

    
        
          The Brightside Mission

        

        
        
          Chateau Sarony, Volume 9

        

        
        
          RCS Hutching

        

        
          Published by Timewarp Ltd, 2018.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE BRIGHTSIDE MISSION

    

    
      First edition. December 22, 2018.

      Copyright © 2018 RCS Hutching.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386080978

    

    
    
      Written by RCS Hutching.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by RCS Hutching

	    

      
	    
          
	      Chateau Sarony

          
        
          
	          The Treasure of Chretien De Sarony

          
        
          
	          The Grace Dieu Project

          
        
          
	          The Considine Affair

          
        
          
	          The Centurion's Choice

          
        
          
	          The 'Wheelspin' Assignment

          
        
          
	          The Cherbourg Interlude

          
        
          
	          The Dijon Discovery

          
        
          
	          The Stieglitz Operation

          
        
          
	          The Brightside Mission

          
        
          
	          The Centurion's Journey

          
        
          
	          The Brandenburg Cipher

          
        
          
	          The Dagobert Conspiracy

          
        
          
	          The Anna Price Factor

          
        
          
	          The Centurion's Silver

          
        
          
	          The Lou-Lou Legacy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Medhurst Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Lancaster Resolution

          
        
          
	          Spitfire Inheritance

          
        
          
	          Hurricane Enigma

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wilkinson at War

          
        
          
	          The Woman from St John's Wood

          
        
          
	          The Ten-Bob Traitors

          
        
          
	          The Mayfair Ring

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Inkerman Experience

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at RCS Hutching’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


THE BRIGHTSIDE MISSION

THE BRIGHTSIDE MISSION

The Ninth Château Sarony Mystery

By R C S Hutching

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright @ Timewarp Ltd 2018

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this book. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without express permission of the publisher.

Published by Timewarp Ltd

ISBN- 9781731525048

​ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The cover picture is a small section of a painting entitled The Scaling of Pontaudemar.

​Books in the Château Sarony Series

The Treasure of Chretien De Sarony

The Grace Dieu Project

The Considine Affair

The Centurion’s Choice

The ‘Wheelspin’ Assignment

The Cherbourg Interlude

The Dijon Discovery

The Stieglitz Operation

The Brightside Mission

Unrelated to Château Sarony

Spitfire Inheritance

––––––––
[image: ]


The author and his books

Please visit the RCS Hutching website:

www.château-sarony.com
​With grateful thanks to the friends and members of the public who having read my books, have taken the trouble to provide valuable feedback and encouragement.

Contents​


Chapter 1 – Provenance

Chapter 2 - Caveat Emptor

Chapter 3 - Anger Management

Chapter 4 - Knowing

Chapter 5 – Not Knowing

Chapter 6 – A Man in London

Chapter 7 - Camberdown

Chapter 8 - Cynth

Chapter 9 - Wilfie

Chapter 10 - Suzie

Chapter 11 - A Night Aloft

Chapter 12 – A Castle Falls

Chapter 13 - Roberta

Chapter 14 -Cartwright’s

Chapter 15 - Serengeti

Chapter 16 - Elevenses

Chapter 17 – Sir Roland Bruyon

Chapter 18 - Hockey for One

Epilogue



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Provenance
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SENATOR GEORGE MCLAUGHLIN poured a generous measure of his favourite Scotch whiskey and stared thoughtfully out through his study window. He liked where he lived in the venerable New England country house. To be sure, he spent a great deal of time at his Washington apartment, but that was not what he regarded as living. Here in Broadfields, Massachusetts is where he lived - the place his family had called home for more than a century and the dark polished wood of his study reflected his fondness for tradition.

The soothing warmth of the pale amber liquid helped his thought process and with the decision made, he turned away from the view, picked up his tablet and studied again the result of his successful bid on eBay. Timing was everything, it was said. He did not usually spend much time scanning the internet and earlier that evening it was his wife, Patricia, who had entered their comfortable living room where he was watching football and drawn the auction to his attention with the words “Hey, Honey - this looks very like what is shown in that old picture of yours - you know, the one in your study.” She had stood between him and the TV screen and thrust her tablet in front of him at the precise moment a touchdown down was made. Timing was everything! His instinctive protest was cut short as he registered the item she was referring to. At first, he thought it was the engraved surface of a signet ring, but on closer inspection saw that it was too large. It looked almost black with some lighter areas apparent amidst the relief work. Despite the fact that he was looking at what was effectively a back-to-front picture, he was certain that it depicted the familiar image which had fascinated him for as long as he could recall. 

