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Also By Dan Canwell

Prologue - Frankfurt am Main April 1917

An early morning mist obscured the short, anonymous-looking train standing at one of the outer platforms of the large station. The steam rising from the dirty black locomotive mixed with the weather to obscure the group of men who were nervously standing and waiting. Radek, the Austrian, his head bent low as if listening intently, was trying to engage his companion in his usual, earnest conversation. Vladimir Ilych Lenin was only half listening; he was a man who looked as if he were once neat and tidy, dressed in a suit that could barely be called that with its cuffs and trousers frayed and clearly darned and repaired many times over. The sturdy boots he wore were scuffed, the brown leather cracked and worn. Lenin’s keen and alert eyes however missed nothing, and the reason he was only half listening to Radek, a man for whom he had great respect, was that he was carefully watching the activity at the end of the platform through the thinning mist. What he saw was the fulfilment of years of dreams, of plans and the realisation of hope.

The Austrian, noticing that his companion was distracted, also looked in the same direction and nodded in understanding as he moved away, realising that Lenin’s attention was elsewhere. At the far end of the platform was another man who, unlike his revolutionary acquaintance, dressed as the banker he was. Even in these austere times in Germany, appearances mattered, and the starched collar was a gleaming white, the suit was pressed and the man’s black shoes shone. 

Max Warburg, the banker, stared along the platform back at the dishevelled Russian and inwardly prayed that his hopes that this shabby man, this lauded leader in exile, could do as he promised and free Germany from the drain of war on the eastern front. Russia, he knew, had little in the way of machinery, industry and military ability. What it did have was men, millions and millions of men who would run at the German guns and though wave upon wave of them were being slaughtered, still they came, tying up the German war effort so desperately needed in France.

Warburg was supervising the loading of three heavy crates into the second, and last, carriage of the train. When it was done, he walked towards Lenin and held out his hand. Solemnly the two men faced each other, shook hands and without a word turned away. They never spoke and never laid eyes on each other again but later that day, Warburg sent an overseas telegram to his own brother with a simple one-line message.  

‘Package delivered as agreed.’

Warburg kept no diary and no record of the event unlike Radek who recorded his hopes that finally, the ideals he had long held would see the light of day. Radek however knew nothing of the telegram sent by Warburg.  Had he done so, and had he understood its significance, it is more than likely that the train would never have been allowed to leave that misty railway station, and the course of twentieth century world history would have been altered dramatically.
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Chapter 1:  HMS Saturn submerged south of Svalbard – March 1985.
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Captain Mike Hawkins lay on his bunk, half asleep and immune to the persistent noise around him. Years of service on board submarines had allowed him to tune out the hum of electrical equipment and the muted voices of the crew as they went about their business. His experience also trained him that as skipper he could never fully relax while the boat was on patrol, and all it took was a raised voice or an unfamiliar sound to send him running to the control room or con. 

Saturn was Hawkins’ ultimate command; a nuclear-powered hunter killer submarine whose job was to find and destroy the enemy. It was a task that the Saturn and her crew had demonstrated time and again in exercises and tests that they were good at, but everybody aboard that sleek black hull knew that one day it was possible that the exercises and drills would stop, and they could be asked to kill for real.  The last commissioned boat in her class, the Saturn benefited from all the technological upgrades that had come about in recent years, but at the expense of space and creature comfort. With her nuclear reactor providing the energy that drove the boat, the only limit to his ships range was the tolerance of the crew to the catering and the patience of the ratings once they had watched all the films in the video library more than three times. Hawkins, reading a novel, was interrupted by the buzzing of the phone on the wall.

‘Hawkins.’

‘You asked to be called if there was a break in the ice sir.’

‘Thank you, I’ll come through right away. Come to periscope depth if advised.’

‘Aye aye sir.’

Putting his book down and removing his reading glasses, Mike Hawkins swung his legs over the side of the bunk and walked to the con in the centre of the boat.

‘Mr Jennings?’ He enquired of the Officer of the Watch, who knew immediately the information the skipper would require.

‘Periscope depth sir, sonar reports no contacts.’

‘Very well, let’s have a look around then.’ He bent to the periscope and peered intently. ‘What a god-forsaken place that is’ he said to himself, looking almost due north at the grey, bleak islands rising out of the white ice. ‘Bank of fog rolling in from the west. Here, Mr Jennings you might want to take a fix the old-fashioned way to be sure your navigation toys are working properly?’ He stood back and allowed the navigator to take various readings that he dictated to a Petty Officer 

‘Obliged sir’ called Jennings stepping back from the scope.

‘Data package ready for transmission sir,’ said another officer.

‘Very well, carry on Mr Levinson’ said Hawkins to the Communications officer. A microwave millisecond burst of information would wing its way back to the Admiralty advising of the boats position and sundry other details. Hawkins looked around him, proud of what he saw, the quiet industry of a professional crew, each of whom was an expert in his field. 

‘Sonar Con. Contact bearing dead ahead.’ A calm voice announced over the loudspeaker, Hawkins picked up the intercom.

‘Hawkins. What have you got?’

‘Submerged contact very faint. Estimate distance at over two thousand metres, depth fifty. We are getting a lot of distortion.’

‘Very well start your track, log the contact and let me know what you know when you know it.’ To the con at large he called ‘retract aerials and periscope, take us down slowly and quietly Number One to fifty metres. Sonar remains passive.’ He spoke into the handset. ‘What do you estimate as the speed of the contact?’

‘Sonar Con, estimate speed at ten knots.

‘Hold position with her then Number One, Revolutions for ten knots.’

‘Aye sir. Ten knots. Indicated depth fifty metres’ The First Lieutenant was good and had already predicted the command.

This contact was run of the mill to the crew of the Saturn. Her sophisticated sonar helped not only in detection of other ships but also in the detailed underwater navigation.  Capable of operating in any conditions, Saturn and her sister ships allowed the Royal Navy to retain a global influence and presence.

‘Con Sonar, have you identified target?’

‘Negative. Track operational but getting a bit closer would help?’

‘Acknowledged. Increase revolutions for twelve knots.’

‘Revolutions for twelve knots. Aye.’

After long minutes the Captain was called to the Sonar Room. The sonar array was manned by AB Warfare Specialist Sonar Johnson to give him his full title.

‘What have you got for me Johnny?’ asked Hawkins.

‘I believe the contact is American sir but cannot identify the boat yet. Have they launched anything new recently because this isn’t fitting any of our logged patterns?’

‘Probably. They seem to have a new boat every couple of months, but then I’m not on their Christmas card list anymore.’ That raised a smile, because during the last NATO exercise Saturn had successfully ‘sunk’ the American flagship, the massive nuclear carrier USS Enterprise. It was a notable scalp for the British and a massive boost in prestige for the Saturn.

