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   Let us sit upon the ground and tell sad stories of the death of kings. 

Richard III  



      CHAPTER 1 

As the door to the bedroom creaked, William Hardy stirred. For three days, he had been 

languishing in his quarters at the Hotel Pelikan in Sevignac, wrestling with a deadly fever. 

Several times he had almost succumbed to its soothing overtures but had somehow dragged 

himself back from the brink, crying out the name of his true love back in Kent. Now, as the 

hinges snapped from their wooden frame, he knew it was not the fever that would take him, 

but something, or rather someone, far more terrible. 

 Hardy turned his unshaven face towards the door just as a caped man slid into his 

bedchamber. He was the far side of forty years of age and carried a physician’s case. 

 ‘Ah, there you are,” the visitor said, drawing near. 

 As he hauled his head from the sodden sheets, Hardy braced himself for a blow. 

 None came. 

 The cloaked man slowly sat down on a wooden chair beside his bed. 

The tricolour ribbon on his chest stood out like a wound. He looked at Hardy and smiled. 

‘Permit me to introduce myself,’ he said, peeling off his silk gloves. ‘I am Doctor Vacher.’ 

 Hardy shuddered. “I know who you are.” 

 The doctor removed his hat, revealing a shaved scalp. A pair of round silver-rimmed 

spectacles rested on the end of his nose, which protruded from his pale face like a crow’s beak. 

‘This is my assistant, Ernest Masson,’ he said, as a second man entered. He was younger than 

the bald man, and had greasy, thinning, dark brown hair. 

 ‘We work for Citizen Danton,’ Masson said as he poured water into a copper ewer on 

the bedside table. 

 The doctor removed his glasses for a moment and rubbed the lenses with a silk, scented 

handkerchief. He looked around the shabby room as if to familiarize himself with its poverty. 

He then placed his spectacles delicately back on his nose before moving close to Hardy’s face. 

‘Hmmm, the face of fever. Look here, Masson, his visage is pinched and his cheeks are hollow.’ 

 ‘His eyes are sunken, too,’ Masson added, trying to impress his master. 

 ‘It’s nothing that cannot be cured with the help of a febrifuge,’ the doctor said. 

“However, I will be plain with you, Mister Hardy. I am not here to heal you. I am here to harm 

you.’ 

 Hardy’s hands began to tremble. He looked at Masson who had silently withdrawn a 

pistol from his coat and was pointing it towards him. 



 ‘We know what you’re doing here in Brittany,’ the doctor muttered as he opened his 

aging leather case, revealing a coil of glinting scalpels, knives, and a cleaver. 

 ‘The meddling William Pitt has sent you to offer support for an uprising led by the 

Marquis de La Rouerie,’ Masson said, as the physician readied the instruments. 

 ‘I know of no such thing,’ Hardy tried to protest. 

 ‘What you’re going to tell us,’ Masson continued, ‘is what military forces the British 

intend to send, when they are going to arrive and where exactly they plan to land.’ 

 The doctor wiped a small cleaver with a cleaning rag made of baize. ‘You are going to 

do us the courtesy of providing information about de la Rouerie,’ the doctor said. ‘He and his 

men are hiding near Dinan. Tell us where.’ 

 The physician placed the instrument on a white cloth and stood up. He stretched out his 

hands as Masson presented the ewer with the efficiency of a sacristan. The doctor dipped his 

fingers in the water and washed them methodically before wiping them down with a cloth. 

 Masson took a scalpel and turned it in the light of the lamp, studying its fleeting 

coruscation, before handing it to the doctor. 

 Hardy grasped the drenched sheets with his twitching fingers. 

 ‘Are you going to give us the information we need?’ the doctor asked. ‘Or am I going 

to have to use my surgical skills?’ 

 Hardy looked at the wall opposite, fixing his attention on a poorly framed oil painting 

of the Brittany coast. He stared at waves breaking on the shore and for a moment remembered 

his own hometown on the shores of Kent. He lifted himself from his mattress and leaned 

towards the doctor. Hardy gazed for a moment into the man’s jet-black pupils before clearing 

his throat, spitting brown saliva in the doctor’s face. ‘The only thing you’re going to get from 

me’, Hardy whispered, ‘is a fever.’ 

