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CHAPTER 1


          

          LONDON 8-10 OCTOBER 2023

        

      

    

    
      With hindsight, Matt Yates blessed his lucky stars that Sunday 8th October 2023 had been a dull day. Had the sun been shining, no doubt its rays would have picked out the jewels on the egg and his chances of buying it would have evaporated like the evening damp on the canopies of the Truman Markets in Shoreditch.

      If pressed, Matt would describe himself as Joe Average because he had achieved nothing of note, except for over thirty years of teaching Humanities in the same school in Stamford, Lincolnshire, where he was Deputy Headteacher and well-liked by his colleagues and, more importantly to him, his pupils. He was, however, not average in terms of culture. He was a great reader and possessed a remarkable general knowledge, which made him the star of his local pub quiz team.

      Potentially, he was a multi-millionaire, which certainly meant he would rise out of mediocrity, but only potentially, because he was intelligent enough to recognise the risks associated with possession of a missing Fabergé Egg. He had bought a book about them, which he had read in two days. He discovered that most were in the Hermitage Museum of St Petersburg, others in various museums, some in the hands of private collectors in different countries, but eight were unaccounted for, including his. Two things the eggs had in common were their exquisite craftsmanship and that each was worth several million pounds.

      His tale was astonishing by any standards; he ran back over the events of a year before for the hundredth time.

      As a recently divorced man, Matt was free to do what he wished and go where he wanted. His two grown-up children had long left the nest and Julia had found a lover after twenty-four years of marriage. Their relationship had lost its spark, the magic that had brought them together. As his sixtieth birthday approached, he had no regrets. He would treat himself to a week’s holiday in London to celebrate. How could he imagine that it would be a life-changing vacation?

      It was an October Sunday morning when he strolled into Brick Lane Market. It was filled with dull, grey hues of concrete and brick, with a lack of vibrant colours or eye-catching displays. The stall stood out with its eclectic mix of items, including the elderly woman in her oversized duffel coat. The Fabergé egg itself was small and unassuming, covered in a layer of ancient newspaper that obscured its true beauty.

      That morning, the market was quiet, with only a few people milling around, and the grey sky seemed to dampen the already dreary atmosphere, broken only by sounds of haggling and bargaining, mingled with the chatter of customers and stall owners. The occasional clink of coins reached Matt’s ears. The elderly woman’s stall was haphazardly arranged, with various trinkets and knick-knacks scattered about.

      The grey sky cast a sombre light over the vendors and shoppers, creating a lacklustre backdrop for the goods on display. Among the various knick-knacks and second-hand items, Matt spotted the dull, dusty Fabergé egg, emerging from a crumpled, yellowed newspaper, which stood out like a diamond in the rough. He had to thank the overcast day, for in full sunlight, somebody else would surely have been attracted to the glittering magnificence of the jewel. It had gone unspotted by everyone, but not by the eagle-eyed Yates.

      Overall, the scene gave him the impression of a sepia photograph, the market a dusty backdrop to the tension that crackled inside his head as Matt’s eyes caught sight of the Fabergé egg, immediately seizing his attention with its intricate design and shimmering jewels, its intricate beauty standing out against the ordinary wares that surrounded it. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his turbulent emotions, but was assailed by the scents of old newspapers and musty fabric permeating the air around the market, adding to its dreary atmosphere. The occasional waft of hot coffee or fried food from nearby food stalls offered a temporary reprieve from the musty smells. In this heightened state of perception, underneath it all, he sensed a lingering faint scent of nostalgia.

      Matt’s heart raced how could it be? Was it genuine, or more probably, a fake? As he picked up the Fabergé egg, Matt could feel the weight of it in his hand, the smoothness of its surface despite its age. “Excuse me, love, could I have a closer look at this egg?”

      The newspaper crinkled under his touch as he unwrapped it, revealing the delicate jewel beneath. The stallholder blinked short-sightedly at him and said, “I had a feeling somebody would buy that today. I don’t normally bring it, but times are hard.”

      “How much, love?”

      Her wrinkled face broke into a shrewd grin, “That there, darlin’, is worth a lot of money! My father was a sailor and he brought it back in the 1920s; God knows where it came from.”

      Matt realised that he would have to play the part of a patient, rather dumb purchaser if he didn’t want to alert her, or anyone else, to his eagerness. When he set it down again, pretending indifference, it stood among an array of brooches, wooden beads, tilting brass mirrors and enamelled powder compacts. She peered at him and scratched her thinning grey hair that, he noticed, could do with a wash to remove the lankness, and said, “From what my old man said, this here is worth at least a thousand quid.”

