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PROLOGUE
August 15, 1822
New Jersey
For over ten years I fought for Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of the French, rising to the rank of general. 
Napoleon died last year on the barren rock of St. Helena, in the South Atlantic, where he was banished by the perfidious English.
Today would have been the Emperor’s birthday, and I marked it by visiting his older brother Joseph, who lives on a 2,000 acre estate in southern New Jersey. He too is in exile from France,
though always he works towards his eventual return home and the
return of his family to prominence.
Sitting in his ornate study, surrounded by artwork brought
from Europe, Joseph begged me to write my story.
“Your story is unusual, Burns,” Joseph said. “You must tell
your countrymen. It will help keep my brother’s legend alive.”
Silently, I listened to his plea. It did not carry the weight a request
from his brother would have. With black hair, dusky complexion,
and similar features, Joseph may have looked a lot like his younger
brother, but he was no Napoleon.
I insisted I was not so unusual.
“I was not the only American to serve in the Grande Armée; I know of many other officers and men,” I said.
“Yes, but none served as long as you or were as close to my
brother as you,” Joseph replied quietly. “And even if you could
find them, none of them are here today celebrating my brother’s
birthday. The memory, the sacred fire, still burns in you, Monsieur
le baron.”
I looked closely at him, smiling wryly. No one had addressed me by that title in almost seven years.
“It’s just Burns, or Mister Burns, your majesty. The United
States recognizes no title of nobility.”
Joseph smiled ironically. “You’re quite right. And it’s no longer ‘majesty.’ Now I am just Mister Bonaparte, or as the locals call me, the Good Mister Bonaparte, as opposed to my brother,
presumably.” There was a trace of sadness in his eyes. “That does
not change the interest of your story, a man who landed penniless
on a French shore and left a baron ten years later.”
I thought of the sequence of events that brought me into
Napoleon’s army, looking for a chance to kill Englishmen.
Eventually I got my wish, not only killing English in droves, but
Spaniards, Russians, Austrians and Prussians too. Enough killing
for several lifetimes. More than anyone should see.
The former king of Naples and Spain looked at me intently.
Once one of the most powerful men in Europe, he was far removed
from that now, not that he was ever up to the responsibility his
brother gave him. Some blamed him for mishandling the debacle
in Spain, where I served him for a time, even saving his life once.
It was funny, but the way he was making the request it was as if I
were indebted to him, rather than the other way around. Perhaps
it is true that once you save a life you are bound together.
Looking at him brought back echoes of those lost years, when Europe quaked at our approach, when no one could stand in the way of our army, when over the sound of cannon and musketry
could be heard the cry of thousands of men, a cry that chilled the
courts of Europe and sent terror through armies that tried to stand
against us.
“Vive L’Empereur! Vive L’Empereur! Vive L’Empereur!” Long Live the Emperor...
For all his faults, Joseph was right. Coming out of my reverie, I looked at him.
“I’ll do it.”
 
 
 
 
 
A Letter
1822 
Joseph Bonaparte
Point Breeze
Bordentown, New Jersey
 
Your Majesty,
Forgive the formal address, but I cannot bring myself to address you as simply Mister Bonaparte, despite your state of exile in my country.  
In response to Your Majesty’s request, I have sent the first volume recounting my ten years spent in your brother’s service. It has been seven years since I left France, and I will be frank, I have not given much thought to those events in some time. There was so much blood, and I became so good at killing, that I prefer not to dwell on it, though on occasion the moments of glory wash the blood away and I am left with the memory of thousands of us roaring, Vive l’empereur! Vive l’empereur!…Long live the emperor, as we trampled the thrones of Europe and offered them to the emperor. It is hard to forget such moments. 
At first I was hesitant to consent to Your Majesty’s request to write these memoirs. To have fought for Napoleon is not a great mark of distinction, even here in the United States. Many officers and soldiers of the Emperor’s Grande Armée fled here after his defeat, unable to bear living under the Bourbon family’s rule again. Louisiana is full of such refugees. And of course many, such as Your Majesty, fled on pain of death. But however much I share the contempt you and others hold for them, I did not come here after Napoleon’s fall just to flee the Bourbons and their puppet-masters, the English. I was returning home. After all, I am an American. 
I was not the only American to serve in the Grande Armée, but I concede your point of the potential interest of the story. Few Americans knew Napoleon as well or served him as long. 
It seems somehow fitting I send you this on the anniversary of the day our emperor died on Saint Helena, where he had been forced into exile by the perfidious English. If I can do anything to keep his memory alive in the face of such infamy then it is my honor and duty to do so.
 
I remain, your loyal and obedient servant, 
 
Pierre Burns
Baltimore, Maryland
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
May 11, 1804
Off the northwestern coast of France
 
The ship was ablaze.
Thick smoke made it impossible to see, and I stumbled over wreckage strewn across the deck. The smell of burning timber mixed with the stench of seared flesh and acrid gunpowder. The screams of the dying and the panicked survivors filled the air. The Bedford was doomed. 
We were a sixteen-gun merchantman out of Baltimore and had been outclassed from the first shot fired. The English frigate that had pursued us since dawn and dismasted us —we believed it to be the 36-gun HMS Doris— continued to shoot, though its fire had slackened. We were helpless, and the English were likely expecting us to strike our colors. They would be waiting a long time for that, dying ship or not. 
I slipped on a viscous pool of what I quickly realized was blood. There was an arm in the pool, looking pale and rather incongruous all by itself. I had no idea whose it had been or where the body was. Fighting back bile, I continued on.
A cloud of smoke enveloped me and I began coughing. I was overwhelmed for a moment by the sweet, pungent aroma of longleaf tobacco, which was our cargo. The fire had to be in the guts of the ship. 
A gust of wind cleared the air around me. Some of the men were heading towards a boat on the landward side. I went to Captain Rankin to convince him to leave. He was trying to load one of the few functioning deck guns. A piece of burning rigging crashed, causing us both to jump out of the way. His white beard was crusted with soot. 
“No, my boy, I’m not leaving, at least not until everyone else is gone. Get to the boat and get it to shore. Take this.” He took a pistol out of his belt and handed it to me. It was an elaborate, handmade weapon, with an unusual rifled barrel. He had once said it was his favorite possession. 
Before I could say another word he shoved me away. “Get going! Save who you can!” 
With that, I left behind the man who had been a second father to me since I was a boy. He was the only true family I had. 
Choking back tears, I headed towards the boat, feeling my document packet with identity papers safely around my neck. Obadiah Cushman, the second mate, waved me in the right direction. He began lowering the boat while I grabbed several more men and pushed them towards it. I looked around once more but couldn’t see anyone else through the smoke. 
