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A SCENT OF LAVENDER
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There comes a day in every life,


A meeting point of what we were,


What we are and what we will be.


At that moment,


As all things draw to a close,


We decide our fate.


Proud or ashamed of the road travelled . . .


Es it allae, Es it alle en, Es it allarae.


What you were, what you are, what you shall be. It was the port city’s motto. Its true meaning mattered little when even the humblest traveller knew the saying without ever visiting the city. Here, in the South of the former Kingdoms, Masalia had always been the city where all things were possible.


Possible because, positioned far from the Imperial capital, at the end of the world, it represented the last outpost of civilisation before the so-far-unexplored expanse of the Western Ocean. Large numbers of trading ships ventured from its port, sailing to the Sudies Islands or following the coastline to the cities of the North. And possible because Masalia had been conquered so many times, by so many Kingdoms, that it no longer possessed an architecture it could call its own. Each neighbourhood bore the traces of its successive rulers, from the tall square towers of the Aztene period, with their characteristic dragonhorn crowns, to the proud mansions of the Caglieri dynasty and their flower-filled balconies, not to mention the three cathedrals of the Fangolin faith, two of which had been built on the still-smoking remains of pagan temples. In this city it mattered little where you came from, who you were, or what you might become. Masalia was the product of the history of all the former Kingdoms. As the saying went: ‘Rich or poor, weak or powerful, you who are fleeing from other parts of the world, rest assured that here, at the crossroads of peoples, you shall find what you are seeking.’


Nothing could dampen the hopes and dreams evoked by the mere mention of Masalia. Not the heavy rain pouring down upon the red tiled rooftops. Not the mud it carried along the gutters in the narrow alleys. And not even the worn stone façade of this particular tavern, from whose open windows came the muffled sounds of men drinking.


‘Are you sure this is the place?’ asked a hoarse voice.


From beneath her ample hood, Viola peered at the tavern door. A few raindrops slid slowly down her round spectacles, blurring the brightly lit windows. She nodded, stepped forward and her boots sank into the mud with an unpleasant squelch. Her slender shadow, which fell across the wooden door, was suddenly engulfed by the much larger one of the person walking behind her. She hesitated, her hand poised over the heavy iron door handle. Trickles of rain ran over the black metal flecked with rust . . .


‘You who are fleeing from other parts of the world . . .’


There was no going back now. Her mouth was terribly dry but there was no question of giving up at this stage. The sound of her companion clearing his throat drew her out of her reverie. With a brusque gesture, she seized the handle and pressed down.


‘Rest assured that here you shall find what you are seeking.’


The fresh air they brought in with them dissipated quickly in the coils of acrid smoke which rose up to the ceiling, while the rhythmic drumming of the raindrops on the ground outside almost vanished beneath the hubbub of loud voices, bursts of laughter and the clinking of tankards. A bolt of lightning briefly silhouetted the massive shoulders and bald skull of the man with her. He closed the door behind him before following in Viola’s footsteps and emerging into the light cast by the oil lamps. A serving wench came to a sudden halt, almost dropping her tray as she saw the tattoos covering his olive skin. They snaked their way gracefully over the most minute features of his face. For an instant he locked eyes with her before she ducked away to serve a table nearby. The drab, elderly merchants seated there applauded her arrival.


Times had changed and the Nâaga were no longer such frightening figures. It was becoming less surprising to see a savage here, in the city, and still less in a dive like this. While the Empire had included only civilised folk, the Republic prided itself on opening its doors to anyone . . . or anything.


The Nâaga took in the room with a wary eye. Most of those present were traders from the small towns of the West, here in Masalia on business, but there were also travellers of a very different sort. When he saw Viola was already forging through the crowd without waiting for him, he let out a groan. He knew the kind of brigands who tended to hide in a place like this, where even a simple glance taken the wrong way led to trouble.


She had already reached the counter when he caught up with her and she was holding a wrinkled piece of paper out to a round-faced man. As he smoothed it out on the countertop to decipher it, the tavern keeper ran a hand over his balding, sweat-beaded head. His mouth fell open as he puzzled over it, revealing his three remaining teeth.


‘Dun . . . Dun . . .’ he said out loud. ‘Ah yes, that must be pronounced like “Deune”! He’s a fellow from the West? Yes, yes. That’s why I didn’t understand . . . Written Dun, but pronounced Deune. Typical of the Westies, that is. Go figure, they’re not like us.’


‘This Dun . . . is he here?’ asked Viola.


The tavern keeper raised an eyebrow and gave both the young woman and the Nâaga leaning against the counter to her right an appraising look. The dark face with the black serpents dancing across the smooth skin made him feel uncomfortable and he patted down a tangled tuft of pepper-and-salt hair sticking out over one ear. The woman was still hooded and shadow masked the upper part of her face. He only caught the gleam of a pair of spectacles reflecting the lamplight.


‘And who are you, exactly?’ he grumbled, peering at the protruding handle of the mace which the giant carried on his back. ‘I don’t want any trouble here.’


‘We don’t intend to cause any,’ Viola assured him. ‘Rogant here is merely my . . . protector,’ she added as she slowly lowered her hood, her lips curled in a slight smile.


The tavern keeper’s recalcitrance vanished as to he took in the delicate features of her face. Behind the small round lenses of her spectacles two deep green, almond-shaped eyes gazed back at him. Above her cheeks, freckles dotted her milky-white skin, accentuated by bright red hair which was gathered into a chignon, two stray locks dangling before her ears.


‘As you might imagine, without him, in these neighbourhoods, I’d be the one risking trouble.’


She was beautiful, and barely twenty years of age. Easy prey for any cutthroat lurking in the shadowy alleyways outside. A fine golden pattern had been carefully stitched on the hem of her shoulder cape. If she wasn’t a noblewoman who’d survived the purges after the fall of the Empire, then she must belong to the new breed of Republican upstarts.


‘Dun’s just an old man,’ explained the tavern keeper wiping his damp hands with a dirty rag. ‘He’s a bit touched in the head, but he’s never hurt anyone.’


‘I told you, we’re not here to cause any trouble . . .’


‘All right then. He was once a soldier as he tells it, but he’s not dangerous, you know.’


‘I simply wish to speak with him,’ insisted Viola, carefully enunciating each word in a soft voice.


‘I remember the last time, about five years ago, somebody “simply” wanted to speak to a fellow like Dun,’ retorted the tavern keeper with a hard expression. ‘And you know what? The next day he was hanged in the square, in front of a cheering crowd.’


‘The purges are over,’ the young woman assured him in a tight voice.


The tavern keeper exchanged a glance with the Nâaga. The latter’s black eyes gave no indication of deceit.


‘So it seems,’ the man muttered.


He mopped his brow, as if weighing the consequences of pointing out the man they sought. As if he were wondering if lying would help matters. When he lifted his head again he wore a rueful expression. He had already given the old man away by alluding to his past.


‘You’re from Emeris, I’d stake my head on it.’


‘We don’t chop off heads,’ replied Viola, holding back a smile. ‘Nor do we hang people any more without a trial.’


‘But there are some Imperials still being hunted . . .’ the tavern keeper said cagily.


‘That’s right,’ she acknowledged in a tone intended to be soothing. ‘There are some. But as it happens, that isn’t what brings me here. I don’t believe Dun committed any crimes other than following orders. I simply wish to speak with him. So just tell us if he’s here, and you won’t be bothered further, I swear to you.’


‘No problems, hmm . . . ?’ said the tavern keeper, glancing pointedly at Rogant.


‘Just speak with him,’ Viola repeated.


The tavern keeper flung his rag over his shoulder and hunted for a familiar figure among his customers. When he caught sight of the man, sitting at a table, he pointed him out with a swift nod of the head. Viola turned and spent several seconds trying to ascertain which man he was indicating. She exchanged glances with the Nâaga, but he was of no assistance. Rogant limited himself to keeping a watchful eye on the movements and actions of those present. She dismissed the tavern keeper with a wave of her hand and plunged back into the crowd, braving the men who stared wide-eyed at her and whistled in her wake. Serving wenches were rushing to and fro around her, carrying jugs in either hand. Raucous laughter rose from the seated merchants. The odour of sweat mixed with the pall of smoke hanging over the entire taproom. It grew sharper as she reached Dun’s table.


‘Just a few coppers, Dun . . . I’ll pay ya back double,’ begged a small man, holding an upturned hat in his hands.


‘An’ I told you, I don’t want to see yer ugly mug again,’ groused the old man.


His grey hair was spattered with filth and there was a black smudge on the back of his neck. If his shirt had once been white, only the sleeves preserved any evidence of that, here and there beneath a layer of grey grime and brown spots. His leather vest was so worn that thin cracks ran across the back.


‘I can win it all back, there’s four of ’em come from Serray. They don’t know nothin’ ’bout playin’ fraps. Ya know me, I can beat ‘em two ta one.’


‘If you hadn’t spoken to me that way, I might’ve advanced you a stake. Never speak to me like that. Never.’


He jabbed an accusing finger and, with a sweep of the arm which caused the small man to stumble, pointed to another table where four lively fellows wearing broad purple cloaks were singing at the top of their lungs.


‘Go speak to yer mates from Serray the way you spoke to me,’ he growled. ‘And you’ll get yer head stuffed up yer arse. Maybe then you’ll see what a generous sod I am. Now get away . . .’


Head bowed, the small man turned on his heel and scuttled into the crowd of customers. Viola sensed Rogant at her back. She turned her head slightly and caught his eye over her shoulder. The Nâaga nodded. She lost no time in moving around the table to stand in front of the old man. His hands gripping a large tankard, he raised an eyebrow to peer at her. His face was weathered and stubble surrounded his chapped lips, while a ridged scar traced a curve beneath his right eye. He fit the description she had.


‘Dun?’


He gave no reply.


‘May I?’ she asked, placing a hand on the back of the chair.


Still no response.


‘I won’t take up too much of your time.’


He took a swallow from his tankard as she sat down, but almost choked when he saw the Nâaga taking a seat to his right.


‘What’s this savage doing at my table?’ he growled, giving Viola a black look.


‘Rogant is a Nâaga,’ she told him curtly. ‘Not a savage. Most of them are sedentary now, you know. Just like you and me.’


She pushed her spectacles up with the tip of her index finger before adding:


‘And he’s with me.’


‘So this tattooed creature is sedentary now, is he?’ the old man snapped. ‘And how does that excuse his sitting at my table without being invited?’


Viola withstood the soldier’s glare with such a determined air that he finally turned away to glance at the Nâaga. He had fought the Nâaga so many times that he found the Republic’s tolerance of them unbearable. These uncouth barbarians had burnt cities . . . and were now settling down in them without anyone objecting. They were working their way in, just like the serpents they venerated. And one of them was sitting next to him. He balled his fist.


‘It’s said, here and there, that you served in the Empire’s army.’


