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In war, truth is the first casualty.


Aeschylus


Borders are arbitrary, and countries do not exist. The only thing that unites a people is their story.


Petar Lechkov


The West wants the Cold War to be over, and that’s why we pretend Kazichia does not exist.


Anderson Holt












Prologue



I wait in the bedroom because I know she will only come in here after putting her daughter to bed, finishing her wine, and locking the doors. I look at the folded pink pyjamas. When she is done downstairs, she will come to the bedroom, take the pyjamas from the bed, and put them on. Only then will she go to the bathroom.


She always does everything in the same order. Every night is the same.


I read in a scientific article that humans do almost everything unconsciously. We only really think about five per cent of our decisions – if I understood correctly. If that’s true, then all of us are soldiers; we are only allowed to make decisions if something doesn’t happen according to plan.


Downstairs, the floors creak. I follow the sound through the living room, to the kitchen island. There it stops. I hear glass on marble. She drinks one or two glasses of red wine while watching TV. For some reason, she won’t put the empty glass in the dishwasher until tomorrow. A few seconds later, she drinks some water and then walks to the hallway.


Same routine every time.


Every night is the same.


Until tonight.


Tonight, a man wearing a balaclava is sitting in her bedroom. After tonight, opening a door will never be the same.


Again, creaking downstairs. The sound moves through the hallway to the front door. One by one, the lights are switched off.


My breathing is too superficial. I rub my hands on my trousers. It doesn’t help, because I’m wearing gloves.


The plastic curtain cords rattle in their pulleys.


Should I get out my gun? Or is the fact that I’m in her bedroom enough to scare her? I hope she won’t scream. Most people don’t scream. Most people shriek and then freeze. They wait. But sometimes, someone lets out an uncontrollable cry. Then you have to hit them. You tap them as if you’re waking them up and then they’ll shut up. But not too hard, because then the screaming will last longer.


The floor creaks again; she’s going to the toilet. The fan turns on and pulls the air through the wall behind me, up to the roof. The wall is buzzing, and so are my ears.


I close my eyes and breathe in and out. When I open my eyes, I look around the dark room. It’s spacious, and every corner has something in it: little chairs, tables, cabinets. The more expensive the house, the more useless stuff it contains. The carpet is nice and soft, I have to give her that. I can feel it through my socks.


The toilet flushes and the fan is turned off. I stand up very slowly and look at the bedroom door, framed by cracks of yellow light from the hallway. I try to get my breathing under control, but I can’t. The ringing in my ears gets louder. Maybe I snorted a bit too much. Normally I don’t take over five milligrams of Moda. Why did I do more today? Why didn’t I just do what I always do?


Stumbling in the hallway, then up the stairs.


Fourteen steps.


Slowly, I walk towards the bedroom door. The soft carpet reminds me of a night in Warsaw that I spent hiding under the bed of a Polish businessman. I needed to poison the man in his sleep, but the potion didn’t work. The client gave me a plastic tube and a pipette, and I asked what type of poison it contained. ‘The less you know, the more useful you are,’ he said. They always say stuff like that. I’m only allowed to think for myself when something doesn’t go according to plan. And so, I lay under that hotel bed all night, listening to the old sleeping Pole. Waiting for him to die. But the man had a wonderful sleep, and I ended up having to kill him with his head pillow before the sun rose. The only comfort during that long fucking night was the soft carpet under the bed.


Footsteps on the landing. She will go and check on her daughter now. Her daughter is always asleep, but she checks anyway.


I snap the holster open. I hope she won’t scream. If she screams, her daughter wakes up, and then we have to take care of that before I can get to my questions. Most people don’t scream, though.


A few weeks ago, I read that dogs can smell the past; when they walk into a room, they know exactly where people have walked and sat. Their sense of smell goes back for days, even. Dogs know that people keep repeating their movements like they’re stuck. They can predict our future.


The floor in the hallway is creaking again, so her daughter is asleep.


She’s coming to the bedroom.


She’s so close now that I can hear her breathing. I can hear the fabric from her sleeves as they brush against her waist. She’s talking to herself. Very softly.


I bend down and forward, so that I can step in if she starts screaming. Most people don’t scream, though. Most people wait for what will happen, completely frozen.


‘Who are you?!’ That’s her version of the short shriek before she stiffens.


‘Sit down,’ I say softly, and I point to the white chair that she drapes her clothes on every evening.


She nods but doesn’t listen. She’s standing still and staring at me.


‘Who are you?’


Her voice trembles.


‘Sit down,’ I say again, ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ I talk as quietly as possible, but my voice trembles a little, too.


She looks through the open door into the hallway. In the direction of her daughter’s bedroom. That’s how long it takes before you don’t just think about yourself, but also about your child. Everyone thinks about themselves first; I’ve seen it happen many times.


‘If we’re quiet, she won’t wake up,’ I say.


She nods again.


‘Take a seat on the chair behind you.’


She scuffles backwards without losing sight of me. In her right hand, she has her smartphone. I don’t lose sight of that.


‘What do you want?’ Her whole body looks tense. In two days, she will have sore thighs and her jaw will be stiff.


‘You want money?’ she asks. Her eyes shoot to the door, and back to me. ‘I don’t have cash. But I can go to an ATM for you.’


I shake my head and take a step forward to close the bedroom door. ‘I just want to talk, that’s all.’


The room gets dark again.


‘Put your phone on the ground, next to the chair.’


She nods and puts the phone down. ‘I do have some jewellery,’ she says. ‘Jewels.’ She sweeps her hair back, over her shoulder. Why would she do that? Maybe she’s trying to make herself less attractive; maybe she’s afraid that I’m here to rape her, and that’s why I’m in the bedroom.


When I go and sit down on the edge of the bed, her legs relax a little.


‘I want to talk to you about your past life,’ I say.


‘My what?’


‘I want to talk to you about your life before coming to America.’


She folds her arms in front of her chest. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘You know exactly what I mean.’


‘Who are you?’


The balaclava is starting to get itchy. Sweat on my forehead is getting the fabric wet, and now my skin is irritated. And my ears are ringing.


‘Why did you give yourself a new name?’ I ask.


She takes a deep breath and sinks into the chair.


‘Why did you give yourself and your child a new name? In your passport, it says ‘Noëlla’, but your name is Michelle. And you didn’t grow up in France, but in the Netherlands.’


She asks how I know all this.


That’s strange. Most people insist they have no idea what I’m talking about. But not her. This woman immediately admits that I know the truth.


‘I’ve been searching for answers for a while,’ I say.


‘Are you the man who ascended from the ice?’ she asks.