 The doctor bucked like a startled mare before wiping the mucus off his face. 

 ‘You dog!’ Masson shouted, smashing the pistol into Hardy’s face and knocking a tooth 

from his jaw. 

 Hardy gasped and sank back into his sodden bed, his bloodied lips already beginning 

to swell. 

 Masson threw his full weight over Hardy’s heaving chest and bound Hardy’s bleeding 

mouth with a white cravat. ‘No one will hear your whimpering now,’ he whispered.  

 The doctor took the smallest scalpel from his surgeon’s case and held it between his 

thumb and first finger, tilting it slightly as he admired its silver blade. Without warning, he 



moved with the celerity of a wolf and grabbed Hardy’s right hand tightly. ‘The more you tell 

us, the less you will lose,’ he said, lifting the scalpel. 

 Hardy winced. 

 Masson pinned Hardy’s hand to the wooden frame on the side of the bed. 

 The doctor slowly began an incision into the base of the little finger. 

 Hardy emitted a muffled scream as the bone snapped like a twig. 

 The doctor lifted the amputated finger and turned it in front of his dilated eyes. 

 Droplets of blood fell from the stump onto the floor. 

 The physician began again. 

 ‘Be reasonable, Hardy,’ Masson said. ‘The good doctor doesn’t need to go on with this. 

You may even be able to use your hand again if you tell us what we need to know.’ 

 ‘If you cooperate,’ the doctor muttered, ‘I will give you some antimonials for your fever 

and have you deported safely back to Britain. If you continue to be obstinate, I will have you 

shot. It’s up to you. What’s your decision?’ 

 Hardy opened his eyes and beckoned with his head for his interrogators to come closer. 

 Masson removed the scarf from Hardy’s mouth. The two men bent expectantly over 

their prisoner as Hardy drew breath as if to confess. As Hardy’s lips drew near to the doctor’s 

face, he whispered. ‘Go… to… hell.’ 

 ‘I think you will be there before us,’ the doctor growled as Masson whipped Hardy with 

the butt of the pistol, smashing the bridge of his nose and exposing the bone. 

 Hardy stared defiantly at the men as blood oozed from the wound. 

 ‘I think it is pointless asking anything else,’ the doctor sighed. ‘The English have a 

tedious habit of wanting to die rather than talk.’  

 Vacher took his handkerchief and wiped his gleaming scalp. He washed his hands, 

donned his black coat and grabbed his bag and hat. ‘Take our prisoner downstairs,’ he barked. 

 Masson dragged Hardy from the room to a horse and carriage outside. ‘Get in,’ he 

snapped, thrusting Hardy into the carriage.  

 ‘You have one more chance, Mister Hardy,’ the doctor said. ‘Tell us what we need to 

know and we’ll send you back to England.’ 

 ‘For King and country,’ Hardy moaned. 

 ‘Very well,’ the doctor replied. 

 The coach rattled and bumped along stony roads as the sun began rise. Every jolt caused 

Hardy to wince. He peered out of the open windows, gazing at scenes of misty copses, fallow 



fields and busy farmhouses, and as he did he inhaled the early morning air, taking his last deep 

draughts of life, devouring every scent. 

 In an hour the coach stopped at the gendarmerie. Vacher and Masson pulled their 

prisoner out onto the gravel street and ordered two soldiers standing by the door to take him 

inside.  Hardy was pulled from the coach and dragged through the arched stone doorway into a 

large reception room. A long desk stood proudly in the middle of the room. The air was thick 

with tobacco smoke and reeked of cheap brandy. 

 ‘Sign here’, the doctor said presenting Hardy with a document adorned by the blood 

red seal of the municipal authority in Rennes. 

 ‘What is it?’ he asked, the blood still trickling down his face. 

 ‘It’s your confession, stating that you are a British spy and that you’re guilty of aiding 

the enemies of the French Republic’. 

 Hardy took it in his left hand and studied it for a moment in the light of a lamp. He 

examined the date at the top, January 12th 1793. ‘How do you expect me to sign this?’ he 

asked, raising his bandaged right hand. 

 ‘You will sign it with your left hand,’ the doctor replied. 

 ‘I will not sign it at all.’ 

