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Chapter 1: First Encounter with Napoleon
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In September 1793, my name was Victor de Bernard, twenty-five years old, a young man of the late 18th century. Apart from a quick mind, I had no special talents. Because I was acquainted with Lucas, a member of the Convention, I often had the chance to meet many remarkable people.

That evening, I was seated by the window of a restaurant on a Paris street. Lucas had promised to introduce me to someone-he said the man was promising, intelligent, and exceptional.

Rain fell lightly outside. I waited at my table until Lucas finally appeared at the door, accompanied by a short figure.

I studied the man carefully. He was short, but carried himself with sharp energy. His uniform was spotless, his eyes intense, his whole demeanor full of vigor.

Lucas brought him over."Victor, allow me to introduce Napoleon Bonaparte," he said, then turned to the newcomer."This is Victor de Bernard."

"Pleased to meet you," I said."Please, sit."

The three of us sat. Lucas called for a waiter, ordered casually, and the waiter left with the menu. Silence lingered until I finally broke it.

"Mr. Bonaparte, may I ask-what do you do?"

"Oh," he replied,"I am a second lieutenant of artillery."

Lucas interjected,"It's a waste. A man like him is far better than those useless generals we have now."

"Why do you say today's generals are useless?" I asked.

Lucas opened his mouth, but Bonaparte spoke first."Because they can't fight."

I was shocked. In these times, for a lieutenant to openly criticize generals was astonishing.

"They take high pay," Bonaparte continued,"and do nothing."

I asked,"Then what should they be doing?"

Lucas smiled."Not what they should, but what Napoleon here is about to do. He is leaving for Toulon."

Bonaparte's voice grew firm."The British and Dutch have encircled Dunkirk from the north. The Prussians and Austrians have crossed the northern border, taken Mainz, and now surround Valenciennes. At the same time, Spanish troops have crossed the Pyrenees from the south. Worse still, late in August, those cursed royalists in Toulon, to block government forces and seek British protection, handed over our fortress and our Mediterranean fleet-more than thirty warships-without a fight. The British and Spanish occupied Toulon without firing a shot. Our country is in peril. The government has appointed me artillery commander for the expeditionary force. The day after tomorrow, I depart for Toulon."

I was astonished. As Lucas had said, this short lieutenant was far from ordinary.

Seeing my expression, Bonaparte added,"It's nothing. Retaking Toulon is no great challenge. Those fools defending it are hardly worth mentioning. As long as we are properly supplied, Toulon can be recovered."

I knew nothing of military matters, but I, too, wanted to contribute to my country.

"Forgive my bluntness," I said,"but why would the government appoint a lieutenant as artillery commander?"

Bonaparte explained."You know Saliceti, the representative of the Convention? Major Marten was wounded at Ollioules. A replacement was needed. Saliceti recommended me to Carteaux. That is how I came to command the artillery."

"The situation is grim indeed," I said."Britain, Prussia, and others have formed a coalition to defeat us. With the royalists, things look bleak. If you retake Toulon, sir, the royalists may try to assassinate you."

Bonaparte's gaze sharpened."Perhaps. But the enemy is at our doorstep. How can I not go? Tell me, Bernard, do you think I have any retreat left?"

Lucas leaned forward."Victor, Napoleon needs an aide. You have no profession at the moment. Why not go with him to Toulon?"

I froze, then said,"But I have no military background. Is that acceptable?"

Bonaparte replied,"If you're willing, it is enough. You'll gain military experience in the army. This position requires no prior background."

"This is a rare opportunity," I admitted."I will accept."

Lucas laughed."Victor, you should thank me. I've found you employment."

"And a fine one at that," I added.

The food arrived. We enjoyed a rich dinner. During the meal, Bonaparte spoke of his ambitions and his plans. I asked what his ultimate goal was.

"Something vast," he said.

"How vast?" I pressed.

"A goal so great you would not even dare imagine it."

I did not pursue further. As the conversation continued, my admiration for this short lieutenant grew. He had talent and vision. No wonder Lucas believed in his potential.

After dessert, Bonaparte asked for paper, wrote something down, and handed it to me."This is my address in Paris. Think carefully about the aide position. If you decide, come to me tomorrow."

Lucas added,"Do consider it. This is important."

I nodded solemnly.

The rain still fell outside. I did not realize then that this rainy night would decide my future. Nor could I foresee that my choice would make me chief aide to the man who would stand atop Europe.

At the restaurant door, we parted ways. Bonaparte turned and strode off into the rain. Watching his small figure vanish into the distance, I felt his resolve. How could I have known that this very figure would one day shake all of Europe?

Lucas asked what I thought of him. I answered honestly."He truly has potential. His future has no limits."

Lucas nodded, climbed into his carriage, and left.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Preparing for Duty
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On the morning of September 2, 1793, I woke early. The meeting with Napoleon the night before remained vivid in my mind. His bearing and words marked him as someone destined for great things. For a man like me, unemployed and without direction, the offer to become his aide was the best fortune I could ask for.

After breakfast, I saddled my Ardennes horse and pulled out the slip of paper Napoleon had given me. It bore the address of an inn, not a home. Did he not live in Paris?

I rode swiftly through the streets. Fortunately, the inn was not far. Soon I stood at its entrance.

A boy came forward to take my horse to the stable while I stepped inside. At the counter, a middle-aged woman greeted me.

"Excuse me, which room is Mr. Bonaparte's?" I asked.

"Who are you to him?" she inquired.

"I met him yesterday," I explained, showing her the note."He asked me to come today."

"Ah," she said with recognition."Yes, he mentioned someone would be arriving. Room 205."

I thanked her and hurried upstairs.

The inn was small. Most of the furnishings were plain wood. Only a few silver candlesticks, their candles burned short, gave the place any refinement. The hall was dim and windowless. A wooden staircase spiraled up. On the second floor, I found room 205 and knocked.

"Come in, Mr. Bernard," a voice called.

I was startled. How had he known it was me? The door was unlocked. I pushed it open. Napoleon was already standing there.

"Oh, Bernard," he said."Have you decided?"

"Yes," I answered."I am willing to accept the position."

"This is no ordinary post," Napoleon cautioned."Are you certain?"

"I am," I replied.

