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“Without Ukraine, Russia ceases to be an empire, but with Ukraine suborned and then subordinated, Russia automatically becomes an empire.”

—Zbigniew Brzezinski
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Annie – An AI (Artificial Intelligence) computer program invented by Vit Partenkas. The US Department of Homeland Security (DHS) owns an exclusive license. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Alberto Gabrielius Alvarez – Honorary Lithuanian Consul to Peru.

Irena Bagdonas – Lithuanian Displaced Person (DP), partner to Martin Weber, mother to Frank Weber.

Zuza Bartus – ARAS agent. Vit Partenkas’s wife and mother to Birute. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Mrs. Amanda Brown – IT Manager at the US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). Leads the team responsible for developing Annie into an anti-terrorism tool. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Alexy Bok – Contract killer for the Russian SVR. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Boby – Nickname for Vit’s mother.

Nina Ditlova – Special assistant to Vera Koslova, and her friend. Former FSB director. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Dalia Drukas – Computer and data expert originally from Formation Bank in Washington DC, currently working as investigative researcher at Baltic Watch. Vit’s friend and associate. Introduced in Gypsy Amber.

Leonas – Dalia’s artist husband. Introduced in Gypsy Amber.

Falchion – Nickname given to Martin Weber during WWII.

Gretel – Taxi driver in Berlin.

Stas Grinsky – Prime Minister of the Russian Federation, first introduced in Amber Widow.

Gustav – Vit’s Latvian friend. Brother to Ivo.

Igor – Bok’s friend. An elite SVR agent, previously spetsnaz.

Ivo – Vit’s Latvian fried. Brother to Gustav.

Kolya – Computer expert hired by Bok.

Vera Yaroslavana Koslova – President of the Russian Federation. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Michael Koslov – Husband to Vera Koslova. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Otto Krukas – Zuza Bartus’s boss at ARAS. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Elena Lenkova – Russian-born businesswoman and philanthropist. Head of an oil company based in Azerbaijan. Introduced in Amber Spy.

Florentina Martinova – Contract killer. Partner of Gleb Rostov.

Lev Molov – Russian living in Lima whose father helped Falchion.

Colonel Orlov – Former Director of the FSB. Introduced in Black Amber.

Birute Partenkas – Daughter to Vit and Zuza. Introduced in Amber Spy.

Vit Partenkas – Head of Baltic Watch. Former owner of Sagus Corporation. Reporter, analyst, and IT expert. Creator of Annie. Introduced in Amber Widow.

Regina – Lithuanian Displaced Person (DP).

Saulius Rimkus – President of Lithuania.

Gleb Rostov – Former spetsnaz. Contract killer. Partner of Florentina Martinova.

Frank Weber – Son of Martin Weber and Irena Bagdonas. Former Stasi officer.

Martin Weber – East German businessman and former Nazi officer. Alias of Falchion. 

Yuri – Goat farmer in Leonidovka.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE ​



[image: ]




Vera Koslova’s invasion of a country that was part of the former Soviet Union was an inevitable next. Ukraine was the logical choice for her as well as for Vladimir Putin who attacked that unsuspecting country on 24 February, 2022. Despite my reservations about fictionalizing any aspect of that horrible war, Vera Koslova had to invade Ukraine. In my fictional account, Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin is dead from natural causes and a woman has taken over as president of Russia. The story goes on from there. 

​​​​
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MOSCOW, RUSSIA

––––––––
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FOR VERA YAROSLAVANA Koslova, president of the Russian Federation, riding in her Aurus Senat beat the afterglow of good sex. She sank into leather seats that gently supported her back and warmed her thighs. The faint scent of pine calmed her. Soft lights showed buttons to press for a window, or a bit of extra heat as the first rays of morning light filtered in through tinted windows. 

Besides all that, she was encased in a shell of armor. The car could accelerate to 100 kph in a matter of seconds. A convoy of sedans and motorcycles manned by her personal protection army surrounded her vehicle as they snaked through the nearly empty streets. Plain clothed agents willing to die for her walked among the few passersby already on their way to work. Snipers posted on rooftops along the route further ensured that their beloved president was unassailable. Inside this exquisite vehicle, she really was.

Despite the luxury and sense of safety, the pressures of her presidency simmered in her brain. She lay down the news briefing she was reading and glanced at her companion and friend, Special Assistant Nina Ditlova. 

Nina glanced at her and smiled. She always looked fresh, no matter what. Vera showed her age in the ever-darkening circles under her eyes. She yearned for a good night’s sleep, but couldn’t relax. Vera alone could make Rossiya the greatest nation ever known to mankind. It was her destiny to unify countries that had been part of the Soviet Union and make Russia their leader. Only she could create this new empire to guide the world to a bright and true future. 

Unfortunately, she was alone in this. 

