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THE KREMLIN, MOSCOW



May 19, 1966


‘IT’S A FAKE,’ said the Russian leader, staring down at the small exquisite painting he held in his hands.


‘That isn’t possible,’ replied his Politburo colleague. ‘The Tsar’s icon of St George and the Dragon has been in the Winter Palace at Leningrad under heavy guard for over fifty years.’


‘True, Comrade Zaborski,’ said the old man, ‘but for fifty years we’ve been guarding a fake. The Tsar must have removed the original some time before the Red Army entered St Petersburg and overran the Winter Palace.’


The head of State Security moved restlessly in his chair as the cat and mouse game continued. Zaborski knew, after years of running the KGB, who had been cast as the mouse the moment his phone had rung at four that morning to say that the General Secretary required him to report to the Kremlin – immediately.


‘How can you be so sure it’s a fake, Leonid Ilyich?’ the diminutive figure enquired.


‘Because, my dear Zaborski, during the past eighteen months, the age of all the treasures in the Winter Palace has been tested by carbon-dating, the modern scientific process that does not call for a second opinion,’ said Brezhnev, displaying his new-found knowledge. ‘And what we have always thought to be one of the nation’s masterpieces,’ he continued, ‘turns out to have been painted five hundred years after Rublev’s original.’


‘But by whom and for what purpose?’ asked the Chairman of State Security, incredulous.


‘The experts tell me it was probably a court painter,’ replied the Russian leader, ‘who must have been commissioned to execute the copy only months before the Revolution took place. It has always worried the curator at the Winter Palace that the Tsar’s traditional silver crown was not attached to the back of the frame, as it was to all his other masterpieces,’ added Brezhnev.


‘But I always thought that the silver crown had been removed by a souvenir hunter even before we had entered St Petersburg.’


‘No,’ said the General Secretary drily, his bushy eyebrows rising every time he had completed a statement. ‘It wasn’t the Tsar’s silver crown that had been removed, but the painting itself.’


‘Then what can the Tsar have done with the original?’ the Chairman said, almost as if he were asking himself the question.


‘That is exactly what I want to know, Comrade,’ said Brezhnev, resting his hands each side of the little painting that remained in front of him. ‘And you are the one who has been chosen to come up with the answer,’ he added.


For the first time the Chairman of the KGB looked unsure of himself.


‘But do you have anything for me to go on?’


‘Very little,’ admitted the General Secretary, flicking open a file that he removed from the top drawer of his desk. He stared down at the closely typed notes headed ‘The Significance of the Icon in Russian History’. Someone had been up all through the night preparing a ten-page report that the leader had only found time to scan. Brezhnev’s real interest began on page four. He quickly turned over the first three pages before reading aloud: ‘“At the time of the Revolution, Tsar Nicholas II obviously saw Rublev’s masterpiece as his passport to freedom in the West. He must have had a copy made which he then left on his study wall where the original had previously hung.”’ The Russian leader looked up. ‘Beyond that we have little to go on.’


The head of the KGB looked perplexed. He remained puzzled as to why Brezhnev should want State Security involved in the theft of a minor masterpiece. ‘And how important is it that we find the original?’ he asked, trying to pick up a further clue.


Leonid Brezhnev stared down at his Kremlin colleague.


‘Nothing could be more important, Comrade,’ came back the unexpected reply. ‘And I shall grant you any resources you may consider necessary in terms of people and finance to discover the whereabouts of the Tsar’s icon.’


‘But if I were to take you at your word, Comrade General Secretary,’ said the head of the KGB, trying to disguise his disbelief, ‘I could so easily end up spending far more than the painting is worth.’


‘That would not be possible,’ said Brezhnev, pausing for effect, ‘because it’s not the icon itself that I’m after.’ He turned his back on the Chairman of State Security and stared out of the window. He had always disliked not being able to see over the Kremlin wall and into Red Square. He waited for some moments before he proclaimed, ‘The money the Tsar might have raised from selling such a masterpiece would only have kept Nicholas in his accustomed lifestyle for a matter of months, perhaps a year at the most. No, it’s what we believe the Tsar had secreted inside the icon that would have guaranteed security for himself and his family for the rest of their days.’


A little circle of condensation formed on the window pane in front of the General Secretary.


‘What could possibly be that valuable?’ asked the Chairman.


‘Do you remember, Comrade, what the Tsar promised Lenin in exchange for his life?’


‘Yes, but it turned out to be a bluff because no such document was hidden . . .’ He stopped himself just before saying ‘in the icon’.


Zaborski stood silently, unable to witness Brezhnev’s triumphant smile.


‘You have caught up with me at last, Comrade. You see, the document was hidden in the icon all the time. We just had the wrong icon.’


The Russian leader waited for some time before he turned back and passed over to his colleague a single sheet of paper. ‘This is the Tsar’s testimony indicating what we would find hidden in the icon of St George and the Dragon. At the time, nothing was discovered in the icon, which only convinced Lenin that it had been a pathetic bluff by the Tsar to save his family from execution.’


Zaborski slowly read the hand-written testimony that had been signed by the Tsar hours before his execution. Zaborski’s hands began to tremble and a bead of sweat appeared on his forehead long before he had reached the last paragraph. He looked across at the tiny painting, no larger than a book, that remained in the centre of the Chairman’s desk.


‘Not since the death of Lenin,’ continued Brezhnev, ‘has anyone believed the Tsar’s claim. But now, there can be little doubt that if we are able to locate the genuine masterpiece, we will undoubtedly also be in possession of the promised document.’


‘And with the authority of those who signed that document, no one could question our legal claim,’ said Zaborski.


‘That would undoubtedly prove to be the case, Comrade Chairman,’ replied the Russian leader. ‘And I also feel confident that we would receive the backing of the United Nations and the World Court if the Americans tried to deny us our right. But I fear time is now against us.’


‘Why?’ asked the Chairman of State Security.


‘Look at the completion date in the Tsar’s testimony and you will see how much time we have left to honour our part of the agreement,’ said Brezhnev.


Zaborski stared down at the date scrawled in the hand of the Tsar – June 20, 1966. He handed back the testimony as he considered the enormity of the task with which his leader had entrusted him. Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev continued his monologue.


‘So, as you can see, Comrade Zaborski, we have only one month left before the deadline, but if you can discover the whereabouts of the original icon, President Johnson’s defence strategy would be rendered virtually useless, and the United States would then become a pawn on the Russian chessboard.’
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APPLESHAW, ENGLAND


June 1966


‘AND TO MY dearly beloved and only son, Captain Adam Scott, MC, I bequeath the sum of five hundred pounds.’


Although Adam had anticipated the amount would be pitiful, he nevertheless remained bolt upright in his chair as the solicitor glanced over his half-moon spectacles.


The old lawyer who was seated behind the large partners’ desk raised his head and blinked at the handsome young man before him. Adam put a hand nervously through his thick black hair, suddenly conscious of the lawyer’s stare. Then Mr Holbrooke’s eyes returned to the papers in front of him.