‘Sir,’ said Johnson ‘the closest I can get is that new boat of theirs we followed a month ago, the Rochester. But I’d stake my headphones that it isn’t her.’

‘You think it’s a Los Angeles though?’

‘Ninety percent certain Captain.’

‘Keep tracking and give it a code until we can identify it.’

The Los Angeles class attack submarines were the American equivalent of the Swiftsure’s. The Americans had planned to build over sixty of them and they were churning them out to match or counter the perceived threat from the Soviet Kilo and Alfa class boats. A game of cat and mouse with an unsuspecting Yank might be good for the crew thought Hawkins as he returned to the command centre.

‘Number One?’ The First Lieutenant looked up from the screen he was examining. ‘Let us pretend’ continued Hawkins ‘that I have been struck down and that you have taken command. In front of us there is what we suspect to be a new US Navy 688.  You must take the appropriate action, ensure the safety of the boat and track the target.’ The First Lieutenant grinned at his skipper, appreciating the trust and the chance to show his mettle. Hawkins nodded his consent curtly and stepped back to give his younger subordinate the space to command.

The First Lieutenant, Lieutenant Commander Steve Grassingham moved forward and with a quiet authority asked the Navigator to remain at his post but to liaise with sonar, he then asked Lieutenant McLean to step up and take over the responsibility that was normally his, for keeping the submarine trimmed and able to operate effectively. A boat out of trim could have dire consequences and more importantly would cause noise which would mean they could be detected, hunted and destroyed. 

The boat was silent; all commands and communication were spoken in hushed tones. This was the way that the Saturn went about her business.

‘Con Sonar.’

‘Go ahead Sonar.’ Grassingham exuded confidence and calmness

‘We have not come across this boat before sir. And when I say ‘we’ I mean the whole of the Navy sir. I’ve checked the recordings and files, and it’s an unknown.’

‘What can you tell me Johnny’ said Grassingham.

‘I still think it’s a Yank sir, but it is very quiet, like they’ve taken some care with this one.’ Everyone thought that was about as complimentary as their Sonar operator got. ‘I’ve stipulated him as “Ghost One” until such time as we can get a name. Sonar out.’

‘Nick?’ Grassingham called to Lt Jennings the navigator ‘plot me a projection will you. Let me see some possibilities?’

‘Aye sir’ responded Jennings. Hawkins looked on, impressed but not surprised. His second in command had learned his lessons and was thinking about how to use the boat, not just drive it.

‘Current course would suggest towards the Russian bases at Severomorsk, but it’s strange for them to come south of Svalbard like us’ said Jennings, bent over his charts and displays.

‘Hmmm, new boat and a skipper testing it out maybe?’ Grassingham voiced his theory. If the American was going to sit outside the Red Banner Northern Fleet bases, then, although her allotted patrol time was at an end, the Saturn might as well tag along for a few hours. 

‘Con Sonar. Ghost one has increased speed to fifteen knots.’

‘Match him’ ordered Grassingham.

‘Fifteen knots aye.’ 

Although keeping a close eye on his subordinates, Mike Hawkins was also aware of the developing tactical picture around his command. The Saturn was back under the ice, trailing the unknown submarine. The crew were performing as expected and the only potential problem was that Hawkins hated not being in control. It was taking all his self-discipline not to end the exercise he had created and re-impose his command. Saturn was now heading eastwards following a line approximating the Norwegian Arctic coast which would soon become the very north of Russia.

The Royal Navy had ghosts on this route, the stories of the convoys of World War II were legendary; the tales of the brave men and the hardy ships that battled not just the might of the German Kriegsmarine and the Luftwaffe, but the inhospitable climate, where to be sunk or adrift in a lifeboat was as good as a death sentence. No man could last more than a couple of minutes in the waters of the North Cape and yet, the Saturn and her sister boats returned time and again, not to provide supplies as their predecessors had done, but to watch the Russian Navy and, if necessary, fight them.

‘Con. Sonar! Second contact, bearing 010 relative.’ The call shook Hawkins out of his reverie and he looked up to see Steve Grassingham looking at him.

‘I’ll take her back now Steve, well done.’

‘Thank you sir. I shall relieve Mr McLean.’ Hawkins grabbed a handset but switched the speakers on so the control room could hear the conversation

‘Sonar. Report please,’ said Hawkins.

‘Con. Sonar. New contact is Soviet Alfa. One moment...logged pattern identifies contact as K-432. Skipper both contacts are stopping.’

‘Stop engines. All quiet in the boat.’ Hawkins orders were automatic and instinctive. Saturn immediately fell silent as the crew obeyed and the way came off her. The Captain walked the short distance to the Sonar compartment.

‘Tell me Johnny?’

Johnson pulled the headphone off one ear and looked at his skipper.

‘Sir, I can’t explain this, but the two boats have stopped and seem to be manoeuvring to take position abreast of each other. If I didn’t know better, I would say it was a pre-arranged rendezvous’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes sir. As sure as I can be. Think about it captain. The chances of a random meeting where both boats are stopped like they are waiting for each other?’

‘Fair point. Keep on it Johnny’ said Hawkins as he left.

‘Aye aye sir’ responded AB Johnson.

When he got back to the Command Centre Hawkins showed why the Navy had given him command with a series of immediate and decisive orders.

‘Take us down on tanks only. No movement on the planes. What’s the depth under the keel?’

‘150 metres sir’ responded Jennings immediately. ‘Peaks and troughs on the seabed and ice above us’ 

‘Settle us at 140.’

‘One Hundred and Forty Metres, aye aye sir.’

‘Sonar’ called Hawkins ‘what are our relative positions?’

‘Con. We are three hundred and fifty metres astern of the two boats and relatively speaking sir we are bow to their sterns.’

‘Thank you. Gentlemen, this is a new one on me. I am going to sit and wait it out.

‘Con. Sonar. Both boats sonar just went active!’ No reply was necessary as the whole crew heard two hollow metallic ‘pings’ as the active sonar hit the Saturn.

‘Hopefully’ said Hawkins to Grassingham ‘we will look like clutter on the seabed at this depth. If not, then I wonder if we’ll get an invite to the party?’ Grassingham’s smiled response was tense, a bead of perspiration visible on his temple.

Sonar? What are they up to now?’ Hawkins voice was calm and the same as if he were asking what was for lunch.

‘Dead in the water sir. They appear to be holding station on each other. I think the pings were each of them range finding the other.’

‘Steve? Nick? My cabin now, please. Mr McLean you have the con, but you are to call me if anyone moves an inch’ said Hawkins and led the way to Grassingham and Jennings.  When they arrived, he invited them to sit down in the two chairs whilst he sat on his bunk. ‘I need your thoughts gentlemen’ he said. ‘We appear to have an unknown US Navy Los Angeles class meeting up with a Soviet Alfa under polar ice, heading for the Red Banner Northern Fleet main bases. I’ll confess that baffles me.’