Her attack of neighboring Ukraine, executed beautifully at first, had met with a passionate resistance both in Russia and abroad. After witnessing the effortless annexation of Crimea by Vladimir Putin in 2014, the hostility shocked her. Years later, his unexpected death had shocked the world. Power had passed to Vera’s mentor, Igor Fedov. Her inspired decision to tape one of Fedov’s sexual indiscretions had allowed her to cast him aside like a rag doll. She had seized power. Later, the people had confirmed their love by choosing her their president in the general election. 

She had embraced Putin’s mission to make Russia great. The invasion of Ukraine was the inevitable next step.

Now, the foreign press was butchering her reputation, demanding that she evacuate captured lands and withdraw her troops. Daily taunts in the world’s largest newspapers provoked the Russian elite, the oligarchs who were among the richest people in the world, chiding them to force Vera to step down. They had lost trillions from a bad economy and a hostile business environment that the press blamed on her. 

Sanctions imposed by Western governments boiled the water. 

Not too long ago, they had called her the Steel Mistress of Russia. Now they called her a despot and a vicious, bloodthirsty whore. 

The whole world was against her. She touched a finger to her temple.

A dull ‘pop’ sounded against the window. Vera’s body tensed to a rod as she gripped the armrest. 

“It’s just a pebble,” said Nina.

Vera suppressed a laugh. If a small stone hitting the car unhinged her, the day promised to be a bitch.

Nothing could deter her from her mission. She was making Russia great again despite the rumblings from within her inner circle and the wails of mothers whose soldier-sons came home in body bags. The army had proven itself weak and her generals ineffective, adding to her woes.

The oligarchs might defy her. They certainly had the resources, but would they use them against her? Was it only a matter of time until she was removed from office as the foreign analysts had predicted?

Nina looked up from her mobile phone. 

“I hate those things,” said Vera. “I think they’re a security risk.”

Nina tucked the phone into her coat pocket. “We should be at the Kremlin soon. Any last thoughts before the broadcast?”

Vera shrugged. “I know what to say.” She had to convince all of Russia that her actions were justified, their sacrifice necessary, and that her heart was pure. 

Afterward, she expected demonstrations. The dissidents apparently didn’t mind spending time in prison. 

She suspected that Elena Lenkova, a Moscow native filthy rich from her dead husband’s oil company in Azerbaijan, was stoking the fires. Elena constantly tried to ingratiate herself with anyone who mattered. Vera detested the woman’s expensive perfume and demonically red fingernails. She seemed to be everywhere these days—parties, business meetings with the Russian elite, always trolling through Moscow’s streets in her BMW. Who knew what she was up to? 

Even Prime Minister Stas Grinsky, old and sick with cancer, had been less than supportive of her actions. Perhaps the thought of taking over as president was keeping him alive.

Despite all this, the demands from Western leaders that she leave office were ridiculous. She was simply too powerful to step down. 

Another pop from the right side of the car sparked her attention. It was louder this time. Probably more road debris. Then she smelled something burning. The car filled with smoke. Her eyes stung. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She gagged at the stink. Panic seized her. A hacking cough wrenched her. Who? How? Damn them! 

The car screeched to a halt. Her door flew open. She sucked in fresh air. Someone unhooked her seatbelt and dragged her from the car. She was shoved into another vehicle. Doors slammed. Her back pressed into the seat as the vehicle sped off. Her body vibrated in fear. She still couldn’t see. Someone was next to her. “Nina?” 

“You’re safe, Madame President.” A man’s voice.

Vera groped for the legs. They were big. Strong. Not Nina.

“Where’s Nina?” Panic laced her words. “Is Nina alright?” 
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VILNIUS, LITHUANIA

––––––––
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IN THE HOTEL restaurant, Irena Bagdonas fussed with the brightly colored alpaca scarf adorning her neck to make sure it covered the scar. She shivered at the memory of the blade pressing into her throat. When it had happened, she hadn’t been frightened at all. Time had changed that.

She shivered from the cold that gripped her bones even indoors. The morning light shining in through the sheer curtains made the room look summery, belying the freezing temperature outside. 

After all these years, Irena was in Vilnius again. It wasn’t the way she remembered it as a young teenager. It was bigger and brighter than before the war. It had transformed into something lovely after the black Soviet cloak had been torn away. 

She fingered the cheap pink notebook lying on the table, the kind young girls brought to school. It contained the story of her life, hastily written in the days since Frank, her son, had died. She opened it and quickly flipped through the pages. Her life hadn’t been big enough to fill it, although some memories still chilled her. Decades of living had been reduced to a few words in a garish pad with each moment relived; many more than once; some in her dreams.

The waitress came over with a plate of fried eggs and asparagus. Irena moved the notebook out of the way. The waitress put the plate down in front of her.

“Ačiū,” said Irena. 

The waitress smiled and asked if she needed anything else.

Irena shook her head and the woman left. She looked down at the plate and smiled. Her son had liked asparagus, although he preferred it with hollandaise. He was gone two weeks, now. His heart attack had come as a complete shock. He died without knowing she was his mother. His father had no doubt told him she was dead. After a lifetime apart, she was just getting to know him as a friend. She couldn’t tell him who she was. It might have risked his anger and disbelief. If he’d known, he might have thought her a fraud and refused to see her again. That would have killed her. At least she had a few good memories.