‘And to my dearly beloved daughter, Margaret Scott, I bequeath the sum of four hundred pounds.’ Adam was unable to prevent a small grin spreading across his face. Even in the minutiae of his final act, father had remained a chauvinist.


‘To the Hampshire County Cricket Club,’ droned on Mr Holbrooke, unperturbed by Miss Scott’s relative misfortunes, ‘twenty-five pounds, life membership.’ Finally paid up, thought Adam. ‘To the Contemptibles, fifteen pounds. And to the Appleshaw Parish Church, ten pounds.’ Death membership, Adam mused. ‘To Wilf Proudfoot, our loyal gardener part time, ten pounds, and to Mrs Mavis Cox, our daily help, five pounds.’


‘And finally, to my dearly beloved wife Susan, our marital home, and the remainder of my estate.’


This pronouncement made Adam want to laugh out loud because he doubted if the remainder of Pa’s estate, even if they sold his premium bonds and the pre-war golf clubs, amounted to more than another thousand pounds.


But mother was a daughter of the Regiment and wouldn’t complain, she never did. If God ever announced the saints, as opposed to some Pope in Rome, Saint Susan of Appleshaw would be up there with Mary and Elizabeth. All through his life ‘Pa’, as Adam always thought of him, had set such high standards for the family to live up to. Perhaps that was why Adam continued to admire him above all men. Sometimes the very thought made him feel strangely out of place in the swinging sixties.


Adam began to move restlessly in his chair, assuming that the proceedings were now drawing to a close. The sooner they were all out of this cold, drab little office the better, he felt.


Mr Holbrooke looked up once more and cleared his throat, as if he were about to announce who was to be left the Goya or the Hapsburg diamonds. He pushed his half-moon spectacles further up the bridge of his nose and stared back down at the last paragraphs of his late client’s testament. The three surviving members of the Scott family sat in silence. What could he have to add? thought Adam.


Whatever it was, the solicitor had obviously pondered the final bequest several times, because he delivered the words like a well-versed actor, his eyes returning to the script only once.


‘And I also leave to my son,’ Mr Holbrooke paused, ‘the enclosed envelope,’ he said, holding it up, ‘which I can only hope will bring him greater happiness than it did me. Should he decide to open the envelope it must be on the condition that he will never divulge its contents to any other living person.’ Adam caught his sister’s eye but she only shook her head slightly, obviously as puzzled as he was. He glanced towards his mother who looked shocked. Was it fear or was it distress? Adam couldn’t decide. Without another word, Mr Holbrooke passed the yellowed envelope over to the Colonel’s only son.


Everyone in the room remained seated, not quite sure what to do next. Mr Holbrooke finally closed the thin file marked Colonel Gerald Scott, DSO, OBE, MC, pushed back his chair and walked slowly over to the widow. They shook hands and she said, ‘Thank you,’ a faintly ridiculous courtesy, Adam felt, as the only person in the room who had made any sort of profit on this particular transaction had been Mr Holbrooke, and that on behalf of Holbrooke, Holbrooke and Gascoigne.


He rose and went quickly to his mother’s side.


‘You’ll join us for tea, Mr Holbrooke?’ she was asking.


‘I fear not, dear lady,’ the lawyer began, but Adam didn’t bother to listen further. Obviously the fee hadn’t been large enough to cover Holbrooke taking time off for tea.


Once they had left the office and Adam had ensured his mother and sister were seated comfortably in the back of the family Morris Minor, he took his place behind the steering wheel. He had parked outside Mr Holbrooke’s office in the middle of the High Street. No yellow lines in the streets of Appleshaw – yet, he thought. Even before he had switched on the ignition his mother had offered matter-of-factly, ‘We’ll have to get rid of this, you know. I can’t afford to run it now, not with petrol at six shillings a gallon.’


‘Don’t let’s worry about that today,’ said Margaret consolingly, but in a voice that accepted that her mother was right. ‘I wonder what can be in that envelope, Adam,’ she added, wanting to change the subject.


‘Detailed instructions on how to invest my five hundred pounds, no doubt,’ said her brother, attempting to lighten their mood.


‘Don’t be disrespectful of the dead,’ said his mother, the same look of fear returning to her face. ‘I begged your father to destroy that envelope,’ she added, in a voice that was barely a whisper.


Adam’s lips pursed when he realised this must be the envelope his father had referred to all those years ago when he had witnessed the one row between his parents that he had ever experienced. Adam still remembered his father’s raised voice and angry words just a few days after he had returned from Germany.


‘I have to open it, don’t you understand?’ Pa had insisted.


‘Never,’ his mother had replied. ‘After all the sacrifices I have made, you at least owe me that.’


Over twenty years had passed since that confrontation and he had never heard the subject referred to again. The only time Adam ever mentioned it to his sister she could throw no light on what the dispute might have been over.


Adam put his foot on the brake as they reached a T-junction at the end of the High Street.


He turned right and continued to drive out of the village for a mile or so down a winding country lane before bringing the old Morris Minor to a halt. Adam leapt out and opened the trellised gate whose path led through a neat lawn to a little thatched cottage.


‘I’m sure you ought to be getting back to London,’ were his mother’s first words as she entered the drawing room.


‘I’m in no hurry, mother. There’s nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow.’


‘Just as you wish, my dear, but you don’t have to worry yourself over me,’ his mother continued. She stared up at the tall young man who reminded her so much of Gerald. He would have been as good-looking as her husband if it wasn’t for the slight break in his nose. The same dark hair and deep brown eyes, the same open, honest face, even the same gentle approach to everyone he came across. But most of all the same high standards of morality that had brought them to their present sad state. ‘And in any case I’ve always got Margaret to take care of me,’ she added. Adam looked across at his sister and wondered how she would now cope with Saint Susan of Appleshaw.


Margaret had recently become engaged to a City stockbroker, and although the marriage had been postponed, she would soon be wanting to start a life of her own. Thank God her fiance had already put a down-payment on a little house only fourteen miles away.


After tea and a sad uninterrupted monologue from his mother on the virtues and misfortunes of their father, Margaret cleared away and left the two of them alone. They had both loved him in such different ways although Adam felt that he had never let Pa really know how much he respected him.


‘Now that you’re no longer in the army, my dear, I do hope you’ll be able to find a worthwhile job,’ his mother said uneasily, as she recalled how difficult that had proved to be for his father.


‘I’m sure everything will be just fine, mother,’ he replied. ‘The Foreign Office have asked to see me again,’ he added, hoping to reassure her.


‘Still, now that you’ve got five hundred pounds of your own,’ she said, ‘that should make things a little easier for you.’ Adam smiled fondly at his mother, wondering when she had last spent a day in London. His share of the Chelsea flat alone was four pounds a week and he still had to eat occasionally. She raised her eyes and, looking up at the clock on the mantelpiece, said, ‘You’d better be getting along, my dear, I don’t like the thought of you on that motorbike after dark.’


Adam bent down to kiss her on the cheek. ‘I’ll give you a call tomorrow,’ he said. On his way out he stuck his head around the kitchen door and shouted to his sister, ‘I’m off and I’ll be sending you a cheque for fifty pounds.’


