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Praise for Napoleon’s Mirage


“Meticulous research, rich characterization, and a powerful narrative make this gripping saga of Napoleon’s foray into Egypt a joy to read. Michelle Cameron is a gifted storyteller and stylist, expertly crafting a novel that allows the reader to disappear into a fully-imagined past, firmly grounded in history but never didactic. An absolute triumph!”


—Tasha Alexander, New York Times best-selling author of the Lady Emily mysteries, including Secrets of the Nile


“Napoleon’s Mirage picks up the thread of Cameron’s epic tale of the tumult, romance and volatility of the Napoleonic era. She sweeps readers from the quays of Toulon to the shimmering heat of the Egyptian desert, with a transportive narrative of assiduous research and textured, vibrant language. To be immersed in the work of Michelle Cameron is to be treated to storytelling by a skilled and masterful hand of historical fiction.”


—Allison Pataki, New York Times bestselling author of The Queen’s Fortune and The Magnificent Lives of Marjorie Post


“An epic tour de force, Napoleon’s Mirage tells a cracking good tale of love, culture, and war during Napoleon’s quixotic Egyptian Expedition of 1799. Cameron’s genius lies in her expert guidance through the era’s Middle Eastern morass of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim interests, laying raw the humanity and inhumanity of each faction. She deftly reveals young General Napoleon in all his tragic complexity, foreshadowing his future glory and failure. Best of all, the heart of Napoleon’s Mirage is a charming love story (begun in Beyond the Ghetto Gates) that twists its way to a surprising end. Kudos for this fascinating, magnificently researched, gripping book!”


—Margaret Rodenberg, author of the award-winning Finding Napoleon, Secretary, Napoleonic Historical Society


“In a world. . .” (as epic movie trailers begin) where a cynical conqueror driven by hubris seeks to plant the French flag in the cradle of three major religions, comes Michelle Cameron’s powerful, sweeping saga with a cast of thousands helmed by memorable heroes. Napoleon’s Mirage is as timely as it is timeless; and the stakes couldn’t be higher, as interfaith rivalries, deep-seated prejudices, and ties of blood continually test the hope of freedom, friendship, and the bonds of true love.


—Juliet Grey, author of the acclaimed Marie Antoinette trilogy


“Michelle Cameron’s research and deep understanding of history allow her to write completely believable fiction. Napoleon’s Mirage deals with then-General Napoleon Bonaparte’s campaign in Egypt and the Holy Land. This is a Napoleonic campaign that is given less attention than it deserves, and Cameron brings it to fascinating life.”


—J. David Markham, President, International Napoleonic Society, Knight, Order of the French Academic Palms
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For my two sons—who never had to serve in any army.














Part OneMay—August 1798


















1May 9, 1798






Toulon, France


Excitement ballooned inside Daniel as he crossed the quay at Toulon. He paused, admiring the scene. A glorious day, the cloudless blue sky’s reflection rippled in the Mediterranean’s turquoise depths. Hundreds of ships of the line—frigates, sloops and more modest vessels—bobbed on the gentle swell of the waves, clustered together as far as the eye could see. Towering above them all, the French warship L’Orient dominated, its sheer scale a threat to any enemy fleet. A menacing quantity of naval cannons were mounted on the flagship’s three decks.


Leaving the pier, Daniel twisted and turned through the mass of army tents camped on the beach, anxious to reach his artillery company and start preparing for tomorrow’s inspection. The salty sea breeze helped mask the smells of smoke rising from cooking fires, horse manure, and the various odors of thousands of soldiers packed tightly together. Under the strong sun, men worked in undershirts or stood bare chested, torsos dotted with sweat, arms dripping with it, uniform jackets dropped in sandy heaps beside them. The sound of waves dashing against the beachfront and harbor rocks was nearly drowned out by a cacophony of orders, complaints, trumpet blasts, even men’s voices rising in song as they used beach sand to polish swords and muskets.


As Daniel found his own company, he was pleased to find that the company sergeant, Sebastian Sarfati, had started the men scrubbing out the cannons.


“Did you hear when inspection is to be—sir?” Sebastian asked.


His hesitation in adding the word “sir” didn’t go unnoticed, but Daniel decided to ignore it. Sebastian, the oldest and most experienced man in his company, had taught him everything when Daniel was an eager seventeen-year-old private. Like many in the company, the older man had not taken well to Daniel’s promotion at the tender age of twenty-one, especially since it was earned not on the battlefield but in a printshop miles away from the action. Daniel had been dismissed from military printer’s duty soon after being stationed in Paris, returning to the artillery a newly minted lieutenant unsure of his ability to command, but doing his best to hide his trepidation from his men.


“Tomorrow at dawn,” he replied. “Will we be ready?”


“Should be,” Pierre, a newly promoted sergeant, chimed in.


Daniel narrowed his eyes and glared at the man for a long, silent moment. Too often, his men refused to accord him the dignity of his rank. If he kept letting these slights go unremarked, how would they ever learn to respect him?


Sebastian, noticing his level stare, elbowed Pierre.


“Sir,” Pierre added reluctantly.


“Do we know where we’re headed yet? Sir?” Sebastian asked.


Daniel shook his head. “Best kept secret in the army.”


Sebastian laughed. “In any army, at any time.” He paused, thinking. “If it weren’t that Bonaparte is in command . . .”


Daniel knew what he meant. Somehow, through some magical sleight of hand, General Bonaparte had gathered a huge force on the shores of Toulon while keeping their ultimate destination a profound mystery. Rumors circulated through camp, of course. Studying maps, the soldiers conjectured possible destinations from this vantage point of southern France. Taking Gibraltar from the British was one possibility, as was traveling down the coast to Spain or Portugal. Some even ventured to suggest that they were headed toward the impregnable capital of the Ottoman Empire, France’s so-called ally. Taking Constantinople, last vanquished by the Muslim sultan Mehmet II in the 1400s, would add luster to Napoleon’s rising stature as an invincible conqueror. But whenever that notion was bruited abroad, naysayers shook their heads. After all, what would be the purpose in subjugating one of the young republic’s few friends, except to salve the general’s seemingly relentless ambition?


And yet, despite the mystery, there wasn’t a murmur of protest from the men, particularly not from the veterans of Bonaparte’s victorious Army of Italy. Still, Daniel couldn’t help but wonder: where could such a huge fleet, with so many thousands of soldiers, be heading?
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While Bonaparte reviewed his troops the next morning, Daniel stood in formation before his men, having stayed up all night to ensure that every boot and belt buckle shone, every cannon was scoured clean. The winds had picked up overnight, and it looked like a storm was heading their way.


Watching their commanding officer stand on a platform above the ranks, the military band playing, tricolored banners hanging from the surrounding buildings flapping in the steady breeze, Daniel’s chest swelled with pride. He had fought alongside the general through much of Italy, had seen him rampage from city to city, Napoleon’s victories clustering like so many laurels on a conqueror’s crown. At this moment, did Daniel in fact care that he had no idea where Napoleon intended to lead them? No, he told himself. He was merely one of thousands of satellites circling the general, their ever-constant star. Where Bonaparte led, his men would willingly, eagerly, follow.