What her son told her near the end had come as a startling revelation. It had tied together pieces she’d learned from Frank’s father over the years that she’d thought were nonsense. What Frank said could change the course of history. It might stop a war. 

She hoped Vit Partenkas of Baltic Watch would know what to do with this fantastic story. He had to help. She had nowhere else to turn. She would see him in a few hours.

Tears welled up in her eyes and she blinked them away. She wouldn’t allow herself to cry—she’d shed enough tears already. 

She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose.

Irena pushed the plate away and glanced at her watch.

A woman in a dark suit came to the table.

“Mrs. Bagdonas,” she said. “Is everything alright with your breakfast?” 

Irena smiled weakly. She’d long ago stopped correcting people for addressing her as a married woman. “I lost my appetite.”

“Can I have the waitress bring you something else?”

Irena shook her head.

“Some more tea perhaps?”

“Tea would be nice.”

As the woman left, Irena lay her hand on the pink notebook. She looked at her bent fingers and the age spots on her deeply tanned skin. Only a few more hours to wait—nothing in the course of a lifetime. But what if Vit Partenkas didn’t believe her?
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VILNIUS, LITHUANIA

––––––––
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THE DAY SPARKLED as Vit Partenkas strode up to the Prezidentura, the official office and residence of the leader of Lithuania for a one-on-one discussion with President Saulius Rimkus. Vit wasn’t sure what the meeting was about, other than a matter involving the organization he ran, Baltic Watch. Maybe he was finally getting some recognition or even an award for all the times he’d risked his life exposing the shifty goings-on of Vera Koslova. Maybe President Rimkus wanted his advice. Whatever it was, Vit was wearing his best suit and was wound up like a top.

He gazed up at the sprawling manor house, and stopped to absorb the moment and the legacy. The Prezidentura was originally constructed in the fourteenth century for the Bishop of Vilnius on land donated to the Diocese by Jogalia, the Grand Duke of Lithuania. Tsar Paul I, Tsar Alexander I, and Napoleon, Emperor of France, had lived there. A weekly Flag Replacement Ceremony performed on the grounds by Honor Guards as soldiers in armor-clad fourteenth-century military dress looked on reminded people of this noble past. After many renovations and reconstructions, it had become an empire-style jewel where the tiny republic of Lithuania hosted kings, prime ministers, presidents, and now, Vit Partenkas. 

Lost in the history of the place, it took a moment for Vit to notice a woman in a red blazer and skirt waving at him from one of the entry doors. He went over and she introduced herself as an aide. They shook hands, and she asked him to follow her. They cut through a large reception room with gleaming floors and elegant drapery, and entered a smaller room with a dazzling white fireplace. The artwork on the powder blue walls looked like it belonged in a museum. She invited him to sit at the round table and asked if he wanted any tea or coffee. Vit refused and she left him alone. 

Vit wiped his clammy palms on his trousers. Perhaps he should have had a good stiff drink before coming here. His host was not only president of a country, but had impressive credentials. Saulius Rimkus had studied economics at the University of Chicago and had received an advanced degree from the University of St. Petersburg. He had worked in the banking system in Lithuania where he determined economic policy and later, served as chief economist. He and his Lithuanian wife had two children, both in college in the US. An avid cyclist, Saulius Rimkus could be seen racing down country roads on early mornings, followed by bodyguards desperately trying to keep up. 

Vit’s impression was that the man was an intellectual and a loner, odd traits for the president of a country. He wondered if he should have brought a gift—the latest newsletter from Baltic Watch or a new pair of cycling gloves.

When President Rimkus walked in, Vit stood. The man was a few inches taller and had snow-white hair. His suit hung from his lean frame. 

“Sorry for the formal location, Vit,” said President Rimkus, extending a hand. He had a strong gaze and an even stronger grip. “I’m meeting with an Austrian diplomat right after this. Talking here lets me avoid the walk from my office and gives us more time together.”

They sat and President Rimkus began. “You’re Lithuanian-American, but after everything you’ve done for Lithuania, I consider you a native son. Your work at Baltic Watch has been instrumental in shedding light on the kind of leader Vera Koslova really is.”

Vit considered saying ‘Aw shucks,’ but held himself back. 

The president chuckled. “I have to admit, I enjoy your jabs. I read your newsletter every chance I get. You’ve been going at Koslova pretty hard since the invasion.”

“I try,” said Vit. Even if he didn’t get an award, an ‘atta boy’ from the president of Lithuania was pretty good. “By the way, my colleague, Dalia Drukas, just wrote a piece called ‘Ridding the World of the Last Vestige of the Soviet Union.’ It’s a kicker. I haven’t posted it yet.”

“I enjoy her articles, too. She hasn’t found a husband here in Lithuania yet?”

Vit nodded. “She has, but her name wouldn’t be Drukiene. Drukas is her maiden name and she didn’t want to change it when she got married. It had taken too long for people to get to know her professionally both here and in the US as Dalia Drukas.”

