilled. The women giggled nervously, the men at the bar drank faster. No one cared about Aramis. No one except us.
Athos leaned back, dragged on his cigarette, and blew smoke into the stifling air. "He falls. We all fall. But the wine flows. Always." Porthos looked at him, his face full of anger, full of pain. "If he dies, Athos, you'll drink your last glass alone." Athos returned the gaze, coolly, impassively. "Perhaps I'll do that anyway."
Aramis' head sank lower, his hand slipped from the table, the cigarette fell to the floor, burning out. He wasn't gone yet, but close. And we sat there, drinking, screaming, crying—and the wine continued to flow as if it had nothing to do with us.
The hours lost their names. The smoke hung over us like a second roof, and the candles had long since burned down. Only the wine remained, red, dark, sticky on the table, on our lips, in our throats.
Aramis lay still, his head on Porthos' arm. He was still breathing, but shallowly, like a man already halfway into another room. Porthos stared at him as if he could ward off death with just a look. His large hands trembled, and tears swam in his eyes, which he didn't wipe away.
Athos drank, calmly, evenly. He looked at Aramis, looked at Porthos, looked at me, and his face remained stone. "If he leaves," he said quietly, "he will leave as he lived—with smoke in his lungs and wine on his lips." Porthos snarled. "Shut up, Athos." "It's not mockery," Athos replied. "It's the only honest thing."
Aramis opened his eyes, just a crack. He grinned, bloody, weak. "The wine... keeps flowing." His voice was barely more than a whisper. "Shut up with your wine," Porthos growled, but he held him tighter. Aramis coughed, laughed hoarsely. "Let it... flow. Perhaps Death... will drink with it."
Then he slumped. His body became heavy in Porthos' arms. Silence. Only our breathing, only the dripping of wine from the table.
Porthos screamed, a sound that shook the tavern. The women flinched, the men turned away. No one came closer. No one wanted to witness it.
Athos drank, his hand shaking now. I stared at Aramis' face, which suddenly seemed peaceful. Perhaps he was gone. Perhaps he had just fallen further.
Porthos cradled him, tall, strong, helpless. "No," he whispered. "Not yet. Not you." Athos murmured, "It's decided." I raised my bottle and drank because it was the only thing I could do.
The wine kept flowing. Whether Aramis was alive or dead, the wine kept flowing.
 
Silence in the cell
There was no passage. One moment there were bottles, voices, blood on our lips – then darkness, and when we opened our eyes, we were locked in. Four walls, damp, cold, and the air stank of sweat and urine.
My head pounded, my stomach burned, my mouth was dry. The wine was gone. Only the trembling remained. I felt the cold creeping through the floor, heard drops from somewhere.
Athos sat with his back to the wall, his knees drawn up, his face in shadow. He looked as if he'd been there for years. Porthos crouched by the bars, pulling, shaking, yelling, his voice echoing dully in the stone. "Bastards! Get us out!" No one answered. Aramis lay stretched out, his breathing shallow, but he was alive. Still. His skin was gray, his eyes closed. He mumbled something, words without meaning. I myself crouched there, my forehead against my knees, trying not to vomit.
Hours passed, or minutes—it's hard to say. Time had no teeth here; it didn't bite, it just flowed.
Athos finally broke the silence. "We have fallen. No wine, no freedom. Only walls." Porthos pounded on the iron until his hands bled. "I'm breaking out of here, do you hear!" Athos raised his head and looked at him, calm, hard. "No. Nothing will break here. Everything holds here." Aramis rasped a laugh without opening his eyes. "Then we drink... dust."
Silence. Only our breath, only the dripping of water that was out of reach.
It was a silence that was louder than any scream. A silence that crept into our bones, heavier than chains. A silence that showed us that we were no longer anyone here.
The silence held us captive, tighter than the walls. It was like a second prison in our minds. Porthos' heavy breathing, Athos' silent presence, Aramis's wheezing—everything clung to the air like smoke that couldn't escape.
Then it came. First quietly, then more clearly: footsteps. Heavy, measured. The creaking of leather, the clanging of iron. Someone was in the hallway.
Porthos immediately jumped up, shook the bars, and yelled: "Hey! Bastards! Show yourselves!" His voice echoed, cutting through the darkness. No answer. Only the footsteps approaching.