‘Plenty of things are said in Masalia,’ muttered Dun before emptying his tankard.


‘I’m not from Masalia,’ replied Viola.


A serving girl came over to replace his jug and deposited two tankards in front of Rogant and Viola before disappearing into the milling crowd.


‘No . . . to be sure,’ said Dun, still glaring at her. ‘Your clothing is fine, carefully made, but covered with a thin layer of dust. So you’ve been travelling . . . and you’re well-born.’


‘There is no such thing as “well-born” since the end of the Empire,’ Viola corrected him sharply.


‘Oh, that’s right!’ sneered the old man. ‘Blood doesn’t count in the Republic. Anyone with the necessary drive can rise to the top . . . I’ve heard all that—’ he took a gulp ‘—drivel before,’ he concluded with a snort.


Viola exchanged a weary gaze with her companion. A faint smile played beneath Rogant’s tattoos.


‘My name is Viola. I am a historian working at the Great College of Emeris.’


‘What of it?’ Dun leaned towards her with a mocking expression. ‘You could at least wait until I’m dead and buried before studying me like some relic. In my day people were less impatient.’


‘It’s not you I’ve come here to study.’ Viola scowled.


Dun wagged his head, eyebrows raised. The girl was pretty, although a little too young for his taste. But her academic’s spectacles and her blood-red hair with the two stray locks trailing down over her ivory skin were appealing to the eye. Moreover, she carried a faint, delicious scent of lavender which awoke gentler memories. His drunken state overrode his good sense and for an instant he wanted to charm her. He let his guard slip.


‘I’m searching for something and I believe you can help me find it,’ Viola explained. ‘I have crossed the former Kingdoms and spoken with many traders and travellers . . . and one of them mentioned an old soldier he met in Masalia.’


The old man let out a sigh, both hands gripping his tankard, with a glassy look in his eye. But when he turned his head towards the Nâaga his face grew rigid again. Rogant was so discreet he’d almost forgotten the barbarian’s presence.


‘And?’ hissed Dun.


‘And he said this soldier told the most astonishing story,’ she continued. ‘That during the final hours of the Empire, when you were posted in Emeris, you fled the Imperial capital . . .’


She drew in a breath and lowered her eyes, as if searching for the right words. Dun stared at her as he took another gulp.


‘. . . and that you took the Emperor’s sword with you.’


The old man remained still, tankard concealing the lower part of his face, the wine trickling gently through his lips. There was a fleeting glimpse of something like sadness in his eyes. The hubbub within the tavern seemed to fade away, replaced by the tumult of a battle echoing in his head. The bustling surroundings drew him back to here and now, but his heart beat more quickly and more forcefully. He felt a sharp stab of pain in his chest and breathed deeply as he lowered his tankard to the table, his gaze drifting over the grainy wooden surface.


‘You’re seeking Eraëd—’


‘We’re seeking Eraëd,’ agreed Viola.


‘And you think I have it,’ said Dun with a wry smile.


‘No.’


She shook her head, lifting one of her locks with a gloved hand. Then she took hold of the jug and started to fill the tankards the serving girl had left them. The red wine poured into the ochre tankards like blood upon the ground. Dun ran his hand through his beard, his eyes vague.


‘But you know where you hid it—’


‘And what if I were lying that evening; boasting to make myself seem more important?’ suggested Dun, scratching his chin.


‘I don’t think so,’ Viola replied.


‘You don’t know that.’


‘I am certain of it. I was told you spoke of the Eastern territories, beyond the Vershan mountains. That’s where you hid it, didn’t you?’


‘Even admitting I ever had Eraëd in my possession, why would it be of interest to the Republic?’


‘The sword served the Imperial family for years, and before that, the royal dynasties of the Caglieri, the Perthuis, the Majoranes . . . I can go back even further if you like.’


‘I’ve never been fond of history lessons.’


‘I didn’t think so.’


Dun looked away, not sure what to make of her.


‘That sword represents everything your Republic hates,’ he said, meeting Viola’s eyes once more.


‘That sword is reputed to be magical. It has been wielded by many heroes . . . it has even fought dragons. It’s part of the history of this world, regardless of whether an Empire or a Republic currently determines its destiny.’


Dun’s eyes narrowed and his lips began to twitch. He leaned back and gave a thunderous roar of laughter which drew attention from the neighbouring tables. A plump woman sitting on the lap of an old merchant who looked as fragile as a dry twig, visibly pricked up her ears. But one baleful gaze from the Nâaga quickly discouraged her from eavesdropping.


‘Heroes?’ Dun guffawed. ‘Dragons? Listen to yourself. There’s nothing easier than being a hero. Or slaying dragons. Do you know what a dragon is? Have you ever come across one?’


Viola hesitated before shaking her head, looking ill at ease. The old soldier’s sneering tone did not sit well with her. But she would have to put up with it. She’d been forewarned, after all.


‘They’re just lizards,’ Dun continued. ‘Big stupid lizards like the ones your guard dog here venerates.’


He tilted his head towards Rogant.


‘Now, let me guess. You and your friend here are going to ask me to accompany you to the Eastern territories in search of Eraëd. And what dangers shall we face along the way?’ His tone wavered between mockery and contempt. ‘Fighting monsters no one has ever heard of, saving besieged castles, slaying dragons? Ha! You’re young. And you remind me of someone else I knew who was always dreaming, always believing in great deeds, always imagining a destiny. That’s exactly what you’ve got with your . . . Republic. The world belongs to you, eh? You have nothing to fear, you can just forge ahead. But in the end you know nothing about the world that surrounds you . . . and when reality comes rushing in—’


He clapped his hands suddenly and gritted his teeth.


‘It will crush you like a bug. You believe all the legends and waste your energy trying to write your own. You think you can succeed at anything, at the dawn of your life, because you possess the truth. Well, here’s some truth for you.’


With a wave of his hand, he beckoned Viola to draw closer. And leaning forward, he whispered:


‘You don’t get to choose. No, no. You’re not that important. You’ve convinced yourself that your destiny belongs to you, that you just have to create the right opportunities. Well, know this: men’s destiny has never been anything but the murmur of the gods.’


Keeping his gaze locked on Viola’s he straightened up, nodding.


‘Nothing but a murmur . . . The gods sealed our fates when they created this world. But you, with all your grand ideas, have forgotten that, haven’t you? You don’t believe in anything. I’m surprised you haven’t burnt all the churches.’


‘The Order of Fangol is respected, despite what you may think.’


‘You don’t know the meaning of the word respect,’ Dun scoffed, shaking his head in contempt. ‘You’ve forsaken the Book, renounced it.’


‘Each individual may choose to believe or not. It’s a new world.’


‘It’s not mine,’ the old man said with a grimace, glancing at the Nâaga.


Viola did not doubt for a single instant that he was the man she’d been looking for. But perhaps she needed a different strategy to find a way to prod him into giving up his secrets.


‘Who’s speaking now? The soldier skulking far behind the battle lines, or the drunk old man?’ she asked. ‘Both, perhaps? I have trouble telling them apart, they’re so alike in their cowardice.’


The old man’s face stiffened.


‘You insult me,’ he muttered.


‘Really, Dun? What do I know about you, apart from the fact that you fled Emeris after stealing Eraëd?’


Dun wasn’t drunk enough to succumb to his anger, but nor was he lucid enough to consider the consequences of his next act. He stretched out his hand towards the jug and, without his fingers touching it, it began to slide across the table towards him. Viola was speechless, her eyes widening in astonishment. She slowly pushed her spectacles up to the bridge of her nose with the tip of her index finger as if to reassure herself that she was seeing clearly. His arms crossed, Rogant grew very still.


The animus. Only the great knights of the Empire knew how to use it. And since the Empire’s fall, there were few left who could have given such a demonstration. The gift had been lost.


The carousing in the tavern had become a distant buzz, the customers no more than ghostly silhouettes. Viola and Rogant only had eyes for the jug before them. It had well and truly moved and Dun suddenly realised what his simple gesture, born of annoyance, would cost him. Here, where he had always acted the part of an ordinary soldier, he had revealed his true face to a chit of a girl just graduated from the Great College of Emeris. She had barely known the Empire. How would she judge him? As one of the butchers of the former Kingdoms, an enemy of the Republic she served? How could she, escorted by a barbarian, an enemy from his previous life, possibly understand him?


‘You’re n-not simply a s-soldier,’ stammered Viola. ‘You’re a knight.’


‘Bah!’ said Dun dismissively, looking away. ‘The Knighthood died along with the Empire . . .’


Dun. She repeated the name to herself, trying to recall as much as possible from her history classes. Dun . . . the name was familiar to her.


‘Dun-Cadal,’ she whispered.


The old man’s eyes shone with sadness.


‘You’re Dun-Cadal, General Dun-Cadal of the House of Daermon,’ Viola continued. ‘Dun-Cadal, the commander at the battle of the Saltmarsh, you—’


‘And was I cowering far behind the battle lines, then?’ the old man interrupted her.


Viola was at a loss for words. The battle of the Saltmarsh was noteworthy in history for its consequences, but above all for its terrible violence. Few had survived. Dun-Cadal had been trapped in enemy territory for months before he managed to slip through the lines and return to Emeris. He’d accomplished his fair share of great deeds, but, of them all, his escape was the feat that stuck in people’s memories.


‘The sword is in the Eastern territories. Go and look for it there and stop pestering me. Go ahead, take what’s left of the Empire and expose it for all to see.’


‘So you admit you carried it—’


Dun looked distracted, his gaze lost in the distance, his eyelids beginning to droop.


‘I say many things when I’ve been drinking,’ he fumed. ‘You’ll spill your venom on that blade and its guard will seem quite dull compared to your arrogance,’ he added in a low mutter.


He wanted nothing to do with her, or with the Nâaga, or with what he had once been. Here, he was simply Dun and that was enough. Viola observed him closely, noting the details of his time-worn face, the brown wrinkles marking his cheeks. Dun-Cadal, the glorious general, now gone to ground in the slums of Masalia. He had not come here looking to make a new life for himself, but in search of death. She then noticed he was seated with his back to the door, so that any cutthroat could take him by surprise. If he was recounting, night after night, how he had been a soldier of the Empire, perhaps he hoped that someone seeking vengeance would finally put an end to his torment.


‘You await death here,’ Viola said.


‘I await whatever is given to me. Another jug, for example?’


With a sad expression, he upturned the empty container on the table with a trembling hand and gave the Nâaga to his right a twisted scowl. As was his wont, Rogant did not react.


‘Help us,’ pleaded Viola. ‘That sword is more important than you can imagine. I must find it.’


But amidst the raucous noise of the tavern her request seemed to go unheard. The smoke from the pipe of a fat man seated at an adjoining table drifted between the old general and herself.


‘I beg you, Dun-Cadal . . .’


