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    Prologue




    France in the 18th Century




    This story unfolds during one of the most tumultuous periods in French history. After centuries of relentless battles between soldiers who had slowly erected uncertain borders between states, the people—the poor, the bourgeois, and even the advisors to the great—decided to become actors in that colossal work called the history of humanity. They armed themselves and, united as one, like a raging sea, they surged against the mighty of this world.




    Finally, at the height of this titanic struggle, this wave of souls seeking their freedom found themselves, their weapons rusted and stained with blood, on a Parisian square which would henceforth become legendary. They called it the Place de la Révolution; like dipsomaniacs in their hysterical thirst for violence, they executed over thirteen hundred prisoners on that square in a single month. Even one of the principal architects of these massacres would, in turn, fall victim to this atrocious spectacle. After a failed attempt at suicide by gunshot, he was decapitated with his jaw shattered. Ironically, future generations would rename this square “Place de la Concorde.”




    With every public execution, the same process repeated itself amidst the cries and insults of a crowd disordered by excitement. Only on January 21st, 1793, the proceedings took on a far more solemn air. The crowd stood silent, holding its breath; all eyes were fixed on a single point.




    A child, perched on his father’s shoulders, covered his eyes with his hand. He was overwhelmed: the sun reflected off the steel blade of the guillotine, making it appear incandescent.




    The soldiers surrounding the scaffold dared not turn around, fearing the golden blade of destiny standing over four meters high between the two wooden supports.




    A drumroll suddenly made the crowd tremble. The royal carriage arrived, flanked by several rows of National Guards and revolutionaries from the humblest ranks. It was also escorted by a troop of cavalry, their sabers drawn, their blades gleaming almost as brightly as the terrible machine. The convoy stopped in the clearing at the foot of the scaffold. This area was surrounded by cannons at the ready and a multitude of pikes and bayonets. The carriage door opened, and four men stepped out, climbing the wooden steps. Two gendarmes, dressed in black, urged the corpulent man being led to his death forward. He was dressed in a white waistcoat and gray silk breeches with matching stockings. Though his attire, like his face, was but a shadow of what it had once been in a bygone era, he exuded a strange air of cheerfulness, making the king resemble a porcelain doll. The fourth man, a priest, nearly stumbled on the last steps. He stood for a few seconds, gazing at the crowd. He was terrified to partake in such sacrilege. The representatives of the Convention, following him, pushed him forward as they would a condemned man.




    The group of men stopped near the executioner. Barely in his twenties, the executioner’s face was uncovered. His expression was that of a far older man. He wore a long tricolor sash around his waist, the only touch of color on his otherwise black, tattered attire.




    The king’s face, by contrast, was strangely expressionless. It remained gentle, though it had begun to hollow out. Avoiding the gaze of the crowd, he conversed with the members of the Convention. He asked if there was any news about various governmental affairs, though such concerns no longer held any relevance to him.




    Receiving no reply, he briefly considered the instruments of his demise. He asked whether the drums would stop beating. Once again, no answer was given, and he stepped away from his executioners to address the crowd, which suddenly erupted in furious cries directed at the condemned man’s escorts.




    “Do your duty!”




    The shout startled the king, but regaining his composure, with wrists tied behind his back, he declared in a strong yet unsteady voice:




    “I pray to God that my blood does not fall upon France...”




    Then the pounding of the drums drowned out his voice. The men in black seized him by the arms, pulling him backward. They laid him down on the wooden plank and strapped him to it.




    A cloud covered the sun, and the blade’s reflection dimmed. All eyes widened. The thunderous drumming ceased, hanging in suspense as the blade suddenly fell.




    The slicing sound echoed across the square. A thick spray of blood stained the white silk adorned with fleurs-de-lis that covered the corpse who had been Louis XVI. During the early part of his reign he had been very popular, unlike his wife, but he was incapable of implementing necessary reforms—reforms proposed by ministers exempt from taxes while the monarchy had bankrupted itself aiding the American colonies in their war for independence.




    On that January 21st, at precisely 10:22 a.m., a profound silence fell over the heart of Paris. Faces suddenly turned pale. Not because the people were horrified by this spectacle, which had become routine over the past two years, but because this was a sudden leap into the unknown. All at once, they turned toward the future, and in that moment, fear gripped their hearts as one of the executioner’s assistants held up the severed head for the people to see.




    A shout rose:




    “Long live the Nation! Long live the Republic!”




    It was followed by a volley of artillery fire that shook the entire city, reaching the ears of the imprisoned royal family.




    Louis XVI’s corpse was immediately transported to the former Madeleine Church, as the Convention had refused to allow his remains to be buried alongside his father in Sens. After a brief service, the body was thrown into a pit lined with lime and earth. His head was placed at his feet.




    It was through this act of barbarity that one of the most adventurous periods in French history began: the Napoleonic era.




    The events I wish to recount began on that very evening, January 21st, 1793. A harsh winter had descended upon Brittany, hiding its magnificent landscapes from view with heavy rains, or shrouding them in the thickest fog, clouds brushing the earth. That night, hail mixed with raindrops fell like steel pellets onto the muddy, slippery ground. The small dirt road between the Deniel farm and the village of Bonnemain, near Saint-Malo, was soaked. Water trickled from the grassy mounds lining the road, forming a small stream down its center. Tall, ancient oaks separated it from the waterlogged fields, which were beginning to frost over.




    It was along this small road that a young boy named Jean Dumercie led a massive Percheron horse by its bridle, hitched to a short cart. He shivered, but he feared his father’s wrath more than any fever. His father had been waiting for the hay in the cart for several hours now. That afternoon, Jean had been drawn into a reenactment of the storming of the Bastille by the three Deniel brothers. He had defended, alongside Kergalan, the youngest brother, the barn that represented the citadel. And though the two older brothers were stronger, they held their ground and were eventually overtaken by nightfall. The duel had to be postponed for another day so they could return home.