‘Why?’ asked Margaret, looking up from the sink.


‘Just let’s say it’s my blow for women’s rights.’ He shut the kitchen door smartly to avoid the dishcloth that was hurled in his direction. Adam revved up his BSA and drove down the A303 through Andover and on towards London. As most of the traffic was coming west out of the city, he was able to make good time on his way back to the flat in Ifield Road.


Adam had decided to wait until he had reached the privacy of his own room before he opened the envelope. Lately the excitement in his life had not been such that he felt he could be blasé about the little ceremony. After all, in a way, he had waited most of his life to discover what could possibly be in the envelope he had now inherited.


Adam had been told the story of the family tragedy by his father a thousand times – ‘It’s all a matter of honour, old chap,’ his father would repeat, lifting his chin and squaring his shoulders. Adam’s father had not realised that he had spent a lifetime overhearing the snide comments of lesser men and suffering the side-long glances from those officers who had made sure they were not seen too regularly in his company. Petty men with petty minds. Adam knew his father far too well to believe, even for a moment, that he could have been involved in such treachery as was whispered. Adam took one hand off the handlebars and fingered the envelope in his inside pocket like a schoolboy the day before his birthday feeling the shape of a present in the hope of discovering some clue as to its contents. He felt certain that whatever it contained would not be to anyone’s advantage now his father was dead, but it did not lessen his curiosity.


He tried to piece together the few facts he had been told over the years. In 1946, within a year of his fiftieth birthday, his father had resigned his commission from the army. The Times had described Pa as a brilliant tactical officer with a courageous war record. His resignation had been a decision that had surprised The Times correspondent, astonished his immediate family and shocked his regiment, as it had been assumed by all who knew him that it was only a matter of months before crossed swords and a baton would have been sewn on to his epaulette.


Because of the colonel’s sudden and unexplained departure from the regiment, fact was augmented by fiction. When asked, all the colonel would offer was that he had had enough of war, and felt the time had come to make a little money on which Susan and he could retire before it was too late. Even at the time, few people found his story credible, and that credibility was not helped when the only job the colonel managed to secure for himself was as secretary of the local golf club.


It was only through the generosity of Adam’s late grandfather, General Sir Pelham Westlake, that he had been able to remain at Wellington College, and thereby be given the opportunity to continue the family tradition and pursue a military career.


After leaving school, Adam was offered a place at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. During his days at the RMA, Adam was to be found diligently studying military history, tactics, and battle procedure while at weekends he concentrated on rugby and squash, although his greatest success came whenever he completed the different cross-country courses he encountered. For two years, panting cadets from Cranwell and Dartmouth only saw his mud-spattered back as Adam went on to become the Inter-Services champion. He also became the middleweight boxing champion despite a Nigerian cadet breaking his nose in the first round of the final. The Nigerian made the mistake of assuming the fight was already over.


When Adam passed out of Sandhurst in August 1956, he managed ninth place in the academic order of merit, but his leadership and example outside the classroom was such that no one was surprised when he was awarded the Sword of Honour. Adam never doubted from that moment he would now follow his father and command the regiment.


The Royal Wessex Regiment accepted the colonel’s son soon after he had been awarded his regular commission. Adam quickly gained the respect of the soldiers and popularity with those officers whose currency was not to deal in rumour. As a tactical officer in the field he had no equal, and when it came to combat duty it was clear he had inherited his father’s courage. Yet, when six years later the War Office published in the London Gazette the names of those subalterns who had been made up to Captain, Lieutenant Adam Scott was not to be found on the list. His contemporaries were genuinely surprised, while senior officers of the regiment remained tight-lipped. To Adam it was becoming abundantly clear that he was not to be allowed to atone for whatever it was his father was thought to have done.


Eventually Adam was made up to Captain, but not before he had distinguished himself in the Malayan jungle in hand-to-hand fighting against the never-ending waves of Chinese soldiers. Having been captured and held prisoner by the Communists, he endured solitude and torture of the kind that no amount of training could have prepared him for. He escaped eight months after his incarceration only to discover on returning to the front line that he had been awarded a posthumous Military Cross. When, at the age of twenty-nine, Captain Scott passed his staff exam but still failed to be offered a regimental place at the staff college, he finally accepted he could never hope to command the regiment. He resigned his commission a few weeks later; there was no need to suggest that the reason he had done so was because he needed to earn more money.


While he was serving out his last few months with the regiment, Adam learned from his mother that Pa only had weeks to live. Adam made the decision not to inform his father of his resignation. He knew Pa would only blame himself and he was at least thankful that he had died without being aware of the stigma that had become part of his son’s daily life.


When Adam reached the outskirts of London his mind returned, as it had so often lately, to the pressing problem of finding himself gainful employment. In the seven weeks he had been out of work Adam had already had more interviews with his bank manager than with prospective employers. It was true that he had another meeting lined up with the Foreign Office, but he had been impressed by the standard of the other candidates he had encountered on the way, and was only too aware of his lack of a university qualification. However, he felt the first interview had gone well and he had been quickly made aware of how many ex-officers had joined the service. When he discovered that the chairman of the selection board had a Military Cross, Adam assumed he wasn’t being considered for desk work.


As he swung the motorbike into the King’s Road Adam once again fingered the envelope in his inside jacket pocket hoping, uncharitably, that Lawrence would not yet have returned from the bank. Not that he could complain: his old school friend had been extremely generous in offering him such a pleasant room in his spacious flat for only four pounds a week.


‘You can start paying more when they make you an ambassador,’ Lawrence had told him.


‘You’re beginning to sound like Rachmann,’ Adam had retorted, grinning at the man he had so admired during their days at Wellington. For Lawrence – in direct contrast to Adam – everything seemed to come so easily – exams, jobs, sport and women, especially women. When he had won his place at Balliol and gone on to take a first in PPE, no one was surprised. But when Lawrence chose banking as a profession, his contemporaries were unable to hide their disbelief. It seemed to be the first time he had embarked on anything that might be described as mundane.


Adam parked his motorbike just off Ifield Road, aware that, like his mother’s old Morris Minor, it would have to be sold if the Foreign Office job didn’t materialise. As he strolled towards the flat a girl who passed gave him a second look: he didn’t notice. He took the stairs in threes and had reached the fifth floor, and was pushing his Yale key into the lock when a voice from inside shouted, ‘It’s on the latch.’


‘Damn,’ said Adam under his breath.


‘How did it go?’ were Lawrence’s first words as he entered the drawing room.


‘Very well, considering,’ Adam replied, not quite sure what else he could say as he smiled at his flatmate. Lawrence had already changed from his City clothes into a blazer and grey flannels. He was slightly shorter and stockier than Adam with a head of wiry fair hair, a massive forehead and grey thoughtful eyes that always seemed to be enquiring.


‘I admired your father so much,’ he added. ‘He always assumed one had the same standards as he did.’ Adam could still remember nervously introducing Lawrence to his father one Speech Day. They had become friends immediately. But then Lawrence was not a man who dealt in rumours.