He slowly waved away the cloud of smoke, lost in his thoughts. She was wasting her breath. He wasn’t listening any more. Rogant leaned towards her and the look he gave her was eloquent enough to need no words. She swallowed and ran her gloved hands over her cape which had barely had time to dry. Then she stood up.


‘Very well,’ she declared. ‘I suppose it’s useless to plead with you.’


She slowly drew up her hood so that only the sparkle of her green eyes penetrated the darkness masking her face.


‘I thought I was speaking to the great General Dun-Cadal but I’m forced to conclude I was mistaken. Look at you . . . you’re not even the shadow of what you once were. You’re an empty husk without any dignity, only fit to raise a glass in bitterness. I can scarcely believe the legend of your deeds at the battle of the Saltmarsh can be true. Seeing you like this, I’m forced to doubt you ever had greatness in you.’


He did not once lift his eyes to hers while she spoke.


‘Yes . . . you came here to find death. You haven’t understood: you’re already dead. You can try to hide your true identity, to protect your reputation, but you’re wasting your time. When the world learns what has become of Dun-Cadal Daermon . . . the only tears shed will be of pity, not of sorrow.’


She disappeared into the crowd without waiting for a reply, followed by the Nâaga. As the fresher air in the alley cleared away the stale smell of sweat and alcohol, she was still asking herself if she had found the right words, and she slowed her stride as they walked through the pouring rain.


‘Have faith,’ Rogant advised.


Have faith? When she hadn’t even been warned she’d be dealing with Dun-Cadal Daermon, not some ordinary soldier.


‘I’ve known him longer than you have,’ Rogant was saying. ‘He knows what he’s doing.’


As if to confirm this statement, a voice called out from behind them.


‘Hey!’


Viola turned round slowly. Dun-Cadal was an even more miserable sight standing on the tavern step than he had been seated at his table. The rain dripped down his face and it was possible there were tears mixed in with it.


‘What do you know of Dun-Cadal?’ he snarled with a quaver in his voice. ‘You come here, you sit at my table and you spit all over what I was. What I am . . . what I will still be . . .’ He balled his fists, tottering on his feet. ‘But what do you know?’ he raged. ‘What has the Republic taught you?’


He took a few paces and then slumped against a wall. A flash of lightning illuminated his wrinkled face. He seemed so . . . ravaged.


‘What do you know of my story?’ he asked, lifting his eyes to the sky. ‘What I’ve seen, what I’ve done? What do you know about the battle of the Saltmarsh?’


Viola did not move a muscle. She simply looked at him leaning against the façade of a house, his boots covered in mud, his cracked leather vest, his wine-stained shirt sleeves soaking in the rain.


‘So tell me.’
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THE BATTLE OF THE SALTMARSH
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My childhood ended


The day I hesitated,


For the first time . . .


Fifteen years ago. The air had been fresh despite the overcast sky but there was a rumbling in the background. A dull roaring which continued to swell, sweeping over the tall grasses of the marshes. There were no signs of any storm, just heavy clouds of sparkling white, edged with hints of grey as if to better define their shapes. There was no need for direct sunlight to blind the men at their posts in the trench. The dazzling clouds alone achieved that effect.


There was no storm, or even anger, in the air, only a sense of fulfilling one’s duty.


‘You should step back, Dun-Cadal,’ advised a voice.


A black shape came hurtling out of the sky in a perfect arc, followed by a sharp whistle. Even before the sound lowered in pitch, the ball of rock and tow, covered with burning grease, crashed to the ground right in front of the knight without his taking the slightest step to avoid it.


‘You think so . . . ?’ murmured Dun-Cadal as he stared at the horizon.


Before him stretched saltwater marshes and swamps, so long and wide that the most distant portions were blurred by haze. He could hardly make out the outline of the enemy camp. Lowering his eyes to the boiling crater at his feet, he observed the streams of smoke coming off the hot ball. He turned it over with a kick.


‘Negus,’ he said in a pensive tone. ‘I’m getting the sense they’re growing restless over there.’ He spun round with a mocking smile on his lips. ‘Shall we give them a rude awakening?’


The small round man, squeezed into his armour, raised his eyes to the sky before replying:


‘If you are thinking up ways to get yourself killed before even crossing blades with them, then it would indeed be quite rude on your part.’


They had been waiting on the edge of the Saltmarsh for two weeks now without a single blow being struck. Just a few catapult shots that never managed to hit their targets. The Imperial Army had not even made use of its own artillery yet. The Saltmarsh revolt was, if possible, to be suppressed without bloodshed. Tucked up in the warmth of his palace in Emeris, the Emperor believed that the fear generated by his regiments would be enough to persuade the insurgents to lay down their weapons. But although no sword had been unsheathed during the last two weeks, neither had any been abandoned on the field of battle . . .


Dun-Cadal joined his brother-in-arms and patted his shoulder.


‘Have no fear, Negus. I can always detect the smell of death. And here, except for salt, nothing has pricked my nostrils.’


He had short brown hair, which the wind barely ruffled. A small goatee surrounded his thin lips and his face, while still youthful in appearance, was marked by a life of combat. This was not his first battle and he was counting on it not being his last. He had just arrived and had insisted on assessing the situation himself before other generals could paint the picture for him in a more flattering light. He jumped down into the trench and waited for his friend to do the same before continuing his inspection.


He had lost count of the fights they had come through together, from small skirmishes to great fields of battle. Of all the Empire’s generals. Negus had always been his closest friend, a kindred spirit who dismissed the rumours about Dun-Cadal and accepted his rough character. Dun-Cadal came from the House of Daermon, whose title of nobility only dated back a century. Negus’s line-age, on the other hand, had been associated with the aristocracy, from the first Kingdoms right up to the Empire. Affable by nature, Anselme Nagolé Egos, more commonly known as Negus, had never seen their difference in social standing as reason to despise a man who had repeatedly saved his life in the midst of chaos. Their friendship, known to all, was unstinting, as deep as the rift valleys in the wild territories and as enduring as the stones from the Kapernevic mines. The dangers they had faced together only confirmed it and the bond between them resembled something like true brotherhood.


All along the dug-in line, soldiers were studying the horizon, spears at their side. As the two generals passed, they tried to look sharp despite being tense, saluting with a fist pressed against their chest. They all knew of Dun-Cadal and his bravery in combat. All of them felt a sincere admiration for him. Seeing him walk past at Negus’s side might have been reassuring in other circumstances but, although it was heartening, the commanders’ presence was not enough to dispel the prevailing mood. The troops were distressed by the waiting, and the situation was becoming unbearable – as witnessed by the excrement stagnating at the bottom of the trench and the terrible odour. It had been two weeks since they had arrived and already the camp was suffering from the poor conditions in the Saltmarsh. Mud and swamp combined to prevent the soldiers from disposing of their waste properly.


‘They’re terrified,’ observed Negus.


‘They don’t look too frightened.’


‘They dare not. They belong to Captain Azdeki’s unit.’


‘Azinn’s nephew? That young good-for-nothing?’ Dun-Cadal exclaimed in surprise.


‘Didn’t they warn you at the border? He’s been in charge of the region for the past two years. He’s the one who’s held it since the revolt began.’


‘Held it?!’ scoffed Dun-Cadal. ‘That idiot can’t even keep a hold on himself.’


‘There hasn’t been a battle up until now,’ retorted Negus as he climbed a makeshift ladder leading to the edge of the camp, ‘so one might argue he has held it.’


Really? Etienne Azdeki, nephew of Baron Azinn Azdeki of the East Vershan baronies, was not known for his level-headedness and still less for his ability as a strategist. The fact that the Emperor had placed him in charge of the Saltmarsh region could pass for a mere mistake, but now that war had come to these lands he was supposed to control he became a risky proposition. Etienne Azdeki had been appointed captain without any experience of combat. Acting as he should never entered his mind. Acting as he pleased, on the other hand, was his sole rule of conduct.


‘No matter,’ Dun-Cadal said aloud. ‘The Emperor sent me here to coordinate the troops. Azdeki will have to content himself with following my orders.’


‘Cocky as always, Daermon?’ said Negus with a smile.


‘Out here I feel like I’m in a courtesan’s arms!’ Dun-Cadal replied with a wide grin. ‘In love as in war, in war as in love!’


Tens of thousands of dark green tents stretched across the marshes, standing among the reeds and the tall grasses. Here and there, knights were training in single combat, surrounded by circles of attentive spectators. The waiting was an even more serious risk than battle itself. Boredom blunted the soldiers’ readiness. It gave them too much time to contemplate the dangers they faced. It robbed them of any spontaneity once combat was engaged. Two weeks was not much in the course of a war, but was far too long without even a skirmish to break the enforced idleness. Dun-Cadal feared the Salt-marsh rebels were counting on this lethargy to impose their own rhythm on the forthcoming battle.


But as soon as he drew aside the flaps of the command tent erected at the centre of the camp, he knew it was too late to deal with the revolt swiftly.


‘They’re massing most of their forces here . . .’


Bent over a large model representing the Saltmarsh, a knight in black armour pointed to a line along the edge of a small forest. Facing him, a thirty-year-old man with a gaunt face and an aquiline nose jutting over thin pinched lips was listening attentively, his hands clasped behind his back. His silver breastplate depicted a proud eagle holding a serpent in its talons. It was the emblem of the Azdeki family, an heirloom of their rise to glory during the great battles between the civilised forces of the Empire and the nomadic Nâaga, before the latter were finally subjugated.


‘Our scouts have tried to get as close as possible, to accurately determine the number of their catapults, but they’ve been spotted every time. Two of them did not return.’


There were five knights surrounding this small-scale model of the battlefield, all of them wearing family colours which identified them as members of the provincial nobility. Their families had sworn allegiance to the Emperor and sent their sons off to the military academy in order to serve with honour in the Imperial Army. Only the most experienced among them ever reached the rank of general, but owing to his appointment as captain of Uster county, Etienne Azdeki had authority over those present. They were merely reinforcements and, despite their superior military rank, were bound to comply with his commands.


All of them except Dun-Cadal. Upon catching sight of him, the young nobleman stiffened.


‘You’d better count on there being twice as many catapults as you saw when you controlled this situation, Azdeki,’ said Dun-Cadal as he advanced towards them, not even acknowledging the soldiers’ salutes with a glance.


‘General Daermon,’ Azdeki greeted him tersely.


He made a slight bow. Even that simple gesture seemed to be an effort.


‘Azdeki,’ Dun-Cadal replied with a smile, before addressing the entire group. ‘What a pleasure to see you again, and so eager to kick peasant arses!’


‘You didn’t waste any time getting here,’ the man in black armour observed gleefully.


‘I came as quickly as I could, Tomlinn. Although I’m having trouble understanding why the situation has not evolved since the uprising began.’