      So, she was unaware of its true value. “Blimey, lovey! A thousand pounds for this old fake. You’ve got to be joking!”

      “A thousand, take it or leave it!”

      Matt glanced back at the egg, pretending to have lost interest, and inspected a nearby brooch made of sapphires and small pearls. From the corner of his eye, he saw the woman’s disappointed expression. “Nine hundred pounds,” he fired. “I can’t afford more.”

      “Let’s say £950,” she cackled.

      “I ain’t going to argue for fifty quid,” Matt smiled, “You’ve got yourself a deal, missus. Have you got a POS? I don’t carry that much cash.”

      “‘Course I have, ducky. What do you take me for, some old-fashioned biddy?”

      Matt grinned and handed over his Visa card. In moments he would own a Fabergé egg! If worse came to the worst, he would own a fabulous reproduction, worthy of a place on his mantelpiece. The transaction went through without a problem. He pocketed the receipt and she dropped the egg into a plastic bag, saying, “You’ve got a bargain there, sweetheart. The legs are real gold, but don’t come whining that the jewels are paste, right?”

      “Don’t worry, missus”

      “Miss.”

      “Don’t worry, miss. I bought it as it is and you’ll have no bother from me.”

      He parted chuckling—Miss! She must be eighty if she’s a day!relieved that nobody else had been at the stall to observe the transaction, he strode to his nearby London Hackney Hotel. As he marched purposefully there, the full implications of his purchase struck him. I’ll bet her sailor father picked this up in some Russian port on the Baltic. In those days, it wasn’t common knowledge that the Bolsheviks had killed the Tsar and his family and had taken their treasures. I’ll have to be careful. Somebody might kill to get hold of this!

      He entered the hotel lift and then his room, where he took the egg into the bathroom. He removed and binned the distasteful old yellow newspaper with a click of his tongue and, dampening a white towel, gently dabbed away the dust on the blue enamelled surface. It was studded with diamonds and they sparkled in the light from the mirror. Matt felt deceitful and dirty. He had swindled the old dear. But was it his fault if she was most likely illiterate? She had asked for a thousand pounds, but this was worth millions if the gems were genuine. He noticed a small ruby and realised that the egg, about three-and-a-half inches tall, suffering from grime, was divided into two halves. Despite the dirt covering the egg, the small ruby stood out vibrant against its surface, catching the light with its deep red hue. The red gemstone was placed on this sort of equator, dividing the egg into hemispheres. On pressing the stone, it opened. A surprise!

      Upon opening, there was a gentle click as the stone released its hold. Inside, there was no sound except for his own gasp of awe as he saw the intricately crafted gold clock making up the chariot wheel, driven by a cherub. It was exquisite! Delicately, he smoothed the damp border of the towel across writing incised on the top of the watch, revealing the name Sergei Osipov. He guessed correctly that was the name of the clockmaker-jeweller: a name that whispered across time of opulence and craftsmanship. Matt was endowed with a fervid imagination and somehow mixed his sensory perception in his mind; by so doing, he created an egg that gave off a musty staleness due to being locked away and neglected for so long. To him, the gems within carried a faint scent of earth and minerals. Unsurprisingly, the gold of the clock and chariot had an almost metallic, sharp smell.

      Carefully closing the egg, he carried it to the room safe and tapped in his daughter’s birthday as the code. He wrapped the egg in the now dirty white towel and placed it inside, watching the safe click satisfyingly shut with a confirming red LED light. Next, he sat on the edge of his bed and entered the password for the hotel wi-fi into his smartphone. In moments he was connected, and he googled the name Sergei Osipov followed by Fabergé egg. Sure enough, he discovered that this egg, if genuine, was one of the eight missing eggs. This one, in particular, had been a gift from Tsar Alexander III to his wife, Tsarina Maria Feodorovna the third egg of the imperial series, created for Easter 1885. The web article had two photographs in grainy black and white of the outside and inside of the egg. Even if it was hard to be certain, Matt felt that this was the selfsame egg as the one nestling in his hotel safe. The text next to the photographs told him that the Romanovs had the habit of ordering Fabergé eggs for every Easter. The design was produced in the greatest secrecy the only prerequisite being that the egg should contain a surprise. The report suggested that the egg had gone missing in 1922 because of the Soviets’ policy of turning treasures into tractors. Maybe a corrupt official had saved it from that fate by selling it off to a willing buyer, who then made a profit by selling it to an English sailor, who stuffed it in his kitbag, thought Matt. Yes, that must be it!

