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​Prologue
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The sky was grey. Sometimes in April the weather could be warm and sunny – even hot. Not this day though, this was a day that reflected what his life had suddenly become. He stood in the back garden of the small terraced house and methodically worked the polish into the leather of a shoe. Many years before, when a small child, he had watched his father carrying out the same daily ritual before going to work at the local bus garage. As he moved on to using the polishing brush, he noticed how the strong smell of damp earth and grass hung in the morning air, following the rain shower during the night.

Once back in the kitchen he placed the gleaming footwear in a corner and stood, undecided what to do next. He was alone in the house and not just in a physical sense. During the previous ten days he had stubbornly refused all offers to either sleep elsewhere or have someone stay with him at night. He had tried to keep some familiar routines in place which included calling ‘Hallo’ when he entered the house in the evening. He was of course met by silence - the same silence which greeted him each morning when he awoke. He checked his watch. Not long now and so he walked from room to room, both upstairs and down to keep his mind from dwelling on what the rest of the day would bring. His solitary tour revealed things he had never noticed before - a small damp patch in the corner of the second bedroom, a loud creak from the third stair from the top of the flight. Strange that they should never have registered with him before. 

He had just returned to the kitchen and put on his shoes when the sound he had been dreading echoed through the house. Three friends had come to accompany him, concern showing in the anxious expressions on their faces. Their voices seemed muffled as if having difficulty penetrating the cocoon of misery in which he was enshrouded. He carefully locked the front door, but when almost at the gate insisted on returning to check that he had indeed correctly turned the key. Anything to delay facing what he knew was going to be the worst day of his entire life.
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​Chapter 1 – A Saturday In Dijon
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“When is it your parents are due?” asked Martin Price as he settled himself in one of the chairs on the rear patio.

“Third of July. Daddy’s school term finishes on 30th June and they are dead keen to come over early. That means he can then fit in all of the usual Prep later in the Summer at home in Grantfield.”

“That's later next week, so we should be able to attend the meeting Nikki is lining up with Medieval France before they get here. I know your mother drives you crackers, but it does mean we will be able to give them reasonable attention and still look at whatever suggestions Nikki is going to throw at us for the next Timewarp project. Since Colin and Aggie went home we have been bogged down in finalising the Boudica book, giving interviews and writing articles.”

Anna Price regarded her husband through narrowed eyes and asked, “Why the sudden concern for my parents’ welfare? You know full well that Mummy will be sketching and Daddy will be taking his daily constitutionals to Sarony and back. They are never at a loose end. I, on the other hand, will have to put up with Mummy’s inveterate snobbery and treatment of me as some form of wayward daughter in constant need of correction. You will be in Daddy's good books as usual, as the son-in-law who looks after his little treasure and provides her with a life of luxury. Bloody sickening the whole prospect, I can tell you, without you clearly being up to some underhand plot which I have yet to fathom

He laughed. “I admit I am no match for your perceptive powers, but I was hoping that I would be able to hop off to a football match in Dijon the Saturday after they arrive.”

“Isn't it the close season when footballers go and misbehave with very thick young women in Spain?”

“How very unkind. For your information, my favourite club are playing a friendly match next week against Dijon FCO here in France and it's a charity match.”

“For ex-footballers, down to their last million or two?”

“I don’t know the charitable objective offhand, but you are only being sarcastic because you can’t think of a way to deter your mother and resent me being able to swing a day away.”

Anna pounced with an exclamation of triumph. “Hah – gotcha, Price! Now we are getting to the truth. ‘A day’, is it? It’s only bloody Dijon and you can do the round trip in an afternoon.”

Raising his hands in mock surrender he said “OK, I admit it. The whole truth is that I’ve received a call from Roger Signoret who is a keen supporter of Dijon FCO. He has bought up a piece of land on the outskirts of Dijon with the intention of trying to obtain a seat on the board, in exchange for giving the land to the club as additional training facilities. He’s quite wealthy, a bit of a tough guy and runs his own building firm, but he and I have always got along fine. He’s a mad keen supporter and will do anything to get some personal involvement with the club. I’ve known Roger for quite some years. He wasn’t entirely clear when he phoned, but asked if I would be going to the friendly as he knows that I am an Arsenal supporter. If so, would I do him a favour and meet him first thing on the morning of the match in a nearby bar. He said that he had a favour to ask me. It’s a bit peculiar, because we could have sat and watched the match together or even met up later in the club bar, so I don’t know what he wants to chat about, but it’s obviously not football.”