Athos raised his head, his eyes gleaming in the shadows. "Be quiet." "Quiet?!" Porthos' voice cracked. "We're sitting here like dogs!" Athos's gaze was hard. "And dogs don't bark when the knife's already drawn."
Aramis shifted, coughed, and turned his head. "I hear it... like a prayer. Only it's not a god coming."
The footsteps stopped in front of our cell. A shadow fell over the bars, heavy and motionless. All that could be heard was the man's breathing outside.
"Who's there?" Porthos hissed. Silence. Not a word, not a laugh, not a curse. Just the breathing.
Athos stood up, stepped closer, and looked into the darkness. "If you want us, do it. If not, get out of here." His breathing remained calm. Even.
I felt my stomach tighten. It was worse than any threat. Worse than any whip. Someone was standing there, saw us, and said nothing.
Then—footsteps receded. Slowly. Without haste. The clang of iron faded. And the silence returned, heavier than before.
Porthos banged on the bars, screamed, cursed. Athos sat back down without a word. Aramis laughed hoarsely, wheezed, and spat. I sat there, my heart pounding, and knew: silence had won.
The silence was back, heavier than the walls, heavier than the chains we didn't wear, but felt. No one spoke, but everyone heard each other's thoughts. It was like a pressure in our skulls that only grew stronger.
Porthos was the first to break. "I hate this," he growled, his voice harsh. "I hate being silent. I hate doing nothing." He slammed his fist against the wall, the echo rumbling through the cell. "I'd rather fight, I'd rather die—but not this damned waiting."
Athos raised his head, his eyes tired but hard. "Silence is more honest than any fight. It shows you what you are when your sword is taken from you." "A prisoner!" Porthos roared. "A dog in a cage!" "A human being," Athos said quietly. "Naked, without masks."
Aramis coughed and turned on his side. "You talk as if you were philosophers. I only hear the silence. And in the silence, I hear my own sins." "Then confess them," Porthos snarled. Aramis laughed hoarsely, spitting blood. "I've drunk too much, smoked too much, prayed too much to a god who has long since forgotten me. Satisfied?" Athos nodded barely noticeably. "More honest than most."
I breathed heavily, feeling the air in the cell thicken. "I hear the silence too. But in it, I hear the voices of those we left behind. Every corpse, every face. They whisper because no one prayed for them."
Silence followed my words. No contradictions, no laughter. Only the sound of drops somewhere in the darkness.
Porthos sat down, his breathing heavy. "Perhaps silence is the worst enemy. No sword, no soldier, only waiting." Athos closed his eyes, his head leaning against the wall. "Perhaps. But the enemy you don't see is always the strongest."
We sat there, four men in a cell, the walls damp, the air foul, and we spoke against the silence. But the silence remained stronger. It listened. It consumed us.
The silence wasn't just loud—it began to speak. Not with words that could be clearly understood, but with a whisper that rippled through bones like wind.
I blinked, saw shadows on the wall moving even though there wasn't enough light. Faces appeared, familiar, blurry, but they were looking at me. The corpses we hadn't counted. Their mouths opened, but they said nothing. Only silence.
Porthos suddenly jumped up, shook the gate, and yelled, "Stop it!" "What?" I asked, but he was staring into the darkness of the corridor, his eyes wide. "They're laughing," he gasped. "Those bastards are laughing out there." But there was nothing. Only the dripping, only the rottenness of the air.
Aramis began to mutter, words that made no sense, half prayer, half curse. "Ave... culpa... sanguis..." His hands grasped at nothing, as if holding a chalice. He drank from nothing, coughed, spat blood, then smiled as if he had just said mass.
Athos stared at the ground, motionless. Then he said quietly, "They stand before us. All of them. I see them." "Who?" I whispered. "Those we killed." His voice was rough but clear. "They count us."
I felt cold. I pulled my knees close, trying not to look. But the shadows grew. Men with broken skulls, women with ripped throats, children with staring eyes. They stood there, silent, patient, and waited.
The silence had taken shape. It was no longer empty—it was full of ghosts, full of guilt, full of faces that never disappeared.
Aramis suddenly laughed loudly, hoarsely, insanely. "Don't you see? They're drinking with us! Even here, without wine, they keep drinking!" Porthos banged his fists against the wall, roaring until his throat was hoarse. "Stop, stop, stop!" Athos closed his eyes, murmuring, "There's no escape."
And I sat there, staring at the shadows, and knew: the silence had long since captured us all.