      Over at the safe, he tapped in his daughter’s birthdate and the green light came on as he took out the jewel with shaking hands. He placed it on the desk by the window and, since he was on the second floor, there was no risk of anyone peering in from the outside. With his phone he snapped the beautiful object from different angles, then pressed the ruby, which acted as the opening mechanism. The egg clicked open and he photographed the cherub, chariot and watch, zooming in on the engraved Osipov name. That done to his satisfaction, he closed and wrapped the egg in the towel and replaced it in the safe, checking that it was shut correctly.

      Next, he went back onto the Internet and googled, best jewellers in London. It brought up a host, all clustered in and around Mayfair. He chose one on Maddox Street, largely attracted by the name: Antique Jewellery Company. Perhaps they’ll have an expert who can value my find.

      He left the hotel, confident that his treasure was safe, and entered the nearby tube station of Dalston Kingsland on the Victoria line. It wasn’t long before a train arrived to whisk him to Highbury & Islington, where he got out and walked to Platform 5 to take another to Oxford Circus.

      There, the pavement was crowded with tourists, all heading down Oxford Street for shopping, but he went towards Regent Street and completed the five-minute walk to Maddox Street. He stopped outside number 49 and surveyed the exterior. His first surprise was to see two signs hanging that read James Blake Gallery. What he wanted was on the first floor, where a notice announced: Explore our large collection of Antique, Vintage and Estate Engagement Rings and Jewellery, from the Georgian, Victorian, Edwardian and Art Deco periods. He smiled and thought, that’s what I need!

      Matt’s plain jeans and T-shirt stood out against the richly decorated room, filled with velvet curtains and luxurious furniture. The gentleman’s grey pin-striped suit was perfectly tailored, his shiny leather shoes reflecting the sparkling chandeliers above. He exuded an aura of wealth and sophistication.

      The walls of the opulent room reverberated with the sound of elegant classical music, while the clicking of heels and rustling of fancy dresses filled the air. The gentleman spoke in a refined tone, his words crisp and precise like the clinking of crystal glasses coming from the gallery downstairs. “May I be of assistance, sir?” Matt was embarrassed at his own quite natural northern accent, as he gazed at the well-groomed, immaculate gentleman, and hardly knew where to begin. “I have quite legally come into possession of a Fabergé egg, and would appreciate an estimate of its value.”

      “A Fabergé egg, sir?” The assistant scrutinised him from head to foot. “Forgive me, but I see no artefact, sir. Is this a hoax?”

      “Oh, no! It’s true, although I do not have it with me. I considered it unwise to carry it around the streets of London unguarded, but I took some photographs this morning to show an expert. Are you such a person?”

      “Ahem, well, that depends on several factors, sir. May I examine the photographs?”

      “Of course,” Matt whipped out his smartphone, tapped the Gallery icon and enlarged the first photograph. “Obviously,” he explained, “the jewel needs some expert cleaning because it was neglected before I purchased it. Look, when you press that ruby, it opens to reveal a timepiece, which has a name: Sergei Osipov engraved there. Here’s a close-up.”

      “At this point, sir, I think it would be best if I accompany you to the proprietor; he’s the antiques expert. My first impression is that it’s a genuine Fabergé, but speaking with due modesty, my opinion is not watertight.”

      He led Matt downstairs and asked him to kindly wait outside an office, where he knocked and waited before entering to emerge with a beatific smile. “My employer will see you now, sir.” He lowered his voice, “I believe he has recognised your egg from my description, but he wishes to see your photographs. Allow me!”

      He knocked again, waited, and on a summons, smartly held the door open for Matt and announced, “Mr Yates to see you, sir.”

      Matt entered and saw another suited gentleman, even more distinguished, one with greying hair at his temples and a slightly lined face, which broke into a welcoming smile. “Pleased to meet you, Mr Yates, my name’s Blake.” He extended a well-manicured hand. “I believe you have some photographs to show me?”

      “Yes, I do. I snapped them this morning.”