The boat descended to the water, but caught in some ropes. I tried cutting them but my knife did little to the heavy, tar-encrusted lines. The same material that protected it from the elements was now preventing us from getting off the ship. 
Drawing my cutlass, I hacked furiously. A weapon best for slashing, it was perfect for cutting rope. I made progress, but the ship listed as another shot from the frigate hit us. Wood splinters, some of them longer than my arm, sailed through the air above our heads, scattering on the water like a fall of spears. We were fortunate the bulk of the ship protected us from them. 
One of our deck guns responded when the craft righted itself. Someone was still manning it—probably the Captain. As I cut the line, the ship shuddered under another shot and I slipped. My cutlass went flying into the water, as did my hat, and I dangled off the side. I grabbed another loose line, likely cut by a load of British grapeshot, used it to swing into the boat, and immediately took an oar. 
We rowed hastily towards shore, looking about for the English frigate, which continued to fire at our ship, even while it drew away from us. They could have come closer and finished us off. 
 “Pull!” Cushman shouted, steering towards the shore, which was more than a half-mile away. A wave washed over us as we pulled on the oars in desperate fury. I spat out cold seawater and kept rowing. 
“Did any other boats get away from the ship?” I asked, trying to catch a glimpse of it at the crest of each wave, hoping against hope that Captain Rankin had managed to leave the ship.
Cushman, still at the rudder in the stern, stole a quick glance back. “I can’t tell for certain, but I think not,” he said. “Maybe a boat got off the other side, in which case the English will likely capture it.” 
“Bloody bastards,” said a seaman from Rhode Island named Adams. The sentiment echoed from man to man. 
The rest of us said nothing else but continued to row. The ship had been my home for well over a year, a refuge where I fled to escape the pain of losing my young wife, Catherine. Now, just past my twenty-fourth birthday, I once again had no home. 
Water splashed my face, sharp features crusted with salt and gunpowder. Hazel eyes looked out from under a shock of dark brown hair. Unlike most of my shipmates, I did not have a beard, though several days worth of stubble were starting to itch. I had preferred to waste water on ship or even use seawater shaving to set myself apart from the others, even the other officers. I was no sailor, though I was third mate because of my family connections to Captain Rankin. I was a competent enough seaman and could fight, which earned me the grudging respect of most of the crew, but for me the sea was a temporary refuge, not my future. 
As we drew nearer the shore, Cushman stood up to get his bearings, bracing himself against the movement of the boat, and then aimed us towards an open stretch of beach, only a few hundred yards away now. Shading his eyes from the sun, he scanned the low rises and a small hill not far from shore. Running a hand through his thick beard, he looked at me, then at the crew. 
“I think I know why the English didn’t pursue us to shore,” he said. He nodded towards the rises, keeping his hands on the rudder. “There are fortifications up there, cannon and all. And they’re manned with troops.” 
As we crested another wave, he looked again. 
“Don’t look, keep rowing, but we’re going to be welcomed,” Cushman said, indicating a troop of men and horses moving toward the spot where we were about to beach. 
The boat scraped bottom. 
“Stand by to exit port and starboard and pull the boat ashore,” Cushman said. “And for God’s sake, no weapons. Any that you have, leave in the boat.” 
Another wave washed over us, propelling us forward, and we scraped bottom. 
The ten of us jumped out on our respective sides of the boat into the crashing surf and pushed it high up onto the sand, helped by another wave. Out of breath, we clung to the boat as a group of forty or fifty soldiers in uniform — dark blue coats and white trousers — approached us in a half circle, muskets at the ready. They made no move to help us with the boat. Five mounted horsemen were behind them. There was silence as we stared at each other. Beyond the sandy beach we could see stone and wood fortifications, from which the black maw of cannon jutted. 
A young man, an officer, approached from one side of the soldiers and went up to Cushman, as he had been giving us orders and was the only one of us in uniform. Cushman was also still wearing a sword, the only one of us so armed, though we had left a few cutlasses and pistols in the boat. 
The officer was dressed like his men in a red-faced blue coat, white trousers, waistcoat and black felt bicorn hat. A sword remained sheathed at his side. He approached Cushman and addressed him. 
“Qui êtes vous? Qui commande ici? Identifiez vous!”
Cushman’s puzzled expression annoyed him. 
“Parlez vous Français?” When he received no response, he addressed all of us. “Parlez vous Français?” 
None of us said anything. Though I knew what he said, I was so fascinated by the entire event I couldn’t speak. 
Cushman turned his head toward me. “Pierre, you speak their lingo, say something before someone gets shot.” 
I shook myself out of my reverie and walked slowly around the boat, arms at my side and raised a little, with palms up to show I had nothing in them and meant no harm. 
“Je parle Français, Monsieur,” I said to the young officer, who turned his attention towards me. “We are Americans come to trade with France, but were waylaid by the English,” I explained in his language.
“Then what are you doing here, rather than out there, Monsieur?” the officer asked. “A merchant ship would not have fought as you did, but would have submitted.”
“We kill the English, we don’t surrender to them!” I said more fiercely than I intended. A few muskets rose at my tone and the officer took a half step back. 
I was sure I wasn’t speaking for the crew: they would have surrendered if it hadn’t meant certain death, hanged as pirates, as we did not have a letter of marque granting us protection. I was speaking for myself, however, as I loathed the English, a trait I had shared with Captain Rankin.
The officer’s eyes narrowed a bit. “Are you pirates?”
I looked at him. “To the French people and their consul, Bonaparte, no. To the English,” I shrugged, “on occasion, but we usually get more out of running their blockades than fighting them. Until today...”
I suppose the British would indeed have called us pirates, which is why we didn’t surrender. Our ship was a heavily armed merchantman that took the occasional English trading vessel when the opportunity arose. On this trip we were trying to smuggle tobacco past the English blockade, but apparently the bastards had been told to keep an eye out for us.
One of the mounted soldiers observing the scene had moved closer to listen. He dismounted and walked through the semicircle. They parted for him, and the officer I had been addressing deferred to him immediately and came to attention. 
“General Ney,” the young officer said to the newcomer. 
I turned my attention to the general, who was watching me with eyes like those of a bird of prey. Hatless, his dark blue uniform had a high collar with gold braid on it, with gold epaulettes on his shoulders. It seemed as if it were a part of him. His left hand was on his sword hilt, not in menace, but simply at rest. Around thirty five years old, his hair was dark red and his expression was one of bemused curiosity. Something I had said had seized his attention. 
There was a striking sense of self-confidence and boundless energy about the man. His bearing was military, yet open at the same time. There was definite amusement in his eye. 
Here was a man who could laugh. 
