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DEDICATION

To the men and women who were drawn into what was thought to be the war to end all wars.

AUTHOR’S NOTES

For the avoidance of doubt, I confirm that my stories are all original and I do not, nor will I ever, utilise AI in the construction and formation of storylines. I do take note of spell check and grammar suggestions built into the standard online document facilities but do not always follow them, particularly when attempting to convey a character’s mode of speech. As a result, you may find the occasional (hopefully) error or mis-spelling but being responsible for the final product, warts and all, is part of a writer’s lot.

Being an author means a great deal to me and knowing that my completed stories are entirely the fruits of my own thoughts is a great part of the satisfaction I obtain from my work. 
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INTRODUCTION

Anna and Martin Price first met in Grantfield in 2013 and despite an inauspicious beginning were married within six months. Martin had received significant inheritances from his stepfather, Armand Furneaux and more recently his mother. Château Sarony and substantial property in Sarony village were part of his inherited wealth. Having decided to make the château their home they had been followed to France by former Grantfield University receptionist, Nikki Prendergast, who had met and fallen in love with Jean-Paul Ricard of the Duclos Gendarmerie. Martin and Anna set up Timewarp Ltd as a company to which archaeological fieldwork could be outsourced but through a succession of successful and in two instances very high-profile cases, they acquired an international reputation for unravelling historical mysteries. From the outset, Nikki was part of the Timewarp enterprise - having rapidly blossomed in her new environment, she had become a significant shareholder and was now Communications Director.

Anna’s life had been transformed beyond all recognition. Her status as an unmarried, albeit attractive, woman grievously short of self-confidence working as an archaeologist in a Hampshire university town changed to that of a happily married woman running a business jointly owned with her husband. Grantfield was exchanged for France in the form of a large country house in an obscure village close to Dijon. Marriage to Martin brought with it an entirely knew and occasionally troubling way of life. "Since meeting you my life has been one long hazardous situation," she once remarked. "I suppose you are worth it though, Price old man."

Martin had never been a religious person until he fell in love with an angel. He could now take time to admire the exterior of their home that was Château Sarony and the enjoy the everyday pleasure of inhaling the natural fresh aromas of the countryside. No longer subject to military regulations, he felt as if he had finally been released from an unbearably long period of captivity. Following rules, having to fit into an organisational game plan designed by someone else, both things he had once willingly embraced, were now anathema to him. His role in life was first and foremost as master of Château Sarony and husband of Anna.
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She was expensively dressed but in a studied manner that proclaimed to the world at large and in particular the inhabitants of Sarony that when money is well spent even casual attire radiates style. To be sure, blue jeans are blue jeans, a flower-patterned silk shirt is a silk shirt, and high-heeled sandals are, of course, sandals. The dark hair was cut in a page-boy style and the top of the range Volvo SC60 squatting in the Auberge Fleurie car park carried an unmistakable air of luxury. The lunchtime male customers who had seen the vehicle with its sleek bodywork arrive were also able to avail themselves of the opportunity to admire the bodywork of its owner as she sat alone at one of the terrace tables. The few women among the clientele were more interested in what covered the woman’s slim physique rather than the contours beneath. Before her on the table stood a carafe of water and the ice cubes in her glass clinked pleasantly as she raised it to her lips while looking casually out over the narrow road bisecting the village. She had been relaxing in the warm open air for ten minutes before distant movement resolved itself into a couple approaching from the southern end of the village accompanied by a large white French Poodle. 

When the tall blonde and her nice-looking male companion emerged from the bar onto the terrace Celeste Palin rose to her feet and waited for them to join her. Amid handshakes, she was also butted in the thigh by the poodle. 

“Celeste, this is Raphael, the most recent addition to our family. It's so nice to see you after what must be nearly two years.” 

“The pleasure is mine, Anna and I appreciate your offer for me to stay over at your home, but my life is crazily busy and having driven from Basel this morning I must return later this afternoon to ensure I am fresh for an early meeting in the morning.” 

“All going well at CKC then,” Martin stated. “Let's order lunch and you can tell us why you wanted to meet.” 

The Swiss smiled and said, “I must be clear that I am hoping you will be willing to assist me in a personal matter which has nothing whatsoever to do with my employment at CKC Bank.”