The cell was no longer just stone. It was a mirror, a theater, a hellhole. Each of us saw something different, and the silence laughed at the differences.
Porthos stood in the shadows, his hands bloody from the iron. "Don't you see them?" he gasped. "Out there, in the corridor! Soldiers waiting. They're whispering, they're laughing!" But the corridor was empty. Only drops, only darkness.
Athos slowly raised his head, his eyes glowing dully. "No. They're not soldiers. They're the women we lost. They're standing here." He stared past me as if seeing a lover long since laid in the dust. "They're counting our days."
Aramis lay half-conscious, then opened his eyes and grinned bloodily. "You fools. It's the church. I hear the bells. They're ringing only for me." He laughed, a hoarse, broken laugh that turned into a cough.
I saw the faces I had already seen in the dust. Men I had killed, a boy with a dagger, too young to die. They stared at me, saying nothing, but their silence was louder than any judgment.
"You're crazy," Porthos cursed, his breath heavy. "You see ghosts, you hear bells—but I tell you, there are men with blades out there!" "No," Athos growled, "they are the ones we loved." Aramis coughed up blood, laughed again. "No. It's God. Only for me."
We looked at each other, and in that moment I knew: we were no longer four against the world. Each of us was alone in our own cell, even though the walls were the same.
The silence had torn us apart.
I felt the fear rising within me. Not of death, not of the walls. But of the others. If everyone saw something different, if no one knew what was true anymore—how long would we continue to trust each other?
Porthos reached for Athos, grabbed him, and shook him. "Tell me you see the soldiers!" Athos stared at him coldly. "I don't see them. I only see your face. And it's getting older." Aramis coughed, giggled, and sang a snatch of a psalm that choked on blood.
I pressed my hands to my temples and closed my eyes, but it didn't help. The voices, the shadows, the silence—everything was there. Everything was growing.
And somewhere I knew: It wasn't the cell that was killing us. It was the silence within ourselves.
The silence had done its work. First it had shown us faces, then voices, then bells. Now it set us against each other.
Porthos knelt by the bars, his shoulders twitching, his hands bloody. He muttered something about soldiers just waiting to break down the door. "They bought you," he growled, his gaze burning. "You work for them. You want to leave me here." Athos sat motionless against the wall, his face in shadow. "You're drunk on silence, Porthos. No one sold you." "Liar!" Porthos' voice broke, and he jumped to his feet, his fists clenched. "You were always the first to decide. You are now too. You would sacrifice me."
Athos raised his head and looked at him, coldly, without fear. "If one is sacrificed, we all are. We sit in the same hell." Aramis laughed hoarsely, coughing, blood on his lips. "No. Not the same one. Everyone has their own. Mine is full of bells. Yours is full of lies."
I felt my heart racing. The room became smaller, the air more stifling. Porthos now stood directly in front of Athos, his fists shaking, his eyes filled with rage. Athos didn't move.
"Do it," Athos said quietly. "Hit me. Maybe it will bring you peace." Porthos roared, swung, and his fist slammed against the wall next to Athos' head. Dust rained down. He gasped, the veins in his neck bulging.
Aramis clapped his hands slowly, a sick, raspy laughter. "Bravo, bravo. Death applauds."
I jumped up and grabbed Porthos by the arm. "Stop! We're not enemies!" He tore himself away, staring at me, his eyes wild. "Maybe you too. Maybe you first." I backed away, my stomach cramping. For the first time, I realized: We were no longer brothers. We were animals in a cage. And silence held the whip.
Athos closed his eyes again, as if he were already dead. Aramis sang hoarsely, bloodily. Porthos trembled, his hands twitched. I no longer knew who I could trust.
And the silence laughed, without sound.
The air in the cell was so thick you could cut it. Every breath tasted of iron, sweat, and fear. There were four of us, but each of us sat alone.
Porthos paced in circles, his body too large for the space. His eyes flickered, as if searching for an enemy in every corner. Athos leaned against the wall, motionless, his eyelids half-closed. He looked like a man who had long since decided to stop fighting. Aramis lay between us, coughing up blood, muttering words no one understood. His voice was half prayer, half madness. And I—I heard only the silence that lay like an invisible hand around my throat.
No one spoke. Not because there was nothing to say, but because every word only made the silence louder. It was an enemy who didn't strike back. An executioner without a rope, without a sword. He made us fight against ourselves.