“What was your cargo, American, that you fought so hard to keep it from the English?” Ney asked in a deep baritone voice, looking at us and then at our burning ship, which was now fully engulfed. The English frigate was still visible beyond it, as were a couple of boats it had launched towards our ship. 
A few shore batteries from the fortifications beyond us suddenly fired some shots in the direction of the English ship, causing all of us to look at the cannon and then out to sea. Ney turned to an aide.
 “Tell those fools up there to cease firing; that ship is well out of range. We’ve made our point for them to keep their distance.” 
The aide spurred his horse and galloped away, kicking up sand as he went. 
“Now, you were saying, Monsieur....?” Ney said. 
“Pierre Burns, mon général,” I replied. “You asked about our cargo. Our cargo was tobacco from Virginia.” 
A gasp of dismay escaped Ney and several of the soldiers, including the young officer. 
“Mon Dieu, what a waste,” Ney said, looking towards the burning hulk. “The damn English have no appreciation for fine things.” He looked back at me. “Still, I suppose it is better destroyed than in the hands of barbarians.”
I nodded. “My thoughts exactly, Monsieur, though I assure you it was not our intention to get caught on a rock and see the Bedford burned to the water. We got some fair shots in before they overtook us, though we never stood a chance fighting a frigate.” 
“We watched much of your battle. You fought bravely. All of you,” Ney said, addressing the remnant of our crew. I translated his comments to the crew, who smiled nervously. 
Then, taking in at a glance our nervous crew, the burning ship and the semi-circle of French soldiers still watching us, he smiled, a broad smile that could melt the heart of Lucifer. 
“But where are my manners, standing here, chatting on the beach?” he asked, more to himself than anyone else. “Let’s get you out of those wet clothes, get some food in you, and then we can talk more.” 
Turning to the young officer, a lieutenant, he told him to have his men pull our boat far up on the beach and to find some kind of conveyance for our crew. The lieutenant saluted briskly and turned to give the requisite orders to the soldiers. 
We walked away from the beach towards the low mounds and hills where the fortifications stood. I walked with Ney while the rest of our crew followed at a distance, accompanied by about twice their number of French soldiers. 
We weren’t prisoners, but we weren’t going to be allowed to wander around at will either. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
“Your French is very good,” Ney commented as we walked off the beach. I didn’t realize until much later my good fortune that day, landing not far from where General Michel Ney was conducting an inspection of coastal fortifications. If not for his intervention, we might have languished for months in a French jail until some official could be bothered to check our papers. 
I glanced at him. Ney’s own French, while excellent, had more than a hint of German in it. 
“Thank you,” I said. “My mother was French and insisted I learn the language. We often spoke it at home after my father died.”
Ney smiled. “She was a good teacher. Your father was not French.” It was a statement rather than a question.
“No, Scots, though he was born in France, near Paris—his family fled Scotland when we lost at Culloden. He married my mother and moved to America when he was twenty. I’ve always thought French and Scots quite a combination.” 
Ney laughed. “Indeed. We have quite a few Scottish soldiers in our ranks, many the descendants of the Jacobites, who like your grandfather, escaped after the failed revolt of Bonnie Prince Charlie fifty years ago. A friend of mine, Étienne MacDonald, is an excellent soldier and general—” Ney paused a moment “—retired at the moment, though I suspect he’ll be back when the shooting starts again.”
“Shooting? I thought France was at peace, or relatively so,” I said. 
We were off the beach and approaching a group of horses, held by several soldiers. Two wagons were there also, with boxes piled next to them, which had been hastily offloaded. 
Ney nodded. “Yes, for the moment things are peaceful, except at sea where our old enemies the English give us trouble, but that will change again. For the past fifteen years, France has been almost continuously at war with one European power or another because they despise the Revolution and our First Consul, Bonaparte, for making France peaceful and prosperous without the Bourbons.”
Ney stopped and looked at me. “So, yes, the shooting will start again, and France will be ready. We beat them and beat them and yet they keep coming.” Grasping my shoulder, he said, “And any foe of England, as you clearly are, is an ally.” Looking at the horses, and then at me, he asked me if I could ride. 
It had been several years. I had last ridden when I left Maryland, after burying my wife, and soon after, my mother. “Yes, I can ride, mon général.” 
“Excellent!” Ney put on a bicorn hat, of the type Napoleon would soon make famous, and mounted a horse in one well-practiced motion. “Ride with me to my camp.” 
I looked at the remainder of the crew of my ship, who had been following at a distance and watching us curiously. 
“What of my shipmates?” 
Ney indicated the nearby wagons. “They will have to ride in those. Unfortunately, I don’t have enough spare horses with me for them.” He looked at me with a glint of amusement in his eyes. “And likely they can’t all ride anyway, eh?” 
I accepted the reins of the proffered horse and mounted with only a little difficulty. The soldier who had been holding my horse handed me a canteen. “Some wine, Monsieur? It’s a long way to the general’s headquarters,” he said. I accepted gratefully and took a long draught. 
I walked the horse over to the crew and addressed Cushman. “These wagons will take you to the French camp, sir. General Ney has asked me to ride with him.” 
Cushman nodded sullenly. I understood his point of view — he was the senior man present, and should have been the one to ride with the general, but for his failure to speak French. Still, he made no protest.
“See you there,” was all he said. 
The horse was a spirited animal and gave me some trouble, testing out the new rider. I gently pulled the reins, talking to it, which only seemed to irritate it more. 
Ney watched with the barest of grins on his face. “Try speaking French to the horse, Burns, you might have better luck. I think you’re scaring the animal talking English.” Of course he was right. I switched to French and the animal calmed immediately. 
 Ney spurred his horse down a road that led inland. I galloped to catch up, as did his aides, the wagons trailing. 
We rode in silence, settling to a pace not much faster than a walk. By now it was past noon and the weather was perfect, hardly a cloud in the sky and warm, though not as warm as Maryland at this time of year, and certainly not as humid. Farmers tended fields, and in the distance I could see church spires and villages. There was a sense of comfort, of life moving along as it had for centuries. These lands had been civilized since becoming part of the Roman Empire nearly two millennia ago. 
Of course, I knew things were not as calm as they seemed. Those steeples belonged to churches that quite possibly no longer had priests in them. They might have been killed or fled for their lives during the Revolution, when thousands of priests and nuns were guillotined during the Terror. 
Like many Americans, I both admired and was repulsed by the Revolution. We had gone through our own revolution, but it was not as violent as France’s. Their resentment was much deeper than ours had been. We changed governments but they changed their society. When Napoleon Bonaparte had come into power as First Consul four years earlier, he curbed the excesses of the Revolution, allowing the churches to reopen and the clergy to return, while solidifying the gains ordinary people had made.