Anna’s parents arrived as expected and it didn't take long for the predicted behaviour patterns to emerge. Having settled in over the first twenty-four hours, Gordon Freemont announced that he intended to walk into Sarony and would possibly look in at Auberge Fleurie for a glass of wine. Vera Freemont had collected her sketching materials and was passing the open door of the library when, seeing her daughter, she decided to impart the latest social gossip from Grantfield. 

Anna found it hard to stifle a yawn as her mother explained that one of her friends insisted on referring to Château Sarony as a country house, which she felt obliged to correct with ‘it is a proper château actually’ on every occasion. Her mood worsened and she ground her teeth in frustration as her mother went on to explain that Mrs Lakeland-Cole’s son, Timothy, had become engaged to be married at last. “He has bought his intended the most beautiful engagement ring and insists on everything being done properly. You know, a proper engagement and then a church wedding twelve months later. He’s a nice boy from a very respectable family. I don't think you gave him much of a chance when you went out with him. He was very keen on you, but you dropped him after only seeing him once or twice, Anna.”

Without thinking Anna answered “He is an oily creep and was only keen on my tits. So, I dropped him - instead of my knickers.”

Vera Freemont looked at her daughter in horror. “Is it necessary to be quite so explicit Anna?” 

“You are more shocked by my vocabulary than the fact I was groped by a slippery stockbroker with only one thing on his mind. Thanks a lot. It was OK because he was the son of one of your best friends. Is that it?”

“There's no reasoning with you at times, Anna. I'm going out to do some sketching.”

Fortunately, when Anna muttered “Bollocks” under her breath Vera Freemont had moved out of earshot. 

Martin fully appreciated his wife’s forbearance in agreeing to his excursion to Dijon, but could not suppress a smile when she related the incident to him. “Never mind, they will soon settle in and you will get used to having them around again.”

“Daddy is fine. It's my mother who manages to set my teeth on edge.”

As he drove out onto the Colmierre road he reflected that if Anna had deduced that her father's visits to Auberge Fleurie were not entirely concerned with relaxing over a glass of wine, she may have expressed a different opinion. On the other hand, maybe his own conjecture was faulty and things were exactly as portrayed on the surface. The journey to Dijon was quiet and as he pulled into the car park of Café St Pierre he noted that Roger Signoret’s Jaguar was already parked up. They had met some years before and in typically male fashion had soon discovered a joint liking for football. Now, when some of the more demanding repair and maintenance work on the château was necessary, it was Roger’s company that undertook the work. 

“So, tell me, Roger. What is it you did not wish to discuss at the match?” In common with most countries the building industry in France was full of tough self-made men who were not always averse to stepping outside of the law when a situation demanded. Martin hoped that it was not something that would cause him the embarrassment of having to refuse whatever favour his friend intended to ask. 

Signoret was a man in his early fifties and although no more than five feet ten inches tall, was broadly built with a deep chest and powerful shoulders. Black hair and a permanent five o'clock shadow gave him a more than passing resemblance to a cartoon villain. He looked the Englishman directly in the eyes and in his smoker's voice growled.

“I think it is a matter of murder, Marti. Let me explain in more detail. You know I told you I had bought some land over to the west of the city? Well, to be precise, it was a derelict former football ground and originally home to one of several Dijon based clubs formed around the time of the first world war. The club was called Dijon Olympique and became very successful very quickly.”

He paused to take a drink before continuing. “They had on their books a player by the name of Didier Lebrun, who if playing today would be described as world class and valued in the many millions. He was a star in all senses of the word and his goals propelled the club to the top of our first division three times in succession, the last of which was the season 1923-24. During the following summer, there was a lot of talk that Racing Club Chartres were preparing what in those days would have been a world record bid for his services. They were a very wealthy club and with the addition of a player of his quality would have no doubt gone on to achieve great things.”

Martin interrupted the flow of information for the first time. “The transfer didn't take place then?”

“Non!” The large head moved negatively from side to side. “The transfer never took place because Didier Lebrun disappeared. He simply vanished and not a whisper has been heard of him since. That's ninety-one years, Marti, ninety-one!” He took another gulp from his glass and then looked meaningfully at his friend as he added “Until now that is.”