    Now, under the rain and wind, Jean desperately tried to hasten his small convoy. His wooden dueling sword was of little use except to swat at the horse’s sturdy rump. But the animal refused to quicken its pace, plodding along with its head lower than its knees. Had the old beast sensed the danger that lay ahead?




    His parents later told me that a low rumble had made him prick up his ears.




    “And now thunder?” he exclaimed, thinking himself alone. But then he saw several indistinct figures coming from the village. Squinting, he made out seven riders galloping toward him. They were accompanied by the terrifying sound of their hooves pounding the ground, creating the rumble Jean had mistaken for thunder.




    The boy tried to move off the middle of the road, but they were already upon him. The first rider narrowly avoided the cart, yanking hard on the reins. His imposing horse, a massive, dark half-breed, let out such a neigh that Jean froze in place. Long streams of condensation shot from the animal’s nostrils.




    No storm seemed capable of stopping these riders. They were robust and swift, mounted on warhorses.




    Their attire—long black cloaks cut from expensive fabrics—betrayed their aristocratic origins. Jean also noticed the golden rings some wore over their black leather gloves. He saw that each carried a long sword at their side, with ornate hilts of gold or silver.




    Three of them carried torches. Jean could see that the last rider was a priest, his garments distinct from those of his companions. The priest’s hard eyes turned toward him. The corners of his mouth lifted in a slight smile as he plunged his torch into the cart. The hay, which the farmer had covered with a waterproof tarp to keep it dry and from blowing away, caught fire. The rain was not enough to smother the flames, and suddenly, the entire cart was ablaze. The Percheron, terrified, bolted into a gallop. Jean let go of the reins to avoid being dragged along. The fiery cart quickly disappeared into the distance.




    The boy did not try to chase it but instead turned toward the riders. They were already vanishing into the darkness at the end of the road. Terrified, Jean ran after the cart, heading toward the village.




    The Percheron, in its frenzied run, leapt over a large stone. The cart, weakened by the fire, fell to pieces. The horse, exhausted, stopped a few meters further. Jean finally caught up to it. He was crying, and shouted at the animal:




    “You’re mad to abandon me like that!”




    He pounded the horse’s shoulder with his small fists, letting his terror pour out.




    But other cries reached him. He turned toward the village and saw that it, too, was consumed by flames.




    Aaron, the head of the Deniel family, also held a torch in his hand. He used it to light the way for his sons, who were finishing locking the cows in their pen. He was a robust man. His powerful arms and gnarled fingers betrayed the hardships of his trade. His flat skull was slightly bald on top, but a thick blonde mustache hung down either side of his full lips.




    Of his three sons the eldest, Gwenlan, resembled him the most, except perhaps for the darker shade of his hair. He had inherited his father’s tall stature and broad shoulders. The rest of the family had blonde, straw-like hair.




    Alan, the second son, was the stockiest. He was also the most mischievous and humorous of the family. His quick wit could dispel anything, even Kergalan’s melancholy. The youngest brother always ended up laughing despite his tear-streaked face. They had a little sister, Maëlly, a sweet and fragile little princess, always dreamy, lost in her own little world.




    Once the pen was secured, they all headed toward the warm and cozy interior of the house. At that moment, the riders arrived. The Deniels froze in astonishment at the sight of these tall figures, richly dressed but battered by the storm.




    “Royalists!” Sterenn, Aaron’s wife, exclaimed in a breath.




    She was a tall woman, the kind who never feared for herself but always for her husband or children, whom she loved more than anything.




    The riders stopped their horses in front of the house’s door. The animals pawed the ground like raging bulls. Their hot breath reached the faces of the boys, who stared at them in awe. The men dismounted, splashing muddy water as they landed.




    “We need food, and our horses must rest,” said the man who seemed to be their leader, in a tone that left no room for argument.




    They were all drenched by the rain. Their faces were blue from the cold. These men, who had once been great lords, were now little more than a band of renegades on the run.




    One of them handed the reins of his horse to Kergalan without even looking at him.




    “T-take c-care of him, b-boy!”




    Kergalan took a moment to examine the signet ring on the stammering rider’s finger. He was a count. The initial of his name was the letter “N.” This blond man was very tall and imposing, and despite his speech impediment, his presence was anything but laughable.




    The leader of the group led his men inside without waiting for an invitation.




    Sterenn cast a fearful glance at her husband. She unconsciously held up the hem of her skirt to keep it from touching the damp ground. The couple exchanged a look. Kergalan was fascinated by this silent exchange. After a few seconds of this wordless dialogue that felt like minutes, his mother entered the house, Maëlly following close behind.




    Aaron turned to his sons:




    “Take care of the horses.”




    “We want to see the noblemen!” Gwenlan said.




    “You said they were going e-extinct,” Alan joked.




    “Quiet,” Aaron whispered.




    “Kergalan can handle the horses! We’re older; you might need us...”




    Aaron looked at his sons.




    “Alright.”




    He placed a hand on Gwenlan’s shoulder and told him, almost in a whisper, to stay near the fireplace for as long as the men remained, ready to throw him the rifle that was always kept loaded, especially during times of civil war.




    Kergalan did not take his eyes off his father. He saw the fear in his gaze, and it paralyzed him. “No,” he thought, “it wasn’t the rain soaking his father’s face, but sweat.”




    His father finally turned to him:




    “Tie their horses in the stable, then leave as soon as you can to warn Jean’s father in the village. Tell him the Count of Vestigue is here. He’ll know what to do... hurry.”




    Kergalan finally snapped out of his stupor. He grabbed the two nearest half-breed horses and led them, along with the stammering count’s horse, toward the stable. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his father and his two brothers enter the house, the door closing softly behind them.