‘Have the Yanks sold a boat to anyone else?’ Grassingham asked. Jennings shook his head. 

‘No, I checked all out intel on that sort of thing last week. It is rumoured that the Russians want to sell Alfa’s and Kilo’s, but I can’t see there would be many takers. Especially for the Alfa’s, hell even the Russians fear the bloody things.’

‘And that’s a point isn’t it,’ said Hawkins. ‘We all know that the Alfa is designed to be a fast boat that gets to where it’s needed quickly but they are fairly noisy and ...’ Hawkins was interrupted by the intercom on the cabin wall. He picked up the handset, listened for a moment, grunted ‘Acknowledged’ and turned to his two senior officers.

‘The two boats are moving in line abreast. They are heading towards Russian waters. Hawkins now looked concerned

‘Do you think the Americans have surrendered?’ said Grassingham. ‘Like they sailed into a trap? Surely that’s like something out of a film?’

‘I really don’t know Steve, but we are going to follow and find out what we can. We maintain silence in the boat; sonar stays passive and no radio communication. However, I want a firing solution with torpedoes on both boats, and I want the tubes loaded but not opened. Got it?’

‘Got it sir’ agreed Grassingham. The three of them made their way back to the Command Centre and upon Hawkins orders; Saturn rose from the depths and slowly followed the other two nuclear submarines.

*****
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FORTY-EIGHT HOURS LATER and the Saturn was still playing cat and mouse with her mysterious adversaries; Hawkins was sure that the two skippers were very experienced and that they had an inkling that he was there. There had been an incident yesterday when the two boats, that they had designated Ghost 1 for the American and Ghost 2 for the Russian, had diverged courses away from each other and, cautiously Hawkins had once again hidden in the clutter of the seabed. For ten minutes the Los Angeles and the Alfa had pinged active sonar as if looking for something, before re-joining and heading off deeper into Soviet waters.

The stress and strain of the hunt was starting to take its toll on the crew. AB Johnson had had to be relieved and ordered to his bunk after a double watch, and Hawkins had ensured that his officers and men were fed and rested, being aware that a tired and hungry crew made mistakes. And where they were, mistakes could be fatal.

Hours passed where nothing happened except that silent and stealthy passage through the freezing waters north of the Arctic Circle. Minds went into overtime as the men on board the Saturn tried to out-think the Russians and Americans ahead of them.

‘Con Sonar, they’re stopping again sir.’

‘All stop!’ Hawkins called. ‘Take us up this time Number One, let’s hide in the ice.’ Hawkins smiled ‘try not to scratch the paintwork, Steve.’ Moments like that lightened the tension that insidiously crept up on the crew and harmed their perceptions and performance. Once again, the active sonar pinged and all went quiet, just like it did every time this happened. Hawkins was tensed for the word from Sonar that the two submarines had resumed their journey. Instead, the Sonar operator’s voice screamed the words that none of them ever wanted to hear.

‘Torpedo in the water! Torpedo in the water!’

‘Acoustics confirm Mark 48’

‘The bloody Americans have opened fire on us!’ Grassingham shouted as the crew sat or stood unable to determine their own fate as the high explosive American torpedo headed towards them with its delivery of instant death.
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Chapter 2:  Herzen Street Leningrad – December 1984
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‘Let’s see if I understand this. You want that wall knocked out, a new floor laid and the walls repainted?’ The manager of the store nodded once in confirmation to the large, overall-wearing woman in front of him. ‘And you want it done within a week?’ The man smiled in confirmation.

‘We have planned this alteration for years Tatiana Ivanova. I have already sent you the necessary permits, I have authorised requisitions for the materials and I need to plan around your schedules so I can see when we can stay open; which departments we must close and for how long.’

‘I understand, really, I do but nothing in life is ever as simple as it seems. Trust me huh?’ said the woman, Tatiana. The manager shrugged his shoulders. 

‘Look, by the time we get to the depot, those supplies you requisitioned will be gone somewhere else, but’ she held a finger up to stop him interrupting ‘as those supplies were listed for your job, the paperwork will say that you have had them.’

‘Even if I haven’t?’ 

‘Even if you haven’t comrade.’ She pretended to think for a moment. ‘I might have an idea though. We have some stuff left over from a previous job and if I move quickly then we can get in here and get the job done fast.’

‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it?’ The manager sounded exasperated.

‘In one way yes, but you see the job will then be, how shall I put it...”unofficial” which makes your paperwork worthless doesn’t it? And my crew don’t work weekends or evenings for nothing if you get the picture.’

‘I see. What solution did you have in mind?’ The manager sounded cautious.

‘I can’t see a way round it I’m afraid, comrade Nikolai. Let me think on it overnight, and maybe you do the same huh?’ Tatiana turned away knowing that she had landed her fish, the tactic never failed. The depot would give her the materials that were requisitioned, the job would be done, and her lads would be paid quite well. The store, called Yakhont, was in one of the best parts of old St Petersburg in what used to be the Bolshoya Morskaya, just off the Nevsky Prospekt. 

‘Maybe there is a way...’ the managers’ voice seemed to be failing him.

‘I’d like to hear it Nikolai.’ Tatiana smiled.

‘I am only the manager here, but I do have certain privileges such as a staff discount. I would be happy to offer you say 5 per cent off any purchase.’

‘Nikolai, Nikolai, how can I put this?’ Tatiana was still smiling. ‘Me and my lads are good workers, but we only have meagre incomes. We can’t afford these prices and have no need of the stuff you sell anyway. If I go to my lads and tell them that they can have a discount at Yakhont they’ll laugh at me. This place is far too posh for us.’

‘I see,’ said the manager, the light in his mind getting brighter.  ‘Well, I suppose this place does have rather a history to it.’ He smiled to himself; the place he worked was a source of immense pride to him.

‘Tell me?’ Tatiana was looking around beginning to appreciate the building. Certainly pre-Revolution, well it had to be; after all it was still standing.

‘This used to be the headquarters of the famous House of Fabergé.’

‘The egg seller?’ said Tatiana. The manager visibly winced.

‘That, if I may say so Tatiana Ivanova, is the crassest way possible to describe the most famous jeweller in Russian history. Tatiana rubbed her chins thoughtfully ‘I should be saying that they were a bunch of bourgeois chancers that fed off the Tsar. They were in it for the money.’

‘Well, aren’t you! 

‘At last, you understand’ laughed Tatiana clapping the manager on the shoulder. ‘We prefer dollars’ she said leaning towards him conspiratorially. ‘American.’

‘Fifty?’

‘Two Hundred.’

‘One twenty-five?’

‘We’ll do the job, but it will fall down in a year.’

‘One fifty?’

‘Deal. We’ll start Friday night and be done by Monday morning. Nice doing business comrade.