President Rimkus gazed past Vit and nodded. Vit glanced over his shoulder at the aide standing in the doorway. Perhaps the diplomat had arrived early. 

The president wasn’t smiling when he spoke again. “Dalia’s article and the ones you’ve been writing are part of the reason why I wanted to talk to you in person. We’re doing everything we can to help our neighbor repel the Russian forces, but Vera Koslova thinks she can do whatever she wants. Short of starting a world war, the West and NATO have done everything possible to stop her. They’re supporting Ukraine with weapons and money. And yet Koslova marches on, making stronger alliances with China, India, and Central Asia. She’s using new financial agreements to replenish the money that had been coming in from the West before the sanctions were levied.”

All of a sudden, Vit realized this meeting wasn’t about an award.

“Your attention has been unfavorable to Koslova,” said the president. “Lately, it’s been blistering. Your articles have been noticed here and abroad in ever increasing circles.”

Vit smiled as he shifted in his chair, unsure whether he was being praised or chastised.

“My nightmare is that Russia invades us and the other Baltic countries next,” said President Rimus. “We’re doing everything we can to prepare for that eventuality. Our Special Forces are on alert. German and NATO soldiers are in the country. Some are manning our border with Russia and Belarus. We have agreements with Latvia and Estonia to act collectively if any one of us is attacked.”

Vit spoke. “I would imagine you’ll be calling in reserves soon. The military is probably doing guerilla warfare drills. You’re probably wiring bridges and train tracks for remote demolition. You might be transferring the country’s money to international banks. I would think that any secret shipments of weapons and ammunition from NATO are going into hidden bunkers. You’re probably stockpiling fuel, setting up food reserves, and preparing shelters. I would guess you’re planning for a massive civilian evacuation to Finland by boat and to Poland by land.”

President Rimkus eyed him warily. “The one and a half billion euros we’ll spend on defense this year is nothing compared to what the Americans and the Russians spend. But it’s a lot for us.” He leaned forward. “We’re relying on our alliances with other countries and NATO to come to our assistance should the need arise. But our best strategy is to do nothing that gives Russia a reason to invade. There’s no way we could defeat Russia on the battlefield. Our only hope is that Koslova stays out of Lithuania and the Baltics.”

“Do you believe Russia will invade Lithuania?”

“Kaliningrad houses Russia’s Baltic fleet and a nuclear arsenal. The land bridge from there to Russia’s closest ally, Belarus, is the Suwalki Gap along the Polish-Lithuanian border. If Russia feels cut off from her nuclear arsenal, she’ll take that land.”

President Rimkus folded his hands and rested them on the table. “Lithuania is a republic; a free country. I believe a free press is vital to a healthy government. Baltic Watch is read all over the world, maybe even more widely than you realize. I’m concerned that you might aggravate Koslova and prompt her to take action against us. I’m just asking you to be careful. Publishing anything negative about Koslova could affect our national security.”

Vit felt his face get hot. He tried to smile, but couldn’t manage it.

The president continued. “I understand that your readers expect the facts. Report them. Let them know what you think. But before you take any more pot shots at Koslova, think about the consequences to your country.”

The president stood and extended his hand. “I’m not telling you what to do, just to please consider what I’ve said. Contact my office if you need any advice, or help. Thanks for coming by.”

The woman in the red blazer stepped from the wings and escorted Vit out.

As Vit walked into the sunlight, his entire body vibrated like a tuning fork. It had all been for nothing. All the times he risked his life and the welfare of his family to investigate Koslova had been for nothing. 

One thought played over and over in his head. After risking my life at Baltic Watch, all he wants me to do is keep my mouth shut. That was one helluva request to make of a reporter when Koslova was trying to take over Eastern Europe!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4​
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VILNIUS, LITHUANIA

––––––––

[image: ]


DALIA DRUKAS HAPPILY leaned against her husband’s chest as he reached over and adjusted her hold on the paintbrush. She and Leonas were in the bedroom they’d turned into an art studio in their apartment. The room held an appealing disarray of supplies, canvases, and preliminary sketches hanging on the walls. Natural light flooded in from the oversized windows. The scents of oil paint and mineral spirits intoxicated her almost as much as her husband did. 

“Relax your grip. You want sure, even strokes,” said Leonas.

“I can’t seem to get the hang of it.”

“It’ll come with practice.”

As Leonas walked over to his easel, Dalia took an admiring look at his ass. 

The painting he’d been working on for weeks was a magnificent abstract. He called it White Wings. Dalia had no idea why. It was a tangle of colorful lines on a background of blue cubes. It had a presence that demanded attention. She wondered how he managed it.

The painting she’d been working on all morning was of the bowl of fruit on the table near the windows. It didn’t look like a bowl of fruit. It looked like a black boat on an angry red lake under large, alien moons. The vibe was abstract and dystopian. She’d been going for realism. 

