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The morning broke under a sky the colour of gunmetal. Across the flooded meadows of the Danube, the smoke of battle drifted low, clinging to the reeds and the shattered poplars. Marshal Jean Lannes stood on the raised bank near the village of Essling and watched the enemy’s guns flashing through the haze. The Austrians had the higher ground, the river at their back, and every advantage a soldier could wish for. France had Napoleon—and men like him.

Lannes spat into the mud and adjusted his bicorne. The bridge had gone down again; the engineers shouted for boats and ropes as the wreckage drifted like black timber in the current. The Danube was rising, swollen by the melted snows of the Alps, and the army of France was trapped between two worlds—Vienna behind them, and the white coats of the Kaiser’s army before them.

“Marshal,” said Captain Marbot, his face blackened by powder, “General Masséna sends word. The Austrians are pressing at Aspern. He asks for reinforcements.”

Lannes turned. His uniform was stained with dust, his sword nicked and dulled. He was forty years old, scarred by a dozen campaigns, and felt every year of it. “Tell Masséna he will have them. Tell him the Gascon doesn’t leave friends to hang.”

“Yes, sir.”

Marbot galloped off through the wheat, the stalks trampled flat by horses and cannon wheels. Lannes watched him go, then looked east. There, the Austrian guns began again—their thunder rolling over the river, shaking the ground. French batteries answered, the rhythm of war like the beating of a monstrous heart.

He thought of Lectoure then, of the indigo vats in his father’s shop and the blue stains on his boyish hands. He had run from that life, chasing glory and freedom, and found both—and the price that came with them. The Emperor had given him rank and honour, but also endless war. Still, he loved the man. Napoleon had made him what he was.

A courier rode up the slope, his horse slick with sweat. “Marshal Lannes! The Emperor is crossing. He’s at the bridge.”

“Then we’ll hold until he comes,” Lannes said. He drew his sword, the old steel gleaming dully in the smoke. “Tell the men of the Reserve Corps they’re to form on me. We’ll take the line forward, near that copse by the road.”

The men moved—Grenadiers of the Guard, veterans from Italy and Austerlitz, grim and fearless. Drums rolled; the tricolour fluttered through the smoke. Cannonballs tore the air. One struck the ground beside him, showering him with earth. He barely flinched.

“Advance!” he shouted.

They went forward through the burning fields, the grass alive with sparks. Musket fire cracked ahead, sharp as breaking glass. The Austrians were behind a sunken lane, their white coats dim in the haze. Lannes rode with his men until the musket balls whined about his head, then dismounted. He led them on foot, sword in hand, shouting over the roar of guns.

The first volley struck down a dozen men. The second broke the front rank. But the French came on, bayonets fixed, their faces set. They stormed the lane in a rush, and for a moment there was nothing but smoke and screams. Lannes fought like a man possessed. He thrust, parried, fired his pistol into a face. When it was done, the lane was theirs. The survivors fled into the orchard beyond.

He leaned against a tree, breathing hard. “Hold here,” he said to his colonel. “The Austrians will counter soon enough.”

Blood trickled down his sleeve. He looked at it, wiped it off, and laughed softly. He’d lost count of how many times he’d been wounded. He could not remember the first scar, only that he had never run. Not once.

The counterattack came as the church bells of Aspern tolled. Austrian cavalry charged across the open field, sabres flashing. The French formed squares, steady as stone. Cannon tore gaps through the horsemen, but still they came. The smell of powder hung thick as fog. Somewhere behind, the Emperor had arrived.

Napoleon himself rode through the chaos, his grey coat streaked with mud, his face pale with fury. Lannes saw him through the smoke and went to meet him.

“Mon Empereur,” he said, saluting.

Napoleon returned the gesture distractedly. “The bridges are gone again. Boudet’s division cannot cross. We’re fighting half an army against all of Austria.”

“Then half an army will be enough,” Lannes said.

Napoleon looked at him—small, compact, his eyes bright as polished steel. “You always say that, Jean. One day it won’t be true.”

“Maybe,” Lannes said. “But not today.”

Napoleon smiled faintly. “Not today. Hold Essling. Masséna will hold Aspern. I’ll see what can be done at the river.”

