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​The Merchant's Daughters: A Novel of Two Sisters, Two Crowns, and the Men Who Tried to Choose for Them 

Marseille, 1794. Two merchant's daughters walk into a revolutionary office to beg for their brother's life, and walk out with their futures rearranged by a calculating young officer named Napoleon Bonaparte.

Julie marries for money and discovers something better than passion. Désirée falls first, loses everything to Napoleon's ambition, and spends years learning the difference between being loved and being needed. When a blunt, unglamorous Gascon general named Bernadotte refuses to court her through intermediaries, insisting on showing up himself, telling the truth, and asking nothing she isn't ready to give, she finally finds a love built to last, brick by brick, rather than swept in on a single overwhelming tide.

From Marseille's revolutionary terror to Napoleon's coronation, from a Swedish throne neither sister ever wanted to the quiet gardens of Florentine exile, The Merchant's Daughters follows two women who refuse to let history's most powerful men write their endings for them. Dual points of view. Earned, unhurried passion. A sisterhood that outlasts every romance in the book.

For readers of dual-timeline historical romance who want real history, real heat, and a love story that survives Napoleon, war, and decades of distance to prove that the steadiest hearts win in the end.
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​Chapter 1: The Arrest
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There is a particular quality of fear that belongs only to households that have, until very recently, believed themselves safe. It is not the fear of the poor, who carry danger with them as a kind of weather, always present, sometimes worse. It is the fear of people who wake one morning to discover that the walls they built around their lives, the money, the name, the careful accumulation of three decades' respectability, were never walls at all, only the temporary goodwill of a world that has now changed its mind. The Clary household woke to that fear on a cold morning in the early weeks of 1794, and it would not fully go back to sleep again for the rest of the family's history.

It began, as these things so often did in Marseille in that winter, with a knock that came too early and too hard to be anything but trouble.

Julie Clary heard it from the kitchen, where she had risen before the rest of the household to see to the morning's bread, a habit she had kept since her stepmother's health had begun its slow decline two years before and someone, in a family of a dozen children scattered across two marriages and a city in upheaval, had needed to keep the ordinary machinery of the house turning. She set down the knife she had been using and went still, the way a woman goes still when she has spent months listening for exactly this sound without admitting to herself that she was listening for it.

The knock came again. Then her stepmother's voice, high and cracking, from the floor above. Then the sound of the front door being answered by old Henri, who had served the family since before Julie was born and whose hands, she would learn afterward, had shaken so badly on the latch that the men outside had to wait a full thirty seconds for the door to actually open, an indignity that one of them would later cite, with the petty thoroughness of revolutionary bureaucracy, in his report.

By the time Julie reached the hall, two men in the tricolor sashes of the local surveillance committee were already inside, and her half-brother Étienne was standing very still in his dressing gown at the bottom of the stairs, the particular stillness of a man doing arithmetic on his own danger and not liking the sum.

"Citizen Clary," the older of the two men said, reading from a paper with the flat, unhurried confidence of someone for whom this was not the first such morning he had conducted, and would not be the last. "You are required to accompany us to the municipal offices for questioning regarding an application for letters of nobility submitted by your father, François Clary, in the year of grace seventeen eighty-nine."

The phrase year of grace had gone out of official use four years earlier. Julie noticed him use it anyway, an old habit surfacing under stress, and understood in that small observation something larger about the strangeness of the world they were now living in, a world where men still thought in the calendar of kings while serving a republic that had murdered one.

"My father is dead," Étienne said. His voice was steady. Julie would think, later, that this steadiness was the most frightening thing about the whole morning, more frightening than the men themselves, because it told her that her brother had understood immediately and completely what was happening to him, and had simply decided that dignity was the only resource he had left to spend.

"The dead do not answer for their petitions," the committee man said. "The living members of their households sometimes must."