Dun-Cadal caught a glimpse of Azdeki’s lip curling in a bitter grimace The Emperor respected his general’s judgement more than that of any other man. There were rumours about why this was so, but few could claim to know the truth behind them. The idea that there might be a bond of friendship between the Emperor and this provincial nobody, despite his promotion to the highest rank, was simply inconceivable to most aristocrats. But instead of feeling hurt by this, Dun-Cadal responded to their restrained contempt with an unstinting flow of withering comments. No one would dare complain.


For he was here at the request of His Imperial Majesty, to redress an extremely . . . embarrassing situation.


‘Now, explain what’s going on,’ requested Dun-Cadal.


His tone had become less stern. Although these generals might dislike him, he nevertheless had complete confidence in them. Two of them had even been his classmates during military training and he felt a certain affection for them. Although the feeling was not mutual, Dun-Cadal felt at ease in their company. He knew these men were gifted when it came to battle and that was really all that mattered to him. Tomlinn, the man in black armour with a bald head and a large scar across his face, began to speak as he walked around the model. He was one of the few on friendly terms with Daermon.


‘The county of Uster has demanded its independence. The rest of the Saltmarsh region has rallied to its call.’


‘I did what I had to do,’ Azdeki immediately broke in to say.


A heavy silence fell, which his quavering voice tried to dispel.


‘For two years, I’ve tried to keep hold of the region, but these peasants won’t accept that the Count of Uster betrayed them. I was only applying the law!’


Azdeki may have been acting in accordance with the Emperor’s orders, but Daermon could not have cared less. Nor was he interested in the reasons behind the revolt or the manner in which it had been dealt with. Only the consequences warranted his attention.


‘These peasants have raised the army which stands before you and does not appear at all frightened by the might of the Empire,’ observed Dun-Cadal.


‘I deemed it preferable not to attack,’ Azdeki replied. ‘And the Emperor trusted my judgement. I’m not a warmonger.’


‘That, I don’t doubt for an instant,’ the general replied scornfully.


‘Daermon,’ sighed Negus from behind him.


Azdeki was visibly seething, standing straight with his hands joined at his back. For a brief instant Dun-Cadal thought the man might dare to respond, but instead he drew in a deep breath and kept still.


‘The strategy might still work,’ conceded Negus. ‘Once they realise we have more than a hundred thousand soldiers, plus a thousand knights capable of employing the animus . . . surely they will see that any combat would be in vain. And we’ll keep the Empire intact without shedding even a drop of blood.’


‘The Count of Uster was well-liked in these parts. Many doubt he betrayed the Empire,’ Tomlinn interjected as he approached Dun-Cadal.


‘They no longer trust us,’ added a massively built man wearing blood-red armour.


Standing at Azdeki’s side, he pushed forward a wooden block representing an Imperial legion.


‘Rebellious sentiment has made them bold, but when they see exactly how many we are, they will recognise their error and order will be restored.’


‘So you hope, but you’re wrong. You should have attacked them from the very start,’ declared Dun-Cadal, sweeping away the blocks of wood with his hand. ‘You should have shown them, rather than waiting for them to see for themselves, General Kay. All this means nothing; they have been lulling you into a false sense of security. Believe me, I can sense this sort of thing.’


Kay took a step back, his head bowed. He had known Dun-Cadal for some time and was one of those who criticised the general. He was too sure of himself . . . too arrogant. And even when he was right, it did not excuse his lack of tact. The world was changing and it seemed Dun-Cadal was the only one not following the current; too rooted in his own certainties, too confident in the abilities which, thus far, had been the source of his strength and fame. All of those present here were of high lineages, unlike Daermon. Dun-Cadal was a conceited upstart . . . but for now it was better to be on his side than against him.


‘The problem would have been resolved once and for all. But instead you dithered. You dithered and complicated matters . . . and everything would have been so simple if you had attacked first. It would have been child’s play.’


‘And if there were some other way to—’ Kay objected.


‘You’re asking yourselves too many questions!’ Dun-Cadal roared.


A whistling noise could be heard, growing louder and more strident, piercing their ears.


‘No more dithering,’ he muttered, before yelling: ‘Down!’


The top of the tent ripped apart. All the officers dove to the ground, arms over their heads, their hearts pounding wildly. A fireball crashed down upon the model, splashing hungry flames against the walls of the shelter. It only took a few seconds for the whole tent to become a blazing inferno with flames running up the wooden poles in flickering waves. Lying on his belly, Dun-Cadal tried to spit out the dirt he’d swallowed in his fall. With an abrupt movement, he turned over and calmly took stock of the trap which had ensnared them. To his right, he recognised Kay’s red armour rising from the ground with a stagger.


‘Kay! With me!’ Dun-Cadal yelled as a thunderous roar came from outside.


Close by, obscured by the spreading black smoke, he glimpsed Negus’ round silhouette helping Tomlinn and Azdeki to their feet. Dun-Cadal spat out another clod of earth, feeling a burning in his lungs.


‘Kay!’


‘I’m here,’ Kay replied at last in a groggy voice.


Like Dun-Cadal, the general clasped his hands together and brought them down, inhaling deeply. Their lungs were burning, but they ignored the pain as they stretched their arms out in front of them, releasing as much air, and animus, as possible. A violent gust of air parted the flames, tearing away what was left of the tent and breaking the burning poles in two. The fire continued to spread over the remnants of their shelter, but already the pungent air of the salt marshes was dispersing the smoke. The entire camp was in upheaval. Soldiers were yelling and running towards the trenches, as knights with unsheathed swords pointed the way for them. And more flaming balls were still falling from the sky. This time, the Saltmarsh rebels’ aim was true.


With Negus propping up Azdeki, both still dazed, Dun-Cadal passed before them, hand on the pommel of his sword.


‘You should have attacked first,’ he growled.


‘Th-there aren’t that many of them,’ stammered Azdeki, his eyes reddened from the smoke.


Amidst the soldiers’ cries there came a dull thudding sound, like a giant’s footsteps.


‘A rouarg!’ Kay exclaimed in dismay, drawing his sword from its scabbard.


Not just a rouarg, but twenty of them, with bristles like dark pikes sprouting from their round backs, maws dripping with white slaver and long powerful forelegs ploughing through the swamps as they charged forward. Behind the furious beasts rose a wall of flames. The Saltmarsh rebels had smoked them out of their lairs and goaded them into a destructive rage. The peasants could not match the Imperial Army’s numbers . . . but they had the resources of an entire region at their disposal.


‘They stand a good three metres tall at the withers,’ commented Negus as he pushed himself away from Azdeki. ‘Six tons of anger.’


He also drew his sword and placed a firm hand on Dun-Cadal’s shoulder.


‘My friend, what exciting lives we lead!’


They exchanged a smile before joining the trenches at the edge of the camp. Once there, they endeavoured to organise the defensive lines. The rouargs were only a first taste of the onslaught to come; behind them the enemy troops were advancing. Some knights remained behind to coordinate the men charged with extinguishing the fires. The balls covered with flaming tow were still falling at a steady rate. Then, suddenly, there was only silence. A dark veil slipped beneath the white clouds, formed by streams of smoke rippling in the wind. It was soon punctured by swarms of arrows. Perched on the lip of the trenches, the Imperial archers quickly nocked new missiles on their bowstrings.


‘Stand!’ ordered Tomlinn, marching behind them, brandishing a sword. ‘Loose!’


Whistles, roars, crackling . . . no sound managed to stifle the thumping hearts of the soldiers at their posts, watching in horror as the huge rouargs charged towards them. They were too close now for the archers to arm their bows in time, and even if they could the creatures’ skins were too thick to be pierced by a small metal point. Whistles, roars, crackling . . . and then the screams which accompanied the deafening crash as the beasts leapt over the trenches, their maws twisted in rage. The black smoke dispersed in wavy ribbons. Between the rouargs, the white of the clouds was mixed with the grey of metal, sparkling body armour with the brown of surcoats. And then blood began to stain the earth red.


Off in the distance, the rebels’ drums began to beat as their troops advanced.


A few of the rouargs did not manage to break through the Imperial lines, their bare bellies riddled with spears. But those that succeeded were free to rampage at will, the savage beasts thirsting for blood, biting, crushing, ripping apart anything that came within reach of their giant jaws. As he was tossed about in one monster’s maw a soldier screamed until his vocal chords broke, before finally being flung into the air. He landed with a heavy thud a few feet away. No further sound came from his broken body. His pale face was marked by a trickle of bright red blood running from the corner of his mouth.


Although the rouargs wreaked mayhem in the Imperial ranks, they were guided only by their own fear of the flames behind them. The terrifying beasts were themselves terrified. Most of them managed to flee into the marshes, carrying off tattered tents snagged on their hind legs, broken carts . . . and several limp bodies of Imperial soldiers.


‘Get out of the way! Get out of its way!’ ordered Dun-Cadal, as a lone rouarg found itself encircled.


It showed its fangs, with its wide, high turned-up nostrils quivering and black bristles standing erect on its round back. Its eyes narrowed for an instant and then the beast charged. Dun-Cadal just had time to sidestep, barely avoiding one of the forelegs. Three of his men were less fortunate and were thrown into the air like wisps of straw.


The circle immediately re-formed around the animal and Dun-Cadal chose its flank to deliver his attack. But his sword failed to leave even a scratch on its armoured hide. The Rouarg let out a howl, digging its claws into the ground before spinning round. The general took a leap backwards. Spears broke against the monster’s thick furry side, enraging it further. It kicked out in all directions, breaking the circle. Some soldiers were trampled and others were torn to pieces by the sudden snaps of its jaws, before the beast reared up defiantly on its hind legs.


Through the smoke Dun-Cadal spotted its weak point. The belly. It was the only solution available to him. A well-placed sword stroke beneath the beast, where the thinner skin revealed the presence of some thick purple veins. He inhaled a gulp of air, held his breath and launched himself at the creature.


‘Feel the animus, be the animus. Feel it, Frog!’


His heart was beating so slowly that he could barely hear it. Each gesture, each movement around him, seemed as slow as the progress of a snail across a leaf.


‘It’s there, the magic. In every breath you exhale . . .’


The rouarg reared up again, its maw wide open.


‘It’s like music, Frog . . . It’s not enough to simply listen. Feel it . . . legato . . .’


In mid-dash, Dun-Cadal went down on his knees, sliding across the damp ground, flattening the tall grasses. Time stood still for him. Burning embers hung in the air, their red glow standing out against the immaculate white clouds.


‘Staccato . . .’


The embers whirled, the grasses sprang up again, the general’s heartbeat accelerated. He felt everything, perceived every movement, anticipated every action. Bent backwards, his rear end almost touching the heels of his boots, he kept his eyes fixed on the beast’s exposed belly. He expelled the air from his lungs, pointing his sword at the brown skin and its bulging veins.