 ‘Very well’, Masson took over. ‘Guards!’ 

 A musket butt was rammed into his back. Hardy stumbled as the soldiers pulled him to 

the backdoor of the police station. He was pushed into an untended yard where a tall wooden 

post was the only thing to break the bare earth. Without ceremony he was blindfolded and 

tethered to the stake. 

 Masson began to intone the offences with the indifference of a jaded priest. ‘You have 

been charged and found guilty of assisting the enemies of the French Republic. Your sentence 

is death by firing squad, with immediate effect.’ 

 ‘No court? No jury? No defence?’ Hardy enquired. ‘This must be France…’  

 ‘If you were a man of reason you would realize you have foregone your right to such 

things,’ Masson retorted. ‘Now would be a good time to pray, if you believe in such 

foolishness.’ 

 Hardy peered blindly in front of him as the French agent’s footsteps moved away. He 

shook his head from side to side but could sense nothing except the sound of men standing to 

attention and muskets being shouldered. 

 Hardy bowed his head. He began to pray out loud. ‘Our Father, who art in heaven, 

hallowed be thy …’ 



 The words were cut short by the sudden blast of muskets. Bullets tore into his chest as 

if cutting through ice.  Hardy dropped like a sack, his blood-drenched shirt clinging tightly to 

his punctured torso, his body coming to rest as if kneeling before a king. 

 The doctor slowly walked towards the stake and touched the prisoner’s neck, feeling 

for the carotid pulse. ‘His heart is still beating,’ he said. 

 Masson cocked a pistol and marched to the slumped body. He placed the end of the 

weapon at Hardy’s temple. ‘Not anymore,’ he remarked as the weapon fired. 

  



     Chapter 2 

 Thomas Pryce, the newly inducted Vicar of St Leonard’s Deal, stood before the gilded 

mirror in the hallway of his redbrick rectory. He ran his right hand through the waves of his 

raven hair then brushed down his short black jacket with both hands, adjusted his white clerical 

bands and stared for a moment into his eyes.  

      ‘How are you feeling, husband?’ The words were spoken in French by a tall, elegant 

woman now standing beside him. 

Pryce replied in the same language, speaking it effortlessly. ‘Look at me, Eloise. I’m 

nearly thirty but I look ten years older.’ 

‘The last few years have not been kind to us,” she said. “But the doctors talk about this 

little town of Deal as an ideal place for souls like us to convalesce.” 

‘But there will be much work to be done,’ Pryce said. 

      ‘It’s your first day,’ she whispered, holding his sagging shoulders and reaching up to 

kiss his neck. ‘Be kind to yourself and let the sea air bring its healing.’ 

Pryce turned from the mirror and stroked his wife’s chestnut hair.  

‘You are my compass,’ he said. 

‘And you are mine,’ Eloise replied, handing him a cape. 

 Pryce kissed her and then gathered the woolen cloak around his shoulders. He stooped 

to pick up a black bag with his prayer book, Bible, holy water and stole. He gripped the door 

handle and then inhaled deeply as he marched out of the porch onto the frosty path. 

      ‘Are you the new rector, sir?’  

 Pryce had just closed the garden gate and the voice came from a plump woman running 

towards him. 

 ‘I am. Is there anything wrong?’ 

 ‘My husband sent me.’ She said breathlessly. ‘He humbly asks that you bless his new 

boat.’ 

 ‘What’s your name?’ 

 ‘Sally Paine.’ 

 ‘Well Mrs Paine, let’s set sail while there’s a fair wind.’ 

 Together they walked the length of Beach Street and along the gravelly shore until they 

reached Sally’s cottage. The first floor of the house was made of brick, the second white painted 

wood, and it stood defiantly on a stretch of elevated earth one hundred feet from the surf. 

 ‘Welcome Vicar,’ Sally said as she ushered him through a small hallway and into a 

stone floored kitchen. 



 In the centre of the room was a table made of elm at which a large man was sitting. He 

wore a fisherman’s jersey of Breton design and was sipping a mug of tea through his mutton 

chop whiskers. 

 Sally coughed several times. 

 ‘The new sky pilot of Deal,” she said. 

“Sky pilot?” Pryce said. 