There was no arguing with a sentence built like that. Julie had grown up in a merchant household, had absorbed from her father the particular intelligence that recognizes immediately when a negotiation is not, in fact, available, when the only choice remaining is the manner in which one submits to terms already set. She watched Étienne's wife begin to cry, a thin, frightened sound from the top of the stairs, and she watched her stepmother, Françoise Rose, sink against the banister with her hand pressed to her chest in the particular way that meant her heart was troubling her again, the heart that had been troubling her with increasing frequency since François Clary's death two months before had removed, in a single January morning, both her husband and the last man in the household whose authority no one questioned.

Someone needed to not collapse. Julie understood, with the swift, unwelcome clarity of a woman watching a role open up in front of her that she had not auditioned for and did not particularly want, that the someone was going to have to be her.

"Where will he be taken?" she asked. Her voice came out steadier than she expected. She was twenty-two years old and she had never in her life addressed an armed representative of the state, and she heard herself do it now with something that, from the outside, might have passed for composure.

The committee man looked at her properly for the first time, the brief, assessing look of a man recalibrating who in the room he was actually dealing with. "The municipal offices. He will be held pending review of the file."

"And the review will take—"

"As long as it takes, citizeness." Not unkind, exactly. Bureaucratic. A man reciting the shape of a process he did not control and had stopped pretending to find remarkable.

They took Étienne within the quarter hour. He had time to dress, time to embrace his wife, time to clasp Julie's hand for a moment at the door with a grip that communicated everything his composed face would not allow him to say aloud, and then he was gone, walked out into a grey Marseille morning between two men with sashes, and the house exhaled into the particular silence that follows the removal of its eldest acting authority.

It was into this silence that Désirée came running down the stairs in her nightgown, her dark hair loose, her face white, having woken to the commotion too late to see her brother taken but in time to understand, from the wreckage of expressions in the hallway, exactly what had happened.

"Where have they taken him?" she demanded. She was sixteen, the youngest of the Clary daughters by the second marriage, and she had a directness that the rest of the family found by turns charming and alarming, a refusal to let any room's prevailing mood dictate her own behavior within it. While her stepmother wept and her sisters-in-law clutched at each other, Désirée simply wanted information, the specific, actionable facts that would let her understand what to do next.

"The municipal offices," Julie said. She found, saying it a second time, that the words had not become any easier to say. "For questioning. About Papa's petition."

Their father's old ambition, the application for a title of nobility that he had submitted in the final years of the old order, a perfectly ordinary piece of social climbing that half the prosperous merchant families in France had attempted in one form or another, had become, in the new grammar of revolutionary suspicion, evidence of counter-revolutionary sympathy. The world had not merely changed; it had reversed its valuation of everything François Clary had spent his life building. Ambition that would once have been admired was now a crime his children would have to answer for from beyond his grave.

"Then we go to the municipal offices," Désirée said, already turning back toward the stairs.

"We?" Julie said.

"I'm not staying here." Désirée stopped on the third step and looked back at her sister with the particular fierceness that Julie had watched develop in her over the past several years, ever since their convent education had been dissolved by the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and Désirée, at an age when she should have been learning embroidery and deportment from the Sisters of Saint-Sauveur, had instead come home to a household in slow collapse and a city remaking itself daily according to rules no one fully understood. "I'm not going to sit in this house and wait for someone to come tell me what happened to my brother. I want to see it. I want to be there."

"It will be hours of waiting, Désirée. It will be unpleasant. You don't need—"

"I don't need protecting." The words came out sharper than perhaps Désirée intended, and Julie watched her sister hear the sharpness herself and decide, visibly, not to soften it. "You're not going to leave me here with Maman crying and Marguerite crying and nothing to do but imagine the worst. I would rather know. I would rather be there and know than be here and not know."