"Then you will not be sickened by corpses and blood?"

"I will manage."

"And can you endure the life of constant marching and battle?"

"I will adapt," I said firmly.

He nodded."I agree. Then come with me to headquarters to register. They will issue you a uniform, a pistol, and a sword. Let's go."

We went downstairs. The stable boy brought out our horses. Napoleon rode ahead, I followed close behind.

Headquarters was housed in a small but dignified building. We dismounted and went inside. On the second floor, Napoleon led me into an office. A desk stood at the center, books lined a wooden shelf, and a middle-aged man sat at the desk.

"Saliceti," Napoleon said,"this is Victor de Bernard, my new aide. Where should he register?"

Saliceti rose."Second room on the left. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Bernard. May I have a word with you alone?"

I looked at Napoleon. He nodded and left.

When the door closed, Saliceti leaned toward me."Bernard, Bonaparte is stubborn. If you serve as his aide, be cautious. He has few friends. Guard your reputation."

"I appreciate your concern," I said,"but I am no more than an acquaintance of a Convention member. I have little reputation to protect."

"Then take care," he said."Go with Bonaparte and register."

I nodded and left. Napoleon was waiting in the corridor."What did he say?" he asked.

I told him the truth.

"Typical Saliceti," Napoleon muttered."One face in public, another in private."

"Then why did he recommend you for Toulon?" I asked.

"I cannot say. Perhaps he wasn't thinking."

I had no answer to that.

We entered the registration office. A young clerk handed me a form-name, sex, address, the usual details. I filled it quickly. Then he gave me a slip."Take this to the stores. Look for Fernandez. He will provide your uniform and weapons."

Napoleon said,"Come with me."

As we walked to the warehouse, he advised,"Choose a good sword and pistol."

"You mean I can choose?" I asked, surprised.

"Of course. Look at mine-once a royal blade. After Louis XVIII fell, I found it in a corner of the stores. Razor sharp. I care nothing for royal trappings, but this sword is excellent. You should find something just as good."

We reached the warehouse. An old man sat by the door-Fernandez.

"You here for uniform and equipment?" he asked.

"Yes," I answered.

"Show me your papers."

I handed him the slip.

"Go in," he said, unlocking the door.

Inside, shelves stretched into the dimness, filled with pistols, swords, and uniforms. Fernandez led us to a rack and lifted out a set."For an aide-de-camp, this should be it."

I took the uniform: a wool coat, white shirt and trousers, golden epaulettes, and two white straps crossing the chest in an X.

"Not bad," Napoleon remarked.

"I'll take it," I said.

We then selected weapons. With Napoleon's guidance, I obtained both a fine pistol and a sharp sword.

By the time everything was finished, the afternoon sun filled the streets of Paris with warmth. At the door, Napoleon said,"Tomorrow at six in the morning, meet me again at the inn. Pack your belongings. And arrange for a carriage."

I realized at that moment-I was already his aide.

"No problem," I replied.

Thus, under the Paris sun, my military career began.
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Chapter 3: Toulon, Here We Come
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The soft morning sun of Paris shone over the streets, the autumn air carrying a trace of coolness. I stepped outside early, where the carriage I had arranged the night before was waiting at my door. It was a four-wheeled coach, drawn by two strong horses. The driver nodded when he saw me.

Carrying my suitcase, I climbed aboard and gave him the address of the inn where Napoleon was staying. The carriage rattled swiftly across the cobblestones and soon halted in front of the inn.

I was about to go inside, but to my surprise, Napoleon was already at the door with his luggage. He waved, then hurried over and climbed into the carriage.

"Mr. Bernard, you are very punctual today," he said.

"Just call me Victor," I replied."I am your aide now."

He nodded."Fair enough."

After a pause, he added,"Victor, barring any delays, we should reach the front lines by tonight."

"Perhaps even sooner," I said."These horses are fast."

The carriage sped forward without rest, stopping only to change teams. The sun rose, climbed high, and drifted toward the horizon. At last, by dusk, we arrived at the forward camp.

Fires burned before every tent. The smell of food hung in the air. Soldiers sat in circles, eating, talking, even sparring with each other. Though we had eaten some bread at midday, the scent of roasting meat stirred hunger in me again.

"That must be General Carteaux's tent," I said, pointing toward a pavilion much larger than the rest.

"Most likely," Napoleon replied.

At this point, the carriage could go no farther, so we dismounted. I paid the driver, intending to dismiss him, but Napoleon stopped me.

"Keep him close," he said."We may need the carriage again."

Puzzled, I obeyed, and the driver readily agreed. Together, Napoleon and I walked into the camp. Dressed in uniform, we attracted little notice; most men were busy with their dinners.

At the pavilion, two guards stood watch. One, thin and sharp-eyed, stepped forward."Who are you?"

Napoleon drew out his commission."I am the new artillery commander, here to report to General Carteaux."

The guard inspected the papers, then returned them. He glanced at me."And this man?"

"My aide," Napoleon said.

The guard turned to me."Your commission?"

I produced my papers from the day before. He examined them briefly, then nodded."Wait here while I announce you."

Napoleon muttered in irritation,"Ridiculous, needing to announce us..."

After a short wait, the guard returned."The general will see you. Please enter."

Inside, the tent was crowded with maps, sand tables, and documents. Behind the desk sat a man of medium height, perhaps one meter seventy-five. His features were lined with age, his manner weary-very different from Napoleon's sharp energy. Few men so young as Napoleon had ever earned the rank of brigadier general. Truly, as the saying goes, the times create their heroes.

This was Carteaux. He rose quickly as we entered."Mr. Napoleon, you came so quickly!" he exclaimed.

I nearly laughed, while beside me Napoleon coughed heavily in annoyance. Carteaux turned to me instead."And you, sir, what is your name? You seem displeased?"

Before Napoleon could answer, Carteaux addressed me again."Is this gentleman your aide?"

I froze, seeing Napoleon's growing anger. Quickly, I said,"General Carteaux, this is General Napoleon Bonaparte. I am his aide, Victor."

Carteaux's eyes widened. He looked from me to Napoleon in shock. At last he stammered,"Ah, I see-I made a mistake. Forgive me. Tell me, have you two dined?"