“How did you manage to spot this?” He had asked.

“I know it is only November, but I was just looking for something unusual to get you for Christmas. It does look like what is shown in the background of your old family picture, don't you think?”

He peered at the image, then, with the football forgotten, they had walked into his study and brought the eBay site up on the large PC monitor. Silence prevailed as he examined it intently. “I'm as sure as it's possible to be - the photo isn't too good.” He finally pronounced. “What does the description say?”

Patricia McLaughlin tapped into the details given by the seller and read out. “Old personal seal matrice. Thought to be thirteenth century. Handle is broken, but otherwise in reasonable condition for its age. Provenance available.” She looked at her husband and added. “Starting at $200 - no bids so far.”

“Hmm, it could be worth a bid - how long until the auction closes, Patti?”

“Let me see. Oh! Just over two hours.”

“Use that automatic bid site to go as far as $2,000 - that should make sure I don’t miss out.”

“$2,000 - are you sure?”

“Yes, go for it - it’s only a maximum. The bids are never likely to get anywhere near that level.”

She did as he asked and after a few seconds looked up and said. “Ok - it's done.”

Almost two hours later they watched as the time ticked down until a minute before the closure time a bid of $800 was registered, but then immediately overtaken by an automatic bid of their own. More frantic bids by the newcomer were topped each time until as the auction closed, the McLaughlins had bought the seal at a price of $1,800. 

“We won, but that's an expensive little bit of antiquity, Hon.” She smiled and added, “Happy Christmas in advance. If I opt for priority post it will be here in a couple of days.”

The purchase arrived in good time and to George McLaughlin’s pleasure, a close examination of his early Christmas gift confirmed that it did match the coat of arms shown in his picture. Now, as he took another sip of his whiskey he carefully composed an email.

“I thought the Boudica fallout was tough, but this is even worse.” Anna complained as she sat with her husband in the warmth of the library at Château Sarony. “Thank heavens we live here in Sarony and get some protection from the media. If we were based permanently in England we would get no peace whatsoever.”

“It's a snowball effect with the Boudica book being released and then the discovery of St Edward’s Crown. We have been fantastically lucky and putting up with the knock on effects is something we have to live with. Thank heaven we have Nikki. Without her expertise we would be swamped.” Her husband replied.

At that moment the house phone rang and Nikki Prendergast’s voice was clearly heard, thanks to Martin switching on the loudspeaker. “Hello you two. I know we are all still up to our ears in emails and interviews and with Christmas not too far off time is tight, but I thought you should know about this. It takes me at least two hours each day to deal with the continual flood of emails - a lot of which concern Anna’s physical attractions as well as those which are a total waste of time. That leaves the ones which genuinely have some merit and even propose interesting possible projects. I have put a number on hold at least until the New Year. Earlier on I found one that arrived at two o'clock this morning having been sent from America. There is a five hour time difference so it was sent at 9pm Massachusetts time. I will forward it to you, but because of who it is from, I thought I should ensure it wasn't buried for days in the avalanche.. Shall I read it over to you?”

“Go ahead” Martin answered.

‘Good evening Mr and Mrs Price.

May I first of all offer my congratulations on the astounding results achieved by you during the past year. I was of course aware of you from mid-2013, having been the grateful benefactor of your recovery of the Three Sisters. It is with a certain amount of self-conscious trepidation that I am sending this email as I am sure you will have your sights set firmly on more time consuming and prestigious projects. Also, having benefited from your 2013 efforts, my wife, Patti has pointed out that it does seem rather cheeky to ask for assistance on another McLaughlin family matter.’

At this point, Martin interrupted with, “So, this is Senator McLaughlin, then?”

“Yes, sorry, I should have said. I'll carry on.” 

