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			Paris, Winter 1792

			He hears them before he sees them, a swell of thousands, young and old, male and female, clamoring from the other side of the prison walls. They sound impatient, shrill with the heady prospect of fresh blood to wet the newly sharpened guillotine blade.

			His skin grows cold where the rusty shears touch his neck, creaking and groaning as they clip his locks. He watches as the limp wisps of gray float to the ground, harbingers of what is to come for the head that had grown them. He would be sick, but nothing remains in his stomach to be emptied.

			“Can’t have the hair getting tangled on the blade.” The old jail keeper’s sour breath reeks of wine as he makes quick work of the prisoners’ hair, snipping the line of ponytails in brisk, well-rehearsed succession. Most of the hair, even that from the young heads, is laced with gray. Funny, he thinks, how terror ages a man much more quickly than any passage of time.

			“This way, old man, move along.” The guard jerks his pockmarked chin toward the far end of the hallway, and Alexandre de Valière, now shorn tighter than a springtime lamb, shuffles his chained feet one final time down the dark corridor. The inmates whose names weren’t called peek through the small slits in their doors, watching the march. Grateful, for the moment, to be on the other side of their doors. Their tiny square cells feel safe, even cozy, compared to the brown courtyard toward which Valière now walks.

			And now, he waits. Standing alongside the others in the courtyard, he cups his hands and tries to blow some warmth into his cold, aching fingertips.

			
			“Must be thousands of them out there.” A nervous-looking man at least thirty years his junior looks at him with wide, unblinking eyes. Valière nods in reply.

			“You think this lot are loud, wait ’til you hear them gathered on the other side of the river,” one of the other prisoners grunts, spitting on the frosted ground. He was already bald and therefore hadn’t required the same shearing as the rest.

			The crowd had come out early this morning, as they had for several weeks now, assembling just beyond the walls of the prison that had once been the residence of the ancient kings. They’ll line the entire route: across the small island that sits in the middle of the Seine, over the bridge in front of city hall, lining Rue Saint-Honoré before opening into the great square of Place Louis XV, recently renamed La Place de la Révolution, where a deafening roar would erupt from the masses assembled in view of the scaffold.

			A guard emerges from the prison. “All right, it’s time. Up you go,” he says, pointing his musket at the tumbril that awaits. “Let’s not keep Madame waiting.”

			Valière recalls Dante’s passage, mumbling the words to himself, “His sworn duty is to ferry the souls of the damned across the infernal river.”

			“No back talk, you!” A nearer guard raises the butt of his musket as if to smite the old man across the face, and Valière notices with a flash of bitter humor that he had winced, instinctively, in the face of the threat. As if a beating could do any harm at this point.

			Valière waits his turn to climb into the tumbril, helping an old woman before him. When the last of them are aboard, a guard lifts the gate and the driver cracks his whip over the horses. The wheels groan as they slowly begin to turn, stiff like aching bones on this cold morning, lurching the cart forward. Valière steadies himself on the railing, offering a faint smile to the old woman, who had reached for his shoulder to regain her balance. She smiles wanly back at him, her trembling hands betraying her own terror. As the prison gates grind open, the guards posted along the entrance look on, bored, as the human cargo rolls past; the tumbrils passed this way yesterday, and more will pass tomorrow.

			Just then the feeble disc of the sun slices through the thick cloud cover and the city is illuminated in stark winter daylight. The old man is momentarily blinded. He squints, his eyes adjusting as he beholds the great crowd that has come out to witness his final passage through the city. There are even more than he would have guessed.

			
			The old woman beside him is praying to the Virgin, clutching an ivory rosary that she has somehow slipped past the prison guards. She holds Valière’s eyes for just an instant, and he gives her a small, barely perceptible nod.

			A whirring noise glides past his ears, followed by a dull thud. He looks over his shoulder at the prisoner immediately behind him and notices the man’s gray shirt, splattered with the brown juice of a rotten tomato. A head of lettuce follows, bouncing off Valière’s shoulder before it knocks into the old woman, sending her string of beads loose from her hands and over the tumbril railing to the filthy street. She cries out, “My rosary!” The crowd lets out a chorus of jeers and sniggers. One of the more eager onlookers, braving the wrath of the guards, rushes forward to scoop the ivory beads from the grimy street. The old woman mumbles quietly to herself, “My rosary. It was my mother’s rosary.”

			“Ha! Old bitch cares about her necklace ’til the very last!”

			A mother clutching a newborn in one arm uses her free hand to hurl a fistful of cabbage that strikes a prisoner toward the front of the tumbril, and the crowd erupts once more. “Rot in hell, you glutted rich pigs!” The guards, some holding old muskets and others armed with newly sharpened pikes, strain to hold back the vengeful crowd.

			“Make way, I said!” The driver lifts his whip, and the people clear a path as the mounted guards escorting the tumbril struggle to master their nervous horses. As they cross the river, the crowd lining the old bridge follows behind, running with the procession toward La Place.

			The cart rounds the corner and the narrow cobblestoned street opens up into the large, packed square. The mob spots the approaching carriage and erupts. No monarch of France, not even the Sun King himself, Louis XIV, had ever entered La Place to such an uproar.

			The noise is deafening as Valière hears voices roar the nation’s new anthem. Several men triumphantly wave the new tricolor flag with its streaks of red, white, and blue, the standard of the young nation. Some shout curses, but most of the voices remain an indistinguishable and menacing din to the prisoners quaking in the rolling carriages.

			The crowd gathered around the scaffold is so thick that the old man would not be able to see the murder apparatus were it not mounted on its large wooden stage. Raised up, Valière muses, death exalted.

			
			The carriage lurches to a halt. A guard lowers the tumbril’s back gate and waves a gloved hand. “All right, step off. Move lively now.” For a moment, none of them moves. Valière takes the first step, lowering himself down onto the street.

			The crowd jostles to get near them—vying for an opportunity to scratch a bit of noble flesh, pull a strand of noble hair. The mounted guards push back against the onslaught, and a guard on foot swings his elbows and brandishes the butt of his musket to escort the dozen prisoners nearer to the scaffold. Valière ducks in time to miss the assault of a soft rotting apple.

			“You first.” The guard points at the young man with the wide eyes, the one who had remarked at the large number in the crowd.

			The man puts his hands to his chest as if to ask, “Me?”

			The guard nods, waving his hand. “Go on up,” he says, putting special emphasis on the words that come next: “Best not to keep them waiting, Monsieur le Duc.” The young man, whom Valière now knows to be a duke, shuts his eyes and begins to cry, and Valière notices a patch of moisture as it seeps across the groin of the young man’s breeches.

			Please, don’t let me shame myself, Valière thinks. Let me depart with just a final shred of dignity.

			The young duke is practically carried up the creaking steps, his thin frame trembling between the guards. His sobs and protestations are audible, even over the noise of the crowd. “But why must I go first? Why me? What on earth have I done?”