"Of course not," Napoleon replied dryly."We thought dinner might be served here."

Carteaux blinked, then chuckled."Ah, forgive me. You must be hungry after such a long journey. I shall have food prepared at once." With that, he hurried out.

Napoleon's face darkened, his expression worse than if he had been insulted. Watching Carteaux depart, he muttered bitterly,"So what if he's taller than me?"

In truth, though his words had made the moment awkward, Carteaux's simple, approachable manner left me with a good impression. He lacked the stern authority that inspires fear on the battlefield, but men would surely remain loyal to such a commander.

Soon, Carteaux returned."Gentlemen," he said,"dinner is ready."
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Chapter 4: An Unpleasant Dinner
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Following Carteaux out of his command tent, I walked between rows of white canvas and suddenly realized-the coming months would all be spent in tents.

We entered a larger pavilion, which I guessed must be the officers' mess. Inside were rows of tables where several officers were already eating. Compared to the soldiers' fare, the food here was far more lavish.

Carteaux led us to a large table near the back, clearly reserved for us. He took the main seat, while Napoleon and I sat to either side. He ordered the food and asked politely,"Shall we have wine?"

"Alcohol has no place in the army," Napoleon said flatly.

Carteaux blinked, then forced a smile."Of course, of course."

Soon, the table was filled with roasted turkey, seafood, and other dishes. I marveled that such meals could be found in a military camp.

"Where does all this come from?" Napoleon asked.

"Purchased from nearby farms," Carteaux replied."And seafood is plentiful along the coast."

Napoleon's voice sharpened."That must cost a fortune."

Carteaux nodded."Indeed, it isn't cheap."

"Wasteful," Napoleon muttered.

Even a man of Carteaux's temper could not ignore such barbs. His voice cooled."What do you mean by that?"

Napoleon stared at him."This is why our enemies march to our doorstep."

Carteaux laughed lightly."So the turkey is to blame?"

Napoleon's gaze turned cold."Then tell me-how many cannons does this army have?"

"Six," Carteaux admitted after a pause.

"And how many shells?"

Carteaux's face darkened."None."

Napoleon sneered."At least you are honest. And does the Republic have funds to make more?"

"The Republic is newly born. The treasury is empty."

Napoleon laughed aloud."And where has the money gone?"

"How should I know?" Carteaux snapped.

"Oh, you know," Napoleon said, his voice rising."You simply don't care. The funds have gone into your belly!"

Carteaux slammed the table and stood."Napoleon, that is enough!"

Napoleon rose as well."You think I fear you because you are my superior? Tell me I am wrong!"

Their clash silenced the entire hall. Officers stared, tense. I tugged at Napoleon's sleeve, urging him to sit, but he ignored me.

"It is because officers indulge themselves while soldiers starve that our army fights so poorly," he declared."That is why, with superior numbers, we still fail to take Toulon!"

For a heartbeat, the tent was quiet as stone. Then someone clapped. Another joined in. In moments, every officer present-save Carteaux-was applauding loudly.

The cheers deflated Carteaux like air escaping a torn drum. He sank into his chair, defeated.

Napoleon pressed on."I propose that from tomorrow onward, officers eat the same rations as the soldiers. Only then will we know whether our men are fed well enough to fight. Only when they eat properly will they give their full strength."

The tent erupted in approval. Officers shouted their agreement.

The truth was, soldiers had long complained of hunger, while officers feasted. Carteaux had ignored the reports. Resentment had simmered beneath the surface. Napoleon's words had voiced what they all thought.

Carteaux saw his authority slipping and moved quickly."Very well. From tomorrow, all officers will eat the same as the soldiers. Any who disobey will be expelled from the army."

Napoleon sat back down, his point made. Relief settled over me as the tension eased. To break the silence, I asked,"General Carteaux, with only six guns and no ammunition, how can we fight?"

Carteaux, regaining composure, answered,"Nearby forts and batteries still hold supplies. Tomorrow I will issue Bonaparte an order. They will have to lend what he requires. I will also write to headquarters for reinforcements."

"So no major assault yet," I said.

"Not against the Faron batteries," Carteaux admitted."They are too strong. And the coalition has already reinforced Toulon. An attack now would bring disaster. None of us want that."

The dinner ended under a cloud of unease. Outside, breathing the cool night air, I exhaled in relief.

Carteaux's tent still visible behind us, Napoleon muttered,"Men like him must be crushed immediately. Only then will they obey."

"You may have angered him," I warned."He might oppose you later."

Napoleon scoffed."What can he do? In broad daylight? I have already won the support of his officers. Does he dare challenge me now?"

"But what if he obstructs your artillery supply?" I pressed.

Napoleon gave me a sharp look."In the presence of the Convention's representatives? He wouldn't dare."

I could find no reply.
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Chapter 5: The Artillery Improvement Plan
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At dawn, the noise of soldiers stirred me awake. How could they be up so early? Then I remembered-life in camp was famous for early rising.

I dressed, stepped outside, and saw that nearly every tent was already busy.

At the officers' mess, all of us sat at a long table. Each man had a plate with a piece of black bread, a sausage, and a cup of water. The mood was strained. Officers who had boasted the night before of sharing soldiers' rations now stared awkwardly at their plates. At the corner, Napoleon devoured his food without hesitation.

"Victor, your seat is here," Carteaux said, pointing beside Napoleon."Enjoy the 'feast.'"

One officer finally snapped."What is this? Fit only for dogs!" he shouted.

I sat beside Napoleon. He looked around and said,"Now you know what the soldiers eat. Are we to feed them dog food for months to come?"

The officers burst into uneasy laughter. Napoleon pressed further."And they eat this every day?"

"Yes," Carteaux admitted.

"Then tell me, gentlemen-after months of this, would you have the strength to fight?"

Silence.

"Who handles logistics?" Napoleon demanded.

A young lieutenant colonel rose."I do, General."

"Then why are you standing here?" Napoleon barked."Improve the rations!"

The lieutenant colonel froze, then glanced at Carteaux for support. Carteaux, his face tight, said firmly,"Colonel Jones, I suggest you obey at once. Otherwise, I will regretfully dismiss you from the army."

Hearing this, Jones had no choice but to hurry off to make improvements. The truth was, even Carteaux had been shaken. Raised in noble comfort, he had never eaten such fare before. To see it on his own plate was a shock he could not ignore.