Julie understood the impulse because she shared it, buried under more layers of practiced calm than her sister had yet learned to grow. She was, in fact, somewhat afraid of the municipal offices in a way she suspected Désirée, sixteen and still operating on the conviction that the world's worst outcomes happened to other families, was not. Julie had watched the Terror's machinery from closer range these past months, had heard the specific stories that circulated through Marseille's commercial families about tribunals and denunciations and the swift, bureaucratic finality of revolutionary justice when it turned against you. She knew, in a way her younger sister perhaps did not yet fully know, that walking into that building was not a formality. It was a risk, taken on behalf of a brother who could not currently take it himself.

But she also knew, looking at her stepmother folded against the banister and her sisters-in-law dissolving into a grief that helped no one, that someone in this household needed to act, and that the someone could not also be the person who stayed behind to manage the weeping. The arithmetic of the morning had already assigned her the role. She had simply not yet decided whether to share it.

"All right," she said. "But you do exactly as I say once we're there. You don't speak unless I tell you to. You don't argue with anyone in a uniform, no matter what they say. Do you understand me?"

Something in Désirée's face eased, the particular relief of a person who has been bracing for refusal and received permission instead. "I understand."

"I mean it, Désirée."

"I said I understand." A flicker of the old stubbornness, but warmer now, almost a smile. "I'm difficult, Julie. I'm not foolish."

It was, Julie would think later, a fair distinction, and one that very few people outside the family ever bothered to draw about her younger sister, who was beautiful in the specific, dangerous way that made strangers assume vanity or shallowness before they had spent ten minutes in actual conversation with her and discovered the considerable will underneath. Julie had spent sixteen years watching Désirée's particular combination of warmth and iron develop, had been the elder sister present for nearly the whole of it, the six years of difference between them meaning that Julie remembered Désirée's infancy with the specific tenderness of someone who had helped raise her, not merely grown up alongside her.

They dressed quickly, plainly, the deliberate plainness of women who understood, without needing to discuss it explicitly, that nothing about their appearance this morning should suggest the wealth that had become, in the space of a few short years, a liability rather than an asset. Julie chose a dark wool dress with no ornament beyond its own good cutting. She watched Désirée do the same, watched her sister's hands shake very slightly as she fastened the small covered buttons at her wrist, and said nothing about the shaking, because there was nothing useful to say about it, and because she suspected her own hands, had she looked closely enough, would not have been entirely steady either.

Their stepmother caught Julie's arm in the hallway as they were leaving, her face swollen with crying, her grip surprisingly strong for a woman who had spent the better part of the morning collapsed against furniture. "Bring him home," Françoise Rose said. It was not quite a request and not quite an instruction; it was closer to a prayer addressed to the wrong person, a woman who had buried one husband two months earlier asking his daughter to perform a miracle that was almost certainly beyond either of their power.

"I'll do everything I can," Julie said, which was true, and which was also, she understood even as she said it, not remotely the same promise her stepmother had asked for.

The city outside was the color of wet stone under a sky that had not yet decided whether it would rain. Marseille in the early weeks of 1794 had the particular tension of a place holding its breath, the bright Mediterranean light that gave the city its character somehow dimmed, as though the revolutionary mood itself had settled over the rooftops like weather. They walked quickly, Julie setting a pace just brisk enough to discourage conversation, past shuttered shopfronts and the chalked slogans that had begun appearing on walls throughout the old town, past a knot of men outside a coffeehouse reading a newspaper aloud to each other with the particular grim relish that bad news produced in a city that had grown addicted to its own anxiety. A tricolor cockade had appeared, Julie noticed, on nearly every coat and bonnet they passed, the visible armor of citizens who had learned that conspicuous loyalty was now a form of insurance, however thin.

Désirée walked close beside her, not speaking, her chin lifted in the particular way that meant she was working hard to look braver than she felt. Julie recognized the posture because she was doing something similar herself, the two of them performing a competence neither entirely possessed for an audience of no one but each other and the cold morning streets, because performing it seemed, in the absence of any better strategy, like the only thing available to do.

"What will you say to them?" Désirée asked finally, as they turned onto the wider street that led toward the municipal offices, the old administrative buildings now wearing the tricolor and the new vocabulary of citizen this and committee that over architecture that had been built to house an entirely different kind of authority.