Of course, Daniel couldn’t help but have one regret—no matter where they were headed, it would not be back to Italy, to the harbor town of Ancona where Mirelle lived. He felt a pang, thinking of her. He remained unsure of how she felt about him, uncertain that she returned his love. He hadn’t had the nerve to declare himself before leaving Italy. There was affection in the letters they exchanged, but was that merely cousinly fondness? He had been careful to mirror her tone and not say too much of his own devotion, afraid of scaring her off. He was equally afraid she might fall for another, but after all, what could he do? It was a soldier’s fate, he reminded himself, to leave loved ones behind, perhaps never to meet again. But it was not easy.


Behind Napoleon were his staff officers and family, including his wife, Josephine. She had arrived just in time to bid the general bon voyage. Daniel recalled meeting her, briefly, back in Milan just over a year ago. She had been gracious to him, shielding him from the general’s wrath. Now, when he would expect her to look travel-worn after days on the road from Paris—traversing nearly the whole of France—she stood straight and tall in a spotless pelisse of apricot, one hand clutching her high-crowned feathered bonnet to keep it from blowing away.


Daniel listened intently as Napoleon addressed them, his words rising above the steady wind.


“Two years ago I took command of you. At that time, you were on the Ligurian coast, in the gravest want, lacking everything, even having sold your watches to provide for your needs. I promised to end your privations. I led you into Italy. There, all was given to you in abundance. Did I not keep my word?”


Without hesitation, the troops responded, a single shout of “Oui!” Daniel, lending his voice to the chorus, felt the roar reverberate, elemental in its power, like the waves crashing in the sea before them.


The general waited for the shouting to die down. Then he added, “Well, let me tell you this: you have not done enough yet for the motherland nor the motherland for you. I shall lead you now into a country where your deeds will surpass those that have already astonished your admirers, and you will render to the Republic such services as she has a right to expect from an invincible army. I promise every soldier that, upon his return to France, he shall have enough to buy himself six arpents de terre.”


It was a dizzying thought. To be a landowner, to buy six acres of land as a hero of France, was so far-fetched an ambition for most soldiers that the phrase “six arpets de terre” buzzed through the ranks. Daniel was too startled by the possibility of such riches—to have such a future to offer Mirelle—to reprimand his men. But Napoleon did not seem to mind the momentary break in discipline. He grinned, watching the men’s excitement mount, then dismissed them and strode off, his staff and wife at his heels.
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The following afternoon, the soldiers were ordered onto their assigned ships. The seas had turned choppy, dark clouds gathering above, the wind picking up force. The men in Daniel’s company struggled to shift the heavy cannon up the pitching gangplank into the frigate le Franklin, using thick ropes along with the weapon’s clumsy wheels to haul it up. The creak of the slippery ramp as it listed from side to side deafened any attempt at conversation. A strand of rope frayed as it rubbed against the weight of a cannon. The rope split. The big gun tipped drunkenly over the ramp’s edge. Daniel rushed forward. “Watch out!” A wave, more violent than others, unbalanced both soldiers and cannon.


The cannon hurtled into the sea—splash!—sending up a spray of salt water that drenched them all as it sank into the depths.


“How the hell are we going to pull that out?” Sebastian muttered, shaking seawater off him like a dog. He turned to Daniel and asked harshly, “Lieutenant? What are your orders?”


Daniel grimaced. “Leave it,” he said, straightening his shoulders and pushing out his chest to exude authority. “If we have time, we’ll fish it out later. But watch that none of the others go over.”


Sebastian pursed his lips. “We can be court martialed if they learn we lost the cannon.” A weighty pause, then he pushed through obvious reluctance to add, “Sir.”


A pang of apprehension struck Daniel. He clamped it down. He’d lose the men’s scant respect if he hesitated. “With this many men and cannons to account for? I doubt it.” He was glad to see relief on the men’s faces as they realized he wouldn’t make them dive to retrieve the cannon.


Their uniforms soaked through, shivering in the keening wind, the men continued heaving cannons up the gangplank and stowing them below decks. Next they loaded the ammunition carts. Darkness fell before they finished, and they made the last few trips by the light of guttering torches.


Daniel dismissed them to gather their belongings and return to their new quarters aboard ship. An hour later, they marched up the ramp. Daniel, counting his men, was startled to realize that there was one more than there should be.


Halting the men, Daniel looked up and down the line. The flickering torchlight made it difficult to see clearly, but an unfamiliar, slight figure in a too-large uniform was clearly not supposed to be there. Daniel peered at the hunched body. A gust of wind rustled the soldier’s cap and a curl escaped.


“Pick up your face,” Daniel barked.


The head rose. A woman. Before Daniel could speak, Pierre rushed up. “Your orderly,” he gasped. “As an officer, you’re entitled to a servant, you know.. . .”


Daniel remembered congratulating Pierre, who had been married during their recent leave in Paris. This must be his new wife. Once again Daniel faced a decision that could make or break him with the men. He’d heard that sailors considered having women aboard to be bad luck.


“Name?” he demanded.


“Louis Martine,” she said, voice pitched in a lower register.


“My younger brother,” Pierre hastened to explain. “A good boy.”


“Very well.” Daniel pointed at his kit bag. “Take that to my quarters, Louise, er, Louis.”


Almost as one, the assembled soldiers grinned. Turning his back to face the inky black waves, Daniel let the rest tromp onboard. Staring into the depths where the lost cannon lay, he wondered: was he right to leave the cannon underwater? Right to allow Pierre’s wife to stow away on ship?


What other decisions would he have to make as they sailed to their unknown destination?
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Ancona, Italy


Mirelle was in the storeroom checking the stock of parchment and vellum when her foreman, Sabato Narduci, stuck his head around the door.


“A message for you,” he said, handing her a folded piece of paper.


She nodded, thanking him, and opened it. The unfamiliar handwriting slanted upward, looking as though it were written in haste.


Cousin Mirelle,


Unexpectedly, I find myself at the docks in Ancona, awaiting passage to Venice. My ship sails in about an hour. I would enjoy meeting you, having heard so much about you from our mutual cousin, Daniel. Is it possible for you to join me here?


Your servant, Cousin Ethan ben Dovid


Ethan ben Dovid—the famous writer of essays about how the French Revolution had affected that country’s Jews. Her father had been proud of his young relation, had read out passages of his published articles to the family. It would be an honor to meet him. Since Papa’s passing, she had heard little of him, except for the death of his wife—and unborn child.


And besides, could he have news of Daniel?


She went out of the storeroom, enjoying, as ever, the manufactory’s quiet hum as the men bent over their painstaking work, the stinging smell of the oil paints, the scratch of the pen on parchment or vellum. Narducci called her over to look at a completed ketubah, a Jewish marriage document brilliantly illuminated with Biblical motifs. She congratulated the artist, receiving a startled look from the customer, who, she’d been told earlier in the day, had come all the way from Milan to bring the sacred document home with him.


“What is this woman doing here?” he whispered to Narducci, in a mutter Mirelle couldn’t help but overhear.