Martin sat silently, waiting for Roger to expand on the enigmatic comment. The glass was replaced and the story continued. “When I used the word derelict that was understating the condition of the buildings. The site had not been used as a football pitch since just after the second world war and its final function was as a dumping ground for old vehicles waiting to be cut up for scrap. What wasn't falling down - had already fallen down! The old stand at the north end was in such a dangerous condition that it had been completely fenced off. That wouldn't normally have caused a problem, but as a precaution we ran an asbestos check.

Although this did not tell us anything new, it did cause the men I had working for me to demand extra ‘danger money’ despite there being no danger. When I told them to forget it, they walked off the job. Now I'm not going to be blackmailed by anyone, so I fired them and as an example to my other employees, to stop them getting bright ideas, I rolled my sleeves up and finished the work myself. I got to the top in my business the hard way and getting my hands dirty has never bothered me. I can still use a cutter and wield a hammer or drive a digger as well or better than any of them.”

Martin nodded as he thought how more appropriate the burly Frenchman would look demolishing an old building than clad in the elegant and expensive Italian suits he so often favoured. His friend continued.

“Now this is where it got interesting. I was digging out one of the old supports of what was the main stand -  the only stand in fact - when I unearthed what looked like a bone. I’m no expert, but to me it looked like a human bone, maybe from a leg or an arm. I'd had to break up a concrete collar around the sunken base of the upright with a sledgehammer, which is why I was down the damned hole. It was messy down there due to the fragments of concrete which I had created and at first, I didn't recognise the bone for what it was. The more I looked at it, the more certain I was that it was a human bone, so I began to work more carefully and the next thing I found settled it. I dug out a skull, Marti.”

“What did the police say?”

“I haven't told them yet. That was only last week and I've been mulling over the best course of action.”

The Englishman looked quizzically at his friend. “Surely telling the authorities is the only course?”

The large head nodded vigorously. “Yes, of course I am going to, but bear with me. At the time, I was intrigued and continued digging. There were scraps of material, but nothing to resemble what the clothing may have been. By the time I had finished I had unearthed what to me looked like a complete skeleton.” As Martin opened his mouth a large upraised hand forestalled him. “Yes, yes. Before you tell me that I shouldn't have been messing with what could be a crime scene let me explain something. The bones were underneath what had been the concrete collar and the residual pool that had set hard. That stand was erected in 1924 and so the body had been there for at least ninety-one years. I agree that I let my enthusiasm get the better of me, but I don't think the police will be very active when it comes to looking for the murderer.”

“How do you know it's murder? The bones may be a lot older than ninety-one years.”

“That was my first thought and why I kept on retrieving the bones. I had visions of making a discovery of the kind that has made you so famous” He laughed and swallowed some more beer. “I had almost unearthed the whole thing when I found something that hadn't succumbed to the many decades in the ground. Here it is.” He fished a small transparent plastic pouch from his pocket and laid it on the table. Martin picked it up and saw that inside was a medal about two inches in diameter. It was clearly made of gold and had been recently cleaned, judging by the dirt-free condition. The side presented to him showed a man in football kit standing with folded arms astride a football. He carefully turned it over and read the inscription on the reverse side. ‘Meilleur joueur de la ligue pendant trois années consécutives. Didier Lebrun, Dijon Olympique’. 

“Your missing footballer?”

“There is no doubt in my mind. There were a few coins close by and scraps of what may have been from a leather wallet.” He jabbed a stubby finger at the object. “It was, and remains to this day, a unique award. When he received it, Lebrun said that he would always carry it with him wherever he went. It looks to me as if he carried it to the grave, if you can call being dumped under a concrete support a grave.”

“You are convinced it was murder? “

“I don't see what else it could have been. Even if he had fallen into the hole accidentally, he would have been noticed. There was a large amount of pooled cement surrounding the collar and it was only because I was determined to prove I could do a more thorough job than my useless employees that I went to town on it. I was going to offer them their jobs back and make them clear out the other stanchion bases to the same standard. My own bloody-mindedness uncovered what was the perfect crime - almost!” He laughed again and shook his head.

Martin nodded his understanding and asked, “What do you want me to do?”