At some point, Porthos collapsed, kneeling in the dust, pounding his fist against the ground until his skin burst. "I can't stand it!" he cried. "I can't stand the silence!" Athos opened his eyes, his gaze dark. "There's no way out. Silence is stronger." "Screw you!" Porthos roared, his voice hoarse and shaky. "Screw your talk!"
Aramis laughed, a throaty, bloody laugh. "He's right. Silence is our judge. We only await the verdict." I looked at them, three men who were my brothers, and knew: We were at the edge. One step further, and we would tear each other apart.
I pressed my forehead against the cold iron and closed my eyes. The silence was everywhere. It crept into my skin, my bones, my thoughts. It counted us, one by one.
And in the end, we realized: It wasn't the king holding us captive. Not the cardinal. Not the walls.
It was the silence.
And it left no one free.
 
Nothing but smoke in the sky
Eventually, morning came, or something called it that. We only knew because the light filtered through the cracks—a pale, sickly gray. No sunrise, no promise. Just a sky that smelled of ash.
The cell door creaked. Two guards stood there, blank faces, cold eyes. No words, only gestures. We were told to get out.
Porthos stood up heavily, his fists still bloody, his gaze filled with rage. Athos rose slowly, as if he had no bones left. Aramis was half carried, half dragged, his feet leaving a trail in the dust. I myself staggered, my mind still filled with silence.
Outside, no freedom greeted us. Only a courtyard surrounded by walls, and above it a sky that looked like burnt paper. Smoke hung in the air; it was coming from somewhere, perhaps a fire in the city, perhaps a bonfire.
We looked up, and everyone thought the same thing: there was nothing. No light, no hope. Nothing but smoke in the sky.
Porthos growled, "They want to break us. First the silence, then the smoke." Athos didn't answer. He just stared up at the sky, his face impassive. Aramis laughed hoarsely, blood on his lips. "Perhaps it's God smoking. Perhaps he's had enough of us." I felt the cold on the back of my neck, even though the smoke was warm. "Or it's the city itself burning."
The guards pushed us on, wordlessly, indifferently. We stumbled across the courtyard, our eyes constantly looking up at the sky, gray, empty, and dead.
And we knew: even outside there was no air. Only smoke.
The courtyard was empty, but the air was heavy. Every breath tasted of burnt wood, old fat, and death. The smoke settled on our tongues, crept into our lungs. It was as if the sky itself had decided to suffocate us.
Porthos coughed loudly, spitting black-gray phlegm onto the ground. "Damned filth. They're burning Paris." Athos shook his head, his eyes fixed on the gray sky. "No. Paris has been burning for a long time. We're only breathing the last remnants." Aramis laughed, wheezing, blood on his teeth. "Then we'll drink it. A glass to every cloud. Cheers, heaven." He raised his hand as if holding an invisible bottle and tipped it over his mouth.
I sucked in the air, feeling it burn. My chest ached, my head throbbed. It wasn't just smoke—it was a wall, a second cell, following us.
The guards urged us on, but even they were coughing, their faces red, their eyes watering. No one escaped the sky.
Porthos looked around, his voice a growl. "It's a judgment. You don't need a sword, you don't need a rope. Heaven will do it." Athos nodded slowly. "We're ants in a fire." Aramis chuckled, his voice shaky. "And God holds the glass over it."
We stumbled across the yard, each step heavier, each breath shorter. The smoke crowded in on us until we no longer knew whether we were still alive or already burning.
I looked up, searching for something else—a patch of blue, a light, a promise. But there was nothing. Just smoke. Nothing but smoke in the sky.
The smoke settled like a blanket over the city, over us, over our thoughts. We breathed it, we saw through it, and at some point it began to give us images.
Athos stopped, his gaze fixed upwards. "Do you see them?" he whispered. "What?" I asked. "The faces in the smoke. They're looking at us."
I followed his gaze, and there it was. Not clear, not tangible—but shapes. Shadows thickening in the gray. Eyes, mouths, hands reaching out from the sky.
Porthos growled, coughed, and wiped his eyes. "Miracles. Nothing but filth." But his voice trembled. Aramis laughed hoarsely, his face bloody and glistening. "They're saints. They're coming for us." He raised his arms as if to embrace them, swayed, and almost fell.
The guards stopped, cursed, and looked up nervously. They, too, saw something. No one was immune.