Julie considered the question seriously, because it deserved a serious answer, and because she had, in truth, been turning it over in her own mind since the moment the committee men had walked out of the house with her brother between them.

"The truth," she said, "in the version of it that's least dangerous to say aloud. That our father is dead. That whatever he petitioned for, he petitioned for it before the Republic existed, under laws that no longer apply, and that none of his children chose it or continued it. That Étienne has done nothing since but live quietly and work honestly. That we are a family of merchants, not aristocrats, whatever a piece of paper from five years ago might suggest to someone looking for trouble."

"Will it work?"

"I don't know." It was the truest thing Julie had said all morning, and she said it because she had decided, somewhere in the walk from the house, that she would not lie to her sister about the size of what they were attempting, even if she intended to project considerably more confidence than the truth currently warranted once they were actually inside the building. "I know that doing nothing won't work. I know that staying home and waiting won't bring him home any faster. Beyond that, I don't know what will move people who have the power to decide these things and no particular reason to care whether they decide kindly or not."

Désirée was quiet for a moment, absorbing this with the seriousness that Julie sometimes forgot her sister was capable of, buried as it usually was under the brightness and the stubbornness and the sixteen-year-old's instinct toward drama. "I'm glad you're letting me come," she said finally. "I know you didn't want to."

"I didn't want to," Julie agreed. "I still don't, particularly. But I think I'd rather have you beside me than spend the whole morning wondering what state I'd find you in when I got back. At least this way I know where you are."

"That's not the same as wanting me here."

"No," Julie said. "It isn't. But it's what I've got this morning, and I think it will have to do."

It was, in its way, the truest description either of them could have offered of the Clary family's situation entire, in that cold, uncertain winter: not the outcomes they wanted, but the best available arrangement of the outcomes they could get, assembled quickly, under pressure, by people doing the arithmetic of love and risk and limited choice as honestly as they knew how.

The municipal offices came into view at the end of the street, grey stone under a greyer sky, already gathering the particular crowd of the anxious and the dispossessed that revolutionary Marseille produced in seemingly inexhaustible supply, families like their own come to plead, to inquire, to stand in lines that led toward officials who held, in the careless exercise of routine bureaucratic power, the capacity to return a brother or condemn him with equal indifference to which outcome they chose.

Julie felt her sister's hand find hers as they approached the doors, a small, unconscious gesture, the kind of thing Désirée would probably not even remember doing afterward. Julie held it, and did not let go, and the two of them walked into the building together, two merchant's daughters from the Roma Street mansion, twenty-two and sixteen, dressed plainly and afraid in ways neither would fully admit to the other, carrying between them the entire weight of what their family had left, into a morning that neither of them yet understood would turn out to be the single most consequential of both their lives, and of the history of the continent that neither of them, in that moment, had any reason whatsoever to imagine they were about to help reshape.
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​Chapter 2: The Bench
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Waiting rooms have a way of stretching the hours that pass inside them, of taking ordinary time and thickening it into something almost physical, a substance you sit inside rather than a measurement you simply endure. The chamber where the families of the accused and the suspected waited their turn at the Marseille municipal offices had been, before the Revolution remade its purpose, a reception hall of some minor administrative dignity, and it retained, even now, traces of that earlier life in its high windows and its decorative plasterwork, water-stained and peeling in the corners, a faded grandeur presiding over a room full of frightened people pretending to read documents they had already read a dozen times.

Julie and Désirée had taken their place on a bench along the eastern wall sometime before nine in the morning. By the time the light through the high windows had shifted from the flat grey of early morning to the marginally warmer grey of midday, they had not moved more than the few feet required to let other petitioners pass, had watched perhaps a dozen names called and a dozen families either relieved or devastated by whatever news awaited them beyond the inner doors, and had themselves heard nothing.

