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Prologue
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LT. COL. FRANCIS THORNICROFT studied the man sitting on the opposite side of the desk. They had met only once before, but were unlikely to do so a third time. The tape which crisscrossed the second-floor windows of his office, cut down on natural light to a surprising degree and made it desirable for him to employ the use of the table lamp at his right elbow. The man was black haired, handsome in a continental fashion and to the intelligence officer’s irritation, lounged rather than sat correctly in the guest chair. Even the way he smoked his cigarette was irritating - elegantly held, in what Thornicroft considered an almost effeminate manner, between two fingers, as if he was occupying a stool in a cocktail bar. The smoke from the cigarette curled slowly upwards as with an almost haughty expression the dark eyes flickered across the army uniform before returning to the folder which lay on the desk between them. The silence was broken only by the murmur of traffic from the London street below, until the words which could help to shorten the war in Europe were uttered.

“Goldfinch has the green light.” Thornicroft’s clipped tones bridged the distance between the two men.

“When?” The insolent manner in which the question was delivered, noticeably without the word ‘sir’ added a further element to the antipathy growing in Thornicroft's mind. He opened the folder and made a show of deep interest in its contents, although he knew perfectly well what they revealed. 

The man's name was Gregory Mostet and he was the only child resulting from the marriage thirty-two years earlier between his English mother and French father. Both parents had died during the German blitzkrieg which swept through the town of Esquelbecq. At his mother’s insistence the young Gregory had received an English education until the age of twelve and then entered the French school system. A combination of his education and the native languages of both parents being spoken at home ensured an ability to speak both English and French with equal fluency. In the face of the German advance he had fled, along with the remnants of his unit, as the panzers pushed inexorably towards the coast, and found himself on the beaches of Dunkirk amidst the battered soldiery that had once formed the British Expeditionary Force. The short trip across the channel had led to him being unceremoniously dumped, together with a platoon of Royal Engineers, on Newhaven beach. 

When undergoing interrogation to eliminate the possibility of him being an enemy agent, his bilingual ability was noted. From that moment he had been scooped up by the British Intelligence Service and spent the next two years as a communications operative - transmitting to and decoding messages from Allied agents in France and Belgium. It was an altogether more comfortable existence than life as an ordinary soldier in either De Gaulle's Free French force or the British army and it was with some dismay that he had been notified of the hazardous change about to take place in his life.

It had become known via one of the agents based in France, from messages handled by Mostet himself, that a German general named Wolfgang Stieglitz, whose Panzergrenadier Company HQ was established at Château Dirac, had become over fond of his lifestyle in the occupied country. He enjoyed indulging his expensive tastes in women, drink, and whatever he managed to appropriate from the château itself and the surrounding area. Word had it that he had also managed to run up extensive gambling debts when attending the monthly staff meetings at which he played cards with his fellow Wehrmacht officers. Stieglitz was an efficient leader of men, but a poor card player and even poorer at picking bed mates whose allegiances were not to the Fatherland.

Château Dirac dominated the village of Dirac which in turn lay less than two hundred kilometres from the town in which Gregory Mostet had been born and raised. Tentative feelers were extended and it was intimated that General Stieglitz could possibly be bought. The tide of war had slowly begun to turn following Hitler’s decision to launch Operation Barbarossa and astute commander that he was, Stieglitz had no wish to lead his men into the meat grinder that was the Russian front. Spain with its sunshine and warmth was a far more attractive proposition; he frequently mused on the seemingly unachievable prospect of a quiet retirement - a little place such as Capella with its senoritas and wine would suit him very well.

Thornicroft closed the file and asked, “Are you ready?”

A barely discernible nod indicated assent. The alternative would have been transfer to an infantry regiment.