 It was taking me a little time to become accustomed to riding again, even at a slow pace. Instead of moving up and down with the horse, I kept moving opposite to it. I tried not to let Ney see my trouble and prayed I would catch on soon. 
We passed groups of soldiers marching towards the beach, or peasants leading flocks of animals, all of whom moved aside to let us pass. We, however, stopped on the side of the road to let a convoy of ten wagons and an escort of troops pass us in the direction of the fortifications. 
Soon we came to a fork in the road and turned north, on a road parallel to the beach we had left behind. Here was constant movement, both civilian and military. I was astounded. 
“There are so many troops here,” I said to Ney. They were the first words we had exchanged in awhile. 
“Oui, this is the coast road. It connects many of the villages south of Boulogne and our camps south of the city. Our camps are spread out for many miles on either side of it. Mine, which contains the VI Corps, is the farthest south, on the far left of the French forces,” Ney said as we rode along. 
So, we might make it to Boulogne after all — although without our ship, our cargo, or most of our shipmates. 
“Do you expect trouble along this stretch of coast?” I was amazed at the sheer number of troops I had seen. More were evident in some of the fields we passed, marching and drilling. 
Shifting in his saddle, Ney took in all the activity. 
“It’s no secret we plan to invade England. Boulogne is the port from which the army will embark when it is time. In and around the city we have 200,000 men training and waiting for that day. There has never been an army as well trained or as well led as this one. When we land, the English army will crumble before us.” Ney chuckled grimly. “Of course, we have to get there first, and that has been something of a problem. While the French army is the finest in Europe, our navy, alas, is not. We have enough landing craft and transports in Boulogne to get the army to England, but we have not been able to find a way to deal with the Royal Navy. The English know how many of us are here, what we intend to do, and what is stopping us. Read any of their newspapers and you’ll hear what I just told you—except they usually exaggerate our numbers.” 
We continued north in silence for a time again, Ney returning the salutes of officers and men we passed, even greeting peasants with their flocks. The greetings of the troops were not perfunctory. They clearly admired the man, one group shouting out “Vive le Rougeaud!” Long live the red-faced one. With his red hair and ruddy complexion, it was evident where Ney got the nickname. 
At one point, we came upon a field where a regiment of infantry was conducting maneuvers. Drums beat and a band played a march as the unit went about its drills flawlessly. 
I had seen units of the United States Army as a child after the American Revolution, and in the years since then. I had even served in a local militia unit, but all of them, even the professionals I had seen, were rank amateurs compared to these soldiers. I had never seen or even imagined anything like it. 
I looked at Ney. He was scrutinizing me while I watched the maneuvers. 
“It can stir the blood.” Ney spoke quietly. 
I nodded. We sat on our horses watching a few minutes longer. My clothes had pretty much dried, between the heat of the sun and the horse beneath me. The wagons had caught up and my shipmates were also watching the spectacle. 
Ney called an aide over and sent him to the colonel of the regiment, who looked, saw the general watching, and ordered a change in one of the formations. 
“It really was nothing,” Ney said, smiling, “but it’s always best to keep the officers on their toes, holding them to the highest standard.” 
Pulling out a telescope from his saddlebag, Ney watched the regiment as they formed in a line before a low hill. Commands echoed across the field and the men raised their muskets. The first rank fired, followed by the second. The men then began to fire at will, shooting as fast as they were able to load, aim and fire. 
The musketry reverberated across the field; the band still played and drums rolled out commands. 
“What are they firing at?” I asked, seeing no targets before the soldiers. 
“Nothing in particular,” Ney replied. “A tree, a shrub, whatever they see in front of them. This is an exercise in firing as quickly as possible while remaining in formation. The officers try to have the men do this occasionally while on maneuvers to keep their musketry skills sharp. We must march fast and shoot straight.” 
Snapping his telescope shut, he put it back in a case on his saddle, and gently spurred his horse back onto the road. The rest of us followed, with the wagons again taking up the rear. We went another mile and turned right, off the road to Boulogne, onto another road that headed east. 
“We are not going to Boulogne?” I asked, disappointed. I hoped to see the city we had been aiming for, and also hoped to see the French invasion armada. 
“No, not today,” Ney said. “We are heading to Montreuil, where my headquarters is located. It is only a few miles ahead, and there we’ll be able to get you some food and a change of clothes.” 
I nodded, looking at the road, which went through some gently rolling hills, trying to glimpse our destination. The thought of food made my stomach growl. It had been hours since I had last eaten. 
“I should tell my shipmates where we’re heading and what we’re doing,” I said. 
“By all means,” Ney agreed. 
I turned my horse and walked back along our convoy, made up of Ney’s mounted aides and an escort of around thirty infantry. 
Cushman was in the first wagon and had seated himself next to the driver, a French civilian. 
“Where are we heading?” Cushman demanded as I pulled my horse alongside the wagon, walking my animal at the same pace. 
“To General Ney’s headquarters at Montreuil, a few miles ahead, where we’ll get a hot meal, a change of clothes and a bed for the night,” I said matter-of-factly. 
Indicating the road we just came off, I told Cushman that Boulogne was in that direction. “Hopefully we’ll be able to get there soon, though probably not today.”
Cushman nodded, looking back the way we had come. “No hurry, it’s not like we have a cargo to deliver.” 
I was relieved at his practical answer and nodded. “We’re lucky to be alive. We could have drowned, or been burned to death, or hanged by the English.”
“True enough. Still…” and here Cushman turned sullen again. “You don’t seem to be doing so badly, consorting with a French general, and you barely an officer on our ship.” 
His resentment was understandable, but I didn’t care to be on the receiving end of it, considering I had almost died, too. Besides, one of my jobs on the Bedford was as interpreter, so this situation shouldn’t have been strange to him. 
“Mere luck, Mr. Cushman. My mother was a Frenchwoman, but I have never looked to gain advantage from the fact. Let me see if I can learn more about what the general plans for us.” 
I spurred my horse to a trot before he could reply and rode back up to the head of the column, where Ney was riding. I noticed he had turned his head to watch part of my discussion with Cushman. I think my voice carried. 
“Trouble?” Ney asked. 
I was reluctant to speak ill of my shipmate but also knew much depended on the generosity of this man, who had been so forthcoming to a man of a considerably lower station. 
“No trouble, mon général, it’s just that Monsieur Cushman resents that I am here on a horse talking to you, when he outranks me,” I replied. 
Ney looked annoyed. “I will decide to whom I talk. The man doesn’t speak French or German, does he?”
I shook my head. 
Ney laughed. “Then we both would be bored.” 
We rode along and I rubbed my horse gently on the neck. We were getting used to one another, and I regretted not asking the animal’s name. 