“Mirelle d’Ancona, I’d like you to meet Abramo Tedeschi, the father of the groom,” Narducci said rather than replying to his question. “Signor Tedeschi, Senorina d’Ancona is the owner of the workshop—as well as our manager.”


The man took a step back. “Ah, yes,” he said, his voice laced with scorn. “I’ve heard of you.”


Mirelle flushed. She could only imagine what he’d heard. That she was a loose woman who had slept with a French Catholic soldier. That she’d jilted her betrothed, the wealthy David Morpurgo, who despite being even older than her father, had been considered a suitable match—a matrimonial prize, in fact. That she had insisted on working here at the ketubah manufactory, despite the protests of both her mother and the town rabbi, managing the accounts, scheduling and matching the right craftsman with the right assignment, making the entire enterprise run smoothly.


“Your son is lucky to have had our young Elazar illuminate his ketubah,” she said now, ignoring the man’s insulting tone. “He’s one of our most talented artists. I’m sure you understand the allusion intended by the Biblical couples”—she pointed at the figures, making Tedeschi wince—“Abraham and Sarah, Jacob and Rachel, Moses and Zipporah. How delicately he drew them—the joy of marriage caught on those small faces!”


Tedeschi nodded curtly, turning away from her. Shrugging, she left to get her hat from the office, tying the ribbons under an upthrust chin. Let Narducci deal with him.


But the workshop was tiny, and Tedeschi no longer bothered to lower his voice. “The men don’t mind her being here? A woman? Surely it’s unusual. Wrong.”


“Don’t mind?” Narducci sounded weary. He often fielded these questions about her. “You don’t know what she does here, do you?”


Tedeschi grunted.


“I said she was our manager—she’s a pure genius when it comes to balancing our accounts, to anything that has to do with numbers. She understands our work as no one else possibly could—practically grew up in the shop. And then, of course, there is what all of us here owe her.”


“Owe her?” Teduschi sounded incredulous.


“None of us would be here today if it weren’t for her.”


“But the stories I’ve heard . . .”


Not wanting to hear any more, Mirelle came out of the office. “Sabato, I’m headed to the docks. We have some ketubot that are bound for Venice, do we not?”


One of the men gathered them up and handed her the bound packages, touching his forelock in a deliberate gesture of respect.


Tedeschi had walked off, almost as if he did not want to be contaminated by her proximity. She was used to it.


Narducci looked at the customer’s retreating back. “Mirelle,” he said. “Let Matteo take them.”


Mirelle flinched, then glared at the foreman. “Sabato, when will you learn? I know you mean well. But I refuse to let the tittle-tattle of wagging tongues dictate what I do.”


Narducci raised his hands as if in surrender.


“Signor Tedeschi,” Mirelle called out defiantly. “I wish your son joy in his marriage.”


Astonished, the man half turned, his mouth screwed up, raising a reluctant hand in acknowledgement.


Mirelle left the workshop, making her way quickly through the Jewish Quarter. As always, she paused before passing through the archway at the end of Via Astaga which led to the harbor, where the gates that had secured the Jewish population of Ancona had long stood, before Napoleon’s soldiers—including her cousin Daniel and his friend Christophe—had demolished them. She put a hand out to touch the rough stones before hurrying on.


She spied the stranger on the quay, a man perhaps in his midthirties, his hair the color of straw, his face turned toward the steep mountain slopes that rose out of the harbor. She glanced in the same direction, trying to see her city through his eyes. For a moment, she savored the cool sea breeze lifting from the lapping waves of the Adriatic Sea, the sight of the pink and orange-toned buildings climbing the steep hills, glowing in the sunset. As she walked toward the man, Mirelle waved at a couple of French soldiers she knew, who were patrolling along the harbor. While the non-Jews of Ancona were still bitter that the French controlled their city—and much of Italy—the Jews hailed their continuing presence as a guarantee of safety. Memories of attacks in the ghetto were all too fresh.


“Ethan ben Dovid?” she asked, drawing nearer.


He turned, and she was surprised at the drawn look on his face, the harsh light in his green eyes as he studied her. “Mirelle d’Ancona?”


“I’m pleased to meet you, cousin,” she said. “My father was a great admirer of yours. He used to read passages of your essays to my younger brother and me.” A pause, then she added, “When they were both alive, of course.”


“I was sorry to hear of your loss,” Ethan said stiffly, then added the Hebrew phrase of condolence, “Baruch dayan emet.”


Mirelle still found it hard to talk about her brother, killed in the riots before General Bonaparte had taken the city a year past, or about her father, who had died unexpectedly of a chill, leaving both her and her mother bereft. “I was sorry to hear about your wife’s passing,” she told her cousin.


His face froze. “Yes, thank you,” he muttered.


She shrugged, surprised that a man so elegant on the page was so tongue-tied in real life. Perhaps, she thought, it was always that way with writers. “You said this visit to Ancona was unexpected,” she said. “What brought you here?”


“I needed to make a stop at Agence d’Ancône. Before traveling on.”


“At where?”


“Agence d’Ancône,” he repeated.


“I’ve lived in Ancona my entire life and never knew such an agency existed. It’s French, isn’t it?”


“It is. The French Directory established it when we took Ancona. A commercial concern. Your city’s port makes it a practical location for trade.”


“Are you in trade? Are you no longer writing?”


“In a way. And, no, I don’t write any longer—I lost my taste for it after Adara died.”


“But isn’t that a shame?”


His lips compressed. “What was there left to write about, anyway? My essays were about the Jews attaining citizenship during the Revolution. We have that, now. My other essays, about becoming more French in our attitudes were not—shall we say—well received by the Jewish community in much of France. So, it’s better that I turn my talents elsewhere.”


“To trade?” She couldn’t help her note of censure and hoped he didn’t notice.


But he must have, for he hunched his shoulders. “As you say.”


She waved them into seats at one of the cafés lining the quay. “Have you come from Paris? Have you—have you seen Daniel recently?”


He glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “A month ago. If I’d known I was coming here, I’m sure he would have sent a letter with me. I know you’re corresponding.”


“Was he well when you saw him?”


“Yes. Very. Proud to be serving Napoleon. He told me all about how Bonaparte ordered his soldiers to destroy the ghetto gates here. How he and his friend considered it one of the high points of their military service.”


“His friend? You mean Christophe?”


Ethan’s face, which had never fully relaxed, tightened even more. “Yes.”


“How—how is he? Christophe, I mean?”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “As brash as ever. I never understood their friendship—as boys, Christophe bullied Daniel, and his mother was the most virulent Jew hater I’ve ever met. And then, in the army . . .” His voice trailed off as he looked down at the tabletop.


Mirelle felt the heat rising into her cheeks. What did Daniel tell him?


But she was not destined to find out, for the call to board the ship rang out, along with the purser’s bell. “I must go,” Ethan said, rising.


She handed him the wrapped tubes containing the ketubot. “Please give these to the purser—he’ll make sure they reach their destination. It was a pleasure meeting you, Ethan.”


“The pleasure was entirely mine,” he said, bowing.