“Very well. We have had to accelerate our plans because word has filtered through that Stieglitz may be on the verge of a transfer to Berlin and could be asked to attend a number of highly important meetings in coming months - some of which will undoubtedly concern the effect of the attack on Russia. We would dearly like to know exactly what will be discussed. Details of your new identity will be with you no later than tomorrow evening and you will be flown to the Resistance in Dirac at the end of this week. If all goes well you could be back here within a week or two. In the event of capture, your cover story is that you baled out of your plane when it's engine began to misfire, but once you had jumped you heard the engine notes steady and saw the unmanned machine​ fly on towards the coast. It should be sufficient to avoid them shooting you as a spy! Good luck”

They shook hands and Thornicroft watched as the door closed behind Mostet. If Operation Goldfinch succeeded, the Allies would have an unrivalled source of information in the form of the German general. The agent was to establish direct contact with the Resistance, satisfy himself that everything was secure and handover the bribe. A significant sum in the form of diamonds would accompany Mostet to France. It was then to be held by the French Resistance and paid over in regular instalments on instructions transmitted from London. The quality of the intelligence provided by Stieglitz would be evaluated and a payment approved if it met expectations. If the first twelve months ran successfully then a second fund would be sent over to finance a further twelve months. It was expected that Mostet would spend no more than ten days in occupied France before returning to Britain. He would then provide the London side of the operation as the liaison operative responsible for the flow of Goldfinch intelligence.

Four days later, a Westland Lysander took off from RAF Ridgeworth in the southeast of England with an RAF officer seated in the only passenger place available. The night was placid with cloudy patches allowing very little moonlight to assist observers on the ground, but sufficient to make a fairly routine mission reasonably straightforward. The pilot arrived on schedule over the patch of farmland and quickly commenced his descent towards the guiding light blinking on and off below. The plane trundled the length of the field before turning one hundred and eighty degrees and coming to a halt with the propeller still turning. A lone figure descended and had barely moved clear of the tail-plane as the Lysander slid forward and was soon disappearing into the night sky.

Mostet hesitated as his eyes became used to the darkness and the strong smell of lavender in which the field was covered. After several seconds a movement drew his attention as a figure detached itself from the background of trees marking the southern perimeter. To his relief he saw the oncoming figure resolve itself into that of a young woman wearing a dark trench coat. When still several yards apart they exchanged codewords and she did no more than beckon him to follow as she turned on her heel and trotted back towards the welcome cover of the trees. He broke into an easy run to catch her up.

British Intelligence never heard of Gregory Mostet again. He disappeared completely. It was as if he had never existed.
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Chapter 1 – The English Connection
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THE SARONY SUMMER FAIR had proved as popular as ever. In 2015 it had witnessed the official confirmation of what had been common knowledge for almost two months. This was the appearance of Monique Lascelles and Kev Johnstone as guests at the château, with Monique now sporting a large engagement ring on her left hand. Kev, for his part, wore a very large smile and caused considerable good-natured hilarity amongst the villagers as he valiantly attempted to communicate simple pleasantries in the language of his newly adopted country.

The proceedings were wound up at eleven and by the time the grounds of Château Sarony had emptied, Anna and Martin Price together with their friends Nikki Prendergast and Jean-Paul Ricard, were to be found lounging on top of the front steps. The warm air encouraged the enjoyment of their alfresco supper which consisted of whatever cold fare Anna had cobbled together. Nikki's infectious giggling and laughing, together with the inevitable glasses of champagne ensured that despite a long day the quartet were fully awake; conversation rippled between them as if the evening had only just begun. An almost full moon and the background orchestral endeavours of the insect population cast an aura of contented tranquillity over the final hour of a happy day.

“I was hoping Monique and Kev would stay tonight as well,” said Anna from her position seated against one of the pillars.

“I think they both enjoyed staying last night, but the novelty of each other’s company is still the main attraction.” Martin replied, before adding “Has any interesting work come in recently, Nik?”

The young English woman shook her head “Plenty of correspondence, but nothing that would be of immediate interest. Didn’t you say that the Professor had mentioned something to you a few weeks ago?”

“I’d forgotten about that, what with the Summer Fair following so quickly after our French football star project. If you’ve nothing lined up for us I’ll give Smiffy a call and see if he still wants us to take a look. It may be that a trip to Grantfield will mean we can also look in on my esteemed in-laws as well.” He raised an eyebrow and grinned as there came a predictable groan from his wife. 

“It’s a lovely evening and you have to spoil it by mentioning my bloody mother. You’ve no consideration for my feelings, Price.”

JP was sitting alongside Martin on the top step and cast a thoughtful look at Anna. “I have to go to the USA for three weeks on a training course. Unless she is needed here, could my Nikki accompany you?  She said recently that a friend of hers had been in touch and she would like to see her?”