‘Able to retire on the family fortune, are we?’ asked Lawrence in a lighter vein.


‘Only if that dubious bank you work for has found a way of converting five hundred pounds into five thousand in a matter of days.’


‘Can’t manage it at the present time, old chum – not now Harold Wilson has announced a standstill in wages and prices,’


Adam smiled as he looked across at his friend. Although taller than him now, he could still recall those days when Lawrence seemed to him like a giant.


‘Late again, Scott,’ he would say as Adam scampered past him in the corridor. Adam had looked forward to the day when he could do everything in the same relaxed, superior style. Or was it just that Lawrence was superior? His suits always seemed to be well-pressed, his shoes always shone and he never had a hair out of place. Adam still hadn’t fathomed out how he did it all so effortlessly.


Adam heard the bathroom door open. He glanced interrogatively towards Lawrence.


‘It’s Carolyn,’ whispered Lawrence. ‘She’ll be staying the night . . . I think.’


When Carolyn entered the room Adam smiled shyly at the tall, beautiful woman. Her long, blonde hair bounced on her shoulders as she walked towards them, but it was the faultless figure that most men couldn’t take their eyes off. How did Lawrence manage it?


‘Care to join us for a meal?’ asked Lawrence, putting his arm round Carolyn’s shoulder, his voice suddenly sounding a little too enthusiastic. ‘I’ve discovered this Italian restaurant that’s just opened in the Fulham Road.’


‘I might join you later,’ said Adam, ‘but I still have one or two papers left over from this afternoon that I ought to check through.’


‘Forget the finer details of your inheritance, my boy. Why not join us and spend the entire windfall in one wild spaghetti fling?’


‘Oh, have you been left lots of lovely lolly?’ asked Carolyn, in a voice so shrill and high-pitched nobody would have been surprised to learn that she had recently been Deb of the Year.


‘Not,’ said Adam, ‘when considered against my present overdraft.’


Lawrence laughed. ‘Well, come along later if you discover there’s enough over for a plate of pasta.’ He winked at Adam – his customary sign for ‘Be sure you’re out of the flat by the time we get back. Or at least stay in your own room and pretend to be asleep.’


‘Yes, do come,’ cooed Carolyn, sounding as if she meant it – her hazel eyes remained fixed on Adam as Lawrence guided her firmly towards the door.


Adam didn’t move until he was sure he could no longer hear her penetrating voice echoing on the staircase. Satisfied, he retreated to his bedroom and locked himself in. Adam sat down on the one comfortable chair he possessed and pulled his father’s envelope out of his inside pocket. It was the heavy, expensive type of stationery Pa had always used, purchasing it at Smythson of Bond Street at almost twice the price he could have obtained it at the local W. H. Smith’s. ‘Captain Adam Scott, MC was written in his father’s neat copperplate hand.


Adam opened the envelope carefully, his hand shaking slightly, and extracted the contents: a letter in his father’s unmistakable hand and a smaller envelope which was clearly old as it was faded with time. Written on the old envelope in an unfamiliar hand were the words ‘Colonel Gerald Scott’ in faded ink of indeterminate colour. Adam placed the old envelope on the little table by his side and, unfolding his father’s letter, began to read. It was undated.


My dear Adam,


Over the years, you will have heard many explanations for my sudden departure from the regiment. Most of them will have been farcical, and a few of them slanderous, but I always considered it better for all concerned to keep my own counsel. I feel, however, that I owe you a fuller explanation, and that is what this letter will set out to do.


As you know, my last posting before I resigned my commission was at Nuremberg from November 1945 to October 1946. After four years of almost continuous action in the field, I was given the task of commanding the British section which had responsibility for those senior ranking Nazis who were awaiting trial for war crimes. Although the Americans had overall responsibility, I came to know the imprisoned officers quite well and after a year or so I had even grown to tolerate some of them – Hess, Doenitz and Speer in particular – and I often wondered how the Germans would have treated us had the situation been reversed. Such views were considered unacceptable at the time. ‘Fraternisation’ was often on the lips of those men who are never given to second thoughts.


Among the senior Nazis with whom I came into daily contact was Reichsmarshal Hermann Goering, but unlike the three other officers I have previously mentioned, here was a man I detested from the first moment I came across him. I found him arrogant, overbearing and totally without shame about the barbaric acts he had carried out in the name of war. And I never once found any reason to change my opinion of him. In fact, I sometimes wondered how I controlled my temper when I was in his presence.


The night before Goering was due to be executed, he requested a private meeting with me. It was a Monday, and I can still recall every detail of that encounter as if it were only yesterday. I received the request when I took over the Russian watch from Major Vladimir Kosky. In fact Kosky personally handed me the written request. As soon as I had inspected the guard and dealt with the usual paperwork, I went along with the duty corporal to see the Reichsmarshal in his cell. Goering stood to attention by his small low bed and saluted as I entered the room. The sparse, grey-painted, brick cell always made me shudder.


‘You asked to see me?’ I said. I never could get myself to address him by his name or rank.


‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘It was kind of you to come in person, Colonel. I simply wish to make the last request of a man condemned to death. Would it be possible for the corporal to leave us?’


Imagining it was something highly personal I asked the corporal to wait outside. I confess I had no idea what could be so private when the man only had hours to live but as the door closed he saluted again and then passed over the envelope you now have in your possession. As I took it, all he said was, ‘Would you be good enough not to open this until after my execution tomorrow.’ He then added, ‘I can only hope it will compensate for any blame that might later be placed on your shoulders.’ I had no idea what he could be alluding to at the time and presumed some form of mental instability had overtaken him. Many of the prisoners confided in me during their last few days, and towards the end, some of them were undoubtedly on the verge of madness.


Adam stopped to consider what he would have done in the same circumstances, and decided to read on to discover if father and son would have taken the same course.


However, Goering’s final words to me as I left his cell seemed hardly those of a madman. He said quite simply: ‘Be assured. It is a masterpiece; do not underestimate its value.’ Then he lit up a cigar as if he was relaxing at his club after a rather good dinner. We all had different theories as to who smuggled the cigars in for him, and equally wondered what might also have been smuggled out from time to time.


I placed the envelope in my jacket pocket and left him to join the corporal in the corridor. We then checked the other cells to see that all the prisoners were locked up for the night. The inspection completed, I returned to my office. As I was satisfied that there were no more immediate duties I settled down to make out my report. I left the envelope in the jacket pocket of my uniform with every intention of opening it immediately after Goering’s execution had been carried out the following morning. I was checking over the orders of the day when the corporal rushed into my office without knocking. ‘It’s Goering, sir, it’s Goering,’ he said, frantically. From the panic on the man’s face, I didn’t need to ask for any details. We both ran all the way back to the Reichsmarshal’s cell.


I found Goering lying face downwards on his bunk. I turned him over to find he was already dead. In the commotion that immediately followed I quite forgot Goering’s letter. An autopsy a few days later showed that he had died from poisoning; the court came to the conclusion that the cyanide capsule that had been found in his body must have been implanted in one of his cigars.


