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FOR KIM AND LUKE,
AND ALL THE KILGORES AND REDMONDS
WITH LOVE




AUTHOR’S NOTE
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All stories find their own lover.


I fell in love with this one when I visited the village of Collon, on Ireland’s northeast coast, in the distant shadows of the majestic Mountains of Mourne.


It was in the burial grounds of the village’s Presbyterian church, dating from 1813, with its beautiful stained glass windows, where I found the forgotten graves of a group of Russians who fled to Ireland during their homeland’s October Revolution.


And it was here that I heard the first echoes of a remarkable plot to rescue the Russian tsar and his family in 1918, an event still shrouded in some secrecy. This was one of the most difficult stories I’ve researched, for it proved to be a deeply rooted enigma with many tendrils.


What began in St. Petersburg in the fevered days of the Russian Revolution ended in a cluster of graves in an Irish country churchyard. In between are long-lost clues to an intricate conspiracy, one that may well answer the twentieth century’s most enduring mystery.


Many of the characters named in this book existed, as did the shadowy order sometimes known as the Brotherhood of St. John of Tobolsk.


Much of what you are about to read is true.


The rest, but a small part, is fiction, part of the mosaic of storytelling that a writer must employ to bring life to his tale.


But as to which part is truth and which small part is fiction, I will leave that for you to decide.




 


My dear Maria, history may never reveal what truly happened to all of the Tsar’s children. The answer is so secret that for now I cannot speak of it.


—LENIN, IN REPLY TO HIS SISTER IN JULY 1918, AFTER SHE INFORMED HIM THAT SHE HAD HEARD RUMORS OF THE ROMANOVS’ EXECUTIONS


Anna Anderson is part of a much deeper mystery than any of us can comprehend, for she left behind so many unanswered questions. One of the most startling questions is this: how could a supposedly simple, deranged peasant woman manage to confound the world’s brightest and most respected legal and investigative minds for over six decades? In this regard, I’m reminded of a saying that I once heard: “There are always three sides to every story. There’s your side, there’s my side. And then there’s the truth.”


—GREGORY ANTONOV, ON ANNA ANDERSON, ONCE REPUTED TO BE THE TSAR’S YOUNGEST DAUGHTER, ANASTASIA, WHO ALLEGEDLY SURVIVED EXECUTION AT THE HANDS OF HER CAPTORS
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EKATERINBURG, RUSSIA


I believe that the greatest secrets lie buried and only the dead speak the truth.


And in a way that was how I came to be in the woods that morning when we found the bodies. It was raining in the City of Dead Souls, a heavy downpour that drenched the summer streets.


“Traffic isn’t bad this morning. Thirty minutes, no more,” my Russian driver said as our Land Rover skirted imposing granite buildings, the remnants of a grander civilization long since past.


I sat back and watched the old imperial city flash by. Named in honor of Catherine the Great in 1723, Ekaterinburg lies in the shadow of the Ural Mountains. The landscape resembles the rugged beauty of Alaska—thick woods filled with wolves and bears, deep ravines and snowcapped peaks. Rich ore mines contain the greatest treasures in the world: platinum and emeralds, gold and diamonds honeycomb the soaring mountain ranges that lie beyond this sprawling Siberian city.


As my Land Rover left Ekaterinburg and drove past heavily forested birch slopes, I snapped open the leather briefcase on my lap and plucked out a file. The label on the blue cover said:


PRELIMINARY FINDINGS: EKATERINBURG FORENSIC ARCHAEOLOGICAL DIG DR. LAURA PAVLOV, FORENSIC PATHOLOGIST, JOINT DIRECTOR


I reviewed the thick clutch of pages, the results of my work for the last three months. This was my first visit to Ekaterinburg and our team came from all over: forensic archaeologists, scientists, and students from America, Britain, Germany, and Italy; and of course our host, Russia. The brief of our cooperative venture was simple—to dig in the forests for evidence of mass executions during the Russian Revolution’s Red Terror.


Many thousands perished, not least the Romanovs, the Russian royal family—the tsar and tsarina, and their four pretty daughters and their youngest son, thirteen-year-old Alexei—shot and bayoneted to death, their skulls smashed by rifle butts and their corpses doused in sulfuric acid.


The Ipatiev House, where they were held captive, was known locally as the House of Dead Souls. But the Reds executed so many victims, their bodies dumped in mine shafts and unmarked graves in the vast forests outside Ekaterinburg, that the locals coined their city a new name: the City of Dead Souls.