‘You already know of the more recent history of my family from your earlier project, but what you may not know is that part of my family tree can be traced back as far as the thirteenth century. An ancestor of mine is believed to be was an English knight named Sir Mark Alyton. If you look him up you will see that his name is held in considerable opprobrium. This has never particularly bothered me, although since childhood I have often thought that one day I would like to find out more about him. I am sure many of us have similar intentions concerning distant ancestors which the lack of time and money ultimately frustrate. I now find myself in the fortunate position of having the money, but not the time to indulge my ambition. At this point you are no doubt feeling somewhat insulted, having gained the impression that I am leading up to requesting that you help me with what is no more than a self-indulgent vanity project. This, I can assure you is not the case! I have recently purchased an item via eBay which I believe at least challenges the accepted historical account of what really took place during the siege of Castle Camberdown in 1228. I do not have the time to follow this through myself, nor I suspect the ability to successfully do so.

If you believe this to be something of interest to you, please name your price and I will make the pitifully small amount of my additional information available to you.

Whatever your decision, please accept my warmest regards and congratulations on your significant contributions to the databank of historical knowledge.

George McLaughlin’

“So, shall I forward this to you, or send a polite reply declining involvement? I know that you are both overrun with work, but for what it's worth, although I am deferring a number of meatier and more prestigious projects because of existing commitments, I think it would give you both a break from the admin work you dislike if you take up a small private project of this nature.”

They briefly locked eyes before Martin spoke into the phone saying “OK, Nik. Please send it across so that we can give it some further thought. We will keep you up to speed with our decision.”

“I could do with a change of routine,” Anna said. “They say to be careful what you wish for and when we started Timewarp Ltd as an independent company, I had visions of hiring ourselves out to various institutions wishing to use outsourced field archaeologists. In a little over two years we have managed to almost entirely avoid field work and contrived to make two massive historical discoveries that have made us very well known on an international level. Admittedly, the good things far outweigh the bad, but the interviews, emails, letter answering, not to mention book writing and invasion of privacy, are things I do resent. Bless Nikki for, as usual, trying to take some of the weight off us - employing her and then giving her shares in the company were two of the wisest things we have ever done. So, let’s take a few hours to see what has made Senator George McLaughlin contact us, shall we?”

Her husband smiled at the outpouring which mirrored his own feelings of boredom. “We could always employ an extra body, but I would rather we left that to Nikki if she thinks it would be of use. Just think, though, Anna, if our original expectations for work had materialised, we would have missed out on an awful lot of excitement” 

“Like shootings, kidnap, you and Colin Burstow picking fights with all and sundry and my boobs and whatever other bits of exposed flesh are available being plastered over magazines and tabloids across the known world.  Did you know that the bloody rag which christened me ‘Anna of Cleavage’ is actually running a survey inviting readers to vote on whether I’ve got a nicer bum than that American singer who calls herself ‘Margee’? Stop laughing you ignorant sod - it’s not bloody funny!” Despite herself she smiled as he ducked the cushion she threw at him and added. “Come on you grinning ape - let’s do a bit of research.”

Two days after his email to Timewarp, George McLaughlin was pleased to see an email from the UK appear in his inbox which on reading, was short and to the point.

Many thanks for your email Senator.

We are finding that fame carries a heavy price in terms of the more mundane work one is obliged to undertake if the rewards are to be earned. Your request comes as a welcome opportunity for us to escape from office routines and look into something which falls within the line of work we seem to have carved out for ourselves. If you would you care to provide the further information you mention, we will see what we can do.

Your very kind comments are greatly appreciated and we hope that we can be of assistance to you.

Kind regards

Anna and Martin Price

He smiled to himself and thought how typical of the Brits. These two, having made two staggering discoveries with a major impact on their country’s history, ‘hope to be of assistance’ on his little personal hobby-horse.

When the return email from America arrived the following day the English couple put it with the fruits of their research and Martin read aloud a summary of the result as his wife listened, ready to correct if necessary. It was a routine which they often employed when researching in tandem.

“One thing about this game is that we are forever learning new things ourselves. Neither of us had ever heard of Castle Camberdown or Sir Mark Alyton and it looks as if back in 1216 he managed to bring his name into considerable disrepute. What little we have discovered is that he was part of the defending force of Castle Camberdown, the remains of which are located in North Devon. He was serving as a man-at-arms under the castle’s owner Sir Jocelyn Walecote. The castle was under siege by the forces of The Duke of Northmere and Sir Mark Alyton volunteered to try and pass through the enemy lines and seek help from Sir Trevelyan de Massie. Because he was unknown to Sir Trevelyan he was given the personal seal of Sir Jocelyn as a means of identifying himself. He set off on his mission and was never seen again. He never made contact with Sir Trevelyan and was not captured or killed by the besieging forces. It was concluded that he had simply volunteered for the mission as a means to get out of the castle and then fled, leaving his comrades in the castle to their fate.