“That’s our name for Vicars here,” Sally said. “On account of the fact that men such as 

you live higher up the mast than the rest of us, pointing the way.” 

Pryce smiled. 

 The boatman put his mug on the table and stood up to his full height. Pryce was tall 

enough at six feet but this man was a giant, a good four inches taller. His chest bulged like a 

man-o-war in full sail. He grasped Pryce’s hand firmly. ‘Call me Jack.’ 

 ‘I hear you’re a boatman,’ Pryce said, sitting on a wooden chair at the table. 

 ‘I make my living as a huv’ler on the Sands.’ 

 ‘A huv’ler?’ 

 ‘We rescue crews and cargos on the Goodwin Sands. Sometimes we get to claim 

salvage, sometimes we bring chains and anchors to incoming ships.’ 

 ‘Ah, I see,” Pryce said. 

 ‘We live by bombing.’ 

 ‘Bombing?’ 

 ‘Buying provisions on land and then selling them at a profit to the ships at sea.’ 

 ‘You have a new boat,’ Pryce said. 

 ‘That’s my cat out the front there, the Endeavour.’ 

 Jack pointed through the window to a clinker-built boat tilting to its left on the beach, 

forty feet long and fourteen feet wide, with a small cuddy or forepeak for shelter. It had two 

masts, a foremast at the bow and a mizzen positioned well aft. The boat was lying with its bluff 

stem pointing down the shingle towards the breakers. It was made of elm which had only 

recently been varnished. 

 ‘Brand new, it is,’ Jack said. ‘I would be much obliged if you’d bless it. No one sets to 

sea in a new boat in these waters without God’s hand upon it.’ 

 Pryce nodded and opened his black bag and fetched a silver-topped bottle from inside 

a black leather box padded with a royal red cushion. He beckoned to Jack and Sally before 

walking back through the cottage towards the front door. He gathered his cape around his lean 

frame and walked across the crunching gravel stones towards the Endeavour.  



 Sprinkling the sacred water over the bows and gunwales of the boat he began his 

incantation, speaking an ancient benediction over the newly built craft. With the bottle in his 

left hand, he made the sign of the Cross with his other. 

 ‘It’s done,’ Pryce said. 

 ‘Thank you,’ the boatman replied, as he grasped the Vicar’s hand.  

 Pryce smiled. 

 ‘If ever I can repay you with my services,’ Jack said, ‘please let me know.’ 

 ‘Maybe you can show me the Downs and the Sands sometime.’ 

 ‘Have you been to sea?’ Jack asked. 

 ‘Oh yes, many times. I was brought up just up the coast at Broadstairs. My father was 

a boat builder. My wife’s father is too, at Saint Malo. We are both people of the sea.’ 

 ‘Well, in that case why don’t you come out with me and my boys one day? It’s not dull 

around here. We have the lot in these parts - storms, wrecks, coves, spies and smugglers.’ 

 ‘Smugglers?’ 

 ‘Yes, Vicar, this town is full of men who have turned their hands to the free trade – 

several hundred at least.’ 

 Pryce raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m going to have my work cut out.’ 

 ‘Aye,’ Jack replied. ‘Deal is a good place. But don’t be deceived, Vicar. This side of 

the Downs some do more harm than good.’ The boatman paused looking out to sea. ‘The other 

side of the Channel, there is a great evil whose grim shadow will soon reach our shores.’ 

 Pryce nodded.  

 ‘Maybe Providence has brought us together for a purpose this day,’ he said. 

 ‘Perhaps, Vicar,’ the boatman smiled, ‘Perhaps.’  

  



Chapter 3 

 Doctor Vacher looked furtively at his surroundings before clambering over the wall that 

enclosed a small Breton chapel and its graves. He dropped to the ground in front of a tall, 

weathered crucifix carved in stone. He stopped for a moment, put on his silver rimmed 

spectacles and peered at the crucified man.  ‘You’ve had your day,’ he said. 

 Masson, following the physician like a shadow, tugged on his master’s coat. ‘Why do 

you hate him so?’ 

 The doctor turned, his eyes burning. He removed his tricorn hat. ‘It is because of this,’ 

he snarled, pointing to his bald scalp. 

 ‘How did it happen?’ 

