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The men face each other, rapiers in hand.
It is barely light out; the sun is just touching the Champ de Mars,

the exercise ground of the military school, to their southeast. There
is no boat traffic on the river. Downstream, the city has yet begun to
wake. Further south, in the near distance, looms the École Militaire,
with its clean white pavilion dome and eight Corinthian columns
already visible in the half-light.

The men are silent. They say nothing to each other because they
are beyond words. The dispute that has brought them here to this
intense moment can only be settled in one way.

It is not a formal duel. There are no seconds present, nor a doctor
in waiting, as there would be for an engagement between gentlemen
in the Bois de Boulogne. There is an air of the impromptu, the ad hoc,
to the proceedings. The site, a clearing by the river, is only partially
screened by a copse of trees.

The taller of the two men salutes his adversary with his sword.
The other man follows suit and, after a pause, their irregular encounter
commences. The smaller man, who is dressed in a dark shirt and
gray breeches and hasn’t removed his waistcoat, waits for his taller
opponent to move first.

He does not have long to wait.
The taller man advances, his rapier held in front of him, his body

turned to present the smallest target possible. With a quick flick of
his wrist, he launches a beat attack, slapping his adversary’s blade with
his own, and then, lunging forward, he directs a quick thrust at his
opponent’s chest. Startled, the smaller man parries the thrust as he
backs away.

The smaller man pauses. “Ne touche pas,” he says out loud, a touch
of bravado that seems out of place.

His opponent shakes his head, not responding. He moves slowly
to the right, looking for an opening, feinting with his blade to the
outside, then to the inside. He thrusts again, and this time the smaller
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man parries with a circular motion and ripostes, counterattacking, but
falling short as the larger man steps back, anticipating the move.

There is little wasted motion by either combatant. The larger
man continues to move to the outside of his opponent—watching,
considering, and forcing the other man to keep his guard to the
outside to oppose any tierce thrust. Again he attacks, this time with
a low feint and then an attempt to beat the sword out of the smaller
man’s hand with a violent swing. The move to disarm fails, and the
big man disengages and retreats.

Had there been observers of this match, they would have been
impressed favorably—if not riveted—by the excellence and skill of
the two duelists, arguably among the most experienced swordsmen
in Paris that day. But this is a private matter, with far greater
consequences than a morning of casual bouting at Master LeBrun’s
followed by a glass of Madeira or punch at the Café Montmartre.

The taller man has grown wary. During one of his attacks, he has
been nicked on the upper right arm by his adversary’s blade. A spot of
blood appears on his sleeve. His changed tactics reflect a new caution.
He circles his adversary, now moving left and right, searching for any
vulnerability in the stance or guard of his foe. He begins to advance
and stops halfway, retreating from full engagement. He seems content,
for the moment, to probe.

They have been fighting for ten minutes. The taller man, who has
been pressing his attack, breathes heavily through his mouth, trying
to pull more oxygen into his tired lungs. His shirt is drenched with
sweat, and perspiration has dripped on his breeches, staining the light-
colored fabric.

As soon as he has caught his breath, he starts advancing towards
the smaller man, forcing him towards the river. It is clear that he hopes
to pin him there, where there will be no further retreat, where he can
close the distance and find the right tempo for a finishing lunge.

The taller man redoubles his advance and then makes a sudden
attack. There follows a sequence so rapid—in action and in
reaction—that only a master of fencing would be able to follow the
blade movements and describe them accurately.
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As the taller man, always the aggressor, finishes his sudden rush at
his adversary, he makes a half turn of his body, and directs the point of
his blade at the right breast of the smaller man. It is a gamble, a lethal
thrust meant to finish the bout, but one also exposing the attacker. The
smaller man recognizes the initial danger and manages a desperate,
blocking parry while twisting away from the point aimed at his torso.
He has the presence of mind to return a counter-thrust with a turn of
his wrist to the inside line, under his opponent’s outstretched arm.

The riposte—one fluid motion, seemingly effortless—finds the
opening. There is no time or space for a defense. As a consequence,
the blade is driven into the taller man’s body by the force of his own
forward movement. The sharpened tip of the sword—forged Toledo
steel, the finest in Europe—pierces his chest and then is naturally
withdrawn by the defender’s motion of twisting away. All of this
happens in the blink of an eye.

The taller man crumples to his knees, dropping his sword and
clutching the spot where he has been wounded. The blood comes
coursing out between his fingers, a steady stream that drips down his
white shirt and onto his fawn-colored breeches, mixing with the sweat
already there and staining them a bright crimson. He looks at his hands
in disbelief, as if befuddled by the unimagined turn of events.

The other man, the winner of this grim and desperate encounter,
has stepped away. He tries not to watch his opponent. He recognizes
what has happened—that his riposte has severed an internal artery—and
that there is nothing he can do to alter the inexorably fatal ending of
this strange meeting. He stands awkwardly to the side, glancing over
at the river and then at the sky above. He averts his eyes from the scene
as he senses that death approaches for his opponent.

But his attention is drawn back to the wounded man by his soft,
urgent moaning. The stricken man begins to sway slightly from side-
to-side and then he slowly topples over, face first, falling onto the flat,
soft ground. He lays motionless, and blood quickly pools on the grass
next to him.

It is still silent except for the distinctive sounds of nearby
songbirds—swallows and warblers—welcoming the morning.
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The victor slowly approaches the body of the man on the ground.
He flips the body over onto its back and reaches with his hand to check
the pulse at the man’s throat. Satisfied, he begins to search the man’s
clothing, turning out the pockets of the breeches. He finds a large brass
room key. He lifts the man’s right hand and, with some effort, removes
a gold signet ring from his finger. He places the ring and the key in
his waistcoat pocket.

His search complete, he grabs the feet of the dead man and begins
to drag him towards the river. His progress is deliberate, and he must
stop twice to catch his breath, but he finally reaches the river’s edge
with the body. He removes the man’s clothing, first tossing the shoes
and stockings into the river, and following with the shirt and breeches,
stained with blood and mud. Then he wades into the river himself,
dragging the naked body by the ankles. It floats behind him, face
down.

He pulls the body out into the river until he is deep enough to
encounter a current. Now, more than waist-deep, he pushes the body
out into the current and watches it submerge into the gray, silent
water. He follows its path for a minute or so and then turns and scans
the shoreline. Satisfied that no one watches, he returns to the shore, his
breeches and shirt soaked with water. Surprisingly, none of the other
man’s blood has touched his clothing, or if it has, it has been washed
clean by his immersion in the Seine.

He returns to the small clearing where he collects his own rapier
and re-sheathes it. He picks up the other man’s rapier and walks slowly
back to the river. He grips the short sword by its handle, rears back
and throws it as far as he can; the rapier tumbles end over end, glinting
in the sun, until it also disappears into the Seine.

In the distance, the sounds of a city beginning to stir can be heard.
Church bells toll six times.

The man surveys the clearing, the shoreline, and the river. He can
see no signs of what has transpired. He turns to leave.
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