Breakfast ended quickly.

Later, I asked Napoleon what he planned for the day."First, we inspect the artillery," he said."I expect the worst. Then, if time allows, we'll borrow guns from the nearby forts."

I nodded. A demanding schedule, but necessary.

At the artillery camp, only a few dozen men were scattered about. When Napoleon approached, no one reacted.

"You, come here," he ordered one soldier. The man hesitated, then walked over.

"How far do these guns fire?" Napoleon asked.

"Who are you?" the soldier replied.

"I am your new artillery commander," Napoleon snapped.

The soldier paled."Forgive me, General. I don't know."

Napoleon's eyes widened."You don't know?"

The man nodded.

"Then are you even artillery?"

"Yes, sir. I was transferred here in early September."

Napoleon's voice rose."A gunner who doesn't know the range of his own cannon? Outrageous! Do you even know how to fire it?"

"Sorry, General," the man admitted."I don't."

Napoleon was speechless. I asked,"Then does anyone here know?"

The soldier looked down."No one, sir."

"Damn it!" Napoleon roared."I am commander of the front-line artillery, and all I have are six guns, a few dozen men, no ammunition, and not a single soldier who knows how to fire them! Call every artilleryman here at once!"

The soldier hurried off, red-faced. I muttered,"Their quality is appalling."

Soon he returned with the rest-scores of men. They stood sloppily, no formation, uniforms unkempt.

Napoleon's fury deepened."No one told you to form ranks? Line up!"

They shuffled into two crooked rows.

"Look at you," Napoleon barked."Disgraceful. Do you call yourselves soldiers? From this moment, I will not allow such laziness. Run five laps around the camp. No excuses. The last man to finish gets no lunch."

The men groaned but obeyed. For their meager rations, none dared refuse. What they didn't know was that their food would soon be improved.

Napoleon did not stand aside. He sprinted ahead of them, shouting,"Victor, inspect their tents. Search for contraband. And hear me-any man who overtakes me gets double rations at noon!"

The soldiers' spirits flared. Murmurs spread, and they charged after him. Napoleon was already far ahead.

"Wait for us, General!" voices cried as they ran harder.

Meanwhile, I began my task. Entering the first tent, I abandoned any thought of leniency. It was a dump-blankets strewn about, garbage everywhere, bottles littering the floor. In a corner sat a large crate of wine and tobacco. I dragged it out into the open.

The next tents were the same. Soon I had uncovered several more crates of contraband. I had no idea where they had gotten so much.

By then, Napoleon and the men had completed a lap. He was still far in the lead, while the soldiers, breathless, caught sight of their seized supplies stacked outside. Their faces twisted with regret. They knew those comforts were lost forever.
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Chapter 6: We Need Cannons!
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The soldiers' hearts ached as their contraband was confiscated, but still they ran. The punishment had to be carried out, or there would be no lunch. Gradually, the gap between the men and Napoleon shrank. Just as they were about to overtake him, he suddenly increased his pace. The soldiers surged as well, some keeping up, others falling hopelessly behind-knowing they would lose their meal.

I looked at the boxes of wine and tobacco piled beside me. No wonder these men lacked discipline. For them to run even this hard was already surprising.

By the end of the second lap, two groups had formed. Napoleon and two tall soldiers led the first, with the rest trailing far behind. On the third lap, the stragglers broke into a third group, most of them already walking.

As the final laps neared their end, the contest tightened. With only thirty meters left, the two tall soldiers suddenly sprinted past Napoleon. He reacted, but it was too late. The race ended with them in front.

"You two-this... this..."

Grinning, they said,"General, double rations?"

Napoleon froze, then laughed."So that was your trick? Clever. Very well. Double rations for you both."

The two walked off cheerfully, leaving Napoleon to shake his head. He came over to me."Victor, so this is what you found?"

I gestured helplessly at the crates."Their supplies are... abundant."

His face hardened."Major Marten managed them like this? Appalling."

By then the rest of the men had stumbled in, pale and exhausted. No one dared speak.

"Can anyone explain?" Napoleon demanded, pointing to the contraband."Where did this come from?"

Silence.

"No answer?" His voice rose.

At last one man stepped forward."General, we bought them. From nearby farms."

"Who bought them?"

"I did," the soldier admitted.

"And how did you leave camp?"

"No one stopped me. General Carteaux barely pays us any mind. I just walked out."

Napoleon's tone grew icy."You have one day. Return every drop of liquor and every crate of tobacco. Fail, and face court-martial."

The soldier nodded miserably and left.

Just then, several men arrived carrying food buckets."General Bonaparte," one said,"your lunch. Also, General Carteaux requests your presence."

Napoleon ordered the buckets taken to his men, then gestured to me."Victor, we are summoned."

As we walked away, the sounds of delight rose from the artillerymen."Look at this! Incredible!" they cried. The two who had earned double rations were overjoyed. Napoleon and I peered into a few bowls-sandwiches, sausages, vegetables, even bananas. We both sighed. Soldiers were too easy to please.

At Carteaux's pavilion, he greeted us and led us to two sand tables. One showed the terrain between Malbosquet and Ollioules; the other marked Little Gibraltar.

"General Bonaparte," he began,"you've requested a large number of guns. But I must justify the request to headquarters. I need a plan of action. I cannot explain why we need so many cannons."

"Fool," Napoleon said bluntly. He stabbed at the sand table."Here, here, and here-twenty guns each. These points-at least ten. And here, twenty more. With one hundred guns properly placed, we can take the entire position with minimal losses. Tell headquarters this: which matters more, cannons or soldiers' lives?"

Carteaux listened, astonished. Though he knew little about artillery, he recognized good positions when he saw them. Napoleon's plan was precise, every deployment well chosen. With one hundred guns, victory would be certain.

"I will report this at once," Carteaux said.

Napoleon nodded."See that the guns arrive before November. Once coalition reinforcements land, we will lose the initiative."

"I understand," Carteaux replied."I'll press the matter. But meanwhile, I ask that you also collect guns from nearby forts."

"We will," Napoleon said."Victor and I will start this afternoon."

Carteaux gave a satisfied nod, then added,"And you saw the new rations today?"