Julie had spent the hours doing the only thing available to her, which was managing her own visible composure while her actual composure eroded steadily underneath it. She had rehearsed, in her head, several versions of what she would say when Étienne's name was finally called, had revised the arguments, sharpened the phrasing, considered and discarded several approaches depending on which official might receive them. She had also, with the part of her mind that refused to stay disciplined no matter how firmly she instructed it, spent a considerable portion of the morning imagining the various ways the day could end badly, and had to keep wrestling her attention back from that particular precipice every time it wandered too close to the edge.

Beside her, Désirée had held up admirably for the first several hours, sitting upright, watching the room with the alert, cataloguing attention of someone determined to understand everything happening around her. But sixteen-year-old bodies, however determined the will attached to them, have limits that adult composure cannot always override, and somewhere past the noon hour, with no food since a hurried piece of bread that morning and no sleep the night before beyond a few restless hours disturbed by dread, Désirée's attention had begun, visibly, to fray. Her head had drooped twice against Julie's shoulder before she caught herself and straightened with an apologetic, embarrassed half-smile. The third time, Julie simply let her stay where she'd fallen, and within a few minutes her sister's breathing had evened into the particular rhythm of genuine sleep, her head heavy against Julie's shoulder, one hand still loosely curled in the fabric of her sister's sleeve as though some part of her, even unconscious, intended to keep hold of the one certainty available to her in that room.

Julie sat very still, so as not to wake her, and felt the particular ache of tenderness and worry that came from watching someone she loved finally surrender to exhaustion in a place that offered no real safety to surrender into.

The afternoon wore on. A clerk came through periodically with a list, calling names in the flat, indifferent voice of a man for whom the families attached to those names had long since stopped registering as anything other than administrative units to be processed. Julie watched the room empty and refill, watched a woman across from them weep silently into a handkerchief after a name was called and the family beside her did not return, watched another family embrace with the particular relief that comes only after the specific fear of losing someone has been, for the moment, lifted.

By the middle of the afternoon, with the light through the high windows beginning its long slow decline toward evening and still no word of Étienne, Julie understood that a decision was approaching that she did not want to make.

The doors to the officials' chamber, when they opened, did so according to a logic that Julie had spent the day failing entirely to decode. Sometimes a clerk called petitioners through in the order of their names on a list. Sometimes a junior official simply appeared at the inner doors and beckoned whoever happened to be nearest, an arbitrary mercy or arbitrary cruelty depending on where in the room one happened to be sitting. Julie had begun to suspect, watching this pattern for hours, that proximity to the doors mattered more than any official sequence, that the families who pressed themselves forward, who made themselves visible and persistent, were more likely to be seen than the families who waited patiently at the edges of the room for a justice that operated, in practice, on no particular system at all.

She looked down at her sister, asleep against her shoulder, and understood that waking her now, after the hours it had taken exhaustion to finally claim her, would accomplish nothing except returning Désirée to a wakeful misery without improving either of their chances of actually being seen. She looked across the room at the inner doors, where a clerk had just appeared and was scanning the waiting petitioners with the bored, assessing look of a man deciding who among them looked desperate enough to be worth processing next.

The decision, when Julie finally made it, did not feel like a decision so much as the simple recognition of an arithmetic she had been avoiding since midmorning. She could not wake Désirée only to drag her, disoriented and exhausted, into a chamber where their case might be heard for thirty seconds by an official with no patience for two sisters when one would do. She could not continue waiting indefinitely either, not with the light failing and Étienne's situation, whatever it was, growing no less urgent with every hour that passed unaddressed.

She would go in alone.

Julie eased herself free of her sister's weight with the careful, practiced gentleness of someone who has spent years not waking sleeping children, sliding a folded shawl beneath Désirée's head as a makeshift pillow against the bench's hard wood, settling her as comfortably as the circumstances allowed. Désirée stirred faintly, murmured something unintelligible, and subsided back into sleep without waking. Julie looked at her for a long moment, at the dark hair come loose from its pins, at the face that managed even in exhausted sleep to look younger than its sixteen years, and felt a fierce, complicated rush of love and guilt in roughly equal measure.

