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Russia—a country in which things that just don’t happen happen.

—PETER THE GREAT

A year shall come of Russia’s blackest dread; 

Then will the crown fall from the royal head, 

The throne of tsars will perish in the mud, 

The food of many will be death and blood.

—MIKHAIL LERMONTOV (1830)

Russia: mysterious dark continent, “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma” in Winston Churchill’s phrase, remote, inaccessible to foreigners, inexplicable even to natives. That is the myth, encouraged by Russians themselves, who would prefer that no one discover who they really are and how they really live.

—ROBERt KAISER, Russia: The People and the Power (1984)

For all its trials, for all its mistakes, the story of Russia at the end of the [twentieth] century must be counted as a kind of revival, a resurrection.

—DAVID REMNICK, Resurrection: The Struggle for a New Russia (1997)



TIMELINE OF RELEVANT EVENTS OF RUSSIAN HISTORY


	FEBRUARY 21, 1613
	Mikhail Feodorovich proclaimed Tsar



	 	 



	OCTOBER 20, 1894
	Nicholas II ascends the throne



	 	 



	APRIL 5, 1898
	Nicholas II presents Lilies-of-the-Valley egg, created by Carl Fabergé, to his mother



	 	 



	DECEMBER 16, 1916
	Rasputin murdered by Felix Youssoupov



	 	 



	MARCH 15, 1917
	Nicholas II abdicates his throne; he and his family are arrested and held



	 	 



	OCTOBER 1917
	Bolshevik Revolution; Lenin takes power



	 	 



	1918
	Russian civil war begins; Whites fight Reds



	 	 



	JULY 17, 1918
	Nicholas II, his wife, Alexandra, and their five children are murdered in Yekaterinburg



	 	 



	APRIL 1919
	Felix Youssoupov flees Russia



	 	 



	1921
	Russian civil war ends; Reds, led by Lenin, triumph



	 	 



	SEPTEMBER 27, 1967
	Felix Youssoupov dies



	 	 



	MAY 1979
	Grave site of Nicholas II and his family is located outside Yekaterinburg



	 	 



	DECEMBER 1991
	Soviet Union dissolves



	 	 



	JULY 1991
	The remains of Nicholas II and his family are exhumed; two of the imperial children are not found in the mass grave



	 	 



	1994
	The remains are positively identified, but no evidence of the two missing children is ever found
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PROLOGUE

ALEXANDER PALACE 

TSARSKOE SELO, RUSSIA 

OCTOBER 28, 1916

Alexandra, Empress of all Russia, turned from her bedside vigil as the door swung open, the first time in hours her gaze had been diverted from the pitiful child lying prone beneath the sheets.

Her Friend rushed into the bedroom, and she burst into tears. “Finally, Father Gregorii. Thanks to precious God. Alexie needs you terribly.”

Rasputin swept close to the bed and made the sign of the cross. His blue silk blouse and velvet trousers reeked of alcohol, which tempered his usual stench, one her court ladies had said reminded them of a goat. But Alexandra had never cared about any odor. Not from Father Gregorii.

She’d sent the guards to look for him hours before, mindful of the stories of how he loved the Gypsies on the outskirts of the capital. Many times he would exhaust the night there with drink, in the company of prostitutes. One of the guardsmen even reported that the dear father had paraded across tabletops with his trousers down, proclaiming the delight his ample organ bestowed on the ladies of the Imperial Court. Alexandra refused to believe such talk about her Friend and promptly had the guard reassigned far from the capital.

“I have been searching for you since twilight,” she said, trying to get his attention.

But Rasputin’s focus was on the boy. He fell to his knees. Alexie was unconscious and had been for nearly an hour. Late in the afternoon, the boy had been playing in the garden when he fell. Within two hours the cycle of pain had started.

Alexandra watched as Rasputin peeled back the blanket and studied the right leg, blue and swollen to the point of grotesqueness. Blood was pulsating out of control beneath the skin, the hematoma now the size of a small melon, the leg drawn up against the chest. Her son’s gaunt face was devoid of color, except for dark smears beneath both eyes.

She gently brushed the child’s light brown hair.

Thank God the screaming had stopped. The spasms had been coming every quarter of an hour with morbid regularity. A high fever had already made him delirious, but he’d continued to sound a constant wail that ripped her heart.

Once he became lucid and pleaded, “Oh Lord, have mercy on me,” and asked, “Mama, won’t you help me?” Then he wanted to know if the pain would stop if he died. She could not bring herself to tell him the truth.

What had she done? This was all her fault. It was well known that women passed on the trait for hemophilia, but were never affected. Her uncle, brother, and nephews had all died from the disease. But she never considered herself a carrier. Four daughters had taught her nothing. Only when the blessed son finally arrived twelve years ago had she learned the painful reality. Beforehand, not one doctor had cautioned her of the possibility. But did she ever ask? No one seemed willing to volunteer anything. Even direct questions were many times avoided with nonsensical answers. That was why Father Gregorii was so special. The starets never held back.

Rasputin closed his eyes and nestled close to the stricken boy. Flecks of dried food littered his wiry beard. The gold cross she’d given him hung around his neck. He grasped it tight. The room was lit only by candles. She could hear him muttering, but could not make out the words. And she dare not say anything. Though she was Empress of All Russia, the tsarina, she never challenged Father Gregorii.

Only he could stop the bleeding. Through him God protected her precious Alexie. The tsarevich. Sole heir to the throne. Next tsar of Russia.

But only if he lived.

The boy opened his eyes.

“Don’t be afraid, Alexie, everything is all right,” Rasputin whispered. The voice was calm and melodious, but firm in its conclusion. He stroked Alexie’s sweaty body from head to toe. “I have driven away your horrid pains. Nothing will hurt you anymore. Tomorrow you will be well, and we will play our jolly games again.”

Rasputin continued to caress the boy.

“Remember what I told you about Siberia. It is full of huge forests and endless steppes, so large no one has seen the end of it. And it all belongs to your mama and papa and, one day, when you are healthy, strong, and big, it will be yours.” He clutched the boy’s hand in his. “One day I will take you to Siberia and show it all to you. The people there are so different from here. The majesty of it all, Alexie. You must see it.” The voice stayed calm.

The boy’s eyes brightened. Life returned, as quick as it had left hours ago. He started to raise himself from the pillow.

Alexandra became concerned, afraid he would inflict a fresh injury. “Take care, Alexie. You must be careful.”

“Leave me alone, Mama. I must listen.” Her son turned to Rasputin. “Tell me another story, Father.”

Rasputin smiled and told him about humpbacked horses, the legless soldier and eyeless rider, and an unfaithful tsarina who was turned into a white duck. He spoke of the wildflowers on the vast Siberian steppes, where plants have souls and speak to one another, how the animals, too, could speak and how he, as a child, had learned to understand what horses whispered in the stable.

“See, Mama. I’ve always told you horses could speak.”

Tears welled in her eyes at the miracle before her. “You are so right. So right.”

“And you will tell me everything you heard from the horses, won’t you?” Alexie asked.

Rasputin smiled approvingly. “Tomorrow. I’ll tell you more tomorrow. Now you must rest.” He stroked the boy until the tsarevich dozed back to sleep.

Rasputin stood. “The Little One will survive.”

“How can you be sure?”

“How can you not?”

His tone was indignant and she instantly regretted her doubting. She’d many times thought her own lack of faith was the cause of Alexie’s pain. God was perhaps testing her through the curse of hemophilia to see the strength of her beliefs.

Rasputin stepped around the bed. He knelt before her chair and grasped her hand. “Mama, you must not forsake our Lord. Do not doubt His power.”

Only the starets was allowed to address her with such informality. She was the Matushka, Little Mother; her husband, Nicholas II, the Batiushka, Little Father. It was how the peasantry viewed them—as stern parents. Everyone around her said Rasputin was a mere peasant himself. Perhaps so. But he alone could relieve Alexie’s suffering. This peasant from Siberia with his tangled beard, stinking body, and long greasy hair was heaven’s emissary.

“God has refused to listen to my prayers, Father. He has forsaken me.”

Rasputin sprang to his feet. “Why do you speak this way?” He grasped her face and twisted her toward the bed. “Look at the Little One. He suffers horribly because you do not believe.”

No one other than her husband would dare touch her without permission. But she did not resist. In fact, she welcomed it. He whipped her head back and bore a gaze deep into her eyes. The full expression of his personality seemed concentrated in those pale blue irises. They were unavoidable, like phosphorescent flames at once piercing and caressing, far off, yet intent. They could see directly into her soul, and she’d never been able to resist them.

“Matushka, you must not speak of our Lord this way. The Little One needs you to believe. He needs you to put your faith in God.”

“My faith is in you.”

He released her. “I am nothing. Merely the instrument through which God acts. I do nothing.” He pointed skyward. “He does it all.”

Tears sprang in her eyes and she slumped from the chair in shame. Her hair was unkempt, the once beautiful face sallow and wizened from years of worry. Her eyes ached from crying. She hoped no one entered the room. Only with the starets could she openly express herself as a woman and mother. She started to cry and wrapped her arms around his legs, her cheeks pressed tight to clothes that stank of horses and mud.

“You are the only one who can help him,” she said.

Rasputin stood rigid. Like a tree trunk, she thought. Trees were able to withstand the harshest Russian winter, then bloom anew every spring. This holy man, whom God had certainly sent, was her tree.

“Mama, this solves nothing. God wants your devotion, not your tears. He is not impressed with emotion. He demands faith. The kind of faith that never doubts—”

She felt Rasputin tremble. She released her hold and stared up. His face had gone blank, his eyes rolled to the top of his head. A shiver quaked through him. His legs went limp and he crumpled to the floor.

“What is it?” she asked.

He did not reply.

She grabbed him by his shirt and shook him. “Speak to me, starets.”

Slowly he opened his eyes. “I see heaps, masses of corpses, several grand dukes and hundreds of counts. The Neva will be all red with blood.”

“What do you mean, Father?”

“A vision, Mama. It has come again. Do you realize before long I shall die in terrible agony?”

What was he saying?

He grabbed her arms and pulled her close. Fear filled his face, but he wasn’t really looking at her. He was focused far off, beyond her.

“I shall leave this life before the new year. Remember, Mama, if I be killed by common assassins the tsar has nothing to fear. He will remain on his throne with nothing to fear for your children. They will reign for hundreds of years. But, Mama, if I am murdered by boyars, their hands will remain soiled by my blood for twenty-five years. They will leave Russia. Brother will rise against brother, and they will kill each other in hate. Then there will be no nobles in the country.”

She was frightened. “Father, why are you speaking like this?”

His eyes came back from beyond and focused on her. “If one of the tsar’s relatives carries out my murder, none of your family will live more than two years. They will all be killed by the Russian people. Be concerned for your salvation and tell your relatives I paid for them with my life.”

“Father, this is nonsense.”

“It is a vision, and I have had it more than once. The night is dark with the suffering that is before us. I shall not see it. My hour is near, but though it is bitter, I do not fear it.”

He started to tremble again.

“Oh, Lord. The evil is so great that the Earth will tremble with famine and sickness. Mother Russia will be lost.”

She shook him again. “Father, you must not talk like this. Alexie needs you.”

A calm overtook him.

“Fear not, Mama. There is another vision. Salvation. This is the first time it has come to me. Oh, what a prophecy. I see it clearly.”



PART

ONE


ONE

MOSCOW, THE PRESENT 

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 12 

1:24 PM

In fifteen seconds Miles Lord’s life changed forever.