He looked at Nikki who nodded and said. “I was going to say that I would like a few days off soon - would that be possible? There is a bit of a lull on the work front at present. If anything urgent comes in I can probably keep it on ice from England – it’s not as if communications are difficult.” 

“Not a problem,” answered Anna. “You can stay at the house in Grantfield with us if you wish.”

“Brilliant! That would work perfectly. My friend is now working in my old job on reception and I was thinking I could look in on my parents and also say ‘hello’ to the Professor while I was there.”

“I am sure the Professor will be pleased to see you, he has asked after you more than once.” Martin said.

The ’Professor’ referred to was Professor Hubert Smithson-Hunt, head of the Grantfield University History and Archaeology faculty, at which Anna had once worked. In addition to also being a long-time friend of Martin and his family he knew Nikki from her time on the reception desk.  

“Does your friend also live in Grantfield?”

“Yes, she's bought herself a small flat on the edge of town. She’s a North Londoner who is a couple of years older than me and decided to try for a quieter life outside London. Her name is Jan Brules. We have a couple of girlie evenings-out planned, together with visits to one or two of my old haunts.”

Seeing the alarmed look which passed across JP’s face at Nikki’s mention of evenings out, Martin said. “Why not invite her to stay over at Orville Terrace, Nik? The house is more than adequate for all of us and could do with a bit of life in it, although I’m not sure how JP will feel at the thought of you two girls hitting the high spots while he is in the States.” He grinned at JP who looked at Nikki as he said, 

“I am sure you and Anna will be able to look after them, Mon Ami.”

“Well I can always get Anna to go along with them as the older, more matronly, chaperone” chuckled Martin.

The blonde, who was in the process of refreshing the champagne supplies glared and responded with, “You bastard, Price. If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m busy with this champagne bottle, I would boot you down the steps.”

The next day Martin contacted the Professor and five days later, as JP sat at thirty thousand feet above the Atlantic, the black Land Rover was waiting to disembark at Dover and enter the hectic world of the English road system. As the ferry doors began to open, Anna suddenly burst out laughing and in response to the looks of surprise from her companions, explained. “Martin. That first time in 2013 on the ferry, that revolting woman told you to get a ‘proper set of wheels’ - remember? I wish the old bag could see us now.” As they trundled down the exit ramp she explained to Nikki the nightmare journey when she had first visited France in the company of the man who was now her husband. Nikki’s eyes widened at the description of the fight in Calais as she remarked. “Wish I’d been there” and ignored Anna’s mildly disapproving look.

“What did you say the name of your friend is, Nik?” 

“Her name’s Jan - Jan Brules. I said we would meet her at the bus station on our way through. She said she liked the idea of staying at Orville Terrace and as she doesn't drive she’s packed a case for her few nights. The house is also a lot nearer to the university.

“Her name sounds French.”

“Maybe it is, but she’s as English as I am. Born and bred in London I believe.”

They didn't spot her at first when they drew up outside Grantfield Bus Station, because they were looking for a woman on her own. It was Nikki who caught a glimpse of the fair hair and the petite figure partly obscured by two taller youths. The bus station was the modern open-air style with its several lanes divided by paved walkways. It was largely deserted apart from an elderly couple waiting hopefully two lanes away from the group of three. As they watched they could see that an argument of some sort was in progress as the girl shook her head several times and at one point angrily snatched her arm away as an unwelcome hand was placed upon it. By the time Anna and Nikki thought to make a comment, Martin was striding past the bonnet of the Land Rover and closing rapidly with the trio on the pavement. As he arrived he heard one of the youths say, “Come on darlin’, you can spare a tenner,” as he made to reach for the girl's handbag. 

“Go away - now!” His voice cut into the scene as effectively as a sharp knife and the two teenagers turned in the direction of the unexpected voice. The taller of the youths took a step towards Martin with his fists clenched and what he clearly thought was an intimidating expression on his face. “You stay out of.......” The sentence was never finished because he was grabbed by his shirtfront, swung in a half circle and propelled with exceptional force into his open-mouthed companion. Both tumbled to the ground as Martin said to the girl. “I'm Martin, Nikki's over there in the black Land Rover. I'll bring your case.” She nodded and hurried in the direction indicated, as the two muggers were scrambling to their feet. Martin stood his ground facing them and said, “Leave it now, lads. No point getting yourselves hurt.” 