“I will of course inform the police, but unless they can demonstrate that the body is not that of Lebrun, I hope you will allow me to hire you to find out what happened and if possible, who murdered him. I am not poor and I will pay for your time. I honestly don't see the police committing much time or manpower to resolving a ninety-one year old murder, however famous the victim may then have been. They’ve enough to do with current crime. But I’m a football fan, a talented person like that shouldn’t be left to rot under concrete as if he was of no account. I found him after all those years and I would very much like to know what happened to the man.”

“Leave it with me, Roger. I will need Anna's agreement and provided Nikki Prendergast hasn't got anything else already lined up, I don't see why not.”

Martin's visit to Dijon had left Anna at a loose end which usually would have been grasped with alacrity. Being left to her own devices at Château Sarony was never something she resented. It gave her the opportunity to revel in unashamed appreciation of her circumstances as joint owner of paradise. She would walk from room to room, stroll in the grounds, even quietly pray as she stood in the Sarony family vault by the stone coffins of Lady Sarony and her son. She held long conversations with her wren as it sang to her on the rear terrace and engaged in expletive laden unarmed combat with the large refrigerator and freezers when those old adversaries refused to disgorge a chosen item. 

It may have been the presence of her parents that inhibited her on this occasion, but she found herself unable to relax and sat idly debating what to do next. Her father resolved the matter for her when he announced that he was going for his regular walk into Sarony. She stood at the top of the steps and watched as he made his way at an easy pace down the lengthy drive until disappearing through the gates. As she turned back to re-enter the house, a sudden thought propelled her in the opposite direction and she strode down the front steps and set off at a brisk trot in her father's wake. Gordon Freemont was lost in his own thoughts as he strolled along the access road that led from the perimeter wall of the château, through the pine forest and onto the tarmac road which led to Colmierre if he turned right and Sarony village if he turned left. He was roused from his reverie by the sound of his daughter's voice and stopped as he saw with surprise her tall figure loping in his direction.

“Thought I would join you, if that’s OK, Daddy?” 

He noted with satisfaction that she was hardly breathing heavily despite her energetic pursuit and answered, “Of course it is, Spindles.”

She flushed with pleasure at his automatic use of her pet name and was fleetingly reminded of the long-ago days when she would scamper alongside him as they went to collect the Sunday papers. Then as the years passed, there came the pleasurable realisation that the scampering had stopped and she was easily able to match him stride for stride

“Not often we get to go for a walk together now, is it?” He said and realised that his anticipated afternoon was irrevocably changed. He had, as usual, timed his walk to the village so that it fell at the end of the lunchtime period. When they made their way through the bar of Auberge Fleurie and out onto the sunlit patio he saw Monique sitting at the usual round table upon which stood an open bottle of red wine and two glasses. She was savouring the liquid in her glass when she caught sight of him and then rose as she immediately registered Anna’s presence just behind him. “Gordon, ask Thierry for another glass,” she called and he obediently turned on his heel and re-entered the bar. Anna meanwhile, arrived at the table and was subjected to the usual embrace of the French woman who stroked her face and said “Cherie. How lovely to see you with your handsome father, are the others also coming?”

“No, Monique. I just thought it would be nice to accompany Daddy for once. Martin is in Dijon and Mummy is sketching somewhere in the grounds. I’m sorry to intrude, because I know he enjoys having a glass of wine with you when he walks into Sarony.”

Monique studied the taller woman silently for a several seconds before saying “It is good, Cherie. Sit, sit and I will pour you some wine. Ah, here is Gordon. Bonjour Gordon. Allez - the wine will be gone if you don’t take a seat.” She laughed as she waved in the direction of the spare chair and it was only when he had seated himself that she realised he was placed almost alongside his daughter. 

The two tall English people were almost directly facing her. Father and daughter - a handsome couple. She watched as they exchanged a comment or two concerning their recent walk, and being French saw immediately how much Anna adored him and the way in which he looked at her. Her stomach gave a sickening lurch as it came home to her just what a risk they had been running and she knew in that instant that things had to change. As delightful as the understanding she had with Gordon may be, seeing them together so obviously enjoying that special bond between father and daughter brought to light an indisputable fact. If she did not take action and what she thought of as a harmless romance was to become known, there could be irreparable damage caused to a number of the people she held so dear. Anna was second only to Marti in her personal feelings and the idea that ‘her baby’ would be hurt and the possible consequences, for the first time really struck home. She sat, frozen with dread as the fact that such a light-hearted liaison could, if not completely severed, become the means by which everything she loved might be brought to an end.

