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To all those who like me were thrilled by the childrens’ adventure comics of the 1950s and 1960s and carried that that love of thrills and adventure into adult life long before the advent of digital technology.

‘A blessed companion is a book’ – Douglas William Jerrold​​
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For the avoidance of doubt, I confirm that my stories are all original and I do not, nor will I ever, utilise AI in their construction and formation. 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 (hopefully)  occasional 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 the fruits of my own thoughts is a great part of the satisfaction I obtain from my work. Writing also keeps me from annoying the rest of my family.

RCS Hutching 

Contents

DEDICATION

AUTHOR’S NOTES

Introduction

Prologue

Chapter 1 – Great Aunt Clara

Chapter 2 – A Letter from the Past

Chapter 3 - Yvonne

Chapter 4 - Café Paradis

Chapter 5 – A Soldier’s Jacket

Chapter 6 - Handbagged

Chapter 7 – Bridge Game

Chapter 8 - Denisov

Chapter 9 – A Simple Enough Word

Chapter 10 – Joshua Armitage

Chapter 11 – Queen of Darts

Chapter 12 – The Inkerman Tavern

Chapter 13 - Intruders

Chapter 14 – Servare Fidem Vivare

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


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 Martin’s friend 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 Communications Director.

Anna’s life as an archaeologist working in a Hampshire university town had been transformed beyond all recognition. Her status as an unmarried, albeit attractive, woman grievously short of self-confidence 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 new 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 named Anna. 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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He wasn’t certain how long the knocking on his door had persisted. It had only slowly insinuated itself into his dream and just as slowly brought him to consciousness. Glancing at the bedside clock he saw that it indicated 1 a.m. His limbs still ached and he had remained alone in his hotel room wondering when she would return - relying on Room Service for a long delayed dinner as pain from the more obvious cuts and bruises began to subside. The unexpected additional space in the large double bed due to his absent companion had proved a blessing as he recovered and enjoyed the luxury of movement unrestricted by the body of a second occupant. A lack of coordination sent the glass of water on the bedside cabinet tumbling to the floor and he cursed as his feet encountered the contents rapidly soaking into the carpet. 

His movements had obviously been heard by the person outside in the corridor and as he hauled himself off the bed and stumbled to the chair where his dressing gown was draped he croaked, “Un moment, un moment,” in a voice still husky due to the damage inflicted to his throat, the skin of which still betrayed evidence of the frighteningly strong fingers that had compressed his air supply. 

Although he had not asked, a slightly muffled voice drifted through the door. “Room Service, Monsieur.” 

“Un moment,” he repeated as his bruised fingers fumbled with the dressing gown cord. The remains of dinner had already been taken away, the fools had the wrong room number were the thoughts still blurred by the heaviness of sleep. He passed a hand across his hair, straightened himself up and assumed an authoritative air that was merely veneer-thin as he walked, rather than shuffled, to the door. There was something both unusual and yet strangely familiar about the figure that was revealed by the subdued lighting. Still bleary from the effect of the sleeping pills he had taken to ensure his aches and pains did not prevent restful sleep, his befuddled senses vaguely registered the fact that there was no sign of the ubiquitous wheeled trolly. He then became aware of two additional oddities, namely that the man was not wearing the expected hotel livery nor was he displaying the usual meaningless plastic smile. The thought that things were not as they should be followed fast on the two earlier impressions but not quickly enough to provide advanced warning of the gun that the man had been holding behind his back.

He was dead before his body fell back into the room with a thud that thanks to the thick carpeting used in all such premier suites hardly sounded in the corridor. The sprawled lifeless body was not discovered until several hours later when a maid used her passkey to gain entry in order to change the towels.
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Martin Price shielded his eyes against the morning sun and let out a two-tone whistle which the airwaves effortlessly carried to a pair of canine ears. The ears in question were attached to a white adult male Standard Poodle who on receipt of the signal swerved away from his intended objective - the arrogant magpie busily strutting across the far corner of the lawn - and ambled back towards the human. Raphael's face could not portray disappointment but the body language displayed by his less-than-enthusiastic return from the punitive mission left Martin in no doubt that he had heartlessly curtailed one of the simple pleasures of a dog's life. And for what? The silent reproach registered in the dark eyes made him chuckle. If the animal had been a child it would, without question, now be standing in front of him idly scuffing one foot on the grass while asking the eternal question - why?