    Despite the rain, wisps of steam rose from the sweaty bodies of the horses. They tossed their heads violently at little Kergalan and pulled hard on their reins. Kergalan was nearly lifted off the ground. These steeds seemed to obey only their masters. It fascinated him and made him smile despite the urgency of the situation. He tried speaking to them softly, but they would not calm down. These massive horses, far from tired, seemed to enjoy preventing him from opening the stable door.




    In his haste, Kergalan had to let go of one horse to push the latch on the door. The black horse backed away, kicking. Kergalan cast an alarmed glance toward one of the farmhouse windows, but the rain streaming down the glass obscured his view inside.




    If he had been able to see into the house, he would have seen four of the men seated around the large family dining table.




    “Are those royalists, Mama?” Maëlly had asked.




    “Hush!” Sterenn whispered urgently.




    “Yes, royalists,” replied the Count of Vestigue calmly, the one leading the group. “You don’t have anything against royalists, do you, farmer Deniel?”




    Aaron did not answer. The fact that the count knew his name confirmed that his visit was no coincidence. For Aaron also knew the count. The man owned land in the Vendée and was infamous for his violent opposition to the Republicans. The father of the family couldn’t help but glance toward Gwenlan, who had positioned himself exactly where he had been told to. He also noticed Alan moving imperceptibly toward the corner of the room where an old, rusted rapier, passed down through generations, rested. Its point was still sharp, its twisted metal guard sturdy, and though the blade was speckled with rust, it retained a silvery sheen.




    These were the only weapons in the house. Aaron scrutinized his guests. They had opened their heavy cloaks, revealing an arsenal within each of them: richly decorated swords and daggers accompanied by large pistols. Aaron clung to the hope that the heavy rain they had endured might have dampened the gunpowder in their firearms.




    “Dear Lord, we’ll need your help, just a little luck! Please, let their weapons fail, Lord!” he prayed fervently, with all his heart.




    He needed luck if he was going to save his family.




    The count pressed on, answering his own question:




    “But surely you know the Republican army is after us, don’t you, Deniel?”




    Aaron remained silent once more. He didn’t know how to respond. Yet he needed to buy time if he wanted help to arrive—time for Kergalan to reach the village. He decided to speak, and his voice sounded steady enough to him.




    “I don’t know why you’re saying this. I don’t know what you might have been told...”




    But as he looked at Baron Vestigue, the count’s brother, he knew he wasn’t convincing. He also saw the despair in Alan’s eyes, reflecting his own timid demeanor.




    “He’ll understand later,” Aaron reassured himself.




    The baron was about to speak, but his brother interrupted:




    “They say the poor only rest in death, Deniel! And it’s getting late...”




    “Wait!” Aaron cried as the riders turned to face his family.




    The count nodded toward Alan:




    “Go ahead, give your father his sword, as he surely told you to prepare to do. The time has come!”




    He turned to Aaron.




    “Let’s see if you have a shred of honor left, Aaron. If I were you, I’d tell your other son not to think about grabbing that rifle.”




    Aaron looked at his sons. Neither dared move. He fetched his sword himself and stepped forward to face the Count of Vestigue. He drew the blade and threw the scabbard to the ground, the metallic clang startling Sterenn. He took his stance, sweat pouring down his face, while a faint smile lifted the count’s thin mustache. The count drew his own sword. To Aaron, the blade seemed endless, and he lowered his guard slightly.




    The count raised the hilt of his sword to his dark eyes and, with a sudden lunge, pierced his opponent’s chest. Gwenlan, seeing his father begin to fall in slow motion, lunged for the rifle. He didn’t even have time to cock it before the Baron of Vestigue was behind him, slitting his throat with a swift slice of his dagger. The jewels embedded in the golden hilt suddenly glistened with blood.




    Sterenn, seeing her son collapse and her husband on his knees, let out a scream. The priest drew one of his pistols and fired, striking her shoulder. Aaron, his lung punctured, could only emit a spasmodic groan as his wife’s body slam backward onto the stove. The Count of Vestigue bent down toward him, whispering calmly:




    “The nobility was trained to fight to protect its country and the king’s interests...”




    He withdrew his sword from Aaron’s body, and the man fell backward.




    Alan rushed to his little sister. The murderers’ faces turned toward them.




    Outside the house, Kergalan had given up trying to shelter the riders’ horses. He had mounted one of his father’s horses and galloped toward the village. But as he reached the two stone pillars marking the farm’s entrance, a carriage approached. It stopped beside him. Kergalan recognized the old man’s face—it was a village elder.




    “Sir!” Kergalan called, breathless.




    “Did the riders stop at your house?”




    The old man’s fear only deepened the panic already gripping Kergalan’s heart. He struggled to keep his horse steady. The thirteen-year-old boy looked tiny atop the horse, which wasn’t particularly large to begin with.




    Suddenly, a gunshot echoed from the house. Both turned their worried gaze toward the end of the dirt road, where the farmhouse windows glowed with golden light.




    “Don’t go!” the old man shouted. “Your family has surely been slaughtered already!”




    He tried to grab the Deniel boy’s horse by the bit, but Kergalan reared his mount, turned it around with a kick of his heels, and galloped back.




    The old man lowered his eyes sadly, his thick brows casting a shadow across them.




    Kergalan was no longer thinking. He would rather die than be left alone. He didn’t even consider his next move. The elder’s words echoed in his mind, and he felt as though an executioner was squeezing his stomach in a vise. He had only one thought: to be with his family.




    As he neared the house, lightning lit up the surroundings. He saw two of the riders emerge and head toward their horses, which came over to them hurriedly. He stopped his mount in front of the door when he saw them running back toward him, pistols raised. Kergalan studied their faces. It was the priest and the baron, who seemed the more fearful of the two. The baron, uncertain, looked to the priest, whose black eyes never left Kergalan. His reaction unsettled the boy further: he smiled and, with a sweeping gesture, invited him to enter the house.