“It is only a few weeks since we recovered from Anna coming close to being shot and to be frank the peace and quiet attending to the more mundane aspects of our work has been welcome. That being said, we know that you are not a person who would waste time on a trivial matter and so this must be important to you. Tell us what the problem is, and we will do our best to help if we are able. Meanwhile, I see Kev heading in our direction so we can discuss the matter over lunch. My poor wife is looking quite malnourished.”

The comment caused Celeste to send a questioning glance towards Anna who said, “You may recall that Martin has what he thinks of as a playful sense of humour so ignore that last remark, Celeste.”

The dark-haired woman smiled and once they had ordered she explained her reason for contacting them. “First, I must say that my two encounters with you both have proved beneficial to me on a business level. The recovery of the Three Sisters has brought notable business into CKC from the McLaughlin family and then identifying the, how do you say - yes, the bad apple that was Angelina Flavio, helped my career with the result that I am now a director of the bank. That is why I have to be even more careful not to let my private life interfere with CKC business, and why it was necessary for me to decline your kind invitation to stay at Château Sarony. Now, to the reason for getting in touch with you. It is, as I have said, a personal matter, and you may consider it trivial when measured alongside your more notable results - the Czarist egg, for instance. Your work has taken you into areas that are quite unusual and so is my little problem. 

‘It was something of a family tradition for my parents to spend a week each year in the mountains. I was taught to ski from an early age and both Mama and Papa were quite expert having been taken on similar family outings by their parents. Forty years ago in June 1976, they were taken for a week to Mount Pilatus which is within easy reach of Basel. The holidays naturally included some skiing, but my grandparents were also keen hikers - something I also enjoy when I have the time. I should mention that I also have an uncle - my father’s younger brother named Denis - and back then he was what I believe the English would call a pest.” This venture by Celeste into a less formal comment drew smiles from her listeners. 

“From a very young age, he was always keen to study the plants that grow in the mountains - he is now a, hmm, ah, yes a botanist - but would forever wander off the route, get lost and they would have to spend time looking for him, much to Grandfather’s annoyance.” 

Anna was relieved when Monique arrived with their lunch, as the precise manner in which Celeste was telling her tale was causing her attention to wander and eating was a good way to avoid yawning. 

“Now where was I - oh yes Uncle Denis getting lost. Well, on this occasion he had managed to slip down into a gully while trying to reach some plant or other. He was not injured in any way, but the sides of the gully were steep, and he could not manage to escape without help. His cries could not be heard until they were quite close but having lowered himself the three metres necessary to reach him, Grandfather made an unsettling discovery. There were several objects scattered along the gully floor which, although partly covered by moss were disturbingly familiar. The police were called, and it was confirmed that the bones were human - some of which had shreds of fabric still attached. It was by no means a complete skeleton that was recovered when the search was finally halted, and it was thought that wild creatures, bears and wolves, for example, may have contributed to the scattering of the little that was recovered. There was no such thing as DNA testing in those days, and the remains were assumed to be those of a solitary male hiker whose whereabouts in the area had not been noticed. It was, however, clear that whoever it was had been lying in the gully for at least fifty years, probably longer, and the fact that some pieces of clothing had survived was due to the sheltered nature and low temperature at the gully floor.”

“Will she ever get to the point?” Anna wondered as she studiously worked her way through her meal.

As if reading her mind, Celeste said, “You are probably wondering why I am telling you this obscure tale from a family holiday and the answer is that recently I made a very strange discovery. The remains discovered by my grandfather had been buried in a local cemetery with only a small headstone to mark the place in the absence of any clue to the identity of the man. The cost of the interment was of course borne by the local community which is small. With no relatives or friends of the deceased available the burial was somewhat hasty and with an eye to, um, economy, a very cheap wooden casket was used and tucked away in a far corner with no subsequent thought given to caring for the plot.”

“Costs having been cut to the bone, you might say,” ventured Martin. 

Celeste, never having successfully deciphered Martin’s sense of humour at previous meetings, hesitated and said, “Quite so. The ground in that part of the cemetery is inclined and over the course of the years much soil has been washed away. As a result, it became apparent that the grave was not very deep, and after a particularly heavy rain shower, a dog decided to investigate that corner and brought back one of the bones to its master.”