He made his way onto the gangway, clutching the ketubot to his chest, a small portmanteau hanging over one arm. She stared after him, wondering—had it indeed been a pleasure? For either of them? She found her cousin Ethan to be a complete mystery.
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After watching the boat nose out of the dock into the thickening twilight, Mirelle turned to head back to the workshop. While it was late and the workers were undoubtedly gone for the day, she still had work to complete. Before she could turn onto Via Astagna, someone blocked her path.


“I know you,” the hulking stranger said. “You’re the little Jewess who sleeps with French soldiers.”


Mirelle peered at the shadowy figure, heart quickening. A nauseating odor of sweat and dirt rose off him. “Let me pass,” she demanded.


“Should I?” The man looked her up and down, running his tongue over thick lips. “Or should I have a closer look at you? See why the French army is so enamored?”


Mirelle winced as fumes of liquor wafted over her. If he weren’t drunk, he was well on his way to it. “Leave me be!” she cried, trying to push past.


“I’ve never had a Jewess before.” The man grabbed her arm in an iron grip, his hand rough, calloused. “Plenty of strumpets, even a gypsy once, but never a Jewess.”


Frantic, Mirelle tried to wrench her arm free. “Let go!”


He pulled her into the light of a torch affixed to the side of a warehouse and stared her up and down, making her flesh creep. “You’re a tasty bit, I grant you.”


Now that he was fully illuminated, Mirelle grew light-headed with desperation. He had the look of a dock worker: broad-chested, with muscular arms and a drooping black moustache. She couldn’t twist out of the grasp of his meaty fingers.


Someone rounded the corner and stopped short at the sight of them. “Stefano! What are you doing?”


Mirelle recognized the woman with profound relief. She exhaled, feeling the tension drain from her body. “Francesca Marotti! Help!”


Without letting go of her arm, Stefano swerved to confront Francesca. “What’s it to you?”


“Let her go, Stefano,” Francesca said. “What are you thinking?”


“What am I thinking?” he blustered. “That I want to get a good look at this Jew puttana.”


Mirelle gasped at the slur. She tried again to wrench herself free from his powerful clasp. “Tell him, Francesca,” she gasped, feeling the bruises of his fingers start on her forearm. “He’s no business grabbing me like this. Leering at me.”


Their raised voices caused a curious crowd to head out of a nearby café, joined by others from the tavern next door. Several men, a few women with children in tow despite the evening hour, even a couple of nuns, all jostled their way into a tight circle around them.


Stefano glared at Francesca. “Helping Jews again, are you? For shame! And especially this one. She’s slept with half the French army, I hear. Why shouldn’t an honest Italian get a chance with her?”


Mortification seared through Mirelle as salacious grins spread widely over several of the men’s faces. His grasp finally slackened, she wrenched her arm free.


“Think you’re a big, brave man, imposing upon an innocent girl?” Francesca demanded of Stefano, arms locked across her chest. “If you want a whore, take yourself off to the bordello.”


“Francesca Marotti!” chided one of the nuns, while several mothers covered their children’s ears.


Stefano spit. “Innocent? Porca Madonna!” Then, as the shocked nuns gasped, he added, “But I’ve lost my taste for her Jew culo. Just you be careful not to be tainted by her, Francesca.”


He stalked off. Mirelle, trembling, nearly stumbled, but Francesca wrapped an arm about her shoulders. “I’d better take you home,” she said in calming tones. “You’ll never make it on your own.”


“I’m fine,” Mirelle insisted. Home was a small, dank room rented from a widow. Mirelle didn’t want Francesca to see how reduced her circumstances had become. “I’m headed to the workshop.”


Francesca pulled back, scrutinizing her face. “You’re not fine,” she said coolly. “I’ll walk you to this workshop of yours. Andiamo.” She pushed past the chattering bystanders, Mirelle wincing as they passed through.


As they walked by another torch, Mirelle, to shake off her shock and alarm, cast a curious glance at the Catholic woman. They hadn’t met since Daniel, who had befriended Francesca, had left Ancona—why should they, after all? But while Francesca’s face was as worn as Mirelle remembered, her shoulders stooped from farming her tiny parcel of land, she looked calmer than a year since. As if life were treating her more kindly. Mirelle had always admired the woman’s devout Catholic faith, misguided though she thought it. Now Francesca wore her devotion like a halo—stepping with a sure stride, her features composed in serene lines.


“How are your children?” Mirelle asked. Anything to distract them both.


Francesca smiled sweetly, and Mirelle thought that she must resemble the infamous Madonna portrait in the cathedral—so much tender mother love crossed her face. “They are well, I thank you,” she said. “Barbara is still a handful but Mario is a good boy.”


They walked the narrow main street of the ghetto’s remnants. Several Jewish families had left its crowded quarters after Bonaparte had liberated them from its confines, but many felt more comfortable remaining in the homes where their families had lived for generations. Before his death, Mirelle’s father had idly wondered if they should move the workshop to new, more spacious quarters. But the idea of placing such a Jewish enterprise so prominently among Catholics felt threatening, and Simone had always been a timid man.


Mirelle hoped the workshop would be empty, but candlelight glowed through its windows. Peering inside, her heart sank. Sitting in earnest conference were Narducci and David Morpurgo—the last people she wanted to see. But there was no help for it. David, who held a significant stake in the workshop, often dropped in to discuss business with her—their broken betrothal not forgotten, but rarely mentioned. She turned to thank Francesca, hoping she’d take the hint and leave, but the Catholic woman led her inexorably instead into the large workroom. The two men rose as they entered, mouths agape.


“Mirelle,” David Morpurgo said, “what happened? Why are you here so late? And who . . .?”


Mirelle turned to Francesca. “Thank you again,” she said. “Surely your children are waiting for you. Addio!”


Francesca ignored her. “She was accosted at the harbor by one of the dock workers,” she told the two men, her voice suddenly stern—even accusing. “Why do you allow her to walk alone after dark? Why isn’t her family taking better care of her?”


“Accosted?” Sabato took a step forward, raising a candle so he could study Mirelle’s face. “What do you mean? Mirelle, are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” Mirelle said, scowling at Francesca. “It was nothing.” Involuntarily, she rubbed the arm the dockworker had seized, wincing at the pain of the bruise.


“Nothing?” Francesca shook her head, all her kindness wiped away in confusion, quickly followed by a look of disgust. “You call his pawing you nothing? Is it true then?”


Mirelle felt heat rise to envelop her neck and cheeks. “Is what true?”


“That you sleep with the French soldiers?”


Dear lord, Mirelle thought, will I never be free of this disgrace? “I do not,” she said in measured tones. “I was in love—thought I was in love. With one soldier.” Then, remembering how Christophe had killed Francesca’s husband, she stopped short of volunteering his name. “Just one,” she mumbled, hanging her head so she wouldn’t see David’s face. She had shamed him in front of the entire Jewish community by her intimacy with another man. She hated that he had to listen to this.


“Is that not a sin in your religion?” the Catholic woman persisted, her tone now a mixture of curiosity and distaste.


“It is,” Morpurgo interjected between clenched teeth, “most definitely a sin. Signora, we will restore Mirelle to the protection of her family and thank you for bringing her back to us.” He turned to Mirelle, his mouth curled sardonically. “Unscathed, I assume?”