*****
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TATIANA WAS AS GOOD as her word, and as the shop closed for the night on Friday, an ancient ZIL 130 truck squealed to a halt outside, and she stepped out from the passenger side of the cab. A second truck, looking if it were possible, even more decrepit, rounded the corner into Herzen Street and pulled up behind the first. As Tatiana crossed the pavement to the manager, a group of seven men milled around by the vehicles, their already lit cigarettes cupped in their hands to keep them burning.

‘Comrade Nikolai!’ called Tatiana expansively.

‘Tatiana Ivanova’ acknowledged the manager tersely. ‘I am glad to see you.’

‘We are here, as promised; on time and ready to start work as soon as we have completed the formalities. Shall we?’ Tatiana indicated that the two of them should go inside the shop. The manager hesitated for a moment and then turned and opened the door for her.

‘You are such a gentleman. I can see I’m going to have to watch you Nikolai’ she teased with a smile. ‘Now then I need this receipt signing and we can start.’

‘But this says the work is done to my satisfaction.’

‘Yes.’  

‘But it isn’t...I mean’ the manager caught the nasty look on Tatiana’s face. ‘I’m sure it will be, but I don’t want to sign until the job is done. Allow me at least that grace Tatiana, please?’ She considered for a moment and relented.

‘Alright, payment up front and receipt after.’

‘And I get to stay and supervise.’ Tatiana stared at the manager for a moment, but he seemed obstinate on this point. She nodded her reluctant agreement, and he handed over an envelope which she checked and then marched outside. Nikolai Nikolayevich Oberenko, the manager, heard a whistle and five minutes later Tatiana and her crew were bringing the tools of their trade into the building.

Excusing himself for a moment, Oberenko went to his office on the third floor and returned wearing Levi jeans and a cotton shirt, which drew a few envious glances from the workmen. He watched as Tatiana showed her crew the wall that needed to come down, explained how they would shore up the ceiling until they could put a steel girder in and then called one of the men over.

‘Pav, when I say the word hit this spot’ she marked a cross in chalk on the wall ‘very hard, and keep hitting it until I tell you to stop, ok?’ The man grunted an acknowledgement and whilst the jacks were set up, he twirled a sledgehammer round as if it were a toothpick.

‘Hit it, Pav!’ Shouted Tatiana and the building shook as decades of dust seemed to be dislodged. Oberenko worried about the stock which although covered in sheets, would need days of cleaning just to be presentable, but he was reassured that at least Tatiana and her men seemed to know what they were doing. After half an hour, there was a sizeable hole in the wall and Pavel was working down to floor level when he seemed to freeze in mid swing of his hammer. He pointed at the floor and called ‘Tatya! Tatya!’ and both Tatiana and Nikolai walked over to see what he had found.

Under the brick wall there was a cavity clearly dug into the floor of the building. In modern parlance it would be called a kind of floor safe, but this one had been built under a wall. It was clearly a hiding place. Tatiana got down on her knees and stuck her hand into the hole.

‘There’s something here...it feels like...it’s a metal box. I can’t get it out; the hole isn’t big enough.’ She got up and stepped back. ‘Pav, hit it gently and make the hole bigger. Someone give me a saw.’ She looked around and a young man hurried to find the tool she wanted. Pavel did as he was bid and after cutting away some more plaster Tatiana brought a tin box out of its hiding place.

The box was anonymous apart from one thing, the double headed eagle on the lid denoting the Romanov dynasty. The building crew gathered round as Tatiana looked at Nikolai intently.

‘What do you think it is?’ She asked.

‘I...don’t know’ replied the manager. ‘But I think we ought to call someone and tell them.’

‘Are you stupid, we tell someone we found a tin box, what a waste of time Nikolai, they can put you in prison for less. Let’s open it and then see, eh?’ She walked over to a toolbox and selected a pair of bolt cutters. One quick snip later and the lock was broken and the lid thrown open. 

By the Blessed Virgin!’ Said Nikolai slumping to the floor, crossing himself in the Orthodox fashion.

‘Holy shit!’ exclaimed Tatiana.
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Chapter 3 : The Kremlin : Moscow : January 1985
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‘The analysis we have says that the workmanship is Fabergé, there is no doubt. The speaker was a grey-haired man, wearing the uniform of a Major in the KGB. He was sat in front of the desk of an old friend, a man who had risen to become one of the senior figures in the Party. The civil servant looked up from the gold box he had been holding.

‘You say that there is no doubt?’ He enquired.

‘No comrade Secretary’ smiled Kuznetsov, gracing the man with his title.

‘Which period in time are we talking about?’

‘That is something upon which our experts are divided. The best we can say is between 1875 and 1920.’

‘1920? Surely that would not be possible?’

‘Well, it is a maverick suggestion from one academic, but it is right to put it before you as a possibility.’ 

‘After the Revolution surely, there was no gold for such...’ The civil servant paused, looking for the word while he waved the box about in his hand ‘...frippery!’ Kuznetsov thought for a moment and gave his considered response.

‘Indeed, so comrade Secretary but as is well documented the Fabergé’s were as bourgeois as they come and possibly hoarded the gold and the jewels that made the box. At the time of course, it would be considered a criminal act. Nowadays, in our enlightened times, we can but marvel at the quality of the workmanship.’

The civil servant squinted at the box as if it would give him an answer, then he shook his head. ‘Perhaps you are right. I congratulate you on your work comrade. How did we come by this artefact?’

‘It was brought to the Kremlin via the manager of the Yakhont Store in Leningrad.’ The Major named the former Fabergé workshop and shop. ‘Apparently’ continued Kuznetsov ‘this man just walked into the Hermitage, introduced himself to a curator and handed the box over and walked away. The curator knew enough to suspect its provenance, but not its significance, and passed it up the chain until it reached the so-called experts here in the Kremlin. They were, of course, duty bound to bring it to my attention.’ The Major expansively opened his hands as if to present the box to an audience.

‘May I?’ asked the civil servant.

‘Certainly’ agreed Kuznetsov generously, and the older man reached forward and delicately picked up the box, turning it over in his hands.

‘And nobody has asked anything more than its provenance?’ The Major shook his head and smiled again. The two of them sat there, a question that had dogged them both for decades was at last perhaps capable of being resolved. To the two old men, in the last chapter of their working lives, the small box’s value was potentially far and away more than the market value of the gold and the inset stones, it represented vindication and potentially a validation of their suspicions formed many years before.

The Major leaned over towards his comrade. ‘Of course, the ...what shall we call it, the legend?’ The civil servant nodded agreement. ‘The legend has it that there were at least three of these’ he said tapping the box gently with his bony finger. ‘I wonder what happened to the others?’ He looked away for a moment and then his eyes stared straight at the civil servant. ‘I suppose we have to follow this up, don’t we?’ His comrade smiled again and the Major continued ‘which is why, you old sod, you knew about this already and called me over here in the first place isn’t it? You knew I’d have to start digging’ He laughed and slapped the desk once. ‘I’ll pay this Leningrad shopkeeper a visit, eh?’