Napoleon answered,"Yes. The artillerymen seemed pleased. But Carteaux, when the hundred guns arrive, we'll need more men. Bring them in from other units, but let them volunteer. I want only those willing to serve in artillery."

"That can be arranged," Carteaux said.

With that, Napoleon and I departed, ready to begin our tour of the surrounding forts.
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Chapter 7: Brother, Got Cannons or Not?
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The carriage was already waiting when Napoleon and I reached the camp gate. The driver was dozing on the seat, and it took some effort to shake him awake.

"Ah, sorry," he said sheepishly."I was up too late last night."

I wondered what had kept him. As if reading my thoughts, he explained,"After you left yesterday, I parked the carriage and built a small fire. Then the soldiers came, accused me of being a royalist spy, and hauled me off. Took half the night to clear things up. The army is too nervous these days..."

The carriage rumbled along mountain roads toward the nearest fortress. The path was rough, but it was quicker than the main roads, and in these parts the difference hardly mattered.

The scenery was pleasant. Early autumn still held a touch of summer-the leaves mostly green, the faint scent of flowers drifting in the air.

Soon a fortress came into view, squat and grim like a great gun emplacement. As we drew closer, a thought struck me.

"Napoleon," I asked,"if they agree to lend us their cannons, how will we bring them back?"

"First," he said,"just call me Napoleon, nothing more. Second, the fortress has men enough. They'll deliver them for us."

I had my doubts. Would they really deliver weapons to our doorstep?

At the gate, armed guards stopped us."Who are you? This is restricted ground."

Napoleon produced his commission."I am the artillery commander at Toulon. I must see your officer."

"Our commander is away," one guard replied.

I was about to suggest we return another day, but Napoleon cut in."Then who is in charge now? Take us to him."

"The artillery commander," the guard admitted."I'll bring you."

We left the carriage at the roadside and followed him inside.

The fortress was dark, windowless, lit only by scattered torches. We walked twisting corridors for fifteen minutes before reaching the commander's office.

The office itself was the opposite-bright, with tall windows and a vast walnut desk, oddly bare. Behind it sat a man of striking appearance: tall, broad, with curled blond hair and a handsome face.

"General Auguste," the soldier announced,"this is General Napoleon Bonaparte from the Toulon front. He has business with you." Then he withdrew.

"You are General Bonaparte?" Auguste asked.

Napoleon's face hardened."I am."

Auguste, startled, quickly recovered."Then, General, what brings you here?"

Napoleon was blunt."Do you have cannons?"

"Of course," Auguste said."What kind of artillery commander would I be without them?"

"Good," Napoleon replied."In the name of the Toulon expedition, I requisition them."

Auguste stiffened."How many?"

"All of them."

"We have twelve," Auguste said cautiously.

"Then twelve," Napoleon answered without hesitation.

Auguste slammed the desk."General, don't go too far! If I give you every gun, how will we defend this fortress? Do you expect us to surrender at the first attack?"

Napoleon's voice was icy."If you hold back your cannons, the Toulon front will fail, and your fortress will be crushed anyway. If you give them to me, I will combine the guns from every stronghold and blast the royalists and the British to pieces. Choose: be dismissed for failing to aid the war, or hand me your cannons and share in victory."

Auguste froze. At last he called a soldier."Turn over every cannon to these gentlemen."

Napoleon smiled faintly."And, Auguste, you will provide teams to deliver them to the front."

Auguste's anger flared, but Napoleon's unwavering stare silenced him. He swallowed his protest.

I turned to the soldier."Then we may go collect our borrowed cannons?"

The soldier glanced nervously at Auguste, who snapped,"Do as they say, or I'll strip your rank!"

So the soldier led us on.

By sunset, our carriage rolled back along the road. Behind it came twenty-four horses, straining under the weight of twelve heavy guns.
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Chapter 8: Fire!
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By the time we returned to camp, it was late. The heavy cannons had slowed the march. Once the guns were positioned and the soldiers who delivered them dismissed, Napoleon and I went straight to rest.

The next morning, the officers' mess held a lighter mood than before. Clearly, the young man in charge of logistics had worked quickly. Even Carteaux, seated at the head, was chewing earnestly on a sandwich. Breakfast had changed-sandwiches with fried eggs. Still, sandwiches seemed to appear at every meal. When asked why, the quartermaster had explained it was cheap, available, and filling enough.

After breakfast, Carteaux announced,"At ten o'clock, all officers to my command tent for a council of war. Do not be late."

Of course, Napoleon and I went first to the artillery camp. On the way he asked me,"Victor, do you have interest in military councils?"

Though my knowledge was shallow, listening to Napoleon and Carteaux over the past days had stirred my curiosity."Yes," I admitted.

"Good," he said."Then from now on you are my chief of staff. I can't walk into a council with only an aide."

A swell of pride caught me off guard. By then, we had reached the artillery ground. Soldiers were already gathered around the newly arrived guns, inspecting the heavy weapons with awe.

"Form ranks!" Napoleon commanded.

The men lined up in two rows."Today," he said,"I will teach you how to fire a cannon. Victor, assist me."

I followed him to one of the guns."First, load the shot," he ordered.

I hefted a round iron ball, unaware that future generations would call such ammunition grape shot. Napoleon opened a hatch in the barrel, and I rolled the ball inside.

"Next," he said,"measure the distance, calculate, pour the powder." He opened a small vent at the base, tipped powder from a horn, then adjusted the barrel's angle."Our target is that mound, about a kilometer away."

He looked around."Fetch a torch."

Several soldiers dashed off and quickly returned with blazing brands. Napoleon took one and asked,"What comes next?"

"Fire!" the men shouted in unison. Their excitement was palpable; all waited breathlessly for the thunder of war.

"Stand back," Napoleon warned.

We all stepped away. He touched the torch to the powder vent.

With a roar, the cannon leapt backward. Fire belched from its muzzle, the shot arced through the sky, and an instant later struck the mound dead center. The explosion sent dust and earth flying. When the smoke cleared, the mound stood visibly reduced.

The men gaped in silence. Napoleon surveyed them with satisfaction. His lesson had landed.