“So tell me, Burns, what are you doing with this crew? You are no sailor, are you?” Ney asked, watching me ride. 
How had he known that? “My parents are dead. I have no family except a sister whose husband is not fond of me, and I wanted to see more of the world. And, I thought, at sea I might get a chance to fight the English.” 
Looking at me, Ney said, “I do not mind your dislike of the English. Most French share it. I was wondering about the intensity of it. I didn’t think Americans had such a hatred of England.”
“My father was killed by the English. Not just shot, but brutally murdered and scalped by Tories and British soldiers with Tarleton’s Raiders.” 
“Scalped?” 
“A practice common in frontier warfare, especially among the Indians. The scalp is removed as a trophy, sometimes while someone is still alive.” 
Ney didn’t look at first as if he believed me. “That’s barbaric.” 
“Yes,” I agreed. “Yet still common.” I looked away for a moment before turning back to him. “I was only a year old, so I never knew him, but my mother kept his memory alive, and the memory of how he died. She never failed to remind me of that heritage and of my French blood.” 
There was no response from Ney.
“Mon général, I don’t mind answering your questions, but I find it odd that a general, someone close to Bonaparte and the highest levels of government, would be so curious about an American of low rank and background,” I said to Ney, adjusting my legs in the stirrups of the saddle. I finally seemed to be getting accustomed to riding again. 
To my surprise, Ney laughed. “Low background? My boy, just what do you think my background is?” 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. You are a general, you’re dressed magnificently, and you command an army corps. I assumed an old, distinguished military family of some sort.” 
“Mais non,” Ney said turning his piercing eyes at me. “My family is German from a border town called Saarlouis. I didn’t even speak French until I went to school. I am the son of a barrel cooper who served as an enlisted man in our war against Frederick the Great and Prussia before returning home to make barrels. He enrolled me in a law office, hoping I would rise that way, but it was a trade I despised, and I ran away to join the army. I was a private with little hope of rising beyond sergeant or lieutenant because of my background. Then the Revolution made anything possible for a man of ability. No my friend, this is the France of 1804, not 1774. Your background doesn’t matter. Anything is possible now.” 
He adjusted his reins. “So the interest I take in you is natural. I see a man of ability wash up on shore nearly in front of me, a man from America, another country where anything is possible. A possible ally. At the very least, I anticipate an interesting story from someone who has been places I have not. And, I saw you personally fight well against the English—that has to count for something. You saved the lives of several of your men, including your second mate when you freed your boat. And last but not least, Pierre is my father’s name.” 
 “How did you know I wasn’t a sailor by profession?” I asked. 
“You didn’t look like one. And you don’t ride like one, despite your troubles when we started,” Ney replied. 
We crested a hill and before us lay a river, and beyond it, on another hill, a walled medieval town, with other buildings at the base of the hill outside the walls. 
“Montreuil, my headquarters,” Ney said.
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
It looked like a town from above, but as we drew closer I saw the signs that marked Montreuil as a military camp. There were hundreds of whitewashed buildings with walkways, streets, and gardens, all filled with soldiers. 
The soldiers had been told they might be here a while, and like soldiers everywhere, these troops showed a talent for making themselves comfortable. The smell of food cooking drifted over us, reminding me that I had not eaten since breakfast that morning on the ship, and had nothing to drink except for that long drink of wine that soldier had given me on the beach. Laughter, music and singing came from several buildings, as did the sound of children playing. There were even chickens running around between some of the buildings. 
All the comforts of home, indeed. On the outskirts of the camp, on either side of the road, were dozens of women of varying age who appeared to be offering all kinds of wares, including themselves. Some even had on uniforms. As we approached they looked up. Seeing Ney at the head of the column, they drew back, but still looked at us boldly.
“Who are those women?” I asked Ney. 
I received an incredulous look from Ney. “You do not have whores in America?” 
“Well, umm,” I sputtered. “Yes, but not in such numbers in one place, I’m sure.” 
Ney laughed. “Wherever an army goes, there will be women. Not all of them are prostitutes. Some are vivandières and cantinières who do laundry for the men, cook for them, serve them drinks on and off the battlefield and tend them when they are sick. Usually they are attached to one man exclusively in a kind of marriage, though rarely is there a ceremony of any kind. Most are faithful, some are not. They can make a lot of money, as do the whores.” 
I thought I had seen much of the world, but really I had not. I said nothing more for fear of being thought naive. My shipmates doubtless were not surprised by the women.
I later learned that one prostitute in Boulogne became famous and beloved of the army, earning the nickname “Madame 40,000.” I don’t think I need to explain why.
I was less naive when I left Boulogne.
We rode through the camp on the main road, with Ney stopping to speak to soldiers and officers along the way. I received curious looks from some, but they received no explanation. I was not a prisoner, yet wasn’t a soldier either. 
We crossed the bridge and rode up the hill into Montreuil. The town and buildings were old, far older than anything in the United States. 
“The town is ancient, built by the savage Gauls, tamed by Roman genius,” Ney said. 
Ney’s headquarters was in a citadel on the western side of the town, built right into the ramparts. Before we reached it, we stopped at a structure guarded by soldiers. Ney inquired of one if a Captain Reille was inside. When the captain came out, Ney indicated us and gave him several orders. 
Ney turned to me. “I know you need a bath, clean clothes, food and some rest. Captain Reille will put you and your officer in officer quarters, while your men will be billeted nearby in one of the enlisted huts we saw on the way in. I hope both of you will join me for dinner tonight at my house at seven o’clock.” 
“Of course we would be honored, mon général.” I answered. I hadn’t consulted Cushman, but I knew he wouldn’t dare refuse. 
With a quick nod, Ney turned his horse and rode off towards his headquarters, accompanied by his group of mounted aides, one of whom took my horse. 
I dismounted and introduced myself to our escort, Reille, who was a company commander in the Sixth Légèr—Light Infantry—Regiment, part of the First Brigade of the Second Division of Ney’s Corps. 
I walked to the wagons with my shipmates in them. The men were already out and stretching their legs. I joined Cushman, who had finished checking on the men. 
“So what’s going on, Pierre? What are they doing with us now?” he asked, while looking around. 
I repeated what Ney had told me, including the invitation to dine. 
“Well, we probably can’t refuse,” Cushman said, stretching, and then rubbing his jaw. He eyed Reille and some of the French soldiers. 
“No, and why would we?” I asked. 
It was well past three in the afternoon and a well-appointed dinner sounded like just the thing to me—after a bath, of course. 
“No reason, Pierre; I was thinking out loud. So what did you learn? Anything useful?” Cushman asked, looking at me intently.
“Useful to whom? Our ship is gone, all that remains of our crew is standing here,” I said to Cushman. 