He first saw the sedan. A dark blue Volvo station wagon, the tint so deep that it appeared black in the bright midday sun. He next noticed the front tires cutting right, weaving a path around traffic on busy Nikolskaya Prospekt. Then the rear window, reflective as a mirror, descended, and a distorted reflection of the surrounding buildings was replaced by a dark rectangle pierced by the barrel of a gun.

Bullets exploded from the gun.

He dived flat. Screams arose around him as he slammed onto the oily pavement. The sidewalk was packed with afternoon shoppers, tourists, and workers, all now lunging for cover as lead raked a trail across the weathered stone of Stalinist-era buildings.

He rolled over and looked up at Artemy Bely, his lunch companion. He’d met the Russian two days back and taken him to be an amicable young lawyer with the Justice Ministry. Lawyer to lawyer they’d eaten dinner last night and breakfast this morning, talking of the new Russia and the great changes coming, both marveling at being part of history. His mouth opened to shout a warning, but before he could utter a sound Bely’s chest erupted and blood and sinew splattered on the plate-glass window beyond.

The automatic fire came with a constant rat-tat-tat that reminded him of old gangster movies. The plate glass gave way and jagged shards crashed to the sidewalk. Bely’s body crumpled on top of him. A coppery stench rose from the gaping wounds. He shoved the lifeless Russian off, worried about the red tide soaking into his suit and dripping from his hands. He hardly knew Bely. Was he HIV-positive?

The Volvo screeched to a stop.

He looked to his left.

Car doors popped open and two men sprang out, both armed with automatic weapons. They wore the blue-and-gray uniforms with red lapels of the militsya—the police. Neither, though, sported the regulation gray caps with red brim. The man from the front seat had the sloped forehead, bushy hair, and bulbous nose of a Cro-Magnon. The man who slid from the rear was stocky with a pockmarked face and dark, slicked-back hair. The man’s right eye caught Lord’s attention. The space between the pupil and eyebrow was wide, creating a noticeable droop—as if one eye was closed, the other open—and provided the only indication of emotion on an otherwise expressionless face.

Droopy said to Cro-Magnon in Russian, “The damn chornye survived.”

Did he hear right?

Chornye.

The Russian equivalent for nigger.

His was the only black face he’d seen since arriving in Moscow eight weeks ago, so he knew he had a problem. He recalled something from a Russian travel book he’d read a few months back. Anyone dark-skinned can expect to arouse a certain amount of curiosity. What an understatement.

Cro-Magnon acknowledged the comment with a nod. The two men stood thirty yards away, and Lord wasn’t about to wait around to find out what they wanted. He sprang to his feet and raced in the opposite direction. With a quick glance over his shoulder he saw the two calmly crouch and ready themselves to shoot. An intersection loomed ahead, and he leaped the remaining distance just as gunfire blasted from behind.

Bullets strafed the stone, puffing cloud bursts into the chilly air.

More people dived for cover.

He sprang from the sidewalk and faced a tolkuchki—street market—lining the curb as far as he could see.

“Gunmen. Run,” he screamed in Russian.

A bobushka peddling dolls understood instantly and shuffled to a nearby doorway, jerking tight a scarf around her weathered face. Half a dozen children hawking newspapers and Pepsis darted into a grocery. Vendors abandoned their kiosks and scattered like roaches. The appearance of the mafiya was not uncommon. He knew that a hundred or more gangs operated throughout Moscow. People being shot, knifed, or blown up had become as common as traffic jams, simply the risk of doing business on the streets.

He bolted ahead into the crowded prospekt, traffic merely inching along and starting to congeal in the mayhem. A horn blared and a braking taxi stopped just short of him. His bloodied hands came down hard on the hood. The driver continued to lean on the horn. He looked back and saw the two men with guns round the corner. The crowd parted, which provided a clear shot. He dived behind the taxi as bullets obliterated the driver’s side.

The horn stopped blaring.

He raised himself up and stared into the driver’s bloodied face, smushed against the passenger’s-side window, one eye cocked open, the pane stained crimson. The men were now fifty yards away, on the other side of the congested prospekt. He studied the storefronts on both sides of the street and registered a men’s fashion salon, children’s clothing boutique, and several antiques galleries. He searched for someplace in which to disappear and chose McDonald’s. For some reason the golden arches harked of safety.

He raced down the sidewalk and shoved open its glass doors. Several hundred people packed the chest-high tables and booths. More stood in line. He recalled that this was at one point the busiest restaurant in the world.

He was gulping air fast and a scent of grilled burgers, fries, and cigarettes accompanied each breath. His hands and clothes were still bloody. Several women started to scream that he’d been shot. A panic overtook the young crowds and there was a mad push for the doors. He shouldered forward, deeper into the throng, and quickly realized this was a mistake. He pushed through the dining room toward stairs that led down to bathrooms. He slipped out of the panicked mob and skipped down the stairs three at a time, his bloodied right hand gliding across a slick iron rail.

“Back. Away. Back,” deep voices ordered in Russian from above.

Gunfire erupted.

More screams and rushed footsteps.

He found the bottom of the stairs and faced three closed doors. One led to the ladies’ room, the other to the men’s. He opened the third. A large storage room spanned before him, its walls shiny white tile like the rest of the restaurant. In one corner three people huddled around a table smoking. He noticed their T-shirts—Lenin’s face superimposed over McDonald’s golden arches. Their gazes met his.

“Gunmen. Hide,” he said in Russian.

Without a word, all three bolted from the table and shot toward the far end of the brightly lit room. The lead man flung open a door, and they disappeared outside. Lord stopped only an instant to slam shut the door from which he’d entered and lock it from the inside, then he followed.

He dashed out into the chilly afternoon and stood in an alley behind the multistory building that accommodated the restaurant. He half expected Gypsies or bemedaled war veterans to be in residence. Every nook and cranny of Moscow seemed to provide shelter to one or another dispossessed social group.

Dingy buildings surrounded him, the coarsely hewn stone blackened and scarred from decades of unregulated auto emissions. He’d often wondered what those same fumes did to lungs. He tried to get his bearings. He was about a hundred yards north of Red Square. Where was the nearest Metro station? That could be his best means of escape. There were always policemen in the stations. But policemen were chasing him. Or were they? He’d read how the mafiya many times donned police uniforms. Most times the streets were littered with police—too damn many—all sporting nightsticks and automatic weapons. Yet today he’d seen not one.

A thud came from inside the building.

His head whipped around.

The door at the far end of the storage room leading from the bathrooms was being forced. He started running in the direction of the main street, just as gunfire echoed from inside.

He found the sidewalk and turned right, running as fast as his suit would allow. He reached up, unbuttoned his collar, and yanked down his tie. Now at least he could breathe. It would only be a few moments before his pursuers rounded the corner from behind. He quickly swerved right and vaulted a waist-high, chain-link fence encircling one of the innumerable parking lots dotting Moscow’s inner ring.

He slowed to a trot and let his eyes shoot left and right. The lot was full of Ladas, Chaikas, and Volgas. Some Fords. A few German sedans. Most filthy with soot and dented from abuse. He looked back. The two men had cleared the corner a hundred yards back and were now racing in his direction.

He rushed forward down the center of the grassy lot. Bullets ricocheted off the cars to his right. He dived behind a dark Mitsubishi and peered around its rear bumper. The two men were positioned on the other side of the fence, Cro-Magnon standing, his gun aimed forward, Droopy still trotting toward the fence.

A car engine revved.

Smoke poured from the exhaust. Brake lights lit.

It was a cream-colored Lada that had been parked to the opposite side of the center lane. The car quickly backed out of its space. He saw fear on the driver’s face. He’d most likely heard the bullets and decided to leave fast.

Droopy jumped the fence.

Lord rushed from his hiding place and vaulted onto the Lada’s hood, his hands clasping the windshield wipers. Thank heaven the damn thing had wipers. He knew most drivers kept them locked in the glove compartment to thwart thieves. The Lada’s driver gave him a startled look but kept rolling forward toward the busy boulevard. Through the rear window Lord saw Droopy, fifty yards behind, crouching to fire and Cro-Magnon scaling the fence. He thought of the taxi driver and decided it wasn’t right to involve this man. As the Lada exited onto the six-lane boulevard, he rolled off the hood and onto the sidewalk.

Bullets arrived in the next second.

The Lada whipped left and sped away.

Lord continued to roll until he was in the street, hoping a slight depression below the curb would be enough to block Droopy’s firing angle.

The earth and concrete churned as bullets dug in.

A crowd waiting for a bus scattered.

He glanced to his left. A bus was no more than fifty feet away and rolling toward him. Air brakes engaged. Tires squealed. The scent of sulfur exhaust was nearly suffocating. He twirled his body into the street as the bus screeched to a stop. The vehicle was now between him and the gunmen. Thank God no cars were using the boulevard’s outermost lane.

He stood and darted across the six-lane road. Traffic all came one way, from the north. He crisscrossed the lanes and made a point of staying perpendicular with the bus. Halfway, he was forced to pause and wait for a line of cars to pass. There’d only be a few moments more until the gunmen rounded the bus. He took advantage of a break in traffic and ran across the final two lanes, onto the sidewalk, jumping the curb.

Ahead was a busy construction site. Bare girders rose four stories into a rapidly clouding afternoon sky. He’d still not seen one policeman other than the two on his tail. Over the whirl of traffic came the roar of cranes and cement mixers. Unlike back home in Atlanta, no fences of any kind delineated the unsafe zone.

He trotted onto the work site and glanced back to see the gunmen starting their own bisection of the crowded boulevard, dodging cars, horns protesting their progress. Workers milled about the construction site, paying him little attention. He wondered how many black men dressed in bloody suits ran onto the job site every day. But it was all part of the new Moscow. The safest course was surely to stay out of the way.

Behind, the two gunmen found the sidewalk. They were now less than fifty yards away.

Ahead, a cement mixer churned gray mortar into a steel trough as a helmeted worker monitored the progress. The trough rested on a large wooden platform chained to a cable that ran four stories up to a roof crane. The worker tending the mixture backed away and the entire assembly rose.

Lord decided up was as good a place as any and raced for the ascending platform, leaping forward, gripping the platform’s bottom edge. Crusted concrete caked on the surface made it difficult to maintain a hold, but thoughts of Droopy and his pal kept his fingers secure.

The platform rose, and he swung himself upward.

The unbalanced movement caused a sway, chains groaning from the added weight, but he managed to climb up and flatten his body against the trough. The added weight and movement tipped everything his way, and mortar sloshed onto him.

He glanced over the side.

The two gunmen had seen what he did. He was fifty feet in the air and climbing. They stopped their advance and took aim. He felt the mortar-encrusted wood beneath him and stared at the steel trough.

No choice.

He quickly rolled into the trough, sending wet mortar oozing over the side. Cold mud enveloped him and sent a chill through his already shaking body.

Gunfire started.

Bullets ripped the wooden underside and pelted the trough. He shrank into the cement and heard the recoil of lead off steel.

Suddenly, sirens.

Coming closer.

The shooting stopped.

He peered out toward the boulevard and saw three police cars speeding south, his way. Apparently the gunmen had heard the sirens, too, and hastily retreated. He then saw the dark blue Volvo that had started everything appear from the north and speed down the boulevard. The two gunmen backed toward it, but seemed unable to resist a few parting shots.

He watched as they finally climbed into the Volvo and roared away.

Only then did he raise up on his knees and release a sigh of relief.