"Now you see the power of artillery," he said."Imagine a regiment standing on that mound-one volley could shatter them. If each of you masters this skill, you will be a terror on the battlefield."

From that moment, the gunners truly accepted him-not just for his precision, but because he was a commander who could lead them to glory.

"Form into groups of three," he ordered."Each group will man one gun: one to observe, one to load, one to fire."

The soldiers eagerly organized themselves. Soon torches flared, powder was poured, and barrels thundered.

"Boom, boom, boom..." Seventeen cannons fired together. The shots scattered wildly, but the sheer impact would have been devastating against a massed enemy.

I could not help but imagine the day when one hundred guns stood ready-the carnage would be unimaginable.

Only one cannon failed to fire. Its loader had fumbled, dropped the torch, and set a pile of dry grass ablaze. Flames roared up. Napoleon shouted,"Water! Quickly!"

Buckets passed hand to hand until the fire was out. He checked his watch. Nearly ten."Dismissed for free drill," he called. Then to me:"Victor, hurry, the council is about to begin."

In Carteaux's tent, the officers' faces were grim."Napoleon," he said,"you heard the cannonade. Scouts report smoke rising near camp-possibly enemy fire. It seems the royalists are upon us."

Napoleon and I exchanged helpless looks. Just then, another volley echoed outside. Officers leapt to their feet and rushed out, while we could hear troops forming ranks.

Napoleon muttered bitterly,"Free drill? More like free chaos..."
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Chapter 9: The War Council
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It took some effort to calm the officers and herd them back into Carteaux's command tent. Once seated again, their tension began to ease. Carteaux sighed and said,"Napoleon, your artillerymen are truly... bizarre."

The officers glanced at one another. One asked,"What does bizarre mean?"

Carteaux froze, realizing he had no idea how to explain the term. He stumbled for words, unaware that centuries later"bizarre" would become a fashionable word in another tongue.

Napoleon cut in,"What would you have me do? They don't even know how to fire a cannon. If I don't drill them, how are they supposed to fight in battle?"

Carteaux frowned."They don't know how to use the guns?"

Napoleon's eyes narrowed."Aren't you ashamed? You didn't even know your gunners were ignorant of their own craft."

Carteaux flushed but quickly tried to change the subject."The high command has finalized the attack plan." He pulled out a thick sheaf of papers and handed copies to every general-except me.

Napoleon's voice turned icy."General Carteaux, give a copy to my Chief of Artillery Staff as well."

Carteaux blinked."Chief of Staff?"

Napoleon replied,"Appointed an hour and a half ago."

Carteaux had no choice but to pass me a copy.

The tent fell silent as the generals bent over their plans. I read carefully too.

The gist of the plan was simple: concentrate sixty thousand men, strike the weakly defended western line near Ollioules, and push from the west into Toulon. First, storm the outlying forts-Mount Faron, Fort Faron, Fort Laugier, Fort Bregancon, and Fort Sainte-Catherine-then advance steadily to the city walls, build siege works, and finally take Toulon itself.

On paper, it looked reasonable. But I hadn't finished before Napoleon slammed his fist down."Which idiot wrote this? It's suicide!"

Carteaux's face darkened. Forcing himself to stay calm, he asked coldly,"And what exactly displeases you?"

"This whole plan is folly," Napoleon snapped."First, the enemy has layered defenses, not to mention the British fleet anchored in the bay. A frontal assault would bleed us white-and might still fail. Tell me I'm wrong, General."

Carteaux muttered,"You're not wrong. But do you have a better idea?"

"Of course I do," Napoleon retorted."Second, if we drag this out, the defenders will reinforce their forts, the enemy will send reinforcements, and we'll be trapped in a stalemate. Not only would we fail to take Toulon, but we'd invite a counterattack. Do you deny it?"

This time, most of the generals nodded in agreement.

Napoleon pressed on."Third, if we don't break into the city quickly, the garrison will have time to evacuate the fleet, loot the city, and strip it bare. And all of that loss will be because we lacked a plan for a swift, decisive strike."

By now, even those who had doubted him were looking at the young brigadier with newfound respect. Arrogant though he was, his military insight was undeniable.

Carteaux scowled."If you're so certain, Napoleon, what is your plan?"

"First, seize Fort Mulgrave-the British call it 'Little Gibraltar, '" Napoleon declared.

Carteaux shook his head."That would be useless."

"On the contrary," Napoleon countered."From that position we can bombard the English anchorages and force them out of the bay. Without the fleet's protection, the royalists in Toulon will have no escape, no reinforcements, and no fire support. Then the city will fall with ease."

Several generals murmured approval. But Carteaux shook his head stubbornly."Fort Mulgrave won't be easy to take. Worse, it could provoke the British fleet into opening fire. And we don't have the manpower."

Napoleon's eyes blazed."Not enough men? The camp is crawling with idle soldiers! Carteaux, if you refuse to send troops, you'll regret it."

Carteaux's temper finally snapped. Day after day, Napoleon had argued with him, stripping him of dignity in front of others. His voice rose:"This plan comes directly from high command. Unless you can change their decision, it stands. Otherwise-keep your mouth shut!"

Napoleon's face hardened."Good. That's exactly what I wanted to hear. Let's see whether I can change it or not. Watch me." With that, he strode out of the tent.

I looked around. Though Napoleon had just named me his chief of staff, I was still his aide at heart. It would not do to linger. I hurried after him.

Just before I stepped outside, I distinctly heard Carteaux mutter,"Madman."
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Chapter 10: Saliceti - This Plan Is Feasible in Principle
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Leaving Carteaux's tent, Napoleon was still fuming. I felt obliged to at least try to calm him down.

"Napoleon, you must see it's not entirely Carteaux's fault. The real problem lies with headquarters-they drafted that foolish plan. Besides-"

He cut me off."Carteaux knew full well the plan was idiotic. If he saw its flaws but kept silent, then he's unfit to command. If he couldn't see the flaws at all, then he's a fool. Either way, he should be removed."

I asked,"But how can you possibly change the plan?"

Napoleon smirked."Simple. Do you think I'd challenge him without a method in mind?"

"You already have a way?" I asked, bewildered.

"Of course. Listen-our esteemed representative of the National Convention, Saliceti, will arrive today, along with another commissioner, Gasparin. Once I explain my reasoning to them, they'll have no grounds to refuse."