Francesca’s forehead wrinkled in embarrassment. “Do you ask, did he manage to force her? He did not.”


“Baruch HaShem,” Sabato murmured, then translated for Francesca’s benefit, “Praise the Lord.”


“I will go now,” Francesca told them. “Mirelle, take better care in the future, heh?”


Mirelle nodded, eyes downcast. “Thank you again, Francesca.”


The Catholic woman left. Morpurgo and Narducci stared at Mirelle.


“This can’t continue,” David said. “You can’t live alone, walk alone. Not if this is what happens.”


“I’ll just be more careful,” Mirelle protested.


“No,” David retorted. “I know you, Mirelle. This streak of independence, of recklessness, has landed you in trouble before. If you insist on it going unchecked, it’s inevitable it will again.”


“Signor Morpurgo—”


“You will come home with me. Your mother needs to have a care for you.”


Mirelle shook her head. “Home—with you? You must be joking!”


“It’s truly the best thing.” Sabato’s voice was gentle but firm. “Mirelle, you must see that.”


She was close to tears, holding her flushed cheeks in ice-cold hands. “After all I’ve put you through, Signor Morpurgo, the disgrace and shame I brought upon you, you would shelter me? The gossip will kill us both.”


“You have been heedless of the gossip thus far,” David said harshly before his voice softened. “And it is long past time you were reconciled with your mother. Come now.”


Knowing she would regret this, Mirelle shut her eyes for an anguished moment, then followed him with dragging footsteps.
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“What’s she doing here?” Dolce demanded, staring at her father. She stood blocking Mirelle’s path to the library, arms crossed on her chest, lips compressed.


Mirelle flinched at her erstwhile best friend’s scathing stare, at her vibrant blue eyes turned dark and stormy.


“Where’s Pinina?” David asked, seemingly oblivious to the waves of hatred that made Mirelle take a step back.


“Pinina? You mean, your housekeeper?” Dolce’s voice filled with derision. “She’s retired to her room, Papa. I really don’t think she wants to see Mirelle. After all . . .”


The footman who had opened the door stood to one side, face averted, as if trying to pretend he wasn’t listening to Dolce’s barbs. David, jaw set, turned to him. “Antonio, will you fetch Signora d’Ancona? Now please?”


The whip of command made the servant spin on his heel, hurrying from the room.


“I should go,” Mirelle murmured, feeling wretched. “Signor Morpurgo, Dolce is right. Neither she nor my mama want me here.”


David ignored that as well. He swiveled to face his daughter. “Dolce, I don’t want to hear another word from you unless you can be civil. Is that understood?”


The clock’s ticking on the mantlepiece was the only sound for a few strained minutes before Mirelle’s mother hurried into the room, hair disheveled, a few grey strands, having escaped hasty pins, tumbling untidily down her neck. She stopped short at the sight of her daughter. “Mirelle!”


Mirelle swallowed hard, hearing the mixture of surprise and shame in her mother’s voice. It had been more than a year since she had refused to see Mirelle, had refused any attempts at reconciliation.


“Pinina, I want you to put Mirelle back in her old room. She’s going to stay with us,” David said.


“Stay here?” Dolce chimed in, eyes wide and voice icy. “Here? We’re housing sluts, now?”


Mirelle and her mother both gasped.


“Dolce!” David roared.


Mirelle’s mother spun on her. “My daughter is no slut!”


Mirelle wondered if Mama had defended her this fiercely all these months in the face of the Jewish Quarter’s gossips. Poor Mama. Mirelle’s ignominy reflected as much on her mother as it did on her. A sharp pang of guilt smote her.


“Call it what you will,” Dolce persisted, two spots of red appearing on the pale skin of her cheeks. “She bedded a man, and he refused to marry her.”


We agreed not to marry, Mirelle thought but didn’t say. We both agreed it was a mistake. Her legs trembled beneath her, but she stiffened her spine. She refused to give Dolce the satisfaction of showing how deeply her words cut.


“Pinina, take Mirelle upstairs, please. I want a word with my daughter,” David said.


Soundlessly, her mother led Mirelle upstairs and into the room that she’d occupied for months after her father’s death. Mama turned to leave.


“Mama!” Mirelle cried. “Please talk to me.”


Mama stood in the doorway, her back to her daughter. “What is left to say?” she asked, letting the door click softly shut behind her.














4June 14






Malta


Daniel perched on the lower battlements of the Maltese Fort Tigné overlooking the ocean. He was trying to finish his letter to Mirelle before he had to board ship again. The small skiff that carried the diplomatic packet back to France would depart soon, and he’d already paid one of the sailors to extract the letter once they landed so it could be sent via post overland to Ancona.


Daniel wondered how much to include of the last few days, which had reminded him all too strongly of the fear a pitched battle could evoke. He had not seen warfare personally for more than a year—and never before from the sea. As they approached Malta three days earlier, a twisting helplessness took hold of him. He could do nothing but watch as le Franklin’s cannon fired upon the stone fort. Somehow, the ship miraculously avoided being hit by the return fire that boomed out of the small fort’s narrow embrasures.


The next day Daniel and his men were loaded into a chaloupe and put ashore to overpower the knight defenders. As always, action steadied him. He hid his relief as he commanded his men for the first time in battle, realizing he did know what orders to give.


One moment in particular stayed with him—making him flush with pride as he recalled it. He positioned the light cannon they’d brought with them in a small dip in the rockface of the shore.


Pierre had protested the order. “Surely we’d be better off moving to higher ground, sir,” he’d said. “Where we can aim straight ahead at the fort.”


But Daniel shook his head. He had a particular target in mind—the cannon the knights had placed at the top of the tower, which was raining grapeshot down at the French forces, causing them to shy back.


“Tilt up,” was all Daniel said, pointing.


Sebastian, looking in the direction of his outstretched arm, nodded. And a few seconds later, they had destroyed the enemy cannon, allowing their forces to surge forward.


The Maltese surrendered on the third day, abandoning the fort to the French.


Would Mirelle be interested in any of that? Would any noncombatant?


“What are you writing with such fervor, young man?” came a voice from behind him.


Daniel glanced up, recognizing Dominque-Vivant Denon, whom Daniel had met back in Toulon. At forty-three, Denon was the elder statesman of the more than one hundred civilians taking part in the military expedition. An aristocrat who had barely escaped the guillotine, Denon was known to be the smoothly spoken favorite of Josephine Bonaparte and other society ladies of Paris. While many of the savants were housed in L’Orient with Napoleon, Denon had been assigned a berth on le Franklin. Rumor had it that General Bonaparte was none too pleased at the artist’s close friendship with his wife.


Rather than answer his question, Daniel said, “For a civilian, you were particularly cool headed in the face of gunfire. I noticed you standing in the thick of the battle, sketching our victory.” Daniel had been amazed at Denon’s ice-cold calm during the sea battle, standing at the ship’s bow to capture the skirmish despite bullets whizzing about his head and cannon balls throwing up wave after wave of drenching sea water as they landed right beneath him. Say what you might about him, Daniel reflected: a flirt and a gossip, his long lace sleeves and preoccupation with his art making him a figure of fun for many of the soldiers. But despite these idiosyncrasies, he was clearly a brave man.