I’m not sure if I should answer that. I should have snorted less Moda.


‘Yes, it was you. You were out on the frozen lake, waiting for us.’ She looks at my hands, but the burn marks she’s looking for are hidden by gloves.


‘All I want is answers to my questions,’ I say. ‘If I get those, I’ll never come back, ever.’


She’s not nodding anymore. She’s thinking.


‘If I get answers, I won’t hurt your daughter,’ I try.


Immediately her eyes shoot back to my face. ‘What do you want to know?’ she asks.


‘Who did I work for? Who was my commander?’


‘What do you mean?’


She knows what I mean.


I start talking louder. ‘My question is very simple: Who did I work for? Who assigned those kidnappings and executions? The rebels? The CIA? The government?’


She shakes her head. ‘Do you really think the world is that simple? Like a football game between two teams?’ She slides back in her chair, her arms folded.


‘There must be one person who set up the operation?’ My voice trembles. ‘The more research I try doing, the more confusing it gets.’


‘I understand why you came here,’ she says and crosses her legs. ‘This is about Kazichia. You want to know what the goal of your mission was. Why you were there.’


Now I’m the one nodding. ‘I want to know why an innocent woman had to die. I want to know if all that misery served a purpose.’


‘I wasn’t as important as you think. I don’t have all the answers.’


‘You’re part of the Lechkov family, of course you’re important.’


The floor creaks. Her eyes dart to the door. Is that her daughter? Is she awake?


We sit opposite each other in the dark bedroom, in silence. She watches the door, I watch her. The white in her eye lights up in the dark.


‘Tell me the truth,’ I whisper. ‘I’ve had enough of all the lies. Tell me the truth, and I’ll spare you both. Who is the Man with a Thousand Faces? And how did he gain so much influence?’


She swallows. ‘I didn’t know. I didn’t know about the war with the rebels or the Man with a Thousand Faces. All I did was try to escape. All I wanted was to get my kids home.’


I stand up and pull my gun from its holster under my coat. She dives forward, but I push her back into her chair and press the barrel against her forehead.


‘Please,’ she whispers and looks up. Her eyes well up with tears. ‘If you shoot me, you definitely won’t get any answers.’


‘That’s true.’ I press the gun to her thigh.


She stretches her arms out in front of her. ‘I’m telling you the truth, I swear. I flew to Stolia for a funeral. That was my first visit to Kazichia, and we were supposed to stay for a few days. I got stuck there. I was a prisoner.’ She lowers her arms and takes a deep breath. ‘We’re both looking for answers. We both want to understand what happened. Maybe we can help each other.’


‘You know exactly what happened.’


‘If only. Why do you think I’m living here? Under a different name? I do lie about everything. My whole life is a lie. I did not grow up in Paris, I didn’t work for an IT company, and I didn’t lose my husband Gabriël to cancer because Gabriël never existed. I lie about everything because I have to hide.’ She leans forward, and her wet eyes glisten like glass. ‘All I want is safety. That’s why I’m here. I’m not part of the Lechkov family anymore. I’m scared of those people. I wish I had never met them.’


I press the gun to her head again. ‘I might as well shoot you, then. You’re useless to me.’


‘We can help each other,’ she repeats and points to the bed. ‘Sit down again. Ask me something else. Maybe I know the answer. Sit down.’


I do as she tells me.


‘We met out on a frozen lake. In that lake, there’s a secret island – an island that’s not in the atlas. And on that island, there’s a house. Did you go in there?’


She nods.


‘Did you go down to the basement?’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘It’s like a recording studio; there are four cameras and a chair in the middle, and the walls are painted green.’


‘In that basement, an innocent woman was filmed and tortured, for hours. I want to know why the Lechkov family did that. And I want to know what that basement has to do with the Man with a Thousand Faces.’


She looks at the door and then smiles at me. A slight smile.


‘Why are you smiling?’


‘I don’t know exactly what they did to that woman. I don’t know what happened on that island, but together with you I can find out.’ She gets up. ‘We want the same thing. We want answers. People who want the same thing don’t have to point guns at each other. I have an open bottle of wine left downstairs, but maybe you knew that.’


‘Yes. I did.’


‘Let’s go to the kitchen so my daughter doesn't wake up and have a glass of wine while we find out what happened. I’ll tell my story, and you tell yours. We’ll cover everything that happened in Kazichia, from beginning to end. Together we will find out the truth. Together, we can expose the Man with a Thousand Faces.’


Before I respond, she starts towards the door. I watch her leave the room like I’m not even here anymore. Before she disappears, she turns round. ‘Come on, we can talk. But be quiet in the hallway.’


I nod and do what she says.












I. The Last Lechkov
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The grey metallic BMW 7 series stops on the east side of Schiphol, by the gate for the private hangars. A smiling customs officer walks over to the car in big steps and takes three passports from the driver. While he hurries back to his station to check passenger records, it gets quiet inside the car.


The first passport the man opens belongs to Michelle Verdier Lechkova, born on 7th June 1986 in Zutphen. Michelle is in the back seat of the car. She is quiet because she feels like throwing up. During her first pregnancy, she was fine, but this time round, she’s tired, grumpy, and nauseous. Every little hurdle seems impossible to overcome, which is why she called their favourite resort in Dubai the day before arriving; she needs sun and a pool, stat. And the villa of the resort turned out to be available. ‘How lucky,’ she told the resort manager, and she read out her credit card number. But Michelle knew that it was not a question of luck. The manager covered the phone with his hand and told his co-worker that the villa needed to become available immediately. ‘The guests that are there now need to be moved to a suite,’ he said. ‘Think of an excuse. It’s for Mrs Lechkov.’ Michelle pretended not to hear them, but ‘Lechkov’ sounded more like a warning than a last name.


The military policeman has entered Michelle’s information and opens the second passport. The document belongs to Alexa Lechkova, three years old, born in Amsterdam. The girl sits beside her mother in the car and stares out the window holding her stuffed dog. Alexa is quiet too, but for an entirely different reason; her parents were fighting before they started driving. Alexa doesn’t understand what her parents were talking about but can tell that the silence in the car is tense. It feels like something is about to happen. But what? She stares out the window at the flags behind the hangars, which are being pulled this way and that by the gusts of wind.


When Alexa’s information has been entered, the military policeman opens up the last document. The passport photo shows a man with a rough face, a broad nose, and soft eyes. Daniel Petar Lechkov, born in 1982 in the former Soviet state of Kazichia. But the passport is Dutch. Daniel is sitting next to the driver and quietly texting. He is trying to reach his family because something strange has happened; that morning he had fourteen missed calls from his mother – his mother, who normally never calls. On the off chance that she wants to talk to him, she lets him know through one of her assistants. Even when his father had collapsed on the steps of the Kazichian parliament, Daniel received a text with a request for a call.