She’d never make it as an artist. At least painting relaxed her and gave her an excuse to be in the same room with Leonas while he worked.

It was a good thing the investigatory skills she’d honed at Formation Bank in the US had been transferable. She’d been trained as an accountant, but she’d become very good at finding people and rooting out financial information. She loved research, investigation, and analysis. Some years ago, a sabbatical from Formation Bank spent in her ancestral Lithuania had turned into a full-time job at Baltic Watch. It was interesting work that paid well when subscriptions came in and readership was high. Lately, the job paid very well. It was a bonus that the work was never dull. 

It also allowed her to help Leonas financially. He was a gifted artist beginning to show his art at several local galleries. A few of his pieces had sold. His career was just taking off. The best thing she could do was to free him from mundane worries like money so he could focus on his art. 

Her mobile phone sounded with the tune from Chopin’s “Polonaise Militaire”; Vit. She ached to know what President Rimkus had said. Maybe he wanted them to look into something involving Russia and the invasion into Ukraine. Maybe they were getting an award as Vit had speculated. She put the paintbrush down and pulled her phone from her pocket. 

“Vit. How’d it go?”

His hesitation told her it hadn’t gone well. Her excitement morphed into anger by the time he’d finished explaining that they had been asked to tone down their personal jabs at Koslova in the interest of national security. He topped it off by telling her his decision to delay publishing her piece demanding Koslova vacate office.

“I worked like hell on that article, and it’s good. It’s better than good. It’s brilliant and you know it.” She put her hand on her hip and shook her brown curls. “What in hell do you expect me to do now? Twiddle my thumbs for the next few months or years while Russia marches through the rest of Eastern Europe?”

“I’m trying to process this myself.”

“What about freedom of the press? Don’t you believe in that anymore?”

“Of course, I do.”

“President Rimkus tells you to do something and you blindly go off and do it.”

“He didn’t tell us to do anything. He asked if we’d consider . . .”

“The answer is no!”

“Dalia . . .”

“Do I still have a job?”

“As long as Baltic Watch exists.”

“We’ll see how long that is, won’t we? I don’t think our subscribers want milquetoast articles from us when there’s a Russian invasion going on practically in their backyard.” 

Dalia hung up the phone, her stomach in one big knot. She’d never spoken to Vit that way. She didn’t want to leave Baltic Watch and the beautiful life she’d created with Leonas, but she might be forced to. His paintings couldn’t support them. She had to work because they had to eat.

Still fuming, she turned to tell her husband the bad news.

​
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MOSCOW, RUSSIA

––––––––
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SITTING AT HER desk at the Kremlin, Vera gripped the armrests of her chair and tried to forget the metallic stink of the burning wires and the smoke flooding the car interior. As much as she tried to deny it, the intense hopelessness and panic from hours earlier still endured. 

The TV crew bustled around her making final preparations for the broadcast. She eyed the makeup artist suspiciously and cringed as the sound technician attached a microphone to the underside of her jacket lapel. 

Her gaze darted about the room searching for signs of another attack. Someone could be preparing to finish the job they had started that morning. Someone here might have been involved in the plot to kill her. Someone here could have sabotaged her car. It was possible. 

At a noise, Vera started. A young woman bent down to pick up a clipboard from the floor. Stupid fool! The room felt bitterly cold. She wanted hot tea, but it might be laced with poison. She dropped the idea.

More than anything, she wanted to be alone. She could send everyone home and end this charade. But she had a job to do.

The door opened. No one should be coming in now. She held her breath. It was only Nina. Thank goodness her Special Assistant was still alive. 

“One last time, Vera. Please put this off,” said Nina. 

Vera waved off the sound technician and the makeup artist. They left the two women for the deeper recesses of the large room.

“You need some time to recover,” Nina continued. “It was terrifying. I know. I was there.”

“Who was behind it?” 

Nina looked at the floor. “It might have been a car malfunction. We haven’t found any obvious signs of sabotage.”

“Keep looking until you do!” snapped Vera.

“We will. But you’re not yourself. Take a day. One day.”

“I am the most powerful woman in Russia—in the world! No one can keep me from following my destiny.” Vera took a deep breath remembering she was loved, except by those who hated her and wanted her dead.

Vera saw the concern in Nina’s furrowed brow, and reached out for her hand. Nina shrank away. Just a little. Or had Vera imagined it?

“I am the only one in the world,” said Vera, “who is willing and able to provide Russia with the future she deserves. I won’t stand aside for anything or anyone. It’s time for us to make this country greater than ever.”

“Even if it kills you?”

Vera let go of the hand.

Nina joined the others waiting behind the cameras.

Vera wouldn’t admit to fear, not even to Nina, the woman she trusted with her life. She gazed at her old friend. 

The room lights clicked off and a spotlight shone on Vera. She folded her hands on the desk and waited for her cue. When it came, she smiled. It wasn’t from the heart. She glanced at the teleprompter and prepared to sound sincere.