"It won't work, Raphael," Martin laughed as he surveyed his dejected companion. "That bird and his mate live in the tree beyond the compost heap and only lure you there so they can hurl abuse at you from where you can't get to them." He was undecided whether Raphael was an innocent dupe or a knowing participant in what had become something of a daily ritual since his arrival at his new home. "Anna told me to keep you away from the compost until Marcel has finished his work." 

Raphael loved Martin but he adored Anna and the sound of her name instantly drove all thoughts of Magpie retribution from his head. His life in suburban Truro with the humans who had been his family had ceased weeks before when the men had killed them and hurt him. Then suddenly, miraculously, the tall golden person with the gentle voice and the man she called Martin had taken him to this wonderful place where, Magpies notwithstanding, everything was perfect. "Good boy, Raphael," Martin said as the large dog leaned against him. "Let's go back and see if Anna has survived her phone call." Raphael didn't understand most of the sounds apart from the word Anna, but as always, that tiny word flooded his senses with the overwhelming urge to hear her voice, inhale her delicious smell and revel in the love transmitted through her hands as she fondled him. "Hey, wait for me," called Martin as he set off in pursuit of the animal who had already reached the steps of the château.

Anna had barely put down her phone when an excited bark accompanied by the clatter of paws announced an intended arrival. She was sitting at the large refectory table in the kitchen of Château Sarony when the noise resolved itself in the shape of the white hurricane as it entered the room. Forewarned, she had watched its approach along the tiled passage leading from the entrance hall which gave her time to call, "Slow down, boy." The timely intervention prevented the chaos that often ensued when, unable to apply the brakes, Raphael, paws scrabbling uselessly on the tiles, careered into whatever obstruction, human or otherwise, lay in his line of advance. The heavier, more measured pounding of footsteps heralded the progress of Martin Price who on entering the kitchen discovered his wife on her knees with her arms wrapped around the delighted animal. 

"What kept you, old man?" She grinned, knowing how devastating was the speed at which her husband could run when necessary. 

"I've never seen an animal adapt so readily to new surroundings," he said. "I swear that he now knows every inch of the grounds." 

Anna loosened her grip and said, "I'm pleased to see that on this occasion he hasn't fully explored Marcel's compost heap and your jeans still look presentable. It took forever to clean him up yesterday - Marcel manages to collect enough horse poo to bury the estate three times over and I'm looking forward to our meal at Auberge Fleurie later. I don't want to spend hours extracting revolting items from Raphael's coat beforehand. Why don't you sit down while I get a cold beer to help cool you off after your morning in the great outdoors?" 

Martin never had any doubts regarding their mutual love but that apparently innocent offer alerted him to the fact that Anna's solicitous behaviour was not entirely generated by concern for his personal comfort. He dutifully took a seat at the table and waited until she handed him the beer before asking, "Weren’t you going to phone your mother this morning following the message she left yesterday?" The knowing look in her husband's eyes told Anna that her hope of an alcoholically pliable husband being the surprised recipient of her news had been foiled and she sat down to make her confession.

"She beat me to it just after you went for your stroll. They are both well and we covered all the usual topics before she got to the real reason for her call. You may recall me occasionally mentioning my elderly aunt Clara." He nodded and she continued, "She lives in Worthing and is actually my great-aunt on my mother's side. Although I always say she is my maiden aunt it is not really a true description - she married a soldier in 1939 just as war broke out and within a few days of his arrival in France her man was killed. She reverted to using her maiden name and after working for years in London, retired to the south coast. 

Most of the family are a little scared of her because she is very forthright in her manner and does not hesitate to voice her opinion regardless of whose feathers it may ruffle. I have always got on with her because she has always treated me as a person in my own right rather than the wayward lump of marriage material which was always Mummy's view. She is very set in her ways and I regret not having made more effort to stay in touch with her." Anna, suddenly aware that Martin was waiting for her to stop rambling and get to the point, hurriedly did just that. "My reason for telling you this is that Aunt Clara has contacted Mummy and asked her to pass on the message that she would like to see me. Now, to add some perspective Martin, a request from Aunt Clara is akin to an order from whoever your boss was when you were in the army."

"Which explains Vera's use of the word 'urgent' in her voicemail," Martin observed.