TWO

Lord climbed out of the police car. He was back on Nikolskaya Prospekt, where the shooting had begun. At the construction site he’d been lowered to the ground and hosed down to cleanse away the mortar and blood. His suit jacket was gone, as was his tie. His white dress shirt and dark trousers were soaking wet and stained gray. In the chilly afternoon they felt like a cold compress. He was wrapped in a musty wool blanket one of the workers had produced that smelled of horses. He was calm. Amazing, considering.

The prospekt was filled with squad cars and ambulances, light bars flashing, a multitude of uniformed officers everywhere. Traffic was at a standstill. Officers had secured the street at both ends, all the way to the McDonald’s.

Lord was led to a short, heavy-chested man with a bull neck and close-cropped reddish whiskers sprouting from fleshy cheeks. Deep lines streaked his brow. His nose was askew, as if from a break that had never healed, and his complexion carried the sallow pale all too common with Russians. He wore a loose-fitting gray suit and a dark shirt under a charcoal overcoat. His shoes were dog-eared and dirty.

“I am Inspector Orleg. Militsya.” He offered a hand. Lord noticed liver spots freckling the wrist and forearm. “You one here when shots were fired?”

The inspector spoke in accented English, and Lord debated whether to answer in Russian. It would surely ease their communication. Most Russians assumed Americans were too arrogant or too lazy to master their language—particularly black Americans, whom he’d found they viewed as something of a circus oddity. He’d visited Moscow nearly a dozen times over the past decade and had learned to keep his linguistic talent to himself—garnering in the process an opportunity to listen in on comments between lawyers and businessmen who thought they were protected by a language barrier. At the moment, he was highly suspicious of everyone. His previous dealings with the police had been confined to a few disputes over parking and one incident where he was forced to pay fifty rubles to avoid a bogus traffic violation. It wasn’t unusual for the Moscow police to shake down foreigners. What do you expect from somebody who earns a hundred rubles a month? an officer had asked while pocketing his fifty dollars.

“The shooters were police,” he said in English.

The Russian shook his head. “They dress like police. Militsya not gun people down.”

“These did.” He glanced beyond the inspector at the bloodied remains of Artemy Bely. The young Russian was sprawled faceup on the sidewalk, his eyes open, brown-red ribbons seeping from holes in his chest. “How many were hit?”

“Pyát.”

“Five? How many dead?”

“Chet´yre.”

“You don’t seem concerned. Four people shot dead in the middle of the day on a public street.”

Orleg shrugged. “Little can be done. The roof is tough to control.”

“The roof” was the common way to refer to the mafiya who populated Moscow and most of western Russia. He’d never learned how the term came into being. Maybe it was because that was how people paid—through the roof—or perhaps it was a metaphor for the odd pinnacle of Russian life. The nicest cars, largest dachas, and best clothes were owned by gang members. No effort was made to conceal their wealth. On the contrary, the mafiya tended to flaunt their prosperity to both the government and the people. It was a separate social class, one that had emerged with startling speed. His contacts within the business community considered protection payments just another facet of company overhead, as necessary to survival as a good workforce and steady inventory. More than one Russian acquaintance had told him that when the gentlemen in the Armani suits paid a visit and pronounced, Bog zaveshchaet delit’sia—God instructs us to share—they were to be taken seriously.

“My interest,” Orleg said, “is why those men chase you.”

Lord motioned to Bely. “Why don’t you cover him up?”

“He not mind.”

“I do. I knew him.”

“How?”

He found his wallet. The laminated security badge he’d been given weeks ago had survived the cement bath. He handed it to Orleg.

“You part of Tsar Commission?”

The implied question seemed to ask why an American would be involved with something so Russian. He was liking the inspector less and less. Mocking him seemed the best way to show how he felt.

“I part of Tsar Commission.”

“Your duties?”

“That confidential.”

“May be important to this.”

His attempt at sarcasm was going unnoticed. “Take it up with the commission.”

Orleg pointed to the body. “And this one?”

He told him that Artemy Bely was a lawyer in the Justice Ministry, assigned to the commission, who’d been helpful in arranging access to the Soviet archives. On a personal level, he knew little more than that Bely was unmarried, lived in a communal apartment north of Moscow, and would have loved to visit Atlanta one day.

He stepped close and gazed down at the body.

It had been a while since he last saw a mutilated corpse. But he’d seen worse during six months of reserve duty that turned into a year in Afghanistan. He was there as a lawyer, not a soldier, sent for his language skills—a political liaison attached to a State Department contingent—present to aid a governmental transition after the Taliban was driven out. His law firm thought it important to have someone involved. Good for the image. Good for his future. But he’d found himself wanting to do more than shuffle paper. So he helped bury the dead. The Afghans had suffered heavy losses. More than the press had ever noted. He could still feel the scorching sun and brutal wind, both of which had only sped decomposition and made the grim task more difficult. Death was simply not pleasant. No matter where.

“Explosive tips,” Orleg said behind him. “Go in small, come out large. Take much with them along way.” The inspector’s voice carried no compassion.

Lord glanced back at the blank stare, the rheumy eyes. Orleg smelled faintly of alcohol and mint. He’d resented the flippant remark about covering the body. So he undraped the blanket from around him, bent down, and laid it across Bely.

“We cover our dead,” he told Orleg.

“Too many here to bother.”

He stared at the face of cynicism. This policeman had probably seen a lot. Watched how his government gradually lost control, himself working, like most Russians, on the mere promise of payment, or for barter, or for black-market U.S. dollars. Ninety-plus years of communism had left a mark. Bespridel, the Russians called it. Anarchy. Indelible as a tattoo. Scarring a nation to ruin.

“Justice Ministry is frequent target,” Orleg said. “Involve themselves in things with little concern for safety. They have been warned.” He motioned to body. “Not first or last lawyer to die.”

Lord said nothing.

“Maybe our new tsar will solve all?” Orleg asked.

He stood and faced the inspector, their toes parallel, bodies close. “Anything is better than this.”

Orleg appraised him with a glare, and he wasn’t sure if the policeman agreed with him or not. “You never answer me. Why men chase you?”

He heard again what Droopy said as he slid out of the Volvo. The damn chornye survived. Should he tell Orleg anything? Something about the inspector didn’t seem right. But his paranoia could simply be the aftereffect of what had happened. What he needed was to get back to the hotel and discuss all this with Taylor Hayes.

“I have no idea—other than I got a good view of them. Look, you’ve seen my security clearance and know where to find me. I’m soaking wet, cold as hell, and what’s left of my clothes has blood soaked into them. I’d like to change. Could one of your men drive me to the Volkhov?”

The inspector did not immediately reply. He just stared with a measured mien Lord thought intentional.

Orleg returned his security card.

“Of course, Mr. Commission Lawyer. As you say. I have car made available.”


THREE

Lord was driven to the Volkhov’s main entrance in a police cruiser. The doorman let him inside without a word. Though his hotel identification was ruined, there was no need to show it. He was the only man of color staying there, instantly recognizable, though he was given a strange look at the tattered condition of his clothes.

The Volkhov was a pre-revolutionary hotel built in the early 1900s. It sat near the center of Moscow, northwest of the Kremlin and Red Square, the Bolshoi Theater diagonally across a busy square. During Soviet times the massive Lenin Museum and monument to Karl Marx had been in full view from the street-side rooms. Both were now gone. Thanks to a coalition of American and European investors, over the last decade the hotel had been restored to its former glory. The opulent lobby and lounges, with their murals and crystal chandeliers, conveyed a tsarist atmosphere of pomp and privilege. But the paintings on the walls—all from Russian artists—reflected capitalism because each was marked for sale. Likewise, the addition of a modern business center, health club, and indoor pool brought the old facility further into the new millennium.

He rushed straight to the main desk and inquired if Taylor Hayes was in his room. The clerk informed him that Hayes was in the business center. He debated whether or not he should change clothes first, but decided he could not wait. He bounded across the lobby and spotted Hayes through a glass wall, sitting before a computer terminal.

Hayes was one of four senior managing partners at Pridgen & Woodworth. The firm employed nearly two hundred lawyers, making it one of the largest legal factories in the southeastern United States. Some of the world’s biggest insurers, banks, and corporations paid the firm monthly retainers. Its offices in downtown Atlanta dominated two floors of an elegant blue-tinted skyscraper.

Hayes possessed both a MBA and a law degree, his reputation that of a proficient practitioner in global economics and international law. He was blessed with a lean athletic body, and his maturity was reflected in brown hair streaked with gray. He was a regular on CNN as an on-camera commentator and cast a strong television presence, his gray-blue eyes flashing a personality Lord often thought a combination of showman, bully, and academician.

Rarely did his mentor appear in court, and even less frequently did he participate in weekly meetings among the four dozen lawyers—Lord included—who manned the firm’s International Division. Lord had worked directly with Hayes several times, accompanying him to Europe and Canada, handling research and drafting chores delegated his way. Only in the past few weeks had they spent any prolonged time together, their relationship along the way evolving from “Mr. Hayes” to “Taylor.”

Hayes stayed on the road, traveling at least three weeks every month, catering to the firm’s wide array of international clients who didn’t mind paying $450 an hour for their lawyer to make house calls. Twelve years before, when Lord joined the firm, Hayes had taken an instant liking to him. He later learned Hayes had specifically asked that he be assigned to International. Certainly an honors graduation from the University of Virginia Law School, a master’s in Eastern European history from Emory University, and his language proficiency qualified him. Hayes started assigning him all over Europe, especially in the Eastern bloc. Pridgen & Woodworth represented a wide portfolio of clients heavily invested in the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, the Baltic states, and Russia. Satisfied clients meant a steady rise within the firm to senior associate—and soon, he hoped, junior partner. One day, maybe, he was going to be the head of International.

Provided, of course, he lived to see that day.

He yanked open the glass door to the business center and entered. Hayes peered up from the computer terminal. “What the hell happened to you?”

“Not here.”

A dozen men dotted the room. His boss seemed to instantly understand and, without another word, they moved toward one of several lounges dotting the hotel’s ground floor, this one adorned with an impressive stained-glass ceiling and pink marble fountain. Over the past few weeks its tables had become their official meeting place.

They slid into a booth.

Lord grabbed a waiter’s attention and tapped his throat, the sign he wanted vodka. Actually, he needed vodka.

“Talk to me, Miles,” Hayes said.

He told him what had happened. Everything. Including the comment he heard one of the gunmen utter and Inspector Orleg’s speculation that the killing was directed at Bely and the Justice Ministry. Then he said, “Taylor, I think those guys were after me.”

Hayes shook his head. “You don’t know that. It could be you got a good look at their faces, and they decided to eliminate a witness. You just happened to be the only black guy around.”

“There were hundreds of people on that street. Why single me out?”

“Because you were with Bely. That police inspector’s right. It could have been a hit on Bely. They could have been watching all day, waiting for the right time. From the sound of it, I think it was.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Miles, you just met Bely a couple of days ago. You don’t know beans about him. People die around here all the time, for a variety of unnatural reasons.”

Lord glanced down at the dark splotches on his clothes and thought again about AIDS. The waiter arrived with his drink. Hayes tossed the man a few rubles. Lord sucked a breath and gulped a long swallow, letting the fiery alcohol calm his nerves. He’d always liked Russian vodka. It truly was the best in the world. “I only hope to God he’s HIV-negative. I’m still wearing his blood.” He tabled the glass. “You think I ought to get out of the country?”

“You want to?”