‘Feel the animus, Frog. Breathe as one life with it. Breathe in the same rhythm with it . . . And strike!’


The rouarg lifted its maw to the sky, howling in pain as the blade perforated its body. Dun-Cadal rolled to the side to avoid being crushed. The monster collapsed with a harrowing death rattle.


‘They’re coming!’


‘Resume your positions! Halberdiers! I want halberdiers here!


‘Hold fast!’


The orders could barely be heard over the drum rolls. On his knees in the mud, Dun-Cadal stared at the still-warm body of the rouarg. Before he could rise, an arrow landed just a few inches from his right foot.


‘Dun-Cadal!’ Negus called from somewhere behind him. ‘Dun-Cadal!’


Once he stood up, the general went to join his friend by the trenches. Facing them, thousands of soldiers in mismatched kit were advancing to a drummer boy’s beat. Behind them, the crisp snap of bowstrings resounded. A swarm of arrows rose, slicing through the clouds of smoke with a hiss. The first wave plunged down upon the rebel troops, piercing armour, riddling shields, planting themselves deep in the damp earth.


It was the opening blow of the battle of the Saltmarsh. The first confrontation between these two armies. It was brief but bloody. The Empire had the advantage of numbers, the rebels that of surprise. The stampeding rouargs had opened numerous breaches in the Imperial lines, the artillery barrage had set fires in the heart of the Imperial camp and the rebels made good use of the resulting chaos. It required all of the knights’ discipline to reorganise their troops. Clamour, thunder, the clash of swords, bodies charging at one another, shouts . . . Clamour . . . thunder . . . and the animus . . . That was what the rebels lacked and they were well aware of the fact. When the Imperial generals deployed the animus, they beat a hasty retreat.


All in all, the first battle of the Saltmarsh lasted only ten minutes. Ten short minutes during which two thousand soldiers died. Standing at the lip of a trench, watching the fading sunlight wash over the still corpses in the broken tall grasses, Dun-Cadal cursed Azdeki’s dithering. All the conditions needed to inflict a stinging blow against the Empire had been allowed to gather. Within the week, half of the Kingdoms would hear of the Saltmarsh revolt. About the peasants who had stood up to the greatest army in the world . . . People always took delight in stories like this. Just so long as they did not rally to the Saltmarsh cause. The effort to contain the revolt in this region had already been botched, but if other counties or baronies showed leanings towards independence, the situation would quickly become unmanageable. It would no longer be a simple rebellion, but a revolution.


Sitting on a corpse’s broken armour, an enormous crow fluttered its wings as it plunged its beak into a seeping wound.


‘The sky has turned red . . .’


Dun-Cadal nodded, letting his gaze drift out over the salt marshes. Beneath the grey clouds, the glow of the setting sun cast a curious coppery veil just above the tall grasses. Negus halted at the general’s side, his thumbs hooked into his belt, bearing a wide raw cut on his round face.


‘. . . as it often does the evening after a battle,’ he continued with a sigh.


‘What do they want?’ Dun-Cadal suddenly asked. ‘What are they seeking? War? For this is no longer merely a rebellion.’


‘We’ve seen harder fighting than this. And they retreated in the end. In two months’ time, we’ll no longer speak of it.’


‘No, my friend,’ the general replied, shaking his head, an expression of disgust on his face. ‘They’ve won.’


He caught the puzzled gaze of the small man encased in his mud-spattered armour.


‘They know what they’re doing, believe me. This is only the beginning. Everyone will remember the battle of the Saltmarsh, because they managed to bring the Empire to its knees.’


Behind them, the camp was still smoking, tents lay in tatters and soldiers hobbled about . . . The whole place was a shambles.


In the days that followed, Dun-Cadal tried to regain control of the situation, collecting all available information about the opposing forces: Who? What? How? Once the Count of Uster had been executed, Etienne Azdeki had ordered the disbanding of the county guards throughout the Saltmarsh region. In view of this, and after seeing the enemy’s strategy, Dun-Cadal supposed that the former county guard captain, Meurnau, was leading the revolt. But he had no hard proof of this. Over the next months, the Imperial forces suffered a series of lightning attacks and skirmishes which prevented them from advancing into the marshes. Several times, their enemies used the same tactic again: smoking out the rouargs’ giant lairs and sending the frightened beasts against the Imperial outposts, before launching a lethal attack. Wandering through the tall grasses, the Imperial Army did its best; if not to advance, then at least not to retreat. Between the unfamiliar territory of the deep marshes, in which numerous men weighed down by armour drowned, the rouargs who delighted in chewing up their flesh and the constant harassment by enemy troops, the Saltmarsh soon earned a sad notoriety.


Hell was on earth . . . and it burned in the marshlands.


General Kay lost his life along with fifty of his men trying to establish a bridge across the Seyman river. He was only the first of several generals to fall. In addition to fighting, they also had to contend with the diseases carried by mosquitoes and the putrid swamp water. And despite the sweat dripping from the soldiers’ faces and their fixed, feverish eyes, they needed to remain alert.


‘I want these catapults repaired at once!’ ordered Captain Azdeki.


Facing him, three ill-looking soldiers were on the receiving end of this order. They had not slept for two days and despite their fever they were supposed to repair the two catapults damaged during the previous assault. Since the arrival of General Daermon, Azdeki had been seeking any means to reassert his authority. The soldiers weren’t fooled.


‘They need to be operational by this evening,’ continued Azdeki, looking tense.


‘Yes, Captain,’ acknowledged one of the soldiers in a feeble voice.


‘No rest breaks until you’ve finished—’


‘Take three hours!’


Azdeki’s head snapped around. Accompanied by Negus, Dun-Cadal passed behind him without even giving him a glance. He preferred to devote his entire attention to the tottering soldiers.


‘You can barely stand on your feet,’ observed the general. ‘Go and get some rest. Azdeki, the catapults can wait. The men come first.’


The soldiers could not refrain from smiling in relief, which they barely managed to disguise when Azdeki shot them a black look.


‘General Daermon!’ he called.


But both Dun-Cadal and Negus walked away without paying him any heed.


‘General Daermon!’ Azdeki repeated as the two men entered a large violet tent decorated with the golden symbol of the Imperial general staff, a slender sword circled by a crown of laurels.


Fists clenched, the captain followed them inside. Sitting in a small armchair, Dun-Cadal was removing his mud-crusted boots, letting out a moan of relief. In the corner, Negus was filling two tankards with wine.


‘General Daermon!’ roared Azdeki. ‘By what right do you—’


‘Save your breath, Azdeki,’ interrupted Dun-Cadal in a dreadfully calm voice. ‘You’re so red in the face it looks like your head will explode.’


‘Explode? Explode?!’ the captain said indignantly, spreading his arms wide. ‘This time, you’ve really gone too far!’


‘I remind you that you’re under my command. You too, go and rest for three hours.’


In the shadows, Negus smiled faintly as he brought a tankard to his lips.


‘I don’t have time to rest! No one here has time to rest, Dun-Cadal. And I demand that in front of my men you address me by my rank. That’s Captain Azdeki.’


He was seething. Like his troops, he had not slept, or only very little, for days now.


‘You arrive by order of the Emperor, proud and arrogant. You demean me in front of my men, countermanding my orders for one reason or other—’


‘Perhaps because they were bad orders,’ Dun-Cadal suggested mildly as he scraped the mud from one of his boots.


‘Oh, spare me that, please,’ sighed the captain, pointing an accusing finger at the general. ‘My family is close to the Emperor, too, and I know why and how you came to be promoted so quickly! Don’t ever forget, Dun-Cadal! Don’t ever forget where you came from or how you became a general. It was not due, in any way, to your sense of honour!’


Dun-Cadal did not raise an eyebrow, did not lift his head, and did not seem upset by the young officer’s insinuations. He contented himself with removing the excess filth from the leather boot with his gauntleted hand. As he busied himself with this task he said in an ominously dry tone:


‘Don’t you forget that you are only a captain . . . Azdeki. And if we find ourselves in this situation, if so many men have perished, it is your fault. Don’t forget that if your uncle had not dandled you on his knee, you would not even be in this tent speaking to me.’


He stopped rubbing his boot as soon as the tent flaps fell shut behind Azdeki’s exit.


‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ said Negus, bringing him a tankard of wine.


‘His anger will pass soon enough,’ Dun-Cadal grumbled.


‘It’s not a matter of anger, my friend . . .’ Negus leaned forward with a sad expression. ‘You’ve humiliated him.’


It was far worse than that. They already had more than enough trouble dealing with the rebels. Adding tensions within their own camp and, what’s more, among their commanders, was suicidal. They might as well have accepted their defeat immediately.


‘He’s too sensitive,’ said Dun-Cadal dismissively. ‘The result of inbreeding, no doubt.’


Negus chose to ignore this comment and with a weary step went to sit down on an old chest, his gaze lost in his tankard. The quarrels between the ancient families of the East and those of the West, ennobled more recently, were common currency. But there was more than that going on between Daermon and young Azdeki. Sooner or later, blood would be spilled.


‘Does the fact that he was dubbed a knight by the Emperor himself still rankle you so much?’ asked Negus in a hoarse voice.


Dun-Cadal waited a moment before replying, carefully removing his iron gauntlets. When he finished, he let out a sigh before turning to his friend, looking hurt.


‘My grandfather started off as a captain, did you know that? Fighting against the Toule kingdom.’ A strange smile stretched the corners of his lips as his gaze wandered around the tent’s interior. ‘He was the first soldier from the House of Daermon. Ah, those Toules! They put up a devil of a fight, the unbelievers . . . It was a holy mission, capturing their kingdom. Bringing them to the light of the gods and the Sacred Book.’


He was seized by emotion as he pictured his ancestor taking up arms and waging war for a just cause. The Daermons had earned their nobility through sacrifice.


‘He came across a gigantic library during the capture of Toule,’ Dun-Cadal continued. ‘They wrote books of their own, can you imagine that? They gave themselves that right! What—’


His voice suddenly choked up.


‘He burnt the books,’ he resumed, shaking his head. ‘He burnt them all. And then the Toulish troops fell upon him and his men. He lost an arm there.’


‘I know how much your grandfather gave the Empire, Dun-Cadal, you don’t—’


‘Yes I do!’ Dun-Cadal cut him off brusquely. ‘That’s my whole point. The Azdekis have had great knights in their family, as well as great statesmen, but Etienne is not one of them. Has he even unsheathed his sword once, since he was given charge of the Salt-marsh? Has he displayed his courage? His family fought in the great Nâaga incursions, but he flees before his enemy. This is the type of man who will bring about the Empire’s downfall, Negus. Not all nobles are knights, but all knights must earn their title.’


‘He graduated from the academy,’ objected Negus calmly. ‘As we all did.’


He drank a sip of wine keeping his eyes fixed on Dun-Cadal, who remained with his head down and his jaws clenched.