I felt my heart racing. The smoke moved not like wind, but like breath. As if the sky itself were alive, scrutinizing us, mocking us. "It's us," murmured Athos. "One by one."
Porthos grabbed him by the shoulder and shook him. "Shut up!" But his eyes reflected fear, raw and raw.
Aramis chuckled, coughed blood, and whispered, "It's just a confessional. Heaven is listening."
And we stood there, four men who thought we had seen everything. But in the smoke of the sky, we saw that we had understood nothing.
The faces disappeared, reappeared, distorted, laughing, crying, silent. The smoke spoke, without words. It said:You belong to us.
The smoke moved like water that didn't flow, but stagnated. And in this stillness, it grew, taking on shapes we could no longer explain away. Everyone saw something different, and that was precisely what drove us apart.
Athos raised his hand as if to touch the sky. "It's them. The women. The ones we loved. They're calling me." His voice was shaky, almost soft, a man who, for the first time, didn't want to fight. "Bullshit," Porthos growled, his breathing heavy, his hands shaking. "It's the soldiers. They're waiting up there, with flames in their hands. They're laughing at us!" He took a step back, as if the sky were falling on him.
Aramis was half-kneeling, his eyes wide and shining. "It's God," he breathed. "Finally. He never left us. He's sitting up there, amidst the smoke, drinking with us." He laughed, a bloody, rasping laugh.
I saw only the corpses. All the faces I'd long wanted to forget appeared in the smoke. Men with gaping wounds, children with open eyes, women with bloody throats. They stood there, staring at me, silent, but their silence was louder than any thunder.
"You're crazy," Porthos snarled, sweat running down his face. "You see what you want to see. But I know what it is—a trap." "No," Athos murmured, his gaze unwavering. "It's memory." "It's forgiveness!" Aramis shrieked, coughing, spitting blood into the dust. I closed my eyes, whispering, "It's guilt."
Four men, four heavens, four truths. And the smoke laughed because it knew we were lost again.
The guards dragged us on, cursing, coughing, themselves trapped in the same smoke. But it was clear to us: it wasn't them holding us, but the sky.
And the sky had nothing but smoke.
The courtyard was no longer a courtyard; it was a shaft filled with ash. Every breath was laborious, as if lifting stones to find air. The smoke crept into us, settling on our bones, on our thoughts.
Porthos stumbled, his chest heaving like a bellows. "Damn it... I can't breathe." He fell to one knee, coughing, spitting out blackish-gray phlegm. Athos grabbed him and pulled him to his feet, his voice harsh. "Stand up. If you fall, the smoke will consume you." "Let it!" Porthos gasped, but he pushed himself up, heavily, as if carrying the walls on his back.
Aramis swayed, clinging to me. His face was pale, his lips bloody. "This must be what hell smells like," he whispered. "And yet... I drink it." He sucked in air, coughed, laughed, a croak of madness.
I felt my legs growing heavy, as if they weren't made of flesh, but of ash. Every step was a battle against the sky that refused to let us live.
The guards also coughed, cursed, their armor clanged. But they urged us on, as if they had to prove that even the smoke wasn't stronger than their orders.
Athos looked up, his eyes burning. "We are not walking. We are being carried. By smoke, by the sky, by guilt." Porthos huffed and gasped. "Screw the sky." Aramis murmured, "Amen."
We took one step after another, heavy, staggering, almost blind. And each time the smoke seemed thicker, darker, heavier.
It was as if heaven itself had decided: You may go on, but you will pay for it – with your breath, with your strength, with your mind.
And we paid. Every step was a price.
The world no longer had any edges. Only smoke. No walls, no courtyard, no sky—everything was a single, gray sea that swallowed us up. We walked, stumbled, fell, but every step was just a circle in the same ash.
Porthos screamed, his voice harsh and ragged. "They're coming! The soldiers! I see their helmets in the smoke!" He lashed out, his fists pounding into the void as if punching through ghosts. Athos grabbed him, held him back, his eyes glowing darkly. "They're not soldiers. They're the women. My wife. She's calling me. I hear them." Porthos tore himself away, yelling, "Liars! They're real! I swear!"
Aramis lay half-on the ground, giggling, blood running from the corner of his mouth. "You're not seeing right. It's God. He's sitting up there, in the smoke, with a chalice in his hand. He's smiling. For me." I stared at the gray wall and saw faces. The corpses. All of them. They formed, disintegrated, came back. Men, women, children. They stood there, looked at me, waited.