As I had been the last to see him alone and privately, it took only a few whispers before my name was linked with his death. There was, of course, no truth in the accusation. Indeed I never doubted for one moment that the court had delivered the correct verdict in his case and that he justly deserved to be hanged for the part he had played in the war.


So stung was I by the continual behind-the-back accusations that I might have helped Goering to an easy death by smuggling in the cigars that I felt the only honourable thing to do in the circumstances was to resign my commission immediately for fear of bringing further dishonour to the regiment. When I returned to England later that year, and finally decided to throw out my old uniform, I came across the envelope again. When I explained to your mother the details of the incident she begged me to destroy the envelope as she considered it had brought enough dishonour to our family already, and even if it did point to whoever had been responsible for helping Goering to his suicide, in her opinion such knowledge could no longer do anyone any good. I agreed to comply with her wishes and although I never opened the envelope I could never get myself to destroy it, remembering the last sentence Goering had uttered about it being a masterpiece. And so finally I hid it among my personal papers.


However, since the imagined sins of the father are inevitably visited upon the next generation, I feel no such qualms should influence you. If there is therefore anything to be gained from the contents of this envelope I make only one request, namely that your mother should be the first to benefit from it without ever being allowed to know how such good fortune came about.


Over the years, I have watched your progress with considerable pride and feel confident that I can leave you to make the correct decision.


If you are left in any doubt about opening the envelope yourself, destroy it without further consideration. But if you open it only to discover its purpose is to involve you in some dishonourable enterprise, be rid of it without a second thought.


May God be with you.


Your loving father,


Gerald Scott


Adam read the letter over once again, realising how much trust his father had placed in him. His heart thumped in his chest as he considered how Pa’s life had been wasted by the murmurings and innuendoes of lesser men – the same men who had also succeeded in bringing his own career to a premature halt. When he had finished reading the missive for a third time he folded it up neatly and slipped it back into its envelope.


He then picked up the second envelope from the side table. The words ‘Colonel Gerald Scott’ were written in a faded bold script across it.


Adam removed a comb from his inside pocket and wedged it into the corner of the envelope. Slowly he began to slit it open. He hesitated for a moment before extracting two pieces of paper, both yellowed with age. One appeared to be a letter while the other seemed to be a document of some sort. The crest of the Third Reich was embossed at the head of the letterpaper above the printed name of Reichsmarshal Hermann Goering. Adam’s hands began to tremble as he read the first line.


It began, Sehr geehrter Herr Oberst Scott:
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AS THE BLACK Chaika limousine drove out under the Spasskaya Bashnya and on to Red Square, two Kremlin guards in khaki uniforms sprang to attention and presented arms. A shrill whistle sounded which ensured that Yuri Efimovich Zaborski would experience no delays oh his route back to Dzerzhinsky Square.


Zaborski touched the corner of his black felt hat in automatic acknowledgment of the salute although his thoughts were elsewhere. As the car rumbled over the cobbled stones, he didn’t even glance at the long snake-like queue that stretched from Lenin’s Tomb to the edge of Red Square. The first decision he had to make would undoubtedly be the most important: which of his senior operatives should be charged with the task of heading the team to find the Tsar’s icon? He continued to ponder the problem as his driver took him across Red Square, passing the grey facade of the GUM department store away to his left before driving along Neitsa Kuibysheva.


Within moments of leaving his leader, the Chairman of State Security had formed in his own mind a shortlist of two. Which of those two, Valchek or Romanov, should be given the nod still taxed him. In normal circumstances he would have spent at least a week making such a decision but the General Secretary’s deadline of June 20 left him with no such freedom. He knew he would have to make the choice even before he reached his office. The driver cruised through another green light past the Ministry of Culture and into Cherkasskiy Bolshoy Pereulok lined with its imposing block-like, grey buildings. The car remained in the special inside lane that could be used only by senior Party officials. In England, he was amused to learn that they had plans for such a traffic lane – but it would only be for the use of buses.


The car came to an abrupt halt outside KGB headquarters. It hadn’t helped that they had been able to cover the three kilometre journey in less than four minutes. The driver ran round and opened the back door to allow his master to step out but Zaborski didn’t move. The man who rarely changed his mind had already done so twice on the route back to Dzerzhinsky Square. He knew he could call on any number of bureaucrats and academics to do the spade work but someone with flair was going to have to lead them and be responsible for reporting back to him.


His professional intuition told him to select Yuri Valchek, who had proved over the years to be a trusty and reliable servant of the State. He was also one of the Chairman’s longest serving heads of department. Slow, methodical and reliable, he had completed a full ten years as an agent in the field before confining himself to a desk job.


In contrast, Alex Romanov, who had only recently become head of his own section, had shown flashes of brilliance in the field but they had been so often outweighed by a lack of personal judgment. At twenty-nine, he was the youngest and, without question, the most ambitious of the Chairman’s select team.


Zaborski stepped out on to the pavement and walked towards another door held open for him. He strode across the marble floor and stopped only when he reached the lift gates. Several silent men and women had also been waiting for the lift but when it returned to the ground floor and the Chairman stepped into the little cage, none of them made any attempt to join him. Zaborski travelled slowly up towards his office, never failing to compare it unfavourably with the speed of the one American elevator he had experienced. They could launch their rockets before you could get to your office, his predecessor had warned him. By the time Zaborski had reached the top floor and the gates had been pulled back for him, he had made up his mind. It would be Valchek.


A secretary helped him off with his long black coat and took his hat. Zaborski walked quickly to his desk. The two files he had asked for were awaiting him. He sat down and began to pore over Valchek’s file. When he had completed it, he barked out an order to his hovering secretary: ‘Find Romanov.’
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Comrade Romanov lay flat on his back, his left arm behind his head and his opponent’s right over his throat preparing for a double knee-thrust. The coach executed it perfectly and Romanov groaned as he hit the floor with a thud.


An attendant came rushing over to them and bent down to whisper in the coach’s ear. The coach reluctantly released his pupil who rose slowly as if in a daze, bowed to the coach and then in one movement of right arm and left leg took the legs from under him and left him flat on the gymnasium floor before making his way quickly to the off-the-hook phone in the office.


Romanov didn’t notice the girl who handed him the phone. ‘I’ll be with him as soon as I have had a shower,’ was all she heard him say. The girl who had taken the call had often wondered what Romanov looked like in the shower. She, like all the other girls in the office, had seen him in the gymnasium a hundred times. Six foot tall with that long, flowing blond hair – he resembled a Western film star. And those eyes, ‘piercing blue’ the friend who shared her desk described them.


‘He’s got a scar on his . . .’ the friend confided.


‘How do you know that?’ she had asked, but her friend had only giggled in reply.
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The Chairman meanwhile had opened Romanov’s personal file for a second time, and was still perusing the details. He began to read the different entries that made up a candid character assessment which Romanov would never see unless he became Chairman:


Alexander Petrovich Romanov. Born Leningrad, March 12, 1937. Elected full Party member 1958. Father: Peter Nicholevich Romanov, served on the Eastern Front in 1942. On returning to Russia in 1945 refused to join Communist Party. After several reports of anti-State activities supplied by his son he was sentenced to ten years in prison. Died in jail October 20, 1948.