‘He earned his dubbing.’


‘Men are dying under his command.’


‘Many have died under your command as well.’


‘Never so uselessly,’ said Dun-Cadal with feeling. ‘Would you put your life in the hands of Etienne Azdeki? In the midst of battle, would you entrust your life to him? Tell me truthfully, Negus . . .’


He looked into his friend’s eyes. His anger had faded into his usual self-assurance, certain he’d won the argument.


‘No . . .’ Negus admitted weakly.


‘No man would,’ Dun-Cadal concluded. ‘He lacks the charisma to persuade his troops to follow him. And when faced with danger, his decisions are always the wrong ones.’


It was only a few weeks later that Dun-Cadal realised how mistaken he was on Etienne Azdeki’s account. Before he met the lad.


Although, Kay had been unable to build a bridge permitting them to cross the Seyman river and advance further into the Saltmarsh lands, they had not given up on the idea. A new expedition was sent with Tomlinn, Azdeki and Dun-Cadal at its head. If they were to have any hope of bringing the conflict to an end they needed to capture the town of Aëd’s Watch. And it was located on the far side of the river.


Moving cautiously through the marshes, the expedition numbered sixty in all, with half the men hauling pre-built sections of the bridge. The three commanders went back and forth on horseback, urging their troops on. They rarely resorted to abuse, aware of the difficulty of the task. Weighed down by their armour and weapons, the soldiers also had to bear the burden of the wooden structures. And in addition to the physical effort, they had to put up with the pestilential odour of the sludge. In this area, the salt marshes blended with the swamps.


They were only an hour’s march away from the river when Dun-Cadal’s attention was drawn by something in the rushes. Pulling on his mount’s reins to force it to turn round, he trotted back up to Tomlinn at the head of their column.


‘We’re being spied on.’


‘I sense that, too,’ Tomlinn agreed with a grim face. ‘How many, do you reckon?’


‘I don’t know . . . a dozen maybe. Scouts,’ he suggested in a low voice.


To the west, beneath the scarlet rays of the setting sun, the rushes moved strangely among the tall grasses, as though someone was parting them with extreme caution. There was only one way to make sure. Dun-Cadal threw Tomlinn an amused glance before he gave the flanks of his horse a nudge with his heels. He galloped over to Captain Azdeki at the other end of the column and just as he drew up he warned:


‘There’s movement to the west. Keep the formation close together but get the men ready to respond to an attack.’


‘We’re flanking the enemy, General Daermon. It’s surely wild animals, not rebels. Going over there would be a waste of time.’


‘That was an order,’ murmured Dun-Cadal, clenching his jaw before hissing, ‘Captain Azdeki.’


Although certain he was right, the young captain decided to obey and while the general rode back towards Tomlinn he alerted the soldiers who were advancing at a slow walk.


‘Be on your guard. There’s danger to the west,’ he said. ‘When the moment comes, be ready to act swiftly.’


Wild animals . . . or rebels. The idea that Azdeki might be right did not even occur to the general. The presumptuous young officer always made the wrong choices. Why would be it otherwise in this case? Seconded by Tomlinn, he moved away from the column. His horse shied as if aware of a danger close by. A reassuring pat on his neck induced it to move forward once more. Nothing in the tall grasses seemed threatening. A few mosquitoes buzzed by their ears and the smell of the sludge was almost unbearable. But there was no sign of any enemy.


The horses’ hooves sank into the muck, hampering their progress. Another few yards and they would no longer be able to extricate themselves from the natural trap of the quagmire. Nevertheless, the two generals picked their way forward, the tall grasses springing up again behind them with a slight hiss. Soon the soldiers in the distance were only silhouettes beyond the rushes, growing faint in the haze from the heat.


The wind quickened, bending the wild grasses and forming ripples on the stagnant water. And along with the breeze there came a long snarl.


‘Dun-Ca—’


A black shape sprang from the marsh, carrying Tomlinn off before he had time to react. Riderless, his horse reared and whinnied, before fleeing westward. There was a growl, then a second and a third, moving off through the reeds. Yanking his sword from its scabbard and holding the reins in a firm hand, Dun-Cadal felt his temples beating like drums.


He saw shadows rolling about in the grasses.


‘Azdeki!’ he yelled. ‘Azdeki!’


But his call went unanswered. With a sharp jerk on the reins, he forced his mount to make a hazardous about-turn. Its hooves sank further into the sludge.


‘Azdeki!’


Off in the distance, the captain was ordering his men to advance.


‘Blast it!’ Dun-Cadal swore.


He could finally see the shapes more clearly: three rouargs with green fur and black spots. They uttered roars that sounded like a challenge.


‘Tomlinn!’ he called, sweeping the air with his sword. ‘Tomlinn!’


He heard a cry of pain a few feet away, beneath the heaving round back of one of the beasts. ‘Azdeki!’


The impact was so violent he could almost hear his ribs crack. The rouarg’s jaws closed on his forearm guard, its fangs nearly piercing the metal before the beast carried him down in its fall. And with them came the horse, whinnying in terror, its eyes bulging, two black marbles surrounded by white.


An enormous jolt was followed by a sound like ripping cloth as the rouarg began to gut the fallen horse. There was a sharp snap and Dun-Cadal felt his leg break beneath the weight of his mount. Trapped, his head bathed in the loathsome sludge, he caught a glimpse of the tops of the tall grasses slowly dancing in the wind.


‘Azdeki!’


All was quiet now, as the grunts of the feasting rouarg grew distant. Almost as quiet as the trickle of blood making a groove in the mud, mixing with the filthy marsh water until it looked like wine . . .


‘Frog . . . I shall call you Frog . . .’


A sharp, bitter wine with such peaceful little ripples in the tankard of an old knight lost in Masalia. Far, far away from the Saltmarsh.


‘Frog . . .’


‘Frog?’ asked Viola.


His eyes gone vague, Dun-Cadal’s head swayed as if he didn’t know where to look. There were not many customers left in the tavern. How long had he been talking? Longer than he would have liked. Once again, he had been betrayed by his inebriated state. At their table, the merchants from Serray were humming now, close to sleep, their eyelids drooping and their jugs empty. The small man who had begged Dun-Cadal for a loan took advantage of their inattention to pick their pockets.


‘What?’


‘You were saying: “I called Azdeki with all my might, Azdeki, Azdeki”,’ recounted Viola, ‘and then suddenly, out of the blue, you said “Frog”.’


Although the tavern had emptied, a thick cloud of smoke still floated in the air.


‘Ah,’ Dun-Cadal sighed.


And then he added in a thick voice, with a sad smile playing at the corner of his mouth:


‘Frog was the lad. The lad who saved my life.’


Was it the smoke that had made his eyes grow red? His expression immediately hardened. He has spoken too much, said too much, told too much.


‘It’s nothing, forget it,’ he muttered with too much spit in his mouth.


‘He’s drunk too much,’ declared the tavern keeper as he gathered up the empty jugs at the adjoining table. ‘You should get him home.’


Surprised, Viola raised her eyebrows.


‘Home? But where?’


‘The courtesan Mildrel’s house. It’s two streets away from here. That’s where we usually leave him when he’s just a barrel on legs,’ the tavern keeper explained before returning behind his counter with a weary, heavy step.


Dun-Cadal leaned dangerously forward, his nose falling into his tankard, his eyes half-closed.


‘The lad . . .’ said Viola thoughtfully.


And then, as though he had lost none of his vigour, the knight lifted his head, a strange gleam lighting up in his wide-open eyes like the sparkle of a tear.


‘He was the greatest knight this world has ever known.’
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WOUND


[image: images]


All wounds heal.


Although the scars remind us of them.


And if the pain is less keen,


It still cuts deep.


He had clearly slept for a long time, but the length of sleep didn’t matter when one had succumbed to the weight of so many tankards. He sat up in the rumpled bed with a splitting headache, as if a blade had been driven into the back of his skull. The rays of the noontime sun shone through the brown curtains, forming luminous columns upon the waxed wooden floor, far too bright for his half-awake eyes. He raised a hand over his eyes to mask the light, muttering words even he could not understand. It was one thing to try to forget who you were in drink. It was another to be reminded of it with your head beaten like an anvil. He had shed his boots and his vest, but he was relieved to find he was still wearing the rest of his clothes, and then disappointed again when he recognised the chamber. A few feet from him, a basin stood beside a tall cheval glass. Slightly tilted on its pivots, the mirror reflected a pale image of the knight he had once been.


The door opened slowly to reveal a lady, still beautiful despite her age, her curly hair falling on bare shoulders. Her green dress clasped her waist and a corset delicately uplifted her bosom upon which lay a pendant in the shape of a sword. The few wrinkles which gently ran from the corners of her ocean blue eyes did not mar her beauty. She advanced to the window, setting the platter in her hands down on a table bathed in sunlight. His throat dry, Dun-Cadal sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed the back of his neck with numbed fingers, hoping his headache would go away. The scent of lavender drifted towards him, making him forget the pain for an instant.


‘I suppose you don’t remember a thing,’ she said as she transferred a breadbasket, apples, a pitcher and a glass from the platter to the table top.


From the tone of her voice, it was certainly not shyness that made her stand with her back to the knight and her eyes on the platter. And it was not the first time he had woken here with no memory of reaching his bed.


‘A young red-headed woman brought you back,’ she said, filling the glass with fruit juice. ‘Well, not her so much as the Nâaga. He had to carry you here since your legs were already asleep.’


The Nâaga . . . Viola . . . little by little, his memory returned. And as it did, the terrible taste of remorse filled his mouth.


‘I talked . . .’ he murmured.


‘Too much?’


She raised her head. Tilted slightly to one side, it looked as though the sun bestowed a golden kiss upon her cheek. It made her look twenty years younger. Dun-Cadal’s weary heart raced and he realized that, with her, he would never feel so alive again.


‘The Saltmarsh,’ he replied.


‘I know.’


She turned, her face rigid with contained anger. A single misplaced word on his part, one single mistake, and she would let it burst forth. From experience, Dun-Cadal knew that her wrath was best avoided.


‘She asked you questions about Frog,’ she said, her tone stinging. ‘But don’t worry, you were in no state to tell her anything.’


‘Mildrel,’ he whispered, as if seeking some excuse he could offer her.


She brought him the glass and held it out stiffly.


‘Drink. It’s Amauris berry juice.’


Without further prompting he swallowed a gulp and then, despite the drink’s bitterness, drained the entire glass.


‘I know, it tastes bad,’ she observed, ‘but it will prevent you from having a stomach ache. There’s bread and some apples as well.’


‘Mildrel,’ he said, clutching her hand.


He raised his eyes to her and it was worse than taking a sword point in the heart. She remained still, her eyes staring at the wall and her lips pinched. There was no need for her to repeat the same old reproaches, nor would he have been able to answer them. They had known one another for so long that even their most simple gestures spoke volumes. Sniffing the air, Dun-Cadal ventured a faint, tired smile.