Any response was forestalled by the police car which pulled into the station. The two youths made a rapid exit and Martin's assurance that there was nothing serious to concern the police resulted in his speedy return to the car. He saw Anna looking at him and said, “They were only young, but picking on a woman alone is particularly nasty, so I gave them a shove.”

“Thank you, Martin.” Jan said. “Nikki told me you and Anna were interesting people to know. I've read quite a lot about you both, but I didn't think archaeologists were also action men.”

“And women” he replied, before adding mischievously “Don't forget, I've got the famous Warrior Queen herself beside me.”

The remark earned him a venomous look from his wife, but Jan was none the worse for her eventful introduction to them and was soon deep in conversation with Nikki as they made their way to the house in Orville Terrace.

Dinner was a relaxed affair during which they found out a little more about Jan. She was a Londoner as Nikki had said, having been born brought up in Mackenzie Road, North London - ‘not very far from Pentonville Prison’, she laughed. Now in her mid-twenties and unattached she had opted to leave London and despite the ever-rising price of property, managed to buy a small flat in Grantfield. Having originally met on holiday, they had stayed in touch and when Nikki heard that the Grantfield University receptionist job was coming free, she tipped her off and emailed the Professor to say that she could recommend her friend. As she had for some years worked as a receptionist for an accountancy firm in Clerkenwell, it had all worked out very well. “I've been finding Grantfield very quiet after London and love it at the university. I've taken a couple of days holiday, so there will be a temp on the desk tomorrow. I’m still making friends here and so having a day or two with Nikki at your house will be a nice change.”

“Familiar territory” murmured Anna as they walked towards the university reception desk the next morning. Familiar, maybe, but word had got around that they were coming to see the Professor. Instead of what had once been the ability to pass relatively unnoticed through the building, it was clear from the number of heads which turned, that times had changed. At one time it was just Anna’s shapely form that would have attracted attention - mainly from some of the male population, but now they were conscious of whispers and intensive study as they approached the desk. Martin was about to announce their names, but found himself forestalled by the obviously nervous receptionist, who said. “Mr & Mrs Price - it's a pleasure to meet you. The Professor is expecting you and said you should go straight up.” They did as instructed and were soon seated on a settee in the Professor's study. Greetings were exchanged and traditional insults traded between the men. When Martin finally 

said “Come on then, Smiffy. What's in this letter your friend sent you?” Anna experienced a strange sense of déjà vu and mentally travelled back two years to the uncomfortable meeting at which she was invited to join Martin Price on his research trip to a place called Sarony.

The large man sitting opposite gazed at the younger couple and replied. “If you are sitting comfortably, dear boy, I’ll begin.” He peered at the paper leaves in his hand and started to read aloud.

Dear Hubie

Long time no speak! How many years since you moved from being one of my brightest students and up the greasy pole to a professorship? I recall you were friends with Armand Furneaux and that he had a stepson by the name of Martin Price. That would be the same chap who featured heavily in the Considine and Boudica revelations, I presume. Lucky chap is married to whom the more scurrilous rags have dubbed The Warrior Queen. Imaginative use of plate armour in those pictures of her, although I suspect newspaper editing was responsible. I digress, however, as the reason for this lengthy missive is something I saw advertised recently on the box. It came as a bit of a shock, I can tell you, but I had better start at the beginning. 

Back in the late nineteen-forties I worked for a time in our Intelligence Service and became involved with reviewing and reclassifying/declassifying various wartime operations. Contrary to popular opinion there was an effort made to roll back as many file restrictions as possible. This was because it is frankly a pain in the arse keeping stuff unnecessarily under wraps for years on end. Now, although I gained access to dozens of files, most of the details were mundane and have long since been forgotten. One or two were, however, sufficiently interesting or unusual to stick in the old memory banks.”

At this point the Professor broke off and said to Anna “Sorry about the 'Warrior Queen’ reference, but he is getting on and does tend to ramble,” before returning to the contents of the letter.