“Shit, no. History is about to be made here. I don’t want to cut and run. This is something I can tell my grandkids about. I was there when the tsar of all Russia was restored to the throne.”

“Then don’t go.”

Another swig of vodka. “I also want to be around to see my grandchildren.”

“How did you get away?”

“Ran like hell. It was strange, but I thought of my grandfather and ‘coon hunting to keep me going.”

A curious look came to Hayes’s face.

“The sport of local rednecks back in the nineteen forties. Take a nigger out in the woods, let the dogs get a good whiff, then give him a thirty-minute head start.” Another swallow of vodka. “Assholes never caught my granddaddy.”

“You want me to arrange protection?” Hayes asked. “A bodyguard?”

“I think that’d be a good idea.”

“I’d like to keep you here in Moscow. This could get real sticky, and I need you.”

And Lord wanted to stay. So he kept telling himself Droopy and Cro-Magnon went after him because he saw them kill Bely. A witness, nothing more. That had to be it. What else could it be? “I left all my stuff in the archives. I thought I’d only be gone for a quick lunch.”

“I’ll call and have it brought over.”

“No. I think I’ll take a shower and go get it myself. I have more work to do anyway.”

“Onto something?”

“Not really. Just tying up loose ends. I’ll let you know if anything pans out. Work will take my mind off this.”

“What about tomorrow? Can you still do the briefing?”

The waiter returned with a fresh vodka glass.

“Damn right.”

Hayes smiled. “Now that’s the attitude. I knew you were a tough sonovabitch.”


FOUR





2:30 pm

Hayes shouldered through the throng of commuters streaming out of the Metro train. Platforms that a moment ago were deserted now teemed with thousands of Muscovites, all shoving toward four escalators that reached six hundred feet up to street level. An impressive sight, but it was the silence that caught his attention. It always did. Nothing but soles to stone and the scrape of one coat against another. Occasionally a voice would carry, but, overall, the procession of eight million people that paraded in every morning and then out every evening on the busiest subway system in the world was somber.

The Metro was Stalin’s showcase. A vain attempt in the 1930s to openly celebrate socialist achievement with the largest and longest tunneling ever completed by humankind. The stations dotting the city became works of art adorned with florid stucco, neoclassical marble piers, elaborate chandeliers, gold, and glass. Not one person ever questioned the initial cost or subsequent upkeep. Now the price for that foolishness was an indispensable transportation system that demanded billions of rubles each year for maintenance, but brought in only a few kopecks a ride.

Yeltsin and his successors had tried to raise the fare, but the public furor was so great they’d all backed down. That had been their problem, Hayes thought. Too much populism for a nation as fickle as Russia. Be right. Be wrong. But don’t be indecisive. Hayes firmly believed Russians would have respected their leaders more if they’d raised the fares, then shot anybody who openly protested. That was a lesson many Russian tsars and communist premiers had failed to learn—Nicholas II and Mikhail Gorbachev particularly.

He stepped off the escalator and followed the crowd out narrow doors into a brisk afternoon. He was north of Moscow center, beyond the overloaded four-lane motorway that encircled the city and was curiously called the Garden Ring. This particular Metro station was a dilapidated tile-and-glass oval with a flat roof, not one of Stalin’s finest. In fact, the entire part of town would not find its way into any travel brochures. The station entrance was lined with a procession of haggard men and women, their skin drawn, hair matted, clothes a stinking mess, hocking everything—from toiletries to bootleg cassettes to dried fish—trying to raise a few rubles or, even better, U.S. dollars. He often wondered if anyone actually bought the shriveled salty fish carcasses, which looked even worse than they smelled. The only source of fish nearby was the Moskva River and, based on what he knew of Soviet and Russian waste disposal, there would be no telling what extras came with the meal.

He buttoned his overcoat and pushed his way down a buckled sidewalk, trying to fit in. He’d changed out of his suit into a pair of olive corduroys, a dark twill shirt, and black sneakers. Any hints of Western fashion were nothing but requests for trouble.

He found the club to which he’d been directed. It sat in the middle of a run-down block among a bakery, a grocery, a record store, and an ice-cream parlor. No placard announced its presence, only a small sign that beckoned visitors with a promise written in Cyrillic of exciting entertainment.

The interior was a dimly lit rectangle. Some vain attempt at ambience radiated from cheap walnut paneling. A blue fog laced the warm air. The room’s center was dominated by an enormous plywood maze. He’d seen this novelty before, downtown, in the swankier haunts of the new rich. Those were neon monstrosities, molded out of tile and marble. This was a poor man’s version, fashioned of bare boards and illuminated by fluorescent fixtures that threw down harsh blue rays.

A crowd encircled the display. These were not the type of men who tended to congregate in the more elaborate places munching salmon, herring, and beetroot salad, while armed lieutenants guarded the front door and roulette and blackjack were played for thousands of dollars in an adjoining room. It could cost two hundred rubles just to walk through the door at those places. For the men here—surely blue-collar workers from nearby factories and foundries—two hundred dollars was six months’ wages.

“About time,” Feliks Orleg said in Russian.

Hayes had not noticed the police inspector’s approach. His attention had been on the maze. He motioned to the crowd and asked in Russian, “What’s the attraction?”

“You’ll see.”

He stepped close and noticed that what appeared as one unit was actually three separate mazes intertwined. From small doors at the far end, three rats sprang. The rodents seemed to understand what was expected of them and raced forward undaunted while men howled and screamed. One of the spectators reached out to bang the side and a burly man with prizefighter forearms appeared from nowhere and restrained him.

“Moscow’s version of the Kentucky Derby,” Orleg said.

“This go on all day?”

The rats scooted around the twists and turns.

“All fucking day. They piss away what little they earn.”

One of the rats found the finish line and a portion of the crowd erupted in cheers. He wondered what it paid, but decided to get down to business. “I want to know what happened today.”

“The chornye was like a rat. Very fast through the streets.”

“He should never have had the chance to run.”

Orleg downed a swallow of the clear drink in his hand. “Apparently, the shooters missed.”

The crowd was starting to quiet down, preparing for the next race. Hayes led Orleg to an empty table in a far corner. “I’m not in the mood for smart-ass, Orleg. The idea was to kill him. How hard could that have been?”

Orleg savored another sip before swallowing. “Like I said, the fools missed. When they chased him, your Mr. Lord escaped. Quite inventive, I was told. It took a lot for me to clear that area of police patrols for those few minutes. They should have had an easy opportunity. Instead, they killed three Russian citizens.”

“I thought these men were professionals.”

Orleg laughed. “Mean bastards, yes. Professionals? I don’t think so. They’re gangsters. What did you expect?” Orleg emptied the glass. “You want another hit made on him?”

“Fuck, no. In fact, I don’t want one hair on Lord’s head touched.”

Orleg said nothing, but his eyes made clear that he didn’t like being ordered by a foreigner.

“Leave it alone. It was a bad idea to start with. Lord thinks it was a hit on Bely. Good. Let him think that. We can’t afford any more attention.”

“The shooters said your lawyer handled himself like a pro.”

“He was an athlete in college. Football and track. But two Kalashnikovs should have compensated.”

Orleg sat back in the chair. “Maybe you should handle things yourself.”

“Maybe I will. But for now, you make sure those idiots back off. They had their chance. I don’t want another hit. And if they don’t follow this order, assure them they will not like the people their bosses send for a visit.”

The inspector shook his head. “When I was a boy we hunted down rich people and tortured them. Now we are paid to protect them.” He spat on the floor. “Whole thing makes me sick.”

“Who said anything about rich?”

“You think I do not know what is happening here?”

Hayes leaned close. “You don’t know shit, Orleg. Do yourself a favor and don’t ask too many questions. Follow orders and it’ll be far better for your health.”

“Fucking American. The whole world is completely upside down. I remember a time when you people worried whether we would even let you leave this country. Now you own us.”

“Get with the program. Times are changing. Either keep up or get out of the way. You wanted to be a player? Be one. That requires obedience.”

“Don’t you worry about me, lawyer. But what of your Lord problem?”

“You don’t worry about that. I’ll handle him.”


FIVE





3:35 PM

Lord was back in the Russian archives, a gloomy granite building that once had served as the Institute of Marxism-Leninism. Now it was the Center for the Preservation and Study of Documents of Contemporary History—more evidence of the Russian penchant for superfluous titles.

He’d been surprised on his first visit to find images of Marx, Engels, and Lenin still on the pediment outside the main entrance, along with the call FORWARD TO THE VICTORY OF COMMUNISM. Nearly all reminders of the Soviet era had been stripped from every town, street, and building across the country, replaced by the double-headed eagle the Romanov dynasty had displayed for three hundred years. He’d been told that the red granite statue of Lenin was one of the few left standing in Russia.

He’d calmed down after a hot shower and more vodka. He was dressed in the only other suit he’d brought from Atlanta, a charcoal gray with a faint chalk stripe. He was going to have to visit one of the Moscow shops during the next couple of days and purchase another, since one suit would not be enough for the busy weeks ahead.

Before the communist fall, the archives had been considered too heretical for the general public, inaccessible to all but the most stalwart communists, and that distinction partially remained. Why, Lord had yet to understand. The shelves were stocked mainly with nonsensical personal papers—books, letters, diaries, government records, and other unpublished material—innocuous writings that possessed no historical significance. To make matters more of a challenge there was no indexing system, just a random organization by year, person, or geographic region. Totally haphazard, certainly designed more to confuse than enlighten. As if no one wanted the past found, which was most likely the case.

And there was little help.

The staff archivists were leftovers from the Soviet regime, part of the party hierarchy who had once enjoyed benefits not available to ordinary Muscovites. Though the party was gone, a cadre of loyal elderly women remained, many of whom, Lord believed, firmly wished for a return to totalitarian order. The lack of help was why he’d requested Artemy Bely’s assistance, and he’d accomplished more in the past few days than in the weeks before.

Only a few idlers milled among the metal shelves. Most of the records, particularly those on Lenin, had once been locked away behind steel doors in underground vaults. Yeltsin had ended that secrecy and ordered everything moved aboveground, opening the building to academicians and journalists.

But not entirely.

A large section remained closed—the so-called Protective Papers—similar to what a TOP SECRET stamp did to any Freedom of Information request back home. Lord’s Tsarist Commission credentials, however, overrode any supposed former state secrets. His pass, arranged by Hayes, was authority from the government to look wherever he desired, including through the Protective Papers.

He sat down at his reserved table and forced his mind to concentrate on the pages spread before him. His job was to bolster Stefan Baklanov’s claim to the Russian throne. Baklanov, a Romanov by birth, was the leading contender for selection by the Tsarist Commission. He was also heavily entrenched with Western businesses, many of which were Pridgen & Woodworth clients, so Hayes had sent Lord into the archives to make sure there was nothing that might impugn Baklanov’s claim to power. The last thing anyone needed was for there to have been a state investigation, or implications Baklanov’s family had been German sympathizers during World War II—anything that might cause the people to doubt his commitment to them or to Russia.

Lord’s assignment had led him to the last Romanov to occupy the Russian throne—Nicholas II—and what happened in Siberia on July 16, 1918. He’d read many published accounts and several unpublished ones during the past few weeks. All were, at best, contradictory. It took a detailed study of each report, culling out obvious falsehoods and combining facts, to glean any useful information. His growing notes now formed a cumulative narrative of that fateful night in Russian history.