      “Good Lord! I say!” A series of exclamations followed, and the aquiline features scrutinised Matt. “Do you realise what we have here?” “Yes, a Fabergé egg.” “Indeed, but this one has been missing since 1922. It dates from 1885 and was in the possession of the Russian Royal Family until the Revolution. Sadly, it then went missing along with another seven similar eggs. How come it’s in your possession, Mr Yates?” “Let’s say I acquired it from someone unaware of its true value this morning. How much is it worth, Mr Blake?” “I would have to see the artefact in physical, not photographic, form, but at a very rough estimate, anywhere between fifteen and twenty-five million pounds. To monetise it, sir, it would have to be sold at auction by an esteemed house such as Christie’s or Bonhams.” Matt paled and closed his eyes tightly, swayed slightly, and gulped. He ran a hand across his forehead. “Are you all right, sir?” “I’m astonished, Mr Blake. I had no idea it was worth so much.” “Do you have a receipt to show you are the legitimate owner?” “I do, but I wonder if a credit card receipt is sufficient in such a case?” The two men stared at each other with different degrees of perplexity. Finally, Blake said, “If you bought it legitimately, there’s no problem unless ownership is contested at auction.” More to himself, he murmured, “With those sums involved, there are likely to be other interested parties.” Raising his voice to normal, he said, “I’d be happy to offer my expertise as an intermediary, Mr Yates, at a standard fee, of course. However, as stated, I need to see the physical artefact.” Matt left the office after leaving the matter without commitment. His every step seemed to belong to someone else. He felt confused and zombie-like. Was it possible that he could soon become a multi-millionaire? In that case, he would retire early and buy a historic property, either in the south of France or in Italy. But first, he needed to clear his head and find something to eat. As soon as the office door closed behind Matt Yates, Mr Blake reached for his phone and made a call; urgent action was needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          STAMFORD, LINCOLNSHIRE, 11–20 OCTOBER 2023

        

      

    

    
      Private investigator Byson Waits was a tall and lean man, dressed in a well-tailored suit and sharp silk tie. His piercing blue eyes darted around the crowded streets of London as he walked with a confident stride. His dark hair was neatly combed and his face adorned with a rugged stubble. He carried himself with the air of someone who had seen it all and was always one step ahead. He exuded an aura of professionalism and determination, his keen eyes and sharp features revealing a keen intelligence behind them. From afar, he might have seemed unassuming, but upon closer inspection, one could see the aura of strength and authority that surrounded him. And yet he spent a frustrating afternoon pursuing leads, as tracking someone down in a vast city like London was no simple task. He managed to narrow his search to central London hotels—a daunting task in itself—but his determination paid off when he found out that Matt Yates was staying at the London Hackney Hotel.

      Waits positioned himself near the entrance, confident he would recognise the man from the CCTV footage taken at the Mayfair jeweller’s gallery owned by his client. Before settling in, he enquired if a friend, Matt Yates, was a guest at the hotel. The response was a positive one, with Yates registered in Room 203. Waits noted the room number as it could come in handy later.

      Ironically, Waits himself was being watched. Mr Blake, excited about the rediscovery of the missing egg, had shared the news with a close and trusted friend, who then passed it on. This chain of whispers eventually reached a shady individual known for his ties to the criminal underworld.

      When Yates finally returned to the hotel, Waits captured his image with a small digital camera and, once confirming the man was indeed his target, he decided to wrap up the day with a pint at the Anchor & Hope. Despite being adept at trailing others, Waits was oblivious to the burly figure in a plaid shirt and jeans shadowing him. They entered the pub simultaneously, and Waits quickly downed his ale, ordered another, and was halfway through it before heading to the toilet.

      Suddenly, he was grabbed from behind and slammed into the ceramic-tiled wall by strong arms, making him unable to see his attacker.

      “Do you have the egg?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      His face was thrust against the cold white tile.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you,” he spat, blood trickling from his nose into his mouth. “I don’t have the egg. All I know is that Matt Yates is staying at the London Hackney Hotel. I haven’t had the chance to talk to him yet.”

      “Did you get his room number?”

      Receiving no response, his face was smashed into the wall again. Waits screamed and called for help, but his cries were lost in the bustling bar. A sharp blow to the back of his neck plunged him into darkness, and his attacker gently lowered him to the floor. The burly thug rifled through Waits’s pockets, retrieving a small dark-blue notebook and pocketing it along with the miniature camera. He carefully opened the toilet door, peeked outside, confirmed the coast was clear, and walked away, leaving Waits unconscious with his battered face beneath the urinal.

      Byson sat up groggily, almost banging his spinning head on the porcelain utility. He used it to raise himself to his feet, then staggered over to the washbasin and splashed reviving cold water onto his face. He washed away every trace of blood and gingerly ran thumb and forefinger over his nose, tweaking it to ensure that somehow, miraculously, it wasn’t broken.

      Feeling much better, he left the toilet and returned to his ale but a small sip told him that it was warm and undrinkable. So, he went to the bar and ordered a fresh pint.

      “You look as if you’re the worse for wear, pal,” the barman said.

      “I ran into trouble in your toilet.”

      “Would that be the Irish thug who left twenty minutes ago?”

      “Irish?”

      “I don’t know him personally, but his accent is unmistakable. I expect he’s part of some mob or other. You’d do well to steer clear of his sort.”

      “Now, that’s stating the obvious!” He paid and grinned at the friendly barman and returned to his table. There, he checked his pockets and found to his dismay that his notebook and camera were missing, which convinced him to go to the police.