    Kergalan, with an expressionless face, turned toward the door and stepped inside. He felt his heart shrivel inside him. His father had straightened up. On his knees, he was muttering prayers. The Count of Vestigue, seated and leaning on the table, looked at the newcomer with a smile. He had poured himself some wine into a small silver cup he must have brought with him.




    Kergalan advanced slowly toward his father, glancing at the count intermittently. The man watched him with the same expression as if he were witnessing a particularly gripping play. He seemed to await Kergalan’s reaction with great curiosity. Then Kergalan saw the bodies of his two brothers sprawled on the ground. Gwenlan’s head was partially severed, resting at an unnatural angle to his body. Kergalan examined the men accompanying the count: one stood at a distance, seemingly awaiting orders. He was less richly and warmly dressed than the others, wearing the darkest clothing of the group, with hair and eyes just as black. Kergalan deduced he must have been a servant of some kind. His attention was drawn to a noise from the kitchen. Another rider, a fat man with a face marked by excessive drinking, was ransacking the room in search of food and drink. Kergalan involuntarily etched the man’s small, piggish blue eyes into his memory before turning to the last rider in the room. This one was the youngest, barely eighteen, while the others seemed closer to thirty, except for the priest outside, who was likely over fifty.




    The young man was examining his father’s rifle with fascination. Kergalan noticed his signet ring—it marked him as a viscount, and his name likely began with a “B.” He was apparently an arms enthusiast, covered in various weapons. Feeling Kergalan’s gaze, he began watching him out of the corner of his eye, ready to kill him on the spot with his father’s rifle if he made any sudden moves.




    Tears began streaming down Kergalan’s cheeks. He was now close to his father, who had fallen silent and was staring at the ceiling. Blood flowed heavily from the corners of his lips, slowly suffocating him. His eyes seemed to see through the ceiling, lost in the void. Kergalan placed a hand on his father’s head, and as if he had turned into a statue made of ash, his father collapsed to the floor.




    Kergalan fell to his knees, eyes closed, tears streaming. Behind him, the count stood. He was preparing to leave. The viscount opened the door, letting the cold air rush into the house. He groaned and disappeared into the night. Kergalan opened his eyes. The others fell over his father’s sword. The boy grabbed it and stood.




    “No, as long as I live, you won’t leave here!”




    The count’s servant drew one of his pistols, but his master gestured for him to put it away. The count calmly finished getting ready to leave.




    “I wasn’t planning to let you live, you know,” he said.




    “Monsters!” Kergalan screamed. “I’ll kill you all! God as my witness, I’ll kill you!”




    But his sobs choked his voice. Through the blur of his tears, he saw the count draw his sword and face him with a smile.




    “Go ahead, boy, avenge your family,” the count said, smiling warmly.




    Kergalan’s tear-filled eyes blurred his vision. He lunged at the count, swinging his sword sideways, but the blade, too long, caught on a chair. He felt a searing pain in his stomach. Looking down, he saw the count’s hand, palm facing him, gripping the hilt of his weapon. The blade, already stained with his father’s blood, was now almost entirely buried in his own belly.




    Kergalan raised his eyes. The count’s face had grown stern. He gently placed his free hand on the boy’s shoulder to steady him as he slowly withdrew the blade from his body. Kergalan dropped his sword, which fell heavily to the ground with a metallic clang. He stood motionless, as if petrified.




    The stammering count emerged from an adjoining room.




    “Ah! S-she w-was still q-quite beautiful for her age... too bad... too bad her shoulder’s ruined...”




    The Count of Vestigue abruptly released Kergalan’s shoulder. The young Deniel barely had time to close his eyes before the count delivered a violent slash down the length of his face and torso.




    Kergalan collapsed. His eyes fluttered open as his head struck the ground with great force. He came face to face with a small pile of blood-stained rags he hadn’t noticed before, hidden under the table. Blond curls spilled out on one side, revealing a single blue eye, lifelessly staring in his direction. It no longer held the dreamy gaze of his little sister. It was a dead eye. Kergalan’s face twisted in agony. The gash on his face, running from his cheek to his forehead and crossing his eye, seemed to open as if it, too, wanted to scream, and a spray of blood covered the thirteen-year-old boy’s face.




    When the count left the house, only Alan remained conscious inside. He dragged himself to the wall and leaned against it.




    He was the one who found the strength to recount these events before succumbing to his injuries.




    1




    A New Beginning




    “Tell him that the Count of Vestigue is in our home...”




    Kerlagan’s father’s voice echoed in his mind as he slowly opened one eye with a faint flutter. The other was covered by a bandage wrapped around his face.




    He felt strangely hollow. A pang in his heart warned him not to think, not to try to understand why he was here, because he was no longer at home, lying on the blood-stained floorboards of the farmhouse, but in a bed with white sheets. His breathing, hindered by his punctured lung, came in rapid, uneven gasps.




    He didn’t want to remember why he was in this state, because he knew the pain would be unbearable, far worse than the wounds on his chest and face. His injuries felt like a steel machine pressing down on every part of his body. He tasted blood in his mouth, a metallic tang.




    He slowly turned his head toward the window. It was night outside, and the storm seemed to have passed. There was no sound from outside. This allowed him to hear the murmur of voices in the adjoining room.




    He turned toward the door and strained to listen. He recognized the voice of a young boy; it seemed to be Jean’s.




    “What will you do with him?” Jean was saying. “He has no parents, no family. They killed all the animals when they set the barn on fire. He can’t run the farm on his own...”




    A man with a deep, strong voice replied, but Kergalan, already lost in his returning memories, didn’t try to identify the speaker:




    “Of course not... we’ve talked it over with your mother, and we’ve decided to take him in. The Deniels were our closest friends. We think Aaron would have wanted us to take care of his son.”




    “Really? That’s wonderful...”




    “You’ll have your friend at home,” said a woman’s voice. “You make sure he never feels alone, alright?”