“Useful to our survival. What have we gotten ourselves into? We landed on a beach full of soldiers, and have seen nothing but soldiers since we left that beach three hours ago. And what is this French general’s intention towards us? He seems to have taken quite an interest in you.” Cushman said and paused, waiting for an answer. 
I nodded. “We’ve landed in the midst of French preparations to invade England. These soldiers are part of 200,000 men training to take part in that invasion.” 
Cushman’s eyes widened but he said nothing. 
“Apparently it’s no secret in England. It would be hard to keep such a secret anyway. As for Ney’s intentions towards us, I think we’ll find that out at dinner. I suspect he’s being hospitable. We’re likely an interesting distraction from the current military situation. We’ll probably be able to go on our way soon, to wherever that will be...”
Reille and a group of French soldiers were waiting politely for us to finish talking but were obviously ready to take us to our quarters. No doubt they had other things to do. 
I introduced Reille to Cushman, and then explained to the eight crewmen that they were being taken to a nearby barracks, where food and other comforts would be available. They left accompanied by five French soldiers, while Reille took us in the opposite direction, to a nearby inn. 
Like so many other buildings in the towns around Boulogne, the army had taken over the inn and was paying a good price, so there were no complaints by the landlords, who continued to serve meals and wait on officers staying there. The prostitutes weren’t the only ones in the area to welcome the army. 
Captain Reille gave instructions to the owner to give us a room, hot baths and a meal to tide us over until our dinner with Ney. 
“Also, wash their clothes, if they are salvageable,” Reille said. He turned to me. “Even if they are, we’ll probably have to find clothes for you if you are to have dinner tonight with the general.” He looked me over. “We’re about the same size. I have some that might fit you.”
I wondered if he was joking. It’s true Reille was of average height and thin, of very similar build to me, but he was quite dashing, with his perfectly fitting light infantry uniform, complete with red-faced blue coat and trousers, and white waistcoat. He sported a somewhat bushy mustache. His face was serious, but there was a sparkle in his eye. Somehow I was amusing him, I just wasn’t sure why. Probably the thought of me in his extra clothes, as I didn’t look the least bit elegant in my crumpled rags from the ship. 
I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of commenting, but simply thanked him. 
“Very well, I’ll be here at half past six.” With that, he left.
Pacing around the room, Cushman looked on shelves and in jars, trying to find tobacco and failing. “God, I wish we had been able to save some of the cargo. That was a good load we had.”
“I wish we could have saved more of the crew,” I said, unsympathetic. Though I occasionally indulge in it, I have never understood the appeal of tobacco, though many men my age are devoted to it. 
Cushman was fifteen years older than I, around forty, and a career seaman. He had taught himself to read and had worked his way up out of the ranks from seaman to being an officer, second mate on our ship. I always got the feeling he resented me, starting my career as a junior officer because of my education and because the Captain had known my family. I knew Cushman would be able to find a ship easily after we left here. It was his life, and he was one of those who are never happy on land. But what of myself? The sea was not my calling, nor had I any home to return to. The Bedford and Captain Rankin were the only ties I’d had to home, and now they were gone.
 
At half past six o’clock, there was a knock on the door. Reille was back with an orderly and two sets of clothes, including well-polished boots.
Cushman was dressed in a brown jacket and trousers of fine quality—far better than he was used to. When I put my clothes on, it was the blue trousers and blue coat of a French light infantry officer, but without any insignia. 
Reille smiled. “I told you I had clothes that would fit you. I just had them made not long ago and have not had my insignia and piping put on. Keep them clean.”
I started to protest but he held up his hand. “There is no time to argue, you are expected for dinner.” 
As we left the room, Cushman stared at me. “The uniform suits you,” he said before going out in the hall. 
We left the inn with Reille, who led us to Ney’s large house on a street not far from the citadel, skirting part of the ancient fortifications that surrounded the town. Though the walls were ancient, they were kept in good repair with modern additions. 
A few people watched us inquisitively. 
“The general made this his headquarters when arriving in Montreuil five months ago. Sometimes his wife stays near here, or in a house a few miles away which he has bought, but she is in Paris for the month,” Reille said as we mounted the steps. At the door he dismissed the orderly. “Soon they will move into a chateau in Recques, northeast of here, though he will keep this house so he can sleep near the troops when necessary.” 
After being admitted past several guards, we entered a well-lit dining room, not as grand as I expected, considering the size of the building. 
“The general uses this room for small, more informal dinners.” Reille explained. A servant informed us the general would be along momentarily and asked Reille to wait. 
I looked at some of the paintings on the wall, including a copy of the famous Oath of the Horatii, by Jacques-Louis David. In it, the three Horatius brothers take an oath before their father to fight three men from Alba Longa to determine whether Rome or Alba would be supreme in central Italy. 
On another wall was a copy of another painting by David, this one of Bonaparte from 1800, a much reproduced picture of him on a horse crossing the St. Bernard Pass into Italy to attack the Austrians. I studied the man on the rearing white horse. He had changed France and would soon remake the face of Europe. He held the reins with one hand, and with the other outstretched, was pointing onward, asking the viewer to follow him. 
There was a sense of energetic majesty to the picture. David had caught the moment, though from what I heard from people who were there, the crossing was more prosaic: Napoleon walked or rode a mule, which was more reliable in mountain passes. That didn’t matter. The picture wasn’t trying to portray the actual moment, but the spirit of the event and what it meant for the future. 
“David truly captures how remarkable Bonaparte is in that painting,” said a voice from behind us. Ney had entered the room, accompanied by two other officers. I had not noticed their arrival, I was so engrossed by the paintings. 
“I generally do not pay much attention to art, but David is different and I had these copies of his works made. If you ever get to Paris, you should try to see more of his work and meet the man if you can. Remarkable.”
There were introductions all around, and Ney presented the two officers with him. One, Antoine-Henri Jomini, a Swiss mercenary who was an aide-de-camp to Ney, was just a few years older than I. Jomini had intelligent eyes, a constant wry expression, and somewhat aristocratic looks. A vain man, I could tell immediately. 
The other officer was a colonel, who appeared at least ten years older than Ney. He was a holdover from the old French Royal Army who had served in America during our Revolution. A rather nondescript man, with somewhat long, graying hair, I quickly realized he was there because he spoke English and would give Cushman another person to talk to. I can’t even remember his name. 
When Reille asked permission to leave, Ney asked him instead to join us for dinner, bringing the total up to six. After we sat down and a servant brought wine out for all of us, Ney proposed a toast. 
“To our American friends, washed up on our shores: long life, success, glory and more battles to fight.” 