“Monique, Monique! Are you alright? What planet are you living on? Has Martin booked dinner for next Saturday?”

Anna’s voice at last penetrated and she looked in confusion from one to the other before answering. “You wish to book for Saturday?”

“Only if Martin hasn’t yet done so. Has he?”

“Oh. Yes, yes he did.”

As they walked back to the château Anna remarked “Monique seemed to be in an odd mood, don't you think? I have never seen her so distracted. It was as if she was not really with us.”

Gordon agreed, but had an uneasy feeling that something had occurred which was somehow going to bring about a serious change in his personal world. Monique walked slowly up the stairs that led from the bar to the first floor which harboured her living quarters. Once inside her bedroom she sat and stared into her dressing-table mirror for what seemed like hours. Once more the odd one out.

When Gordon took his walk to Sarony the next day he thought at first that his intuition had played him false. Monique was sitting at the patio table and she poured his drink as he took his seat. Before he could even greet her, she said, “It was so nice to see you with my baby yesterday, Gordon.” It always amused him that although there were less than a half dozen years between Anna and Monique the French woman often referred to his daughter in that peculiar manner. Then the bombshell was dropped and he knew he had been right all along. “I forget that you are her father and it has made me realise that we must put our friendship onto a less, er, close basis. It is beautiful, but it must end now. Before something happens to cause a big problem for all of us.”

He knew she was right, just as he had always known that this day must eventually come. The fact that Monique had found him attractive enough to... well, it was something special he would always be able to think back on. He made sure that he kept his voice steady when he reached across and took her hand. “I knew. Yesterday, when you were suddenly preoccupied I knew everything had changed. I would like to continue to stop and see you occasionally when I take my walk and have a glass of wine with you though. Will that be in order?”

She smiled thinking that his speech was also elegant and she would miss his way with words. “You are so English, Gordon. Everything else will stay the same, and I will never regret those happy times I have spent alone with my English gentleman.”

As he walked back to the château he wondered how he would manage without the excitement of Monique. No fool like an old fool was the saying. He immediately banished the thought and resolved to make more of an effort with his everyday life. It would be more foolish to act the part of a wronged lover when it was a sensible decision which he should have made from the outset. He would manage just as he did for most of every year in England and make the effort to not simply accept the easy life. After all, how many men of his age could look back on the marvellous times he had spent with a woman such as Monique? 
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​Chapter 2 – The Abbey


[image: ]


A warm breeze blew gently across the open countryside towards the grey stone building that sat on the top of the line of hills and by its very solitude became the focal point of the landscape. On a summer evening in that part of France the world as a whole seemed to be resting comfortably, basking in the afterglow of a tranquil hard-working day. It had been the sort of day which God had specifically designed to reassure the faithful that daily life, even when occupied by hours of tiring physical labour, could be rewarding and filled with good humoured satisfaction. The ox-cart creaked slowly along the dusty track. In winter, it was possible for a man to find himself ankle deep in thick glutinous mud, but the dry Spring and hotter than usual weather had provided a firm surface across which the wheels trundled effortlessly as the sturdy creatures plodded along. The track wound to the right, skirting a large copse which for several hundred yards obscured the view of the open fields and the dominant building beyond. Two men occupied the wooden seat guiding the ox team and four more sat in the back of the cart which was followed by a further four on foot. They had been working the entire day in the furthest of the large fields which formed the extensive lands of the abbey. Their robed figures carried a coating of dust from the masonry they were using to construct the new stone barn. It was being built to house the ever-increasing quantity of produce arising from the diligent efforts of the brothers in the surrounding fields. A house of God filled with enthusiastic and capable men whose entire existence was devoted to proving that to serve God was to enrich every day of life. Ferrying the produce to market would be a lot easier than using the original barn located close to the main abbey buildings, and the money raised from the fruits of honest labour would be used in a variety of ways for the greater glory of the Almighty. 

The ten men were lost mainly in their own thoughts as they followed the familiar route towards the holy house and even when the first arrows whistled from the trees and struck down the rearmost group, several seconds passed before two of the men in the back of the cart realised what had occurred. Having jumped to their feet they only had time to cry out in alarm before they were both struck down by a second salvo and fell back amongst their startled fellows. The two drivers were the next to relinquish a hold on life as they looked back in astonishment, before tumbling with scarcely a sound from their wooden bench. The oxen trudged steadily on, oblivious to the slaughter and were brought to a halt by armed men who ran from the trees, swarmed up onto the vehicle and brought the cart to a standstill. The two monks who had escaped the scourge of the arrows were swiftly overpowered and despatched with razor sharp knives as a further twenty archers appeared from their hiding places within the copse. 