			“What difference does it make, Seigneur?” The guard is impatient; he’s seen enough of this useless pleading to be bored by the last-minute hysterics. He needs to get the show going before the crowd grows unruly.

			Valière watches as the man’s smooth hands are bound and he is marched to the center of the stage, and notices a woven basket that rests below where the blade will crash down. The duke is forced to kneel, and his neck is taken in the thick fingers of the guard, who settles the prisoner facedown, sliding his throat into a wooden cradle where a smooth semicircle has been carved. A matching wooden plank is placed on top so that the two semicircles form a perfect wooden noose, holding the man’s head in place. The nobleman is sobbing now, trying to resist, but the base of his neck remains fixed against the bracket. The crowd, witnessing his writhing and his pleading, grows even more frenzied.

			
			Valière stops breathing, but he can’t pull his eyes away. A priest makes the sign of the cross over the writhing prisoner, an absolution which the damned man can’t see. Finally, when the latch is pulled and the blade flies downward, Valière shuts his eyes. He hears a quick noise, a brief slice, followed by a thunderous roar. In the din, the thudding sound of the severed head dropping into the basket is lost.

			“Encore! More!”

			“Le prochain! Next!”

			Having caught this first whiff of blood, the crowd becomes even more ravenous. The guard calls for the old woman, the frail, praying woman who had steadied herself on Valière’s shoulder. He can’t watch. He doesn’t wish to know what her face looks like as she is escorted up the steps to the jeers and curses of the crowd. Again, he hears that sickening noise that slices through the moment of brief, anticipatory silence, followed by the shrill cries of elation. “Encore! Encore!”

			The guard is looking at him now. Pointing at him. He lets out a slow, long breath. So this is what it means to stare into the face of death.

			One foot in front of the other, he makes his way to the stage and up the steps. He no longer feels his own footsteps, nor thinks about how his legs manage to carry him. The roar of the crowd seems to recede, to grow somehow distant, and a strange sensation takes hold of him, almost as if he were floating outside of himself.

			He kneels on his own, preempting the guard’s gruff handling. On his knees, he glances out over the crowd: a sea of jeering faces, contorting in lusty anticipation. And then his stare lands on one face in particular. Colorless eyes, skin and hair as white as parchment. He’s come to gloat, even now? Even in this last moment? In spite of himself, the old man begins to tremble, the pale face of that one onlooker doing more to inspire terror and fury than any guillotine blade could. Lazare. Lazarus. The man whom Jesus raised from the dead; and now, this man sends so many others to their own deaths. Valière holds the man’s eyes briefly, swears that those pale lips pull apart in a sinister grin. But then Valière blinks, forcing himself to look away. He won’t have that face be the last sight his eyes rest upon while on this earth.

			He turns his gaze to the apparatus before him, beckoning him to his death, and his head is slid into the groove. There’s the woven basket again, below him now and stained scarlet. The old woman’s head is facedown, so that all he sees is her thin, silvery hair, tangled in red and reaching for the body from which it has been severed. But he can’t avoid the wide, vacant eyes of the young nobleman killed moments before. They stare at him without blinking, without light, frozen in fear.

			
			The eyes are so distracting that he no longer notices the crowd. He does not hear the droning tap-tap-tap of the drums. He wills his mind to envision something else, something other than this present hell. To forget the pale hair and colorless face of his enemy. To forget the stunned eyes of the dead young duke beneath him. He thinks of the face of his wife, conjures her image, her beautiful features uncreased by time or worry. And then his mind flies to his greatest source of happiness: two boys, dark-blond curls, happy faces reflecting the lost joy of his own life back to him. He sees them chasing each other in the garden, squealing with childish abandon. At this thought, he smiles one last time.

			His vision turns to black, and he feels nothing as the crowd erupts for the third time, rejoicing in the death of the old nobleman Alexandre de Valière.
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			September 1792

			The heat had finally broken, ushering in what the Parisians were calling “le répit.” The reprieve. If spoken in another context, it meant grace, though there was little of that to be had in the city that summer. Not now—now that the new invention had been permanently installed in La Place de la Révolution. Crosses had been torn from the altars of churches, cross-shaped pendants ripped from women’s breasts and tossed into the filthy gutters that emptied red into the Seine. In many public places, the image of the cross was replaced by the nation’s new holy icon: the guillotine.

			On the Left Bank, in a narrow street of sunbaked houses, every window was ajar, so that any resident could tell you with some precision about the comings and goings of each occupant in the adjacent flat or home. On this morning, the couple living on the east corner, above the tavern, was quarreling—fighting over money, or the heat, or the stale bread that was supposed to have lasted for days. The couple across from them, based on the sounds issuing from their bedchamber, had made up from last night’s quarrel. And a dog on the street, its ribs jutting out from under its tawny coat, had found a prize stew bone, which it had dragged out of the tavern and onto the street, where it now sat gnawing, hoping to coax every last bit of marrow from within.

			“Why, you mangy beast, that’s where it’s got to!” Madame Grocque, the wife of the tavern keeper, lurched out of her door and swiped at the dog with her broom. Seizing on the mutt’s momentary shock, she stooped down and snatched the bone with her thick, dirty fingers. The dog, recovered from its beating, jumped at the woman, fixing his teeth on the treat she would deny him.

			
			“You worthless creature, I’ll skin you and throw you in the stew alongside this bone! It’d do us good to get a bit o’ fresh meat.” Madame Grocque kicked at the animal, but the mutt refused to release the first morsel it had scrounged in days.

			From a window on the top floor of this dwelling, a young man, not quite thirty years of age, dropped his quill and listened to the raucous activity below. Rubbing his eyes, he sighed. “Soon. Someday soon we’ll get out of this neighborhood.”

			“Jean-Luc?” his wife called from the other side of the door, her voice mixing with the familiar morning sounds of clanging dishes and the crying baby. “Won’t you have any breakfast before you leave?”

			“Coming, Marie.” The lawyer pushed himself away from the desk in the corner of the bedroom. Standing, he rolled up his papers and loaded them into his satchel. He crossed the small room in two strides, reaching for the vest and threadbare jacket that she had set out for him. When he had dressed in his plain gray suit, he checked his reflection in the filmy glass of the cracked mirror. Was that a gray hair he spotted? He leaned in closer, sighing. After the year he’d had, he wouldn’t be surprised if there were quite a few gray hairs streaking his dark ponytail. His hazel eyes now stared back at him from within a thin web of unfamiliar lines, a new one seeming to appear each week.

			In the other room, the chamber that served as kitchen, dining room, and living room all in one, Marie stood with the baby balanced on her hip. She smiled when she spotted Jean-Luc in the door. “Will you take some coffee?”

			“Hmm?” He leaned in and kissed them both, first his wife and then his son.

			Marie leaned her head to the side, lifting the pot with her free hand.