‘Lavender,’ he said with a smile. ‘She smelled of lavender, just like you . . .’


‘She’s born of the Republic. And you know what the Republic has done to generals who failed to rally to its side,’ she said sadly. ‘Why did you talk to her? What were you thinking? You’ve been willing enough to lie until now, and suddenly you’ve given yourself away!’


‘What do I care about the Republic . . . ? It means nothing to me.’


She snatched her hand from him and gave him a withering look, as if he were an unruly child who had done something naughty.


‘She can have you arrested at any moment—’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ he sighed as he rose to his feet.


He walked painfully over to the basin at the far side of the chamber and was glad to see that it was already filled with warm water. He carefully undid the top buttons of his shirt and then, with a mounting impatience, he pulled it off over his head.


‘It matters to me,’ Mildrel insisted.


She hadn’t moved from her spot next to the unmade bed, her hands clutched together. Looking over his shoulder he saw her haloed by the sunlight, so beautiful, so dignified, in her controlled anger.


‘I don’t represent anything to anyone here,’ he replied. ‘Not any more. It’s been too long . . . What danger could I pose to them? The girl knows that all too well.’


He leaned over the basin, plunging his hands in and splashing his face. The warmth of the water soothed the worn skin of his face and he rubbed his eyelids, still sore from the effects of alcohol and the bright midday sun. His memories of the purges which had followed the fall of the Empire were as hazy as the steam rising from the water. So many knights had been judged by the Republic, so many proud, steadfast men had been sentenced, so much honour had been besmirched in public trials dictated by popular sentiment. He had survived it all, running before the heralds of the newborn Republic like a dog, even hiding out for two years in the forests of the North. And there Dun-Cadal Daermon and the others who had served the cursed Emperor were all finally forgotten . . .


‘That’s true. The only person you’re a danger to is yourself. And that’s been the case for longer than you think; it wasn’t the fall of the Empire that brought down the great Dun-Cadal Daermon.’


He froze, his arms resting on the edge of the basin and drops of water running down his face. The young boy’s image haunted him, and every time it aroused the same feelings of pain and dismay. His memories were nothing but an open, festering wound.


‘Losing Frog destroyed you.’


‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘Really?’ She laughed, but it was a mocking, perfidious, disdainful sound. ‘And do you know what you’re talking about, with strange women? Did you even ask yourself what she wanted?’


Mildrel walked slowly towards the door, keeping her eyes on the old warrior’s bare back. A large scar crossed one of his shoulder blades, the kiss of an axe, from the days when he’d defended his ideal of a glorious civilisation, heart and soul. How she had loved to feel that scar beneath her fingers . . .


‘She’s a historian from Emeris,’ Dun-Cadal said as he continued to wash. ‘She wanted to speak to a soldier of the Empire.’


‘And she stumbled across you by sheer accident,’ she mocked him, opening the door. ‘In case you’ve forgotten, it’s foolish to be nostalgic for the old times in Masalia. Especially when so many councillors have been invited to celebrate Masque Night in the city.’


She waited for a reaction but Dun-Cadal was silent, his gaze lost in the steam from the basin. Since his arrival in Masalia he had paid no attention to anything but filling his tankard. Mildrel could bear it no longer. Only when she had shut the door behind her and her footsteps were no more than a distant echo did he straighten up.


He could not be angry with her, not for being worried about him. She had always worried. Worse still, she was always right. He had said too much to this Viola without knowing anything about her or her real intentions, if she were concealing any. It was the first time he had told anyone the truth during his alcoholic ramblings. If she were actually seeking Eraëd, would she accept his refusal to tell her where it was, or would she threaten to denounce him? And would the name Dun-Cadal Daermon be of any interest to the august councillors of the young Republic?


He was not even a shadow of his former self. The Knighthood had been dissolved along with the Empire. The animus had been forgotten. And still more serious in Dun-Cadal’s eyes, it seemed people no longer believed in the Book of Destiny and had little by little abandoned the old gods. Times were changing, as his aching body reminded him constantly. And, more forcefully, the sharp pains that ran down his right leg. He placed a trembling hand there as if hoping to calm them but it had no effect. He exchanged a glance with his reflection in the cheval glass.


‘Azdeki!!! You filthy piece of shit! Come back!’


The pain was not merely physical. No, the real wound was located elsewhere, hidden deep inside.


‘Azdeki!’


He bore a scar of the worst kind, one which could not be seen but would be felt, burning and sharp, as long as his heart was still beating.


‘Azdeki! Tomlinn!’


‘Azdeki!’ he screamed as he lay in the swamp.


At that moment, the thought that Azdeki might abandon him to his fate was only a vague, farfetched hypothesis. Stunned by the fall and pinned by the weight of the horse crushing his leg, he wasn’t capable of reason. He was lost, with his body pressed into the thick Saltmarsh mud. Attracted by his cries, the rouarg appeared above his horse’s carcass, its maw smeared with blood and its large nostrils flaring in time with its heavy breathing.


‘Come on . . .!’ snarled Dun-Cadal, adrenaline masking any pain . . . adrenaline and a sudden fever. Standing on the horse’s remains, the rouarg towered over the injured knight, its muscles bulging beneath skin covered with patches of long green-and-black fur. Keeping a wary eye on the beast, Dun-Cadal searched the mud for his sword. The rouarg’s eyes narrowed, slowly opening its maw to release a putrid breath and a low growl. In the tall grasses, the knight heard the sound of two more monsters gradually approaching, drawn by his sweat and blood. His hand sank into the muck without finding any trace of his weapon.


‘Godsfuck!’ he cursed.


Pain shot up his broken leg, pinned and slowly crushed beneath the combined weight of the horse and the rouarg. The beast roared, stretching its neck in challenge towards its imprisoned prey. Any hope of locating his sword and slashing at its maw was vain. Only one solution remained before the suffering became unbearable and he fainted. Inhaling deeply, he drew in his arms, a grimace of pain twisting his sweat-and-mud-stained face. He needed to focus his entire being on listening to the world, feeling every vibration around him, rising above the pain and melting into the air, becoming one with everything around him . . . He felt the animus, he became the animus. His leg awoke with agony, broken bones rending his flesh like razor blades.


The rouarg reared over him, ready to rip his head off with a swift snap of its teeth. Yet something prevented it. The monster stared at the trapped man with an air of disbelief; his hair was immersed in the stagnant water, his eyes half-closed, his features drawn with pain and fatigue. He stretched his hands forward, and the furious beast opened its jaws to reveal its steely fangs. The man had no means of reaching it and still less any hope of wounding it with his bare hands. And yet . . . an overpowering force propelled the rouarg, and the horse’s gutted carcass, far into the air.


At that instant, Dun-Cadal felt a sickening dropping sensation, every part of him jolting with the violent impact of a fall. He screamed to the point of dislocating his jaw, and when his cry finally faded he passed out.


In the distance, a snarling could be heard.


When he came to his senses for the first time, he saw a frog spying on him, its eyes blinking rapidly and its throat swelling in fits and starts.


When he opened his eyes again the frog had gone and he was alone with the tall grasses which seemed to be advancing across the marsh in slow waves. Raindrops formed craters in the black mud. The world was dark, but it was brighter than the blackness that engulfed him once more.


His eyelids fluttered slowly. The tall grasses were sparkling, bathed in blazing sunlight. And somehow he was . . . dry?


‘Bloody hell . . .’ he croaked, his voice terribly hoarse, his throat on fire.


He winced as he raised his head as far as he could. His neck was as stiff as an old piece of wood, but that was nothing compared to the rest of his body. He saw that he was stretched out on an old blanket, full of holes, spread over a patch of cracked earth at the edge of the marsh. He was shaded by an old cart lying on its side, propped up by two big wooden logs. A makeshift splint made from branches and twisted grass supported his broken leg, wrapped in a blood-stained cloth. How had he got here? Who had brought him? And how long ago?


‘Don’t move too quickly,’ a childlike voice said. ‘Your leg is far from being knit back together. I did what I could, now only time will heal it.’


Seated beneath one corner of the cart, his legs folded under him, was a boy. Arms crossed on his knees, he stared at the knight with grey eyes and a solemn expression.


‘Your leg was a really ugly mess,’ he commented.


‘As bad as that,’ murmured Dun-Cadal.


‘There were bones sticking out in places,’ the boy said very calmly.


‘And you . . .’ His head ached and he had trouble moving, his body numbed by days of inactivity. But little by little, he regained his senses. ‘You brought me here . . . ?’


The child nodded without revealing the lower part of his face, hidden behind his arms.


‘The horse,’ he said. ‘With the help of a horse.’


He had a round face, just barely out of childhood, with tousled hair and a pale complexion. Dun-Cadal let himself fall back, short of breath. His head felt heavy and his vision was studded with tiny, fleeting stars. The blue sky rippled in his vision for an instant and then grew still.


‘You need to go easy,’ the boy continued. ‘You’ve been lying there for eight days.’


‘E-eight days . . .’ stammered the knight.


He tried to swallow but his throat was too dry. Seeing him so, with his head tilted back, gasping like a fish out of water, the boy seemed amused. He stood up and approached Dun-Cadal slowly.


‘I left you something to drink, there,’ he said, pointing to a small flask made from a sheep’s stomach placed next to the knight. ‘It’s all I could find. There’s more salt water than fresh hereabouts.’


Still eying his rescuer, Dun-Cadal sat up on his blanket with some difficulty, holding his injured ribs. He did not know what age to give the lad. Twelve, thirteen . . . perhaps fourteen years old, but not more. He was wearing a plain beige shirt, open at the collar, worn-out black trousers and boots held together with pieces of string. Brown locks floated across his brow and his face was so smeared with dirt he might have plunged headfirst into the mud.


‘Thank you,’ Dun-Cadal mumbled as he took the flask with a shaky hand.


He drank a gulp and almost spat it out immediately. It tasted foul but his thirst was so great he forced himself to swallow, grimacing. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his sword planted in the ground, not far from a pile of weathered crates half-covered with an old dark green cloth.


‘You’re a knight, aren’t you? A knight of the Empire,’ said the boy, his smile vanishing.


Dun-Cadal nodded carefully. His neck was too stiff to move it normally.


‘And you are?’ he asked.


The boy did not reply. He looked down at the dry earth where a slight breeze rolled bits of gravel across the ground between his boots. Dun-Cadal waited patiently but nothing broke the silence so he spent a moment scanning his surroundings in search of a landmark to indicate his position. The lad had evidently dragged him some distance to extract him from the marshes he had been mired in. In the distance he could see the oaks of the forest bordering the Seyman river. On the far bank lay only swamps bristling with tall grasses and rushes rustling in the wind. An odd heat haze shivered above their wind-blown tips. He wondered if Azdeki had managed to build the bridge and cross the river . . . and then he remembered Azdeki abandoning him, and he felt his anger rising.


