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Prologue
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When the parcel arrived it was smaller, that is to say, thinner, than he expected. What had started as a boyhood fascination had now, thanks to a visit one rainy afternoon to the Musée de la vie bourguignonne Dijon, taken on a more tangible form. 

He had always found history an absorbing subject and had determined to use the opportunity provided by his transfer to France to indulge his interest. With the country so rich in his favourite subject he felt obliged to take as much advantage as possible to explore the happenings of bygone times at closer quarters than had ever been possible in his homeland.

On that idle, damp afternoon, he had read the report on the village of Marchaud whose 'everyday life' had been sacrificed on the altar of progress. Stationed as he was, no more than a few kilometres from Marchaud, the report piqued his interest and some days later he followed up the item via the internet. Although the story had not attracted exhaustive comment - by the twenty-first century it was no more than a minor historical oddity - there were a few additional details to be found. Most of the commentaries were simply recycled extracts from old books which had long since ceased to be published but provided exactly the type of obscure details which stimulated his imagination. Careful scrutiny of the various sources which his research brought to light did, however, establish several enhancements to the basic story first encountered at the museum. 

To find any connection with life back home was unexpected, and to discover it connected with a deeply ingrained set of childhood memories presented an unlikely coincidence. Coincidences appeared to be interwoven with his posting to France. Somehow, what he had absorbed about the Marchaud story seeped more deeply into his mind when asleep and established a subconscious link with his childhood memories. This resulted in him waking in the morning in a feverish state of excitement.
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Chapter 1 – Dam Busted
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“When do Colin and Aggie arrive?” Martin Price asked as his wife, Anna, joined him on the rear terrace of Château Sarony. The afternoon was warm and the nice looking man looked at the golden-haired woman as she gazed past him and out across the countryside. Much as he loved their corner of France it was the sight of Anna which forever demanded his greater appreciation.

“In two days’ time - that's their plan. As usual they will hitch a lift on a Marine flight into Dijon. I've told them to let us know their arrival time and one of us will pick them up from the base.” She flopped onto a spare chair and added. “Can't wait to see them again - last summer feels like ten years ago. They've been able to wangle an extended leave so they can attend Nikki's wedding. Nikki is desperate to know when us girls can hit the shops at Belancourt and that includes Monique. She is determined to buy some wedding night finery although I've told her that JP is so besotted with her that if she wore a bin bag it wouldn't deter him.”

He laughed at the comment, knowing how true it was that his former comrade-in-arms had fallen headlong in love with the considerably younger Nikki Prendergast on first meeting her. That relationship had been forged in Sarony at his own marriage to Anna less than three years earlier. Unexpectedly, the bubbly young receptionist found the love of her life in the tall gendarme from Duclos who was twenty years her senior. She had immediately left her job as a receptionist with Grantfield University, moved to France and joined her man - at which point Anna and Martin Price had offered her employment with their fledgeling company, Timewarp Ltd.

Friday arrived as did a text from Colin and Aggie confirming their touchdown time, and by the time Martin returned from the Marine base it was mid-afternoon. Marcel and 'Etta, the elderly couple employed to housekeep and generally help manage the grounds, watched from the front garden of their cottage as the Land Rover

halted at the foot of the château steps. The tall blonde figure of Anna Price stood on the top step and with open arms welcomed the platinum blonde figure who was the first to alight. “I've missed you, Martin, and this place, Honey.” The Voice of the South drawled as the women wrapped their arms around each other. 

The two beautiful bodies were still locked together when the men joined them. “Hey, move over Major” Colin's voice caused Aggie Cleburne to answer “Yessir, Colonel, Sir” and Anna was once more enfolded by a pair of strong arms. 

“Looking great, Anna.” She blushed and smiled into the blue eyes of Martin's best friend. She never could easily reconcile the charming New Englander with the clinical killer she knew he could become. 

“Come on, the wine is ready and an update on life in the United States Marine Corps is long overdue.” She led the way through the house and out to the rear terrace. The 'house' in question was Château Sarony which despite its name Martin insisted was really no more than a large French country house.

“I've never seen so much activity at your base as today." Martin said. “Is there some sort of exercise underway?” 

Colin shook his head. “Not strictly an exercise, there's been a minor disaster of some description not far south of Dijon and Uncle Sam volunteered to lend a hand. Whatever it was, happened while we were airborne and things were moving into gear just as you picked us up.”