“Citizens of Russia, friends, my children. This address concerns recent events affecting the Motherland and the world. The situation with Ukraine where our brothers in arms are risking their lives for you has reached an important and vital phase. I want to explain what is happening and why we must persevere. 

“The states of the former Soviet Union share a single spiritual universe. We are bound together by blood, friendship, history, tradition, and the unity that once made us the greatest nation on earth.” Vera paused to let that thought sink in.

“Nowhere is this unity embodied more visibly than in Ukraine. Our families live there. Many of us were raised there. It has always been part of Russia. It is time for our wayward child to return to the arms of her mother.” Vera put a hand over her heart. 

“At the time of the Great Patriotic War, Stalin generously incorporated many cultural entities into the USSR, granting them the right to unconditionally secede. But in truth, the republics of this union were devoid of rights. They were part of a single centralized state that thrived under Stalin, but began to erode after his death in 1953. In the 1980s, social and economic issues enticed the elite and they called for change. The Communist Party failed to open a dialogue. As breadlines grew longer, the foundational principles of the Communist Party disintegrated. 

“The collapse of the Soviet Union wasn’t due to radicals and nationalists.” Vera shook her head. “It was because of the mistakes made by the Bolshevik and Communist leaders. In the 1990s, Russia was pillaged. And yet, she managed to supply financial aid and moral support to the republics who needed it.

“Russia paid the $100 billion dollars in debt owed by the former USSR. She paid even more money to our neighbors. Over time, the memory of Soviet unity and vital Russian assistance faded under the rise of Russophobia and neo-Nazism in terrorist organizations to our west and in the North Caucasus. Clans of oligarchs were feverish to keep the billions they stole from governments of the former Soviet Union so they invested in Western banks and real estate.

“They became even richer while for you, my people, the cost of living soared.” Vera laid her hands on the desk, palms up to assure Russia this wasn’t her fault. “Water and gas were barely affordable. Hundreds of thousands of jobs in industries that had thrived under the Soviet system were lost to bankruptcy.

“Those newly independent states that allied with the puppet regimes of the West saw corruption, lack of opportunity, and erosion of freedoms. Today, Russian isn’t spoken everywhere, as it had been under the Soviet Union. Native Russians aren’t welcome in the republics. The rights to speak freely and to protest without fearing arrest are eroding as I speak.

“The people of Crimea and the Donbas have chosen Russia, but the Western propaganda machine insists they have not.” Vera let her shoulders sag a little. 

“Some republics have nuclear weapons developed by the Soviet Union. They have the foundation for developing weapons of mass destruction. The US has pumped billions of dollars of arms into these states. NATO troops are in Eastern Europe in numbers we have never before seen. They’re doing military drills, training, establishing bases in areas where NATO warships could affect our resources in the Black Sea and elsewhere.

“All of this is a direct threat to the security of Russia.” She held out a finger, admonishing this bad behavior.

“However, NATO claims to be a peace-loving alliance created for defensive purposes. They claim they mean no threat to Russia.

“And yet, Russophobic countries of Eastern Europe insist Russia is the enemy. NATO has allowed them membership while breaking their promise to stem eastward expansion.

“I ask you, why isn’t Russia a member of NATO?” Vera paused again. Then she shrugged. “It’s because they have decided we are the enemy. Every decision they make assumes Russia is the enemy.

“The US, acting on behalf of NATO, has deployed launchers for Tomahawk cruise missiles and missile defense systems in areas along Russia’s borders. This is not a peaceful act. It is the act of an organization that sees Russia as a threat when we’ve done nothing to provoke this.

“The US Pentagon is developing land-based attack weapons—ballistic missiles capable of hitting targets up to 5,500 kilometers distant. That act alone nullifies the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty that in 1987, eliminated an entire category of nuclear weapons threatening Europe.”

Vera raised a hand. “Russia has always tried to resolve problems at the negotiating table. We know our role in maintaining global stability is critical. To this end, we have offered NATO a proposal. It includes a halt to NATO expansion, a halt to NATO deploying assault weapons systems along Russian borders, and returning NATO infrastructure and military capability to 1997 levels established by the INF treaty. 

“Not only has NATO ignored us, but they have imposed sanctions on our good, hard-working citizens. 

“In Ukraine, NATO troops are killing innocent civilians. They are blocking our ships that contain grain shipments and medical supplies from reaching people who need them. They are torturing and abusing women, children, and the elderly. They cause suffering. And yet, they call themselves civilized.

“Russia stands alone in the fight against this aggression, brutality, and neo-Nazism that plagues Ukraine and the other republics.

“We saved the world in the Great Patriotic War. Russia will save the world again. Bloodshed will continue until these warring states lay down their arms. Until then, I remain confident that Russia’s citizens will continue to support our patriotic forces as we do what is necessary to achieve global peace.

“Goodnight my friends, my people, my children. Know that I love you with all my heart and will work for you for as long as there is breath in my body.”

The bright lights faded. The room lights clicked on. The crew applauded.