[image: image]

Nicholas rustled from a sound sleep. A soldier stood over him. It wasn’t often over the course of the past few months that he’d been able to actually sleep, and he resented the intrusion. But there was little he could do. He’d once been the Tsar of All Russia, Nicholas II, the embodiment of the Almighty on Earth. But a year ago last March he’d been forced to do the unthinkable for a divine monarch—abdicate in the face of violence. The provisional government that followed him was mainly liberals from the Duma and a coalition of radical socialists. It was to be a caretaker body until a constituent assembly could be elected, but the Germans had allowed Lenin to cross their territory and reenter Russia, hoping he’d wreak political havoc.

And he had.

Toppling the weak provisional government ten months back in what the guards proudly called the October Revolution.

Why was his cousin the kaiser doing this to him? Did he hate him that much? Was winning the World War important enough to sacrifice a ruling dynasty?

Apparently so.

Just two months after seizing power, to no one’s surprise, Lenin signed a cease-fire with the Germans, and Russia abandoned the Great War, leaving the Allies without an eastern front to occupy the advancing Germans. Britain, France, and the United States could not be happy. He understood the dangerous game Lenin was playing. Promising the people peace to gain their confidence, but needing to delay its implementation in order to placate the Allies, while at the same time not offending his real ally, the kaiser. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, signed five months back, was nothing short of devastating. Germany gained a quarter of Russia’s territory and nearly a third of its people. That action, he’d been told, had generated great resentment. The talk among the guards was that all of the Bolshevik enemies had finally coalesced under a unified White banner, chosen in startling contrast to the communist Red flag. A mass of recruits had already gravitated to the Whites. Peasants particularly were drawn, since land was still denied them.

A civil war now raged.

White versus Red.

And he was merely Citizen Romanov, prisoner of the Red Bolsheviks.

Ruler of no one.

He and his family had first been held in the Alexander Palace at Tsarskoe Selo, not far from Petrograd. Then they were moved west to Tobolsk, in central Russia, a river town full of whitewashed churches and log cabins. The people there had been openly loyal, showing great respect to their fallen tsar and his family. They’d daily gathered in large numbers outside the confinement house, removing their hats and crossing themselves. Hardly a day went by without a delivery of cakes, candles, and icons. The guards themselves, members of the honored Rifle Regiment, had been friendly and had taken the time to talk and play cards. They’d been allowed books and newspapers, even correspondence. The food had been excellent and every comfort was shown them.

All in all, not a bad prison.

Then, seventy-eight days ago, another move.

This time here, to Yekaterinburg, on the eastern slope of the Ural Mountains, deep in the heart of Mother Russia where Bolsheviks dominated. Ten thousand Red Army troops wandered the streets. The local population was bitterly opposed to anything tsarist. The house of a wealthy merchant, a man named Ipatiev, had been commandeered and converted into a makeshift prison. The House of Special Purpose, Nicholas had heard it called. A high wooden fence had been erected, the glass in all the windows smeared with lime and iron-barred, none to be opened on pain of being shot. All the doors had been removed from the bedrooms and lavatories. He’d been forced to listen while his family was jeered with insults, compelled to view without comment lewd pictures of his wife and Rasputin scrawled on the walls. Yesterday he’d almost come to blows with one of the impertinent bastards. The guard had written on his daughters’ bedroom wall: OUR RUSSIAN TSAR CALLED NICK. PULLED OFF HIS THRONE BY HIS PRICK.

Enough of that, he thought.

“What time is it?” he finally asked the guard standing over him.

“Two AM.”

“What is wrong?”

“It is necessary that your family be moved. The White Army is approaching the city. An attack is imminent. It would be dangerous to be in the upper rooms, if there was shooting in the streets.”

The words excited Nicholas. He’d heard the guards’ whispers. The White Army had stormed across Siberia, taking town after town, regaining territory from the Reds. Over the past few days the rumble of artillery could be heard in the distance. That sound had given him hope. Perhaps his generals were finally coming and things would be put right again.

“Rise and dress,” the guard said.

The man withdrew and Nicholas roused his wife. His son, Alexie, slept in a bed on the far side of the modest bedroom.

He and Alexie quietly dressed in their military field shirts, trousers, boots, and forage caps, while Alexandra withdrew to their daughters’ room. Unfortunately, Alexie could not walk. Yet another hemophilic hemorrhage two days before had crippled him, so Nicholas gently carried the thin thirteen-year-old into the hall.

His four daughters appeared.

Each was dressed in a plain black skirt and white blouse, their mother following, limping with her cane. His precious Sunshine was barely able to walk anymore—sciatica from her childhood had progressively worsened. The almost constant worry she endured for Alexie had destroyed her health, graying her once chestnut hair and fading the loving glow in eyes that had captivated him since the first day they’d met as teenagers. Her breath seemed to come quick, many times in painful gasps, her lips occasionally turning blue. She complained about her heart and back, but he wondered if the afflictions were real or just side effects of the unutterable grief she experienced, wondering if today was the day death would snatch her son.

“What is this, Papa?” Olga asked.

She was twenty-two, his firstborn. Thoughtful and intelligent, she was in many ways like her mother, occasionally brooding and sulky.

“Perhaps our salvation,” he mouthed.

A look of excitement crept across her pretty face. Her sister Tatiana, one year her junior, and Maria, two years younger, came close, carrying pillows. Tatiana was tall and stately, the leader of the girls—Governess, they all called her—and she was her mother’s favorite. Maria was pretty and gentle—eyes like saucers—and flirtatious. Her desire was to marry a Russian soldier and have twenty children. His two middle daughters had heard what he said.

He motioned for silence.

Anastasia, seventeen, lingered with her mother, carrying King Charles, the cocker spaniel their jailers had allowed her to retain. She was short and plump with the reputation of a rebel—a monkey for jokes, her sisters would say—but her deep blue eyes were charming and he’d never been able to resist them.

The remaining four captives quickly joined them.

Dr. Botkin, Alexie’s physician. Trupp, Nicholas’s valet. Demidova, Alexandra’s maid. And Kharitonov, the cook. Demidova likewise clutched a pillow, but Nicholas knew this one was special. Sewn deep within its feathers was a box containing jewels, and Demidova’s task was never to allow the pillow from her sight. Alexandra and the girls likewise harbored treasure, their corsets concealing diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and ropes of pearl.

Alexandra limped close and asked him, “Do you know what’s happening?”

“The Whites are nearby.”

Her tired face showed wonderment. “Could this be?”

“This way, please,” a familiar voice said from the stairway.

Nicholas turned and faced Yurovsky.

The man had arrived twelve days before with a squad from the Bolshevik Secret Police, replacing the previous commandant and his undisciplined factory-worker guards. At first the change seemed positive, but Nicholas quickly determined that these new men were professionals. Perhaps even Magyars, prisoners of war from the Austro-Hungarian army, hired by the Bolsheviks for jobs native Russians abhorred. Yurovsky was their leader. A dark man with black hair, black beard, and an unhurried way in his manner and speech. He gave orders calmly and expected them to be obeyed. Ox Command was the name with which they’d christened him, and Nicholas had quickly concluded that this demon enjoyed oppressing people.

“We must hurry,” Yurovsky said. “Time is short.”

Nicholas signaled for quiet and the entourage followed a wooden staircase down to the ground floor. Alexie slept soundly on his shoulder. Anastasia released the dog, which scurried away.

They were led outside, across a courtyard, to a semi-basement room with one arched window. Dingy striped wallpaper covered the plaster walls. There was no furniture.

“Wait here for the cars to arrive,” Yurovsky said.

“Where are we going?” Nicholas asked.

“Away,” was all their jailer said.

“No chairs?” Alexandra said. “May we not sit?”

Yurovsky shrugged and instructed one of his men. Two chairs appeared. Alexandra took one, Maria positioning the pillow she held behind her mother’s back. Nicholas sat Alexie in the other. Tatiana placed her pillow behind her brother and made the boy comfortable. Demidova continued to clutch her pillow close with crossed arms.

More artillery rumbled in the distance. The sound brought Nicholas hope.

Yurovsky said, “It is necessary that we photograph you. There are people who believe you have already escaped. So I need you to stand here.”

Yurovsky positioned everyone. When he finished, the daughters stood behind their seated mother, Nicholas stood beside Alexie, the four non–family members behind him. Over the course of sixteen months they’d been ordered to do many strange things. This one, being awakened in the middle of the night for a picture and then being whisked away, was no exception. When Yurovsky left the room and closed the door, no one said a word.

A moment later the door reopened.

But no photographer with a tripod camera entered. Instead, eleven armed men paraded in. Yurovsky came last. The Russian’s right hand was stuffed into his trouser pocket. He was holding a sheet of paper in the other.

He started reading.

“In view of the fact that your relatives are continuing their attack on the Soviet Russia, the Ural Executive Committee has decided to execute you.”

Nicholas was having trouble hearing. A vehicle engine was revving outside, loud and clamorous. Strange. He looked at his family, then faced Yurovsky and said, “What? What?”

The Russian’s expression never broke. He simply repeated the declaration in the same monotone. Then his right hand came from his pocket.

Nicholas saw the gun.

A Colt pistol.

The barrel approached his head.


SIX

A weak feeling always came to Lord’s stomach when he read about that night. He tried to imagine what it must have been like when the shooting started. The terror they must have felt. Nowhere to go. Nothing to do but die horribly.

He’d been drawn back to the event because of what he’d found in the Protective Papers. He’d stumbled onto the note ten days back, scrawled on a plain brittle sheet in outdated Russian script, the black ink barely legible. It was inside a crimson leather bag that had been sewn shut. A label on the outside indicated: ACQUIRED JULY 10, 1925. NOT TO BE OPENED UNTIL JANUARY 1, 1950. It was impossible to determine if that instruction had been heeded.

He reached into his briefcase and found the copy he’d carefully translated. The date at the top read April 10, 1922:

The situation with Yurovsky is troubling. I do not believe the reports filed from Yekaterinburg were accurate and the information concerning Felix Yussoupov corroborates that. It is unfortunate the White Guardsman you persuaded to talk was not more forthcoming. Perhaps too much pain can be counterproductive. The mention of Kolya Maks is interesting. I have heard this name before. The village of Starodug has likewise been noted by two other similarly persuaded White Guardsmen. There is something occurring, of that I am certain, but I fear my body will not endure for me to learn what. I greatly worry about the future of all our endeavors after I am gone. Stalin is frightening. There is a rigidness about him that insulates all emotion from his decision making. If the leadership of our new nation falls to him, I fear the dream may die.


I wonder if one or more of the imperials may have escaped Yekaterinburg. It certainly appears that way. Comrade Yussoupov apparently believes so. Perhaps he thinks he can offer the next generation a reprieve. Perhaps the tsarina was not as foolish as we all believed. Maybe the starets’s ramblings have more meaning than we first thought. Over the past few weeks, thinking of the Romanovs, I have found myself recalling the words of an old Russian poem: The knights are dust and their good swords rust. Their souls are with the saints we trust.


He and Artemy Bely both believed the document was penned in Lenin’s own hand. It wouldn’t be unusual. The communists had preserved thousands of Lenin’s writings. But this particular document had not been found where it should have been. Instead, Lord had located it among papers repatriated from the Nazis after World War II. Hitler’s invading armies had stolen not only Russian art, but also archival material by the tons. Document depositories in Leningrad, Stalingrad, Kiev, and Moscow were stripped clean. Only after the war, when Stalin sent his Extraordinary Commission to reclaim the country’s heritage, had many of these caches found their way back to the Motherland.