And now fourteen missed calls …


Daniel wanted to delay the trip to Dubai immediately. Fourteen missed calls, fourteen reasons to worry. But Michelle dismissed it as a malfunction or a mistake. That angered him. He didn’t think she should prioritise a few days of holiday time over his family’s wellbeing – their family’s wellbeing. Michelle said that he wasn’t understanding enough. She needed rest, did he not get that? Because Alexa was visibly shaken by their discussion, he restrained himself. But he was still worried, and on the way to Schiphol he had tried to reach his mother or his uncle. Nobody responded. And he couldn’t find anything about his country of birth on any of the international news sites.


Not yet.


Because over three thousand kilometres east, just outside the capital city of Kazichia, something happened that night that would make international headlines. Between a badly maintained two-lane road and the narrow Kazichian shoreline lay the wreck of a Rolls-Royce. The road was scattered with glass and showed dark red streaks of oil and blood. On the side of the wreck, a hole was sawed to free the driver. But when the firemen pulled the man from the car, and one of them started performing CPR on him along the grey-blue surf, it was already too late. The victim had passed away. The fireman stopped, and when he leaned back, he took a good look at the deceased man’s face. He jumped back in shock.


‘Lechkov!’ he shouted to the paramedics running out to the beach. ‘It’s President Lechkov!’


The name sounded like a warning.


The military policeman returns the passports to the driver and breaks the silence in the car. ‘Have a great holiday, Mr and Mrs Lechkov.’ Nobody responds. The gate opens, and while the car enters the grounds of Schiphol, the smile on the man’s face disappears. ‘Lechkov,’ he mumbles to himself while trudging back to his station, and that second time, it sounds more like a curse word than a name.


A few dozen metres away, the BMW stops by the Lechkovs’ private jet. Daniel helps Michelle get out of the car and tells her that she can board the jet – he’ll take Alexa and get the bags through security. Grateful, she hoists herself up the steps of the plane, and while the flight attendant welcomes her, she promises herself to make peace. It’s not fair to push Daniel away when he’s talking about his family, especially when he’s worried. She likes to pretend her last name is just as powerful as any other name, but she knows that just isn’t true.


Daniel has lifted Alexa from the car, but when he feels his phone vibrate in his pocket, he sets her down and pulls out the device.


‘Tsvali,’ a woman’s voice says. ‘Are you there?’


‘Mum?’


‘It’s Vigo.’


Daniel looks at the plane and sees his wife behind one of the windows, closing her eyes.


‘Daniel, do you hear me?’ Maika Lechkova asks. ‘You need to get back to the family now. Your brother is dead.’
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The laptop is old and the file is big, so the system needs to let the memory buffer fill up before the video starts. After a few moments of silence, a chair appears on the dusty screen. A wooden chair in front of a green wall. Nothing else.


The resolution of the recording is high: you can see tiny scratches in the wood of the armrests and dust particles floating through the air right by the lens.


The microphone is highly sensitive: you can hear all sorts of background noises. Something hums or hisses – studio lights or a fan – and people are discussing something quietly. The voices are far away and hard to understand. They speak a foreign language.


In the bottom at the right of the screen there’s a code visible, which ends in three zeroes:


ANTD = >> 000


Someone starts talking, his voice booming through the sensitive microphone.


‘Madam, could you come here and sit on that chair? Then we can check if everything works as it should.’


‘Where did that American soldier go?’ a woman’s voice asks.


The man sighs. ‘He will come and get you afterwards. No worries.’


To the left, a woman walks into the frame, dressed in a black robe. The sleeves cover her hands, and embroidered in the fabric are countless white symbols. She looks like a pagan priest. When the woman makes it to the chair, the code in the corner of the screen starts going up fast. It stops at one hundred.


ANTD = >> 100


A different male voice sounds, this one further away. ‘He recognises her immediately,’ he says. ‘That’s a good sign.’


It’s unclear what the man means by this.


The woman in the black robe turns to the camera and asks, while looking into the lens, ‘Do you want me to sit?’


She has big, dark brown eyes and a black plait on her shoulder. Her face is delicate, but she has thick pink marks on her left cheek that demand attention.


‘Please,’ the man close to the camera says. ‘We will need to turn the chair a few times, but for now, you’ll look into this camera.’


The woman takes a seat, looks to her right, and then down. She seems to be unsure if she should stay there.


‘You have brought an impressive amount of equipment,’ she says, and she looks to her right again – maybe towards the door she entered through. ‘I did not expect you’d need this much technology for a TV interview.’


When she turns her face, the scars on her neck are visible, leading down to her collar. They look like scratches from a bear’s claw.


‘Look straight into the camera and move as little as possible. Thank you.’


The woman straightens her back and looks into the lens. She is in her early forties, maybe a little older, and there’s no fear in her eyes; mostly, she seems annoyed.


‘Don’t move, madam.’


The man further away says something, but he’s hard to understand.


‘Madam, is it possible for you to remove your tunic? What are you wearing underneath?’


‘I can remove it if you want,’ she says, but she doesn’t move.


‘Madam?’


She nods and stands up. By holding up her right arm, her sleeve falls, and her hand is free. With a hard tug, she pulls the black fabric over her head. Now she’s only wearing a tight white T-shirt.


‘Is this better?’ she asks, putting the robe away.


She is short and thin. Her left sleeve hangs loosely over her shoulder, and the end is tied; she only has one arm.


‘Much better, thank you. If you sit down again and look straight into the camera, we can try again.’


The woman feels under her armrest. ‘This chair has shackles.’


‘Could you sit still and look straight into the camera?’


‘Why does this chair have shackles? Are you planning to chain me up if I don’t cooperate?’


The man laughs. ‘If you prefer, I’ll have my colleague find you a different chair.’


The one-armed woman shakes her head. ‘Ask your questions. It’s time to start.’


‘Could you briefly introduce yourself?’


‘Are you with CNN? You don’t sound American.’


‘Could you introduce yourself?’ the man repeats.


The woman rubs the scars on her neck and looks at the ground. The video quality is so high that you can see flakes of dandruff in her hair.


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I’m known as Nairi. I live in the mountains of Akhlos, a part of the Caucasus that you’ll find in the country Kazichia in the encyclopaedia. But the border of that country is drawn by people who don’t have the right to have such powerful ink.’


‘You’re the leader of the Jada resistance.’