Zaborski looked up and smiled – a child of the State.


Grandfather: Nicholai Alexandrovich Romanov, merchant, and one of the wealthiest landowners in Petrograd. Shot and killed on May 11, 1918, while attempting to escape from the forces of the Red Army.


The Revolution had taken place between the princely grandfather and the reluctant comrade father.


Alex, as he preferred to be known, had nevertheless inherited the Romanov ambition so he enrolled for the Party’s Pioneer organisation at the age of nine. By the age of eleven, he had been offered a place at a special school at Smolensk – to the disgust of some of the lesser Party workers who considered such privileges should be reserved for the sons of loyal Party officials, not the sons of those in jail. Romanov immediately excelled in the classroom, much to the dismay of the Director who had been hoping to disprove any Darwinian theories. And at fourteen he was selected as one of the Party’s élite and made a member of the Komsomol.


By the age of sixteen, Romanov had won the Lenin language medal and the junior gymnastics prize and despite the Director’s attempts to undermine young Alex’s achievements, most members of the school board recognised Romanov’s potential and ensured that he was still allowed to take up a place at university. As an undergraduate he continued to excel in languages, specialising in English, French and German. Natural flair and hard work kept him near the top of every subject he specialised in.


Zaborski picked up the phone by his side. ‘I asked to see Romanov,’ he said curtly.


‘He was completing his morning work-out at the gymnasium, Chairman,’ replied the secretary. ‘But he left to change the moment he heard you wanted to see him.’


The Chairman replaced the phone and his eyes returned to the file in front of him. That Romanov could be found in the gymnasium at all hours came as no surprise: the man’s athletic prowess had been acknowledged far beyond the service.


During his first year as a student, Romanov had continued diligently with his gymnastics and even gone on to represent the State side until the university coach had written in bold letters across one of his reports, ‘This student is too tall to be considered for serious Olympic competition.’ Romanov heeded the coach’s advice and took up judo. Within two years, he had been selected for the 1958 Eastern Bloc games in Budapest and within a further two years found other competitors preferred not to be drawn against him on his inevitable route to the final. After his victory at the Soviet games in Moscow the Western press crudely described him as ‘The Axe’. Those who were already planning his long-term future felt it prudent not to enter him for the Olympics.


Once Romanov had completed his fifth year at the university and obtained his diploma (with distinction), he remained in Moscow and joined the diplomatic service.


Zaborski had now reached the point in the file at which he had first come across the self-confident young man. Each year the KGB were able to second from the diplomatic service any person they considered to be of exceptional talent. Romanov was an obvious candidate. Zaborski’s rule, however, was not to enlist anyone who didn’t consider the KGB to be the élite. Unwilling candidates never made good operatives and sometimes even ended up working for the other side. Romanov showed no such doubt. He had always wanted to be an officer of the KGB. During the next six years he carried out tours at their embassies in Paris, London, Prague and Lagos. By the time he had returned to Moscow to join the headquarters staff he was a sophisticated operative who was as relaxed at an ambassadorial cocktail party as he was in the gymnasium.


Zaborski began to read some of the comments he himself had added to the report during the last four years – in particular how much Romanov had changed during his time on the Chairman’s personal staff. As an operative, he had reached the rank of Major, having served successfully in the field before being appointed head of a department. Two red dots were placed by his name indicating successful missions. A defecting violinist attempting to leave Prague and a general who had thought he was going to be the next head of a small African state. What impressed Zaborski most about his protégé’s efforts was that the Western press thought the Czechs were responsible for the first and the Americans for the second. Romanov’s most significant achievement, however, had been the recruitment of an agent from the British Foreign Office whose parallel rise had only assisted Romanov’s career. Romanov’s appointment as head of a department had surprised no one, himself included, although it soon became clear to Zaborski that he missed the raw excitement of field work.


The Chairman turned to the last page, a character assessment, in which the majority of contributors were in accord: ambitious, sophisticated, ruthless, arrogant but not always reliable were the words that appeared with regularity in almost every summation.


There was an assertive rap on the door. Zaborski closed the file and pressed a button under his desk. The doors clicked open to allow Alexander Petrovich Romanov to enter the room.


‘Good morning, Comrade Chairman,’ said the elegant young man who now stood to attention in front of him. Zaborski looked up at the man he had selected and felt a little envy that the gods had bestowed so much on one so young. Still, it was he who understood how to use such a man to the State’s best advantage.


He continued to stare into those clear blue eyes and considered that if Romanov had been born in Hollywood he would not have found it hard to make a living. His suit looked as if it had been tailored in Savile Row – and probably had been. Zaborski chose to ignore such irregularities although he was tempted to ask the young man where he had his shirts made.


‘You called for me,’ said Romanov.


The Chairman nodded. ‘I have just returned from the Kremlin,’ he said. ‘The General Secretary has entrusted us with a particularly sensitive project of great importance to the State.’ Zaborski paused. ‘So sensitive in fact that you will report only to me. You can hand-select your own team and no resources will be denied you.’


‘I am honoured,’ said Romanov, sounding unusually sincere.


‘You will be,’ replied the Chairman, ‘if you succeed in discovering the whereabouts of the Tsar’s icon.’


‘But I thought . . .’ began Romanov.
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ADAM WALKED OVER to the side of his bed and removed from the bookshelf the Bible his mother had given him as a Confirmation present. As he opened it a layer of dust rose from the top of the gold-leaf-edged pages. He placed the envelope in Revelation and returned the Bible to the shelf.


Adam strolled through to the kitchen, fried himself an egg and warmed up the other half of the previous day’s tinned beans. He placed the unwholesome meal on the kitchen table, unable to put out of his mind the slap-up meal Lawrence and Carolyn must now be enjoying at the new Italian restaurant. After Adam had finished and cleared his plate away, he returned to his room and lay on the bed thinking. Would the contents of the faded envelope finally prove his father’s innocence? A plan began to form in his mind.


When the grandfather clock in the hall chimed ten times, Adam lifted his long legs over the end of the bed and pulled the Bible back out of the bookshelf. With some apprehension Adam removed the envelope. Next, he switched on the reading light by the side of the small writing desk, unfolded the two pieces of paper and placed them in front of him.


One appeared to be a personal letter from Goering to Adam’s father, while the other had the look of an older, more official document. Adam placed this second document to one side and began to go over the letter line by line. It didn’t help.


He tore a blank piece of paper from a notepad that he found on Lawrence’s desk and started to copy down the text of Goering’s letter. He left out only the greeting and what he assumed to be a valediction – ‘hochachtungs-voll’ – followed by the Reichsmarshal’s large, bold signature. He checked over the copy carefully before replacing the original in its faded envelope. He had just begun the same process with the official document, using a separate sheet of paper, when he heard a key turning, followed by voices at the front door. Both Lawrence and Carolyn sounded as if they had drunk more than the promised bottle of wine, and Carolyn’s voice in particular had ascended into little more than a series of high-pitched giggles.