Now, many centuries later, what appears to be the personal seal he was entrusted with turned up on eBay and a rather thin provenance has been produced by the seller. It is part of this background detail which caused George McLaughlin to feel that the discovery of the seal could actually challenge the accepted view of Sir Mark Alyton’s treachery.”

The woman who had listened carefully, stretched like a large blonde cat, and said. “In other words, we haven't got very far at all. It's all to do - as the saying goes.” She looked thoughtful before adding. “It's really the provenance that gives us some chance of finding out a little more. According to the particulars furnished by the eBay seller when he sent the seal to the senator, he has made all provenance available, so there may be a link we can follow up. First of all though, we have the seller himself who runs an antique shop in Greenlyn - near Exeter. I’ve checked out his eBay profile and he has undertaken almost seven thousand deals spanning a period of twelve years. He has a ninety-nine point eight positive feedback score and all the indicators are that he is a perfectly honest trader. I’m sure he is being truthful when he says he bought the seal from a man who walked into his shop with it and asked what it was and whether it was worth anything. He was only interested in the money and was happy to accept £100 for it. Luckily, our antique dealer made a point of obtaining the man’s name and address. He lives in Barnstaple, but there doesn't appear to be a telephone number, so we may have to resort to writing a letter. When the man was asked how he came by the seal he said he found it at the bottom of a box of bric-a-brac he had bought at a boot sale. I've read that the 'boot sale’ is often used as a convenient smoke screen to conceal illicit transactions.”

Martin nodded and said “With Christmas coming up, why don't we launch a pre-emptive strike against your mother? We can combine a visit to Grantfield with a couple of days in the West Country and maybe have Christmas in Sarony with just our friends.”

Anna pulled a face and answered, “When we couldn't find a phone number for the boot sale man I knew we were going to end up in England. If it's the price to pay for not having Mummy around my neck at Christmas then let's do it. Now, I'm tired and fancy turning in.”

As Martin followed her up the curved staircase he asked, “Which paper did you say was running this vote on the attractiveness of your rear end?”

“I didn't say - why do you want to know?”

“Thought I might give you my vote - sort of personal support.” He answered in an innocent tone.

She stopped and half turned as she said, “I know from your tone of voice exactly what kind of personal support is on your mind, Price - that bloody rag doesn't need any encouragement from you. I, on the other hand, do respond to encouragement, so you had better think up some appropriate tactics - breakfast in bed works quite well, I recall!”

Martin phoned Nikki Prendergast the next morning to tell her of the proposed visit to England and was surprised when in a rather hesitant manner she said she had a favour to ask. “You know I don't exactly hit it off too well with my parents, don’t you? Well, it's  Dad's fiftieth and I was thinking I ought to make an effort to see him. They have both had the hump with me since I moved to France and try to say it's my fault because I've changed since starting to mix with you posh types. I think they are just green with envy - they were never that interested in me when was living in England. Soaps on TV and drinks down at The Buccaneer were what was important. Could I hitch a lift with you to Grantfield and........”

“Stay at Orville Terrace,” he finished for her. “Of course - you can stay there whenever you visit Grantfield. It does the place good to be used.”

Two days later, as Anna drove them towards Duclos to collect Nikki, Martin said, “I’ve only now come to realise that although our Nik has an inexhaustible fund of funny stories from her younger days, she has hardly ever referred to her parents. When she asked if she could come over to England and stay at Orville Terrace she seemed uncharacteristically nervous. I got the impression there was something else in the background that she wasn't mentioning. Maybe she will tell you what it is if you do some careful probing - I don't like to see her upset.”

“I'll do what I can.” Anna replied, “Now here we are, so let's get her on board and hope we don't miss the ferry.”

They caught their ferry and arrived at Orville Terrace mid-afternoon. It was noticeable to both Anna and Martin that as the journey progressed, the usually effervescent Nikki became slowly more subdued. They planned to spend four or five days in Grantfield and had booked dinner at a nearby Italian restaurant. In response to some gentle nudging from Anna and with the assistance of a some very good Chianti, Nikki admitted to dreading her visit on the following evening to see her father. 