That was Ney’s attitude toward life. He didn’t care so much about money—though he was coming into a lot of it. Military ambition and glory drove him, but he was almost always boisterous and smiling. 
 
Dinner was filled with small talk, but the conversation inevitably turned to war and politics, both American and French. For the sake of those who had not witnessed our arrival, I recounted our flight and subsequent battle with the British frigate, with Ney interspersing comments about what he witnessed from shore. Occasionally, I would translate part of the conversation for Cushman, but the old colonel sitting next to him eventually took on that role. “France has been in a precarious position since the start of the Revolution,” Ney said. “The courts of Europe view us as a threat to their thrones, if only because by our very existence we inspire their citizens to look beyond the rule of kings to something better.” 
I knew this was true, but I also knew the violence of France’s Revolution inspired fear in the monarchies and many ordinary people throughout Europe. Thousands of people had died under the guillotine, often for little or no reason. Many of the clergy and nobility were killed because of their status, not because of anything they had done.
“But what of the thousands killed during the Reign of Terror? All killed without a trial, or only a show trial. I think that might have something to do with why they fear you,” I said tentatively. 
“That was ten years ago. The mass killings stopped in the summer of 1794, when Robespierre was guillotined,” Ney said, sipping his wine. “Without a trial,” he added, with an ironic smile. 
Before I could say anything else, Ney continued, “They were horrible times, when no one was safe from the blade. You never knew when someone might make up something that could send you before a tribunal and immediate execution. Those times are behind us, however. They were growing pains, as France learned to live without a king.” 
At that moment, several servants came in with heaping plates of game birds and vegetables, along with plenty of bread, cheese and more wine. In the center was a steaming pot from which wafted delicious aromas. After so long on ship eating bland food, my stomach was ready for a change, though I hoped I wouldn’t make myself sick. 
“A meal born on a battlefield,” Ney said with an enigmatic smile, noting my interest as I watched the servants arrange the dish in front of me. 
“On a battlefield, Monsieur?” I said, looking at him, then back at the dish. 
“Indeed, as is so much of our modern France. It is Chicken Marengo and was concocted by Bonaparte’s chef after the Battle of Marengo in 1800 when he defeated the Austrians—thus the name,” Ney said, drawing out the tale. “I was fighting the Austrians in Germany at the time, not having met our First Consul yet, but the story goes that after the battle, he ordered his chef, Dunand, to cook him a meal, as he was famished. In near darkness Dunand gathered what ingredients he could from the surrounding area. The man turned out to be a culinary genius of sorts. In the dish you’ll find chicken, of course, tomatoes, garlic, onions, mushrooms, crayfish and truffles. It is cooked in olive oil and white wine, all topped with fried eggs.” 
“It sounds delicious, General,” I said, accepting another glass of wine from a servant. 
“It is delicious, Monsieur Burns. The least we can do after the uneven fight you had with the English today,” Ney said, lifting his glass in an informal salute, which I returned. He returned us to recent French history, where we had been before the food was brought in. 
“Things are much more peaceful here now since Bonaparte came to power,” Ney said. “He made peace with the Catholic Church, allowing priests and nuns to return to their churches and convents, bringing religion back to public life. Even thousands of the émigrés have come back.” 
“Émigrés?” Cushman asked.
Ney looked at him, then at me. “What we call an émigré is someone who fled France during the Revolution, usually someone of noble birth who thought his life was in danger if he remained. Certainly some of them were right, their lives were in danger. I have heard estimates that almost 100,000 people fled the country during the Revolution. Bonaparte issued a general amnesty so that most could return safely, unless they had served in the armies of France’s enemies.” 
“I can’t blame them for leaving, the Revolution had killed their king,” Cushman said to me. 
“What did he say?” Ney asked, glancing at the sour-looking Cushman. 
“He said he couldn’t blame them, as the king had been killed,” I said. 
“Indeed. It is ironic, then, that we are on the verge of having an emperor.” 
I wasn’t sure I had heard right: France, which had killed its hereditary king, was to have an emperor?
“Emperor? Who? How and what will the people think?” I blurted out, all at once. 
Ney laughed. “I thought you knew, but of course how could you have heard the news in America? The decision to elect an emperor was only made in the last few months. Who? Why Bonaparte, of course, though from now on, like any monarch, he will be known as Napoleon, or the Emperor Napoleon. No more Bonaparte.” 
I was stunned and fascinated at the same time. “Did you say ‘elected,’ General?”
“Yes, elected. Very soon the Senate will declare Napoleon emperor, but he insisted the French people also ratify his nomination. The plebiscite is being prepared as we speak and will be held in a few months.”
“Electing an emperor? Kind of an oxymoron,” I said, quickly trying to eat some of the Chicken Marengo while the general answered. 
Chuckling, Ney nodded. “I can see why you would say that, but if the French people want an emperor, elect an emperor, what is undemocratic about that? Besides this will be solidifying, protecting all the gains ordinary people made during the Revolution.”
Catching my quizzical look, he described the numerous attempts on Napoleon’s life, the most recent and daring of which had been uncovered just a few months before. A Royalist named Georges Cadoudal had planned on killing Bonaparte during a review of troops, when conspirators would have surrounded him and killed him with daggers, much in the way Julius Caesar had been killed. 
Cadoudal had been captured and revealed that his plot was not to be enacted until a royal prince arrived in France. A Bourbon, the Duc d’Enghien, was suspected of being the plotting prince and was captured—essentially kidnapped—outside of France in the neighboring German principality of Ettenheim. He was taken to Paris, tried, and shot the same night he arrived. To this day I do not understand the violent reaction of the monarchs of Europe, unless they didn’t like the reminder that they and their families were no longer sacrosanct. Perhaps, being an American, I took a less involved view of the whole affair. As for the French people, they were generally supportive of Bonaparte for dealing with the nation’s enemies in this manner. 
“This was not the first time Cadoudal tried to kill Bonaparte. On Christmas Eve four years ago, his men exploded a bomb in a cart near his carriage on the Rue St. Nicaise as he was going to the opera in Paris. Bonaparte was unhurt, but ten civilians were killed, including a little girl the plotters paid to hold the horse pulling the cart,” Ney said, anger filling his eyes at the image. 
I was trying to tie all the threads together and failing. “General Ney, this is interesting and I understand the concern for Bonaparte’s life, but what does that have to do with France choosing an emperor or solidifying the gains of the Revolution?” 
A servant came in and started lighting more candles. Dusk was turning to dark as Ney answered my question.