The civil servant reached into a drawer in his desk and extracted an envelope. ‘I thought you’d say that Comrade’ he said quietly, still with the smile on his face. ‘And yes, I knew about it before you got here. I have included all the information I have; a brief history of Fabergé, photographs of the gold box, and my thoughts on the reason behind it being created.’ The Major took the envelope.

‘While you are enjoying Leningrad and its sights, I shall have to legitimise what we have here.’ The civil servant stood up and walked round his desk. ‘I am going to recommend that we grandly call a multinational symposium of experts to validate what we already know that this box is a newly discovered Fabergé creation. It will create a small diversion and some media attention so you can hopefully learn where the others are. Who knows my friend, the experts might even tell us something we don’t know!’ The Major stood up and the two of them laughed and with a hug and a slap on the back in true Russian style, they parted.

*****
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WHILE THE CIVIL SERVANT bustled around his office convening meetings with various subordinates and underlings to arrange his projected symposium, the Major walked downstairs and arranged for a car to take him the short distance to his office in the renowned Lubyanka Square.  Habitually the Major left the car at the traffic lights, and walked across the Square to his office, always nodding to the statue of Feliks Dzerzhinsky that stood like a guard overlooking the empire he had so ruthlessly created and presided over.

Kuznetsov strode into the building and was saluted on the steps by the Militia guard and by the KGB security in the foyer. Having passed through the cordon he walked up the wide staircase to his small suite of offices on the third floor, the same floor that housed the expansive offices of the head of the KGB. Only the sixth man to hold the title Chairman of the State Committee for State Security, Viktor Chebrikov was famed for his tenacity, his determination and his bad eyesight. Those who worked on the third floor were his closest allies, and most trusted aides and consequently, Kuznetsov enjoyed privilege and influence far beyond his lowly rank.

The Major pushed open the door to his outer office and waved a hand in greeting to his secretary Oksana, her face split into a cheerful smile as she saw him. Whilst others preferred to pick their secretaries and typists according to looks and, in some cases, abilities and preferences in the bedroom, Kuznetsov preferred Oksana’s talents at the typewriter, her ability to organise his work-load, and the fact that under his tutelage she was now at marksman standard with an array of handguns of various calibres in the range housed deep beneath the Lubyanka. Oksana also had a soft spot for the man who was nominally given the title of ‘assistant’ to the Major who had been sitting on the smart sofa that was against one wall of the office, but who now almost jumped to his feet as the Major entered the room.

Five years earlier the young man had answered an advert circulated within the KGB for an assistant to the Major. His references hinted that his current commanding officer found him surly, uncommunicative, aloof and elitist. In the five years that they had worked together, Kuznetsov had only known him to smile once and that was when he had asked the younger man how he wished to be addressed.

‘I am just known as Tchort, a name my father gave me when he kicked me out’ he replied firmly but quietly. The Major raised an eyebrow

‘Tchort?’ Kuznetsov queried ‘but that means...’ and the younger man smiled, knowing precisely the meaning of the word, as well as the obscurity of the language. The Major had, on many occasions, used the fear the name engendered but himself preferred the given name of the man. ‘Anton’ he said gently ‘come into my room please, we have a job to do. Oksana my dear can you get us on the sleeper to Leningrad tonight?’ Without waiting for the inevitable affirmative, he followed his assistant into his inner office and turned on the light against the dark of the cold winter day.

‘Anton, sit down. I have a story to tell you which fits in with some of the work we have been doing for the past few years.’ The assistant sat, his Slavic features set in their habitual non-committal repose. Unlike most within the Lubyanka, Tchort was rarely seen in his KGB uniform; instead, he preferred a black suit with a red tie, an oddity that stood out like a sore thumb and in anyone else could be seen as an affectation, an attempt to draw attention. Somehow and chillingly though, with Tchort it only served to enhance the man’s reputation as dangerous, like the black and yellow stripes on a wasp warning of the power of the sting. 
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Chapter 4 :  The Foreign Office : London
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‘The ‘Saturn’ is overdue and has unofficially been posted as “missing”’ Rear Admiral Giles Rutherford, trying to sound business-like and matter of fact, paused to let his words sink in to his audience. Lieutenant Commander Chris Anderson was stunned. He had been due to join the submarine at her base on the Clyde as her new navigator, instead he had been asked to report to the Foreign Office in London.

The other people in the room were a stiff-backed Foreign Office Official who had introduced himself as ‘Walsh’ and a smartly dressed woman of about his own age, who Anderson wrongly assumed was some kind of assistant to Rutherford. 

‘I asked that we meet here at the KCS said Rutherford naming the King Charles Street building by its popular acronym ‘because Mr Walsh works here and has a great deal of knowledge that will benefit us, because I want to avoid any publicity, especially if this news about the Saturn leaks, and because I want to find out what happened to my submarine. That is where you two come in’ he said looking in turn at Anderson and the woman, who smiled ‘and I am still waiting on one other who has been delayed, which is unfortunate because he has been planning a little jaunt for you both. 

‘Dr Walker,’ Rutherford said addressing the lady, ‘I’d like to introduce you to Lieutenant Commander Anderson. Chris was going to be the Saturn’s new navigator and Andrea is both a curator of the Royal Collection and a world authority on the works of Faberge.’ There was a knock at the door and without waiting for a reply a portly middle-aged man in an expensive suit strode into the room. Anderson involuntarily let out a groan

‘No! Not you’ said Anderson, to the consternation of Rutherford. The newcomer smiled expansively.

‘Good morning to you too Christopher’ he said before nodding to both Rutherford and Walsh who he obviously knew and introducing himself to Andrea Walker. ‘Doctor Walker, I assume? Liam Jamieson.’ There was an unmistakable northern Irish lilt to his voice.

‘Permission to speak sir?’ asked Anderson to Rutherford.

‘Go ahead’ said the Admiral with resignation.

‘Whatever you are planning, if he is involved, please count me out. I spent too long in a hospital bed because of one of his little schemes, the man is certifiable.’

‘Finished?’ said Rutherford. Anderson nodded. ‘Good, because Brigadier Jamieson has my trust in this matter, whatever your previous dealings may have been. I am not going to give orders in this instance, but you served on the Saturn previously, you know the boat and some of her crew. Your knowledge could be of great help.’

‘Get over yourself Christopher. You lived, didn’t you?’ said Jamieson offhandedly.

‘No thanks to you’ muttered Anderson.

Rutherford let Jamieson take over the meeting and the Irishman went on to explain his ideas.