      He wandered into Hackney Central police station and reported the assault in the Anchor & Hope. He explained that he’d been working on a case regarding a priceless Russian jewel and that now his quarry was in danger. He reported the theft of his notebook and a £400 Leica Sofort 2 camera. He couldn’t describe his attacker, but the barman in the pub might be able to. He had a strong Irish accent and perhaps belonged to a criminal organisation.

      When pressed, Waits was reluctant to reveal his client’s name or the nature of the Russian jewel. He explained his unwillingness by saying, “My clients often insist on complete discretion. I’d soon be out of work if I went around blabbing. I’m sure you’ll understand, officer.” Detective Inspector Wilson did understand and promised, instead, to concentrate on recovering the stolen items. When the detective had gone, he shook his head. His intuition told him that there was reason to be concerned, so he rang his old mentor at Scotland Yard, DCI Jacob Vance.

      “Hello, Harry, all quiet on the Hackney front?”

      “Hi, Jacob, are you keeping well? To be honest, I’ve just had a strange encounter with that private eye, you know…” pause as he checked the name… “Byson Waits.”

      “Ah, is he still poking around?”

      “Yes, and something tells me he’s onto something big.”

      Wilson went on to explain what he had learnt.

      “A Russian jewel worth a fortune? Could it be a Fabergé egg? They’re worth millions.”

      “He didn’t say, but implied that his client was an expert in such matters. He wouldn’t reveal his name, which is reasonable.”

      “He would do that. Look, Harry, if he says the bloke in the hotel acquired the jewel, whatever it is, legally, there’s no reason to intervene. But your instincts seem right to me. Let’s wait and see. I don’t like the involvement of this Irish bully boy. Why don’t you have a chat with the barman and get a description? We might find him then in our records.”

      “I’ll do that, Jacob. Thanks for your advice. Helena alright?”

      They chatted pleasantly for a while, allowing Jacob to bemoan the state of health of his beloved golden retriever, then they ended the call.

      The following morning, Matt Yates ate a satisfying breakfast in his hotel and then decided to visit the Tate Modern Gallery by the river. His appreciation began on the outside where he admired the architecture. The building, described as a hybrid of Art Deco and super modernism, struck him as very contemporary and well-suited to its contents. Regarding these, he spent a happy morning scrutinising Chagall’s Green Donkey, Monet’s Water Lilies, Modigliani’s Jeanne Hébuterne and many other masterpieces. As he sat on a bench, gazing at Pablo Picasso’s 1944 Bust of a Woman, he asked himself whether, once he had sold his egg, he might be able to invest in some modern works of a similar calibre; maybe he would be the first discoverer of a future household name.

      Yates wouldn’t have been so relaxed if he had known what was going on in his hotel room. A cleaning lady rang down to reception to report the ransacking of Room 203. The hotel manager took a dim view of the matter and immediately rang Hackney Central police station. DI Wilson received the call and immediately sent a forensics team to the hotel. They checked out the room but could find only one set of fingerprints. Only when Yates returned and agreed to provide his prints were they able to conclude that the intruder had worn gloves. That was no surprise, but DI Wilson invited Yates to open the safe, which he did with trembling hands, a sensation of nausea gripping his stomach at the thought of his treasure having been stolen, but to his immense relief, he found the egg wrapped safely inside its towel. He showed it to Wilson, who immediately ordered it to be photographed.

      “You’ve been lucky, sir. Whoever the intruder was, he wasn’t professional enough to open what is a fairly rudimentary safe. If your egg is worth a fortune, I suggest you transfer it somewhere far more secure immediately.”

      “Thank you, Inspector, I’ll take your advice.”

      “Take my card, sir, and ring me to inform me where you are lodging. I suspect we’re dealing with objects that often have dangerous histories.”

      That was why Yates disappeared off the London radar, because he wisely decided to leave the capital and return home to Stamford. Upon arriving at a hardware store, he perused the aisles with a keen eye, examining various models of home safes. He scrutinised the steel thickness, lock mechanisms, and electronic features, eventually selecting a robust model for £2000. Back home, he donned his work gloves and picked up his toolbox. With the precision of a seasoned handyman, he dismantled an old copper boiler, its surface tarnished and neglected, from its snug spot inside an unused chimney. He carefully set the new safe on a discreet ledge, cleverly hidden from view beside the vacant space. Below it, he transformed the area into a 24-bottle wine cellar, complete with elegantly crafted louvred doors. He took a step back, admiring his handiwork, and imagined a thief attempting to locate the safe. Even if one were to stumble upon it, they would face the daunting task of cracking the complex combination and using a key to access its contents.