 ‘When I was a boy I had an affliction that tormented me. A priest said that if I prayed, 

God would take it away and restore my hair, like Samson’s.’ 

 ‘And did he?’ 

 ‘Of course, he didn’t.’ 

 ‘I’m sorry.’ 

 ‘That was my liberation from the superstition of religion. From that day to this I have 

hated the God to whom these statues pay homage.’ 

 ‘But did not the priest mean well?’ Masson protested. 

 ‘It is the priests I hate most of all,’ the doctor said. 

 ‘All of them?’ Masson asked. 

 ‘All of them.’ 

 ‘I can understand you hating the refractory priests,’ Masson said. ‘They oppose the 

Revolution. But surely you do not hate the constitutional priests who have signed up to support 

us in the cause of liberty?’ 

 ‘Quite the opposite, Masson. In a strange way, I respect the refractory priests. At least 

they have the courage of their convictions, even if their convictions are wholly contrary to 

reason. But the constitutional clergy I detest. They are cowards, all of them.’ 

 Vacher turned towards the granite chapel. ‘I think we may be about to meet one of them 

right now.’ 

The two men stood a moment among statues of the apostles in the porch of the church.  

The doctor knocked three times loudly, then twice softly, on the heavy oak door. There was 

the sound of an iron bolt being drawn and a handle being turned. Old hinges whined in protest. 

Then, before them stood a priest, dressed from his neck to his feet in a black cassock buttoned 

all the way down the front.  



 The doctor looked into the priest’s eyes.  

 The priest in turn looked down his pale nose at the doctor’s bag. He stretched out a thin 

hand and pointed at it, shaking his head slowly from left to right. 

 The doctor handed over his case to Masson. ‘Take this,’ he said. ‘Return to the horses 

and wait for me there.’ 

 Masson took the bag.  

 When the sound of his feet had disappeared, the doctor looked up at the priest. ‘I 

suppose you also want this,’ he said. The doctor reached inside the left hand pocket of his 

waistcoat and took out a silver skeleton key. He placed it carefully on the palm of his right 

hand which he stretched out towards the cleric.  

 The priest took the key and lifted it to the same height as his eyes. It was no longer than 

his thumb and no thicker than his little finger. The shank – a cylindrical shaft - was 

conventional, but the bow, that was different. It was an oval shape sitting on a horizontal bar, 

like the sun resting on a far horizon. 

 The priest fetched a monocle from a hidden pocket and peered through it at writing 

engraved along the shaft, just above the rectangular tooth of the key. ‘You may go in. He’s 

waiting for you,’ he said. 

 The doctor stepped into the chapel, momentarily turning up his nose at the ornately 

decorated pews and pulpit, font and screen, on his right. He made his way to the back of the 

church to the door of a confessional. He opened the intricately carved portal a little wider to 

make room for his thick frame and sat down on a small, uneven bench. He turned right to look 

through the grating to see if anyone was there. There was not. He breathed a sigh of relief.  

His respite lasted only a moment. There was a candle burning on his side of the booth. 

Its flame had been tall and vigorous after he had sat down but now it was straining against the 

wick, like a bed sheet pulling against a washing line in a fierce wind. 

Then it went out.   

The doctor removed his hat and looked to his right again. As he put on his spectacles 

he saw the shadow of a man moving into the other side of the confessional. He seemed to slide 

into the seat with an incorporeal ease.    

 ‘You have something to report?’ the visitor said. 

 ‘Yes, master,’ the doctor replied. ‘I have information about the Marquis de la Rouerie.’ 

 The shape shifted. ‘That fox,’ he said. 



 ‘He’s been hiding out in the woods near Dinan,’ the doctor whispered, ‘and he’s been 

using the tactics he learned fighting in the Carolinas. Many of our national guardsmen have 

been killed these last two weeks.’ 

  The shadow stirred. ‘Danton will not permit this,’ he growled. 

The doctor shuffled before speaking again. ‘I have interviewed a British agent who was 

due to meet the Marquis.’ 

 ‘Interviewed?’ the shadow interrupted. 

 ‘Interrogated,’ the doctor conceded. 

 ‘There’s more than one use for those scalpels you carry in that bag of yours,’ the shadow 

said. 

 ‘Indeed.’ 