Vera barely heard them. She closed her eyes and imagined the cheering in the Urals and on the steppes, across Siberia, and in her beloved cities in the west. Her people loved her. They supported her. They understood her. She could feel it.
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VILNIUS, LITHUANIA

––––––––
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IN THEIR VILNIUS apartment, Vit’s shoulders slumped as he watched Birute waddle across the living room floor to Zuza.

He had just told his wife about his meeting with President Rimkus and had topped it off with Dalia’s reaction. Zuza rubbed her eyes, looking positively grim. She didn’t need to be burdened with his problems when ARAS, the anti-terrorism operations unit of the Lithuanian Police where she worked as an agent, was already on high alert. It would stay on high alert until the Russian military vacated their positions abroad and went home. Zuza had been working long hours, and it showed in her posture and in the deepening lines on her face. Today was her first day off in weeks. She’d wanted them to relax at home with the baby, but Vit couldn’t stop talking.

“I fundamentally disagree with President Rimkus,” said Vit. “I think sustained verbal attack is exactly what’s needed to sway global opinion against Koslova. We need to apply pressure and keep it up until she cracks.”

“There are plenty of people attacking Koslova in the press right now. Baltic Watch is one voice among thousands.”

“So Baltic Watch doesn’t count?”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“I’ve spent years investigating that woman. I’ve uncovered deceit, acts of violence against innocent civilians, corruption. How can I keep silent? Rimkus is asking too much.”

“He’s your president,” said Zuza.

“I’m a citizen of the United States here on an extended visa. Rimkus is not my president.”

“Well, he’s mine. As an ARAS agent, it’s my duty to protect Lithuania. If you go against his wishes, you put me in a terrible position.”

“Then I’ll find another way.” 

Birute held onto his knees and gazed up at his face. 

“By leaking a story to the New York Times?” Zuza’s tone hardened. “Any mention of Lithuania, and Rimkus will know you’re behind it. I don’t know if I can live with a man who refuses to accept the express wishes of the president of Lithuania, leader of the country where we all live. Besides, if Russian tanks roll into Vilnius, the free press will be their first target.”

Vit stared at her. “The only way we can hurt Koslova is with our words.”

“Do you have a story?” Zuza narrowed her eyes.

“Dalia’s opinion piece.”

“You have nothing new on Koslova.”

“Not at the moment, but something’s bound to come up.”

“Then at least you have time to think about how wrong you are.”

A knock sounded at the door. 

“That must be your appointment,” said Zuza. She got to her feet, looking even wearier. She went to the door and opened it.

An ancient woman came in, clutching a pink notebook to her chest. She wore a dark hat with a narrow brim and a blue coat with a colorful woolen scarf around her neck. She had on orthopedic shoes and carried a small handbag. Her wrinkled skin was brown from the sun—a rare sight in wintertime Vilnius. She introduced herself as Irena Bagdonas and shook Zuza’s hand.

Zuza led her into the living room where Vit stood with the toddler in his arms. After introductions, Irena tickled Birute under her chin. Zuza hung up Irena’s coat. Irena sat down on the sofa next to Vit, and gently lay the pink notebook on the coffee table in front of them.

“I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time, Mr. Partenkas,” said Irena.

“What’s this about?” said Vit.

“I have a story about Vera Koslova that may stop the war,” said Irena.
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VILNIUS, LITHUANIA

––––––––
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SITTING NEXT TO Irena Bagdonas in his apartment, Vit was wordless. Irena claimed to have information that could bring Koslova down, and probably save the world from further Russian aggression. He hadn’t heard her story yet, but he was sure she was just another geriatric nutcase.

“I can already see that you don’t believe me,” said Irena. “I’ve traveled all the way from Lima, Peru. You can spare a few minutes to hear an old lady’s story, no?” 

Irena rubbed her hands together. They looked blue and stiff.

“You look cold. Would you like a cup of tea?” said Zuza.

“I’d prefer whiskey,” said Irena. “If you have any.”

Vit motioned Zuza into the kitchen. He reached into the cabinet for glasses and the bottle of liquor, still cradling Birute in his arms. 

“We don’t need a stranger with wild lies to eat up the rest of our day,” whispered Vit. “We’ll have a quick drink and I’ll send her on her way.”

“We can’t be rude. Besides, she traveled all the way here. At least hear her out.” Zuza handed Vit a tray and took Birute in her arms.

Vit carried the tray with the glasses and bottle back into the living room, set it down, and portioned out their drinks. He handed a glass to Irena. She took a long pull. 

As Vit handed a glass to Zuza, Birute reached for it. When Zuza put it down out of harm’s way, the child cried.

“It’s time for Birute’s nap,” said Zuza, getting to her feet.

“Need any help?” said Vit, hoping he didn’t sound too desperate.

Zuza shook her head.

“I’ll wait until you come back,” said Irena. “I want you both to bear witness to my story.”

Vit rolled his eyes. Bear witness?

“I’ll just be a minute,” said Zuza.

**
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WHEN ZUZA GOT back to the living room, Vit was pouring out another serving into Irena’s empty glass. 