"Yes, together with the fact that when Mummy suggested she could save me the trouble of travelling if Clara told her why she wanted to see me she was told that it was none of her business and to stop interfering."

Martin burst out laughing and said, "I bet that went down well - I'm beginning to like the sound of Aunt Clara. Am I allowed to accompany you on your visit to this formidable creature? I am an expert in unarmed combat, you may recall."

"OK, husband but I don't want to leave Raphael behind so soon after adopting him - he will also have to come with us and we will have to look in on my parents."

"My word, Anna, you have brought the dog? And you have come in the Mercedes." Although they had met once before, Vera Freemont eyed Raphael with suspicion bordering on hostility. “Your father is at a meeting with Colonel Merrick one of the school governors so you will have to make do with me.” 

Martin surveyed his mother-in-law with interest, thinking how similar were they in looks. Vera was still an attractive woman for her age - or would be if she smiled more often, he thought. Like her daughter, she was tall but with a slimmer figure and her blonde hair did not have the same rich honey colour as Anna’s. Fortunately, Raphael’s good manners and her daughter's assurance that poodles do not shed assuaged her reservations. Her defences were permanently breached when a few minutes after seating themselves in the living room, Raphael left Anna's side, walked across to her mother and laid his head in her lap. Vera, without thinking stroked the springy fur and in so doing became the animal's second female slave. 

During the next hour, Vera made a number of transparent attempts to ascertain whether she was in some way being bypassed and excluded from family matters to which she should be privy. "I promise you Mummy, I have no idea why Aunt Clara wants to see me. Apart from exchanging Christmas cards, I haven't been in touch with her for years," Anna assured her.

"That was hard work," she remarked as they drove away from her parents' house. "She has always been green with envy over you buying me the Merc and the idea that I would allow a dog to drape itself across the upholstery was clearly incomprehensible. Luckily Raphael worked his magic and she has quite taken to him."

Martin had watched Vera's abject surrender with amusement and said, "I've noticed that it doesn't take much to win the affections of Freemont women although in your case I had the help of at least a gallon of excellent white wine." 

"Huh," snorted his wife, "and I had to do more than just pat your head - a very great deal more if my memory serves. Now, none of your humorous risque comments when we get to Worthing. Aunt Clara is very 'old school' and won't find your schoolboy humour amusing."

They parked outside the neat small house in the quiet close and the door was quickly opened in response to Anna's pressure on the porcelain bell push. "You've grown," was the greeting followed by, "You are Martin, of course. I recognise you from your media appearances. Come in both of you - and your fine friend." 

They followed the dumpy diminutive figure into a cool reception room redolent with the smell of the beeswax polish given off by the glowing dark wood furniture. No sooner had they seated themselves than Aunt Clara addressed Martin. "As I am sure you know, I am actually Vera’s aunt. You, Martin, appear to have a rather vague service history and are not in the least what she would have chosen as her son-in-law - a fact from which I derive great comfort. Vera somehow managed to land a decent fellow when she married Gordon and from the little I have seen, young Anna here has done the same. Anna, go and make us all a pot of tea - you will find everything in the kitchen. Oh, and there are some biscuits in the round tin. Don't forget some water for, er, what is his name?"

"Raphael, Aunt."

"Very nice, now hurry up, girl, your husband looks quite faint from thirst." A startled blonde was thus peremptorily dismissed and obediently left the room. 

The old lady's voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper as she looked keenly at her remaining guest. "Now Martin, I can safely tell you that that one is worth hanging on to, although, having married her, I credit you with the sense to have already worked that out. Of course, carrying her off to live in a French castle will have done your cause no harm but she is not snobbish like her mother nor venal like most of Vera's dreadful friends. From the mountains of publicity in recent years I judge that both of you are extremely clever and from what I can now see, very well-matched." 

A bemused Martin was saved from further covert pronouncements by the reappearance of his wife, accompanied by the sound of rattling crockery. She carefully placed the tray she was clutching onto the large coffee table and was promptly ordered back to the kitchen because she had forgotten the milk. Tea and biscuits were consumed against a background of small talk as Clara and Anna endeavoured to re-establish their long-neglected relationship. Martin contributed on occasions but otherwise contented himself with the role of interested observer. 