			“Oh, right. Coffee, yes. Please.” Jean-Luc sat at the table before a plate of black bread, the remnants of yesterday’s loaf, and a square of hard cheese. Marie served him watered-down coffee as he cleared the papers that he had left strewn across the table. She had every window open, but the air in their top-floor flat hung stale and oppressive from the months of thick heat.

			
			“You were tossing and turning all night.” Marie shifted the baby and sat down across from her husband at the small table. “Trouble sleeping again?”

			He swallowed a piece of the hard bread, nodding. Outside, the old Grocque woman still hollered at the dog, the beast yelping in response to another swipe of her broom. Marie looked from her husband to the open window and rose to close it.

			“No, leave it open.” He reached for her hand and kept her at the table.

			“Next time you decide to work in the middle of the night, you might try moving out here to—”

			“I know. I should come out here so that I don’t wake you and Mathieu. I’m sorry.” He sipped the thin coffee as she sat back down. “Will you forgive me for imposing my accursed sleeplessness on you?”

			She narrowed her eyes and reached for a piece of his cheese, which she broke off between her fingertips and began to nibble. “I suppose. But it’s getting worse, you know.”

			“What is?”

			She leaned her head to the side. “Your accursed sleeplessness.”

			“I know,” he replied. They sat opposite each other in silence, he eating his breakfast, she nursing the baby. After several minutes, he propped his elbows on the table and cleared his throat. “I think I’m going to take the Widow Poitier’s case.”

			Stroking the baby’s cheek, Marie lowered her eyes, and Jean-Luc waited for her reaction. After a pause, she said: “She can’t pay, can she?”

			He shook his head, no.

			She looked up at him, her brown eyes serious. “You’re a good man, Jean-Luc St. Clair.”

			He took his coffee in his hands, concealing his grin. Her approval, these days so difficult to get, always elicited that grin from him. He looked at her now, her arms full with his baby, her eyes holding his own steadily. “So then, my beloved wife, you’ve forgiven me for removing you from your beloved south and bringing you to languish in this cramped garret?”

			“Forgiven you?” Her lovely eyes widened, her lashes fluttering a few times, reminding him of the girl who had bewitched him. How glorious she was, still. “Who said anything about forgiving you?” She offered half a grin, and he couldn’t resist the urge to lean forward and kiss her.

			
			He had moved her from the south of France just over a year ago, only a few months after they had been married. Her father had a steady, if not excessively lucrative, legal practice just outside of Marseille, not far from the village where Jean-Luc’s family had owned a small plot of land since the time of the Sun King, Louis XIV.

			The St. Clair family had sustained the comfortable farmhouse on the small but fertile plot for centuries. It wasn’t until his father’s assumption of the property that the fortunes of the family—and indeed of the region, and all of France—had deteriorated so drastically. They had been forced to sell off most of the property, keeping only a half acre with one milk cow, a handful of chickens, and the house for the widower and his son, Jean-Luc. It wasn’t from a lack of industriousness that Jean-Luc’s father had lost the family land; old Claude St. Clair had been a faithful steward of his family’s assets. He was simply another victim of the droughts and crippling financial circumstances that had plagued the rest of the country under the latest Bourbon king, the heir of the Sun King’s heir, the most reviled man in France: Louis XVI. Yet, His Majesty could not be considered the most reviled monarch in France; that moniker went to his Austrian-born wife, Marie-Antoinette.

			When it had come time for Jean-Luc to plan his own future, he’d taken his father’s advice and had applied himself to the study of law. What else was there for him? The land was gone; there was no longer wealth to be had in farming, unless you were a nobleman who skimmed the profits from the peasants and then paid no taxes on that bounty. His mother had died in his early boyhood; his only sibling, a sister five years older, had married at the age of sixteen and had been living an ocean away in the New World colony of Saint-Domingue. Other than the handful of letters he’d received from her over the years, Jean-Luc St. Clair, prior to beginning his legal studies in Marseille, had been occupied chiefly by attending to his elderly father.

			Jean-Luc had enjoyed his time at school, which offered more excitement and opportunity than he could find in his lonely, quiet home. Having excelled in his studies at Aix-Marseille University, the ambitious young lawyer sought something greater than the small hometown magistrate’s office. He applied for a position as a low-level attorney at a reputable law practice closer to Marseille. Meeting and falling in love with Marie Germaine, his employer’s pretty daughter with thick brunette curls and quick, pert opinions, had been an unexpected but happy windfall.

			
			Jean-Luc had been employed in his new office, his bride happily installed in their comfortable cottage on her father’s estate, when the news reached Marseille that King Louis and Queen Marie-Antoinette had been plucked from their gilded palace at Versailles and moved back to Paris, where they’d been forced to live among their people. Jean-Luc, a budding idealist whose family’s hopes had been nearly extinguished under an inept monarch, and who had followed with great interest the crafting of a nascent republic in the American colonies, had longed to ride to Paris like so many of his young fellow countrymen. He did not hide his desire to join the people and sacrifice his worldly comforts and, if necessary, his life, in the name of liberty. Would it not be shameful, he asked Marie, to be born in this era of history and yet shrink from the glorious undertaking of a free people rising up in the name of liberty, equality, and fraternity?

			Mathieu arrived six months after their relocation to Paris, and Jean-Luc had been grateful of it. Marie was less lonely with the dark-haired little boy, who shared her coffee-colored eyes and spirited personality, to fill the long hours while Jean-Luc worked as a low-level administrative attorney for the new government. They had settled in this two-room garret—drafty in the winter, stifling in the summer—as it was all that his modest government salary could afford. His father-in-law, furious at Jean-Luc for taking his daughter so far north, had refused to support the move. If he could only see how she was living now, Jean-Luc thought, looking around at their cramped quarters. They, being from the south, had never known the bitterness of a northern winter until this past year. Nor had either of them ever passed a summer without the salty sea breezes and shade of the fragrant citrus trees. It had been a trying year for both of them.

			But Marie, bless her, never complained; she never held it against Jean-Luc that he had removed her from her father’s comfortable home to this loud, dirty city. A place where, on more than one occasion, they’d had to choose between food and fuel. She was tough, yes. But that was also because she was, Jean-Luc suspected, as much of an idealist as he was, even if she would never have dared admit it.

			
			“Mr. Bigwig, you are, with your own carriage this morning.” Marie had risen from the table and was looking out the small window, Mathieu fussing as she tried to burp him.

			Jean-Luc took a last bite of rough bread and drained his coffee. “It’s Gavreau. He plans to send me out on one of his cases. Knows I won’t mind as long as I’ve got the carriage.”

			“What’s the case?”

			“Another mansion. This one belonging to a nobleman who lives…well, used to live, in Place Royale.” Jean-Luc collected the remaining papers strewn across the table and stuffed them into his packed portefeuille. “The Jacobins want to use the house.”