“Surely you soldiers cannot claim all the glory of this expedition.” Denon ran a hand carelessly through his tangled black curls. “Curious, is it not? That so many men have trusted that wherever Napoleon leads them, it will be toward glory? For the sake of science for some—to be touched by art’s grandeur for dabblers like me?”


Daniel surveyed the artist for a long, thoughtful moment. Was there truth buried in his pomposity? Deciding Denon sounded sincere, Daniel said, “Yes, but as a soldier, I wonder why the general is burdening us with so many civilians.”


“So many savants,” Denon corrected him. “We’re not mere civilians.”


Savants. The word stirred something in Daniel’s memory. In his mind’s eye, he saw a tract, its ink still damp, hanging to dry on a clothesline. It had been an unusually quiet night at the Parisian print shop and Daniel—had he been fourteen or fifteen then?—had lingered under the page, intrigued by the legend it described. “I once read,” he murmured, “that a large group of savants had accompanied Alexander the Great on his military campaigns. I wonder . . .”


Denon turned to peer at him, eyebrows raised. “You have unexpected depths, young lieutenant. Are you a scholar?”


“A printer,” Daniel replied. “In Paris as an apprentice, and then in Italy, working for General Bonaparte.”


“Ah! That explains your erudition. I’m impressed.”


Daniel shrugged off the compliment. “I’ve seen the general in action and heard him speak of his destiny. It doesn’t shock me that he wishes to model himself after Alexander the Great. But even so, to drag so many civilians—savants—along with us on a military campaign is simply asking for trouble. You should hear my men grumbling on the matter!”


Now it was Denon’s turn to shrug. “Don’t you trust your general?”


“With my life!” Daniel meant it.


“Well said!” Then, after a pause, Denon repeated: “So who are you writing to?” The artist gestured toward the piece of foolscap clutched in Daniel’s hand.


“My cousin,” Daniel responded.


“A cousin! A particularly charming relation, I’d wager. Describe her for me.” Denon leaned on the stone parapet, restlessly pushing his curly hair back from a broad forehead. Living as they did in such close quarters, Daniel had been amused to see Denon style it in a small pocket glass every morning, brushing the curls forward to disguise a thinning pate. It took the former aristocrat almost as much time as it did to meticulously arrange his cravat.


“I didn’t say my cousin was a woman,” Daniel replied.


“But she is, no?”


At Daniel’s embarrassed nod, Denon’s sharp eyes twinkled under bushy brows. “I thought so—you were writing with such fervor. Describe her.” He flipped to an empty page in his sketchpad, pulling a stick of charcoal from a pocket and settling himself on the ground.


Daniel wanted to refuse, but Denon, head perched to one side like an inquisitive bird, was somehow irresistible.


“Go on,” the artist urged.


So Daniel closed his eyes and thought of Mirelle—her long chestnut hair, penetrating green eyes, slender curves, the challenging tilt of her sharp chin, her long, graceful fingers. Words emerged, awkwardly at first, but then picking up speed and fluency.


When he was done, he opened his eyes just as Denon tore a sheet of paper from his sketchpad. The artist rose, brushing off his pant legs, and extended the page to Daniel. “A small souvenir,” he said, before turning away, laughing, and loping toward the beach.


Daniel nearly dropped the paper in shock. Denon had drawn Mirelle brilliantly—it was her eyes that stared back at him, her upthrust chin, her long, curly hair splayed over shoulders, partially covering her face. He recognized her in the lines. But that was not all. She wore no clothes and was twisted upward, as if caught in the act of love, her beautiful body arched, her legs akimbo, her most private parts . . .


“Daniel! What’s so fascinating?”


Daniel tore his eyes from the page. Christophe stood before him, leaning nonchalantly against the wall. His childhood friend, the two had met as young apprentices in the printshop Christophe’s uncle owned and had joined the army together. Daniel always considered himself lacking in comparison. Where he plodded, Christophe swaggered. Where he felt uncertain in command, Christophe led his calvary unit with sheer bravado. And then, with Mirelle . . .


Quickly, Daniel crumpled the drawing into a ball, thrusting it behind his back.


Christophe laughed. “Oh, no, my friend—now you must show me.” Taking two quick steps, he snatched the paper from Daniel’s grasp.


Daniel, wretched, watched him uncrinkle the page and smooth out its creases. Christophe was the only man in the world who would know how accurate the drawing was—the only man who had seen Mirelle in the throes of passion.


“What in the . . .?” Christophe stared at the picture, at first unbelieving, then indignant. “Where did you get this?”


“Denon. He asked me to describe . . . but I never . . .”


Christophe grimaced. “Vivant Denon? That artist who numbers pornography among his so-called talents? And you allowed him?”


“All I did was describe her. Her hair, her eyes. I had no idea he was a pornographer. And I didn’t ask him to draw her!” The impulse to ask Christophe if the portrait resembled the real-life woman was strong. Daniel pushed it away.


“That must have been some description!” Christophe stared first at Daniel, then back at the portrait, the stern expression on his face softening as he lingered on her image.


Daniel resisted an urge to tear it out of his hands. “Give it back.”


Christophe’s eyes widened. “Give it back? What are you going to do with it?” He laughed, the mocking, guttural sound from deep in his throat making Daniel flinch. “I should keep it, just to protect your innocence.”


Daniel wished, more than anything, that Mirelle’s innocence still needed protection. But she had surrendered her virtue to the man who was now staring at her picture. The thought of the woman he loved in bed with his friend was a sharp thrust to heart and head. With a swift motion, he yanked the portrait out of Christophe’s hand, tearing it in two, then four. “You gave up your rights to her, remember? Decided not to wed despite having—having . . .”


“Bedded her?” Christophe sighed. “I do regret that. You know I do. But we were in love.”


Daniel, ripping the paper into smaller and smaller pieces, tamped down the fury he felt, but the words forced themselves out of his mouth. “You were in love. It didn’t last, though, did it?”


Christophe reached out a hand. “Give those to me,” he demanded. “If anyone should have them, it should be me.”


Instead, Daniel flung the pieces off the ramparts and into the ocean, watching them soak through, charcoal lines spreading and blurring until the form was no longer recognizable. “No one should have them.”


Christophe shrugged and walked off. Daniel kept his eyes on the wet and ruined pages until they were hurled by a wave into the depths of the sea.
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A day later, Denon strode up to where le Franklin was docked in Marsamxett Harbor and called out to Daniel. Daniel, leaning on the railing at the ship’s bow, waved and turned away. He was still unsettled after seeing Mirelle’s nude portrait, yearning for her, almost wishing he had kept the drawing as a private treasure. He had decided to avoid its artist—which generally shouldn’t be a difficult task, not with the thousands of men accompanying Napoleon. But Denon, for some indiscernible reason, kept seeking him out.


“I could use your help, young man,” he called. “Have you time to accompany me?”