My legs trembled, my chest burned. I no longer knew whether I was breathing or dying.
Porthos raged, Athos murmured, Aramis prayed, I suffocated. And the smoke laughed. It belittled us, drove us apart, fed us images we couldn't distinguish.
"This is the end," whispered Athos, his voice clear amid the madness. "Not sword, not rope, not fire. Only smoke." Porthos roared, punching the air again, his knuckles bloody. "No! I fight!" Aramis coughed, laughed, prayed. "I drink." I closed my eyes, whispered, "I'm falling."
And the sky remained gray, full of faces, full of silence, full of screams. A mirror that showed us all what we never wanted to see.
The courtyard was gone, along with the walls. Only the smoke remained. We stumbled through it, blind, panting, each step heavier, as if the air filled us like lead.
Porthos' voice echoed somewhere beside me, raw, torn. "They're attacking! I swear!" He lashed out, his fists crashing into nothingness. He fought against shadows only he saw. Athos walked slowly, his gaze upward, calm, almost peaceful. "No. They're calling us. Women. Lovers. Dead we wanted to forget. They're bringing us home." Aramis was half-kneeling, his lips red, his breath ragged. "I see God. He raises a glass. For me." He coughed, laughed, spat blood, his hands raised to heaven.
And I—I saw faces. All those we had left behind. All those we had killed. They stood in the smoke, silent, their eyes empty, and they didn't move. They just waited.
The sky was nothing but smoke. No blue, no light, no promise. Only ash, only gray, only silence.
We paused, each at his own precipice. Porthos raged, Athos dreamed, Aramis prayed, I suffocated. And then we all understood, in our own way: there was nothing. No heaven, no God, no salvation.
Just smoke. And nothingness beyond.
Three Shadows Against the Night
The smoke had settled, but not disappeared. It still crept into our clothes, our hair, our bones. When we left the courtyard, we were no longer men, just three dark figures who had long since forgotten the sun.
Aramis remained behind, half dead, half in heaven, which wasn't heaven. He was still breathing, but he no longer belonged to us. Three of us continued on: Athos, Porthos, and I. Three shadows against a night that was already falling over the streets.
Paris smelled of blood and burnt wood. The houses leaned against each other as if trying to support themselves. Behind every window lurked a silence that was abnormal. No children, no merchants, no voices. Only darkness.
Athos led the way, his pace slow but firm. He had the gaze of a man who knew the path had an end, and that he had to walk it anyway. Beside him, Porthos was an animal on two legs, breathing heavily, his fists clenched as if he wanted to crush the night itself. I followed, feeling the trembling in my knees, the wine that had long since evaporated, and the silence that still hummed in my head.
We were no longer heroes. No longer musketeers. No longer friends. Just three shadows trying not to be swallowed by the night.
"We'll fight again," murmured Athos. "No more after that." Porthos growled and spat in the dust. "Then we'll fight so they won't forget us." I said nothing. Words were worthless anymore. Only the sword in my hand and the sound of footsteps in the darkness.
Night was approaching. We went inside.
The alleys of Paris were narrow as throats, and the night slid into them like a knife. We heard them before we saw them—footsteps, quiet, many. The clang of blades, the whisper of voices waiting for blood.
Athos stopped, drawing his sword slowly, without haste, as if it were a ritual. "They're coming." Porthos growled, his hands clenched. "Then let them go."
I felt my heart racing, but I pulled too. The blade felt heavy, not of steel, but of guilt.
The first shadows appeared, black against the black, faces barely recognizable. Ten, twenty—maybe more. They closed the alley in front of us, a pack that had surrounded its prey.
Porthos laughed, a brutal, dry laugh. "Finally! I thought the night was just smoke." Athos nodded, his gaze cool and sharp. "Three against twenty. Fair numbers." I raised my sword, my hands trembling. "We're no longer counting."
Then it broke out.
The night exploded in steel. Blows, screams, sparks. Porthos charged forward, his blade crashing, his fist striking, he was a storm of flesh and fury. Athos remained precise, each blow a leap, cold, deadly. I myself fought, staggering and stumbling, but every blow landed, because there was no other option but to hit or fall.
The alley filled with breath, with blood, with the metallic clang of life tearing apart. Shadow against shadow, three against many, and the night watched, silent, hungry.