			Marie nodded, arching an eyebrow. “So they’ve sent the carriage for you.” He was privileged to have the job he had, even if the salary was insufficient. More than half of Paris was starving, and he rode a carriage to work some days.

			His work dealt in cataloging property as it was seized from the wealthy families, former treasure of the ancien régime, now as obsolete as the old order itself. Daily inventory of seized goods—perhaps it was not as stimulating or significant as the work he had hoped to find; perhaps he was not playing a tremendously important role in building the new France—at least not yet. But before they could build the new country, someone had to figure out the proper way of dismantling the former one. For now, that was his work, to manage the spoils until the state had decided what to do with them. As for the former proprietors whose treasures he now cataloged, Jean-Luc rarely heard mention of them, and perhaps he did not want to.

			“What happened to the family?” Marie, as usual, had reached directly into his mind and plucked out his thoughts with her uncanny insight. She held his gaze with her earnest brown eyes as the baby began to cry on her hip.

			“Pardon?” Jean-Luc tugged on the hem of his jacket.

			“You said you’re going out to a nobleman’s house in Place Royale to collect the family’s goods. What happened to the family?”

			
			“I’m not sure.” He shifted his weight, looking back down toward the papers. “They are already gone, from the sound of it. Prison?” Fortunately, he usually visited the grand houses after the occupants had been dragged from their chambers and thrown in the dungeons at the Conciergerie, La Force, or Les Carmes. He’d heard the rumors—reports from colleagues who had visited the prisons. He suspected that if he were to witness the conditions for himself, his current troubles sleeping would grow much worse. Best not to dwell on such negative thoughts, he reminded himself. Best to remember the noble work they were doing, bringing liberty, equality, and fraternity to a people long subjugated by inept Bourbon despots and their callous aristocrats.

			Sighing, he looped his portefeuille under his arm and crossed the room toward his wife. “I’m late.”

			“We could always go…back…you know.” Marie avoided her husband’s gaze now, bouncing the baby in an attempt to calm him. “If it’s getting to be too much. If it’s not what you thought it would be.”

			Jean-Luc froze, staring at his wife in disbelief; was she really suggesting that they leave Paris? That they give up on la Révolution?

			“I only mean to say…” she stammered, “the troubles sleeping. The work.” She waved her free arm around the cramped room. “This place.”

			He dropped his papers onto the table and stepped toward her, placing his arms around her and the baby. “Marie, please.” He was far too tired to have this argument. Not now. Sighing, unsure of what else to say, he spoke softly: “I know you hate this garret.”

			“It’s not just the garret I hate.”

			“I won’t be in this position much longer.”

			She cocked a dark eyebrow. “That’s what you said—”

			“But it’s true now. I will speak to Gavreau soon. I’ll ask for more meaningful work. Work where I can finally offer a contribution and find some higher purpose.” His voice sagged as he spoke, and his eyes dropped to the floor. Marie’s features softened a little, and she sighed. After a long moment of silence, Jean-Luc inhaled deeply and arched his shoulders back, as if fortifying himself. “Come now, we cannot give up so quickly, Marie. Freedom is a blessing. But before it can be enjoyed, it must be secured, and that battle is not easily won.”

			The baby’s cries grew louder, and Marie turned her focus back to their son. After a pause, she shrugged. “You’d better go. Your carriage is waiting.”

			
			Jean-Luc leaned forward and wrapped his arms around her and the baby one more time. She looked up at him; she’d lost the suntanned pink of her cheeks, but she still spoke with the lilting southern accent. Still dressed like a southerner in her white linen, and cooked like one, too, even if she complained she couldn’t find a decent jar of saffron in the entire city. He couldn’t imagine any of this without her.

			“I’ll be home for supper.” He left the apartment, shutting the door behind him. On the other side of the door, he heard the baby grow calm as his wife cooed, her voice more soothing than music. Jean-Luc looked down and noticed that his hands were empty.

			“I forgot something.” He opened the door and rushed back into the room. She looked at him, the baby balancing on her hip as she cleared the breakfast dishes. “Your papers,” she said, nodding, familiar with his forgetfulness.

			“And this, as well.” He bounded toward her and planted a kiss on her lips. “Yes, there was no way I could leave without that,” he said, his worry and tension slackening as he kissed her again, as he felt her own frame growing less rigid in his arms. She let him kiss her.

			“I hate that I’m late, otherwise I would—” His hands traveled to her hips, and he felt the softness of her flesh beneath her starched cotton skirt.

			Her hand swatted his. “Get going, you lech, before I go nick that carriage for myself and ride away from this stinking city.”
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			The carriage driver looked up when Jean-Luc emerged onto the sunny street, the man’s expression remaining bored as he studied his low-level passenger.

			“Citizeness Grocque.” Jean-Luc leaned his hat toward his scowling neighbor, greeting the tavern keeper’s wife with the title that had recently been mandated by law. Madame Grocque stood hunched over a broom on the doorstep. “Lovely to have a bit of a breeze today, is it not, citizeness?” Sensing he would get no reply, Jean-Luc did not pause as he strode toward the waiting carriage.

			
			“How are the streets this morning?” Jean-Luc asked. The driver, adjusting his leather gloves, pretended not to hear the question.

			Jean-Luc noted a lone piece of paper on the cobbled sidewalk, stirred by Madame’s angry sweeping. A political pamphlet from the looks of it, one of thousands floating around the city; these days any literate man with strong views and access to a printing press could churn out such political discourse. Nevertheless, some of them proved to be interesting reads, even enlightening, and Jean-Luc leaned over to snatch up the leaflet before opening the carriage door and hopping up the step. He perused the pamphlet’s headline: Citizens of America Rally Around President George Washington for Second Term. The writer went on to urge his own French countrymen to look to that new nation as an example of a republic that safeguarded the liberty of the people, a place where free citizens with the ballot wielded the power, not brigands and foreign mercenaries. The column was written anonymously, this writer evidently hoping to eschew the glory or notoriety of publication, his screed signed only by the cryptic alias “Citizen Persephone.”

			Jean-Luc looked up from the pamphlet and out the window as the coach driver raised the whip to spur the horses forward. “Let’s avoid La Place. I hate to see…well, the crowds…too much traffic,” Jean-Luc called out. Though it would be treasonous to admit, he had no stomach for the throngs on an execution day; he did everything he could to avoid that blood-soaked square. The driver barely nodded as he directed the horses east, out of Jean-Luc’s neighborhood.

			Jean-Luc lived among fervent supporters of the Revolution, to be sure, his quarter being one of the last neighborhoods where the students, fishmongers, and prostitutes could afford rent. Perhaps due to all the time he’d spent recently among the confiscated goods of the old nobility, the street urchins who chased after his carriage that morning appeared especially wretched. Glancing out the window, Jean-Luc watched as one little boy in cropped pants and bare feet hoisted himself up alongside the carriage window. Just inches from him, the little boy extended a tiny palm caked in dirt. “Please, monsieur, citizen, spare a sou for me mum.”