Adam sighed and switched off the light by the side of the desk so they wouldn’t know he was still awake. In the darkness he became more sensitive to their every sound. One of them headed towards the kitchen, because he heard the fridge door squelch closed and, a few seconds later, the sound of a cork being extracted – he presumed from his last bottle of white wine, as they were unlikely to be so drunk that they had started on the vinegar.


Reluctantly he rose from his chair, and circling his arms in front of him, he made his way back to the bed. He touched the corner of the bedstead and quietly lowered himself on to the mattress, then waited impatiently for Lawrence’s bedroom door to close.


He must have fallen asleep because the next thing he remembered was the tick of the hall clock. Adam licked his fingers and rubbed them over his eyes as he tried to get accustomed to the dark. He checked the little luminous dial on his alarm clock: ten past three. He eased himself off the bed gingerly, feeling more than a little crumpled and weary. Slowly he groped his way back towards the desk, banging his knee on the corner of a chest of drawers during his travels. He couldn’t stop himself cursing. He fumbled for the light switch, and when the bulb first glowed it made him blink several times. The faded envelope looked so insignificant – and perhaps it was. The official document was still laid out on the centre of the table alongside the first few lines of his handwritten duplicate.


Adam yawned as he began to study the words once more. The document was not as simple to copy out as the letter had been, because this time the hand was spidery and cramped, as if the writer had considered paper an expensive commodity. Adam left out the address on the top right hand corner and reversed the eight digit number underlined at the head of the text, otherwise what he ended up with was a faithful transcript of the original.


The work was painstaking, and took a surprisingly long time. He wrote out each word in block capitals, and when he wasn’t certain of the spelling he put down the possible alternative letters below; he wanted to be sure of any translation the first time.


‘My, you do work late,’ whispered a voice from behind him.


Adam spun round, feeling like a burglar who had been caught with his hands on the family silver.


‘You needn’t look so nervous. It’s only me,’ said Carolyn, standing by the bedroom door.


Adam stared up at the tall blonde who was even more attractive clad only in Lawrence’s large unbuttoned pyjamas and floppy slippers than she had been when he had seen her fully dressed. Her long, fair hair now dropped untidily over her shoulders and he began to understand what Lawrence had meant when he had once described her as someone who could turn a match-stick into a Cuban cigar.


‘The bathroom is at the end of the corridor,’ said Adam, a little feebly.


‘It wasn’t the bathroom I was looking for, silly,’ she giggled. ‘I don’t seem able to wake Lawrence. After all that wine he’s passed out like a defeated heavyweight boxer.’ She sighed. ‘And long before round fifteen. I don’t think anything will rouse him again until morning.’ She took a step towards him.


Adam stammered something about feeling rather whacked himself. He made sure his back shielded her from any sight of the papers on the desk.


‘Oh, God,’ said Carolyn, ‘you’re not queer, are you?’


‘Certainly not,’ said Adam, a little pompously.


‘Just don’t fancy me?’ she asked.


‘Not that exactly,’ said Adam.


‘But Lawrence is your chum,’ she said. Adam didn’t reply.


‘My God this is the sixties, Adam. Share and share alike.’


‘It’s just that . . .’ began Adam.


‘What a waste,’ said Carolyn, ‘perhaps another time.’ She tiptoed to the door, and slipped back out into the corridor, unaware of her German rival.
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The first action Romanov took on leaving the Chairman’s office that morning was to return to his alma mater and hand-pick a team of twelve researchers. From the moment they had been briefed they proceeded to study in pairs on four-hour shifts, so that the work could continue night and day.


The early information had come in almost by the hour and the researchers had quickly been able to establish that the Tsar’s icon had remained in his private quarters at the Winter Palace at Petrograd until as late as December 1914. Romanov studied religiously a photo of the small delicate painting of St George and the Dragon. St George in tiny mosaic patterns of blue and gold while the dragon was in fiery red and yellow. Although he had never shown any interest in art, Romanov could well understand why people could be moved by the little masterpiece. He continued to read details of the icon’s history, but still couldn’t work out why it was so important to the State. He wondered if even Zaborski knew the reason.


A royal servant who had testified before the People’s Court a year after the Revolution claimed that the Tsar’s icon had disappeared for a few days in 1915 after the visit of Ernst Ludwig, Grand Duke of Hesse. At the time, the inquisitors had taken scant interest in the misplaced icon because it was still on the wall of the Tsar’s study when they had stormed the Winter Palace. What concerned the court more was why, in the middle of a fierce war with the Kaiser’s Germany, the Grand Duke of Hesse should want to visit the Tsar at all.


The Professor of History at the university had immediately been asked for his opinion. The great academic was puzzled by the request, as the KGB had never shown any interest in the nation’s past history before. Nevertheless, he briefed Romanov on everything that was known of the incident. Romanov pored over his report once again. The Grand Duke, it was thought, had been on a secret visit to his sister Alexandra, the Tsarina. Historians now believed that it had been his intention to secure a cease-fire between Germany and Russia, in the hope that Germany could then concentrate her war efforts on the British and the French.


There was no proof that the Tsar made any promises on behalf of his people but the Grand Duke, it seemed, did not return to Germany empty-handed. As the reports of the proceedings of the People’s Court showed, another palace servant had been instructed to wrap up the Tsar’s icon and pack it with the Grand Duke’s belongings. However, no one on the palace staff could properly explain to the court how a few days later the icon reappeared in its rightful place on the wall of the Tsar’s private study.


Romanov’s chief researcher, Professor Oleg Konstantinov, having studied the professor’s notes and the other researchers’ contributions, had underlined his own conclusion in red ink.


‘The Tsar must have replaced the original painting with a brilliant copy, having handed over the real icon for safe-keeping to his brother-in-law, the Grand Duke.’


‘But why,’ asked Romanov, ‘when the Tsar had a palace full of Goyas, El Grecos, Titians and Rubens did he bother to smuggle out one icon and why does Brezhnev want it back so badly?’


Romanov instructed the professor and his twenty-four researchers to turn their talents to the Royal House of Hesse in the hope of tracing what had then happened to the Tsar’s icon. Within ten days, they possessed between them more information about the Grand Duke and his family than any professor at any university had managed to gather in a lifetime. As each file appeared on his desk Romanov laboured through the night, checking every scrap of information that might give him a lead to the whereabouts of the original painting. He came to a dead end when, after the Grand Duke’s death, the painting had been left to his son who was tragically killed in a plane crash. Nothing had been seen or heard of the icon after that day.


By the beginning of the third week, Romanov had reached the reluctant conclusion that there was nothing new on the whereabouts of the icon to be discovered. He was preparing his final report for the Chairman of the KGB when one researcher, Comrade Petrova, whose mind did not work in parallel lines, stumbled across an article in the London Times of Wednesday, November 17, 1937. Petrova bypassed the research leader and handed the relevant photocopy to Romanov personally, who, over the next few hours, read the news item so often that he came to know it off by heart.