"I'll be just inside," she said quietly, though she knew her sister could not hear her. "I won't be long."

It was not entirely true. She had no idea how long she would be, and she suspected, with the part of her mind that had spent the morning rehearsing the day's various unhappy endings, that it could be considerably longer than she was telling herself. But it was the kind of small, necessary untruth that one tells a sleeping person, more for one's own comfort than theirs, and Julie allowed herself the comfort of it as she rose, smoothed her skirts, and walked toward the inner doors with a composure she did not entirely feel.

She did not look back. If she had looked back, she might have lost her nerve.

Désirée woke slowly, the particular disorientation of sleep taken somewhere unfamiliar, at an hour her body could not immediately place. For several long seconds she did not know where she was, only that the bench beneath her was hard and the light around her had changed, grown longer and more golden than the flat grey she remembered from before her eyes closed, and that her sister's shoulder, which she had fallen asleep against, was no longer beneath her cheek.

She sat up too quickly, the panic arriving before her mind had finished assembling the facts that justified it. The waiting room. The municipal offices. Étienne. Julie.

Julie was gone.

For one disorienting moment, the fear of the morning rushed back in full force, sharpened now by confusion and by the specific terror of waking alone in a place full of strangers with no idea how much time had passed or where the one person she had trusted to navigate this day had gone. She was on her feet before she had fully decided to stand, scanning the room, the bench, the crowd of unfamiliar faces, searching for her sister's dark dress and finding nothing.

"You're awake."

The voice came from somewhere just to her left, calm and unhurried, the voice of someone who had clearly been expecting this moment and had prepared for it. Désirée turned, startled, to find a young man standing a careful distance away, near enough to be heard without raising his voice but far enough that his presence did not feel like an intrusion into the space she had just woken into. He was perhaps twenty-five or twenty-six, dressed in the plain, respectable clothing of the professional classes rather than anything that suggested wealth, with an open, pleasant face and the particular stillness of someone who had positioned himself deliberately and was now waiting to see what was needed of him.

"Where is my sister?" Désirée asked, and heard the edge of fear still in her own voice, undisguised, because there had been no time yet to disguise it.

"Inside." The young man nodded toward the inner doors. "She went in perhaps an hour ago, I think, though I confess I wasn't watching the clock closely enough to be certain. She didn't want to wake you. You looked—" He paused, seeming to reconsider whatever word he had been about to use. "You looked as though you needed the sleep rather badly."

Désirée felt the panic recede slightly, replaced by a more complicated feeling, equal parts relief and irritation. Relief that Julie had not simply vanished, irritation that her sister had made the decision to leave her sleeping and unconsulted, however sensible the decision might have been.

"You've been watching me," she said. It came out more bluntly than she intended, the directness that family friends often found alarming in her emerging now toward a perfect stranger, because exhaustion and fear had worn away whatever patience she might ordinarily have brought to the observation.

"Not in any way that should trouble you, I hope." A faint smile, careful rather than presumptuous. "One of the clerks came through a little while ago, the one who's been moving people along when the benches get crowded, and he seemed inclined to wake you and tell you to make room. I told him you were waiting on family business inside and asked him to leave you be. I hope that wasn't an overstep. It seemed kinder than the alternative."

Désirée studied him properly for the first time, the fear and disorientation of waking alone giving way to a more careful assessment of the man who had apparently, while she slept and without any obligation to do so, intervened on her behalf with a stranger's casual authority. He had not woken her himself, had not used the moment to introduce himself or claim credit for the small kindness, had simply stood at a respectful distance and waited to explain himself only once she was awake and frightened enough to need the explanation.

"That was kind of you," she said, and meant it, though she heard in her own voice the slight wariness of someone unaccustomed to unearned kindness from strangers and unsure, yet, what to make of it.