“Bet that caused a bit of a fuss,” Anna added.

“Well yes, but the origin was quickly ascertained, and so it was decided that after so much time had elapsed since the original discovery, the remains would be cremated and that would be the end of the matter.”

“But it wasn’t because otherwise you wouldn’t be sitting here now Celeste.” Much as she liked the Swiss, Anna was desperate for her to complete her tale.

“No, because my father then did something which I wish he had not done because it has now made me want to follow what I think was his intention - I will explain. Time had moved on and it so happened that the cremation was to take place when my parents and I were also in the village for our annual hike. Papa was a surgeon and well respected and we were invited to attend the cremation as it was my grandfather who had discovered the remains. The village mayor thought that on this second occasion, our attendance should include a private time for prayer which would show greater respect for the unknown man. We were shown into a room where a casket containing the bones, and also a small box of personal items that had been left, forgotten, in a cupboard at the police station, had been placed. The casket was tiny, no larger than a small storage box and was of course covered. Nonetheless, Mama was horrified and insisted that it was not suitable for a young person such as me to be there, and so the mayor conducted us both to a pew in the outer chapel. Papa remained behind and said a few prayers before joining us. The cremation then went ahead with just us and the mayor in attendance - it was he who insisted that my father should take the box of personal items in recognition of my grandfather’s discovery, enabling the poor fellow to be finally accorded a decent departure from the world.

‘My dear Papa passed away quite suddenly two months ago and when helping Mama clear away some of his possessions, I found this.” She reached down into her handbag and withdrew a small cardboard jewellery box and placed it in the centre of the table. “This is what I hope you may be able to assist me with.”

Martin picked up the box and removed the lid. After a moment’s hesitation, he held it out so that Anna could also see the contents and asked, “What do you think?” 

“Looks like a finger bone to me—from a little finger, I would think, but what’s that underneath it?” 

Martin carefully eased out what at first, he had thought to be some material to stop the bone rattling around. “Looks like a fragment of material, and there is a small piece of leather attached. but very thin, and I think there are some letters which, if I hold it up to gain more light, I can just make out.” There was a pause and he then said, “Looks like Arnsnau, what do you think?”

Anna took the proffered piece of leather and squinted at it for some seconds before replying, “I agree - Arnsnau.” 

“What about the material?”

She poked the beige material gingerly with a finger and unfolded it to reveal its true size, measuring seven by four centimetres. One of the longer sides had a neatly finished edge and the other a jagged tear, “Well, it’s lasted pretty well considering everything it’s been through, so clearly very good quality cotton, but the colour has faded badly, so heaven knows what the original colour was. All rather strange, Celeste.”

Celeste, who had sat silently watching them since the box was opened said, “I too thought that was the word and in view of what I said earlier, I think Papa and the Mayor must have agreed that the finger bone should also be included and he took these items from the crematorium with the intention of one day, perhaps after he retired, using them to try and find out the mystery man’s identity. Mama certainly had no idea of their existence and so I wondered whether you might have the time to see if there is anything to find out. I was thinking mainly of the DNA testing which is now available but cannot see it is something the police would be interested in undertaking, which is why I contacted you.”

Martin made brief eye contact with his wife, and his almost imperceptible nod opened the way for her to say, “We will do our best to resolve your mystery, Celeste. As you have rightly surmised, we do have contacts which will enable a DNA test to be undertaken, and it may well be the case that this mystery can be resolved in record time.”

“Is the piece of leather from the man’s clothing, Celeste?” Anna asked.

“I think it must be, but it is not a name that I have been able to trace in Switzerland.”

“Perhaps he was simply an amateur hiker who wandered about without telling any friends or relatives where he was intending to go and simply slipped and fell - perhaps dying from exposure,” Anna said.

“That is possible but highly unlikely. You see, the mountain path I have referred to can only be accessed via a small chairlift running from the grounds of a private hotel. The family that owns it refuses to allow access unless hikers are properly equipped, provide full personal details, and also sign in and then sign out when they leave. In recent times that includes the rule that a mobile phone must be carried. The area is subject to sudden mountain mists and after the death of two guests - a newly married couple - two weeks after the hotel was first opened in the 1920s, the owners and their descendants have insisted that these rigid rules are followed to be certain that all hikers can be accounted for.”