			“Off there, you filthy rat!” The driver—eager to expedite his delivery so that he might make his way to the tavern before the execution crowds filed in—brandished his whip, and the child scurried down. As his dreary little frame receded from their moving carriage, Jean-Luc tossed a sou in his direction, hoping as he did so that the money would make its way to his mother’s palm to buy a loaf rather than a cup of watered-down wine.

			
			The neighborhood improved as they crossed the river to the Right Bank. It was a clear morning in Paris, the sunlight reflecting off the water that lapped the shores of the two small islands: Île Saint-Louis and Île de la Cité. Once over the bridge, the driver followed the quay that hugged the northern bank of the river. They were avoiding La Place. And yet, as the carriage crossed over the Rue Saint-Florentin, Jean-Luc couldn’t help but glance down the wide boulevard. There, in the distance, he saw them: brown-clad, dirty figures, men in red caps waving the tricolor flag, women in red caps with their knitting in their laps, as if watching something as mundane as a street play. There were thousands of them. Even after a year in the city, Jean-Luc was still staggered—terrified, if he was admitting the full truth—by the bloodlust of the Parisians.

			The glorious tales that had come from Paris to his home in the south had stirred within him an exhilaration and sense of patriotic duty that he had answered—tales that had quickly turned dark and macabre when he beheld the street executions for himself. But the past few weeks had brought rumors of even more sinister events, stories that curdled his blood. Whether or not two thousand prisoners from across the city had been dragged from their cells and torn to pieces in the middle of the night, he could not be sure, but he had to believe that this was just a passing fever. A scourge of bloodletting that would soon be over, replaced by the original ideals of hope and freedom. It was as he had just told Marie: they could not give up on freedom, on the new nation. Not yet.

			His law offices were a few blocks north of the Seine and a stone’s throw from the hulking carcass of that infamous tower of torment, the Bastille. Indeed, if he needed a reminder of why he was here, Jean-Luc could look to the Bastille for affirmation. For four hundred years that great stone fortress had served as a prison, the physical embodiment of the great and arbitrary power of the ancien régime of Bourbon kings. With nothing more than a dreaded royal summons, anyone of common birth, whether guilty of a crime or not, could be accused, seized from his home, and locked away forever. On a hot summer’s day three years prior, a massive and well-armed mob had marched from the Saint-Antoine quarter and laid siege to the great fortress. After a ferocious struggle, and with the aid of rebellious National Guard soldiers, the poor men and women of Saint-Antoine eventually succeeded in lowering its drawbridge and seizing the structure. Thus the Revolution had been born out of a desperate struggle, consecrated in the blood of its weary and starved citizens.

			
			Jean-Luc worked in a massive administrative building several streets away. Its long corridors were crowded with legal clerks, bankers, and secretaries—bureaucrats of the new regime, most of them happy simply to have employment, to accept paltry salaries with which they could feed their families and brag of a place in the new government.

			It was a busy building, a hive of purposefulness and gossip varying in its degrees of legitimacy. On this morning, however, the front halls were quieter than usual. Nodding a greeting to a pair of guards—“Citizens, good day”—Jean-Luc walked up a wide staircase. On the second floor he clipped quickly down the familiar hallway until he reached the chamber that served as a meeting room for his department.

			He paused in the doorway. A small crowd had assembled in the office. Several of the faces were familiar to Jean-Luc, colleagues who worked in adjacent offices. However, there were more than those few in here. From the looks of it, Gavreau, his supervisor, had gathered the entire building for this assembly. Whatever the meeting’s purpose, Jean-Luc was late.

			“St. Clair!” Gavreau saw him enter and waved him forward. He was addressing the crowd from the front of the office. “Citizen St. Clair, I was just sharing the morning’s news with your compatriots.”

			“What news?” Jean-Luc instantly regretted his response, and how plain he had made it that he had not heard whatever it was that had caused such a stir among his peers. The only thing he had observed so far that morning was that the heat had finally broken and the people of Paris still seemed hungry and angry. The manager, thankfully, didn’t note his ignorance but instead continued to address the full room. “As you know, the past three months have seen the people rising up and demanding that their voices be heard with more potency than ever before.”

			Several men in the office thumped their fists against the desks, grunting their support for Gavreau’s assertion. The supervisor ignored the interruptions and continued.

			
			“Every prison in the city is overflowing, and those perfumed dukes and duchesses know, at last, what it means to be hungry.”

			The crowd muttered and nodded its approval as Jean-Luc shifted his weight, having grown uneasy with rousing talks such as these. He had seen many stirring speeches begin with earnest enthusiasm, only to be overtaken and unleashed as a mob’s fury and the thirst for violence.

			Gavreau’s cheeks flushed red. “Just last month, our fellow patriots stormed the Tuileries Palace, where Louis and Marie-Antoinette—”

			“You mean Citizen Capet and the Austrian Whore!” A man whom Jean-Luc didn’t recognize interjected with the nicknames that Paris had given to the country’s disgraced king and queen.

			“Call ’em whatever you want.” Gavreau waved a hand. “The point is, as of last month, the Bourbons are done getting fat off our starvation and sacrifice. And they are no longer sitting in the Tuileries Palace, hiding behind their hired Swiss guards, as if that’s prison enough.”

			“They’re in Le Temple dungeon with the rest of the rats, where they belong,” a voice called out. The crowd cheered in response.

			Gavreau lifted his arms, attempting to quell the mounting fervor. “Brothers, my fellow citizens, today, for the first time, an assembly of free Frenchmen, endowed with the full power of the people, will sit in Paris. They, like the rebels in America, will draft a new constitution and will begin an era of liberty, equality, and fraternity!”

			The room shook now with the sound of yelps and fists landing on the oak desks. Even Jean-Luc, on thinking about this achievement by the French people, could join in the celebrations. “Vive la liberté!” he shouted.

			Gavreau let them revel in their euphoria a moment, his expression indicating his own deep satisfaction, but when he raised his arms, they went quiet once more, greedy for more news. “It’s been a good summer for the people, that is certain enough. Hundreds of our brothers have joined our new government in the National Convention. And thousands fewer of those noble wretches have their heads, thanks to our friend Dr. Joseph-Ignace Guillotin.”

			Several people in the room laughed and jeered, but Jean-Luc bit his lower lip. His job gave him a front-row viewing to just how many noblemen and women had been toppled, and to think that a severed head corresponded to each of his daily cases made his stomach turn.

			
			“And yet, our Revolution—our very nation—is in danger.” Gavreau’s face grew somber as the room fell silent. “I told you there was news today, and there is. It seems that all of Europe has taken note of the speed and force of our Revolution. And our neighbors to the east are scared.”

			Jean-Luc leaned closer; he hadn’t heard this news.

