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			Dedicated to Professors George Crutchfield and Lloyd Brown, who, surely against their better judgment, had faith in me

		


		
			Foreword

			I began writing Death in the Kremlin in 2018 and was almost ready to publish it when Putin’s troops invaded Ukraine. I had never intended for my fictional version of him to be a hero, but the real-life Putin’s real-life actions disrupted my writing in ways I never expected.

			First, I became distracted. By his actions, the almost daily reports of his impending downfall, terminal illness, insanity, you name it.

			Next I became consumed with a depressing and constant stream of new information on this character and what he was doing. There could simply be no way I would attempt to show a softer or even more human side to this man. As a result, I felt I had to change the arc of his character in my book, removing all possibility of redemption.

			That’s why the book’s release has been delayed so many times.

			But now it’s done and you’re about to read it. Thank you for being patient, and I hope you find it as satisfying to read as I did to write.

			E.J. Simon

			September 2024

		


		
			“If a man die, shall he live again?

			—Job 14: 14

			“There is no more profound human bias than the expectation that tomorrow will be like today… Typically, that has been possible in human history. I don’t think it is now.”

			—Ezra Klein, This Changes Everything (on artificial intelligence)

		


		
			Chapter 1

			New York City

			Michael Nicholas wanted to live a normal life. Four days after the murder of his brother, three years prior, he learned that “normal” would be impossible.

			Sitting in his spacious glass-walled Manhattan corporate office, he scanned the page he’d ripped out of the New York Daily Mirror the day after his brother died:

			Notorious NY Gambling Figure Gunned Down in Queens Restaurant

			Alex Nicholas, a notorious New York underworld figure, was murdered last night in a Queens restaurant as he dined with the proprietor. The lone gunman was shot and killed by off-duty police officers as he continued to fire his handgun at Mr. Nicholas. Both were pronounced dead at the scene.

			Mr. Nicholas, sixty, was a popular figure in the neighborhood and often dined at Grimaldi’s, a local restaurant and bar he once owned. Despite his reputation as the head of one of the largest illegal gambling and loan-sharking operations in the city, he was beloved by locals and respected by the many police officers who frequented the restaurant. “He was a tough guy with a big heart,” one officer at the scene said. He was said to help people who had fallen on hard times or gone through crises, such as drug addiction.

			According to a police spokesman, the murder appeared to have the earmarks of a professional “hit,” although the motive remains unknown.

			Nicholas is survived by his third wife, Donna, his son George, and his brother, Michael Nicholas, the chief executive officer of Gibraltar Financial, a Fortune 500 corporation based in New York City.

			Michael tucked the article back into his briefcase, turned around in his sleek white leather Eames desk chair, and gazed out the floor-to-ceiling windows of his fortieth floor office. He watched the ribbon of rush hour traffic, a line of taillights stretching up Madison Avenue, as far as he could see. Soon it would be time to go.

			Interrupting his thoughts, Karen DiNardo, his longtime executive assistant, appeared by his desk, holding out an envelope and a manila file folder with an inch-thick stack of neatly fastened pages inside.

			“Here are your airline tickets—you’re flying Delta. I printed them out, along with the latest research I put together for you on artificial intelligence. Your car to LaGuardia is waiting downstairs and your bags have already arrived at your beach house. Don’t forget your license.” She checked her watch. “Don’t you think you need to get going?”

			“Yes, I’ll be on my way in five minutes. Are there any newsworthy developments in the file?”

			“You’ll have to decide for yourself when you read it. It looks like soon there won’t be anything that artificial intelligence won’t be able to do better than humans, except maybe sex. And now that I think of it, maybe not even that.”

			“That’s good to know. Thanks for sharing.” Michael laughed as he loosened his tie.

			“Seriously though,” she said, “the big question appears to be whether artificial intelligence will ever be able to create or duplicate consciousness, your inner life, your awareness, a person’s mind. But I don’t want to take all the fun out of your reading material.”

			Michael already knew the answer.

			She eyed him suspiciously, which was not unusual. “I’m sure one day, when you’re ready, you’ll tell me what this fascination with AI is all about. I know it must have something to do with your late brother, since it was right after he passed that you got interested in this tech.”

			Michael nodded, ignoring the bait. “There’s one more thing I need to do and then I’ll be on my way.”