Then, without further comment, he turned back toward the artillery camp.

I followed and asked,"Where are you going now?"

"To whip those rascals into shape," he replied.

When we reached the artillery encampment, the soldiers stood stiff and uneasy, as though awaiting punishment.

To my surprise, Napoleon said only,"Next time, fire the cannons further away. No need to frighten the rest of the camp."

The men nodded in unison, visibly relieved.

I was astonished-not that he had quelled the matter so easily, but that he seemed to condone live-fire drills during"free activity."

"Training is good," Napoleon continued,"but don't give Carteaux any excuse to complain."

"Yes, sir!" the soldiers chorused.

"Now, physical drills!" he barked.

By evening, Saliceti and Gasparin arrived at camp. Napoleon and I greeted them. Gasparin was tall and lean, his face youthful, though his rank testified to many years of service.

After dinner in the officers' mess, Napoleon invited the two commissioners into his tent. The furnishings were sparse, the interior almost bare. Saliceti chuckled,"Napoleon, you said you had business with us. Speak."

Napoleon began,"Gentlemen, you've both seen the attack plan?"

They nodded.

"What do you think?" he pressed.

Gasparin replied,"It can be improved-that's why we came."

"Exactly," Napoleon said."That's why I asked to see you."

"You have a better plan?" Gasparin asked.

"Yes."

I added,"But General Carteaux has already rejected it."

Saliceti laughed."Then Carteaux must be a hopeless fool. Tell us, Napoleon-what is your plan?"

Napoleon's eyes gleamed."First, concentrate our strength to seize Fort Mulgrave on the western shore-what the English call Little Gibraltar-and take Cape l'Aiguillette. Then mass artillery there and hammer the British fleet in the harbor, severing their link to Toulon. Forced to withdraw, the fleet leaves the royalists isolated-no retreat, no reinforcements, no fire support. Even with modest numbers, we can then storm the city with ease."

Both commissioners listened intently. When he finished, Saliceti nodded slowly."Yes, this is indeed superior to the existing plan. But your method of driving off the British fleet lacks detail."

Napoleon was ready."I've considered it. Once we hold Mulgrave and the cape, we must immediately build strong batteries at Cape l'Aiguillette and Cape Balaguier. Each must mount thirty heavy guns of thirty-six and twenty-four pounds, four sixteen-pounders, and ten large mortars. With such firepower density, the British fleet cannot endure."

Gasparin raised an eyebrow."But where will you find so many guns?"

"Carteaux has already written to headquarters," Napoleon said."They understand artillery is decisive. I've also negotiated with nearby fortresses-many are willing to lend us their pieces. Guns we can secure. The real problem is ammunition. To bombard Toulon and the fleet will require vast stores of shot. Gentlemen, here I need your help."

Saliceti leaned forward."I find your proposal sound. Draft a detailed plan within the next few days. In principle, it is feasible. Once it's written, give it to me-I'll send it straight to Paris and press for supplies. Besides ammunition, what else do you require?"

Napoleon laughed."Everything-guns, powder, skilled gunners, equipment. Anything an artilleryman could need. The more, the better. With resources, victory is assured."

Gasparin said,"That can be arranged. Headquarters will welcome such clarity of vision. Do you have any other requests?"

"Yes," Napoleon answered sharply."Carteaux opposes this plan. I need you to convince him to seize Fort Mulgrave without delay. If we hesitate, the chance will be lost. That position is absolutely critical."
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Chapter 11: The Plan Approved
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After the two commissioners retired for the night, Napoleon did not rest. Instead, he threw himself wholly into work. The moment they left, he pulled out his quill and ink and began drafting a new operations plan. He attacked the task with the kind of zeal others might devote to their greatest passion. Later, many would mock him, saying war was merely Napoleon Bonaparte's hobby. They were wrong. His passion was not for war itself but for conquest-and for that, he was willing to sacrifice everything.

By the time I returned to my tent, it was late. I slept soundly, unaware that Napoleon worked through the entire night without closing his eyes.

The next morning, I found him in the officers' mess, animatedly discussing with Saliceti and Gasparin. Each commissioner held a thick document titled Operational Plan and Strategy for the Siege of Toulon. It was clearly the fruit of his sleepless night.

When Napoleon saw me, he called,"Victor, here's your copy."

I sat beside him and took the manuscript. It was longer than I had expected-dense with detail, specifying troops required, artillery strength, logistics, even sketches of the terrain. It was so thorough I could hardly believe it was written in one night. Surely, I thought, he must have prepared this long ago. Yet there he sat, fresh and alert, with no trace of fatigue.

Saliceti flipped through his copy."Napoleon, you've demanded over a hundred heavy guns. You know we can't possibly provide so many in the short term."

Napoleon replied firmly,"No, we must have them. They are the key. Without sufficient artillery, this plan should not even be attempted. I pared the requirements down to the absolute minimum last night. If we can't meet even this standard, then the campaign has no hope."

Gasparin frowned."But how can we be certain of securing so many?"

Saliceti added,"Napoleon, I understand as an artilleryman you appreciate the importance of guns. But here you may be relying too much on them. Even if headquarters agrees, it will be nearly impossible to supply that number of cannon and the endless ammunition they demand. We will do our best, but beyond that, we must leave the rest to fortune."

Napoleon muttered,"Hmph. Just as I expected. Then we will do what we can."

I suggested cautiously,"Napoleon, what if you reduced the number of heavy pieces, or supplemented them with simpler models that could be produced quickly? With priority at the armories, enough could be ready in a few months."

His eyes lit up."You're right. Simpler cannon can be built at once, and with reinforcements from nearby fortresses, the numbers will suffice."

I added,"And ammunition can be produced faster than the guns themselves."

Napoleon nodded sharply."Then, Commissioners, if you can direct the foundries to prioritize our needs, and if headquarters can dispatch additional cannon, I am confident of victory."

Saliceti agreed."Yes, that is a sound approach. We can arrange it."

Napoleon said,"Then the sooner, the better."

At that moment, an officer burst into the tent, breathless."The British have landed at Fort Mulgrave!"

"What?" Napoleon shot to his feet."Are you certain?"

"Without a doubt."