“And yet people still take their children? You were quite young, from what you have said,” Martin failed to keep the surprise from his voice.

Celeste frowned, “Once on the path, it is not a difficult walk. It is only if the route is obscured by mist that it becomes easy to stray from the path and perhaps fall into one of the numerous gullies, some of which are quite deep. It is easy to become disoriented, you understand. The couple I referred to were eventually found several days after it was realised they had not been seen for some days. They were found at the bottom of a particularly deep gully. All very distressing but since then there have been no further fatalities with the possible exception of the man I have told you about. In this day and age, with modern communications as they are, there is very little risk provided the rules are observed”.

“An interesting lunchtime,” Martin observed as an hour later they watched Celeste pass into the bar en route to her car and the few hours' drive back to Switzerland. 

“I'm sure you would have found it even more interesting if she had been wearing her black business suit,” his wife replied.

“A chap is entitled to have a harmless fantasy or two,” he answered and added, “I presume you intend to use your womanly wiles on Smiffy for the DNA test?”

She grinned and answered, “I’m sure The Prof won’t mind, I will post the bone to him tomorrow. For now, though, there is still enough left in the bottle for a last glass each before we leave. Having consumed a larger lunch than usual I think the walk home will be good for us and once there I may utilise my womanly wiles as you so quaintly put it, to continue our mutual exercise regime - that’s if you feel up to it?”

***
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Smiffy was the nickname Martin always used when referring to Professor Hubert Smithson-Hunt, the head of the Grantfield University History & Archaeology Faculty where Anna was once employed as a Senior Assistant. She could only ever bring herself to refer to their friend as The Prof and he had readily agreed to her request. The DNA result was notified to them six days later. “Let’s hope this resolves Celeste’s mystery. I’ll send the details to her,” Anna said. Three days later they received an email saying, ‘I prevailed on a friend of mine who works for the Swiss police and he has told me that there is no match on any of the continental databases. Have you had any luck with the name Arnsnau?’

“Oh bugger,” Anna said. “I thought the DNA might settle this. It looks as if we have more digging to do. The name on that piece of leather sounds German.” They had once more walked to Auberge Fleurie for lunch and Celeste’s email arrived as they were leaving. “Do you suppose that it’s the name of the chap whose bones they found?” 

“Maybe. From what Celeste said it seems that he probably died sometime in the 1920s,” he replied. “So, we are left with a bloke named Arnsnau who died about eighty years ago on a mountain in Switzerland but had no way of being there without the hotel owners knowing. This isn’t going to be easy after all.”

They walked slowly back towards their home and as they meandered along the access road the sound of engines warned them of fast-approaching danger. “Look out,” Martin’s shouted warning was accompanied by a firm thrust of his arm that pitched Anna into the undergrowth beneath the trees. Two large motorcycles roared past with a peal of laughter from one of the pillion passengers and she saw with relief that Martin and Raphael were standing unhurt on the opposite side of the narrow single track. For once she did not turn the air blue as she brushed grassy debris from her clothes and restricted herself to, “What the hell was that?” when she rejoined her husband. The answer was provided by Marcel who was standing just inside the château cradling his shotgun, with a welcoming smile appearing when he recognised the figures coming towards him. “Did you see them?” 

“Difficult not to, they almost ran us down,” Martin answered. 

“‘Etta caught them trying to climb over the wall and told them it was private property.” They gave her a lot of abuse, but when I appeared and waved this at them,” he indicated the firearm, “they just swore and jumped back down. I waited here after they rode away in case they decided to return and then I saw you.” 

“Sounds like just some youngsters with nothing better to do. You and your gun obviously scared them off. Well done, Marcel,” replied Martin. The walrus moustache quivered with pleasure, and they watched as the old man stumped back to his cottage.

They had been home for only an hour when Martin's phone chimed and after a brief conversation, he said to Anna. “That was Kev. Our motorbike friends have turned up at the auberge. He's asked me to come back and help if he needs to turf them out. If there are two of us it is less likely to turn nasty.” 