			“Okay, but don’t push it; traffic to LaGuardia is never good this time of day. Your driver just pulled up downstairs.” DiNardo retreated to her own office, closing the frosted thick glass door behind her.

			He waited to be sure she didn’t pop right back in as she so often did with a question she forgot to ask or a last remark she needed to make. Then he reached for his computer.

			It wasn’t only his brother’s murder that troubled Michael. It was what would happen when he signed into his laptop.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Michael opened his laptop and, as he’d done so many times over the past three years, clicked on the gold icon of the Byzantine Orthodox cross, then typed in the secret password.

			Almost instantly, the image appeared, a face looking remarkably like his own but ten years older, staring back at him.

			Michael…

			It’s not unusual for two brothers to be completely different human beings, but Michael and Alex Nicholas had been as different as life and death. Now they were the living and the dead, respectively. And literally.

			Friends and colleagues told Michael he reminded them of Mad Men’s Don Draper—a compliment, he hoped. Meanwhile, Alex had drawn comparisons to famous gangsters—most recently Tony Soprano—for both his personality and, to a degree, his appearance.

			Michael was buttoned down, dressing in dark blue corporate suits, custom Turnbull & Asser white shirts, and ties from Charvet in Paris. Alex’s sport coats had also been custom made, but they were flashier, with brighter colors, created by his tailor, Sung-Ho in Flushing, in return for forgiveness of Sung-Ho’s frequent gambling debts.

			They both grew up in the same home with the same parents, nearly ten years apart, but while Michael had no clearly discernible accent, Alex sounded like Brooklyn, Italy, and the Mafia. In fact, he’d been none of that. His manner of speaking belied his private school education.

			They both had engaging smiles. Michael’s was inviting; Alex’s could be wolfish, yet it still drew you in.

			Michael possessed a CNN-ready grasp of current affairs and was known to prefer books to people since when he was a child. Alex shunned reading but could make lightning-fast mathematical calculations, an invaluable trait for a bookie. He could interpret numbers, odds, and point spreads and then tell you who owed him how much dough down to the penny, off the top of his head. Alex looked at books primarily while on the toilet.

			Michael was a thinker, Alex a fighter. But despite the differences, they cherished each other, their shared upbringing, and their common history.

			Although the words were never uttered during their nearly fifty years together, they loved each other.

			“Hey, Alex,” Michael greeted his dead brother.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Alex Nicholas never believed in God. Until he died.

			And even now he wasn’t sure.

			All those Sundays… forced to attend church. Worse, the services were mostly in Greek. All his young life, he mocked the hypocrisy of the grandiose priests with their towering hats and flowing, gold-speckled robes who claimed to have inside connections to the afterlife.

			And then he was murdered. Yet there he remained. He’d never really believed that he could wake up from that.

			But despite what his logical brain kept insisting, Alex was… awake… perhaps even alive.

			At times he wondered whether it was a dream: the old Queens restaurant, his plate of veal parmigiana, speaking with Michael on his cell phone, the approaching gunman, the flash and earsplitting blast of the shots that just kept coming, his blood streaking across the plate, the other patrons staring at him while the body bag was zipped up over his head, the gurney, the dreaded medical examiner, the casket, the funeral, the cemetery he already knew too well, thorny roses tossed his way, dropping into the earth, the sound of the dirt hitting the roof of the casket. And then the silence while everyone else dispersed to their cars and set out for his wake, leaving him behind… alone… dead yet fully conscious and more alert than ever, in a muddy cemetery surrounded by others who were truly dead.

			He kept waiting for that moment in the morning when he would open his eyes and see the familiar ceiling of his bedroom, dream over. But it never happened.

			Instead, a hundred or more mourners filed into his favorite Long Island steakhouse, Bryant & Cooper. They set a place for him at the head table, ordered him a Dewar’s, and a medium rare filet mignon with fries and lots of ketchup on the side. It would sit there, untouched, until his son George took it home—except for the Dewar’s—and had it for lunch the next day.

			They raised a toast to his empty place at the table, told stories about him, laughed, maybe even shed a hidden tear, talked about his gruff, tough personality and his soft heart, his craziness, his anger at anyone who crossed him and his unfailing generosity toward those in need or in trouble, a trait they’d never mentioned to his face when he was alive.