“One of the files was codenamed Operation Goldfinch and referred to an agent being sent into France during 1942. It was what can only be described as an expensive cock-up from start to finish. Expensive in the financial sense because the agent, a man by the name of Mostet was responsible for transporting a quantity of diamonds to the French Resistance and overseeing their use as a bribe for a German general. For some reason the final stages of the exercise were rushed and the provision of a fake identity for the agent, who was actually a French national, was bungled. It seems that they used the identity of an authentic person who had won the MC, but had died whilst on active service. I clearly recall the name of the deceased officer as Flight Lieutenant Robert Blyton - same surname as the famous children's novelist. However, having packed this poor chap off to enemy occupied France, it was found that the real Robert Blyton had not died, but was listed as having been taken prisoner and was in fact in a German POW camp. So, if the agent was captured, which was quite possible, then it wouldn't have taken the Gestapo long to realise that they had two men with the same identity on their hands. That in turn meant that if the agent was then put through it by the Gestapo, there was the possibility of the French Resistance cell being penetrated and the German general identified. It was a complete shambles, but luck was on our side. Although the resistance cell he joined up with was rounded up and its members executed after he had been with them for only a short time, the agent was not amongst them. I believe that a pre-existing valued source of information was also lost at the time and so the overall outcome of the escapade was very much a negative one. I recommended declassification, but this was overruled. That decision surprised me because although the diamonds were worth a good deal we weren't talking millions and so I assumed that someone with egg on his face was pulling strings.

You will by now be wondering why I am going to the trouble of telling you about what is a minor affair of no great consequence. The reason is that I happened to read a news snippet about that popular TV programme where people turn up at a stately home and get their antique or unusual possessions valued. They hinted that one of their recently aired programmes featured the valuation of medals, letters, photos and other memorabilia relating to a certain Flight Lieutenant Robert Blyton MC. Nothing very unusual about that except that the programme's producers said that they had been contacted by someone in France who stated that the items shown could not be authentic as their family possessed his MC. It was claimed that Blyton had baled out from his plane and been rescued by the Resistance who then provided him with a false identity which took him through the rest of the war. He then reverted to his real identity of Blyton, but remained in France for the rest of his life having taken French citizenship. As you can see, this bears a passing resemblance to the facts as I recall them and suddenly raises the question of what happened to the agent in 1942.”

A further pause enabled Martin to say, “I bet that upset the English family.”

The Professor nodded and said. “It clearly caused a stir and if you will kindly shut up, I will finish the story. You always were an irritating student.” Without waiting for a response, he looked back down at the letter.

“Now, it seems clear to me that the French intervention must provide the first clue for decades as to what became of the agent once he landed in France. The TV company know nothing of this background story of course and so they were advertising the fact that on a scheduled broadcast from a French venue they have invited both families to meet, tell their stories, and resolve the puzzle. I appreciate that this is only a minor matter, but I'm now too long in the tooth to become involved and there may be a very simple explanation. As your friends live in France and not a million miles from where the programme is to be set, I wondered if they would be interested enough to look in and quietly see if they can obtain a little more information on what happened. It has always intrigued me.

Yours ever

Horace Birkenshaw

Having sat in silence throughout the reading, much as she had during lessons at school, it was Anna who commented next. “We haven't anything particularly pressing on hand and I think it would do us good to look at what is quite a low-key affair. I also have the feeling that you would like us to oblige your old friend. Am I correct, Professor?”

“Brains and beauty - how did you ever end up marrying this rascal, Anna? I blame myself of course, but yes, you are right. He's a dear old chap and if you have the time, then I would appreciate it. I understand that the TV event is due to take place in a week’s time.”

The blonde head turned towards her companion who nodded and answered. “OK, Smiffy, consider it a yes. Will you email us a copy of your friend’s letter and warn him that he may hear from us?”

As they walked back through the building Martin slipped his arm around his wife's waist and said. “You don't mind it being another project that only just qualifies as history then?”

She was about to answer as they reached the automatic main doors when they opened and a familiar figure strode through and almost bumped into Martin. The sight of the mop of red hair jolted her as she recognised Rod McEwan. For a second both parties hesitated until without making eye contact the Scot walked around them and without any acknowledgement continued through the atrium towards the lift.

“Charming as ever!” Martin commented.

She shrugged. “I still feel my stomach churn when I see him, but an awful lot has changed this past two and a half years.”