‘The Empire crossed the Seyman four days ago,’ the boy announced, as he rummaged through some crates lying at the rear of the cart.


So Azdeki had built the bridge.


‘And we took Aëd’s Watch,’ Dun-Cadal sighed.


The revolt had been put down and Captain Azdeki was the hero of the battle of the Saltmarsh. He grimaced with his chapped lips. How ironic . . .


‘No,’ replied the boy tersely, coming over with some sort of box in his hands.


He sat cross-legged beside the knight, the box nestled on his lap.


‘They tried but they didn’t succeed,’ he said evasively, before adopting a bossy tone which did not suit him at all. ‘Now give me that flask.’


‘What do you mean, “they tried”?’


Seeing Dun-Cadal would not give him the flask if he did not answer, the boy reached out and snatched it, looking incensed.


‘What are you going to—’


‘I’m not going to poison you,’ the boy said grumpily. ‘It’s something you need to drink to get better. Otherwise you’ll never be back on your feet.’


Of course the boy wouldn’t poison him. Dun-Cadal had seen his sword planted in the ground not far away. The lad had already had eight days to kill him if he wanted to. But the fact that he was going to such lengths to aid a likely enemy was intriguing. The entire region was at war . . . Dun-Cadal could not afford to forget that and place his trust in anyone. He had to be cautious.


‘Are you from the Saltmarsh?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


The boy slid the box lid open and his nimble fingers plunged inside. They emerged as a fist clutching a wriggling green shape. As he placed it over the flask, he added:


‘But I saved you from the rouargs.’


‘How?’ asked the knight, disbelieving.


‘It’s a secret.’


Two long wriggling legs appeared from the boy’s closed fist. He squeezed and a steaming yellow liquid ran into the neck of the flask. Dun-Cadal understood what the boy held in his fist and looked away in disgust, saying:


‘Godsfuck . . . that’s a frog . . . you’re making a frog piss in the flask and I drank . . .’


‘It’s an ashala machal, a frog that lives in the rushes,’ the boy said as if reciting a lesson. ‘When they’re frightened they urinate and it’s very good for when you’re ill.’


‘It’s revolting.’


‘Maybe.’ The boy smiled as he returned the frog to the box. ‘But the whole time you were unconscious I made you drink it. If your fever broke, it’s thanks to this. And I made an ointment from the mucus on their skin. The salt from the marshes was starting to eat away at the wound. But with the ointment, the pain was soothed. And their urine acts like a tonic so that you’ll get better.’


Dun-Cadal swallowed. He’d drunk some nasty things in his time, but agreeing to gulp down frog’s piss was asking a bit much.


‘And you expect me to drink this—?’


‘Do you want to die out here?’


They glared at one another while the boy held out the flask to him. No, of course he didn’t want to die out here. No more than he wanted to linger here. In the lad’s grey eyes he saw a determination that forced him to smile. The boy was willing to do anything to make him drink this concoction and, in his present state, trying to avoid it wasn’t a very good idea. To be sure, he could resist. He could even kill the lad, despite his wound. He was an Imperial general after all, not some small fry . . .


But there was something in the child’s eyes, a longing and an anger that aroused Dun-Cadal’s curiosity.


He drank a mouthful and it was now clear where the water’s foul taste came from.


‘Seriously,’ he murmured, narrowing his eyes, ‘who are you?’


The lad’s gaze was lost in the distant mist as he gathered up some pebbles lying at his feet and began to pitch them distractedly into the weeds.


‘You must have a name. What do they call you in these parts?’


‘I have no name.’


‘No name?’ Dun-Cadal asked in surprise.


‘Not any more. I lost it,’ the boy sounded aggrieved and his pebble throwing became more vigorous.


‘What about your family?’


‘Dead. There’s a war going on here, in case you didn’t know,’ he said sarcastically, scowling at Dun-Cadal. ‘I escaped Aëd’s Watch a long time ago . . .’


‘Why?’


The boy reflected for a moment. Recalling painful events? Or searching for an answer that would seem credible? The general reminded himself that his young saviour was a child of the Saltmarsh, probably a rebel sympathiser and possibly a traitor to the Empire. Not killing Dun-Cadal was one thing, but the lad might still be trying to gain his trust for some reason or another.


‘Because of the war . . . I was frightened.’


As he swallowed another mouthful of the doctored water Dun-Cadal watched the lad carefully.


‘And the cart? Was it yours?’


‘No . . . it’s old. It’s my shelter. I was hiding out here and then one day I saw you lot going by. You were attacked by the rouargs . . . and now here you are.’


The boy stopped pitching stones but his eyes remained lost in the distance, as if his mind were elsewhere.


‘There were three of them,’ remembered Dun-Cadal. ‘You fought off three rouargs all by yourself?’


‘I told you, I have a secret.’


He sprang up suddenly.


‘You need to rest. I’m going to try to find something for us to eat this evening. There are frogs as big as your fist, hive frogs we call them. They’re a bit like chicken.’


As the boy went to the rear of the cart to look for a bag, Dun-Cadal called out to him:


‘Lad! I appreciate your help, really I do, but I must rejoin my troops, they need—’


The boy turned round, passing the bag’s bandolier over his shoulder.


‘Not yet. You’re still too weak.’


And then he disappeared behind the cart.


‘Lad! Hey! Lad! Come back!’ the knight called.


But shout as he might, there was no reply. He fell back wearily against his blanket and allowed his eyelids to droop, his head feeling incredibly heavy. He tried hard to think about what he should or could do to locate the Imperials’ camp, but his fatigue overcame him and he slept.


When he awoke, the sun was setting behind the leaning cart and the boy was lighting a fire. Dun-Cadal struggled to rise up on an elbow. He felt as if his entire body had been trampled beneath the hooves of a furious horse. His wounded leg drew his attention in particular, wrapped in a bandage that was starting to smell like rotten meat. The boy saw he was awake but said nothing. Indeed, they exchanged no words at all until the boy brought him a small bowl filled with grilled frog legs. Witnessing the knight’s disgust, he stifled a giggle.


‘You find this funny, do you, lad?’ the knight sighed. ‘Seeing one of the invaders subjected to your . . . awful taste in food . . .’


‘The Saltmarsh has always been part of the Empire,’ replied the boy as he sat back down by the fire.


Dun-Cadal was surprised, almost letting go of the frog leg he was lifting to his mouth.


‘Happy to hear you say that,’ he said before biting off a piece of meat.


It did in fact taste like chicken. When he managed to forget the unpalatable appearance of the frog it came from, it wasn’t too bad. Night had fallen and only the glow from the wavering flames lit the boy’s face. His usual severe expression had softened.


‘This is how I’ve survived out here,’ he explained, pointing at the dish of frogs. ‘There are fourteen species in the western part of the Saltmarsh alone. In the entire region, there must be . . . thirty, forty different kinds of frog. They all have their uses. Some help to make poisons, others, remedies . . . With their skin, their drool, their urine . . .’ He pointed at Dun-Cadal’s bowl again. ‘And some can be eaten . . .’


‘Is this what they teach at school in Aëd’s Watch?’ Dun-Cadal asked sarcastically as he chewed.


The boy bowed his head pensively as he slowly plunged the branch he was holding into the heart of the fire.


‘So, lad . . . tell me what happens next.’


‘Next?’


‘Yes, next. You saved me from the rouargs and then you cared for my wounds as best you could. And although you think the Salt-marsh has always been part of the Empire, you are and you remain a Saltmarsh lad. So what will you do next? It seems to me I’m your prisoner . . .’


The boy let the burning piece of wood go and looked away.


‘Your friend’s horse is over there behind the cart.’


Dun-Cadal rose higher on his elbows, taking care not to move his broken leg, and saw the Tomlinn’s mount’s ears visible above the cart.


‘True. So that’s how you dragged me here . . .’ he recalled.


‘I wound a rope around your waist,’ explained the boy, miming how he had harnessed the knight. ‘Then I passed it under your arms. I attached the ends to the horse . . . and here you are . . .’


‘And here I am,’ repeated Dun-Cadal.


He stared at the boy while he finished his frog legs. He wasn’t very hungry, despite having gone eight days without eating, no doubt due to the pain. But as he swallowed the tender meat he slowly recovered his appetite.


‘You’re really something, lad,’ he said.


For the rest of the evening, Dun-Cadal tried to get the boy to speak but it was like talking to a wall. As he was drifting off to sleep, his last thought was a terrible one . . .


What if the lad turns me in to the rebels tomorrow?


That fear haunted him over the following days. His leg was still healing, the pain from his ribs burned him and every breath he took was torture. Whenever he tried to stand up, he thought he would faint. The boy changed his bandage three times and on each occasion he was able to take stock of the damage. The large, leaking wounds had been crudely sewn up in several places where the bones had broken and torn through the skin. It was not the work of one of the Empire’s finest surgeons, but the lad had done the best he could.


Several times the knight had sought to draw him out about himself, but to little avail. Dun-Cadal was more skilled at wielding a sword than asking questions. And several times the boy left their improvised camp, riding away on Tomlinn’s horse to some Saltmarsh village.


Dun-Cadal tried to wait patiently during his absence, going over every possible strategy available to him if the lad betrayed him. But why then would he go to so much trouble to treat his wounds? Worrying over the paradox bore a hole in his skull. He tried to find a solution, any logical sequence that would allow him to guess at the lad’s real goal, until he finally decided to let matters take their course. Destiny was already written, he had no real control over the future. There was no fatalism or surrender in this idea, simply a quiet acceptance of events.


Days passed and no rebels showed up to arrest the wounded general. Although the lad said little, he continued to take care of his patient as best he could. Dun-Cadal contented himself with that. When he was strong enough to stand on his feet, using a plank from the cart as a crutch, the knight told himself he had spent more than enough time in the marshes.


‘You look like a wading bird . . .’ a voice behind him said in a mocking tone.


Dun-Cadal tried to keep his balance with his good leg.


‘You shouldn’t be doing this,’ the boy advised as the general struggled to harness the horse.


Each time his healing leg touched the ground, a fiery arrow raced up it and into his heart and his brow burst out in sweat. The horse had been quietly grazing behind the cart and did not seem to appreciate having a lame cripple trying to cinch a saddle upon its back.


‘The war goes on without me. I’ve recovered enough to go and find my men, lad,’ Dun-Cadal assured him.


But his perspiring face and his features drawn by pain contradicted his words.


‘You won’t be able to ride with that leg,’ the boy warned. ‘Waders don’t belong on horseback. You look funny like that, trying to keep your balance, but you’re going to fall over.’


‘Oh, you think so, do you?’ jested the knight as he finished buckling the girth beneath the horse’s belly.
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