			“Everything we have fought for could soon be lost, if we don’t look to what’s happening less than a hundred miles to the east. The enemy is close,” Gavreau explained. “The Duke of Brunswick has assembled an alliance of forty thousand Prussians, Austrians, and Hessians and is marching toward our city at this very moment.” Gavreau spoke softly, but he no longer competed with any stray voices; the entire room was hushed, all eyes fixed intently forward. “Since we plucked Louis and Marie-Antoinette from their plush palace prison, the Habsburgs and their friends have seen just how serious our Revolution is. And they don’t like the look of it. The crowns of Europe are shuddering in fear, and now they’ve decided to bring their hired swords across our borders.”

			Jean-Luc felt his chest tighten at the thought of foreign soldiers marching across their land, into their city.

			“This foreign duke…Brunswick…has declared, no, he has vowed”—Gavreau picked up a pair of glasses from his desk and began to read from a parchment—“to put an end to the anarchy in the interior of France, to check the attacks upon the throne and the altar, to reestablish the legal power, to restore to the king the security and the liberty of which he is now deprived, and to place him in a position to exercise once more the legitimate authority which belongs to him.”

			At this, the room erupted in outraged groans and roars.

			“Let the bastards try!”

			“Death to the Habsburg tyrants and their foreign mercenaries!”

			“We’ll take their crowns next! We’ll march right into the Habsburg throne room and show them what we free Frenchmen think of—”

			“You’re a fool, Pierrot, if you think it will be that easy,” Jean-Luc interjected, turning to the loud man beside him, a brash colleague who generally seemed to prefer speaking to listening.

			Gavreau nodded at Jean-Luc, allowing him to continue. “What do you think, Citizen St. Clair?”

			Jean-Luc paused a moment, clearing his throat. Crossing his arms, he ventured: “Citizen Capet and his Austrian wife were rich and have many powerful friends. The kingdoms of central Europe will not stand idly by as a Habsburg princess is forced to sit behind bars.”

			
			“That’s right, St. Clair,” Gavreau agreed.

			“So what is happening?” Jean-Luc asked his supervisor, wondering whether he ought to return home to Marie and take her and the baby from Paris.

			Gavreau lifted his chin as if in defiance. “It’s come to war.”

			The room now filled with curses and mutters, boasts and declarations, but the supervisor continued over the din. “Fifty thousand brave Frenchmen stand between us and those promising to wipe out all the liberties we’ve won these past three years.”

			Jean-Luc let out a long, slow exhale. Many of those soldiers, he knew, had joined the ranks of the French army only within the past few months or even weeks, as the threat of invasion by the united monarchs of Europe escalated from whispered rumor to bona fide peril. They lacked discipline, training, and, in most cases, proper uniforms. Jean-Luc hoped they might somehow make up for their deficiencies of skill with patriotic fervor and democratic zeal, but he, like everyone else, was unsure.

			Gavreau looked straight into Jean-Luc’s eyes as he said: “You are all good citizens here. I am honored to work with each and every one of you, and I know we shall all do our part for the republic. If we should hear the tocsins or the bells, it means the enemy stands at our gates. Every man in this city…hell, every woman, too…will be expected to take up arms and defend our home. We must not forget: it was a band of patriots, women and men alike, who conquered the great Bastille fortress. It was a band of starving mothers and daughters who marched on Versailles and took the Bourbons off their gold piss pots. We will be France’s last line of resistance. We will shed every last drop of blood in her defense.”

			The men offered replies to Gavreau’s battle cry with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Jean-Luc considered the possibility in silence. Would he take up arms if the enemy marched on Paris? Against this new force that threatened the safety of his family and his nation? Yes, he supposed he would.

			Beside him, Pierrot was red-faced and appeared as though he hoped the enemy would make it to the Parisian barriers, so he’d have the occasion to shed his blood. Or perhaps he was simply fuming that Jean-Luc had called him a fool.

			
			Gavreau stuffed his hands into his pockets as he continued. “Right now our thoughts go out to our brothers to the east. Our generals Dumouriez and Kellermann have marched their brave soldiers to meet the enemy near the forests outside Valmy. Very soon or perhaps even this very day, the victory or doom of our Revolution could be decided out in those meadows.”

			Jean-Luc let the news sink deep into his gut as he glanced out the window. Looking east, he saw the river. Just past the Seine the ancient stone spires of Notre Dame Cathedral jutted skyward. In the distance, past where the walls of Paris ceased and the green began, in the old forest hunting grounds of their disgraced king, his fellow patriots waited. Jean-Luc narrowed his eyes and willed himself to see past the city and into that verdant expanse. He could not tell if it was merely a trick of his imagination, but there, in the distance, he thought he could detect a faint wreath of smoke curling up toward the sky.
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			September 1792

			The sun sprinkled through the ancient oaks, casting a dancing shadow over the cool, shady wood. Local rumor held that in this copse, in years of peace and plenty, King Louis XVI had liked to spread his blankets to take his nap and his wine while his men chased the boar, stags, and rabbits that occupied these lands. Later, they would present the spoils of the hunt to their monarch, and he would hoist the dead carcasses over his thick shoulders, boasting to his wife as he rode back into the palace grounds that he’d had another glorious day of hunting.

			But on this day, the prey in the forest was not boar, nor stags nor rabbits. These woods were no longer the hunting grounds for royal sport and merriment. Today, men were hunting other men.

			It was almost evening when the dragoon scouts returned to the French camp. They flew in, a cloud of riders and hooves churning up dust, their horses exhausted and slicked in a thin coating of sweat. Several dogs barked out a rough volley of greeting as the nearby aides scurried to receive the returning party.

			Captain André Valière poked his head through the flap of his tent and looked out over the camp. The soft indigo light of dusk seeped over the area, the last few cooking fires sputtering out after the evening meal, but the postprandial quiet of the coming night had now dissipated. The aides were unsaddling the horses and escorting the returning party into camp. André strained his ears to hear as the scouts gasped out their reconnaissance.

			
			“Where did you cross the river?” an aide asked one of the riders.

			“We crossed at the shallow bend to the northeast, past the crossroads at La Lune. We found one of their horses on the other side.” A windswept dragoon officer, his black boots caked in dust from the dry road, handed off his reins as he dismounted and cut a quick line toward one of the central tents.

			“Just a horse, no rider?” The aide hurried to keep the scout’s pace.

			The scout shook his head. “Just the mount. We found their fires still smoking. They left in a hurry.”

			Another scout was beside them now, panting. “We heard a shout—a Prussian scout, we’re guessing. Brunswick knows we’re here; we’ve been seen.”

			André slipped out of his tent and trailed them from a few steps behind, his interest piqued.

			“So they are moving on Paris. Did you exchange any fire?” The aide tried to walk and scribble notes at the same time.