‘I prefer to call it a revolt.’ She looks to her right for a moment. ‘My people, the Jada, have guarded the true border for centuries. The border of our independent country. But we are being oppressed by the oligarchs in the Mardoe Khador, led by the Lechkov family.’


Some paper rustles. The man standing close by is holding notes or instructions.


‘Maybe I should go ahead and ask you the question that everyone has been meaning to ask,’ he says, while the rustling gets louder. ‘Are you the rebel leader that calls themself “the Man with a Thousand Faces”?’


The rustling stops.


The woman smiles for the first time, a pretty smile. ‘Absolutely not.’


‘You would have named yourself “the Woman with a Thousand Faces”, correct?’


‘No, the name is fitting. I understand the reference to that awful statue in the capital. I get why he calls himself that.’


‘So you sympathise with him.’


‘As I told you earlier, I don’t have a clue who or what he is. But if the shreds of rumours I’ve heard contain any truth, we are striving for the same thing. The same skulls.’


‘Which skulls?’


‘All skulls with the last name of Lechkov. All of the family’s heads should be put on spikes, instead of them lying on pillows, filled with the down of our geese.’


‘So you’re inciting violence.’


‘I’m not a terrorist, but I don’t disapprove of the actions of the Man with a Thousand Faces. Unfortunately, there is nothing left but violence. The talking stage is behind us. Very far behind us.’


‘So now it’s come to putting heads on spikes? The new Middle Ages.’


‘Absolutely.’ The woman leans forward onto her one arm and retracts her upper lip like a guard dog. ‘Starting with the head of the last-born son: Daniel Lechkov.’


While the woman starts explaining what she would do to Daniel Lechkov, the code in the bottom right of the screen shifts. The number goes down from one hundred to ninety-nine, without any indication of what just happened. Without an explanation of why it just got one step closer to zero.


ANTD = >> 99
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The private jet sinks through the clouds and starts descending. First, dark green mountains with white peaks appear. Then the coastline, along grey-blue water. Even from far away, you can tell that the sea is freezing. The last cloud plumes disappear, revealing a city like a blot of ink on a napkin, a few kilometres from the coast. Light grey on the outside, with long, winding branches of two-lane roads and high-rise buildings. Towards the city centre, the blot gets darker and more concentrated until the very middle, which looks black. The ink has seeped in and dried; nothing can be rewritten.


The plane lands, and Michelle can hardly believe they’re there. Kazichia, the country she pretended didn’t exist for all these years. As if it was some abstract place that could only be a source of money. The plane meets the landing strip, and she can feel the wheels hit the asphalt concrete, and the earth underneath it – Kazichian earth. Now there is no denying it anymore. It exists.


Another thing that can’t be denied is Vigo Lechkov’s death. The president of the Democratic Republic of Kazichia was killed, and on paper, his brother, her husband, is the rightful heir. Michelle has never studied the country’s politics that extensively, but she knows the name ‘Democratic Republic’ is ridiculous. Blood determines the highest appointment of the country, not the people. There are elections, but the results are determined beforehand. So, if Daniel hadn’t built a life in the Netherlands with her, he would now ascend the throne. Her Daniel – the scientist, the computer nerd – is entitled to an entire country. It feels surreal. But when she looks at him, even that can’t be denied anymore. During the four-hour flight, he seems to have lost a few kilos. His cheeks are hollow. His grey-blue eyes look dull, like they have lost colour.


What are we doing here? she thinks. Why didn’t Alexa and I stay home?


When Daniel told her on the plane that morning that his twin brother had died in a car crash, she had one thought: I’m here for you. Naturally, she would join him for his brother’s funeral, even though his family scared her. Naturally, they needed to stay together and grieve. The plane was rerouted from Dubai to Stolia – better known in the West as Kazichia City – and within thirty minutes, they received permission to take off. But when Amsterdam had shrunk to a grey dot from her window, she started hesitating. She asked Daniel: was it wise to bring Alexa and her unborn sibling to such a turbulent country? He reassured her that nothing would happen; his mother said it was safe. And the civil war took place in the East, between minorities. In the capital, it was quiet.


‘But the funeral will be tense, right?’ she asked. ‘Things will change in the country. And people will expect something from you. You’re the heir; the last Lechkov.’


‘Yes and no. I am indeed the last male Lechkov, but that’s all. I will tell them they can’t count on me. And you’re right, that will be difficult. Especially with my mother, who will do everything in her power to change my mind.’


‘Are you dreading that talk?’


Daniel shook his head. ‘No. If she expects me to drop everything and come back, she shouldn’t have sent me away.’


‘But what will happen if you refuse the presidency? Does the government have a plan?’


‘One of the other families will try to take my place. There will be chaos, I assume. But they will have to figure that out amongst themselves, Michelle, we have nothing to do with that. Anyway, I don’t want to think about that now. My brother just died.’


She nodded but felt uneasy for the rest of the flight. And now that they have landed, that unease has turned into anxiety.


A ground stewardess waits for them at the private gate. As soon as the family leaves their jet, the blonde woman leads their way. Hurry up, says her body language. They walk through a myriad of narrow hallways to avoid the terminal. Michelle doesn’t need to show her passport anywhere, and while she is used to getting priority everywhere, the way they are being coached through Vorta Airport feels more like a necessity than a luxury – as if standing still would be dangerous. The thought occurs to her that someone might be watching the airport. Maybe they’d want to know if Daniel has landed. Whoever ‘they’ is.


When they leave the airport through the sliding door of the diplomat’s exit into the cold air, a row of black, armoured Mercedes four-wheel drives awaits them. Next to every car, a soldier is holding a machine gun, their faces scrunched into a frown.


The men salute only Daniel, as if Michelle and Alexa don’t exist. Their luggage gets loaded into cars, and they take off before getting the chance to settle into their seats. Alexa jolts awake in her car seat, and Michelle has to grab onto the door so she doesn’t go flying.


Anxiety makes way for fear.


‘Why are we in such a hurry, Daniel? Do they expect trouble?’


He rests his hand on her leg and smiles reassuringly.


‘Don’t worry, nothing is wrong. They drove me around like that as a child every day. I went to my friend Leonid’s birthday party with flashing lights. All the neighbours came outside to watch. I almost died; I was so embarrassed.’


‘Couldn’t your mother make an exception for you back then?’


‘When I asked her to turn off the flashing lights, she said I shouldn’t be too modest. Lechkovs can’t afford to be modest. I had no idea what she meant by that; I just didn’t want to be gawked at.’


She can tell that Daniel is not just grieving his brother’s death, it’s also painful to be back. He is dreading coming home. And however bad she feels for him, it mostly comforts her. The faster they can return to Amsterdam, the better.