Athos shouted, "Hold together!" Porthos yelled back, "Screw you together—I'll take them down alone!" He laughed, hit, almost fell, got up again. I felt my arms grow heavier, my chest burn, my head throbbed. But the sword kept moving, because it had to.
The night was a battlefield, and we were three shadows in it.
Soon the pavement was no longer pavement, but a mirror of blood. Every blow splashed, every scream echoed in the narrow walls, and the sky above us was nothing but black—no stars, no mercy.
Porthos raged like an animal. He threw men against the walls, broke bones with his fists, his sword a mere noise. Anyone who came too close fell. He laughed, a cruel, hoarse laugh that was more madness than joy.
Athos fought like clockwork. Not a blow too many, not one too few. A cut to the throat, a stab to the heart, a twist of the wrist, and then another one less. His face remained hard, impassive, only his eyes burned.
I staggered, my arm heavy, my breath short, but I struck. I struck men whose faces I didn't know, whose screams all sounded the same. Blood ran down my blade, my hands slipped, and I held them tighter until my fingers went numb.
The enemy pressed on, more and more. The lane narrowed, the air thickened. Each of us knew it was only a matter of time. But we held on. Because we had to.
A man leaped toward me, his dagger flashing. I stabbed first, felt him slide past me, his eyes surprised, then blank. I dropped him, stepped over him without looking.
Porthos screamed as a sword struck his shoulder, blood spurting. He threw the man to the ground, smashing his skull against the pavement until nothing remained. Then he stood again, covered in blood, laughing. "More!"
Athos' voice was short, cold. "We die here." "Then we die loudly!" Porthos roared. I felt my knees buckle, but I raised my sword again. Dying wasn't the question. Only how many we took with us.
The night closed in around us. Three shadows against many. Blood flowed, and silence remained above us.
The alley was a coffin without a lid. Blood pooled in gutters, men fell over each other, steel screeched on steel. The stench of iron and entrails hung in the air, thicker than the smoke we had left behind.
Athos still moved precisely, but more slowly. His breath was ragged, sweat running down his forehead. "Hold the line!" he shouted, and I heard the fatigue in his voice, as clear as the blade in his hand.
Porthos roared, knocking two men down at once, but then came the blow. A sword cut deep into his side, a sound like fabric tearing. He stumbled, his laughter broke off, and he spat blood. "Porthos!" I cried, rushing to him and striking down the attacker, almost blind with rage.
Porthos staggered, clutching his stomach, blood seeping through his fingers. "Screw it," he gasped, a crooked grin on his lips. "I'm still standing." He let out a scream, raised his sword, and charged again, staggering but unstoppable.
Athos glanced at me. A short, cold look that said:We're losing him.But he didn't say it. Words were useless.
The enemy pressed on, their numbers seemingly never diminishing. Each one we felled made way for the next. They were a flood, and we were three stones standing in the current.
I fought, my arms burned, my breath gasped. Each blow was slower, heavier, but I heard only the echo of Porthos' scream, of Athos' harsh commands, of my own heartbeat.
A dagger grazed my shoulder, burning pain, warm blood running down it. I struck back, felt the bone splinter, the man fell. I didn't wipe the blood away. It didn't matter.
Athos still fought like a man who had long since sold his soul. Every stab precise, every step controlled. But his eyes said what he knew: the night was taking its toll.
And Porthos bled, on and on, his laughter turned to a growl, his blows wild, desperate.
There were still three of us shadows. But one was beginning to fade.
The alley was no longer a place, but a chasm. Every breath tasted of blood, every blow was a scream in the darkness. We no longer fought; we twitched, we tore; we were animals with steel in our hands.
Porthos staggered, his belly wet with blood, but he continued to roar, his voice a mixture of rage and pain. He struck down men twice his strength with sheer fury. Every blow was a final act of will.
Athos stayed by my side, his face still, his gaze cold. He fought like a man who knew the outcome didn't matter. Neither victory nor defeat—only the path to his last breath. His blade slid, cut, stabbed, a deadly dance without joy.
I could barely feel my body anymore. My arms were numb, my legs heavy, but the sword kept moving. Not out of strength, but because death was coming closer, and only steel could keep it at bay.
The enemies screamed, cursed, and fell. Some retreated, only to advance again. It was no longer a battle; it was a maelstrom.