    Alone! The word was spoken. Everything came to him at once now: no more brothers to play with, no more parents to care for and love him, no more little sister whom he adored above all else. No, it couldn’t be true! He must have misheard; the other members of his family must be in the other rooms of the house. But panic gave way to despair. He wept, his body wracked with pain, and his wounds reopened. Small red stains appeared on the white fabric of his bandage. He threw his head back. His almost glassy eyes settled on an indistinct object hanging on the wall.




    To ease his pain, he focused all his attention on it.




    It was a crucifix. A small figure of Christ, worn by time, nailed to a dark wooden cross. The sorrowful face of the Lord was bent toward him.




    Kergalan’s sobs choked him. Suddenly, he sat up, and despite his unsteady state, he assumed a position of prayer, grimacing in pain.




    “I swear I will avenge you!” he cried in a long lament. “I will avenge you, Papa, Mama, I swear it, please hear me! You too, Alan and Gwenlan, and you, my sweet little Maëlly, I will avenge you all, and I swear before God that I will right these wrongs! I know I was too weak! Maybe I could have hurt him if only I hadn’t cried like a little girl. I’ll never cry again! I’ll never be weak again!”




    He curled up on himself. The pain had become unbearable.




    The door burst open. Erwan Dumercie, Jean’s father, entered the room and rushed to him.




    “Come now, Kergalan, you mustn’t move! It’s all over now; you need to rest.”




    “No, nothing is over!” Kergalan screamed, crying every last tear he had left.




    He tried to wipe his eyes with frantic gestures, hitting his face violently with his trembling fists.




    “Stop crying!” he scolded himself.




    Erwan grabbed his arms as he howled in pain.




    Solenne, Erwan’s wife, knelt beside him and gently wiped the tears and sweat from his face. She murmured soothing words, and soon her husband was able to let go. Kergalan kept his eyes fixed on the ceiling. His aching body convulsed with spasms, his muscles contracting involuntarily. He felt an intense dizziness; everything seemed to spin around him. He slowly closed his eyes before losing consciousness.




    The small village of Bonnemain seemed extraordinarily peaceful. In this early February of 1793, the weather was now cold, but the rains had become rare, and a hazy sun illuminated the damp ground. A few snowflakes fell slowly, swirling in delicate spirals with the wind. As they melted, they clung like suspended dew to the branches of trees, making them glisten like great crystals. The grassy expanses surrounding the village bore that characteristic hue of this time of year, a vivid color, almost brighter than the sky.




    The damage caused by the fleeing riders had been quickly repaired, and only the village elder’s house, damaged by fire, had not been rebuilt. He had taken the opportunity to move into another home, still in the center of the village but much more spacious and welcoming.




    Kergalan had taken to sitting on a small wooden bench placed under the oak tree by the Dumercie house. As soon as he had been able to walk and leave the room, he would sit there, silent and indifferent to the dew drops that fell on him with every little breeze. He seemed to observe the life of the village from a distance. In truth, he paid very little attention to it. He felt detached now from all the small things in life. The chasm left in his heart by the loss of his family could never be filled, and he remained paralyzed in his memories of the good times spent with his loved ones: playing with his brothers near the flock they watched over in the countryside so foreign to him now; the snacks organized by his mother, where everyone, eyes gleaming with greed, devoured cakes that were always different and always delicious; the long conversations with Maëlly, where she shared her little imaginary stories, with the main character embodied by her little rag doll... now, he couldn’t shake the thought that she had become that little rag doll. All these memories comforted him, but they also made him constantly feel the immense loss that could never be undone. Paying attention to the present was torture for him. It meant forgetting and betraying his family. He was aware of the efforts and kindness of the Dumercies, but he refused to accept them as his new family. His parents were dead, yes, but they were still very much alive in his heart, and he wanted it to stay that way, ensuring that their place would never be taken by anyone else.




    A bandage still covered half his face. He had not yet seen how disfigured he was, and he hardly cared. The village doctor had told him he wouldn’t lose the use of his eye, and that soon, apart from a scar, he would bear no trace of that terrible night. The priest also spent a lot of time speaking with him. He feared that the murder of his parents, especially the fact that a priest had been involved, had silenced any appetite for religion in Kergalan. Thus, through long monologues interspersed with passionate readings of scripture, he tried to bring him back to what he called the righteous path. Kergalan only ever responded with sad nods. Through his silence, he seemed to listen to the priest’s lengthy speeches, punctuated by grand gestures.




    Were memories really all he had left? No. There was something else in his heart. More than a child’s wish—he hadn’t been a child for a fortnight now, since that fateful evening—there was a purpose, a new goal burning within him, becoming the only light capable of illuminating the dark recesses of his mind. It was a red, devilish light, radiating vengeance. He had no idea how he would achieve it, but he would avenge his family. Since his prayer had been interrupted by the Dumercies, he hadn’t spoken of it again, nor had he asked the questions that burned on his lips about the Count of Vestigue and his companions. He knew that one day, sooner or later, he would find them all and kill them, but for that he would have to leave the village and, above all, learn to fight. He was finished with school. Anyway, he was ahead of the children his age, likely thanks to his mother’s insistence on his reading aloud the poems she loved nearly every evening while she prepared dinner. He was the only one of the three sons who agreed to do so without much grumbling. He had realized how much joy it brought his mother. Maëlly also listened with great pleasure, and he loved the enraptured looks she gave him. The work that fascinated him most was the Iliad. His mother had been horrified by the violence of the story and asked him to stop reading it, but he continued to read it when he was alone, several times over, starting again from the beginning after finishing it. He had almost envied the tragic fate of those immortal heroes. The Dumercies had suggested he return to school as soon as he was well enough. He hadn’t yet shared with them his desire to leave, knowing they would oppose it, and, if not, he didn’t want anyone’s help in accomplishing what he now believed to be his destiny. He didn’t want his departure to be planned. He had to embark on this path alone. So he would wait to fully recover, and then he would leave the village forever... to them he was the last remnant of that night of calamity, and he imagined that the compassionate looks the villagers cast his way were, in fact, reproachful glances. He was the last Deniel, the one who should have died with his parents, his brothers, and his sister. And, from the depths of his despair, he imagined himself joining them, finding them in the better world the village priest constantly spoke of. The priest said the murderers of his family would be severely punished by God, that hell awaited them, and that it was the worst torment. But the image of each family member’s gruesome death was the worst torment! This pain that filled his entire being had to be silenced in this world; he had to be the one to act; he had to seek vengeance. He imagined himself entitled to his revenge...