“I heard someone say there had been a flood.” Aggie volunteered.

“Really? That's odd because we have had less rain than usual and as you can see, the weather is very good at present.” Anna commented.

The conversation drifted on to the events of the past year with Martin being shot and the discovery of the Crown providing the main topics. Comfortable in their enjoyment of each other's company the two couples talked, drank, and laughed their way through the late afternoon and the substantial dinner Anna had prepared in advance with 'Etta's

assistance. “I’m intrigued by this apparent flood you referred to," Anna said. "Why don't we settle in the library and then we can all see if there is anything on the news.” To their surprise the story was the main feature and they watched and listened to the report on the PC. 

‘The Lac Marchaud Reservoir burst through the dam in the early hours of this morning causing extensive flooding to the surrounding area. No casualties have been reported, but personnel from the US Marine base close to Dijon were among the first emergency services at the scene. The dam was built in 1874 to create a reservoir in the valley occupied by the village of Marchaud. Sacrificing the village was essential to enable the reservoir to help maintain the water level of the Burgundy Canal. It now seems likely that age combined with the relentless pressure of millions of litres exposed a structural fault. Now, for the first time in one hundred and forty-two years, the ancient village of Marchaud has been exposed to the outside world. I now have some breaking news coming through which, if confirmed, may regrettably be tragic in nature. Having stated earlier that there were no casualties I am receiving a report that one of the contingent from the US Marine base is missing and of course an accidental drowning cannot be ruled out. The water brought with it a great deal of mud and debris making the shallow areas of the flooded ground quite treacherous.’

“I hope they find the guy ok,” Aggie said. “It doesn't sound good, though, if he's gone missing in broad daylight.”

The next morning Anna sat up in bed, looked at her husband who was showered and fully dressed, and said. “I blame you for having Colin as a friend - I enjoy their company so much that I stay up late, drink too much, and as a result feel crap in the morning.”

He laughed and said. “It's not my fault if old biddies like you can't hold your drink.” He then wisely beat a hasty retreat from the bedroom to the echo of an extremely rude word. 

The breakfast conversation slowly became more animated in step with

Anna's tentative return to humanity and plans were being discussed when the sound of Colin's mobile phone interrupted them. A brief glance drew forth the comment. “It's the base. Sorry, but I have to be available.” His conversation was short and when he slipped the phone back into his pocket he looked at Aggie and said. “Duty calls. There's a car on its way.” Turning to his hosts he said. “Today is a write off, I'm afraid. It's to do with the missing guy they mentioned on the news. Something's not right, but the base IO is on compassionate leave seeing his sick mother back home. It seems I'm the ranking IO in his absence and they have asked me to come in for a briefing and to make an on-the-spot evaluation. Ag', you can come with me or stay here - your choice.” 

“I'm with you, Baby” was the predictable response.  

“I've booked tonight's dinner at the Fleurie,” said Anna. “Will you be able to make seven-thirty?” 

“I hope so. I'll try and keep you posted, but let's say we will see you there. We are both on leave, so we won't have to turn up in uniform.”

“My slowly increasing dictionary of Klingon doesn’t feature IO, as yet.” Anna commented, once the Americans had departed.

“Intelligence Officer.” Martin answered. Colin’s bad luck that he has to fill in. Must be something out of the ordinary to warrant him being pulled back.”

Martin's reading of the situation was confirmed when their friends reported to the marine base at Dijon.  “Sorry to interrupt your holiday when you've only just arrived, Colonel Burstow - and thank you, Major Cleburne for also coming in.” The base commander waved them to be seated. “You're the senior IO for the next forty-eight hours at least, Colonel and so I would appreciate your thoughts on the following.”

The two couples were sitting on the patio at Auberge Fleurie that evening when Colin described the meeting with the base commander as Martin and Anna listened intently. “So it looks as if this guy Private Adrian Petersfield has not simply 'gone missing’ through a misadventure of some kind but has deserted. He was part of the group we sent across to Lac Marchaud and that was the last time he was seen. His sleeping area at the base was checked as a matter of routine and a diary he kept was discovered - it looked as if it had slipped down the back of a drawer. The entries, the last of which was ten days ago, mentioned his admiration for William Rudge, the right wing, self-styled 'patriotic American’, who continually calls for extreme action against any country or organisation that he believes indulges in anti-American activities.”

“I've heard of him,” interrupted Anna. “Doesn't he advocate prison sentences for both the mother and the doctor where even legal abortions are conducted?”