The convoy drives through the streets of Stolia, and after a few minutes, Michelle can relax. She studies the capital they rage through, surprised by its strangeness. Of course, she has always known that Daniel came from a different country with a different culture, but only now does she truly see the difference between East and West. The suburbs are modern, but neglected; tall grey flats, abandoned car parks with groups of people hanging around. It looks unsafe. When they drive into the city, the roads get wider, and the architecture is Stalinist. In the middle of the giant, empty roundabouts they have placed statues of workers with strong jaws and farmer wives with wide hips. But the Soviet slogans on the tall government buildings are hardly legible anymore, McDonald’s restaurants colour the side streets red and yellow, and they pass the swoosh of a Nike store. It is as if they are driving through history, through the rings of a tree.


After three roundabouts the cars hit a ridiculously wide, empty road, heading to the city centre. She sees the ninth-century city wall, and behind it winding alleys and even older buildings, the central ring of the stump. She has seen this centre before: it comes up when you look for the city on Google. The most important landmark is a statue of a traditional Kazichian soldier towering over the prolapsed town gate.


While they pass under the soldier, Michelle presses her face to the window to look at him. His legs are wide apart, he has his hands on his back and the weapon of Kazichia on his chest. But the strange thing is that there is nothing beneath his thick head of curly hair: no ears, no nose, no mouth.


‘He’s kind of scary in real life,’ she says.


‘The Man with a Thousand Faces,’ Daniel says. ‘My grandpa had it placed there to honour the Kazichians who freed the country from Ottoman oppression. He stands for all those soldiers who could only have won with the power of many. That’s why he is faceless.’


‘But that makes him elusive.’


‘I think so too. I do like the idea. The new nation of Kazichia needs a story to become a real country. But that statue is not the way.’


‘If your grandfather had it built, then the Man with a Thousand Faces must be younger than he seems.’


‘Yes, the statue is supposed to look like it’s been here since we became independent. But the inside is made of steel and concrete.’


The five Mercedes race through the city gate and ancient pastel-coloured buildings pass by Michelle’s window.


‘It’s beautiful here,’ she says.


‘This is the nicest part of Stolia. There are restaurants, tea shops, and an underground market. If we have time, we’ll walk around.’


He forces a smile, but she can see his pain.


‘We’ll get through this together,’ she says.


‘Thank you for coming with me.’


She squeezes his hand gently, while her other hand clings to the car handle like a trapped animal.


Through the windscreen, Daniel points at a hill in the middle of the city centre. An old, dark brown fort lies submerged in the rocks.


‘Is that the Neza fort?’ she asks.


‘Yes, and the hill is called Arschta Sk’ami. The Chair of God.’


‘The Chair of God?’


Daniel laughs. ‘The Arabs called it that. Long before grandpa seized power.’


‘Even your megalomaniac family wouldn’t go that far.’


He lets go of her hand. ‘Plenty of insanity, here.’


‘And you lived on the Chair of God? That’s the house from your childhood photos?’


‘On top of the hill, behind that gate, lies the Mardoe Khador. That means “the House of the Highest Law” or “the High House”.’


‘From which the country is governed.’


‘Yes.’


‘And your family has the most influence in the Mardoe Khador?’


‘Our family. And yes, as of yet. My grandpa had the Mardoe Khador built, and since then, the Lechkovs have had the most influence. So, the question now is what happens when they don’t appoint a new president.’


The cars enter a tall gate, with barbed wire and cameras. They end up on a dirt road and start to climb the hill. Michelle sees a giant Russian-style villa looming, with five wings that grasp the Chair of God, like fingers. A building that exudes power. The Mardoe Khador. She can hardly fathom that Daniel grew up here and wonders what would have happened if Daniel’s mother hadn’t sent him away. What would have become of him? Who would he have become?


The convoy stops next to a bombastic-looking fountain. The front doors of the High House open, and a small woman appears; Maika Lechkova, mother of the nation and her mother-in-law. Michelle sees the small woman standing there and forces herself to count to ten. Everything about her mother-in-law, even the tiniest things, offends her. The way she puts out her cigarette in an ashtray held by a staff member, as if that thing can’t be placed on a table. The way she has to waddle to the car, as she has her trouser suit tailored a few sizes too small, even though she is getting fatter. But Michelle knows she needs to get over that.


She just lost her son. However insufferable she is, these people are your family, and they need you.


Daniel gets out and greets his mother in Kazichian. Michelle can tell by his voice that he is about to cry. When she walks to the other side of the car to get Alexa, who has fallen asleep again, out of her car seat, Maika grabs her shoulders. Michelle holds her breath. The old woman smells like the fruity tobacco of her Merit cigarettes. For Daniel, that smell is nostalgic – he told Michelle once that he smuggled packs of Merit to his room in boarding school to burn them without taking a single hit as if they were sticks of incense, to fade away his loneliness – but for pregnant Michelle, it’s hard to imagine the smell bringing comfort. Her nausea is getting worse, but she forces herself to embrace her mother-in-law.


‘I cannot imagine what you must be going through, Mother,’ she says slowly, in English. ‘We are here for you.’


‘Grandma iPad?’ Sleepily, Alexa looks at the grandmother she has only ever seen on FaceTime.


Maika pecks her granddaughter on the cheek and points Michelle to a window in the big building. ‘We prepared a private apartment for you. You will be taken care of here. It’s a pity that winter is coming, but you’ll see how gorgeous this country is once the sun comes out in a few months.’


Michelle looks at her mother-in-law in surprise. ‘In a few months?’


‘Yes, springtime in Kazichia is beautiful.’


‘Um, Mother, that’s very kind, but we won’t stay for that long, unfortunately. After the funeral, we’ll have to get back. But maybe you would like to come to Amsterdam? You could stay with us for a few nights. We redid the guest room.’


Maika looks at her but doesn’t respond. She turns round to her son and says something in Kazichian. She sounds angry.


‘What is it?’ Michelle asks Daniel. ‘Did I do something wrong?’


‘Let’s not mention our return trip.’ His voice sounds curt. ‘My mother just lost her eldest son.’


Is he scolding me? Michelle thinks. Should I have lied about staying?


Daniel turns round and is about to follow his mother to the house when a car comes racing up the hill, its brakes screeching as it halts next to the family. The door swings open, and a tall, dark Kazichian man gets out of the car. Michelle recognises him immediately from family photos. General Radko Lechkov, Secretary of Defence and commander-in-chief of the Kazichian army. Daniel’s uncle. The military man, tall as a tree, reminds her of an American football player, but Daniel has told her once that a sensitive soul hides behind his intimidating appearance.