    Such were the thoughts that endlessly turned in his mind. It took the sound of a horse galloping to refocus his attention. A cold fear crept through his entire being. He flinched and looked in the direction of the rider approaching him.




    It was Jean. He was riding his father’s Percheron. The light-colored horse with a dark mane playfully indulged the child’s will, its steps broad and heavy.




    Jean stopped beside him and smiled. Kergalan looked into the horse’s large eyes.




    “Want to go for a ride with me?” Jean asked.




    Kergalan slowly stood and approached the animal, which seemed to watch him and invite him to join them.




    He stroked its muzzle. The memory of the large half-blood horses became sharper in his mind. If he had spent less time with them, perhaps he could have gone for help... he lowered his eyes. He knew it wouldn’t have been possible because, while his family was being massacred, the panicked villagers were trying to extinguish the multiple fires that had broken out in the village, and, in any case, he wouldn’t have had the time, even if he had left immediately after the riders entered his home. There had been nothing to save his family, and yet he had survived... vengeance... it was the only prospect that calmed him.




    “So, are you coming? Come on, hop on behind me!” Jean insisted.




    Kergalan let his fingers slide under the horse’s mane. Since that terrible night, horses had filled him with fear. In his dreams, he saw them galloping in with the fiery reflections of hell in their black coats and in the blades of their dark riders’ swords. He forced himself to overcome this phobia as his first trial. He would not back down.




    The horse had no saddle. Slowly, he grabbed a thick handful of hair at the base of its mane and wrapped it around his hand. He rested his upper body on the horse and swung one leg into the air. Jean grabbed him by the pants to help him climb onto the animal’s back. Finally, Kergalan managed to swing his leg over to the other side.




    Jean’s parents stepped out of their house to watch them. It was the first time Kergalan had done anything other than move from his room to that bench and sit there, withdrawn. Encouraging smiles lit up their faces.




    “Go easy, make sure his wounds don’t reopen!” said Madame Dumercie, but her husband whispered with a smile to let them be.




    Jean, who had heard his father, nudged the horse with his heels and pulled on one of the reins. The heavy horse pivoted on itself and set off at a gallop. Jean let out a cry of defiance as they picked up speed. Slowly, a smile lit up Kergalan’s face.




    The Dumercie couple watched them disappear, drawing closer to each other until the young woman’s hand slipped into her husband’s.




    Kergalan and Jean rode for a long time. After a while, Kergalan asked if he could take the reins. Jean was delighted, and they stopped so he could move behind his friend.




    Kergalan hunched his shoulders and pushed the animal to its limits. They galloped across the surrounding meadows and woods at full speed.




    An hour later, the exhausted horse gradually slowed down. Kergalan urged it, as a final effort, to climb to the top of the hill overlooking the village, then they dismounted. Kergalan, exhilarated by the speed and the wind that had whipped his face, had forgotten his wounds, even though they were bleeding again, and when his feet touched the ground, he nearly lost his balance. Jean looked at him with concern, but Kergalan straightened up, smiling. Nothing would spoil this moment of joy, the first in this new life. He looked at the Percheron and hoped he could spend his life around horses. He affectionately stroked its muzzle, and the horse rested its cheek against his chest.




    Jean, reassured, walked toward the top of the hill. One side of it had collapsed, and he sat at the edge, his legs dangling over the void.




    Kergalan let go of the Percheron’s head and joined the friend who had become his brother.




    He remained standing, his feet at the edge of the cliff. He looked down at the village below.




    Jean watched him with concern. He reached out toward him, afraid he might let himself fall into the void, but Kergalan’s first words since the murder of his parents stopped him:




    “I’m not ready to join my parents yet. I still have things to do.”




    A smile lit up Jean’s face despite the vertigo Kergalan’s position was giving him.




    Kergalan turned his gaze toward his parents’ farm. He could see his family’s graves in the small garden near the now-­abandoned house.




    “I must thank your father for insisting they be buried there. It’s what they would have wanted. My father dedicated his life to that farm, just as I will dedicate mine to avenging them...”




    “No, Kerg, you mustn’t say things like that!”




    Kergalan turned his face toward him. His bandaged eye made Jean lower his gaze.




    “When I’m old enough, Papa plans to send me to Paris,” Jean continued, “to my uncle’s, so I can study at one of the grand schools there. Maybe you could come with me?”




    “I’m not interested in studying,” Kergalan said, resuming his contemplation of the farm he had now inherited.




    “Your father was a staunch republican,” Jean went on. “He fought in many battles...”




    Kergalan turned to him again, but his gaze had grown harder and more severe. Yet Jean held his gaze and continued:




    “He knew the risks he was taking, and the risks he was putting his family in! That’s why he came back with you in the end. He was trying to leave that dangerous path! As my parents say, it’s a miracle you survived. You mustn’t waste it, Kerg! They say you’ve already suffered enough for a lifetime. You need to make the most of every moment now. You owe it to your parents to live a great life!”




    “I will live a great life! I’ll go to the ends of the earth to hunt down those royalists, I’ll get them all, and I’ll save the Count of Vestigue for last!”




    “The royalists... God willed them, maybe He even punished us through them...”




    “Are you saying my family deserved what happened to them?”