			Secretly, he was sure, many mourners were relieved not to have to pay him the money they owed.

			He still didn’t understand how this state of cognizance, of consciousness, happened and how he had come to… exist once again. Or, for that matter, where it was that he now lived or if that was even the correct word to describe his state of awareness. But he knew he was conscious, and this was no dream. He was dead yet awake.

			Seeing Michael again gave him the reassurance that he was alive.

		


		
			
			Chapter 4

			New York City

			The notification that he had an incoming FaceTime call chimed on his computer. Checking the frosted glass to be sure no one was approaching his office door, Michael leaned in closer to his laptop and looked back at his brother.

			“Someone found out about me and is trying to hack into my software.”

			“What do you think is going on? What are they looking to do?”

			“Who the hell knows? Maybe they want to live forever in the cloud too. Maybe it’s a terrorist or one of those crypto crazies.”

			“So you have no idea who’s doing it?” Michael said, nervously glancing again at the door and then checking his watch.

			“He—or she or it—is Russian, that’s all I know. The attacks on my software are coming from a Russian site. I just don’t know who’s behind it.”

			“So, what does this mean? What do we do? What can I do?”

			“For one thing, I wouldn’t travel right now. I’d stay in the city. You’ll be safer there.”

			Michael lowered the volume on his laptop. “I’ve got to go. Samantha’s down there waiting for me and I have commitments. I can’t cancel at the last minute; other people are counting on me. I have a legitimate day job if you recall, not just the one running your old business. And I can’t exactly say that my dead brother warned me not to go.”

			“I’m not exactly dead.”

			“I understand that—I think—but no one else will. Anyway, what have the attacks on your software got to do with my traveling to North Carolina?”

			“In order to duplicate someone, like what happened to me, they have to get the source codes behind my software. If they can’t successfully hack into my codes, which they haven’t been able to do so far, they have only two other options.”

			“Okay… what are the two options?”

			“They could try and find those nerds—or the geniuses—I hired from Silicon Valley who put me in this state. That might be tough, though, since the last I heard they took the money I paid them and disappeared, which was part of our agreement. And they certainly don’t need money now. Plus, they’re scared to death, literally, about being discovered for any number of reasons besides their agreement with me. So getting to them will be tough, even for Russians.”

			“What’s the second option?’

			“The second option might be a lot easier.”

			“Yeah? What is it?”

			“That they find you. If they capture your laptop, that would get them halfway there, but they still couldn’t get the source codes. Not without my help. I’d have to unlock them.”

			“Seems like the codes are pretty secure. Right?”

			Alex shook his head and smirked. He looked annoyed or impatient. “You know, for someone with all that fancy education and all the reading you do, sometimes you’re not so smart.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Yeah, I’m not about to volunteer the source codes to someone who steals your laptop and let them delete me.”

			“Exactly—” Michael began.

			“Unless… they happen to take—meaning kidnap—you along with your laptop, and then hold a knife to your throat until I agree to give up the codes.”

			Michael took a moment to let that sink in. As much as he missed his living brother and appreciated the fact that he still had a virtual one, he wished he could live a normal life, one without the constant need to keep his brother’s presence a secret from everyone but his wife or the duplicity of running Alex’s lucrative but illegal betting operation while also heading up a major and legitimate financial services corporation. Now it appeared that he was about to get embroiled in a potential life-and-death struggle with Russian hackers.

			“Well,” Michael said, “if that ever happened, you know, someone threatening to kill me unless you released the codes—”

			“You’d be a dead man,” Alex interrupted with a disturbingly straight face and then began to laugh. “Just kidding.” He paused again, no longer smiling. “I think.”

			Michael was sure that the human brother he knew would never allow his younger brother’s life to be at risk. But he silently wondered, would the virtual Alex, a creation of the secret breakthrough in artificial intelligence, act the same way?

			Michael could see Karen’s image, blurred through the frosted glass walls of his office. Surely coming to rush him along.

			“I’ve got to go,” Michael told his brother.

			But before he signed out, Alex warned him one last time: “Don’t get on that plane.”