He turned his horse and was gone, the Imperial Guard trailing behind him. Lannes watched him go and felt the old warmth rise again—the loyalty that had no reason but friendship and faith. He had known Bonaparte when he was just another general, thin and hungry, dreaming of power. They had shared bread in Italy, stood shoulder to shoulder at Arcole. He would follow him anywhere. Even here, into hell.

The Austrians renewed the attack at midday. The sun burned white through the smoke, the heat choking. Men fell by the score. Drums beat, horses screamed. The Danube glittered in the distance, mocking them with the promise of retreat. They could not go back. The bridges were gone; the army was cut in two.

At the edge of the village stood a stone granary, its walls thick as a fortress. Lannes made it his headquarters. Inside, the air was heavy with powder smoke and the stench of blood. Wounded men lay on the floor, moaning. Surgeons worked by the windows, their saws rasping. Lannes ignored them and spread his maps on a table.

“Where is the Emperor now?” he asked.

“With the engineers, Marshal,” said an aide. “They are rebuilding the bridge plank by plank.”

“Good.” He studied the lines. “If we hold Essling, we hold France. If we fail here, the Austrians will sweep the river. Tell the men that.”

“Yes, Marshal.”

Outside, cannon thundered again. The granary shook with each impact. Dust fell from the rafters. Lannes went out into the sunlight.

A round shot whirled past, so close he felt the wind of it. Another struck a caisson nearby, exploding powder and men in a single roar. He ducked instinctively, then stood upright again, his ears ringing. Around him, the fields were strewn with corpses. Smoke drifted like low clouds. The air reeked of sulphur and iron.

He mounted his horse once more and rode along the line. The men cheered when they saw him. “The Gascon!” someone shouted. “Vive le Marshal Lannes!”

He raised his sword. “Hold the line, lads! Hold it for France!”

They roared back, their voices ragged but fierce. He felt pride swell in his chest. These were his people—peasants, artisans, soldiers of the Republic turned warriors of the Empire. They fought because he fought. They believed because he believed.

A sudden storm of grape-shot tore through the air. Lannes turned to shout an order—and the world vanished.

He did not hear the cannonball that struck him. One moment he stood, sword in hand; the next, he was on the ground, staring at the sky. His horse lay beside him, its belly torn open. For a moment he felt nothing. Then the pain came—white, consuming, like fire.

He looked down and saw that both his legs were gone.

“Jesus Christ,” he said quietly.

Marbot was there in seconds, his face white with horror. “Marshal! Dear God—”

Lannes gripped his arm. “Don’t shout. The men mustn’t see me fall.”

“We’ll carry you, sir. We’ll get you to Larrey.”

“Then do it quickly.”

They lifted him onto a litter made from muskets and cloaks. Blood soaked through everything, dripping into the trampled grass. He clenched his teeth against the pain. The world spun in and out of focus—faces, smoke, the sound of guns.

They carried him into the granary. Surgeon Larrey was waiting, sleeves rolled to the elbow, saw in hand. “Set him down there,” he said calmly. “Quickly now.”

Lannes tried to speak but the words came out as a groan. Larrey knelt beside him, his face grave. “Marshal, I must amputate higher. The bones are shattered.”

“Do it,” Lannes said. “Just do it fast.”

They gave him brandy. He drank, coughed, drank again. The saw bit into him. He did not scream. The world turned red, then black, then red again. He gripped the surgeon’s sleeve until his knuckles were white.

When it was done, he lay pale and trembling, covered in sweat. Larrey wiped his hands, voice low. “He’s strong. He may live.”

Marbot looked doubtful. “He’s lost too much blood.”

Lannes opened his eyes. “Still here, lads,” he whispered. “Still here.”

Outside, the cannonade lessened. Evening came, red and low. The French still held the line, though barely. The Danube had swallowed the lower bridge entirely. Napoleon rode through the wreckage, his coat torn, his horse spattered with mud. He dismounted at the granary door.

Inside, the light was dim. The air smelled of smoke and blood and wet straw. Lannes lay propped on a pallet, white as parchment. When he saw the Emperor, he smiled faintly.

“Ah, Bonaparte,” he said. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me.”