‘Chris, I want to put you into Soviet Russia. Legitimately and above board. There is a conference in Leningrad about some new trinket they’ve found’ Anderson could see and feel Andrea Walker flinch at that ‘and Doctor Walker here is going to Russia to help them authenticate it. The Russians think it is possibly the last proper Faberge creation. You speak fluent Russian and we’re sending you in as a translator to Doctor Walker. Your military rank and service need not be a secret, the bloody Russians will probably know anyway, but you can also keep your ear to the ground and see if you can find out anything about the Saturn.’  Anderson looked over to Rutherford who nodded his agreement to the plan.

‘Right then,’ said Jamieson, smiling. ‘Travel arrangements; it appears that the bolshie Ivans are having one of their periodic tantrums and have banned British Airways from their airspace again. They do this from time to time which means that everyone flies with Aeroflot. Have you ever flown with them?’ Anderson shook his head. ‘Superb pilots and bloody awful aircraft held together with string and prayers to Lenin-all-bleeding-mighty. Anyway, enough of my pontificating, you’ll be flying from Heathrow to Leningrad Pulkovo on Monday, habitually by the way, when you get there, they park you out on the tarmac so they can film you.’ Jamieson smiled ‘and it’s currently minus twenty-six degrees, howling gales and the airport staff have vodka in their veins to keep the cold out. You’ll be fine lad!’ He laughed at the discomfited look on Andersons face. 

‘You’ll be travelling together and as this is an official party I’ll be sending someone with diplomatic credentials to keep an eye on you. The fact that they will be able to communicate with me won’t be a hindrance either. Any questions?’

‘Why me?’ said Anderson blankly

‘Why not? You are an experienced submariner, you know the boat, you speak Russian and you’re a perfect fit what I was looking for. The fact that we’ve worked together before is just a bonus.’ Jamieson smiled again.

‘So, it’s nothing personal’ said Anderson with some sarcasm ‘this developing habit of yours of turning up like a bad smell?’ Jamieson laughed. ‘What’s the chances of me being shot again, acceptable to you, are they?

‘Perfectly acceptable to me.’ Said Jamieson with humour, ‘and no, nothing personal, you have my word on that.’

‘Gentlemen’ said Rutherford with a weary air, ‘Doctor Walker must leave us now as she has a separate meeting with Mr Walsh that we are not privy to.’ The three men stood as Andrea Walker followed Walsh from the room.’
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Chapter 5 :  HMS Saturn : Northern Russia
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‘Blow the tanks!’ called Hawkins. ‘Countermeasures!’ Simultaneously, the Saturn pushed at the roof of ice above and deployed a series of electronic ‘gizmo’s’ designed to fool the torpedo into acquiring them as the target. The ice creaked and groaned but held. Hawkins was aware that every eye was on him.

‘Twenty seconds to impact’ called the sonar operator. There was nothing more that the British crew could do.

The explosion when it came, sounded like nothing any of officers and men of the Saturn had ever experienced. For a short time, each of them experienced a loss of hearing and the compression caused more than a few nosebleeds and three painful ruptured eardrums. Perhaps through more luck than judgment, Hawkins decision to take the boat up into the ice saved the lives of the crew and prevented the loss of the boat.

The torpedo had locked on to the hull of the British warship but had instead detonated on a wall of ice that shielded the submarine from the full force of the detonation. Hawkins was first to react.

‘Take us down. Fast! Secure weapons and do not return fire!’ With his own loss of hearing, he was shouting without knowing it, and emphasising his words with gestures that urgently conveyed his meaning to his crew. Hands flew over controls and the Saturn began to sink. 

‘Fire distress beacon’ ordered Hawkins. The electronic signal would give their position away, but it would also, he hoped, serve to convince whoever was out there that the Saturn was mortally wounded. 

‘Beacon away and pinging sir’ called a voice.

‘Acknowledged’ said Hawkins tersely. In truth the beacon may well get lodged and lost in the ice, but the captain had to worry about the here and now, basic survival and not the niceties of protocol. Hawkins looked around him, the grim faces of the men and the white knuckles as they held on to anything secure, while over four thousand tonnes of material and humanity began to fall towards the ocean floor. Hawkins bellowed in the ear of his First Lieutenant who quickly hurried forwards to the torpedo room. As the boat continued to descend, Grassingham used the age-old trick of expelling detritus through the torpedo tubes to try to fool the sonar operators on the other submarines.

‘How much water under the keel?’ Hawkins shouted.

‘Estimate at sixty metres’ came the reply.

‘Hold her here’ ordered Hawkins, his voice returning to its normal quiet authority as everyone’s hearing began to improve.

‘Reactor status?’ called Hawkins.

‘Online and fully operational sir’ replied one of the MEA’s in the control room. ‘It came close to scramming, but we held it.’ Hawkins allowed a smile to the man, if the reactor had gone off-line their safety might not have been so certain.

‘Sonar, tell me what I want to hear please.’

‘Con. Sonar, they legged it as soon as they fired sir. Fast. They are still running and not caring about the noise they are making.’

‘Probably didn’t want to get caught up in a nuclear reactor exploding said Grassingham returning to the Control Room.

‘Not that keen myself actually’ said Hawkins with admirable understatement. ‘Right then gentlemen, let’s find out what is going on. Steve can you co-ordinate damage control, Mr Jennings, liaise with Sonar and find those submarines. This just got personal.’

An hour later and Hawkins was with Grassingham in his small cabin; the First Lieutenant was running through the list of faults since their near miss.

‘We can’t use the main periscope, either it got bent or the housing is damaged, one of the communications masts is inoperable, there is a possibility, make that a probability, that the starboard foreplane has a chunk missing out of it and one of the torpedo door seals was weeping. I suggest we keep that tube out of action until we get home. That damaged foreplane means we will make noise at speed.’ Grassingham fell silent, any other minor faults were non-operational, and he could attend to them without worrying the skipper, but a noisy hunter killer submarine was a danger to itself. Until the Saturn was back in friendly waters, they would be unable to reach their full submerged speed.

‘Steve, that torpedo was a Mark 48,’ said Hawkins. ‘Our sonar guys are the best I’ve ever worked with and if they say it is, then it is. And that tells us one thing.’ The two men looked hard at each other, neither wanting to say what they both knew. Eventually it was the First Lieutenant that broke the silence.

‘The Americans fired on us.’

‘Why though?’ said Hawkins with a shake of his head. Co-operation between the Royal Navy and the US Navy was commonplace; there was a sharing of intelligence and officers of each Navy were often present at de-briefings after a mission and there were frequent opportunities for secondment between the services

‘Maybe he mistook us for someone else?’ offered Grassingham ‘but then again who? He is already cosy with a Russian Alfa and apart from that we could only be another yank, the French or ourselves.’