		


		
			
			Chapter 5

			Leaving through the revolving glass doors of the Gibraltar Financial offices on Madison Avenue, Michael spotted the black Cadillac limousine parked in the street with a “Nicholas” sign in the window.

			As he approached the car he nodded to the driver and waved him away when he began to move to open the door for him. He placed his briefcase on the small table and settled into the backseat for the twenty-minute trip LaGuardia Airport. He made a mental note to remind Karen that he preferred a simpler and less ostentatious town car for his next ride. Nevertheless, he was pleased to see that his passenger compartment was sealed off from the driver’s space.

			He had arranged for his wife, Samantha, to pick him up at the Wilmington, North Carolina, airport, after which they would make the twenty-minute drive to their beach house at Kure Beach. Michael had his heart set on the veal parm at Freddie’s tonight.

			Feeling securely sealed in his bubble, he settled back into his seat and watched the city go by as the car headed up Madison Avenue toward FDR Drive in the direction of the RFK Bridge—formerly the Triborough Bridge—and Queens. But his view was interrupted by an incoming FaceTime call. It was Alex. He considered letting it go but, after a hesitation, accepted the video call, opening his laptop instead of taking it on his mobile.

			Alex started speaking immediately. “Hey, I tracked down the hackers, the ones trying to get into my software.”

			“Really? So who are they?”

			“They’re Russian as I suspected, but I was able to pinpoint the exact location of their computers.”

			“What good’s that going to do you?” Michael said, his eyes drifting to the driver’s compartment for any sign that he might be able to overhear his conversation. “It’s not exactly like you know your way around Russia.”

			“Let me narrow it down for you. The hacker or hackers are in Moscow.”

			“That really does narrow it down,” Michael said sarcastically. “Moscow, we know it well.”

			“I have the exact location, actually two locations now.”

			“Great, you can FedEx them a cease-and-desist letter warning them that you know where they work and they’d better stop.”

			“The first address is 1/3 Bolshaya Lubyanka Street in Moscow.”

			“Interesting,” Michael said, still somewhat disinterested. “Do you know who lives there or if it’s an office?”

			“Yeah. It’s the home of the FSB, Russia’s successor to the KGB.”

			That got Michael’s attention. “Seriously?… I’m afraid to ask where the second location is.”

			“Yeah, it gets better. 23, Ulitsa Ilyinka.”

			“That doesn’t ring a bell—”

			“It didn’t to me either until I looked it up.”

			“Okay, what is it?” Michael asked anxiously.

			“It’s the Kremlin.”

			As though on cue, the locks of the rear doors clicked, unlocking and then locking again. Michael looked up to the driver’s rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of the driver, who appeared to be watching him. Their eyes met.

			And it was at that moment that Michael noticed a fine mist coming through the vents in the backseat compartment.

		


		
			
			Chapter 6

			Thirty thousand feet over the Baltic Sea

			Michael Nicholas gazed out the window at the rapidly passing clouds in the muted moonlit evening sky. He was unsure of many things, but at this moment he wondered how long he had slept—or been unconscious—and how he happened to be alone in the plush cabin of a private jet instead of the Delta commuter flight from LaGuardia to Wilmington. Most of all, he wondered where it was taking him.

			Turning his head, he stared at his open laptop computer on the burlwood table in front of him. The still image of his murdered brother stared back at him, a reminder of the other great uncertainty he faced. Alex’s death had unveiled for Michael an awesome secret. One that had changed his life and world forever. He’d thought it a secret, but clearly, hostile parties had ferreted out the brothers’ secret.

			He looked around him, pressed his hands about his body until he felt the seat belt buckled at his waist. He was strapped into a soft, fine grained white leather seat, still dressed in the navy-blue suit and gray tie he’d worn to the office.

			He tried to retrace his steps, his movements, the ones that had led him to where he now found himself. But he could only recall a vague collection of seemingly disparate film stills, scenes flickering back to him, not in any chronological order. Snippets and mini-flashbacks…

			He remembered being in his office, meeting with his secretary, the file she handed him on… yes, the one on artificial intelligence… a limousine waiting for him on Madison Avenue.… Then his memory movie showed a blank screen. He kept trying to reverse the film, to play it back in slow motion, to find missing pieces to connect the dots, anything that might clue him in to exactly what had gotten him here.