			“No, we heard the bastards croaking something in German, so we pissed on their fires and grabbed the mount and came straight back here.” The officer who appeared to be in charge took a drink from his canteen and splashed water on his face. “Where is the general?”

			“Which one?”

			“The commander, you fool. Dumouriez.” The officer wiped his face with a dirty hand, blinking several times. He passed the canteen back to one of his scouts and continued, “Or better yet, Kellermann. He at least might have some idea of what is going on here.”

			“They are both inside the command tent, awaiting your report.” The aide turned and led the small group of scouts toward a large tent with a massive, if somewhat tattered, tricolor flag waving from its center post. Two bored-looking soldiers stood at attention outside the entrance. As the scouts approached, the guards crossed their muskets diagonally so the steel of their bayonets clanged together, but they quickly capitulated when the lead scout waved a dismissive hand and walked brusquely past them into the tent. André would have to wait until the evening’s briefing to hear the rest.

			
			André sighed now, looking in the direction from which the scouts had arrived. He saw, among the brown warhorses, a lone white Lipizzaner, a Prussian cavalry horse, that whinnied and pawed the ground as if defiant in these new surroundings. André surveyed the rest of the camp. Clustered by the fires closest to the command tents sat men who, like André, were dressed in the white and sky blue of the old Bourbon army; these were the holdovers of the army of the monarchy, the regulars who had been trained when there was a king to fund military campaigns and pay salaries generous enough to draw men from the country’s poorest farms and its wealthiest families alike. These men, although their crisp white uniforms still bore the Bourbon fleur-de-lis, had been welcomed into the Revolution and composed well over half of the army’s forces. They had sworn allegiance to the new—albeit ever changing—government, and the Revolution needed men with their training and skill. They were respected and revered, if not included in the casual, threadbare fraternity of the revolutionary guardsmen who sat around the campfires a few paces away.

			This latter group sat clothed in whatever mismatching attire they had scrounged up from their own scant wardrobes. Most of them had been issued a dark blue coat with bronze buttons upon enlistment, but the remainder of their uniforms seemed to be patchwork and individualized. Some of them had nothing on their feet but dirty soles and cracked toenails. Formed into the ranks of the new National Guard just months earlier, these men walked about in short breeches, prompting their new nickname of sans-culottes, “men without long pants.” They wore their hair long and unkempt, and cited as heroes the Revolution’s up-and-coming leaders, commoners Maximilien Robespierre and Georges Danton. They had left their lives as craftsmen, laborers, and tenant farmers to answer the call of the Revolution. They were anything but professional soldiers.

			On the eve of battle, they sat around their fires, passing around lewd sketches of tavern girls and skins of watered-down wine. They played card games and shouted obscenities in stark contrast to the quiet, more stoic regulars nearby. Many of this latter group had faced the formidable Prussian and Austrian lines before, and knew what the sunrise would bring. It was an uneasy alliance, this new French army, and tomorrow would be its first true test.

			As André walked back from the command tent to his own, he noticed a rider trotting up from the same direction as the dragoon scouts. He watched as the horseman dismounted, a letter in his hand.

			
			The messenger spotted André and strode toward him, leaving his horse to one of the enlisted aides. “Captain Valière?”

			“Yes?” André eyed the messenger and took the note from his outstretched hand. In truth, he was shocked to be receiving any news at all, especially on the eve of a fight. “Thank you.”

			“Very well, sir.” The rider saluted André and returned to his horse. André tore the letter open and read the entirety of its contents in a quick glance. Folding the note back up and tucking it into a pocket of his white coat, he let out a quick grin, muttering to himself: “Remy’s here.”

			“Anything good?” One of his men, a corporal by the name of Gustave Leroux, sat before the fire nearest to André. Leroux had a skin of wine resting precariously on his knee, and judging from the filmy look of his eyes, he had already enjoyed enough of its contents.

			“Not enough to arouse your interest, Leroux.”

			“I don’t know about that, sir. Did she send a picture? That might arouse more than just my interest.” Corporal Leroux chuckled at his own joke.

			André let out a long exhale and scratched the stubble on his neck, stifling the urge to chastise such insubordination. Just years prior a soldier would have been flogged for saying such a thing. But this was a new age—and a new army. Any officer seen to be overbearing or not démocratique enough might face a Revolutionary Tribunal or, worse, a mutiny.

			Still, Gustave Leroux was the one, André had learned, who had taken to calling him “The Marquis” when André was out of earshot. André couldn’t have one of his men regularly calling attention to his noble lineage. The title, though André had renounced it, still constituted an inconvenience, if not an outright danger, these days. André had dropped the “de” that had preceded his last name, the ancient designation of noble lineage, in hopes that the army might overlook his origins. Given the current crisis facing the nation and the need for experienced officers such as he, this was, it seemed, a reasonable hope—but not with one of his men continuously calling him The Marquis.

			If Leroux survived tomorrow’s bloodletting, André decided, he would deal with him then. He tapped the pocket of his coat and answered: “If she did, it’s for my eyes only. The privilege of rank, Leroux.” And with that, André leaned down and swiped the skin of wine from the man’s knee. “You’d better be sober by tomorrow, soldier. If you’re unable to perform your duties, that’s malingering, and you’ll be put on a charge as a deserter. And you know what happens to you then.”

			
			A distant three-note blast from a trumpet signaled the hour for the commanders’ briefing, so André emptied the confiscated wine and crossed camp toward headquarters.

			As he walked off, André overheard the exchange at the campfire behind him, Leroux’s defiant grunt as he said: “If that rich ponce leads us to slaughter tomorrow, if it takes my last breath, I’ll put a bullet in him myself.”

			“Shut your mouth, Leroux.” One of André’s sergeants, a steady man by the name of Digne, interjected. “You just concern yourself with your own duties. We’ve enough work to do with those Rhineland bastards across the way, without bothering ourselves and fighting one another. Got it?”
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			The heat around Paris had broken, and the woods of Valmy were cooler than the city, but still the air inside the tent felt warm and stale. Upon entering, André saw what he had suspected: that he was one of the most junior officers in the gathering. He had been surprised to receive an order this afternoon expressing General Kellermann’s request that he be in attendance.

			“André de Valière.” Another young captain by the name of François LaSalle appeared by his side, a familiar face from the days of the former regime. Like André, LaSalle was dressed in a crisp white coat with sky-blue piping and lapels. Silver buttons traced a smart line down the front of his coat, and he held his tricornered hat in his left hand, revealing black hair that had been pulled back in a ponytail like André’s.

			“LaSalle, how are you?” André gave his friend a firm handshake. And then, leaning closer, he whispered: “It’s just ‘Valière’ these days.”

			LaSalle nodded, understanding. “Well then, Valière, when did you get out here?”

			“We marched in this morning,” André answered. “And you?”

			
			“Just before midday,” LaSalle replied. He gestured toward the front of the tent. “Did you see them ride into camp?”