"It was nothing very remarkable. You looked as though you'd had a long enough day already without being turfed off a bench by a clerk with no particular reason to be unpleasant about it." He inclined his head slightly. "Joseph Bonaparte. I'm waiting on family business of my own, as it happens, though mine is considerably less dramatic than whatever's brought you and your sister here."

"Désirée Clary." She offered the name cautiously, still working out what to make of him, this calm young man who had appointed himself a quiet guardian over her sleep without expecting anything in return for it. "What sort of business?"

"My brother's commission, mostly. Tedious correspondence with men who enjoy making tedious correspondence as tedious as possible." A wry note in his voice, self-deprecating rather than complaining. "Nothing that compares to a family member taken in for questioning, which I gather, from the little your sister said before she went in, is closer to your own circumstances."

Désirée felt something in her chest tighten at the reminder, the morning's fear reasserting itself now that the immediate disorientation of waking had passed. "Our brother. Étienne. They came for him at dawn, something about a petition our father filed years ago, before any of this." She gestured vaguely, encompassing the room, the building, the entire transformed world outside it. "He's done nothing. None of us have done anything. But that doesn't seem to matter very much these days, does it?"

"It matters less than it should," Joseph agreed, and something in the simple honesty of the agreement, the refusal to offer her empty reassurance that everything would surely be fine, struck her more than any comforting platitude could have. "I'm sorry. That's a hard thing to be sitting with, especially alone."

"I wasn't going to be alone. Julie wasn't supposed to leave me here."

"I don't think she meant it as abandonment." Joseph's voice was gentle, careful, the voice of a man choosing his words with some delicacy around a stranger's evident exhaustion and fear. "From what little I overheard, she seemed more concerned about waking you than anything else. She looked, if I may say so, rather more worried about you than about herself."

Désirée felt the small, familiar ache of being managed for her own good, the particular exasperation of being the younger sister whose comfort was apparently worth more, in Julie's calculation, than her consultation. But underneath the exasperation, she recognized something else too, something closer to the fierce, complicated love she carried for her sister beneath all the ordinary friction of being protected by her. Julie had stayed up half the night managing the household's panic, had walked her into this building at dawn, had sat beside her for hours while the day wore them both down, and had finally, faced with a choice between two unhappy options, chosen the one that let Désirée sleep rather than the one that was easier for herself.

"She does that," Désirée said, half to herself. "Decides what's best for everyone and then simply does it, without asking."

"Is that so terrible a habit, in a sister?"

"It's infuriating." But there was no real heat in the word, only the particular fondness that infuriation sometimes carries when it's aimed at someone one loves without reservation. "I'd rather know things than be protected from them. Even bad things. Especially bad things."

"That seems a reasonable position to hold." Joseph said it simply, without the faint condescension she had half expected, the tone adults so often took with sixteen-year-old certainty, as though it were a phase to be indulged rather than a conviction to be respected. "Though I imagine it's harder to extend that same courtesy to the people who love you, when the protecting comes from love rather than condescension."

Désirée looked at him properly then, struck by the small precision of the observation, the way he had identified, in a handful of sentences with a stranger, something about her relationship with Julie that she had never quite articulated even to herself. "You sound as though you have a sister of your own who does this to you."

"A great many siblings, actually, and most of them entirely convinced they know better than I do what's good for me." A real smile now, warmer than the careful, courteous expression he'd offered before. "My younger brother in particular has elevated the habit to something approaching an art form. Arranges things, decides courses of action, and then informs the rest of us only once the arranging is largely complete. It's maddening. It's also, more often than I'd like to admit, usually correct."

Something in the easy self-deprecation of it, the willingness to be amused rather than wounded by a sibling's interference, eased the last of the tension Désirée had been carrying since she woke. She found herself, for the first time since the knock had come at dawn, almost smiling.

"I should find her," she said, glancing toward the inner doors, the small worry returning now that the conversation had given her room to remember it. "I don't like not knowing what's happening in there."