			His mind swung from the recent past to the sights and sounds around him: a soft whirring of jet engines, the muted sounds of speeding through the air, puffy clouds passing quickly outside the window, a single flashing red beacon like an ominous warning on the wing, two white leather seats facing his, another burlwood table separating them, rich dark-wood paneled walls, gray carpeting, and . . . a closed door to the cockpit.

			He unbuckled his seat belt and rose from his chair, his legs and back aching from immobility. He glanced around the cabin: another empty single seat, four more identical ones around a conference table, a closed door with a small sign indicating an unoccupied lavatory, a small galley, eerily empty. The only sign of life was a nearly empty bottle of vodka and a single shot glass with a small amount of a clear liquid sitting on the galley counter.

			He walked through the cabin, holding on to the vacant seats along the way, until he reached the bulkhead, on which was displayed an electronic map of the world like the ones he’d seen on the entertainment screens on commercial airliners.

			He moved in closer as the map disappeared and a series of slides took its place:

			
					Altitude: 34,800 feet

					Speed: 605 mph

					Outside temperature: -55 degrees C

					Time at departure position: 11:05 pm

					Time at destination: 7:05 am

					Arrival time: 7:26 am

					Time to destination: 21 minutes

			

			Michael stared closely at the solid red line indicating the jet’s path and the dot showing its current position in the sky.

			He was currently over the Baltic Sea. And headed east.

			He moved in closer, within inches of the screen, and tried to follow the dotted red line indicating the remainder of the trip. But before he could pinpoint the destination on the map, the screen changed again: “ETA: 0 hours, 19 min.”

			He would land in nineteen minutes. But where? He waited through the changing screens until the map reappeared.

			This time he was prepared to trace the unfinished route to its destination. He followed it with the tip of his finger, carefully, moving his forefinger to the right, or east on the map, tracing the designated course until it ended, with a bold red star indicating the aircraft’s destination.

			Michael removed his finger from the screen, stepped back, took a deep breath, and looked again at the red star.

			He was headed to Moscow.

			He turned and made for the cockpit door.

		


		
			
			Chapter 7

			Michael approached the closed cockpit door.

			Figuring it would be locked, he decided to knock first, but just as he lifted his arm, he changed his mind and instead placed his ear to the door.

			There were no sounds coming from inside, although Michael felt a sudden vibration coursing through the frame of the aircraft and up to his shoes.

			He slowly turned the handle on the door, and to his surprise, he could feel the door give. It was unlocked.

			He opened it slightly… waited a few seconds and then opened it just enough to get a look inside the cockpit.

			Only one of the two seats, the one on the left, was occupied. He could see the broad back of a dark-suited figure, a man, wearing a captain’s hat with a gold braid.

			The pilot turned around, unfazed and untroubled by Michael’s presence. His eyes were focused elsewhere, somewhere beyond Michael.

			Before a single word was exchanged, Michael felt a muscular forearm come around his neck from behind, squeezing his throat closed, and wrench him out of the cockpit and back into the passenger cabin.

		


		
			
			Chapter 8

			Moscow

			Dmitri Bogomolov, a young technology expert attached to the FSB, the Russian successor to the KGB, sat at his desk in the small nondescript office in FSB headquarters, his unruly dark hair giving him an unkempt aura, although no descriptor could have been further from the truth.

			He wore a heavy cable-knit sweater to keep him warm. The thermostat in his office read a chilly seventeen degrees Celsius. Through the small rectangular window, he could view one of the snowcapped towers of the Kremlin, illuminated in the evening by massive floodlights, catching the steady blanket of wind-blown falling snow and reminding Bogolomov of the stage set for his favorite opera, La Boheme.

			Tonight, Bogomolov’s attention was focused on his desktop computer screen as he listened to the CNN international news broadcast:

			“U.S. President Harry O’Brien today acknowledged that hackers, acting on behalf of a foreign government—almost certainly a Russian intelligence agency—broke into key government networks, including the Homeland Security, Treasury and Defense Departments, and gained free access to their email systems.

			“It is a measure of the sudden panic sweeping U.S. government agencies that the Department of Homeland Security ordered all agencies to immediately shut down any use of a complex piece of network management software installed on the federal government’s networks.