“I know it's a dreadful thing to say, but I don't like them very much. Once I was into my teens, I took every opportunity I could to get out of the house. I had a boyfriend when I was fourteen and knocked around with the local bikers. I didn't like school and there was no point trying to do homework with the telly on all the time, or Mum getting me to do the housework she couldn't be bothered with. I left school with nothing, but I knew I wasn't stupid, so I got a job at the local biscuit factory and learnt keyboard skills at an evening class. When I saw the receptionist job at Grantfield Uni advertised, I applied, told a pack of lies at the interview and landed it. It was a real step up and meant I was actually mixing with really clever people like you, Anna. 

I tried to act in a more controlled manner and knock the rough edges off the way I spoke. I'm a quick learner, but instead of being happy for me, Mum and Dad thought I was putting on ‘airs and graces’. Together with their cronies they would take the piss, so I managed to find myself a cheap bed-sit and move out. Then you invited me to your wedding and I met JP. Everything has been brilliant ever since. I only told Mum and Dad I was going off to live with JP in France the Saturday before I went. Even then, Dad got the needle while I was telling them because he was missing ‘Strictly Come Dancing’.”

Martin and Anna had sat in silence through the long explanation and before either of them could speak, Nikki added. “But, it's his fiftieth and I can't just ignore it.”

“So, what are your plans for tomorrow, Nik?” Martin asked.

“I said I would give Dad his present at home and then go with them to The Buccaneer for a few drinks. That's what I'm dreading most, because it's a right hole and there will be several of their rotten mates and their families there. One end of the lounge will be cordoned off and Mick, the landlord, is putting on a buffet for them because they are among his best customers. That's easy enough to believe - I reckon they spend all their money in that place.”

Listening to her friend, Anna felt ashamed of how she resented her own mother whose character by contrast to Nikki’s parents seemed a model of virtue. “You aren't planning to stay at your parent's house tomorrow night, are you?” She asked.

“Not likely. I’ll play it by ear and when I've had enough I'll get a cab back to Orville Terrace.” Nikki answered.

“Better still, why not set a time and Martin will come and pick you up?” Anna said and ignored the look of surprise on her husband's face.

Later, as they were preparing for bed, Anna said, “I hope you don’t mind that I’ve volunteered you for taxi duty tomorrow. She was quick to jump at the offer and she can give the impression that it’s pressure of work making her leave early.”

He shook his head. “No, that’s fine. I’ve only ever been to that pub once and that was once too often! She was right - it’s a dump. Do you remember that little rat, McEwan, thinking it was somewhere I frequented, just because I was doing some work on the roads?”

She laughed and said, “At the time I was furious with you for tipping your beer into his lap but looking back I think you acted in quite a restrained manner.”
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Chapter 2 - Caveat Emptor
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“I WAS GOOD, WASN'T I?” The blonde asked as they drove back from her parent’s house. “Almost a whole day in my mother’s company and I didn’t once lose my temper. I have to admit though that on the few occasions I was tempted to snarl I thought about Nikki’s awful parents and bit my tongue. I wonder how Nikki has been finding today? Perhaps it won’t have been quite as awful as she imagined.”

“I will be picking her up in an hour - 8.30 is when we arranged, so I should have time for a coffee before going back out. Do you want to come?”

He answered as they turned into Orville Terrace. “No, but I will make sure to have some snacks and things out for when you get back. I know how hungry you can be in the evenings and if Nikki hasn’t eaten much at the buffet, she will probably fancy something. Why don’t we ask her if she wants to come over to the West Country with us? After seeing that chap at Greenlyn tomorrow we could go on to Barnstaple. I don't think she has made any plans beyond this evening.”

When Martin entered The Buccaneer an hour later, his immediate impression was that it hadn’t changed and was just as tacky as he recalled. Built in the nineteen-seventies it had little character and had always attracted what Anna would have described as ‘a rough crowd’. A long bar faced the entrance and at the left-hand end of the salon was a huddle, mainly of men, watching a football match. Other patrons of all ages were scattered around, either at the small tables, or on the banquettes covered in worn, dark red, velour. The opposite end was slightly larger as it also extended at a right angle alongside the bar and was the part reserved for Len Prendergast’s fiftieth birthday buffet. Drawing near to where a dozen people were sitting on a horseshoe shaped banquette surrounding three sides of a large table, Martin could see Nikki sitting solemn faced between an older woman and a young man with greasy hair whom he judged to be in his late twenties. She looked up and began to rise as he approached; he began to say, “Ready to go, Nik?” but only managed the first word before being cut short by the young man who announced sharply. “She's not ready, come back in half an hour”.