What I hadn’t counted on was the heat and the mosquitoes. Siberia is an icebox in winter but during its brief, hot summer the temperatures can soar. The forest comes alive with flies and mosquitoes. The heat makes the trees drip with sweet-smelling resin and the fragrant perfume drenches the air.


The rain stopped as my driver turned onto a narrow, worn track, rutted and muddy from the movement of heavy vehicles. The Land Rover headed toward a collection of temporary huts and heavy canvas walk-in tents erected in the middle of a clearing in a birch forest. A painted wooden sign said in English and Russian:


THIS SITE IS


PRIVATE PROPERTY


NO UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY


Something else I hadn’t counted on that summer’s morning as we pulled up beside one of the tents. I came to these resin-scented woods to exhume the ghosts of the past. Yet absolutely nothing could have prepared me for the bizarre secret that I was to stumble upon when the frozen Siberian earth offered up its dead.


For with the dead came truth.


And with truth came the first whispers of the most incredible story I have ever heard.
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I stepped out of the car and tore open the entrance flap into my tent. I went to sit behind my work desk as my dig supervisor, Roy Moran, came in. “Hey, baby.”


Memphis Roy we call him, and he always called me baby. In Memphis, everyone calls everyone else baby. The fact that a woman was in charge of the dig didn’t make any difference—if I’d been a man, Roy still would have called me baby.


Roy’s a big, bony, no-nonsense guy and one of the best in the business. I tore open my briefcase, ready to attack some paperwork, and said, “I thought you were supposed to be digging shaft number seven this morning.”


“Baby, I sure am.” Roy stood there, hands on his hips and a little out of breath. The look on his face was a cross between excitement and puzzlement. He raised the grimy Tigers baseball cap he always wore, wiped sweat from his forehead, and grinned. “Turns out seven may just be our lucky number.”


“Spit it out.”


“We went down as far as we could and hit a peaty layer of near permafrost. But we’ve found something, Laura. I mean seriously found something.”


I threw down my pen. Roy wasn’t a man to get wound up about anything. But at that moment he seemed energized, delight bubbling from him like an excited twelve-year-old. “Tell me,” I said.


“Hey, baby, you really need to see this for yourself.”
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I followed Roy through the scented woods. He walked slowly, his muscled legs picking a way through a path of rain-drenched ferns and old fallen trees. He said, “The shaft mouth goes down about sixty feet. It’s pretty deep.”


The entire clearing was crammed with mining equipment, wooden staves, and scaffolding, and dotted with a bunch of trucks and SUVs. “Why do I feel an and coming on? You still haven’t told me what you’ve found.”


Roy grinned, not changing his pace, his excitement infectious. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead and his eyes sparked. “Baby, it’s a woman. We believe there may be another body down there, too, but it’s too deeply buried to see what we’ve got. Who knows? There might even be more.”


I felt excited as we moved between clumps of silver birch trees and halted at the mouth of a mine shaft. I smelled the rich, earthy brown scent of peat. The shaft was a hole in the ground, about eight feet square, the sides buttressed with thick wooden planks. One of several mines we explored during the dig, looking for any evidence we could find of artifacts from the Romanov era, when much of this region was a killing ground.


On the night of July 16–17, 1918, in Ekaterinburg, the Romanov family—then the world’s wealthiest royals—vanished. Eyewitness accounts suggested that the entire family was massacred.


But for whatever reasons the Bolsheviks chose not to confirm their deaths and rumors persisted that some if not all of the family had escaped execution. There were even suggestions of secret plots to rescue them from their imprisonment in Ekaterinburg. Reports flourished for years that one or more of the tsar’s daughters and their brother, Alexei, had escaped death.


The family had sewn precious stones—diamonds and other gems—into their underclothing, in the hope that such valuables would come in useful in the event of their escape. It was believed those same precious stones had impeded or prolonged their deaths.


Such stories had held me spellbound in childhood. No matter what the truth, like so many others fascinated by the mystery I wanted to believe Anastasia and Alexei escaped.


The mystery deepened and decades later on separate occasions, digs outside the city uncovered the remains of six adults. Among them was believed to be the tsar, his wife, and two of his daughters. DNA tests affirmed the likely identities by a possible blood connection to the British royal family.