			“But it was clearly too late, since the Russian hackers have had free rein for much of the year, according to experts, although it is not known how many networks they entered.

			“The motive for the attacks remains elusive, officials familiar with the matter said. One government official said it was too soon to tell how damaging the attacks were and how much material was stolen.

			“Secretary of Defense James M. Keane said he could not say much more about the hacks, as the investigations were ongoing. ‘But suffice it to say there was a significant effort to use a piece of third-party software to essentially embed code inside of U.S. government systems,’ he told CNN. Keane did not specify which branch of the Russian government carried out the campaign, but U.S. officials have privately said they believe it is the foreign intelligence service, the SVR, the successor organization to the KGB.

			“The Russians appear to have had access to a considerable number of important and sensitive networks for six to nine months. The SVR will surely have used its access to add exploits and gain administrative control over the networks it considered priority targets.

			“The magnitude of this ongoing attack is hard to overstate. If the Russian connection is confirmed, it will be the most sophisticated known theft of American government data by Moscow and one of the most important hacking campaigns in history.

			“‘We still don’t know what Russia’s strategic objectives were,’ said a senior cyber official at the Homeland Security Department. ‘But we should be concerned that part of this may go beyond reconnaissance. Their goal may be to put themselves in a position to have leverage over the U.S. administration, like holding a gun to our head to deter us from acting to counter Putin.’

			“Moscow has denied involvement.”

			[image: ]

			Bogomolov’s attention to the broadcast was broken by the sound of the buzzer and the flashing red light on his desk phone.

			“Congratulations, Dmitri.”

			He knew the voice on the phone well and felt a surge of pride run through his body. Praise from President Vladimir Putin did not come easily or gratuitously.

			“Your breakthrough will be invaluable to Russia. I commend you and your team.”

			“Thank you, Mr. President. We are not done, however.”

			Putin nodded. “Do you remember the virtual man, the American, Alex Nicholas?”

			Bogolomov remembered. The name surfaced a year ago when, for several tension-filled minutes, inbound U.S. nuclear missiles appeared and then, as they approached Moscow, suddenly disappeared from the radar screens. The American president claimed that the U.S. missile systems had been hacked, and there were FSB rumors that somehow the Americans had used a man whom they knew to be dead—but who now was virtual—to intervene and destroy their own hacked missiles in midair.

			At the time, no one at the Kremlin or in the security services believed the story. It was considered to be a diversionary fairy tale spun by the Americans to cover up a massive technological lapse or security breach.

			But Bogolomov never forgot it. As part of his recent intrusion—or, as CNN described it, hack—he had scanned the U.S. intelligence services records and communications that had revealed numerous references to this Alex Nicholas. He had located a computer site in what is known as the dark web that appeared to be hosted by someone connected to Nicholas. He had been unsuccessful so far in penetrating the site and gaining access. But he felt confident that with some time and additional resources he would be able to get in and discover who or what this Alex Nicholas was.

			“Do you really think he exists… online?” Putin said. “I seem to recall that some in our intelligence services suspected that Alex Nicholas might still be alive, that he had faked his death and was living in hiding. Nevertheless, I too suspect that there is something behind the story especially from the way those missiles simply disappeared in flight when it appeared that the Americans couldn’t stop them.”

			“I believe… he exists… in some form or other,” Bogolomov said, hedging, unwilling to risk admitting that he was sure that Alex Nicholas existed in the cloud.

			“If that is so, then I need for you to locate this virtual man so that we can determine in what form he exists. His brother will be here shortly. That is where we start.”

			“Yes, sir. I will find him… very soon.” Bogolomov wondered what an appropriate amount of time would be without revealing that he had been stalking Alex Nicholas for months.

			“Meanwhile, you and your team will help… examine his brother.”

			Bogolomov could feel his stomach turn. He was prone to anxiety attacks and felt sure he was about to have one over what he was going to be tasked with.

			His mind wandered as he remembered his wife’s warning. She was not happy with his increasing contact with Putin, whom she considered a heretic. She was a devout Russian Orthodox, and her loyalty was to the church and the archbishop. Only bad can come from this, Dmitri. Only bad.

			“How long until you find Alex Nicholas?” Putin asked.

			“Within hours, sir.” But the truth was, Dmitri Bogolomov had already found his man.
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