There was, though, one other relevant paper within the crimson leather bag. A single sheet of parchment with a frilly border of flowers and leaves. The handwriting was in English, the script distinctly feminine:

October 28, 1916.

Dear beloved Soul of my Soul, my own Wee One, Sweet Angel, oh, me loves you so, always together, night and day, I feel what you are going through and your poor heart. God have mercy, give you strength and wisdom. He won’t forsake you. He will help, recompense this mad suffering and end this separation at such a time when one needs being together.

Our Friend has just left. He saved Baby once again. Oh merciful Jesus thank the Lord we have him. The pain was immense, my heart torn apart from witnessing, but Baby now sleeps peacefully. I am assured that tomorrow he will be well.

Such sunny weather, no clouds. That means, trust and hope, yet all is pitch black around, but God is above all; we know not His way, nor how He will help, but He will hark unto all prayers. Our Friend is most insistent on that.

I must tell you that just before he left our Friend went into a strange convulsion. I was most frightened thinking he may be ill. What would Baby do without him. He fell to the floor and began muttering about leaving this world before the new year and seeing masses of corpses, several grand dukes and hundreds of counts. The Neva will be all red with blood, he said. His words terrified me.

Looking toward heaven, he told me that if he be murdered by boyars their hands will remain soiled by blood for twenty-five years. They will leave Russia. Brother will rise against brother, they will kill each other in hate, and there will be no nobles in the country. Most disturbing, he said that if one of our relatives carries out his murder, none of our family will live more than two years. We will all be killed by the Russian people.

He made me rise and immediately write this down. Then he said not to despair. There would be salvation. The one with the most guilt will see the error of his way. He will assure that the blood of our body resurrects itself. His rantings bordered on nonsense and I wondered, for the first time, if the stench of alcohol upon him had affected his brain. He kept saying that only a raven and an eagle can succeed where all fail and that the innocence of beasts will guard and lead the way, being the final arbitor of success. He said God will provide a way to be sure of righteousness. Most troubling was his statement that twelve must die before the resurrection can be complete.

I tried to question him but he went silent, insisting that I write the prophecy down exactly and convey the vision to you. He talked as if something might happen to us, but I assured him that Papa has the country well in hand. He was not comforted and his words troubled me all night. Oh my precious one, I hold you tight in my arms and will never let anyone touch your shining soul. I kiss, kiss, kiss and bless you and you always understand. I hope you come to me soon.

Your Wify

Lord knew that the writer was Alexandra, the last tsarina of Russia. She had kept a diary for decades. So had her husband, Nicholas, and both journals subsequently provided an unprecedented look into the royal court. Nearly seven hundred of their letters were found in Yekaterinburg after the execution. He’d read other diary excerpts and most of the letters. Several recent books had published them verbatim. He knew the reference to “our Friend” was their way of describing Rasputin, since both Alexandra and Nicholas thought their letters were being scrutinized by others. Unfortunately, their unfettered confidence in Rasputin was not shared by anyone else.

“So deep in thought,” a voice said in Russian.

He glanced up.

An older man stood on the opposite side of the table. He was fair-skinned with pale blue eyes, a thin chest, and freckled wrists. His head was half bald and graying fuzz dusted the sallow skin on his neck from ear to ear. He wore steel-rimmed glasses and a bow tie. Lord immediately recalled that he’d seen the man poring through the records, one of several individuals who seemed to be working as hard as he was.

“Actually, I was back in 1916 for an instant. Reading this stuff is like time travel,” Lord said in Russian.

The older man smiled. Lord estimated his age to be nearing, if not more than, sixty.

“I quite agree. It is one of the reasons I like coming here. A reminder of something that once was.”

He instantly warmed to the congenial manner and stood from the table. “I’m Miles Lord.”

“I know who you are.”

A wave of suspicion swept over him and his gaze unconsciously darted around the room.

His visitor seemed to sense the fear. “I assure you, Mr. Lord, I am no threat. Just a tired historian looking for a little conversation with someone of similar interests.”

He relaxed. “How do you know me?”

The man smiled. “You are not a favorite of the women who staff this depository. They resent being ordered about by an American—”

“And a black?”

The man smiled. “Unfortunately, this country is not progressively minded on the issue of race. We are a fair-skinned nation. But your commission credentials cannot be ignored.”

“And who are you?”

“Semyon Pashenko, professor of history, Moscow State University.” The older man offered his hand and Lord accepted. “Where is the other gentleman who accompanied you in days past? A lawyer, I believe. We talked for a few moments among the stacks.”

He debated whether to lie, but decided the truth would be better. “He was killed this morning on Nikolskaya Prospekt. In a shooting.”

Shock filled the older man’s face. “I saw something on the television about that earlier. So terrible.” He shook his head. “This country will be the ruin of itself if something is not done soon.”

Lord sat and offered a seat.

“Were you involved?” Pashenko asked, settling into a chair.

“I was there.” He decided to keep the rest of what happened to himself.

Pashenko shook his head. “That sort of display says nothing for who or what we are. Westerners, like yourself, must think us barbarians.”

“Not at all. Every nation goes through periods like this. We had our own during the western expansion and in the nineteen twenties and thirties.”

“But I believe our situation is more than merely growing pains.”

“The past few years have been difficult for Russia. It was hard enough when there was a government. Yeltsin and Putin tried to keep order. But now, with little semblance of authority, it’s nothing short of anarchy.”

Pashenko nodded. “Unfortunately, this is nothing new for our nation.”

“Are you an academician?”

“A historian. I have devoted my life to the study of our beloved Mother Rus.”

He grinned at the ancient term. “I would imagine there hasn’t been much use for your specialty in some time.”

“Regretfully. The communists had their own version of history.”

He recalled something he’d read once. Russia is a country with an unpredictable past. “Did you teach, then?”

“For thirty years. I saw them all. Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev. Each one inflicted his own peculiar damage. It is sinful what happened. But even now, we find it hard to let go. People still line up each day to walk past Lenin’s body.” Pashenko lowered his voice. “A butcher, revered as a saint. Did you notice the flowers around his statue out front.” He shook his head. “Disgusting.”

Lord decided to be careful with his words. Though this was the postcommunist era, soon to be new tsarist era, he was still an American working under credentials granted by a shaky Russian government. “Something tells me that if tanks rolled through Red Square tomorrow, everyone who works in this archive would be there to cheer them on.”

“They are no better than street beggars,” Pashenko said. “They enjoyed privilege, kept the leaders’ secrets, and in return received a choice apartment, some extra bread, a few more days off in summer. You must work and earn what you get, is that not what America stands for?”

Lord didn’t answer. Instead, he asked, “What do you think of the Tsarist Commission?”

“I voted yes. How could a tsar do any worse?”

He’d found that attitude quite prevalent.

“It is unusual to find an American able to speak our language so well.”

He shrugged. “You have a fascinating country.”

“Have you always had an interest?”

“Since childhood. I started reading about Peter the Great and Ivan the Terrible.”

“And now you are a part of our Tsarist Commission. About to make history.” Pashenko motioned to the sheets on the table. “Those are quite old. Do they come from the Protective Papers?”

“I found both a couple of weeks ago.”

“I recognize the script. Alexandra herself penned that one. She wrote all her letters and diaries in English. The Russians hated her because she was born a German princess. I always thought that an unfair criticism. Alexandra was a most misunderstood woman.”

He offered the sheet, deciding that this Russian’s brain might be worth picking. Pashenko read the letter, then said when he finished, “She was colorful in her prose, but this is mild. She and Nicholas wrote many romantic letters.”

“It’s sad handling them. I feel like an intruder. I was reading earlier about the execution. Yurovsky must have been one devil of a man.”

“Yurovsky’s son said that his father always regretted his involvement. But who knows? For twenty years after he gave lectures to Bolshevik groups about the murders, proud of what he did.”

He handed Pashenko the note penned by Lenin. “Take a look at this.”

The Russian read the page slowly, then said, “Definitely Lenin. I am familiar with his writing style, too. Curious.”

“My thought exactly.”

Pashenko’s eyes lit up. “Surely you do not believe those stories that two of the royal family survived the execution at Yekaterinburg?”

He shrugged. “To this day the bodies of Alexie and Anastasia have never been found. Now this.”

Pashenko grinned. “Americans really are conspiratorialists. A plot into everything.”

“It’s my job at the moment.”

“You must support Stefan Baklanov’s claim, correct?”

He was a little surprised and wondered about his transparency.

Pashenko motioned to the surroundings. “The women, again, Mr. Lord. They know all. Your document inquiries are recorded and, believe me, they pay attention. Have you met our so-called Heir Apparent?”

He shook his head. “But the man I work for has.”

“Baklanov is no better fit to rule than Mikhail Romanov was four hundred years ago. Too weak. Unlike poor Mikhail, who had his father to make decisions for him, Baklanov will be on his own, and many would revel in his failure.”

This Russian academician had a point. From all he’d read about Baklanov, the man seemed more concerned with a return of tsarist prestige than with actually governing the nation.

“May I make a suggestion, Mr. Lord?”

“Certainly.”

“Have you been to the archives in St. Petersburg?”

He shook his head.

“A look there might be productive. They house many of Lenin’s writings. Most of the tsar and tsarina’s diaries and letters are stored there, too.” He pointed to the sheets. “It might help discover the meaning of what you have found.”

The suggestion seemed a good one. “Thank you, I just might do that.” He glanced at his watch. “If you’ll excuse me, I have more to read before this place closes. But I enjoyed talking. I’ll be around for a few more days. Maybe we can chat again.”

“I, too, will be in and out. If you don’t mind, I think I might just sit here a little while. May I read those two sheets again?”

“Of course.”

Ten minutes later when he returned, the writings by Alexandra and Lenin lay on the table, but Semyon Pashenko was gone.


SEVEN





5:25 PM

A dark BMW picked Hayes up in front of the Volkhov. After a fifteen-minute trek through surprisingly light traffic, the driver wheeled into a gated courtyard. The house beyond was late classical, built in the early part of the nineteenth century, then and now one of Moscow’s showpieces. During the communist tenure it had been the Center for State Literature and Arts, but after the fall, like most things, the building went on the auction block and was eventually snapped up by one of the country’s new rich.

Hayes stepped from the car and told the driver to wait.

As usual, two men armed with Kalashnikovs patrolled the courtyard. The house’s blue stucco facade appeared gray in the dimming afternoon light. He sucked in a breath, bitter with carbon fumes, and stepped resolutely down a brick walk through a lovely autumn garden. He entered the house through an unlocked pine door.

The interior was characteristic for a dwelling built nearly two hundred years ago. The floor plan was an irregular hodgepodge, the formal reception areas knotted toward the front facing the street, various private living quarters in the rear. The decor was period and he assumed original, though he’d never asked the owner. He wound his way through a maze of tight corridors and found the paneled salon where the meeting always occurred.

Four men waited, each sipping drinks and smoking cigars.

He’d met them a year ago, and all of their subsequent communication had been through code names. Hayes was known as Lincoln, the other four by their chosen labels—Stalin, Lenin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev. The idea had come from a popular print Moscow gift shops peddled. It depicted various Russian tsars, empresses, and Soviet premiers gathered around a table, drinking and smoking, with Mother Russia the single topic of discussion. Of course, no such meeting had ever occurred, but the artist graphically fantasized how each individual personality might have reacted given such an event. The four men had chosen their designated label carefully, reveling in the prospect that their meetings were not unlike the painting—and that the fate of the Motherland now rested in their hands.