But the discovery was shrouded in some controversy. Many experts believed the bones belonged to the Romanovs. But just as many didn’t, citing among other reasons the fact that countless royal relatives were executed in the region and that the bones could have been theirs.


A later dig in a forest pit west of Ekaterinburg discovered two more sets of human remains. DNA tests suggested that they belonged to the tsar’s missing daughter and son, Anastasia and Alexei. But one of the sets of remains was never completely proven to be those of Anastasia—a probability existed, but it couldn’t go beyond all doubt. And so the tests were branded as being inconclusive by some scientists and hardened doubters within the Russian Orthodox Church. It left a nagging feeling that the mystery persisted, that the puzzle was somehow still unsolved.


Above the shaft mouth our engineers had rigged up a motorized winch with an old harness chair, driven by an electric generator. The scent of peat wafted up. I said to Roy, “You mean bones, or a complete skeleton?”


“I mean a woman. She’s complete, mummified in the permafrost, and she’s perfectly preserved by the bog peat and the cold.”


I felt a raw tingle of anticipation down my spine. I leaned my hand against one of the silver birch trees, the bark bleached white by the sun. “How old?”


“At an educated guess and from the way she’s dressed, we’re talking the Romanov period.”
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Roy went down first. He descended with a wave of his hand as the motorized harness whirred him down into the dark pit. A few minutes later the harness returned empty. I climbed aboard and strapped myself in.


For the last month working at Ekaterinburg we’d unearthed a bunch of material: rust-covered Mosin-Nagant rifles, green-corroded copper coins, spent ammunition cases, a pair of eyeglasses, even several caches of silver and gold tsarist ingots, along with personal effects and jewelry. So many wealthy families with tsarist connections had fled here during the revolution, hoping to escape the bloodshed, but the Reds caught up with them.


Not all the victims were wealthy. My own past lies buried in these woods. Long before I saw Ekaterinburg I knew about this city by the snaking, broad banks of the Iset River, where my grandmother Mariana lived as a young girl. She was eleven when the October Revolution’s Red Guards invaded her city. Her family were hardy mujiks—tough Russian peasants—who worked backbreaking hours digging ore from the icy permafrost, the rock-hard peaty Siberian earth that remains frozen even in summer.


Three of Mariana’s brothers were executed in the forests beyond the town, including her beloved Pieter, barely fifteen. Their crime? They protested when the Reds seized their small mining company, a ragged enterprise that barely fed their family of twelve. Lenin didn’t believe in personal ownership.


Everything a man possessed now belonged to the Soviets. If anyone protested, they were imprisoned. If they protested still, they were shot, all part of the brutal Red Terror that swept Russia once Lenin seized power.


Fleeing for their lives, my grandmother’s family traveled across the frozen landscape one malignant winter and boarded a rusty steamship in St. Petersburg, bound for America. The only memories they carried in their cloth bags were some faded sepia family photographs and postcards of Imperial Ekaterinburg, the brittle pages yellow with age and smelling of wood smoke. I still recall that peaty wood smell when as a child I would leaf through the family album, filled with the faded images from another world.


Once, as a child, among the album pages I found an old black-and-white photograph and next to it a crushed handful of dried flowers, kept in an ancient fold of greaseproof paper, the edges stained with age.


“What’s this, Nana?” The photograph showed an imposing railway station, decorated with fluttering Imperial Russian flags. On the steps of the station stood the unmistakable image of the Romanovs: the tsar and his wife waving to a crowd, next to them their son and daughters. I recognized Anastasia wearing a white dress and shoes and a simple bow in her hair, a bouquet of flowers clutched in her hands.


“That was the day in 1913 when the tsar and his family came to visit Ekaterinburg. Before the war, before everything turned bad in Russia.” Her blue eyes watered, as if she recalled some long-cherished memory.


“And the flowers?”


“Of all the royal family, Anastasia was the most rebellious, the most sparkling. That day on the station steps she threw her bouquet to the children in the crowd. You can imagine there was such a rush, I was almost killed, but I managed to grab some of the bouquet. I’ve always cherished it.”


I looked down at the photographic images and gingerly used the tip of my fingers to barely touch the fragile handful of dried flowers. “You saw Anastasia? She actually threw these flowers?”


“She was an imp, that one, full of life, a real tomboy, and we children loved her. The family affectionately called her Kubyshka, meaning ‘dumpling.’”