Colin nodded. “That's the man. One of his less extreme pronouncements. Anything he perceives as undermining American values comes under fire.”

“I thought McCarthyism was long dead,” commented Martin.

“No, Rudge is a modern equivalent and only stops just short of incitement in many instances. He's been at it for years and has achieved an almost legendary status amongst the more right wing sections of  the public.”

“But your missing Marine hasn't committed an offence, apart from desertion, has he? Surely it's inevitable in any military force that some individuals will lean towards the extreme - whether it's a western or eastern force?”

“That's quite true, Anna. What precipitated the call to me was the fact that some of the more recent entries in the diary referred to Peace Agenda, the international pacifist movement. The entries were not in any way inflammatory but more in the nature of musings.”

“And that's it?” Anna asked.

It was Aggie who replied. “But what has bugged my esteemed superior

officer here is the fact that Rudge and Peace Agenda are polar opposites. The entries about Rudge are full-on flag-waving admiration and approval. So why have entries referring to Peace Agenda appearing out of the blue in such a neutral manner? That organisation lies at the opposite end of the spectrum to the Rudge philosophy. A rant or some form of disdainful comment would be more likely. It's as if the subject of Peace Agenda was suddenly brought to his attention and he was trying to reconcile it with his own right-wing views.”

"So maybe he was having a crisis of conscience and decided to opt out," Anna replied. 

"That is the most likely explanation. It still has to be investigated, though," answered Colin. "In times of crisis the effectiveness of outfits like the Marine Corps depends on teamwork and commitment to a common objective. The reason for anything appearing to disrupt that bond has to be assessed to see if it goes beyond the mindset of one individual."

"It all sounds rather heavy handed to me," said Anna. "But I understand that something like this bears scrutiny even if only to establish the man's psychological condition. He may need medical help rather than military discipline."

"That's something I have to try and assess." Colin answered.

“On a more political level, there doesn't seem much to go on if he was up to something and it's linked in some way to his disappearance - which I assume is the prime concern.” Martin said. “He was last seen over at Lac Marchaud according to the news report. What exactly was he doing?”

“Initially it was helping anyone in distress and recovering any bodies - normal short-notice disaster relief. The local emergency services were a little stretched but it is a rural area and it turned out that the only bodies were those of farm animals and some wildlife. The situation was quickly brought under control and for the last half day our boys had almost nothing to do - some of them even went sightseeing.”

“Sightseeing?”

“Yes. When the reservoir lost so much of its water it exposed the village of Marchaud on the slightly higher ground at the northern end of the valley.”

“So that's accessible, then?” Anna asked

“Easily and it's in a good state of preservation. One hundred and forty-two years in a stable environment have not done much harm. A few ceilings and other flimsier wood or plaster structures have collapsed but most of the village was built of stone. I wondered if you two would be interested in taking a look around? If they get the dam repaired it will disappear again when the reservoir fills up.” Colin grinned at them.

“How will you be able to get us into the village?” Anna asked.

“Simple. Aggie is a former officer of this unit, as you know, so she will pull the relevant strings. The French shouldn't prove difficult, bearing in mind your good name. It won't be as if you are muscling in on their domain - you'll just be sightseers.”

“What will you do about your missing marine?” Martin asked.

“Nothing more for me to do. I’ve prepared a report and the base IO can follow it up when he eventually gets back. As Anna said, Petersfield hasn't committed any non-military offence at present. His CO will follow usual procedures and I guess he'll be posted AWOL. We've no evidence that he's come to harm, and my job was simply to act as a stop-gap. I signed off a short report about his diary entries and so I'm back on holiday.”

Anna looked at her husband who said, “Can we take you up on your offer and take a look at the village, Col?”

“I'll fix it,” answered Colin “I haven't been there myself, although I did visit the area to interview some of Petersfield's buddies. There is a not altogether pleasant odour due to the flood, plenty of fish and other organisms beginning to decay. I heard the smell was worse at the village and with the mud and sediment it's not a place to wear your Sunday-best.”

“No full Marilyn mode for you then, Aggie,” laughed Anna.

The southern drawl floated back. “Anna, Honey, we can get you kitted out with marine coveralls and I know you've got boots. You and I can wear our more feminine stuff another time.”