‘We can discount the French, their fleet boats stick to the Med, and we hardly have the same signature as a noisy Russian boat, Steve’ said Hawkins, and that much was true. The Saturn like most of her class had a sophisticated propulsion system instead of a propeller, it allowed the boat to run much quieter than comparable boats of a similar size.

‘So, if we follow that logic’ continued Hawkins ‘the American skipper knew or suspected it was a British submarine and still fired a killing shot. That torpedo was armed. If he’d just meant to frighten us, he’d have sent a dud. Work with me on that basis.’

‘Ok sir, to my mind it means that the Americans want us gone, which means they are up to something they don’t want us to share and that leads me to the inevitable conclusions that either the Russians have built a new class of boat, captured a Los Angeles or the American was defecting.’

‘Which?’

‘If I had to choose, I’d say defecting because if the Russians had captured a submarine, it would have been the Alfa that fired, or the Los Angeles would have been altered to fire Russian weapons. We can discount the new class as it was an American torpedo that was fired.’

‘I agree. I think your analysis is sound Steve. I also think it means that we must investigate, and that means finding them. We have the benefit of being a ghost, they think they sank us and I’d like to keep it that way, so no communications with home, even if we could.

‘We should have started for home two days ago’ said Grassingham ‘they’ll be worried in London.’

‘Good’ said Hawkins ‘give them something to do. We’ve got to think of the bigger picture Steve.’
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Chapter 6 : Leningrad – January 1985
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Major Yuri Kuznetsov looked round the small managers’ office in the Yakhont store, taking in the tatty, chipped and scarred furniture. His eyes however lingered on the old samovar before he turned to the man sitting behind the desk.

‘Comrade Oberenko, we are so pleased that you could find time in your busy schedule to see us.’ Kuznetsov was being effusive and expansive as he indicated Tchort with a sweeping arm, and he was being generous with his attitude, something that everybody knew that a Major in the KGB had no need to be. Oberenko, for his part was as nervous as a mouse cornered by a cat. He started to feel a pressure in his bladder as the nervousness he suffered made his anxiety levels rise alarmingly.

‘We have travelled from Moscow especially to meet with you comrade as we feel that there should be more acknowledgement of your fine and noble action; after all, many of our citizens would have perhaps said nothing and sold the artefact, eh?’ Kuznetsov smiled, and with a self-deprecating shrug of his shoulders, so too did Oberenko.

‘Comrade Major’ began the shop manager ‘it was clear to me from my admittedly sparse knowledge, that we had uncovered an item of rare value and possible national significance. The only responsible thing to do was to turn the box over to the appropriate authority. I...er I did do the right thing?’

‘You most certainly did, just so that you know, the box is currently in Moscow and is being examined in the Kremlin!’ Oberenko looked impressed as he was supposed to. ‘In a few months, the box will be back here in Leningrad, and a team of international experts are being assembled to verify its significance, and all thanks to you acting with such responsibility dear Oberenko.’ Kuznetsov was now slowly pulling his leather gloves off, tugging on each finger, distracting Oberenko who singularly failed to notice Tchort moving behind his chair.

‘I suspect Oberenko that there might be some kind of recognition of your selfless act, you know the sort of thing? Take a valuable citizen, mention their deeds in Pravda, maybe a medal...’ Kuznetsov smiled again at Oberenko who seemed to grow in confidence and stature and the praise rained down on him.

‘Just one thing’ added Kuznetsov calmly as Tchort stood there quietly, yet somehow managing to exude menace. Oberenko had noticed him and was squirming round in his seat to see the man. ‘Where are the other boxes?’ Kuznetsov continued smiling pleasantly. Momentarily Oberenko looked confused but the unwavering gaze of the Major and the disconcerting presence of his assistance served to dissuade him from trying to bluff the situation out. There was a long pause as Oberenko weighed his options, during which Tchort remained behind the shop manager and Kuznetsov smiled affably.

Oberenko began to mutter something about there being no other box and Kuznetsov slammed his hand down onto the desk.

‘Yes, you are right, there was another box Comrade Major’ said Oberenko in something of a gabble ‘just one other mind you, and it looked the same as the one I took to the Hermitage...’

‘Where is it?’ The effect of the stillness in Kuznetsov’s voice was perhaps more threatening to Oberenko than shouts or promises of violence. The shop manager was shaking, looking anxiously and nervously between the Major and his younger colleague. ‘I won’t ask again Oberenko, where is the other box please?’ Kuznetsov placed his glasses carefully on the desk; for such a simple gesture, it was suggestive of violence.

‘I don’t have it; I never have had it. She’s got it! Took it with her, threatened me! Here in my own department store.’  

‘Dear me, Comrade you are shaking, get the man a drink please Anton.’ Tchort nodded and left the room, returning a minute or so later with a can of Pepsi Cola which he handed to Kuznetsov.

‘You actually drink this stuff?’ Kuznetsov asked, Oberenko nodded. ‘Now then Oberenko calm yourself down, pretend to be Amerikanski if you wish with your fizzy sugar water, and tell me the story of the second box’ asked the Major as he opened the can and pushed it across the desk.

‘What do you want to know Major?’ asked Oberenko

‘Who has the box, how did she get it and where can we find her?’ Oberenko sat still for a moment.

‘We needed some work doing on the building. I planned for it ever since I came here actually, and it involved taking a wall down and creating a larger floor space downstairs...’

‘Get on with it’ growled the Major.

‘You might not be aware that getting works done involves a great deal of time and planning Major, but I went through all the right channels. I have the paperwork here if you need to see...ah, right, no of course. Well, the approvals came through and we were assigned a builder’

‘Name?’

‘Tatiana Ivanova Anohkina. Anyway, she turned up with some story about how the materials wouldn’t be available despite my countersigned requisitions and she said if I wanted the work done then I would have to pay her crew.’

‘Not interested. Continue’ said Kuznetsov.

‘So, they arrived looking like a bunch of pirates and started to knock the wall down. There was this one, she called him Pavel, he was like a mountain, and he just twirled this sledgehammer like a toothpick as he started knocking into the wall. Anyway, as he got down to floor level he called her over and we saw a tin box in a space under the floorboards. We cut it out and opened it and inside found two gold boxes. One of them I handed in to the Hermitage.’

‘And the other one?’ 

‘You have to understand Major’ Oberenko kept looking between the two men in his office. ‘There were a lot of them and just me. Tatiana insisted that she keep one of the boxes and I got the other one. She said if I didn’t agree then her men would just take both. I argued with her Major. I told her that these were clearly important artefacts.’

‘Very public spirited of you, I’m sure’

‘Thank you Major’ said the shopkeeper completely missing the sarcasm. ‘I was afraid Major, afraid for my own safety, here in my office.’

‘Describe the gold box that this Tatiana took.’