 ‘What have you learned?’ 

 ‘Not a lot from the British agent. He was stubborn. But from my torture of several 

Breton rebels I now know that the Marquis is intending to meet with his leaders to plan a 

military campaign against our government.’ 

 ‘Tell me more.’ 

 ‘According to my sources, it will involve a march on Paris. One army – consisting of 

royalist rebels and British infantry – will attack from the west. Another, from Koblenz, will 

attack from the east.’ 

 ‘How many men do they have?’ 

 ‘There will be up to 10,000 rebels in Brittany – once the British have arrived – and over 

10,000 in the army from Koblenz.’ 

 ‘Who are their leaders?’ 

 ‘The Marquis will lead the Breton force, the Comte d’Artois the army from Koblenz.’ 

 The shadow spat like a cobra as the count’s name was mentioned. ‘When are they 

planning to strike?’ 

 ‘It will be soon,’ the doctor replied. 

 ‘It may be sooner than you think,’ the shadow intoned. He paused for a moment. 

‘Within the next three weeks the world as we know it will be changed forever.’ 

 ‘How?’ asked the doctor. 

 ‘The King will die.’ 

 The shadow drew himself to his full height as the physician gasped. ‘The king will die 

but the true Sovereign – our Nation – will remain. And it will be stronger without a monarchy, 



strong enough to declare war on the perfidious English and all who threaten the new order in 

France.’ 

 ‘How do you know this?’ 

 ‘Two days ago I was at the tribune in Paris and I voted for the king’s death. I told my 

brothers that we must be decisive and strong - as impassive as gods.’ 

 ‘What was the outcome?’ 

 ‘Death without appeal... the blade will fall on the 21st of this month.’ 

 ‘What of the Marquis?’ the doctor asked. 

 ‘You must assassinate him,’ the shadow whispered. ‘A body is useless without its 

head.’ 

 ‘I will do it.’ The doctor paused, rubbing his chin for a moment. ‘All I need to do is 

wait until he calls me on some medical matter and then I will strike.’ 

 ‘And when you do,’ the shadow added, ‘France will know what terror awaits those who 

want to drag us back to the old days before the revolution.’ 

 The doctor leaned towards the grill. ‘I will do this for you and for France.’ 

 The shadow’s head moved closer. ‘If you prove faithful in this lesser task,’ he 

whispered, ‘there is one far greater that I will give you.’ 

 ‘What task is that?’ 

 ‘When it is time, the passkey will tell you. All you need to know is that your name will 

be remembered forever in the history of our great Revolution.’ 

 The doctor gasped. ‘I will not let you down,’ he hissed. ‘Now is the time to purge 

Brittany of its unquestioning loyalty to the king and the church. Now is the time to replace 

superstition with science and faith with reason!’ 

 The doctor finished with a flourish of his hand but as he peered through the miniature 

lattices he saw that he had not been heard and that the shadow had silently left. He sat back and 

wiped his brow. He placed his spectacles in his pocket, donned his hat and exited the 

confessional booth, making his way towards the church door. As he opened it, he was met by 

the tall priest who had been waiting the other side, a black cape over his head to protect him 

from the biting January wind. 

 ‘You will need this,’ the priest said, drawing the silver passkey from his pocket and 

proffering it to the doctor. ‘And when it’s time, you will be told where to find the lock that 

matches it.’ 

 The doctor snatched the passkey and returned it to his waistcoat pocket.  



 As the priest returned to the chapel, the doctor walked through the graveyard, leaped 

over the stone wall before scurrying down a muddy track to the place where his accomplice 

was guarding their nickering horses. 

 ‘Are you all right, chief?’ Masson asked as he handed over the surgical bag. 

 ‘I’m fine.’ 

 ‘Did you meet with him?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 The doctor took the faded reins of his horse, placed his foot in a stirrup, and lurched 

into the saddle. The horse bucked its head and send a cloud of steam from both nostrils. 

 ‘Did he tell you his name?’ Masson enquired. 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘He is but a shadow,’ Masson said. 

 ‘The Shadow of Death,’ the doctor added. 

 Masson shuddered. 

‘Let’s get going,’ the doctor said, goading the flanks of his horse. ‘We’ve got a fox to 

catch.’ 

 