‘Tsval’a!’ the man shouts. In two steps he is with them and holds Daniel’s face between his enormous hands. Tenderly, the military man kisses his nephew’s forehead.


‘Uncle Radko, let me introduce you to my wife Michelle,’ Daniel says when he manages to wriggle himself out of his uncle’s firm grip.


The man turns round to Michelle and kisses her cheeks as if they’ve known each other for years. ‘Welcome to Kazichia, Mikaella Lechkova.’ He turns back to Daniel.


‘We are going to make this right. You do know that, Daniel? We are going to make this right, as much as we can.’


‘What do you mean? Vigo’s accident? How can we make up for an accident?’


Confused, Daniel looks at his mother, and Michelle can see he’s startled. Radko wants to explain, but Maika stops him.


‘Chumad!’ she says fiercely.


Daniel asks what is wrong in English.


‘Chumad’i sule! O’tu abscha var?!’ Maika continues. She sounds grim.


Michelle wants to ask if she’s done something wrong, but the conversation turns into a heated argument, and she turns Alexa away from the commotion. Now and then, Radko’s baritone voice interrupts the two quarrellers as if trying to calm the situation, but it doesn’t seem to have any effect. After a few minutes, Maika suddenly walks to the front door.


Michelle pulls Daniel’s sleeve. ‘What was that all about? Was that about Vigo’s accident?’


He smiles. ‘No, it was about our stay here. I asked if they had a cot prepared for Alexa. So that she can go right to bed.’


She gives him a puzzled look. ‘A cot? You fought over a cot?’


‘I don’t want to go to sleep,’ Alexa says, unconvinced of her own words.


Daniel bends down and kisses his daughter. Then he gets up and looks Michelle right in the eye. ‘Something went wrong, but it’s all been taken care of,’ he says. ‘Don’t you worry.’
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The one-armed woman they call Nairi shifts in her chair.


‘Stay seated, please,’ a male voice says.


The woman arches her back. ‘I’m not a doll. Ask your next questions while I relieve my joints.’


‘Maybe you could give us some background on Kazichia. Most Westerners hardly know the country, if at all.’


The woman rubs her eyes. ‘Can I have some water?’


‘I’ll send someone for water. In the meantime, look straight into the camera and answer my question. The longer you look straight into the camera, the sooner we’re done here.’


‘You’d think my answers determine whether we’re done, not the position of my body. But that’s not how it works at CNN?’


It’s quiet. Someone is typing. The keyboard sounds like rain drumming on a window.


‘All right, I’ll tell you about Kazichia,’ she says.


While the woman starts talking, the code at the bottom of the screen changes.


ANTD = >> 98


‘There are two countries named Kazichia. The true Kazichia is centuries old, and the largest part of that small country was inhabited by all sorts of clans and tribes of my people, the Aschjadazians. Or the Jada, for short. The current Kazichia is a country taken over by oligarchs who oppress my people systemically.’ The woman’s neck breaks out in hives, and she starts talking faster and faster. ‘But nobody is willing to save our children. Just as Yemen is cast aside, despite all its horrors, Kazichia seems to have been erased from the world map. Forgotten by the whole world.’


‘Perhaps you could give us some concrete context?’ the man asks. ‘And please, look …’


‘Yeah, yeah, I’ll look into the camera. And I’ll tell you about this country. Am I getting water or what?’


‘It’s coming.’


The woman shifts again and looks into the camera. ‘The story of the modern Kazichia is the story of Petar Lechkov. In the capital, he is seen as a god, but my people call those kinds of people parasites.’


‘Tell us about him, please.’


‘That’s what I’m doing. During Stalin’s reign of terror, Petar was born in a peasant village. West of old Kazichia, by the Black Sea. He made it to the communist party’s leadership in Moscow – I’m not sure how. Not out of conviction, anyway. “The most successful capitalists sit at the head of the communist table”, is an aphorism you might have heard. That’s Petar Lechkov’s.


‘Anyway, he used his position in the party to take over one of the seven big banks and became a bank director. When the Soviet Union imploded, the Russian government made all sorts of arbitrary attempts to introduce a free market – as if that’s a matter of policy. The big state companies were sold in auctions, and everyone was meant to get a fair shot at buying shares. But of course, that didn’t happen, because people like Petar Lechkov saw an opportunity. He wanted to gain control over the Kazichian mining industry because he knew the Akhlos mountains have not just coal, but lithium, too. So, he made sure that his bank organised that state company’s auction. And you guessed it, he was the only one who showed up to bid on the mining industry in the Akhlos.’


‘How did he manage to do that?’ the man asks.


‘Petar made friends in the Russian underworld during Yeltsin’s reign. And he used those sketchy men to threaten anyone who wanted to bid on the Kazichian mining industry. Nobody dared come to the auction because they were afraid their children would be murdered. So, Petar organised the auction and was the only one who came to bid. Within a few minutes, he had bought the entire mining industry of the country.’ The woman raises her index finger. ‘For one American dollar.’


A hand appears with a glass of water, and she drinks it in one gulp.


During her monologue, the code at the bottom of the screen has come two steps closer to zero.


ANTD = >> 96


When the glass is empty, she continues. ‘So, Petar Lechkov buys – just like almost all Russian oligarchs – his imperium ready-made from the Soviet Union. But that’s not enough for him. He wants independence from the Kremlin. And rightly so; if Yeltsin becomes ill and an economic crisis ensues, many of his fellow Russian robber barons will lose their power and most of their capital.


‘But not Petar. Petar had a megalomaniacal plan to become independent. Together with three other powerful families, a group of former KGB spies, and two divisions of the Russian army, he returned to Kazichia. Back to his country of birth. He entered the capital with tanks and planted his flag in the Seat of God. Simple as that. No shots fired, no victims. Not only did he control the mining industry, he had power over the entire country surrounding the mines. You can’t make this stuff up. There was just so much chaos and anxiety that the Kazichians were grateful for him. He told them who was in charge and what they had to do to become a modern country. He brought them clarity.’


The woman shakes her head, and the rash on her neck grows.


‘But that still wasn’t enough for him,’ she continues. ‘Conquering old Kazichia was so easy that he got even bolder. Petar casually moved the border up to the Caspian Sea. My people suddenly lived in the same country as the Neza clans in the East. And naturally, conflict ensued. At the same time, Abkhazia and Georgia tried to recover their lost territories, but Petar guarded the new borders with his modern Russian army. Nobody had the military or economic power to do anything. And between all the other former Soviet states in chaos, nobody noticed that he redesigned the map to his liking.’