In keeping with the Thunderer’s tradition, the foreign correspondent remained anonymous. The article carried the dateline ‘Ostend, November 16, 1937’.


It read:


Grand Duke George of Hesse and four members of his family were tragically killed this morning when a Sabena aircraft carrying them from Frankfurt to London crashed in thick fog over the Belgian countryside.


The Grand Duke had been on his way to England to attend the wedding of his younger brother, Prince Louis, to the Hon. Joanna Geddes. The young prince had been waiting at Croydon Airport to greet his family when the news was broken to him. He immediately cancelled his original wedding plans and announced they would be rescheduled with a small private service in the Chapel at Windsor.


The Times went on:


Prince Louis, who succeeds his brother as the Grand Duke of Hesse, will leave for Ostend with his bride later today in order that they can accompany the five coffins on their journey back to Germany. The funerals will all take place in Darmstadt on November 23.


It was the next paragraph that the researcher had circled boldly.


Some of the late Grand Duke’s personal belongings, including several wedding presents for Prince Louis and his bride, were scattered for miles in the vicinity of the crashed aircraft. The German Government announced this morning that a senior German general has been appointed to lead a team of salvage experts to ensure the recovery of any family possessions that still belong to the Grand Duke’s successor.


Romanov immediately called for the young researcher. When Anna Petrova arrived a few minutes later she gave no impression of being overawed by her head of department. She accepted that it would be hard to make any impression on him with the clothes she could afford. However, she had put on the prettiest outfit she possessed and cut her hair in the style of an American actress called Mia Farrow whom she had seen in one of the few films not banned by the authorities. She hoped Romanov would notice.


‘I want you to scour The Times every day from November 17, 1937 for six months, and also check the German and Belgian press during the same period in case you come across anything that would show what the salvage experts had discovered.’ He dismissed her with a smile.


Within twenty-four hours Comrade Petrova barged back into Romanov’s office without even bothering to knock. Romanov merely raised his eyebrows at the discourtesy before devouring an article she had discovered in the Berlin die Zeit of Saturday, January 19, 1938.


‘The investigation into the crash last November of the Sabena aircraft that was carrying the Hesse royal family to London has now been concluded. All personal possessions belonging to the family that were discovered in the vicinity of the wreckage have been returned to the Grand Duke, Prince Louis, who, it is understood, was particularly saddened by the loss of a family heirloom that was to have been a wedding gift from his brother, the late Grand Duke. The gift, a painting known as the “Tsar’s Icon”, had once belonged to his uncle, Tsar Nicholas II. The icon of St George and the Dragon, although only a copy of Rublev’s masterpiece, was considered to be one of the finest examples of early twentieth-century craftsmanship to come out of Russia since the Revolution.’


Romanov looked up at the researcher. ‘Twentieth-century copy be damned,’ he said. ‘It was the fifteenth-century original and none of them realised it at the time – perhaps not even the old Grand Duke himself. No doubt the Tsar had other plans for the icon had he managed to escape.’


Romanov dreaded having to tell Zaborski that he could now prove conclusively that the original Tsar’s icon had been destroyed in a plane crash some thirty years before. Such news would not ensure promotion for its messenger, as he remained convinced that there was something far more important than the icon at stake for Zaborski to be so involved.


He stared down at the photograph above the Zeitung report. The young Grand Duke was shaking hands with the general in charge of the salvage team which had been successful in returning so many of the Prince’s family possessions. ‘But did he return them all?’ Romanov said out loud.


‘What do you mean?’ asked the young researcher. Romanov waved his hand as he continued to stare at the pre-war, faded photograph of the two men. Although the general was unnamed, every schoolboy in Germany would have recognised the large, impassive, heavy-jowled face with the chilling eyes which had become infamous to the Allied powers.


Romanov looked up at the researcher. ‘You can forget the Grand Duke from now on, Comrade Petrova. Concentrate your efforts on Reichsmarshal Hermann Goering.’
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When Adam woke his first thoughts were of Carolyn. His yawn turned into a grin as he considered her invitation of the night before. Then he remembered. He jumped out of bed and walked over to his desk: everything was in place exactly as he had left it. He yawned for a second time.


It was ten to seven. Although he felt as fit as he had been the day he left the army some seven weeks before, he still completed a punishing routine of exercise every morning. He intended to be at his peak when the Foreign Office put him through a physical. In moments he was kitted out in a singlet and a pair of running shorts. He pulled on an old army tracksuit and finally tied up his gym shoes.


Adam tiptoed out of the flat, not wanting to wake Lawrence or Carolyn – although he suspected she was wide awake, waiting impatiently. For the next thirty-four minutes he pounded the pavement down to the Embankment, across Albert Bridge, through Battersea Park to return by way of Chelsea Bridge. Only one thought was going through his mind. After twenty years of gossip and innuendo was this going to be the one chance to clear his father’s name? The moment he arrived back at the flat, Adam checked his pulse: 150 beats a minute. Sixty seconds later it was down to 100, another minute 70, and before the fourth minute was up it was back to a steady 58. It’s the recovery that proves fitness, not your speed, his old Physical Training Instructor at Aldershot had drummed into him.


As Adam walked back through to his room there was still no sign of Carolyn. Lawrence, smart in a grey pin-stripe suit, was preparing breakfast in the kitchen while glancing at the sports pages of the Daily Telegraph.


‘The West Indies made 526,’ he informed Adam forlornly.


‘Have we begun our innings?’ shouted Adam from the bathroom.


‘No, bad light stopped play.’


Adam groaned as he stripped for the shower. He was ready for his morning game of finding out how long he could last under the freezing jets. The forty-eight needles of ice-cold water beat down on his back and chest, which made him take several deep intakes of breath. Once you survive the first thirty seconds you could stay under for ever, the instructor had assured them. Adam emerged three minutes later, satisfied but still damning the PTI from whose influence he felt he would never escape.


Once he had towelled himself down Adam walked back to his bedroom. A moment later he had thrown on his dressing gown and joined his friend in the kitchen for breakfast. Lawrence was now seated at the kitchen table concentrating hard on a bowl of cornflakes, while running a finger down the Foreign Exchange rates in the Financial Times.


Adam checked his watch: already ten past eight. ‘Won’t you be late for the office?’ he asked.


‘Dear boy,’ said Lawrence, ‘I am not a lackey who works at the kind of bank where the customers keep shop hours.’


Adam laughed. ‘But I will, however, have to be shackled to my desk in the City by nine thirty,’ Lawrence admitted. ‘They don’t send a driver for me nowadays,’ he explained. ‘In this traffic, I told them, it’s so much quicker by tube.’


Adam started to make himself breakfast.


‘I could give you a lift on my motorbike.’


‘Can you imagine a man in my position arriving at the headquarters of Barclays Bank on a motorbike? The Chairman would have a fit,’ he added, as he folded the Financial Times.


Adam cracked a second egg into the frying pan.


‘See you tonight then, glorious, unwashed and unemployed,’ jeered Lawrence as he collected his rolled umbrella from the hat stand.
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			HARRY CLIFTON: 1920–1933
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			Praise for Jeffrey Archer
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