    Kergalan spun around and walked a few steps away before Jean quickly stood to catch up with him.




    “You have to accept everything that happens to us and enjoy the good things that are still to come... you can’t make it your goal to kill people, especially lords...”




    “They’re not lords anymore. My father... no, our country has chosen! We must see it through! I will see it through!”




    Jean, overcome with panic, stood in front of Kergalan and looked him straight in the eye.




    “The Count of Vestigue is a very, very important person!”




    Kergalan let out a sarcastic scoff.




    “I mean,” Jean continued, “maybe not in France anymore, but in the village they say he can find help in any other country. They’re all against us now! Armies are rising against us. And we don’t stand a chance. If they want to restore the monarchy, we won’t have a choice, my father says...”




    “Let them try! It’ll make it easier to find those who killed my family...”




    “The Count of Vestigue and those with him commanded armies. They’re warriors, Kerg! You could never stand against them...”




    “I’ll learn, I’ll become stronger!”




    “No, Kerg, you can’t! We’re just farmers! You’d be better off asking to come with me to Paris. That’s where everything is happening, according to my parents. It’s better to study. With that, we can defend the ideas your parents died for... we can defend our great values!”




    Kergalan sighed. “Defend our values,” he repeated to himself. He headed toward the horse. Going to Paris under the pretense of studying would make it easier to leave the village, but he didn’t want to wait so many years to gain his freedom.




    Jean watched him walk away. He suddenly realized his fists were clenched tightly. He believed what he said. To him, Kergalan was stuck in the past, and it created a chasm between them. Jean saw the future with excitement and wished he could share that vision with his friend. But as he looked at Kergalan’s back, where the thickness of the bandages was visible under his linen shirt, his blond hair falling between his shoulder blades, his shoulders beginning to broaden, and the band still wrapped around his head, he understood it would be impossible for now. Still, he was convinced his parents would be more persuasive, and he hoped Kergalan wouldn’t hold it against him, wouldn’t retreat into his silent meditation again.




    They returned quietly, watching the night fall without exchanging another word. Once they reached the house, Kergalan dismounted and, as usual, sat on the bench until it was dinnertime.




    During the meal, Jean’s parents, who had evidently been informed of his earlier conversation, remained silent and uneasy, stealing glances at Kergalan. They were searching for a way to speak to him.




    When Erwan finally decided to open his mouth for something other than eating, an unexpected knock came at the door. Madame Dumercie stood to answer it, and the village doctor appeared.




    “I’ve come to check on our patient,” he said.




    He kissed Solenne on the cheek, shook hands with her husband and son, and headed straight for Kergalan. The young boy stood as the doctor approached. The doctor, a round little man with a kind face, sat in the chair Kergalan had just vacated.




    “Come on, take off your shirt, my boy,” he said with a smile. The Dumercie family froze, watching as Kergalan removed his shirt and the doctor slowly unwound the bandage from his torso.




    A large scar ran from the bottom of his left ribs to the middle of his chest. Another, smaller one was visible in the center of his abdomen. The doctor had him turn around. The same scar was mirrored on his back.




    “You’re lucky your spine wasn’t hit...”




    “Lucky...” Kergalan murmured.




    He cast a dark look toward Jean’s parents.




    “Sit down,” the doctor said, “so I can remove the bandage from your face. I won’t rewrap your torso. Hmm... I’m afraid those scars won’t fade...”




    Kergalan sat facing the doctor, his heart pounding. The doctor slowly unwound the bandage around his face. Kergalan stared him straight in the eyes, but the doctor was entirely focused on the task at hand, absorbed by the sight of the boy’s face.




    Once the bandage was removed, he gently peeled away the thin piece of cloth covering the wound.




    “It’s no longer bleeding, that’s good. It’s fairly clean...”




    But the doctor no longer smiled; he felt compelled to lower his gaze. Kergalan turned toward Jean’s parents. Their expressions were even graver. Jean’s mother finally looked away, while Jean himself stared at Kergalan with fascination.




    Slowly, Kergalan stood and approached the heavy mirror above the fireplace. He faced it, his back to the Dumercie family and the doctor, who waited for his reaction.




    The scar on his face ran vertically, cutting across his entire right cheek and up to his strikingly pale green eye. It continued onto his forehead, though there it was barely noticeable, like a faint scratch. He turned around, and everyone instinctively recoiled.




    Kergalan was smiling, but it was a dark smile, made all the more unsettling by the red streak of flesh on his cheek.




    A shiver ran down each of their spines. Erwan Dumercie knew at that moment, with absolute certainty, that Kergalan’s earlier words to his son were not the ramblings of a child. He realized just how much these events had changed this young man, who had once been one of the most sensitive boys he knew. When Kergalan’s smile faded, it was replaced by a steely determination.




    The doctor sprang to his feet.




    “It needs air,” he said in a tone meant to sound cheerful, the voice he used during every consultation, though it had never rung so hollow as it did now.




    Embarrassed, he folded the bandages mechanically as he moved toward the door.




    “Well, I’ll check back to see how it’s healing, but I’m not worried anymore. You’re recovering perfectly. Time will do the rest.”




    He let out a nervous laugh. Jean’s mother snapped out of her daze and approached him, trying to mask her emotions behind her role as hostess.




    “Would you like some coffee, doctor?”




    “No, thank you, I must be going,” he replied hastily before leaving without another word.




    Solenne gently closed the door behind him, then, without looking at Kergalan, began clearing the table and carried the dishes to the kitchen.




    Kergalan was left alone with Jean and his father.




    “Jean, it’s late. You should go to bed,” Erwan said. Jean lowered his eyes, kissed his father, and glanced at Kergalan out of the corner of his eye. Kergalan had turned back to the mirror, staring at his reflection, expressionless, his arms hanging limply at his sides.




    Jean went to the kitchen to kiss his mother goodnight.