‘The international community just let it happen?’


‘The international community was celebrating; the Cold War was over, and the Caucasus was relatively quiet.’


The man coughs. ‘Maybe we can focus on present-day Kazichia.’ Some paper rustles. ‘You’re stating that the Lechkovs still have absolute power. But the country is much more democratic now. Presidential elections are happening, so the people decide who leads the High House.’


‘The Lechkovs always come out on top. By ninety-five per cent or more.’


‘But there’s a parliament and opposition. Three political parties are participating in the election. And the most popular party gets to appoint a premier to lead the parliament. This year, premier Penka Rosca was elected: the first and only female premier in the region.’


‘Is this what you want to discuss? Is this what CNN wants to discuss?’ The woman looks to her right. ‘Of course Kazichia isn’t democratic. It’s as democratic as Syria, or Hungary. The presidential elections are predetermined, and those three political parties are the same party behind the scenes. I don’t have to tell the people that. What exactly is the aim of this conversation? I thought we would talk about the Jada revolt.’


‘You are overestimating how much people know about this country, madam. We need to give them some background information, so the audience understands what you’re revolting against. Tell us about the High House. What is that?’


The code has not shifted for a few minutes, and it seems to upset the man – he is under time pressure.


The one-armed woman sniffs. ‘The Mardoe Khador, or the High House, is the epicentre of power. Three families control it.’


‘Introduce us to the three families of the High House, please.’


‘Apparently, I’m a schoolteacher now,’ she mumbles. ‘All right, if this is what you want. The Lechkov family is the most powerful group within the High House. The oldest male Lechkov is head of the High House and is always elected president of the country. In fact, the president of Kazichia is more like a king; he has complete control. And the head of the Lechkov family is automatically the CEO of Lechkov Industria, the money machine destroying the Akhlos mountains with mining. After the Lechkovs, the Karzarovs are the most powerful family of the Mardoe Khador, Lev Karzarov leading them. The Karzarovs run all sorts of transport and infrastructure in Kazichia and Russia: airports, trains, seaports – all kinds of hubs. Also, Karzarov has ties to Gazprom and the Kremlin. The third family is Yanev, and they control the energy sector. That big thermal power plant outside the capital is theirs, for example. The head of that family, Igor Yanev, is the director of the OMRA, the Kazichian intelligence service. Those people make entire families disappear. Those are the people leading the work camps, which our friends and loved ones get sent to without any reason.’


‘If those three families control Kazichia, why is there a parliament?’


‘The international community pressured the Mardoe Khador. As a precondition for joining international institutes like the United Nations and the World Trade Organisation, they had to reform their government. The High House founded all these democratic institutes, but in reality, those didn’t have any power. The parliament is led by a so-called democratically elected premier, but she’s a puppet too. She is there to serve the Lechkov family and to rein in “the Twenty”.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Not what, but who. Mixed in with all the imposters and puppets, twenty ministers in the parliament actually have a say. The twenty most powerful industrialists, outside of the High House families. The Twenty want more political power and apply pressure through the parliament. There is an internal power struggle between the parliament and the High House.’


‘Why did the High House admit those men to the parliament?’


‘When the High House instated a parliament, a few powerful businessmen demanded minister spots. Boris Lechkov, the president back then, didn’t see that as a problem. They were symbolic positions – the whole parliament was symbolic. Boris thought they would be happy with just the titles, but by combining their power, the parliament was suddenly an institute with control. Boris hadn’t anticipated that. A big mistake, because as a consequence, the Lechkov family still has to fight them off. How ironic that a sham parliament has turned into a weapon against oligarchs.


‘However, my point is that the parliament is in no way a democratic forum. It may seem that way from the outside, but from within, it’s a clubhouse for powerful men. Just like all the other institutes in our country. If you ask the ministers what party they belong to, there is a great chance they would misspeak.’


‘That’s enough, thank you.’


The woman looks up. ‘What do you mean? I’m not done yet.’


‘Just a moment, I have to check on something. Look into the camera while you wait.’ It sounds like the man is standing up and discussing something with someone else.


Bewildered, the woman stays in her seat. ‘What is this?’ she asks.


‘I ask the questions,’ the man says. ‘Look straight into the camera and talk about Inima.’


The man doesn’t say please anymore.


‘I’m not following.’


‘Madam, I’m sorry for pressuring you, but I just heard that we are not making enough progress. It’s very important that you sit still, look straight into the camera, and answer my questions. Time is ticking. Tell me about your hometown. Now.’


‘Time is ticking?’ The one-armed woman doesn’t try to smile anymore. She has stopped hiding her suspicion of the interviewer. ‘Time is ticking for whom? For what? What are you trying to do here?’
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In a coffin plastered white, surrounded by gold-framed drawings of saints – selected by the patriarch himself – lies Vigo Lechkov. Daniel and Maika, brother and mother of the deceased, stand at his feet. They both solemnly hold their hands behind their backs as if the service had started already.


‘They say all twins have a supernatural bond.’ Daniel’s voice sounds fragile in the cold space. ‘That they are always connected.’


‘Did you know something was wrong?’


He nods. ‘I had a dream last night that someone killed me. Somebody put some type of insect in my water to make me choke. I took a sip and could feel the critter wriggle in my throat. When I jolted awake, I had fourteen missed calls from you.’


‘You had a unique bond, and now he is gone. You should have visited more often. He missed you; he said that a lot.’


Daniel makes a choking sound.


‘You chose to stay away,’ Maika says before he can react. ‘Nobody stopped you from coming home.’


Daniel shakes his head but doesn’t get into it. ‘How did the accident happen, Mother?’


‘He was crushed between a truck and a concrete crash barrier. That thing came from the left on a T-junction and was speeding.’


‘Did he die instantly?’


‘No.’ She sighs and looks up for a moment. ‘He lost consciousness while the firemen sawed him out of the wreckage. He had been stuck for two hours. And all that time, he felt everything. I saw pictures. The blood was everywhere.’ She swallows hard. ‘I can never sleep again.’


Daniel squints. ‘Vigo drove the heaviest Rolls-Royce ever produced. That thing is basically a tank, right?’


‘How am I supposed to know? The truck was speeding and hit him on the side. And now I’m never going to see him again.’


The words are so heavy that her voice breaks.


Daniel stands awkwardly beside his mother while she cries – like he is waiting for someone to finish sneezing.


‘Why did Michelle say you’re going back to Amsterdam after the funeral?’ Maika asks, drying her cheeks with a linen handkerchief.


‘Because we live there, Mother.’