      Matt decided to wait two years before attempting to sell the egg at auction. This, what he called a ‘cooling off’ period, he believed would make the setting up of a less dangerous auction.

      Three weeks had passed since his DIY safe had been installed before Matt received his first letter. It was not anonymous, but signed by James Blake, inviting him to return to Maddox Street to discuss the setting up of an auction. The letter was harmless in itself but shattered Matt’s sense of security. Of course, he should have imagined that a determined investigator would discover his home address. That was a natural consequence of having handed over his passport to the London hotel as IDa necessary legal requirement. Glancing at the dark green louvred doors, he complimented himself on the neat paint job and thanked his good sense for having taken precautions. He also felt smug that he had sold the unwanted copper boiler to a scrap metal dealer for £100.

      His reply was polite and firm, along the lines of “I’m no longer in possession of the Fabergé egg. I decided to sell it to a private collector, an American in New York.” It was a blatant lie, but one he hoped would keep him out of bother until he was ready to organise the auction.

      As soon as he had posted the letter, he regretted it. It would not take a detective much effort to discover the miserable amount his current account contained; also, he could not furnish any name for the mythical American. It was too late; he couldn’t intercept the letter, but maybe in a school holiday break, he could slip back down to Mayfair and clear the matter up with Mr Blake, who seemed like a real gentleman. He would understand.

      Matt returned to work, an endless round of preparation, marking, staff meetings and school assemblies if he could sell the egg and take early retirement, he would do so willingly.

      Weeks slipped by and, while the egg was never far from his thoughts, the worry about danger subsided. That was until he received a text message on his phone: Bring the egg to London on Wednesday 22 November. Do not contact the police. Do not think you can escape me. Your life is worth nothing if you disobey. I’ll be in touch.

      Matt remembered as he put his phone down that he hadn’t got in touch with DI Wilson as instructed, which was remiss of him, especially now that he needed him. He picked up his phone again and looked for Wilson’s visiting card. He noticed that his hand trembled as he tapped in the number. The ringtone was welcome and soon he heard, “DI Wilson, who’s calling?”

      “Matt Yates, Inspector. I should have contacted you sooner, I’m sorry. I’m back home in Stamford and, between work and personal problems, it slipped my mind.”

      “Is everything alright, sir? You sound somewhat anxious.”

      “Yes, well, to tell you the truth, the business of the Fabergé egg hasn’t gone away as I’d hoped by coming here. First of all, I received an innocuous, helpful letter from the antiques expert, but even that…” he paused and swallowed, “…even that means that somehow, he obtained my address. But worse than that, I’ve had a threatening text message.”

      “Can you forward it to me on WhatsApp? You can use this number.”

      “I’ll do that at once.”

      “Good, then I’ll call you back. Save my number so you’ll know it’s me when your phone rings.”

      “Right-ho, thanks.”

      The wait was agonising, but when Wilson called, the delay was explained.

      “Mr Yates, we are treating this matter with the utmost urgency. We’ve tracked the number to a disposable SIM card, rendering the text you received untraceable to any individual. I trust you’ve secured the egg somewhere safe?” The detective’s voice crackled through the phone, laced with a concern that resonated in the tidy room where Matt sat alone.

      “Oh yes, but I refuse to discuss it over the phone.” Matt’s voice trembled slightly, betraying the growing tension, even as he tried to maintain a firm resolve.

      “Very prudent, sir. Listen closely, I need you to travel to London on Tuesday, the 21st. I’ll send you a text because you’ve been explicitly warned against police contact. We’ll rendezvous at a clandestine location where you’ll receive further instructions. Under no circumstances should you bring the egg.” The officer emphasised each word, the urgency clear through the line.

      “It’s secure where it is. I’ll await your text as the date approaches,” Matt replied with a short sigh, trying to edge confidence into his increasingly frayed nerves.

      Wilson abruptly terminated the call, and a wave of relief surged through Matt. He felt reassured that he was in capable hands. He would adhere to police instructions with unwavering precision, yet he braced himself for inevitable directives from a more sinister source. What would the criminals demand in exchange for his daughter’s life? The taunting text swirled in his mind, the words etched in dread, promising a brutal, unwanted outcome to a stroll around a market.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          REGENT’S PARK, SUNDAY 22ND OCTOBER 2023

        

      

    

    
      The rain had started again. A fine mist swirled over the streets, barely enough to be noticed, but persistent. It clung to Matt’s skin, making him feel cold to the bone. He shivered, adjusting the collar of his coat as he glanced at his mobile phone once more, as if willing it to stop vibrating. He had received the second message. This one wasn’t just an anonymous threat, but a chilling proposal.