When the ox-cart reappeared from behind the trees it was again part of a group of ten robed figures and its slow steady approach was seen by the gatekeeper when it was still half a mile distant. Everything was proceeding as it usually did at this time of day and as usual he unbolted the large double gates, leaving them wide open to allow the inward passage of the barn builders and their vehicle. They moved slowly and steadily as was always the case with an ox-cart and there was no point in standing waiting for the group to complete their journey through the gates. He ambled back to his station without a glance behind him at the returning work party. This relaxed attitude combined with not looking too closely at the figures as they finally passed through the abbey entrance ensured that he was the next to die. Having returned to his small stone cubby hole to finish his pitcher of ale, he was totally unprepared for the figure that moved quickly through the doorway and slit his exposed throat. By the time any sort of alarm was raised a further eight robed and bloodstained figures lay within the walls and the remaining thirty were no match for the marauders who swept through the buildings like a scythe at harvest time. The holy brothers were either chased or cornered throughout the many areas, rooms and corridors of the large building. As the last monks were being put to the sword a dozen archers loped up the track, through the gates and joined their fellows. Professional soldiers to a man, they would have proved formidable adversaries for any able-bodied fighter and so the brothers had no chance of putting up even a token resistance. The invaders had suffered not so much as a scratch and the plentiful store of ale, wine and food was soon being remarked upon in approving tones. The half dozen women who served the monks were corralled and ordered to prepare and serve the finest items in the storeroom to the hungry men, having been left in no doubt that they would be called upon to further aid the comfort of the men in other ways when the meal was ended.

The leader of the archers was an Englishman of some social stature, but since throwing in his lot with the Duke of Burgundy the fortunes of both had begun an irresistible downward slide. He had first appeared shortly before the Battle of Grandson during which he demonstrated his abilities as a formidable fighter. He bore an uncanny resemblance to the English Duke of Somerset and did nothing to contradict the impression that he was a member of that distinguished family. Being an Englishman, he naturally gravitated to his own kind. Although a defeat, the Battle of Grandson allowed him to not only advertise his fighting prowess, but also his leadership qualities. The death of the commander of the contingent of mounted English archers led to him assuming command of that force at a critical moment during the fight. His cool leadership and tactical ability enabled the archers to remain intact as a cohesive fighting unit and his appointment as captain was confirmed by Charles the Bold himself in the day following the army’s withdrawal. 

Subsequently, during numerous minor engagements his small force fought with distinction and quickly acquired a reputation as one of the most reliable units in the Burgundian army. His tactical appreciation of the vagaries of a volatile battlefield was usually impressively accurate. It was in the teeth of his vehement protests that he obeyed the order to lead his force against the mass of Swiss pike men in the Battle of Morat. When the promised support did not arrive, his beleaguered unit suffered heavy casualties before his dynamic leadership enabled the survivors to fight their way to safety. That was a critical turning point for the English contingent, which became even more tightly bound together by the smouldering resentment at their unnecessarily heavy losses, rightly attributed to the ineptitude of persons in the higher areas of command. Nonetheless, they were still paid regularly and so despite the ill feeling continued to serve with the Burgundian forces. The association came to an abrupt and calamitous end in 1477 when Charles was killed in the fighting against the combined Swiss forces and those of the Duke of Lorraine. In the general rout and flight from the battlefield the archers rallied to their leader, but were by that time unhorsed and their numbers had been whittled down to no more than thirty souls. Due to the confusion of the flight from the battlefield they were not aware that Charles had been killed and so made their way towards Dijon, where it was hoped their pay for the month would be awaiting them. They were but one of the many marauding bands of former soldiers then travelling through the countryside and by the time they came upon the abbey their numbers had been further reduced due to the various skirmishes which punctuated their journey.