The four extended a welcome and Lenin poured Hayes a vodka from a carafe chilling in a sterling ice bucket. A plate of smoked salmon and marinated mushrooms was offered. He declined. “I’m afraid I have bad news,” he said in Russian, then told them about Miles Lord surviving.

“There is another matter,” Brezhnev said. “We did not know until today this lawyer was an African.”

Hayes thought the observation curious. “He’s not. He’s American. But if you mean his color, what does it matter?”

Stalin leaned forward. Unlike his namesake, he seemed always to be the voice of reason. “Americans have such a hard time understanding the Russian sensitivity to fate.”

“And where exactly does fate tie in here?”

“Tell us about Mr. Lord,” Brezhnev asked.

The entire subject bothered Hayes. He’d thought it strange they’d so nonchalantly ordered Lord’s murder without knowing anything at all about him. At their last meeting Lenin had given him Inspector Orleg’s telephone number and told him to arrange the murder through him. The instruction had bothered him at first—such a valuable assistant would be difficult to replace—but too much was at stake to be concerned about one lawyer. So he’d done as they asked. Now more questions. Ones that made little sense.

“Came to my firm right out of law school. Phi Beta Kappa at the University of Virginia. Always been interested in Russia, took a master’s degree in Eastern European studies. Good with languages. Damn hard to find a lawyer who can speak Russian. I thought he’d be an asset, and I was right. Many of our clients rely on him exclusively.”

“Personal information?” Khrushchev asked.

“Born and raised in South Carolina, somewhat affluent. His father was a preacher. One of those tent revivalists who traveled from town to town healing people. From what Lord tells me, he and his father didn’t get along. Miles is thirty-eight or thirty-nine, never been married. Lives a fairly basic life, from all I see. Works hard. One of our top producers. Has never given me any trouble.”

Lenin leaned back in the chair. “Why the interest in Russia?”

“Beats the shit out of me. From conversations he seems genuinely fascinated. Always has been. He’s a history buff, his office is full of books and treatises. He’s even done some lecturing at a couple of our local universities and at a few state bar meetings. Now let me ask something. Why is all this important?”

Stalin sat back. “That is immaterial, given what happened today. The problem of Mr. Lord will have to wait. What should concern us now is what happens tomorrow.”

Hayes wasn’t ready to change subjects. “For the record, I wasn’t in favor of killing Lord. I told you I could handle him, whatever your apprehensions may have been.”

“As you will,” Brezhnev said. “We have decided that Mr. Lord is to be your concern.”

“I’m glad we agree. He won’t be a problem. But no one has yet to explain how he was a problem.”

Khrushchev said, “Your assistant has been intent in the archives.”

“That’s what I sent him there to do. On your instructions, I might add.”

The assigned task was simple. Find anything that could affect Stefan Baklanov’s claim to the throne. And Lord had searched nearly ten hours a day for the past six weeks and reported everything he’d found. Hayes suspected something he’d passed on to the group had piqued these men’s interest.

“It is not necessary,” Stalin said, “that you know everything. Nor do I believe you really want to. Suffice it to say that we deemed the elimination of Mr. Lord the most economical way to handle the matter. That effort failed, so we are willing to take your advice. For now.”

A grin accompanied the statement. Hayes didn’t particularly like the condescending way these four treated him. He wasn’t some errand boy. He was the fifth member of what he’d privately dubbed the Secret Chancellory. But he decided to keep his irritation to himself and changed the subject. “I assume the decision has been made that the new monarch will be absolute?”

“The question of the tsar’s power is still a matter of debate,” Lenin said.

He understood that some aspects of what they were doing were uniquely Russian, to be decided solely by Russians. And as long as those decisions did nothing to jeopardize the enormous financial contribution his clients were making and the sizable return he stood to enjoy, he didn’t care. “What is the status of our influence with the commission?”

“We have nine who will vote as we say, no matter what,” Lenin said. “The other eight are being approached.”

“The rules will require unanimity,” Brezhnev said.

Lenin sighed. “I wonder how we ever let that pass.”

Unanimity had been an integral part of the resolution that created the Tsarist Commission. The people had approved both the idea of a tsar and a commission, with the check and balance that all seventeen commissioners must vote yes. One vote was enough to derail any attempt at stacking the deck.

“The other eight will be secure by the time a vote is taken,” Stalin made clear.

“Are your people working on the matter?” Hayes asked.

“As we speak.” Stalin sipped from his drink. “But we will need more funds, Mr. Hayes. These men are proving expensive to purchase.”

Western currency was financing nearly everything the Secret Chancellory was doing, and that bothered Hayes. He paid all the bills, but possessed only a limited voice.

“How much?” he asked.

“Twenty million dollars.”

He held his emotions in check. That was on top of another ten million provided thirty days ago. He wondered how much of the money was actually making its way to commission members and how much was staying with the men around him, but he dared not ask.

Stalin handed him two laminated badges. “Here are your commission credentials. They will allow you, and your Mr. Lord, access to the Kremlin. They also authorize entrance into the Facets Palace. You have the same privileges as commission staff members.”

He was impressed. He’d not expected to be actually present at the sessions.

Khrushchev smiled. “We thought it better that you be there in person. There will be a lot of American press. You should be able the blend into the surroundings and keep us informed. None of the commission members know you or the extent of your connections. Your observations should be helpful in our coming discussions.”

“We have also decided that we wish your role to expand,” Stalin said.

“In what way?” he asked.

“It is important the commission encounter no distractions during its deliberations. We will ensure that its session is brief, but there is a danger from outside influences.”

He’d sensed during their last meeting that something was bothering these four men. Something Stalin had said earlier when he questioned him about Lord. Americans have such a hard time understanding Russian sensitivity to fate.

“What would you have me do?”

“Whatever becomes necessary. Granted, any one of us could get the people we represent to handle a problem, but we need a certain element of deniability. Unfortunately, unlike the old Soviet Union, the new Russia does not hold its secrets closely. Our records are open, our press aggressive, foreign influence great. You, on the other hand, have international credibility. And, besides, who would suspect you of any nefarious activity?” Stalin curled his thin lips into a wiry smile.

“And how would I handle any situation that might arise?”

Stalin reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a card. On it was written a telephone number. “There are men waiting at that number. If you were to instruct that they plunge themselves into the Moskva River and never surface, they would. We suggest you use that loyalty wisely.”


EIGHT





WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 13

Lord stared through the Mercedes’s tinted window at the Kremlin’s crimson walls. Bells in the clock tower high above pealed loud for eight AM. He and Taylor Hayes were being driven across Red Square. The driver was a bushy-headed Russian whom Lord might otherwise have found frightening, had Hayes not arranged the transportation himself.

Red Square was devoid of people. Out of respect to the communists, a few of whom still lingered in the Duma, the cobbled expanse remained cordoned off until one PM each day, when Lenin’s tomb closed to visitors. He thought the gesture ridiculous, but it seemed enough to satisfy the egos of those who once dominated this nation of 150 million.

A uniformed guard reacted to a bright orange sticker on the car’s windshield and waved the vehicle through Savior’s Gate. He felt excitement at entering the Kremlin through this portal. The Spasskaya Tower above him had been erected in 1491 by Ivan III, part of his massive reconstruction of the Kremlin, and the gate had admitted every new tsar and tsarina to the ancestral seat of power. Today it was designated the official entrance for the Tsarist Commission and its staff.

He was still shaky. Thoughts of his chase yesterday not far from this site kept racing through his mind. Hayes had assured him over breakfast that no chances would be taken, his safety would be guaranteed, and he was relying on his boss to make good on that assurance. He trusted Hayes. Respected him. He desperately wanted to be a part of what was happening, but he wondered if perhaps he was being foolish.

What would his father say if he could see him now?

The Reverend Grover Lord didn’t much care for lawyers. He liked to describe them as locusts on the landscape of society. His father once visited the White House, part of a contingent of southern ministers invited for a photo op when the president signed off on a vain attempt at restoring prayer to the public schools. Less than a year later the Supreme Court struck down the law as unconstitutional. Godless locusts, his father had raved from the pulpit.

Grover Lord didn’t approve of his son becoming a lawyer and demonstrated his disgust by not providing one dime for law school, though he could have easily paid the entire bill. That had forced Lord to finance his own way with student loans and night jobs. He’d earned good grades and graduated with honors. He’d secured an excellent job and risen through the ranks. Now he was about to witness history.

So screw Grover Lord, he thought.

The car motored into the Kremlin yard.

He admired what was once the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, a compact neoclassical rectangle. The red banner of the Bolsheviks no longer flew overhead. Instead, an imperial double-headed eagle flapped in the morning breeze. He also noticed the absence of Lenin’s monument that had once sat off to the right, and remembered the uproar that had accompanied its removal. For once Yeltsin had ignored popular dissent and ordered the iron image melted for scrap.

He marveled at the construction that surrounded him. The Kremlin epitomized the Russian penchant for big things. They’d always been impressed with city squares that could accommodate missile launchers, bells so large they could never be hoisted into their towers, and rockets so powerful as to be uncontrollable. Bigger was not only better, it was glorious.

The car slowed and veered right.

The Cathedrals of the Archangel Michael and Annunciation rose to the left, those of the Dormition and Twelve Apostles to the right. More unnecessarily obese buildings. Ivan III had commissioned them all, an extravagance that earned him the label “Great.” Lord knew that many chapters in Russian history had opened and closed within those ancient edifices, each topped with gilded onion domes and elaborate Byzantine crosses. He’d visited them, but never dreamed that he’d be chauffeured into Cathedral Square in an official limousine, part of a national effort to restore the Russian monarchy. Not bad for a South Carolina preacher’s son.

“Some shit,” Hayes said.

Lord smiled. “You got that right.”

The car rolled to a stop.

They stepped out into a frosty morning, the sky bright blue and cloud-free, unusual for a Russian autumn. Perhaps an omen of good things, Lord hoped.

He’d never been inside the Palace of Facets. Tourists weren’t allowed. It was one of the few structures within the Kremlin that endured in its original form. Ivan the Great had erected it in 1491, naming his masterpiece for the diamond-patterned limestone blocks that covered its exterior.

He buttoned his overcoat and followed Hayes up the ceremonial Red Staircase. The original stairs had been destroyed by Stalin, this reincarnation fashioned a few years back from ancient paintings. From here, tsars had once made their way to the adjacent Cathedral of the Dormition to be crowned. And it was from this exact spot Napoléon had watched the fires that destroyed Moscow in 1812.

They headed for the Great Hall.

He’d only seen pictures of that ancient room and, as he followed Hayes inside, he quickly concluded none of those images did the space justice. He knew its size was fifty-four hundred square feet, the largest room in fifteenth-century Moscow, designed solely to impress foreign dignitaries. Today iron chandeliers burned bright and cast the massive center pillar and rich murals in sparkling gold, the scenes illustrating biblical subjects and the wisdom of the tsars.

Lord imagined the scene before him as it would have been in 1613.

The House of Ruirik, which for seven hundred years had ruled—Ivan the Great and Ivan the Terrible its most notable rulers—had died out. Subsequently, three men had tried to be tsar, but none succeeded. The Time of Troubles then ensued, twelve years of anguish while many sought to establish a new dynasty. Finally, the boyars, tired of chaos, came to Moscow—within the walls that surrounded him now—and selected a new ruling family. The Romanovs. But Mikhail, the first Romanov tsar, found a nation in utter turmoil. Brigands and thieves roamed the forests. Widespread hunger and disease wreaked havoc. Trade and commerce had nearly ceased. Taxes remained uncollected, the treasury nearly empty.