"Of course." Joseph straightened, the careful distance he had maintained throughout their conversation still intact, no presumption in the movement. "I don't imagine they'll let you through those doors uninvited, not while official business is underway, but I'd be glad to wait with you until your sister comes out, if that would be of any use. Or simply to point you toward someone who might know how much longer these proceedings tend to run, if you'd rather have facts than company."

Désirée considered him for a moment, this stranger who had watched over her sleep without waking her, who had defended her place on a hard bench from an indifferent clerk for no reason she could identify beyond simple decency, who had listened to her family's fear without flinching from it or minimizing it, and who was now offering, without any apparent expectation of return, to simply wait beside her until the not-knowing resolved itself into something more bearable.

"Both, I think," she said. "If you don't mind."

"I don't mind in the least." He gestured toward the bench, an invitation rather than an instruction, and waited for her to sit before settling himself a respectful distance away, close enough for conversation, far enough to leave room for whatever discomfort a young woman might reasonably feel sitting beside a strange man in a public hall on the worst day her family had endured in years. "Tell me about your brother, if it would help to talk about him while we wait. Sometimes it does. Sometimes it doesn't. You'll know better than I would which kind of day this is."

And so Désirée found herself, in the long golden light of a Marseille afternoon sliding slowly toward evening, telling a stranger about Étienne's quiet decency, about her father's death two months before, about a household built on commerce and respectability now bracing itself against a Republic that had decided, on the strength of a five-year-old petition, that respectability itself might be a crime. Joseph listened with the particular attentiveness of someone who asked questions because he wanted the answers rather than because politeness demanded the asking, and somewhere in the telling, the fear that had gripped her since dawn loosened its hold just slightly, not gone, not resolved, but shared, for the first time that day, with someone other than her sister, and made, in the sharing, very marginally easier to carry.

She did not yet know his brother's name. She did not yet know what either Bonaparte brother would come to mean to her, or to Julie, or to the family waiting anxiously at the Roma Street mansion for news that had not yet arrived. She knew only that a stranger had been kind to her for no reason she could discern, that his kindness had cost him nothing and asked nothing in return, and that something in the plain, unhurried decency of it had settled into her chest like the first warm thing she had felt all day.

When the inner doors finally opened and Julie emerged, pale and visibly drained but with the particular set to her shoulders that Désirée recognized as the look of a woman who had won, or at least had not yet lost, Désirée was on her feet before her sister had crossed half the room, and it was only afterward, walking home in the gathering dusk with Étienne's conditional release secured and the whole exhausted, relieved weight of the day finally settling, that she realized she had not, in all the telling and the listening, thought to ask the young man's family name properly, or to wonder why it should matter to her, quite as much as it apparently did, that she might never see him again.
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​Chapter 3: Julie Alone
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The inner chamber, when Julie finally crossed its threshold, was smaller than she had expected and considerably less imposing than the building's grey exterior had led her to imagine, a fact that struck her as somehow worse rather than better. She had braced herself, in the long hours of waiting, for something resembling the tribunals she had heard whispered about in the city's coffeehouses and market stalls, raised platforms and ranks of stern faces and the theatrical apparatus of revolutionary justice in full performance. What she found instead was a cramped, badly lit room with three men seated behind a table stacked with papers, looking less like the architects of a new order than like clerks who had been at their desks too many consecutive hours and resented every new face that came through the door demanding their attention.

This, she would understand later, was in some ways more frightening than the alternative would have been. Theatrical cruelty, at least, suggested a system that cared enough about its own performance to maintain a consistent character. Bureaucratic indifference suggested something colder: that her brother's freedom might be decided not by conviction or principle but by the simple accumulated fatigue of men who had processed too many files that day to give the next one their full attention.

"Name," said the man in the center, not looking up from the paper in front of him.

"Julie Clary." She kept her voice steady, the steadiness she had practiced all morning in her head
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