“I was getting to that, but I wanted to explain the background of these events, their impetus. After that attempt on Bonaparte’s life, people began to fear what would happen to France if he died. Chaos and the Terror again? The return of the Bourbons? To prevent that, it was decided in the highest levels of government to make First Consul Bonaparte into Emperor Napoleon I, a hereditary ruler who can appoint his successor. The Empire will preserve much of what has been gained for ordinary people, keeping them free from the almost feudal system that existed until the Revolution and protecting the freedoms and changes to our society, such as the new civil code Bonaparte has been enacting. In essence, we will be a Republic with imperial trappings.” 
Ney looked at me, as if waiting for a protest. 
“Or an Empire with Republican trappings,” I said. My mind was weighing everything Ney had been saying and its implications. 
“Or an Empire with Republican trappings,” Ney nodded in agreement, calling over a servant to bring another bottle of wine. “Better that than the return of a Bourbon king. The empire really will preserve much that has been gained, while the Bourbons would turn the clock back one hundred years. And believe me, they are waiting to return, and they constantly work to undermine France—with the help of English gold. We will have to fight again to maintain this empire, I am certain of it.” 
For the first time, Jomini spoke. “Our invasion of England will put an end to their plotting. Six hours of favorable weather will see us on the shores of England. We will change the political dynamics of Europe.” 
A theorist of war, who had written much about combat, Jomini was eager to put his theories into practice. His ideas were sound, but in the years that followed it seemed to me that he was never on hand when his ideas were put to the test, though he did see a lot of action over the years. 
I smiled grimly. “Six hours of good weather and a way to deal with the Royal Navy. General Ney was telling me today they are your main obstacle, and believe me, I can tell you firsthand, they are formidable.” 
Jomini leaned forward, warming to the topic. “Yes, yes, I agree, and that is a problem to be worked out by the combined French and Spanish navies. But even without invading, our presence here on the coast forces them to react to us and change their strategy.” 
“Yes. It’s quite an undertaking. I have to admit, I’d love to see it happen,” I said. 
Ney and Jomini exchanged glances. 
“Actually, that may be quite possible,” Jomini said. 
“I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
“Join us, Pierre, be a part of this undertaking,” Ney interjected quietly. 
My wineglass stopped halfway up to my mouth. I looked around the table. Cushman was no longer paying attention, deep in a conversation with the French colonel about games of chance. Reille, who was sitting across from Cushman, was listening to our conversation but hadn’t said a word. It was quite possibly the first time he had ever sat down to dinner with his general, and he was probably wondering why he was there. 
I finished taking the sip and carefully placed the glass on the table. “Just what do you mean? What are you offering and why?”
“I am prepared to offer you a commission in the French Army as a full lieutenant, with promotion to captain just before the army prepares to invade England. You would be on my staff as an aide-de-camp. As for why, because you are fluent in both French and English, have nothing but enmity for the English and are intelligent. I would make you a captain because it would give you more authority parlaying with the English and interrogating English prisoners.” Ney said. 
Stunned, I looked at him to see if was joking. He was not.
“But General, my military experience is rather limited,” I said, rather weakly. 
Ney smiled, perhaps sensing victory. “That is why Captain Reille is here. He would take you under his wing, teach you the ins and outs of command and of being an infantry officer. There is an opening for an officer in his company, and you would be on loan from my staff until the invasion is imminent. Jomini would help fill out your education, both through recommending works to read—his own included—and through discussions several times a week.” 
“But I am American, not French.” I was protesting, but at the same time I sat up straighter and leaned forward eagerly.
“That does not matter to me. You are a man of quality. We have many foreigners in our ranks, from many countries, including Jomini here. He is from Switzerland. And besides, you are half French, though I would make this offer even if you weren’t.” 
I was having trouble finding objections to the offer. 
“Why should I fight for France?”
This question was clearly anticipated. “Why not? Many Frenchmen fought for the independence of your nation, like the Marquis de Lafayette. France went bankrupt supporting your revolution, which made France ripe for its own. One good turn deserves another, perhaps? Your father was even born here; in a sense you would be returning to fight for your fatherland. It’s not as if I am asking you to fight for an enemy nation—France is your country’s oldest ally. And our foe is yours, Pierre.”
I was still confused. “General Ney, you’re offering me a great deal, considering you’ve just met me. There must be French officers who speak English who would be suitable as aides-de-camp for you, without the risk of taking in a foreigner you first laid eyes on today.” 
“I am a quick judge of character. A general has to be,” Ney said. “I think you would make an excellent officer, motivated to do his job and able to think on his feet. Yes, there are French officers in my corps who speak English, but you are an American, which means you understand the English better than a typical Frenchman—your country was English not that long ago. As for taking a risk, the invasion isn’t for some months, perhaps longer. My officers and I will be able to evaluate you in the coming months. If I’ve made a mistake, I’ll find out and we’ll part company, no harm done.” 
He paused to take a sip of wine. “This is an unusual opportunity and I decided to seize it before you leave, perhaps on another ship where you don’t belong.” I didn’t even deny that last assertion. He was right. 
“Just think of the tales that will be told of you back home when this is over. Think of the adventure you can relate to your grandchildren and how posterity will view you,” Jomini interjected—he seemed to be always thinking of posterity and assuming everyone shared his long-term vanity. 
My ties to home were broken, my prospects there were slim to say the least, and my most recent venture was at the bottom of the ocean. Why not indeed? 
I was about to answer when Ney shook his head. “Don’t give me your answer tonight, no matter what it is. Sleep and tell me tomorrow.” 
With that, a servant came in with pipes and brandy. While I rarely touched tobacco, I did that night. 
“Not as good as ours,” Cushman said to me, almost wistful. 
“How your cargo would have been welcome in Boulogne,” Ney said as he lit his, wisps of smoke drifting lazily in front of him. It was as if he understood Cushman’s lament. 
We finished our pipes, then Ney excused himself, saying he had to check on the dispositions of troops and meet with some local officials. He left, accompanied by Jomini. 
By torchlight, Reille guided Cushman and me back to the inn. Before retiring, we asked to check on the rest of our crew.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
The men were in good spirits, sharing several bottles of cheap wine with some French soldiers around a fire when we checked on them. 
“When are we shipping out again, gentlemen?” they asked us. 
Cushman shook his head. “I don’t know, lads, but keep your eyes open and your wits about you until then. It should be soon—will be soon, I hope.”
The men had been drinking a while but hadn’t completely lost their wits. One of them, Sherman, looked at me across the fire, squinting to get a better look. 
“Why Mr. Burns, that almost looks like one of them Frenchie uniforms. What, did ya go and sign up?” He and several of the men laughed uproariously at this. 
My expression must have said something, because before I could say anything, Cushman spoke up. 
“We had supper with a bigwig French general tonight and they dug out some fancy clothes for us to wear. It seems the best they could come up with for Mr. Burns was that uniform. How
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