She looked hard at him and said, “Don't overdo it, Martin - you can always give JP a call.” After almost three years of living with him, she no longer became alarmed at such incidents which usually occurred two or three times each year during the busy summer season. 

Two motorcycles were standing in one of the spaces of the auberge car park and when he entered the bar the sound of raised voices from the far end next to the kitchen door immediately attracted his attention. Monique, eyes flashing dangerously was standing berating a tall young man wearing the leather uniform favoured by most bike riders. Two teenage girls and another young man were watching the confrontation having swivelled around on their bar stools. Kev, who stood behind them was also watching closely through narrowed eyes. Monique looked across at the newcomer and said, “Marti, they say the food was bad and won't pay.” 

He smiled at her opponent who had turned in his direction and said, “Pay for your food.” An obscene response was delivered in heavily accented French and so without further comment, Martin's hand flashed out and clasped the boy's jaw in a frighteningly strong grip, forcing him back against the wall. His action took place against a background of high-pitched protests from the girls who watched the sudden dismantling of their cocky young hero with alarm. Their anxiety was heightened by the shout of surprise from the fourth member of the quartet who found his intended move to assist his friend abruptly curtailed when Kev’s arm wrapped around his neck from behind. It went unusually quiet in the bar as Martin repeated to the boy who was by then thoroughly frightened by the eyes boring into him, “Pay for your food. I have no wish to hurt you but if you swear at me again, I will reconsider.” Kev eased his iron grip on the second boy whose face had turned an unhealthy crimson as Martin said loudly and not too menacingly, “You girls go and wait by the bikes.” 

The dark-haired girl with orange hair streaks was bolder than her subdued companion and asked, “What are you going to do to them?” 

The smile this time was friendly and he said, “Once they have settled the bill nothing, apart from banning them from Sarony.” 

“You can't do that,” she protested and strode towards him. 

He took an immediate liking to the slender young woman glaring defiantly up at him. She reminded him of Nikki Ricard and said, “I just have. Now, go into the car park - I promise no harm will come to your friends if they behave themselves.” She stared unflinchingly up into the grey eyes, nodded and with a gesture to the other girl led the way out of the bar.

“Now, I suggest that you end this foolishness with no further silly attempts to put yourselves at risk. Apologise to Madam Johnstone and in future show your girlfriends more respect than dragging them into this sort of pointless charade.” He released his grip to the relief of his adversary who mumbled an apology to Monique and pulled a battered leather wallet from the back pocket of his jeans. 

“Thanks, Martin,” Kev murmured as they watched the motorbikes leave the car park and turn right before accelerating in the direction of Belancourt. “I could see trouble was brewing and was more concerned that Monique would lose her temper, bearing in mind what she had told me about the trouble with the bikers a few years ago. I knew if you were also here, she would not go off the deep end. They were only kids after all and we have all got into scrapes with a few drinks inside us, haven’t we?” Martin didn't accept the implied invitation to comment on any of his own youthful indiscretions and after a single beer drove back home. 

“You didn't indulge your talent for beating up Monique’s customers I hope,” Anna couldn't resist the jibe at his expense. 

“No, Kev had read it right and they were barely out of their teens, the boys, that is. I would say the girls were younger and secretly terrified at what they had unwittingly become part of. All makeup and bravado, one of them had bright orange streaks in her hair which she no doubt thought made her look attractive. Both couples were last seen heading in the direction of Trouvert or maybe Belancourt.”

“Ah, well, at least they can go and try their tricks to get free meals somewhere else. You have reminded me that Nikki and I are going to Belancourt tomorrow on one of our shopping trips. You will have to look after Raphael and get your own lunch.”

***
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A champagne-coloured Mercedes convertible with a blonde at the wheel and a pretty auburn-haired occupant occupying the front passenger seat was guaranteed to attract attention. Anna loved the car, which had been a present from her husband, and regardless of the stereotypical assumptions made by many eyewitnesses, she did not behave in a manner likely to attract unwanted interest. In truth, she didn’t need to because nature had endowed her with all the equipment necessary to fuel the overactive imaginations of many members of the male sex. The inhabitants of Sarony had become used to the sight of the mistress of Château Sarony in her forays around the village. Living in the château as their permanent home satisfied the yearnings which had subsisted for several decades in the minds of the villagers for the château to resume being a proper family home owned by a proper master and mistress. Martin and Anna had soon earned the respect of Sarony's inhabitants, who in their turn became fiercely protective of the couple. Although enjoying a share of the limelight cast by the couple’s famous historical discoveries, it was quickly appreciated that a reasonable degree of privacy must be respected. 