Porthos collapsed briefly, one knee bleeding, but he jumped back up, his face contorted, his teeth red. "Not today!" he roared. "Not now!" He pulled the nearest man down, slashing his throat.
Athos shouted over the chaos: "We hold! Until there is nothing left!" His voice cut through the screaming, clear, unwavering.
I screamed too, not out of courage, but to keep from breaking. My blade found flesh, bone, and I felt the trembling through the hilt.
The night closed in tighter, like a mouth closing over us. We were three shadows, barely men anymore, and we knew: this was the climax. After that, all that remained was falling.
The pavement was slippery with blood, and every step was a risk. We stood in a circle, back to back, three against the tide. Breathing heavily, panting, every blow a twitch, no more thought, only survival.
Porthos stumbled, caught himself, and struck another one down. His face was gray, his eyes glowing like fire in the ashes. But the blood continued to flow from his side, hot and dark, as if there was a hole in life itself.
Athos noticed it, but said nothing. He fought more quietly, harder, his blows more precise, as if he knew everyone would now count double. I saw it in his eyes: he was already expecting Porthos to fall.
And then it happened.
A man emerged from the smoke of the night, swiftly, silently, his blade flashing. Porthos raised his sword, but too slowly. The iron plunged deep into his chest, an ugly, wet sound.
Porthos roared, his eyes wide, blood spraying all over us. He grabbed his attacker, pulled him toward him, nearly crushing him in his arms before dropping him. The man was dead—but Porthos staggered, falling to his knees.
"Porthos!" I screamed, struck down the nearest one, and jumped at him, but Athos' hand grabbed my arm. "Leave him alone! Keep fighting!" "He's dying!" I roared. "We're all dying!" Athos' voice was ice-cold. "But not yet!"
Porthos coughed, blood running from his mouth. He grinned crookedly, red between his teeth. "Got... another one..." His hand clutched the pavement, he half-pulled himself up, and collapsed again.
The enemies retreated briefly, then new ones appeared. Now there were only two of us left. Two shadows against the night.
My heart raced, my head pounded. Porthos' body lay next to me, still warm, still breathing, perhaps for seconds, perhaps for minutes. But he was already gone.
Athos' voice cut through the tumult. "Hold the blade high. If we fall, we'll fall standing."
And the night laughed, without a sound, because it knew: it had one of us.
Porthos lay in blood, his breath ragged, his hand still clenched on the hilt of his sword. He was already half gone, but he grinned as if he had won. Perhaps he had—at least he didn't fall alone.
Athos and I were left standing. Two shadows who knew the night would show no mercy. The men before us were tired, bloody, but there were still many of them. We were just meat waiting for the final bite.
Athos turned his head to me, briefly and succinctly. "Until the end." I nodded, unable to say anything. Words had no place. Only steel.
We plunged forward. Not out of hope, not out of courage—only because our feet were moving, because our bodies didn't yet know that it had long since fallen.
Athos fought like a ghost. Every blow of his blade was precise, cold, without wasted energy. He was no longer a man, but an automaton of death. I myself fought like a drunk, staggering but unpredictable. My blows were off target, my thrusts too late, and that was precisely what caused some to hit.
The enemies screamed, we screamed back. Blood spurted, the pavement had long since become a lake. I slipped, almost fell, struck blindly, struck flesh, heard the splinter of a bone.
Then I felt it—a burning pain in my side. A blade had found me. I stumbled, gritted my teeth, and stayed on my feet. Athos saw it, but said nothing. He knew: words save no one.
He caught a blow with his shoulder, his face twisting, but he continued fighting. Blood seeped through his shirt, but his blade cut as if it had been newly forged.
We were no longer men, just two shadows that refused to disappear.
The enemy wavered, their numbers dwindled. Some fled, some fell. But the night remained, black, endless, indifferent.
Athos struck down the last man, his sword stuck. He let go, breathing heavily. "That's it." I staggered, still holding my sword high, but my arms were empty.
We stood there, among corpses, blood up to our ankles, and the night was our only witness.
Porthos had fallen silent. His grin froze, his hand still on the handle. Aramis had long since disappeared somewhere between the sky and the smoke.
Three shadows against the night. Two still standing. One already gone.
Athos looked at me, his gaze dark and empty. "We're just stories now." I nodded, my body heavy, the blood warm against my side. "Stories... in the smoke."
And the night took us in, without a word, without a judgment.
There was no victory, no crown, no song.
Just three shadows.
And the night.
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