      “£5000 in exchange for the egg. If no deal, I’ll be coming for you. You’ve got 72 hours to decide then, be at the Triton Fountain, Regent’s Park at midday. No police. Wear a straw hat, whatever the weather.”

      The words burned into his mind. No matter how many times he read them, it didn’t change the fact that they were real, and they were intended for him. A straw hat in October! It was clear why someone was so intent on getting their hands on the egg—it was worth 5000 times the £5000, and he could feel the walls closing in. He forwarded the message to DI Wilson.

      DI Wilson had been blunt with him. There was no time to waste. He had to go into hiding, into a safe house. As much as Matt wanted to argue, as much as he wanted to refuse, the tone in Wilson’s voice left him with little choice. He had a target on his back. And, judging by the way things were escalating, it wasn’t just any target. These people weren’t interested in negotiation or peace—they wanted the egg, and they were willing to kill for it.

      The safe house wasn’t much to look at. A quiet, unassuming flat in a middle-class neighbourhood, tucked away behind a row of buildings. The kind of place no one would think to look at twice.

      Wilson had been the one to drive him there. They sat in his car for a few moments, a heavy silence hung between them.

      “Here’s the plan,” Wilson said, turning to face him. His voice was calm, but there was a glint in his eye, determination and excitement. “Tomorrow, we’ll be watching the rendezvous. You won’t be there physically, but we’ll be on-site. You’ll stay here, out of sight, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

      Matt swallowed hard; his throat was dry. “So, we’re just… waiting?”

      “Precisely. You can’t be involved. Not in any way. This is too big now. You’ve been dragged into something far deeper than we thought.”

      Matt nodded, though he wasn’t sure he understood its full scope. Every day had felt like a nightmare since he first received that message from the anonymous source. The Fabergé egg, the mysterious, exquisite object that seemed to be at the heart of all of this, was a puzzle he couldn’t even begin to piece together. Luckily, his precautions were in place and he doubted that even a professional thief could locate it. All he wanted now was to sell it in an auction, pocket the money and take a Caribbean cruise and then buy a villa in Provence or the Languedoc; but, most of all, he wanted to stay alive to do that!

      “Remain indoors,” Wilson added. “We’ll contact you once it’s over. Stay put. You’re safer here.”

      And so, Matt did as he was told, the hours stretching on between glasses of gin and tonic, fry-ups and various televised sports. When the TV was off, the quiet was suffocating. Every tick of the clock felt like an eternity, but eventually, the appointed morning came.

      Regent’s Park was unusually quiet for a Sunday morning. The trees, their branches shaking in the wind, offered little shelter from the cold. A few joggers passed by, bundled up in scarves and coats, but for the most part, it was empty, probably owing to the dull day and flowerless season.

      Wilson stood with unease behind a row of hedges, battling the growing urge to smoke his pipe. The raw, familiar scent of the park drifted around him. He inhaled it deeply, listening to the rustle of the leaves when they stirred in the wind. His eyes flicked towards the woman next to him: DC Sally Harris, who, with a presence as unbending as the laws she enforced, was intent and absorbed in her task. She fixed her binoculars on the Triton Fountain with a firm, professional air, not even daring to blink. Wilson felt a twinge of irritation at her focus—nowhere near as relaxed as he would have liked, but that was Sally, after all. In contrast, his own approach struck a note of discord beside her rigid frame.

      The fountain, a mass of bronze sculptures, loomed ahead like a mythical scene frozen in time, depicting a commanding sea god—the triton—blowing powerfully on a conch shell, with two languid mermaids reclining elegantly at his feet. The group of figures stood prominently at the centre of a round, glistening pool, capturing the attention of every passerby. It was strategically positioned opposite the Jubilee Gates, a significant vantage point at the end of the central walk that sliced neatly through the heart of Queen Mary’s Gardens. As always, the gardens were a picture of serene beauty, flowers in bloom adding vivid hues to the green landscape. Wilson suppressed an exasperated sigh, wishing Sally would loosen up a bit and frustrated that they had to spend such a pleasant day in tense vigilance. The whole operation was absolutely necessary, he had set it in motion, and her dedication kept him from surrendering to the frustration caused by inaction that gnawed at his proactive nature.

      Harris studied her colleague, DC David Wharton, who was standing in front of the fountain, innocuously wearing an absurd straw hat, given the weather. The two detectives were hidden in plain sight, masked by the shadows of the trees and the muted colour of their clothing. Their eyes flicked back and forth, watching the Jubilee Gates, waiting for the signal.

      Wilson checked his watch again. Another thirty minutes passed without any sign of the meeting.