As much as he wanted to say no, Daniel was bored. They had been ordered to remain on the ship except for a couple of hours a day—and then were limited to the fort or close to the harbor. The frigate was overcrowded, soldiers packed into tight quarters. Quarrels broke out over the men edging into one another’s space, over middle of the night snoring, as well as fiery accusations of cheating over the endless games of chance played to while away the time. Tiring of the arguments he was asked to arbitrate and of the tight quarters, Daniel had climbed to the deck for a breath of fresh air.


“What do you want?” he called back.


“I have been asked to make some sketches of the general as he meets with Maltese officials. I could use someone to help me carry my easel and paraphernalia.”


“I’m a lieutenant, not an orderly, Denon. Do you want me to loan you one of my men?”


“Come down, won’t you? I don’t want to keep shouting at you.”


Reluctantly, Daniel made his way down the gangplank.


“These are delicate negotiations,” Denon told him. “The general will be more comfortable if an officer accompanies me. And besides—aren’t you curious about what’s happening behind those closed doors?”


Daniel had to admit that he was. Exiled from working on General Bonaparte’s military press, he was no longer privy to the news of the day. And from everything he’d heard, Bonaparte was completely reshaping the laws of the Maltese archipelago. It would be fascinating to catch a glimpse of the process.


On the other hand, it was hard to trust Denon’s intentions after his sketch of Mirelle.


“I’m ordered to stay on the ship with my men,” Daniel replied.


“Will someone actually miss you?”


Probably not. But it was a good excuse. “Orders are orders.”


“Who would have the gall to countermand General Bonaparte’s wishes?”


Daniel had to admit that Denon had a point. “Very well,” he said, sighing. “When do we go?”


“Right now.” Denon pointed at the easel and cabinet of oils. “If you manage those, I’ll take my sketchpad and charcoals.”


A few feet down the docks, a brightly colored fishing boat was waiting for them, its vibrant blue-, red-, and yellow-painted hull brilliant in the morning sunlight. Denon handed the fisherman some coins, and the man grinned, revealing broken, blackened teeth. Daniel loaded the easel and oils, and then, before climbing in himself, demurred. “You really don’t need me, do you?”


Denon put a hand on his arm. “I’ve taken an odd liking to you, young lieutenant. Besides, don’t you want to see more of Malta while you’re here?”


Better than being cooped up in the stink and clamor of le Franklin, Daniel thought, and perched himself uncomfortably on a bench in the boat’s stern. They traversed the Marsamxett Harbor with difficulty, dotted as it was with hundreds of French vessels. The fisherman muttered under his breath as he maneuvered around the ships, growing increasingly more vocal as he sailed deeper into the water and found himself almost trapped between the various warships.


“Ostja!” he cried, as he had to turn the rudder sharply around a frigate, and then, “F’oxx ruhek,” followed rapidly by, “F’oxx il maxtura t’alla!”


“What in the world is he saying?” Denon asked, clinging to the side of the rowboat.


Daniel shrugged, but then curiosity got the better of him. Leaning forward, he tried to talk to the man in French, which drew a blank stare. He tried Italian, which made the fisherman nod rapidly.


“Fanculo la culla di Dio,” he responded.


Daniel flushed, stunned by the unexpectedly vibrant obscenity despite his years in the military.


Denon looked at Daniel, eyebrows raised. “Well?” he asked.


“He said, ‘Fuck God’s cradle,’” Daniel said. “I’m not asking him about the others.”


Denon laughed. “Well, since he understands you, ask him about the eye.”


“Eye?”


“Didn’t you notice it when we boarded the boat? There’s an eye painted on the hull.”


Daniel leaned over, catching sight of the odd symbol. He waited until they were out in open water, then posed the question. The fisherman jabbered in broken Italian and Daniel struggled to keep up. Finally, after the Maltese man subsided, Daniel turned to Denon. “He says it’s the Eye of Horus. An evil eye symbol if I’ve understood him correctly.”


“Ah, so Dutertre was right. He told me the fishing boats here were inherited from father to son all the way back to the Phoenicians. Horus was the Phoenician God who protected these fishermen from evil.”


While the savants might be a nuisance in the heat of battle, Daniel thought, they were certainly making this expedition more interesting. Perhaps Napoleon was right to bring them, after all.


The trip across the harbor took about an hour. As they approached Valletta, the cluster of French vessels around St. Elmo Bay made the fisherman swear with even greater ferocity. As they climbed out of the boat, he stuck out a hand. “Perché è stato così difficile.”


“He says we owe him more money because the trip was so difficult,” Daniel translated.


“Tell him to wait for us for the return trip—I’ll pay more then.” Denon patted Daniel’s back. “I knew bringing you along was a good idea! I could never have understood him without you.”


Daniel translated. The fisherman nodded and settled down to wait, pulling a pipe out of his pocket and a snarl of knotted rope from beneath one of the seats. Before Daniel and Denon had finished pulling the art supplies out of the boat, he was already repairing a rip in his fishing net.


Since the trip by foot would take more than an hour, Denon gave a coin to a stripling lounging idly in a donkey cart, engaging him to take them to the Palazzo Pariso. As they drove through the city, Daniel was struck by the beauty of the golden limestone buildings, many embellished with enclosed wooden balconies protruding from the upper stories, painted in vibrant primary or pastel colors. The streets were narrow but didn’t twist and turn like so many of the other cities Daniel had marched into in the general’s wake.


When Daniel commented on it, Denon responded in his best professorial tones, “An astute observation, young man! During my time in Italy, I of course studied not only the works, but also the history of our great classical and medieval artists. When I was summoned to Malta’s capital, I recalled a passage I’d once read.”


“A passage?”


“That Pope Pius IV sent a Florentine architect, Laparelli, one of the revered Michelangelo’s assistants, to lay out Valletta in a grid so the island would be easier to defend.”


The garrulous artist, with his rich and varied knowledge, was beginning to endear himself to Daniel, despite his misstep in drawing Mirelle in that lascivious pose.


The cool sea breeze rifled Daniel’s hair as they arrived at the palazzo. Throwing the youth another coin, Denon led the way into the lobby of the stately mansion where Bonaparte had established his headquarters. Denon, craning his neck as he took in the palazzo’s opulence, whistled sharply. But Daniel, who had visited the general’s lodgings twice before, in Ancona and Milan, was unimpressed by the villa’s grandeur.


They mounted a shallow step between two pillars into a square lobby dotted with marble statuary, overhung by a balcony on the second floor. A guard pointed to the broad staircase, and they found themselves in a narrow hallway crowded with men, many wearing dour expressions. A few looked downright belligerent, grumbling in undertones to one another. They wore long cassocks, tunics, or vests emblazoned with massive crosses, or else heavy chains with the bejeweled symbol of Christ sparkling prominently on their chests.


Sidling past them, Daniel followed Denon through a yellow door at the end of the corridor. In a spacious room, the general sat at a table under an elaborate frieze of greyish blue, festooned with flowers and mythological renderings. A large Greek god—most likely Zeus—was depicted in the center. Bonaparte was poring over the papers neatly stacked before him, a quill in his hand, an inkhorn at his elbow.