Napoleon knelt beside him. His hands trembled. “Jean—how bad?”

Lannes looked down. “Bad enough. The legs are gone. Larrey says I’m lucky to have the rest.”

Napoleon reached out and took his hand. The gesture was simple, almost awkward. “You’ll recover. You’re too stubborn to die.”

“Stubborn, yes,” Lannes said. “But not immortal.”

Napoleon said nothing. The silence between them stretched, heavy with all they had shared—Arcole, Rivoli, Montebello. Years of war and victory and loyalty. Lannes looked at him, saw the strain etched into the Emperor’s face, and felt pity. “You look tired, my friend.”

“I am tired,” Napoleon said softly. “Tired of killing Frenchmen.”

“Then stop,” Lannes said. “Go home. Let the world be.”

Napoleon shook his head. “France can never rest. Not yet.”

Lannes smiled. “Then neither can I.”

He coughed, the effort tearing at him. Napoleon gripped his shoulder. “Don’t speak. Save your strength.”

“For what? More battles? More glory?” His voice was faint but steady. “I’ve had enough of both.”

Outside, the guns were falling silent. The battle was ending. In the doorway, the last light of the day glowed red through the smoke. Lannes turned his head toward it. He could hear the river, swollen and angry, gnawing at the banks.

“Do you remember Italy?” he asked.

Napoleon nodded. “I remember everything.”

“Arcole. You were just a boy with fire in your eyes. You told me France would rule the world.”

“And she will.”

Lannes smiled again, eyes half-closed. “Maybe. But not forever.”

Napoleon bowed his head. “Don’t speak like that.”

“Why not? It’s the truth.” He paused, breathing shallowly. “France will outlive us both. That’s how it should be.”

Napoleon’s eyes glistened. “You were the bravest of us all.”

“Then let me be the first to rest.”

He drew a breath, slow and ragged. For a moment he seemed to fade, then rallied, voice barely a whisper. “Tell my wife... tell my children I died like a soldier.”

“I will,” Napoleon said.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

Lannes nodded faintly. “Good. Then it’s done.”

He closed his eyes. His hand slackened in Napoleon’s grip. For a long moment nothing moved. Then a sigh, deep and final.

Napoleon bowed his head and wept.

Outside, the smoke thinned. The evening wind carried the scent of burning grain and river mud. The cannons were silent now; the cries of the wounded faded into the dusk. The Emperor rose slowly, looking down at his fallen friend. No victory had ever felt so hollow.

He stepped out into the dying light. The field of Essling stretched before him, littered with the dead. In the west, the sun bled into the horizon. Behind him, Larrey drew a sheet over the Marshal’s body.

Napoleon stood alone among the ruins of his triumph, the weight of the world on his shoulders. The Danube murmured beyond the smoke, dark and endless, like the tide of history itself.

“France will outlive us both,” he whispered.

The wind carried the words away.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Dyer’s Son

[image: ]


Lectoure, 1777

The vats steamed in the morning heat. Indigo rose from them in curling blue ghosts that clung to the beams of the dyehouse and stained everything—hands, walls, air. The boy stirred with a wooden pole taller than himself, pushing through the thick liquid until his arms burned. His father stood beside him, sleeves rolled, watching the colour change from dull grey to living blue.

“That’s it,” said Pierre Lannes. “Slow and steady. You don’t whip the colour, you coax it.”

Jean Lannes nodded, sweat running down his temples. He was eight years old, barefoot in the slop of dye and water, his trousers rolled to the knee. His father’s workshop crouched at the edge of Lectoure like a beast by the river, the smell of lye and piss and damp wool heavy as fog.

Outside, the bell of Saint-Gervais tolled Prime. The sun had only just crested the tiled roofs, turning the valley gold. Swallows darted over the rooftops, and the whitewashed walls of the town glared so bright they hurt the eyes.

Jean paused to wipe his hands on his shirt. His fingers were blue to the bone. “How long do we keep stirring?” he asked.

“Until it’s right,” said his father. “Colour has a will of its own. You learn to feel when it’s ready. The good dyers know by the smell.”

“What does it smell like when it’s right?”

Pierre sniffed. “Heaven, if heaven ever smelled of sweat and
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