And now here I was, part of an international archaeological dig, spending my summer in jeans and grubby sneakers in a walk-in tent on the outskirts of Ekaterinburg. Absurdly, it seemed as if my family’s past had come full circle.


My curiosity eating me, I pressed the harness control block. The motor whirred. The harness lowered me into the pit and I was devoured by shadows.
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At first I descended into blackness, but after about twenty feet the shaft’s sides were lit by electric lightbulbs. Here and there, I kicked against the walls with my worn Reeboks to keep from hitting the sides.


Below me I saw a blaze of light and suddenly Roy gripped the harness. “Okay, baby, you’re at rock bottom.”


I let go of the rope and my feet hit a floor of muddied wooden planks. I maneuvered out of the harness and shivered. It felt intensely cold. I rubbed my arms. A cube of aching blue light shone down from the shaft mouth.


Nearby, a couple of powerful halogen lights illuminated the chamber floor, which expanded for at least twelve feet in all directions, wider than the shaft. Some of the chamber was lost in deep shadow and it felt eerie. Roy had engineered a lattice of struts and beams to prevent a cave-in but that didn’t comfort me—I hated enclosed spaces, especially tunnels, which in my profession didn’t help.


A heavily built man with a thick gray mustache and wire-rimmed glasses was busy hacking away at the icy peat of one of the chamber walls, using a lump hammer and a broad chisel. He stopped hammering and grinned. “Hey, Laura, how’s it going?”


Tom Atkins, from Boston, had a toolbox open at his feet and his breath clouded in the chilled air. He wore a thickly padded Columbia ski jacket, heavy woolen gloves, and earmuffs. Next to him was a trestle table covered with an assortment of tools and brushes, as well as a couple of powerful electric flashlights. He removed the earmuffs.


“You came prepared, Tom.” I nodded toward a pile of unopened Budweiser and Heineken beer cans stacked in a corner.


“Hey, don’t knock it, this place is better than my refrigerator.”


“So what have you two found besides the perfect place to chill beer?”


“Take a look over there first.” Tom nodded to a wire sifting tray.


I picked it up. In a corner of the tray was a collection of badly tarnished military brass uniform buttons. I saw some copper kopeks and silvered rubles and could just make out the dates: 1914, 1916, and one 1912. There was a yellowed comb made from ivory and the remains of a luggage clasp. The sight of a child’s hair band sent a poignant shiver down me.


During the Red Terror—the revolution’s purge designed to keep a grip on power and instill fear—the Bolsheviks were known to execute entire families. I shook my head. “Sad, but interesting.”


“The real jackpot’s over here.” Tom jerked a thumb toward the side of the chamber he was working on. “Better take a deep breath, Laura.”


“Why?”


“It’s kind of uncanny. Macabre almost.”


I picked up one of the flashlights from Tom’s table and moved deeper into the chamber. I shone a powerful cone of light onto the frozen soil and experienced a moment of pure terror. A human hand protruded from the permafrost. The flesh was intact, bleached white, the fingers lightly caked in mud, the fist tightly clenched. It appeared to be clutching something. “What the … !”


“You ain’t seen anything yet. Look right there.” Roy pointed to the permafrost wall.


And then I saw it. Connected to the hand was a body—a woman’s face stared out grotesquely from the peaty earth. Her clothes were exposed, some kind of pale-colored blouse and a dark woolen top that looked from another century. “Jeepers.”


Tom said, “Creepy, isn’t it? The permafrost’s acted like a deep freeze.”


Roy added, “Baby, it doesn’t surprise me. They’ve found woolly mammoths intact in this kind of soil. Take a look over to the left.”


I did, and saw the remains of a dark, coarse jacket protrude from the rich brown earth, about a foot of the cloth exposed, and what appeared to be the vague shape of a small human torso underneath the fabric.


Roy said, “There’s another body in there. We can’t be sure if it’s a child or an adult, but it’ll take us some time to get it out. We’ll concentrate on the woman first.”


I turned my attention back to the woman, shivered, and peered closer. The preserved head was plainly visible. Her eyes were closed. I could see her nose and lips, ears, and cheeks, locks of dark hair curled across her features and forehead. She had good cheekbones. I shone the flashlight on her alabaster face and it was a disturbing experience. I knew I was looking at one of the most remarkable finds ever discovered at Ekaterinburg. “It’s astonishing. I wonder who she was?”