‘Because you live there?’ She almost spits her words. ‘Daniel, you do understand that you are now the eldest son; the most important man in this country? Everything depends on you.’


‘And I’m sure you understand I can’t simply abandon my life in Amsterdam? Alexa needs to get taken to daycare, Michelle has her work, and I own a company. Our life is in the Netherlands.’


‘Stop the charade. You’re not that foolish.’


Daniel raises his hands. ‘I’m expected to drop everything I’ve built, to come back like nothing happened?’


‘Everything you built?’ Maika scoffs. ‘Who do you think you are?’


‘You pushed me away, Mother, banished me. And now you expect me to return? I don’t know this house, and I certainly don’t know this country.’


‘Pushed away? Banished? Don’t be so dramatic. We had to think of the bloodline, you spoiled brat.’


‘The bloodline?’


‘Yes! Of course! And behold!’ She hits her flat hand on the side of the coffin. ‘The ultimate proof that we were right.’


‘Mother, control yourself.’


‘Don’t you understand, Daniel Petar Lechkov? If you leave, I might as well jump from the highest building in Kazichia. Is that what you want?’


That makes him go quiet.


‘We’re under attack, Daniel. Your brother was killed. You do understand that?’


He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.


‘You didn’t really think it was an accident, did you?’ Maika continues. ‘They killed your brother on that highway. My eldest son. You knew, Daniel, you even had a dream about it. They lured him out of the city and killed him.’


‘Who are “they”?’ he asks quietly.


‘That’s the question. The Kremlin is the most obvious answer. But don’t forget Lev Karzarov or that snake Igor Yanev.’


‘Karzarov? Yanev?’ Daniel leans forward and puts his hands on his mother’s shoulders. ‘Are you becoming paranoid?’


She shoves him aside and finds her cigarette case.


‘You’re talking about the families that have founded this country with us. Karzarov, Yanev, and Lechkov make up the Mardoe Khador together.’


‘Don’t be so naive, boy. They’re all sharks, they can smell our blood. They know we’re weak. Your father is dead, your grandfather is confused, and your mother is not a real Lechkov.’ She takes a drag and points to the horizon from the high narrow windows. ‘And in the meantime, our mine workers extract more and more coal and lithium from the Akhlos mountains. We are richer than we have ever been, and weaker than ever. Do you think our friends will remain friendly? Of course not. Radko and I know exactly how long alliances last in this country.’


‘But you can’t turn our families against each other. You need each other. Now more than ever.’


‘You?’ Maika blows out smoke over her son’s coffin, white smoke. ‘You’re not a child anymore, Daniel. You mustn’t forget that there were four families once. In this house, fights are always being fought. And now it’s your turn to fight.’


He resolutely walks to the door, stops, and hesitantly holds on to the doorknob. ‘You cannot expect me to give up my life.’ His voice sounds fragile. ‘It’s too dangerous for my family here. I don’t want to take Vigo’s place, I can’t do that to Michelle, and I can’t do that to myself. After the funeral, I’m flying home.’


‘Home? With your private jet, my boy? Filled with kerosine? Back to your house on the canal and your Porsche?’


He looks at the golden doorknob in his hand.


‘Back to your academic career that doesn’t pay a living wage. To your own little company, which costs more money than it generates? You say you built something, and I’m curious what you mean by that because up until this moment, Grandpa has paid for your lifestyle unconditionally. Well, that ends here. The old man has been declared mentally incompetent, and from now on, I decide what happens to our resources. And I think you should work for your money.’


‘I can’t go back, Mother. I’m a different man now. I belong in the West.’


His mother laughs. ‘You had a jet-setting life in Europe, many people from this region have that. But trust me, you aren’t Westerners. You reaped the fruits of our labour, that’s different, but playtime is over. Our enemies are ready to attack, Daniel. They will hang your grandfather and your mother on the highest tree, like Nazis. And our money will disappear faster than you ever thought possible.’


‘You trapped us,’ he says quietly, and looks at the doorknob again. In the gold leaf, three symbols have been engraved: the crests of the three families he grew up with. The families that rule the country. Once there were different doorknobs, with four crests.


‘You decided to come home, Daniel. Despite your dream about an assassination. Do you know why? Because you belong here. You are meant to sit at the head of the table, and deep in your heart that’s what you want, or you would have stayed away.’


‘I asked you if it was safe to bring Michelle and Alexa. Alexa is three.’


‘They’re safer here than anywhere else in the world. That’s what I told you, and it’s the truth. Especially after what happened.’


He lets go of the knob and turns round to the coffin.


‘I’m here to say goodbye to my brother,’ he says, ‘and that’s all.’


‘Not all important decisions in life happen by choice,’ Maika mumbles. ‘Your grandfather has always said that.’
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The first time that Michelle met her in-laws was two years ago in New York. Before that, the Lechkovs were just voices on the phone or names in an article. They didn’t attend the wedding or Daniel’s PhD defense at the university, and they had never met Alexa. When Michelle asked, Daniel explained they kept their distance to protect them. He said there was no other way, but she could see he was hurt. She thought it was better this way – Kazichia should be far away, literally and figuratively. She had no interest in speaking to members of the most powerful family from the Caucasus while looking for ripe avocados at the supermarket. And when one of her girlfriends had read something on the internet and asked difficult questions, she could truthfully say that Daniel hardly ever spoke to them. It was better this way. And she assumed this was how it would remain.


But then Boris Lechkov collapsed on the steps of the parliament building: a heart attack brought about by cigars, alcohol and work stress. It took a few hours before Daniel could reach his mother, and by the time he did, his father had passed away. He asked when he could come, but Maika told him to stay away. She thought it was too dangerous because their family’s position was insecure, and Vigo still had to prove himself as the new president. They would send him a DVD of the funeral. Daniel covered the phone with his hand and told her what happened.


Michelle couldn’t believe it. She thought he would protest – she would never let anything or anyone prevent her from going to her father’s funeral – but nothing was further from the truth. He agreed on one condition – he demanded to see Vigo. Confronted with death, the bond with his twin brother proved the strongest. And Maika agreed.


A few weeks after the funeral, they would meet in New York, where Vigo and his American wife, Harper, lived. Lev Karzarov, one of Daniel’s ‘uncles’ was supposed to be in America for a medical checkup, so it would be like a family reunion. A secretive reunion, because no one was allowed to know that the Lechkov twins would be in the same room. Maika hired a middleman to rent a penthouse, and they scheduled who would enter the building at what time so nobody would be seen together. Michelle and Daniel had to pretend they were on a work trip. Vigo and his wife promised to get to the penthouse inconspicuously.
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