‘It was the same as the one I handed in to the Hermitage. A yellow gold box with inlaid gemstones on one side and what looked like an engraved Imperial eagle on the other.’

‘How many gems and what sort?’

‘I cannot be sure sir, but at a guess I’d say seven or eight, and a mixture of rubies sapphires and emeralds. Or stones that look remarkably similar.’

‘What happened next?’

‘Well, they finished the job and left, taking one of the boxes with them. It was a Sunday night and late, so I locked the remaining box in my safe and took it to the museum the next morning. One thing though Major.’

‘Yes?’

‘They did a remarkably good job on the building. Even tidied up after themselves.’ Kuznetsov looked to the ceiling in desperation, a look that was not lost on the shopkeeper. ‘You aren’t going to shoot me, are you?’ Oberenko stammered.

‘Oberenko, what are you talking about man?’ said Kuznetsov with exaggerated patience. ‘The KGB are a responsible government department; we don’t go around shooting people. No, like all government departments we have been tasked with saving money and, shooting people we don’t have to, is a waste of bullets, and that costs roubles. Dear me, no.’ Kuznetsov carried on casually as if discussing the weather. ‘If we do want to execute someone, we merely hammer an empty bullet casing into the back of the skull. Of course, it takes longer to kill the person, and the death is somewhat more painful, but it is so much cheaper for the state.’ Tchort smiled horribly and Oberenko’s face went white with fear.

‘You know’ said Kuznetsov, turning to his assistant ‘there is something of an irony about a Communist state that seems to be run by accountants wanting to save money. I’d never thought of it like that before.’ Oberenko mumbled almost incoherently to the two KGB men the full story of the alterations to the store, repeating the involvement of Tatiana and her crew and how the boxes had come to be separated. When he had finished, Kuznetsov stood up to leave and Tchort came round the desk and grabbed the man’s chin, turning his head to face him and investigate those cold, dead blue eyes. Oberenko whimpered in fear as Tchort smiled again and spoke the only words he had said through the entire meeting. ‘Thank you.’
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Chapter 7 : King Charles Street London
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Dr Andrea Walker was sat in a comfortable chair in what she assumed correctly was Walsh’s office. The tall, thin man had introduced himself as being an officer in the Secret Intelligence Service, although he allowed that it was often called MI6 or known by its initials SIS. Unsurprisingly his speciality was the Soviet Union, and in particular historical operations carried out by his department and its predecessors within pre-Revolutionary Russia. 

‘Being an expert on Fabergé Dr Walker, you will of course know some of the history of Tsarist Russia and its fall into the hands of the Bolshevik?’ Andrea Walker nodded and the man smiled. ‘Good. That saves us time. Tell me, how do you feel about going to the Soviet Union?’

Walker considered her answer for a moment and smiled as she spoke.

‘I suspect, Mr Walsh, my perception of the country is somewhat at odds with yours? To me, this is a fantastic opportunity to come face to face with some of the most wonderful, jewelled ceramics ever created, and to be able to see them in their natural setting is a bonus. When I received the invitation, to be part of a rather distinguished international group of experts to examine and authenticate a newly discovered Fabergé work...I cannot begin to describe my excitement to you. I’ve thought of little else to be honest.’

‘Until today’ said Walsh calmly.

‘Until today’ Walker agreed. ‘I confess that I am a little bemused by being asked to be here and, tragic though it is, I can’t see how a missing submarine has anything to do with my academic trip.’

‘Patience please Doctor. They don’t let me out much and I do enjoy my job, so let me show off a little hmm?’ He carried on. ‘I have something I want to show you’ and he reached into his jacket pocket and put an inlaid gold box about the size of a modern credit card and the thickness of a bar of chocolate on the coffee table, in from of the academic. ‘Pick it up please and tell me what you think?’

Andrea Walker sat and stared at the box. ‘But...how did you?’ She looked at the MI6 man who was looking intently at her. ‘Ok, this is rather strange; this box seems to me to be the same as the one in the photographs the Russian Embassy sent me. The artefact I am going to Leningrad to examine. What‘s going on?’

‘Pick it up please doctor’ the man insisted gently ‘and tell me what you can about it.’ Andrea Walker did as she was asked, turning the box over in her hands, running her fingers over the inlaid jewels. Eventually after a few minutes, she put the box back down.

‘Dr Walker?’ 

‘Without my eyepiece and my reference books it is difficult to be one hundred per cent accurate, but I would say that is definitely the work of the House of Fabergé in Petrograd. If pushed to make a provenance, I would say it is the work of Agathon Fabergé the son, not the uncle.’

‘You call the city Petrograd?’

‘It’s another method of dating really, the materials and the workmanship would date the piece as being around the time of the Revolution, so we would call it by its given name at that time.’ Andrea Walker took another sip of coffee, looking over the rim of the cup at the man

‘I see, and not only do I, a mere amateur, agree with you but so did Garrard’s, the Royal Jewellers. It is Fabergé.’

‘When did you get it?’

‘1920’ he replied immediately.

‘How did you get it? She asked, trying to keep her voice calm.

‘The answer to that, dear Dr Walker, is why you are here. What do you know of the Bowe brothers?’ Andrea Walker smiled back at the man.

‘Do you want the short version or the full lecture?’

‘The short version will do for today’ replied Walsh, ‘oh and do call me Peter by the way, I do apologise, and I always forget the social niceties.’

‘No problem. Well, let’s see then, as far as the Bowes are concerned there were three brothers that linked up with the Fabergé’s, but the main player was Allan Bowe who became Carl Fabergé’s business partner, and who, through the family, owned and operated the Fabergé stores in Moscow, London and Odessa. Owing to the English link, London in fact became the axis for all sales of Fabergé items outside of Russia and was the main export hub. The Bowe’s had a very comfortable lifestyle in Moscow as part of the ex-pat community and Allan’s business sense and organisational skills are said to have greatly contributed to the success of Fabergé. 

‘The story goes that Allan Bowe, who was at the time working for a relative in the silver business in Russia, and Carl Fabergé, met on a train journey in the 1880’s and hit it off immediately. The partnership appears to have ended in 1906 but not in rancour or enmity, as the working relationship continued with Fabergé’s son Nicholas being sent to London to run the Bond Street shop.

‘Allan Bowe, the driving force behind the relationship, seems to have been a bit of an enigma; he was born in the UK but brought up in South Africa, he travelled all over Europe learning his trade in silver before ending up in Moscow, which was generally acknowledged to have the best silver and goldsmiths in Russia at the time, whilst St Petersburg was renowned for its ceramic and jewellery work. The business partnership was a marriage made in heaven when it started, for though Fabergé was a genius he was no businessman and needed guidance and direction.

‘But’ concluded Andrea Walker ‘the Bowe’s were never given credit for their input to the business, were they?’

‘No,’ agreed Walsh ‘it’s
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