“Particularly following your public demolition of him at the Boudica press conference. Come on, let's see what Nikki and Jan are up to and fix up to visit your parents. I can take the opportunity to tap into Gordon's knowledge of World War Two.”

The latter suggestion earned him a dark look from his wife, but nonetheless several hours later found them entering the Freemont residence on the edge of Grantfield. Anna was immediately buttonholed by her mother and taken on a tour of the immaculately kept garden. Gordon Freemont handed Martin a glass of beer and asked. “How are things in Sarony? Everyone well, I trust?”

His guest was fully aware of the underlying reason for the question and answered as carefully as he could. “More than well, Gordon. You remember the chap who was staying with us when you were over a couple of months ago?”

“You mean Kev - the biker chap?”

“Uh-huh. Well, he not only pitched in and helped us with that missing footballer enquiry, but he and Monique have fallen very heavily for each other and are now officially engaged. He's bought a business in Colmierre and is moving to France lock, stock and barrel.”

He fancied he saw a tightening of his father-in-law's lips, before he looked keenly at Martin and said. “Th-that’s excellent news. She's a lovely woman, please tell her that I am very happy for her.” There was almost a pleading quality to the request and Martin hoped that he had conveyed Monique's new status as gently as possible. He nodded and moved quickly onto less tricky ground. 

“I remember you saying last year that as a young man you studied World War Two. I realise it's a huge subject, but we are just about to look at something for an old friend of Smiffy’s. Two families each claim to own the Military Cross awarded to a soldier in the last war. Is that possible?”

The older man drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair as he gazed into the distance. “Hmm. If we discount the fact that one could simply be a copy, you mean?”

“I'm pretty certain that avenue has already been explored, so would it be possible for two authentic medals to exist, Gordon?”

“The Medals Office would be the best authority to answer that question, but I suspect they would be reluctant to cite the specific circumstances which might lead to the duplication of an award.”

“So, in your opinion it would be possible.”

“Yes, in certain circumstances.”
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Chapter 2 – Women
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“TAKE THAT SYMBOL OF oppression out of my sight.” The speaker half turned and gazed out over the city which was so far removed from the environment he had enjoyed as a child. How had it come to this? His cause was honourable - wholly justifiable on both a spiritual and temporal level. Regardless of his own conviction that his zeal would be rewarded in the afterlife, he knew, deep down, that history would render a harsher verdict on his role. The thought bothered him, despite knowing that personal aggrandisement was not his driving force. One overblown Godless regime was not going to be replicated by its successor after all the years of sacrifice, bloodletting and division. His introspection was so deep that the words coming from the only other occupant of the chamber barely filtered through to him. He suddenly swung around and with a raised voice said, “Are you questioning my orders?” Without waiting for a reply, he shouted. “Get rid of it - it should have gone with the rest of the pointless trappings that have so delighted our erstwhile rulers. Send it the same way as the rest, but get it out of my sight, now!”

The sound of his voice had carried beyond the open door of the chamber into the corridor beyond and was immediately recognisable to a woman passing through at that moment. The fuming official strode past her with the object of Cromwell’s disdain dangling negligently from one hand. She recognised it for what it was and stared in awe as it was carried out of her sight. Her presence was not in any way unusual as her duty was to supervise the servants charged with cleaning the private chambers. In common with many families, her own had experienced division and discord when the conflict between the King and Parliament erupted. Her loyalty to her husband, who served in the Parliamentary bodyguard, was matched only by her loyalty to the monarchy - a fact which she had successfully suppressed during her seven years of marriage. This had been particularly important as it was well known that her parents and siblings all favoured the Royalist cause. Any intimation that she may also harbour such feelings would have been a considerable impediment to her husband’s position. A disloyal wife was a danger to more than simply his status - short shrift was given to traitors in what were still troubled times.

The elder of her two brothers had served throughout the civil wars under Prince Rupert, but with her husband a staunch supporter of Parliament and a serving officer in Cromwell's bodyguard, she had led a careful life of divided loyalties. Throughout the hostilities she had maintained a clandestine line of communication via her younger sibling which to date had never strayed beyond the bounds of personal and family matters. Now, for the first time, she realised that she could pass information of a non-military nature that would harm neither her family nor her husband and at the same time honour her loyalty to both her brother and the monarchy after years of lip service to her husband’s ideals. Following the execution of the King, a few Royalist bands were still at large and her elder brother was part of one such group which had stationed itself close by the town of Bromley in Kent. A family friend was a regular visitor to a local street market in London and via her younger brother it was a simple matter for her information to be passed to him. The wonderful item was destined to be destroyed merely to satisfy blind fanatical prejudice and her duty was clear. Unfortunately, when her husband made the late decision to lead the escort himself, it was impossible to change the course of events then destined to unfold.