Not all that dissimilar to now, Lord concluded.

Seventy years of communism leaving the same stain as twelve years with no tsar.

For a moment he visualized himself as a boyar who’d participated in that selection, clad in fine garments of velvet and brocade, wearing a sable hat, perched at one of the oak benches that lined the gilded walls.

What a moment that must have been.

“Amazing,” Hayes whispered. “Through the centuries these fools couldn’t get a wheat field to harvest more than one season, but they could build this.”

He agreed.

A U-shaped row of tables draped in red velvet dominated one end of the room. He counted seventeen high-backed chairs and watched as each was filled with a male delegate. No women had made the top seventeen. There’d been no regional elections. Just a thirty-day qualifying period, then one nationwide vote, the seventeen people garnering a plurality becoming the commissioners. In essence, a gigantic popularity contest, but perhaps the simplest means to ensure that no one faction dominated the voting.

He followed Hayes to a row of chairs and sat with the rest of the staff and reporters. Television cameras had been installed to broadcast the sessions live.

The meeting was called to order by a delegate selected yesterday to act as chair. The man cleared his throat and started reading from a prepared statement.

“On July 16, 1918, our most noble tsar, Nicholas II, and all the heirs of his body were taken from this life. Our mandate is to rectify the ensuing years and restore to this nation its tsar. The people have selected this commission to choose the person who will rule this country. That decision is not without precedent. Another group of men met here, in this same room, in 1613 and chose the first Romanov ruler, Mikhail. His issue ruled this nation until the second decade of the twentieth century. We have gathered here to right the wrong that was done at that time.

“Last evening we took prayer with Adrian, Patriarch of All Russia. He called upon God to guide us in this endeavor. I state to all listening that this commission will be conducted in a fair, open, and courteous manner. Debate will be encouraged, as only with discussion can truth be determined. Now let all who may have business before us draw near and be heard.”

         

Lord patiently watched the entire morning session. The time was consumed with introductory remarks, parliamentary matters, and agenda setting. The delegates agreed that an initial list of candidates would be presented the next day, with a representative personally offering a candidate for consideration. A period of three days was approved for further nominations and debate. On the fourth day a vote would be taken to narrow the list down to three. Another round of intense debate would occur, and then a final selection would be made two days later. Unanimity would only be required on the last vote, as the national referendum mandated. All other votes would be by simple majority. If no candidate was selected after this six-day process, then the whole procedure would start again. But there seemed a general consensus that, for the sake of national confidence, every effort would be made to select an acceptable person on the first attempt.

Shortly before the noon break, Lord and Hayes retreated from the Great Hall into the Sacred Vestibule. Hayes led him into one of the far portals, where the bushy-headed driver from that morning waited.

“Miles, this is Ilya Zivon. He’ll be your bodyguard when you leave the Kremlin.”

He studied the sphinxlike Russian, an icy glint radiating back from a vacant face. The man’s neck was as broad as his jaw, and Lord was comforted by an apparent hard, athletic physique.

“Ilya will look after you. He comes highly recommended. He’s ex-military and knows his way around this town.”

“I appreciate this, Taylor. I really do.”

Hayes smiled and glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly twelve and you need to get to the briefing. I’ll handle things here. But I’ll be at the hotel before you start.” Hayes turned to Zivon. “You keep an eye on this fellow, just like we discussed.”
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12:30 PM

Lord entered the Volkhov’s conference room. The windowless rectangle was filled with three dozen men and women, all dressed in conservative attire. Waiters were just finishing serving drinks. The warm air, like the rest of the hotel, carried the scent of an ashtray. Ilya Zivon waited outside, just beyond the double doors leading to the hotel lobby. Lord felt better knowing the burly Russian was nearby.

The faces before him were etched with concern. He knew their predicament. They’d been encouraged to invest in the reemerging Russia by an anxious Washington, and the lure of fresh markets had been too tempting to resist. But nearly constant political instability, a daily threat from the mafiya, and protection payments that were sapping away profits had turned a rosy investment opportunity into a nightmare. The ones here were the major American players in the new Russia: transportation, construction, soft drinks, mining, oil, communications, computers, fast food, heavy equipment, and banking. Pridgen & Woodworth had been hired to look after their collective interests, each relying on Taylor Hayes’s reputation as a hard-nosed negotiator with the right contacts within the emerging Russia. This was Lord’s first meeting with the group as a whole, though he knew many on an individual basis.

Hayes followed him inside and lightly patted him on the shoulder. “Okay, Miles, do your thing.”

He stepped to the front of the brightly lit room. “Good afternoon. I’m Miles Lord.” A quiet came over the gathering. “Some of you I’ve already met. To those I haven’t, nice to have you here. Taylor Hayes thought a briefing might help answer your questions. Things are going to start happening fast and we might not have time to talk during the days ahead—”

“You’re goddamn right we have questions,” a stout blond woman yelled with a New England twang. Lord knew her to be the head of Pepsico’s Eastern European operations. “I want to know what’s going on. My board is nervous as shit about all this.”

As they should be, Lord thought. But he kept his face tight. “You don’t give me a chance to even get started, do you?”

“We don’t need speeches. We need information.”

“I can give you the raw data. Current national industrial output is down forty percent. The inflation rate is approaching one hundred fifty percent. Unemployment is low, about two percent, but underemployment is the real problem—”

“We’ve heard all that,” another CEO said. Lord didn’t know the man. “Chemists are baking bread, engineers manning assembly lines. The Moscow newspapers are full of that crap.”

“But things aren’t so bad that they can’t get worse,” Lord said. “There’s a popular joke. Yeltsin and the governments that followed him managed in two decades to do what the Soviets failed to accomplish in seventy-five years: make the people long for communism.” A few snickers came. “The communists still have a solid grassroots organization. Revolution Day every November is marked by impressive demonstrations. They preach nostalgia. No crime, minimal poverty, social guarantees. That message has a certain appeal to a nation deep in despair.” He paused. “But the emergence of a fascist fanatical leader—neither a communist nor a democrat, but a demagogue—is the most dangerous scenario. That’s particularly true given Russia’s considerable nuclear capability.”

A few heads nodded. At least they were listening.

“How did all this happen?” a wiry little man asked. Lord vaguely recalled that he was in computers. “I’ve never been able to understand how we got to this point.”

Lord stepped back toward the front wall. “Russians have always been big on the concept of a national idea. The Russian national character has never been based on individuality or market activity. It’s much more spiritual, much deeper.”

“Be a whole lot easier if we could Westernize the whole place,” one of the men said.

He always bristled at the notion of Westernizing Russia. The nation would never be fully associated with the West, nor exclusively with the East. Instead it was, and always had been, a unique mixture. He believed the smart investor would be the one who understood Russian pride. He explained what he thought, then returned to answering the question.

“The Russian government finally realized it needed something that stood above politics. Something that could be a rallying point for the people. Maybe even a concept they could use to govern. Eighteen months ago, when the Duma put out a call for a national idea along that line, it was surprised with what the Institute of Public Opinion and Market Research brought back. God, Tsar, and Country. In other words, bring back the monarchy. Radical? Certainly. But when the issue was put to a national vote, the people overwhelmingly said yes.”

“Why do you think?” one of the men asked.

“I can only give you my opinion. First, there’s a real fear of a resurgence of communism. We saw it years ago when Zyuganov challenged Yeltsin and nearly won. But a majority of Russians do not want a return to totalitarianism, and every poll says that. Still, that wouldn’t stop a populist from preying on difficult times and sweeping into office with false promises.

“The second reason is more deeply set. The people simply believe the current form of government is incapable of solving the country’s problems. And quite frankly, I think they’re right. Look at crime. Each one of you, I’m sure, pays protection money to one or more mafiya. You have no choice. Either that or end up going home in a body bag.”

He thought again of what happened yesterday, but he said nothing. Hayes had advised him to keep that to himself. The people in this room, he’d warned, were nervous enough without wondering whether their lawyers were now a target.

“There is a pervasive belief that if you’re not stealing, you’re cheating yourself. Less than twenty percent of the population even bothers to pay taxes. There’s almost a total internal breakdown. It’s easy to see why people would believe anything is better than the current situation. But there’s also a certain nostalgia with regard to the tsar.”

“It’s nuts,” one of the men voiced. “A damn king.”

He understood how Americans viewed autocracy. But the combination of Tatar and Slav that melded into a modern Russian seemed to yearn for autocratic leadership, and it was that battle for supremacy that had kept Russian society sharp through the centuries.

“The nostalgia is easy to understand,” he said. “Only in the past decade has the real story about Nicholas II and his family been told. All across Russia there’s a sentiment that what happened in July 1918 was wrong. Russians feel cheated by Soviet ideology, which passed the tsar off as the embodiment of evil.”

“Okay, the tsar’s coming back—,” one of the men started.

“Not exactly,” Lord said. “That’s a misconception the press doesn’t fully understand. That’s why Taylor thought this session would be beneficial.” He could see he had their full attention. “The concept of the tsar is coming back, but there are two questions that need to be answered. Who is to be tsar? And what is the extent of his power?”

“Or her,” one of the women said.

He shook his head. “No. Only he. Of that we’re sure. Since 1797 Russian law has decreed lineage would pass only through the male line. We assume that law will be maintained.”

“Okay,” said another man, “answer the two questions.”

“The first one is easy. The tsar will be whomever the seventeen representatives of the commission choose. Russians are keen on commissions. Most in the past have been nothing more than rubber stamps for the Soviet Central Committee, but this one will work entirely outside of the government, which isn’t all that hard at the moment since there’s barely any government left.

“Candidates will be presented and their claims evaluated. The strongest contender at the moment is our candidate, Stefan Baklanov. He has a distinct Western philosophy, but his Romanov bloodline is direct. You’re paying us to make sure his claim is the one the commission eventually recognizes. Taylor is lobbying hard to make that happen. I’ve spent the past weeks in the Russian archives making sure there’s nothing that could affect that claim.”

“Amazing they let you near anything,” a voice said.

“Not really,” Lord said. “We’re not actually involved with the Tsarist Commission, though we have credentials that imply that. We’re here to look after your interests and to make sure Stefan Baklanov is selected. Just like back home, lobbying is an art form here, too.”

A man in the back row stood. “Mr. Lord, we all have careers on the line. You understand the gravity of this? We’re talking about a possible reversion from a semi-democracy to an autocracy. That has got to have a spillover effect on our investments.”

He was ready with an answer. “We have no idea at this point how much authority the new tsar will have. As yet, we don’t know whether the tsar will be a figurehead or the ruler of all Russia.”

“Get real, Lord,” one of the men said. “These idiots aren’t going to turn complete political power over to a single man.”

“The consensus is that’s exactly what they will do.”

“This can’t be happening,” another said.

“It may not be all that bad,” Lord quickly said. “Russia is broke. It needs foreign investment. You might find an autocrat easier to deal with than the mafiya.”

A few muttered their assent, but one man asked, “And that problem is going to go away?”

“We can only hope.”

“What do you think, Taylor?” another man asked.

Hayes stood from his place at a back table and stepped to the front of the room. “I think what Miles told you is absolutely correct. We are about to witness the restoration of the Tsar of All Russia. The recreation of an absolute monarchy. Pretty amazing, if you ask me.”

“Pretty damn scary,” one of the men said.

Hayes smiled. “Don’t worry. You’re paying us big bucks to look after your interests. The commission has opened for business. We’ll be there doing what you hired us to do. All you have to do is trust us.”
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