Two days later the Land Rover rolled through the marine base main gate and having been introduced to the base commander, Anna and Martin were taken to the stores facility. “We seem to have arrived at a busy time,” commented Anna at the sight of a dozen marines clutching requisition sheets standing in line. What she did not see was the look on Colin Burstow’s face as from behind her he said. “Just go on through, VIP treatment for you guys,” and added mysteriously. “Particularly, Anna.”

An hour had elapsed before they finally exited the stores building. “I'll bloody well get even with you, Colonel Burstow.” Although she knew it had not been a setup, Anna also understood that Colin was fully aware of what was likely to occur. It was only mock anger; her real annoyance was at what she perceived to have been her insulting treatment by the British tabloids based on her looks. She and Martin had made two seismic archaeological discoveries which had propelled them into public awareness. Martin's own inherited wealth and the fact that they lived in a small French château added a further layer of glamour for the interest of the world at large and the British press in particular. 

For Anna, having been featured as an almost naked 'warrior princess’ following the Boudica discovery was bad enough, but in the wake of the enormous publicity generated by the Crown, worse was to follow. An injudiciously shot photo of her crouching over the artefact had captured not only her grubby white tee-shirt but also a large portion of what lay within it. Gleefully reproduced above the caption 'Anna of Cleavage’ it had piled further misery on her. 

Unfortunately, following the subsequent recognition of her role in saving Aggie Cleburne's life she had been adopted by many at the US Marine base as the woman of their dreams. Having entered the stores area she had found herself besieged by eager young marines clutching not requisition sheets, but glossy photographs of her portrayals in the tabloid press. To the obvious amusement of Colin and Martin, and sympathy from Aggie, she was obliged to sign and write a short message on each one.

“You may not like it, but it's actually very flattering. Those young men not only think you are a good looking woman but they know about you saving Aggie's life.” Martin attempted to placate his smouldering wife. “Not many women can count on admiration of that sort.” 

They had all retreated to the guest quarters to get changed and Aggie voiced her thoughts, saying. “It's true, Anna. They went to the trouble of obtaining good quality photographs of what they regard as a desirable woman.”

“I'm not really cross with them and I am flattered – to the point of embarrassment. It's just the fact that those newspapers thought it was perfectly ok to use me as some sort of free pin-up because I'm good at my job and they are rubbish at real journalism. Don't think this lets you off the hook, Colonel Burstow.” She added. 

Colin laughed. “Fair enough, Anna. How about I stand the cost of an expensive bottle of champagne for you.” 

“That is graciously accepted - provided you buy one for Aggie and we all share both bottles.”

Aggie signalled approval by saying. “Like your style, Anna, Honey.”

Half an hour later they were airborne in a Marine Lakota and in no time at all the helicopter dropped them at the temporary encampment on the edge of the abandoned village of Marchaud. Stepping down onto the still saturated ground Anna wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Pooh, I see what you meant about the smell, Colin. I suppose the

warm weather doesn't help.” They set off across an expanse of sticky mud which made an unpleasant squelching noise beneath their feet and reminded her of the old photographs she had seen of no-man's land on the Western Front. During the course of the half mile walk the odour of decay became more noticeable due to the narrowing contours of the hillsides reducing the air flow. When they had flown in, the aerial view had revealed the valley to be in the shape of a spoon. The village had been built in the bowl at the blind end and when full the reservoir then extended in a ribbon to the dam. 

The enormous pressure after so many years had apparently finally proved too great for the nineteenth century structure. Looking to either side, Anna could not help feeling that Marchaud must have been a rather gloomy place even in high summer. What had from a distance appeared to be a strangely monochrome huddle of buildings slowly resolved itself into what had once been a small community hardly worthy of its title as a village. There were no more than two dozen buildings including the church whose spire had crumbled when the weakened internal wood supports had given way under the weight of the exterior cladding. Whatever individuality the buildings may have possessed when occupied had become obscured by the growth of underwater plant and animal life fostered by the peaceful passing of almost a century and a half in the depths of the reservoir. Three days of exposure to open air and warm sun had caused the parasitical covering of the stonework to congeal into an unappetising glutinous overcoat. 

They halted on what had once been the one and only road which wound an eccentric route through the haphazard sprinkling of dwellings. Martin and Anna busied themselves taking photographs and then the two couples split up. Colin and Aggie elected to stay out on the road while their friends tentatively ventured inside one or two of the cottages. “Whoa - it really stinks in here,” commented Anna as they surveyed the putrid interior. Protected from the movement of air, the walls and floor still glistened with a slimy covering of rapidly

decaying plant life and it was a relief, having taken more photos, to regain the open air. “Seen enough?” Colin called as they trampled across a pile of broken and splintered wood - the barely recognisable remains of what had once been a front door.