The small escort party had left the stifling atmosphere of London and passed over the welcoming and fresh-smelling country area of Blackheath. Once clear of the city they had been able to relax. There was no deadline or timetable for their mission - they had been told to get their charge out of London and deliver it for destruction to a trusted name and address deep in Kent. Since time immemorial, soldiers have welcomed any opportunity to enjoy a period free of the constraints imposed within the rigid structure of an army barracks and the escort trio were determined to take advantage of their commission. Kent in late summer was an attractive county and they were almost at the town which would provide their overnight accommodation. With no great urgency to their mission the veterans of years of hard, bloody warfare proceeded along the country lane almost at walking pace as they conversed between themselves. 

The ambush worked perfectly and took the three members of the Parliamentary bodyguard completely by surprise in the late evening just outside Bromley. A volley of pistol shots from assailants hidden by the bushes alongside the road accounted for two of them as they dropped from their saddles without a sound. The leader of the party found himself swiftly hemmed in by four horsemen and was run through when still in the act of drawing his heavy cavalry sword. It was with a deep sense of shock that he recognised his killer as the life swiftly ebbed from his body. Disposing of the bodies was an easy matter and they were buried without markers on the estate of the sympathiser who afforded the renegades shelter. For many, it was the execution of the King which had proved a step too far, even though they were to the outside world sympathetic to the Parliamentary cause.

There were no witnesses to the massacre. They men of the escort disappeared without trace - never to be heard of again. The news of the failure of the trio to arrive where expected was not received by the seat of government in London for almost six days. That length of time was more than sufficient for two horsemen to travel from Bromley to the port of Dover and embark aboard a small merchant vessel bound for France. In the capital, a decision was made to say nothing other than to regard the disappearance of an officer and two troopers as a matter of desertion. As a further precaution the wife of the officer and her younger brother were quietly arrested and executed.

Three hundred and sixty-six years later a black Land Rover had just completed a similar journey and disembarked on French soil, much to the delight of the pony-tailed blonde occupying the front passenger seat. “Do you want the good news, the very good news, or the merely average news, my husband?”

“Start with the worst and work up” grunted Martin as he took the slip road to the autoroute.

“Ok! The average news is that an erstwhile suitor of mine by the name of Timothy Lakeland-Cole may stop off at Auberge Fleurie thanks to my mother gossiping with his mother who is a member of the same coven. The good news is that I managed to avoid being rude to my mother during our mercifully brief visit, but the very best news is that we will be back in Sarony in just a few hours. I also think it was very kind of you to let Nikki stay on at the house with Jan for a couple of days.”

He laughed and said “With no visitors, Nikki in Grantfield and two days before we look in on that antiques programme event, we will be able to undertake a little research on Smiffy’s conundrum. Any bright ideas on how to utilise the plentiful leisure time?”

She wriggled contentedly in the leather upholstery and answered. “I suppose I could think of one or two - and that was not an invitation to put your hand on my knee. At least not yet!”

The research was not very arduous so far as the question of duplicate medals was concerned. “Your father was quite correct.” Martin said as he sat back in his chair. “There are circumstances which could result in two genuine identical medals being in existence at the same time. It never occurred to me that such a thing could be possible.”

“Have you got any medals?” She sprung the question on him although she knew from a comment made to her in Lincolnshire a year earlier that he had.

“I've got the usual ones” he answered carelessly.

“I was thinking of the unusual ones.” She responded.

“Nothing as impressive as an award from the US Marine Corps. “Now, as we are off to Château Beauvoir tomorrow, why don't we turn in early?”

She sighed and stood up. “I suppose I have to indulge your baser inclinations once in a while.”

“Once in a while? Has rationing suddenly been introduced?”

“No, it's just that at your age - Ooh! Ow! - Ok, you brute. I'll get the
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