Less understanding was exhibited the further Anna strayed from Sarony, and the up-market shopping centre in Belancourt attracted not only serious shoppers but also young women who, having made themselves as glamorous as possible, hoped to catch the eye of attractive young men with money to spend. The reverse also applied, and so on a fine day, the shopping mall was extremely busy with the tall blonde and her pretty companion having to run a gauntlet of approving looks and, in some cases, murmured comments, leaving them in no doubt that bestowing their company on any of the many admirers would result in an afternoon requiring no financial outlay. As Anna once grimly remarked, nothing was free, and she had no intention of paying whatever the cost might be of accepting the largesse being offered with no apparent strings attached. 

Their passage across the central area to one of their favourite shops was slowed when Nikki asked, “Not the sort of thing you see very often at Belancourt- does she need help?” Looking to her left, Anna's eyes followed her friend's indicative nod of the head. A young girl in jeans and a biker jacket was being slowly propelled while being half-supported and half-carried towards one of the corner exits of the mall. Her companion was an older man in his fifties by his looks, who threw nervous glances behind him as he slowly manoeuvred the girl in the direction he was keen to take. “She looks well out of it,” Nikki observed and added, “Don't like to see a kid in that state - it's only just past midday.” 

Anna, who had remained silent during the few seconds since her friend's initial comment while wondering why the girl looked familiar, replied, “Drink or drugs, probably, but she doesn't look so happy about her escort. Look at that.” The girl had made an attempt to break free from the man’s side only to be yanked back and held tightly by an arm wrapped around her shoulders. Anna was still staring in fascination at the scene when Nikki left her side and ran as fast as her stiletto heels would allow towards the exit point. 

“Oi, what’s going on?” In her excitement, she had relapsed into English phraseology. The man, although not understanding the foreign language, paused and looked behind him to see what was making the rat-a-tat-tat sound, drawing ever closer to where he was tightly gripping the youngster. It was not a lengthy wait; a breathless Nikki skidded to a halt and grabbed his shoulder. In anger, he let go of his captive and swung an arm at the intruder, who toppled to the ground and received a kick which winded her as she gamely raised herself back onto one knee. 

In the time it had taken Nikki to cross the mall and receive the blow that knocked her half-senseless, several seconds passed before Anna set off in pursuit. Once in motion, however, her long legs carried her past curious onlookers in time to arrive just as the kick found its target. When starting off, her intention had been to defuse the situation, but seeing her friend now doubled up on the tiled floor caused her brittle temper to fracture and rather than moderate her speed, she increased it and crashed full tilt into the man. Curvy and beautiful Anna might be, but unlike Nikki, she was not a small woman and had the good sense to adjust her body shape at the last moment. Her shoulder hit Nikki’s assailant in the chest with the impact sending him reeling backwards to crash onto his back. He lay gasping for breath on the unforgiving surface until, in a movement which in other circumstances many would have welcomed, Anna sprang astride him. A stream of imaginative invective poured from the woman who grabbed one of Nikki’s stiletto-heeled shoes that had dropped to the ground. She jabbed the metal tip so forcefully against his throat that, fearing she would drive it through the skin and into his windpipe, he raised his hands in mute surrender. 

“Christ Almighty, Anna - easy does it or you’ll kill him.” Nikki’s voice caused the red mist to lift, and she raised herself and walked towards the girl who was the focal point of their endeavours. She was crouched with her back against a wall, looking scared and flinched as Anna arrived in front of her. “She’s worried by the shoe,” Nikki said, “And I wouldn’t mind it back, please.” As she took it from the blonde, she added, “I hope to God that the bloke you flattened isn’t her father.” 

“It’s a bit late to think of that now, Nik. Talking of which, where is the bastard?” Anna answered as she looked in vain for her victim, who had quietly slipped away along with the few interested onlookers who had been in the immediate vicinity.
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