They occupied the abbey for two days during which time the buildings were ransacked and anything of value which could be easily carried was appropriated. Oxen were too slow to be of use and with only three horses and half a dozen pack animals between them they travelled slowly, leaving the abbey buildings to the silent stench of the dead monks whose unburied and decaying corpses were augmented by those of the six servant girls. They had barely covered a few miles when their progress was halted by a large force of soldiers from the Lorraine army and in the ensuing disastrous conflict the only survivors were the two mounted men. It became clear to the ‘Duke’ as he was known, that Dijon was now not a safe objective and with his companion and three pack animals he turned West in the hope that they could bypass Paris and reach the coast. The two men camped for the night by the side of the Suzon river and only a faint sigh was heard when the knife slipped easily between the shoulder blades of one of them. 

As dawn broke a solitary figure mounted his horse and followed the line of the river. Leading the other animals, he chose not to cross the Suzon and instead followed its course until late afternoon before arriving at a small cottage. The occupants were a young couple, married less than a year and thankful that the vicissitudes of war had largely bypassed their small corner of a turbulent world. His ready smile and outstretched hand showing a gold coin in the palm enabled him to get close enough to the farmer for his knife to do its work. The man's wife was easily cowed and he was able to establish himself in the small cottage and give himself much needed time to consider in safety his best course of action. The woman was not only an adequate cook, but intelligent enough to quickly understand that her life depended on her readiness to transfer all her wifely duties to her new master and so for several days the lives of both settled into a routine of almost domestic normality. 

The cottage was close to what is today the small hamlet of Bellefond and situated away from the most commonly used highways. When, after ten days, he had finally settled his plans he arose early, ordered the woman to bring sufficient food for his journey and then gripping her firmly by the elbow steered her back behind the roughly hung sacking that served to separate the sleeping area from the rest of the room. Relieved that she would soon be free of his clutches she enthusiastically applied herself to what she rightly believed to be the final duty he required of her. She was only faintly aware of the tickling sensation when he drew his knife across her throat and left her speechless amidst a rapidly spreading pool of her own blood. 

He had found garments belonging to his former travelling companion in the saddlebags on the man's horse which would provide the anonymity he needed and mark him out as no more than one among many wandering former employees of the late Duke of Burgundy. During the days spent in the murdered couple’s cottage he had taken time to carefully examine the items carried on the pack animals. The holy relics of the saints made him chuckle and he threw them into the river. The gold coins bore witness to the success of the monks farming exertions and gave him the means to establish himself wherever he chose to set up home. He had only ever fought for money and could now stop risking his life merely as a means to improve it. By far the most interesting object had been discovered beneath some loose paving slabs behind the altar. He was sure of its authenticity, unlike the rubbish he had thrown away - close inspection now confirmed his original estimation that it could prove to be of considerable use in certain circumstances. He was shrewd enough to know that it was also likely to be easily identified if it saw the light of day at the wrong time in the wrong place. It was something to be kept out of sight and regarded as a potentially useful asset at a later date. Caution would have to be the watchword in the meantime, until he judged it safe to reveal his possession of the object. Gold currency was another matter, however and he gratefully tucked a number of coins into the folds of his clothing and consigned the rest to the saddlebags on one of the pack horses. He buried the most identifiable of the abbey valuables and its protective container within fifty yards of the cottage, making sure to note the position in relation to the cottage itself and the other landmarks. He had dumped the farmer’s body in the nearby river, but didn't bother to bury the woman when he quit his refuge. 

The outrage at the abbey was never attributed to any one positively identified faction and the murder of a Burgundian soldier by the river and the killings at the cottage near Bellefond were neither linked to each other nor related back to the abbey massacre. Everything had gone far more elegantly than he could ever have possibly imagined. In the quiet and restful atmosphere​ of the cottage he had reversed an earlier decision and Dijon was now again his objective. By the time he arrived in the town, having further augmented his finances by the sale of the spare horse and two of the pack animals, he felt secure in his ability to push ahead with his plan. His accent gave away the fact that he was not French, but with many former members of the late Duke of Burgundy’s army already in the town this did not prove too great a handicap. Within a week he had established himself as an English soldier of fortune, now looking to acquire some land and settle in the area. 

During the next few years he put his wealth and assumed social station to good use. His identity was initially problematic but he let it be known that he was distantly related to the English aristocracy and in a moment of inventiveness corrupted the name of his supposed relatives to a shortened version which sounded vaguely French. He married a woman from a good Dijon family, sired several children and for the next ten years enjoyed a prosperous and by the standards of the time, luxurious lifestyle. It was ironic therefore that when he at last turned his thoughts back to the cottage
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