			“The scouts?” André nodded. “Yes. I caught a bit of their report, too. Seems they’ve located the Prussians nearby.”

			“Any word from your brother?” LaSalle asked.

			“As a matter of fact, yes, I just received a letter from him. He’s here in camp, somewhere.”

			“Where is General Kellermann?” LaSalle glanced around the tent, and André did the same. At the front stood an oversized desk covered in papers—division rosters, equipment reports, orders from Paris. Two maps hung at the front of the tent, their surfaces large and marked with ink. The larger map was of eastern France out to the Rhine, where they were currently encamped. The other one included all of the surrounding nations and imperial borders, which were shaded in a light reddish color.

			The crowd assembling in the tent that evening was disproportionately dressed in white and sky blue; the few revolutionary officers of the National Guard who were present stood together on the fringes of conversations, tugging on their mustaches, casting skeptical glances toward their stiff-postured colleagues. Perhaps after tomorrow, André mused, once they had all faced the crucible of combat together, the two branches of the French army would be slightly more trustful of each other.

			The cavalry scouts in their green coats stood laughing with one another in the front corner as though they had just returned from a successful hunt in the Bois de Boulogne. Their scout force had done its duty that afternoon, and they felt buoyed by their accomplishment and the fact that they had been first to get a sight of the enemy. Just behind them stood members of the artillery forces—a disproportionately large portion of the crowd, André thought, and he made a note to find Remy after the briefing. In the center stood the officers and noncommissioned officers of the French infantry, all of whom appeared more on edge than their artillery comrades. These were the men whose soldiers would stand face-to-face with the Prussian, Austrian, and Hessian enemy tomorrow. This was André’s group, and the taut lines on their faces seemed to reflet the nerves that he himself was feeling.

			All chatter ceased the moment the tent flap lifted and the small frame of General Charles Dumouriez appeared, flanked by the worn but handsome face of General Christophe Kellermann and a third man, one whom André did not recognize.

			
			“Who’s that?” André whispered as the commanders cut a line to the front of the tent.

			“The third one? That’s Nicolai Murat, the Comte de Custine. He’s a brigadier general,” LaSalle answered. André nodded, wondering from where LaSalle always gleaned his gossip and wondering why the name—Murat—tugged on some distant corner of his memory. Murat. Had he heard the name before?

			But André’s musings were interrupted as General Kellermann approached, grinning and slapping the shoulders of his surrounding men. As he neared the place where André stood, he nodded and offered a brief smile. “Captain, welcome to camp.”

			André was momentarily taken aback that the general recognized him as a newcomer. He managed to sputter out, “General Kellermann, sir,” before the commander continued on.

			“He’s good,” LaSalle remarked under his breath. “Must know every man in this tent.”

			While Kellermann continued his entry, Dumouriez walked in front of him, a mask of stoic calm spread across his features. He was short, but his heavily starched uniform and alert gaze spoke of a power not in any way diminished by his small physical stature.

			The third commander, Brigadier General Murat, followed behind Kellermann and Dumouriez. His was an unrecognizable face, even if the name rang somehow vaguely familiar to André. The man’s black hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, offering a full view of a broad forehead and a heavily lidded gaze. His eyes were small, two hard marbles the color of cold seawater, but they burned with a formidable intensity. He was tall, taller than Kellermann and certainly taller than Dumouriez, and he used this height to peer down at the men as he passed. When he reached the front of the tent, he turned and caught André watching him. André swallowed uneasily as Murat’s gray eyes held his own for a moment, the hint of a derisive smile pulling on his superior’s lips.

			“Soldiers and citizens of France.” Charles Dumouriez now stood at the front of the tent before the two oversized maps. “Welcome to the Valmy wilderness.” He gave a quick jerk of his chin, which sent the fringe of his gold epaulets quivering on his shoulders. “We meet here, finally, on the eve of battle.”

			
			The men around André fidgeted; the tent was abuzz with a palpable thrum of nerves and excitement.

			Looking to his right, Dumouriez nodded to his colleague. “General Kellermann, you may begin the briefing.”

			“Yes, sir.” Kellermann stood up straight from where he had been leaning on the desk, clapping his hands together once. His chestnut hair was streaked with the first hints of gray, pulled back in a loose ponytail. Wide-set blue eyes shone bright in a narrow face lined with experience and concentration, if not a particularly advanced age. While the threat of the next day’s battle had seemed to settle like a heavy cloak of anxiety over so many other faces around the tent, Kellermann’s features were alight.

			“Gentlemen,” Kellermann said, raising his arms in a gesture of almost paternal greeting. “It is good to see you all here with us. As you’ve no doubt heard by now, our scouts have just returned to camp. Seems they’ve found the enemy.”

			LaSalle and André shared a glance as Kellermann continued. “As we suspected, we are not alone in these woods. The Duke of Brunswick and his Prussian legions have arrived.”

			A series of whispers fluttered through the tent before Kellermann lifted a hand and the side talk evaporated. “Up until now, our soldiers have shown little but fear and panic in the face of our enemies. Untrained and undisciplined soldiers have broken at the mere sight of the Prussian battle line, often without even firing a shot. Gentlemen”—Kellermann paused, clearing his throat, his gaze suddenly stern—“that ends tomorrow.”

			André and the rest of the men listened attentively while Kellermann conducted the briefing. As André had overheard earlier, the Prussians were, in fact, encamped just a few miles to the west; the French armies had been caught behind the Prussians, so that nothing stood in between the Duke of Brunswick and Paris. The French would make their move the next day, hoping to surround the alliance forces and cut them off from their supply lines and reinforcements before they could march on the capital and strangle the Revolution.

			The day’s fight would begin early, shortly after dawn, with a heavy artillery barrage. As André had suspected, the French commanders had assembled more cannons and gunpowder than they had in any of the previous battles against the Austrians and Prussians. Tomorrow’s battle, Kellermann confided to his gathered officers, was the French army’s last chance to prevent an enemy march on Paris.

			
			“Tomorrow’s battle will be decisive for our Revolution,” Kellermann told them. “If the Prussians take our capital, there is little doubt that they will put Louis back on the throne.”

			Dumouriez stood by quietly, nodding. Kellermann paused before looking up, catching the eyes of his men as he concluded his remarks. “Not only will every man in this tent be arrested or hanged, but all of the rights and freedoms newly won for the people will vanish as quickly as they have come. It is no exaggeration when I tell you men that not only your lives, but the very existence of the Revolution and the nation, hang in the balance.”

			When Kellermann had finished his report, a tense silence hung over the tent. André looked around, seeing the stony rumination on the faces of the guardsmen and regulars alike. Beside him, LaSalle thrummed his fingertips against his chin in thought. At the front of the tent, Dumouriez cleared his throat.

			“Thank you, Christophe,” Dumouriez said with a nod, no expression or sentiment apparent on his face. Then, turning to the third officer, he asked, “General Murat
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