At the other end of the table was a face familiar to Daniel—Louis Antoine Fauvelet de Bourrienne, Napoleon’s secretary. His bulbous nose and intense eyes were likewise buried in parchment, but he looked up as the two men walked in. “Daniel Isidore?” he exclaimed in surprise.


Daniel bowed. The general glanced at him impatiently, then stared. “I know you.”


Snapping to attention, Daniel saluted. “Yes, Citizen General. We met several times during your Italian campaign. Most recently in Milan, but before that in Ancona. And at the bridge in Lodi.”


Napoleon wrinkled his brow, then nodded briskly. “Ah, yes. That ridiculous miracle portrait. They tell me the painted Virgin Mother no longer smiles or cries upon the pious of Ancona. In the end, it was all just hysteria and superstition.”


“So I understand, Citizen General.” Daniel was taken aback by the general’s off-hand tone. He recalled the day Napoleon had admitted that he’d been deeply disturbed by something he’d spied in the portrait, something that had rocked his belief in his own sense of destiny. Perhaps his denying its importance simply meant he didn’t want to admit to weakness. At least not now, when the episode was long past.


“And so, you are once again one of my soldiers—having been promoted, I see. But what are you doing here?”


Daniel waved a hand toward Denon. “Citizen Denon, here to sketch the day’s events, asked me to accompany him. We are berthed on the same ship and he requested my assistance.”


But the general had already lost interest, ignoring Denon’s bow and turning back to the mass of papers piled high on the brilliantly polished table. Bourrienne indicated with a wave of his arm where Denon was to set up his easel, then returned to the task at hand.


“I didn’t realize you were so well liked in these rarified military circles,” Denon muttered as Daniel helped him adjust the height of the easel and lay out his paints and charcoals. “It seems I made a good choice in soliciting your friendship.”


“Don’t be absurd,” Daniel retorted.


As Denon drew preliminary charcoal sketches, Napoleon dictated several orders in quick succession. Daniel listened as the general abolished slavery, ordered the inhabitants of Malta to wear the tricolor cockade, forbade the title of Knight, sent the sons of the wealthiest Maltese to study in France, established hospitals, banished any nuns or priests who were not originally from Malta.. . . The general’s voice droned on and Daniel’s head began to nod.


But then one order made him perk up. Napoleon gave the country’s Jews permission to build a synagogue.


Daniel had heard how the Maltese knights, when attacking Ottoman ships and coastal towns, seized the Jews they discovered onboard, holding them hostage. They ransomed some, enslaved the others. Just as Napoleon had liberated the Jews from the ghettos in Italy, he was now spreading the mantle of his protection over the poor, misery-stricken Jews of Malta. Daniel couldn’t smother his gasp of delight as Bourrienne’s pen scratched out the directive.


The general glanced toward him, surprised. “You approve, lieutenant?”


He straightened. “Yes, sir.”


“Why precisely?” Bonaparte’s piercing eyes raked his face.


Daniel swallowed hard. “I’m proud that you’re continuing to ease the burdens of my people, Citizen General. I was one of the men who demolished the ghetto gates at Ancona. It was a historic day for me and for my fellow Jewish soldiers.”


The general’s expression softened. “I see. Then I’m glad you are here to witness this directive too, young man.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Bonaparte turned back to work and Denon elbowed Daniel in the ribs. “See,” the artist said. “Aren’t you glad I insisted you come with me? Wasn’t it worth it?”


But as the day crawled on, the massive number of orders seemed to meld one into another. While Daniel couldn’t help but admire Napoleon’s enormous capacity for detail, he fidgeted in the back of the room, wishing he had something to do aside from watching Denon sketch portrait after portrait, littering the floor with his discards. Of course, army life should have inured him to long periods of inactivity. But even while kicking his heels in camp or on ship, Daniel would try to keep himself and his men busy. His company grumbled that he held more inspections and battery practices than other artillery commanders. He ordered them because he was still somewhat unsure of his command. Yet Sebastian, the most experienced of his soldiers, offered him grudging respect for it. “I hate to admit it, young sir, but you’re right to keep the men on the hop,” he’d once said.


A sudden commotion outside the door—shouting and banging—made Daniel shake off his lethargy. The door burst open. A well-appointed gentleman in yellow pantaloons and a long red jacket worn open over a gold-embroidered vest, a huge Maltese cross hung about his neck, dragged a young woman into the room. She was covered, head to foot, in a capacious blue cape, her face shadowed by an enormous hood trimmed in fur. A panic-stricken guard followed.


“What is the meaning of this?” Napoleon roared, head jerking up from his papers.


Denon instantly abandoned the half-drawn portrait and turned to a new page, quickly sketching the scene before him.


The soldier pushed his shoulders back in attention. “Citizen General, this man—”


“Knight!” the man snapped. “I am Ramón Martínez de Aragon, a Knight of Malta, and I wish to lodge a complaint!”


Napoleon sent a scathing glare toward the guard. “You let him through? You couldn’t stop him?”


Daniel pitied the soldier, whose shaking legs could barely hold him upright. He opened his mouth a few times, but no sound emerged. “Answer the general, corporal,” Daniel said gently.


“Sir, I—I—he pushed through and refused—”


“Enough!” Bonaparte turned from the quaking guard to confront the knight. “You are interrupting serious business. State your complaint and be gone!”


“One of your officers, general, wickedly tried to seduce my innocent niece. Rianne, remove your hood and let the general see purity threatened!”


Rianne lifted a white hand and the hood dropped back. Daniel, standing behind Denon, heard his soft gasp as he tore off yet another page from the sketchpad and swiftly drew the girl’s figure. She could not have been more than sixteen or seventeen. Her face was a perfect oval, with high cheekbones and luminous dark eyes. Her hair fell in inky rippling waves down her back. There was a sensual quality to the way she carried herself that belied de Aragon’s claim of innocence, a hint of bedroom delights in the swan-like neck that she tilted suggestively toward the general.


Daniel, tearing his gaze from the girl to gauge Napoleon’s reaction, saw that the general was struck by her beauty. Was that de Aragon’s intention? To beguile the island’s conqueror and distract him? Perhaps somehow to sway him?


“Your niece?” Napoleon’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Surely not.”


The knight’s mouth thinned. “What can you possibly be implying?”


“One has heard of the many nieces you knights have entertained. Do I need to be more explicit?”


“Sir—you insult me!”


Napoleon laughed sourly. “If I do, you and your licentious fellow knights are to blame. You claim one of my officers attempted to seduce this niece of yours, but where’s your proof? And what precisely do you expect me to do about it?”


“One of your calvary officers! He should be whipped! Demoted!”


The general shrugged. “I cannot act without evidence.”


De Aragon straightened and stuck out his chest. “My word should be more than enough. I am of aristocratic blood, tracing my roots back to the nobles of Aragon. And I am a knight of Malta, sworn to Christ’s service. Question my word and you impugn my honor!”


Bonaparte turned to his secretary, smirking. “A noble and a knight, Bourrienne! Imagine! Do you remember what we did to aristocrats during the Terror?” He swiveled toward the guard. “Remove him. I’ve no time for this nonsense.” He waved at Daniel. “Assist the guard, would you, lieutenant?”
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