"Damnation!" Napoleon roared. Turning to the commissioners, he said,"You must return to Paris at once. Report both the enemy's move and my plan. Time is critical. Within three months, the British will counterattack in force. If by then we lack a hundred heavy guns, we are finished. I warned Carteaux to seize Fort Mulgrave. Until today, it was held by only four hundred men. And now-" He cut himself short in anger.

After seeing the commissioners off, Napoleon stormed straight to Carteaux's command tent. He ordered me to remain outside in case he needed a target for his fury. From within, I heard shouting, voices raised so loud they rattled the canvas. At one point, something crashed-later I learned Carteaux had only knocked over a candlestick, though it sounded like a battle was raging inside.

Half an hour later, the shouting subsided. Napoleon burst out of the tent, his face red with rage. Before leaving, he bellowed one last insult over his shoulder:

"Carteaux, you fool!"
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Chapter 12: Two Months, A Change of Command
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By early November 1793, two months had slipped by almost unnoticed. In that time, Napoleon had been ceaselessly on the move, traveling between fortresses to borrow cannon. He had even returned to Paris several times, both to inspect the factories' output and to coordinate with headquarters on the final tactics.

The Supreme Command, for its part, sent multiple shipments of artillery. At last, the number of guns passed one hundred. Every time Napoleon saw a new piece rolled before him, his eyes lit with satisfaction.

At the regular war councils, he and Carteaux inevitably clashed. Their shouting matches had become so routine that the other generals began treating them as entertainment, even making wagers on who would"win."

By November the weather had turned cold, yet Napoleon's artillerymen still ran five laps around camp every day, always under my supervision. Napoleon was far too busy for such tasks. Each afternoon he still found time to lead the gunners several kilometers out to practice live fire.

The corps itself had swelled-Carteaux pulled men from the infantry regiments, and headquarters dispatched trained gunners. The artillery force now numbered more than three hundred.

That afternoon, we stood on the plain outside camp. Around us, the soldiers waited at their pieces.

"Load!" Napoleon barked.

The sound of iron and wood filled the air as the men rammed home shot.

"Powder! Target that ridge!"

Casks of black powder were unsealed.

"Fire!"

One hundred cannons roared as one. The earth shook. Shells screamed down on the distant hilltop, explosions rolling across it in dense succession. Even at a full kilometer away, the men watching shivered at the sheer destructive power. None doubted that if a regiment had been standing there, it would have been annihilated.

Napoleon shouted,"Well done, all of you! Back to camp!"

These were no longer the clueless recruits of two months ago. Under Napoleon's relentless hand, the artillery had become a disciplined, deadly force-one fit to stand among the best in Europe.

That evening, Napoleon told me,"Saliceti arrives tonight. He wrote of good news. And he mentioned a mysterious companion."

By dusk, they appeared: Saliceti, and with him a middle-aged man with the bearing of a politician. His attire and manner were so foreign to the camp that he seemed more suited to the Assembly halls than to the front.

"Napoleon, is there food? I'm starving," Saliceti said at once.

At his insistence, Napoleon and I escorted them to the officers' mess. To my surprise, Carteaux was there. Normally Napoleon timed his meals to avoid crossing paths with him.

The moment Carteaux saw Saliceti's companion, his face darkened. Without a word, he turned and walked out. I noticed the stranger's expression-open contempt, even mockery.

Curious, I asked Saliceti,"And who might this gentleman be?"

He chuckled."Victor, that's a secret. In half an hour, you'll know."

The stranger said nothing throughout the meal.

Afterward, Saliceti declared,"Let's go. To Carteaux's tent."

Napoleon stiffened."Perhaps I should not."

Saliceti smiled."Then you'll miss something worth seeing."

Intrigued, Napoleon agreed."Very well. Just as a spectator."

Inside Carteaux's quarters, Saliceti announced,"General Carteaux, I am here to deliver a resolution jointly decided by the National Convention and the Supreme Command."

Carteaux remained silent. Saliceti broke the seal and read:

'General Dugommier is hereby appointed commander of the Army of Toulon. General Carteaux is reassigned to the Army of the Alps, effective immediately.'

I was stunned. So was Napoleon. Why would they remove Carteaux now? Later I reasoned that headquarters, persuaded by Saliceti's reports, believed Carteaux an obstacle to the coming offensive.

Carteaux himself showed little surprise."I depart tomorrow morning," he said flatly, retreating to his quarters to pack.

The stranger at last spoke-it was Dugommier himself."General Napoleon, that plan was yours, was it not?"

"It was," Napoleon answered.

Dugommier nodded once."Then you may go."

As we stepped outside, Saliceti joined us."Napoleon, I trust this news pleases you?"

Napoleon gave a thin smile."It will do. Though they've sent us a politician, not a soldier."
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Chapter 13: Emergency
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The next morning, I was eating in the officers' mess while Napoleon sat nearby, quietly reading a newspaper. Suddenly a soldier burst inside, ignoring the startled officers and shouting,

"The fighting has begun! Our troops have engaged the British!"

Chairs scraped back as every officer jumped to his feet. The messenger added breathlessly,"General Dugommier orders all officers to report to headquarters immediately!"

At once, the mess emptied. Some men looked tense, others almost thrilled. Napoleon himself was alight with excitement. After two months of preparation, the battle had finally come. Faint gunfire already rumbled in the distance.

When we reached Dugommier's command tent, he was hunched over a sand table model of Fort Mulgrave, his brow furrowed. Spotting Napoleon, he waved him forward.

"Napoleon-if it were you, what would you do?"

"Simple," Napoleon replied."Attack. We may not take Toulon outright, but I'm certain we can seize Fort Mulgrave."

To everyone's astonishment, Dugommier straightened and declared,"Then you shall command this battle."

Every officer heard it. The truth was laid bare: Dugommier was a politician at heart, not a soldier.

Napoleon wasted no time. His voice thundered,"What are you waiting for? Assemble the army! In ten minutes I want every unit drawn up before camp!"

Then he turned to me."Victor, we're bringing the artillery."

We sprinted back to the gunners' camp. Napoleon's shout carried across the tents:

"Battle stations! Haul the guns forward-form up at the front!"

Within moments, men were pushing their cannon into place. Somehow
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