Eventually, a natural break in the conversation afforded Clara the opportunity to issue further orders, "Anna, clear the tea things away, Martin you can do the drying up. You can help me." The last sentence momentarily confused Martin, who having half risen to his feet found himself becalmed by the final apparently contradictory command. Several seconds passed before he realised that it was directed at Raphael who had understood perfectly and joined Clara as she began rummaging in a large walk-in corner cupboard. 

“I see what you meant when you described your aunt as forthright,” Martin murmured as he put down the tea towel. 

“She is a lot more switched on than most persons of her age and has obviously taken a liking to you. I did wonder where she was going with the reference to your time in the army but as there was no follow-up, I think you can take it that she has drawn an appropriate conclusion. She is intelligent enough not to ask probing questions,” Anna replied.

On their return from kitchen duties, they found Aunt Clara seated in her Victorian easy chair, with her feet resting on a matching low footstool and her right hand resting on top of Raphael’s head as he sat upright next to her. “Here is what I wished to discuss with you, Anna,” she said, indicating the dusty parcel wrapped in brown paper that now resided on the coffee table. “The two of you have made quite a name for yourselves rooting about in the past. I’ve read your books and some of the rags disguised as newspapers and apart from a somewhat dubious choice of clothing - men find what they can’t see far more alluring than what is open to view, dear - you obviously know what you are doing. Well, go on, open it girl - it won’t explode.” 

Anna felt her cheeks burning at the reference to the unintentionally revealing photograph published when she was holding the St Edward’s Crown moments after its discovery. She made no comment, picked up the parcel and began picking at the string holding the brown paper in place. Although both string and paper were grimy which indicated that at some point it had been stored undisturbed for many years, it was apparent that Clara had removed the worst of the dust and the parcel had only been loosely re-tied. When the string was finally removed, Anna unfolded the wrapping paper and found that it contained some faded blue material. She carefully lifted and unfolded what revealed itself to be a long jacket which from the pale yellow epaulettes was clearly part of a military uniform. She stood up and held the article up for inspection. 

“Show your husband, Anna. I’ve already seen it,” commanded Clara and her niece half-turned to provide Martin with an improved view. The jacket was in the style of a frock coat and although originally dark blue the colour had faded and with several of its buttons missing presented a rather sorry sight. “Am I correct in thinking that it is a naval officer’s jacket?” Clara asked. 

Anna looked at her husband and said, “Over to you, Martin - military expertise is your province.” 

He stood and looked more closely, took two steps back and regarded the item from a greater distance before slowly shaking his head. “No, it’s not a Royal Navy uniform. In fact, I am certain it is not a British uniform at all,” he replied. 

“Oh, that's a shame I was hoping it was something interesting. Can’t imagine why my old friend would wish to keep such a grubby motheaten old thing, perhaps because it is referred to in the rather sad old love letter that was with it. The paper quality is poor and badly dried out and my French isn’t too good. After the first few lines of syrupy waffle, I gave up - it seemed somehow to be an intrusion into a private area, so I put it into the envelope you can see on the table to save further damage. As with the letter, I thought the jacket must have had a sentimental significance,” said Clara. “From the colour and the epaulettes, I thought the jacket was British, and would interest you. I confess to being somewhat intrigued and hoped you would be able to tell me a little more about it.”

Martin smiled and said, “Well, I can add one or two details that you may find of interest. I believe it's French and from the chevron on the sleeve, it is undoubtedly a corporal’s jacket. Admittedly rather worse for wear but the moths haven't got at it.” 

Clara wasn’t used to being contradicted and pointing to the jacket asked, “Well, what do you call that, Martin?” 

He took the jacket from a relieved wife whose arms were beginning to ache and peered at the ragged hole Clara had indicated. “This is either a bullet or musket ball hole and as it is located at the left breast I suspect it finished off the poor chap who was wearing this jacket. The dark discolouring around it although now quite faint is probably a bloodstain.” 

“Are you sure?”Asked the elderly woman incredulously. 

“Not one hundred per cent but I’ve seen a number of admittedly fresher examples and so I’m pretty sure. I think it is nineteenth-century and most likely post-Waterloo but will need to take a few photos and spend some time on the internet to reach a definite conclusion.”

Anna meanwhile had spread the wrapping paper out on the table and smoothing it out with her hand said, “The French connection looks good. These old stamps are French although they have been half torn off. The letter looks interesting - I’ll take photographs of it all.”