    Erwan hesitated and then fetched a bottle of cognac from the cupboard. He brought several glasses to the table, poured himself one, and drank it in a single gulp, all the while watching the boy’s back.




    Thinking of his friendship with Kergalan’s father and his duty to prevent the boy from risking his life in a futile quest for vengeance, he set his glass down with determination and poured one for Kergalan.




    “Kergalan, I poured you a drop of cognac. We should celebrate your recovery...”




    Kergalan turned to him, wondering if he was referring to his physical wounds or the fact that he was speaking again.




    “Come sit with me. I’d like us to have a little talk...”




    Kergalan obeyed silently, knowing what was coming. Jean’s father handed him the glass and poured himself another. Kergalan and his son were the same age, yet Erwan was struck by how much older, more mature, almost manlike, Kergalan seemed now.




    “When I say we need to talk, I don’t mean you should just nod along while I ramble, alright?”




    He wanted to hear the boy’s voice. But as he expected, Kergalan didn’t react. He continued to stare at him, playing with the edge of his glass. He no longer resembled the lost boy they had taken in.




    Erwan lowered his eyes, disarmed by Kergalan’s calm demeanor.




    “So, you don’t want to go to Paris? You’d be with Jean, you’d have the chance to study...”




    “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Dumercie,” Kergalan suddenly replied. “I’m well aware of everything you’ve done for me. I... I can never thank you enough...”




    “Of course you can, by being happy, as your parents would have wanted before us, you...”




    “You know, I’ve thought a lot about it,” Kergalan interrupted, pretending not to hear him.




    Erwan could see he was carefully choosing his words, likely to spare him, and he didn’t take offense, letting the boy speak.




    “I have a great deal of respect for you and what you’re trying to do,” Kergalan continued, “so I’ll be honest and not lie to you. I think the best thing for me would be to join the army as soon as possible.”




    Kergalan locked eyes with him. Erwan sighed.




    “I expected you’d say that... of course, it’s natural to think about revenge...”




    “It’s not about revenge. Not directly. I want to serve my country. If the nations around us are raising armies against us, I want to fight so my family’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain!”




    The flash of utter hatred in the boy’s eyes plunged Erwan into a deep despair.




    “Don’t you think you’re still a bit young to make such a decision? Studying with Jean would give you time to think it over. You know, you’re like a son to us now, and we want your happiness and...”




    “Alas, it seems we weren’t born for that, to have calm and happy lives...”




    “Don’t say things like that, Kergalan. Don’t you think you’ve suffered enough already?”




    Kergalan took a deep breath, holding back tears.




    “Of course you have!” Erwan pressed on, but Kergalan stood and turned his back to him.




    He remained standing, head bowed. Erwan thought he was crying and gently rose, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. But Kergalan looked up at him, and Erwan stepped back in shock. Between the long, straw-colored locks framing his face, he saw the boy’s pale green eyes. They seemed like windows into darkness. His hollowed sockets were shadowy, and his eyelids were red, but Kergalan wasn’t crying.




    “Don’t think I’m crying! The time for tears is over. I want to act, Mr. Dumercie, I want to fight!”




    Erwan felt a pang of fear: no, this was no longer a child, and certainly not the sensitive boy he had once known.




    “It’s late; we should all get some rest... and think this over. We’ll talk about it again soon, alright?” Erwan said, his voice trembling.




    Indeed, that gaze had completely disarmed him. He wanted to tell Kergalan it was natural to cry under such circumstances, but the words wouldn’t come. He wanted to distance himself from the boy, to postpone these discussions far into the future...




    But he wouldn’t get the chance.




    Recruitment officers arrived in the village a week later.




    At that time, conscription was done by lottery. Those chosen could pay for a replacement to serve in their stead. Exemptions could also be granted for family or medical reasons. Fraud and desertion became commonplace. Resistance was more frequent among rural populations; they were less wealthy but found it easier to hide.




    Throughout that week, Jean, tasked by his father with changing Kergalan’s tormented mind, redoubled his efforts during their now-daily rides to dissuade him from becoming a soldier.




    When Mr. Dumercie saw the soldiers entering the village via the main road, his heart froze. He abandoned his wife, who was helping him repair the cart damaged during the storm, without explanation. He rushed inside the house and, in a low but firm voice, instructed his son to get Kergalan out of the village:




    “The recruiters! Stay hidden until I come for you! Take him to the forest, to old man Biloran’s place. They wouldn’t dare bother him! He’d probably shoot at them... now go, hurry!”




    Jean flinched at the mention of the solitary poacher but didn’t ask questions and ran outside. Kergalan was, as usual, sitting on his bench, staring at his hands and forearms as if hypnotized. Jean slowed his pace and adopted a casual demeanor.




    “Want to go for a ride?” he asked, grabbing Kergalan by one outstretched arm.




    “It’s almost noon; your mother will be furious if we leave now,” Kergalan replied.




    But a smile already lit up his face, and he stood without resistance.




    Jean mumbled something unintelligible, then flashed a mischievous grin that sealed Kergalan’s agreement. Together, they headed to the small stable. Jean put on a cheerful air as he led the horse out of its stall.




    “Let’s go to the forest!” he said.




    “Oh! But we might run into that old madman...”




    “Bah! Maybe he’ll show us some cool hunting tricks...”




    Jean turned his back to Kergalan to hide his likely unconvincing expression. He quickly mounted the horse. Kergalan looked at him with surprise, but climbed up slowly behind him. Jean nudged the horse into a trot. They left the stable, and Jean directed the horse toward the nearest way out of the village. Kergalan glanced back at the Dumercie house, expecting to see Madame Dumercie burst out, kitchen tools in hand, to stop them. But he saw no one. Jean quickened the pace, and Kergalan’s gaze, jolted by the sudden movement, fell on the village square, where he saw a small group of men carrying weapons and a tricolor banner.
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