Nikki angrily retorted “I’m ready to go now, Ricky. It's not your decision.” 

A voice from across the table said, “Don't be like that, Nikki. You used to get on famously with Ricky.” 

She started to make her way around to Martin, but the man named Ricky edged forward and blocked her path. “Let her through.” Martin had taken a step or two forward. 

“Go and sit in your cab,” responded Ricky, as the older woman said “‘Ere , I recognise you from somewhere.” 

Martin ignored her and said to the man “I told you to let her through.” 

“Told me? Told Me? Who the bleedin’ ‘ell do you think you are?” He got to his feet and stepping forward made the grave mistake of placing his hand on Martin's chest. 

Martin grabbed the offending extremity and then, as his fingers were bent backwards, while his wrist was held in a grip of steel, the pain Ricky experienced was ferocious. He cried out in anger and fear but was forced to his knees as Martin slowly dropped into a crouching position and softly said, “I can break your fingers one by one, or you can apologise to Nikki - make your choice, now.”

“S-sorry, Nikki.” 

“Good man.” 

By this time Nikki had made her escape and was standing alongside Martin who slowly raised himself along with his captive. Still gripping the hand in a vice-like hold, he said. “Now, apart from this happy gathering, our little disagreement hasn't been noticed. I suggest we keep it that way and you resume your seat. Nikki and I will be leaving now - if you come after us, I will put you in hospital, understand?” 

The grey eyes carried greater menace than the deceptively gentle delivery of the words and a shaken, pale faced, Ricky, nodded and with his hand released, backed away and resumed his place on the banquette. 

“So you're off to join your posh friends, my girl?” Nikki’s mother raised voice carried an accusatory, challenging tone. Pleased with herself, she added. “Being on telly has given you ideas.” She stared belligerently at her daughter and jutted out her chin as if daring her to respond.

It was Martin who accepted the challenge and replied, “She didn't need ideas - just a bit of encouragement, Mrs Prendergast. She’s got more brains than you think. I can't imagine where she gets them from.”

“You’ve no call to speak like that to my wife. None of your business Mr High and Mighty -Nikki’s our daughter.” Len plaintively tried to impose his authority. 

The scornful look was accompanied by the dismissive reply. “I know she’s your daughter - she has my deepest sympathy on that score. Come on, Nik, let's get going.”

The other people at the table had been caught completely by surprise at the treatment meted out to Ricky. They were mainly middle aged and only one of the men spoke up in support of Len. “You need to watch yourself.” 

Martin stopped and turned towards the speaker - Nikki saw the look of apprehension appear on her Uncle Brian’s face. 

“No, I don't think I do!” The six words were sufficient. He wrapped an arm firmly around the slim young woman and they made a quiet exit. The rest of the pub clientele remained blissfully unaware of the minor drama that had been played out around the far corner of the bar. 

Once in the car Nikki said, “I'm sorry, Martin. I'd watched the time and told them I would be leaving ten minutes before you arrived. They just kept saying things like ‘You don't  want to go yet’ and ‘Time for another round.’ Just ignoring me - as if I was some brain-dead nonentity. Nothing has changed. Sorry you had to get involved, I feel really embarrassed.” 

He thought she was about to cry and said. “Don't keep apologising, Nik. You aren't the one at fault. I'm happy to help and hope I wasn't too rude to your parents.” 

She shook her head and as they turned onto the main road said, “Dad's all wind and water. Just a loudmouthed bully and Mum's just plain thick. They deserved a lot more than you gave them, like that creep Ricky - I was hoping you were going to flatten him, he'd been coming on strong to me all evening even though I said was engaged to JP. They all knew that, but none of them tried to stick up for me. Never could stand Ricky when we were at school and he’s just got greasier and more revolting with age.”

He glanced sideways at the downcast young woman but said no more and concentrated on driving them home.

“All OK?” Anna smiled as they entered the living room. 

Anticipating fireworks if Anna knew of Martin's confrontation with Ricky, Nikki saw her chance to repay her rescuer and answered first. “Boring as expected. Martin was bang on time and it was a relief to get away”  She grinned up at him and winked - the books were being balanced.