“Don’t bother with photographs - take the things away with you. I’ve enough clutter in the house and it's all been sitting in the loft ever since my friend Hattie died. I still have a few of her things including her jewellery and one or two books.”

“Who exactly was Hattie, Aunt? I have a very vague recollection of a tall woman being here when Mummy brought me to visit years ago.”

“Yes, that was Hattie. Harriet Middleham was her name. She was quite tall and you could only have been about six years old. We were at school together but she never married and we always kept in touch. She became fed up of living in London and so I asked her to come and live with me. She had only ever worked in various shops and so was not at all well-off and had been living in a couple of rented rooms. Living here provided us both with companionship until she died suddenly of heart failure about twenty years ago - not so long after the visit you refer to.

‘She had put this old parcel in the loft along with some other oddments when she first came to live with me. I recently had a local handyman move some of her things into the cupboard down here and sent the rest including her clothes to a local charity shop. I’m now getting on in years and I can’t stand the thought of my relatives picking over my private possessions when I’ve gone and even more so, Hattie’s - she wasn’t even a relative. I thought that her jewellery could find a home with you and then remembered the package which was sitting at the bottom of the cupboard. 

‘Your comment, Martin, that the jacket could be French makes some sense as I recall Hattie mentioning that relatives on her mother’s side of the family lived in France - although to my knowledge she never met them.” She reached down beside her chair and lifted into view a black jewellery box inlaid with a mother-of-pearl decoration. “Here, take this with you when you leave. If you don’t find anything you like then I’m sure that even in France there are second-hand shops you can pass them to. Don’t open it now. The sight of some of the bits and pieces she wore will only upset me.”

Their stay at the house in Worthing lasted a further hour until the old lady professed tiredness and they left her settled comfortably in her favourite chair. Once back in Orville Terrace, Martin took Raphael for a walk while Anna examined the contents of the black box. “Anything of interest?” He asked on his return. 

She shook her head, “Nothing of any great value. It's rather sad to think that what is here is nothing more than a selection of relatively cheap jewellery,” she sighed and then said, “But it's the pleasure it brings rather than the value which is important and so there are two or three pretty things that I will keep for myself and when we get back home I will ask Nikki if there is anything that takes her fancy."

"In that case, I will take a closer look at the jacket and see if I can match it against any images on the Internet." He carefully unfolded the article, examined it closely once more  then spent the next thirty minutes at the monitor until with a sigh of satisfaction he leaned back and said, “I’m pretty sure that this is Crimean War vintage and belonged to a member of the Chasseurs à Pied” 

“Which thanks to my still rather tenuous grasp of the French language sounds as if the chap was a foot soldier,” Anna said. 

“Ye-es - but not just ordinary line infantry. These chaps were Light Infantry and part of the Imperial Guard. They were often deployed ahead of the main force as skirmishers. Apart from the bullet hole and the fading it's in quite good condition. The fellow who owned it must have been a similar build to me although from the look of the collar he had a rather bull-neck." He ran his hand along the collar, paused and then with a puzzled expression flexed the collar between thumb and fingers before holding it against his ear and repeating the movement. 

Anna stared at him and asked, “What are you doing? Is something wrong?” 

“Not wrong, just odd. Here tell me what you think.” 

He held the collar against her ear and once again repeated his action. “It crackles,” she said. “Did they use stiffeners in the collars back then?” 

“Possibly,” he answered, “But apart from the crackling sound the collar doesn't feel right - just not consistent in the all-round stiffness.” 

“Well, it is old and the jacket has been folded up for donkey’s years,” she replied. “If it is from the time of the Crimean War then we are talking of the 1850s which makes it around one hundred and sixty years old. Even though it may have been carefully stored away, according to you it has already been worn in action - it's bound to be less than perfect.”

He nodded, “True but I don’t think it was the original owner who stored it - unless he had divine assistance. Look.” he carefully eased himself into the jacket and then pointed to the hole in its front, “It would have been a killing shot - straight into the heart.” Shrugging himself free he carried the jacket into the kitchen followed by a now intrigued Anna. “It will be easier to see in here,” he said and held the jacket up towards the bright fluorescent light fittings. “Ah, there, Anna. Tell me I am right. I know the
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