“We have to take a look in the church, just because of what it once was,” answered Martin. They carefully picked their way through the gaping hole which had once served as the main entrance. A trough on the right hand side, once the receptacle for holy water was now filled with a green porridge-like mess. The nave contained no pews - presumably removed for use elsewhere, but what would have been left as an empty space was dominated by a mass of fallen rubble. When the spire had collapsed it had dropped vertically due to the surrounding water pressure and ended up as the shapeless heap of building materials now before them. “Interesting but not a lot to get excited about,” said Anna as she carefully moved around with her camera.

“It was a very small agricultural village, more a hamlet than anything else. We can take a look at what looks like the priest’s room over there and then I think we can re-join Col and Aggie.” Martin answered.
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Chapter 2 – Marchaud
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​They moved across to the left hand side of the nave and gingerly edged through the low doorway into the small windowless room that had once been the sacristy. The interior was far gloomier than in the main area and the light from their mobile phone apps helped confirm their first impression that it appeared no different from the rest of what had been a very humble church. Anna was about to step back out into the nave when Martin nudged her and muttered. “That's very odd” 

She turned back and followed the direction of his gaze “What is odd about a pile of rubble?” By way of reply he simply pointed upwards. She raised her eyes and then said. “Sorry, I still don't get it.” 

“This room is not an outbuilding, in fact it's the reverse. It's been created within the main structure in the top left hand corner so although those two walls do not possess windows they are actually part of the main outer walls. The ceiling was merely lath and plaster and what's left of it is in the gooey mess we are standing on. That heap of rubble running along the foot of the far wall didn't start life as part of the ceiling. If you look at it more carefully you can see that it includes roof tiles, and the algae and other gunge covering it isn't uniform in the same manner as the mountain of rubble in the nave.” 

“It was probably washed in here somehow, perhaps when the dam was breached.” Anna replied. 

“If there was a strong current due to the outflow of water, why didn't it fill up this small room with rubble? Don't forget, we are at the opposite end to where the dam is. The surge of water would have been strongest when the breach first occurred. I think the line of rubble has been put there only recently and I'd like to know why. Let's re-join the others and see if they can help.” 

Anna and Aggie waited in the not so fresh air as Colin and Martin re-entered the old church armed with the spades which had been dropped by the helicopter in response to Colin's request. Half an hour later the two men emerged, foreheads glistening with sweat and the quartet began their journey back to the temporary camp. 

“So there was nothing to indicate what the cavity was used for?” Aggie asked. 

The result of their labours was disappointingly uninformative. Once cleared away, the exposed stretch of tiled floor initially appeared no more than just that. Martin had, however, noticed that a two metre stretch of floor tiles bordering the outer wall lacked grouting. Using  a spade he was able to raise one of the tiles and then also easily remove two more. “That's useful.” Colin commented sarcastically, as they looked down at a cavity in the exposed stone flooring measuring no more than twenty centimetres deep. They had related the discovery to the women which is what prompted Aggie's question. “Nothing!” Martin replied. “It's just a metre long cavity chiselled out of the stone floor about ten centimetres wide by twenty deep. There were no signs that it had been recently created - my guess is that it's been there for donkey’s years. Maybe it was used to hide valuable altar items such as a chalice or candle holders. Even a quite humble church may have had some valuables.” 

Their return to Château Sarony was uneventful and apart from Anna loading their photographs onto the PC, the visit to Marchaud, although an interestingly unique view of a nineteenth century village, was relegated to secondary importance by the dinner arranged for that evening. “It's only the Fleurie we're going to,” said Martin as he cast an approving eye over his wife's choice of clothing. “Full warpaint and spray-on jeans, I see.” 

She grinned at him and patted the carefully brushed golden cascade as she turned back for a final glance in the mirror. “You know as well as I do that Aggie is going to be wearing the full Marilyn look, so I'm not going to turn up looking like a country bumpkin - a girl's got her pride.” 

When he replied, “And a lot more besides,” she stuck her nose in the air in pretend disapproval. Secretly she felt quite the opposite. 

Dinner went well and although most of the local residents had become used to the occasional appearance of Marilyn
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