The invitation to accompany her friends for the next couple of days was eagerly accepted and Nikki was noticeably back to her normal bubbly best as she sat in the back of the Land Rover. “What's the name of the bloke we are going to see, Anna?” She asked.  

“Maurice Cole - he runs an antique shop in Greenlyn.”

It took them almost four hours to reach the village and find that Cole Antiques was located on the main street between a butchers and a florists. It was a small shop, but on entering they saw that it was filled with all manner of items from furniture to trays of once-loved pieces of cheap jewellery. Behind the counter hung a large wall sign stating that further stock could be found in the basement accompanied by a red arrow pointing at an angle towards a staircase in the right-hand corner. A tall, rather pale looking man looked at them with interest from behind the counter and exclaimed,

“My word, a veritable crowd!”

“Mr Cole, my name is Martin Price, and this is Anna, my wife and our associate Nikki Prendergast - we spoke earlier on the phone. We are on our way to see Jacob Smethurst who sold you the thirteenth century seal and hope you don't mind us looking in on our way past?”

With a shake of his head the man extended his hand, saying. “It's a pleasure to meet you all, Mr Price - I watched the recent programme about St Edward’s Crown. Quite remarkable. But how may I help?”

“I wondered if you would mind going over the whole matter of the seal again? The buyer believes it to be an integral part of his family history and being based in the United States asked us to see if we could trace any further information about where the object has been for the past centuries since it's last recorded sighting in 1216. As we were on our way to Greenlyn, I thought it was a good opportunity to hear it first hand, hence my phone call.”

“I'm happy to help, Mr Price. It isn't very often I have the chance to gloat over such a profitable deal. I thought I might be lucky to sell for around £200 which, having paid £100, would represent a decent bit of business. I was totally staggered when it was bought for many times that sum, but I digress. It is not unusual for people to occasionally walk in off the street and ask if a particular item they have with them is of value. Although if you look around up here and downstairs you will see a great many items for sale, they are not all mine. I also ‘showcase’ antiques and collectibles owned by other dealers in my shop, for which they pay me a small rent. Within this small area we are quite well known, particularly for old furniture and so this chap Jacob Smethurst wandering in with the medieval seal was really no great surprise. Old personal seals are not as uncommon as you may think and despite being hundreds of years old, they are not particularly valuable. Unless, of course, belonging to a famous person or there is a strong family connection to the buyer. This is what I find rather strange about the sale.”

“The connection to the buyer, you mean?” Anna interrupted the man.

“Not exactly, Mrs Price. As you may know, on eBay it is possible to lodge in advance a maximum bid against a sale item, with that maximum never being reached. This, I think, was what George McLaughlin did. He must have set a maximum of at least $1,800, possibly more. Now, if there had been no other bid the seal would have been sold for its advertised basic auction price of £150 which translates to around $200. No great surprise there, but it’s what happened with the other bidder which makes me say the sale was strange. Whoever it was came in very late with a bid of $800 which, like the McLaughlin bid, was considerably more than my asking price. Even so, the Mclaughlin bid automatically reacted and outbid the newcomer, who then bid $850 with the same result. The overbidding and counter bidding  went on until the auction time ran out and the sale completed at $1,800 in favour of McLaughlin.”

“Isn’t that a fairly usual pattern, Mr Cole?” Anna asked.

“It’s not unusual, except that the item being auctioned just wasn’t worth those high figures. I’ve dealt quite extensively on eBay over the years and it’s possible to identify certain types of behaviour. In this case I believe the underbidder was keeping tabs on the sale, deliberately not disclosing interest and with only one bid registered and the basic sale price unmoving, he or she, went in late in the day with what they thought was a ‘killer’ bid of $800 - thinking four times the basic asking price would ensure success. Then, shock, horror, dismay - saw it immediately trumped by the bid in place. Panic set in and the bid was frantically upped in the short time remaining but was automatically capped each time until the auction closed at $1,800 with the McLaughlin bid still ahead. What is odd, is the fact that two presumably unconnected buyers should both register interest in the item to the extent of bidding what was, quite frankly, unrealistic money, when the object was of no great intrinsic value. If, as you say, the McLaughlin interest was because of family ties, then I accept true value is often outweighed by the personal factor. But what motivated the underbidder? Did he also have some form of family connection, or does that stretch credibility too far?”

There was silence as the three visitors mulled over the antique dealer’s words, until he added. “In
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