Zuza sat in the lounge chair across from them, tented her fingers, and waited for the old woman to speak.

“Before the war, my parents and I lived on a farm in Gustonys,” said Irena.

Zuza glanced at the confused expression on Vit’s face. There were many such towns in Lithuania, and he was unlikely to know this particular one. She knew Gustonys only because she’d stopped there once on her way to Siauliai, land of the wooden crosses.

“It’s in a farming community in the District of Panevezys, about 150 kilometers north of Vilnius,” said Zuza.

Irena cleared her throat. “When the Russians came in 1944, they burned everything, but I managed to escape. My parents didn’t.” She paused, as if the memory still disturbed her. 

“I joined a wave of people walking westward, toward the Allied armies. We walked for weeks and weeks. Sometimes I still dream about walking only to find I’ve gone nowhere.

“When I reached Berlin, I met a man named Martin Weber. He was a Nazi officer. I later learned he was called Falchion because he liked to use knives. On people.” Irena put a hand over her neck. 

Zuza raised an eyebrow.

“He wanted us to travel together. He had money for food, so I agreed,” said Irena. “I had no choice. I was starving and all alone. Together, we went south to Italy. 

“He contacted a group in Rome who helped Nazi officers escape from Europe. They bought us clothing and got us forged identity cards. They gave us money. Before long, we were on a boat to South America. 

“When we docked in Venezuela, people were ready to help us get settled, but Falchion was suspicious of everyone.” 

Irena took a long sip of whiskey. “His nightmares started in South America. When he spoke in his sleep, it was always in Russian.”

Vit and Zuza exchanged a glance.

“Do you speak Russian?” said Vit.

“I may be uneducated, but like my father, I speak five languages. I speak Russian as well as Polish, German, Lithuanian, and Spanish.”

Irena straightened her shoulders and continued. “We didn’t stay in Caracas. We kept moving. Eventually, we ended up in Lima. He was calmer, but I was frightened. I hadn’t learned the language yet. I hated the food. Children stared at me or hid behind their mother’s skirts whenever I was around. I suspect they’d never seen a white European before. I felt like a freak.

“We didn’t know anyone there, but Falchion managed to find a job so we had money. We had a place to stay and food to eat. At night, he went off to drink chicha with a Russian man named Molov in Miraflores. After several years, I became pregnant. 

“It was a boy. We named him Frank. For the first time in South America, I was happy. When my son was four years old, Falchion took him away like a thief in the night. He left me with nothing. I begged Mr. Molov to tell me where he had gone. He wouldn’t. His wife finally took pity on me and told me East Berlin. She said he had wanted to go to Moscow, but couldn’t. He was afraid they’d kill him. But he thought the Soviets wouldn’t look for him in Berlin where he could masquerade as a German under their noses.

“When I first met Falchion, I thought he was German. In Venezuela, I suspected he was Russian. I was certain after talking to Mrs. Molov.” 

Irena let out a long breath. “The Soviets occupied East Berlin and East Germany back then. I had no money to pay for a plane ticket, let alone the forged papers I needed to get into the country. East Berlin was as far away as the moon. 

“I moved to the district of Villa Maria del Triunfo in Lima where rent and life were cheap. I scrubbed floors and eventually learned to speak Spanish. I got a better job with a family. I stayed in Villa Maria to save every penny I could, hoping to get to Germany one day. Dreaming about meeting my son was the only thing that kept me alive. 

“After years of saving and dozens of letters tracking him down, I had an address for Falchion. I went to East Berlin in 1989, pretending I had family there. I found Falchion. He told me a story about a young KGB agent. He said he was going to prove she was a traitor. I didn’t care. All I wanted was to find Frank, but what Falchion told me drove me back to Peru, where I stayed until a few months ago.”

Zuza was about to ask what Falchion had told her, but Irena had already moved on.

“That’s when I came into some money. The first thing I bought was a plane ticket back to Berlin,” said Irena. “I wanted information about my son, so I hired an investigator, and he found Frank. It was the happiest day of my life. But I couldn’t go up to Frank and say ‘Hello, I’m your mother.’ He would think I was crazy. I watched him. I went to the park where he walked most afternoons. I frequented the café where he had breakfast. I inserted myself into his life a little bit at a time. Eventually, we struck up an acquaintanceship, which developed into a friendship that deepened. I like to think he saw me as a mother figure. It was the best I could hope for. I even started making plans to move to Berlin.”

Irena reached into her purse and pulled out a photograph. She handed it to Vit and he to Zuza. The man’s hair was combed back off his face. He was clean-shaven and looked distinguished. Zuza guessed he was in his mid-seventies.

“My Frank,” said Irena, putting a hand to her breast. 

When Zuza handed the photograph back, Irena slipped it into the notebook. 

“He grew up in Berlin,” said Irena. “He went to school there. He even went to college. He got a job with the Stasi, the German secret police, and had a long career with them. I was with him just before he died. That was a few weeks ago. He had a heart attack.” 
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