      “Any movement?” he asked Harris quietly.

      “Nothing yet,” she replied, her voice calm but sharp with vigilance. “We’ve still got time.”

      They continued to wait, scanning the crowd. Matt wasn’t the only one whose safety they were considering. In fact, he was far from the most important part of this operation. The key to it all, the unknown man they were waiting for, hadn’t arrived yet.

      Wilson’s mind kept drifting back to the text message she had read the previous day. The threat, the demand, and the unsettling nature of it all. £5000 for the egg. It seemed like a simple enough transaction at first. But something, apart from the low price, felt off, something he couldn’t put his finger on.

      “Over there,” Harris muttered, jerking his head towards the park’s northern end.

      Wilson’s eyes followed her line of sight. A tall figure, walking with purpose. A man in a long coat, his posture stiff and guarded, was strolling towards the fountain; he was notable mostly for his fiery red hair. He carried a briefcase in his right hand, the edges of it sharply defined despite the damp air.

      It was him. The courier, so Wilson’s informed guess was correct. This was most likely the tall Irishman the barman in the Hope & Anchor had described—only a rough description from Matt’s previous brief encounter—and everything about this man seemed to fit. He walked like someone who knew exactly where he was going. The briefcase was unmistakable. If he was here for the deal, then it was about to get complicated.

      “Get ready,” Wilson murmured. “This could go sideways fast.”

      Seán McCarthy had no idea he was being watched. To him, this was just another job. It wasn’t glamorous. He wasn’t one of the big players in whatever game was being played here. Hell, he barely understood what the job entailed. He was just an odd-job man—gardens, window cleaning, odd bits of maintenance. When they’d called him in, offered him money for what seemed like a simple delivery, he hadn’t asked questions. He was wise enough not to attempt to open the briefcase. He knew what kind of people had engaged him. They weren’t anyone to mess with. The £500 they promised him was easy moneythat was all he needed to know.

      Five thousand pounds in used notes, he knew that much. They’d told him, so he’d be careful with the case. It was a fortune for the likes of him. He wasn’t complaining. He had his own problems to deal with, ones that didn’t involve asking questions about a mysterious package or shady dealings.

      So, when the instructions had come—meet in the park, exchange the money for the package, and walk away—he’d just nodded and done as he was told. It wasn’t his place to ask questions.

      The briefcase was heavier than he had anticipated. He adjusted his grip on it, his hand sweaty beneath the worn leather straps. He wasn’t used to carrying something this important. It didn’t sit right in his palm, like it was something far more valuable than he could understand. But he kept walking. The rendezvous was close.

      He spotted the man standing near the fountain, a figure who didn’t seem to belong; the straw hat he’d been told to look out for separated him from the rest of London on a cool October day. Apart from the hat, the tall, well-dressed individual wasn’t quite right for this park.

      McCarthy slowed, eyeing the figure, his instincts kicking in. Something didn’t feel right. He had been told to hand over the briefcase, no questions asked. But he found himself wondering—was he just the middleman in a contest he didn’t understand?

      Still, he pressed on.

      The moment before McCarthy was due to hand over the briefcase, everything seemed to freeze. Wilson felt her pulse quicken, her fingers tight around the binoculars. She was about to give the signal when the unexpected happened.

      McCarthy’s hand slipped into his coat, producing a small object—a phone. He turned it over in his hands, as if deciding whether to receive the call, and then he pressed it to his ear. Wilson didn’t know what to make of it. Her gut screamed that something was wrong.

      Before she could react, Harris’s voice came through the earpiece, sharp and steady. “Wilson, hold your fire. We’ve got a problem.”

      McCarthy wasn’t just a courier. He was a pawn in something much bigger, and the police had underestimated the situation.

      But there was one thing that was clear now: the game was far from over.

      Wilson cursed under his breath as he looked out across the park, where McCarthy had already started to run, making his retreat, the briefcase tucked securely under his arm. Whoever was behind this, whoever had sent him, wasn’t done yet.

      The detective inspector cursed under his breath as he looked out across the park, at the fleeing McCarthy. Presumably the caller had called off the exchange because they were aware of the police presence. It meant that the Irishman was nothing more than a dispensable pawn.

      They had to find out who was pulling the strings—and fast. But that, as Wilson knew all too well, wasn’t easy; these people would be experts and long gone.

      As McCarthy hurried away, blending into the few park visitors that remained, Wilson exchanged a look with Harris. They knew they had to act quickly before their suspect vanished into the London crowd.

      “Wharton, tail him discreetly,” Wilson spoke into her earpiece, his voice urgent but controlled. “We can’t afford to lose track of him.”
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