“Heaven only knows. But there’s something else,” Roy offered.


“What?”


“Take a look at what’s in her hand.”


I shone the light on the still clenched bones, held firm for how many decades? It appeared that she was clutching some kind of metal chain. “What is it?”


“Looks like a piece of jewelry,” Tom said.


“I’ll take your word for it. Anyone want to try to pry the hand open?”


Roy grinned. “We thought we’d leave that to you.”


“Thanks a bunch.”


“You’re the boss, baby.” Roy handed me a pair of disposable surgical gloves.


“Here, hold the flashlight while I try.”


Roy held my light and shone it on the clenched hand. I slipped on the gloves, steeled myself, closing my eyes a moment, and then I went for it. I gripped the index finger and the wrist and pulled gently, trying to open the hand.


The flesh felt marble cold and solid.


I was afraid that I might tear the skin apart or the entire hand would shatter like delicate porcelain. To my surprise, the bones uncoiled silently, just a fraction, but enough to see what it held. “Aim the torch here.”


Roy shone it on the open hand. In the palm’s bleached white furrows I saw a chain and locket.


It looked nothing extravagant or expensive like some of the jewelry found at Ekaterinburg, hidden away by royal relatives or the wealthy merchants who were executed here. I lifted out the locket and wiped it gently with my fingers. I could see it had some kind of raised image on the front, but the locket was part covered by peaty earth, the chain fragile.


Roy offered his penknife. “Here, try this.”


I took the knife and scraped away caked dirt. There was no mistaking the raised Romanov family seal in gold, inlaid in front. It showed the double-headed imperial eagle. I could tell there was an inscription on the locket’s rear, but it was obliterated by corrosion. My heart skipped.


Tom said, elated, “You think we got lucky?”


“Great minds think alike. I wish I knew.”


Roy said, “Hey, baby, you think maybe we’ve found Romanov remains?”


I didn’t reply, just stared at the locket, mesmerized.


Tom rubbed his frozen hands as if trying to set them on fire with friction. “Who knows? But we better inform the Russians. We’ll have to cut her out of the permafrost. Hopefully a closer look can tell us if her body suffered any trauma and how she likely died.”


The Russians had control of the dig. An inspector came out every other day from Ekaterinburg to check on our progress. But that was barely on my mind as I stared at the locket, my mind on fire. “No, don’t do anything, or inform anyone officially. Not just yet.”


Tom frowned, and Roy said, “Why not?”


I stared again at the remains of the two bodies and I felt stunned, filled with excitement. I looked up toward the gaping mouth of the shaft. The blue light that shone down at me that moment felt like an epiphany. I clutched the locket. My heart raced.


Roy must have seen the excitement in my face and said, “What’s wrong?”


I crossed back to the harness and strapped myself in. “Someone get me photos of the body. I want them from every angle. And get a hair sample; we need to carry out a DNA test. I want to know if this woman could be a Romanov, or a blood relative.” I pressed the motor control switch and the seat began to ascend.


“Hey, where are you going, baby?” Roy asked, confused.


“To book a flight. And don’t ask me to where. You’d never believe me.”
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Some events in our lives are so huge in their impact upon us that they are almost impossible to take in. The birth of your first child. Or a hand slipping away from yours as you sit by a loved one’s deathbed. The mystery of the bodies in the permafrost was on the same seismic scale. For the next eighteen hours my mind was a blur and I hardly slept. What I do remember is that after flying from Ekaterinburg to Moscow it was the afternoon of the following day when I landed at London’s Heathrow airport.


The first thing I did was check the phone number written in my diary and I called it again from my cell phone. The number rang out. I tried again six more times, but with the same result. A generic voice asked me to leave a message. It was my sixth since that morning.


I felt exhausted but I hoped that the answer to the enigma of the Ekaterinburg bodies was another short flight away.


Dublin is barely a sixty-minute skip out over the Irish Sea and as my Aer Lingus plane began its descent, I saw the bright green Irish coast, spattered with huge dark patches of rain cloud.


By the time I’d hired a car and consulted a map, another hour passed. I drove north through relentless heavy rain showers, eager to reach my destination.


Sullen bands of charcoal clouds did their best to keep the sun at bay, but soon after I passed a huge modern bridge near a town called Drogheda, the sunlight burst from behind the cloud. Farther on I saw the Irish coastline and the rugged Mountains of Mourne, a striking patchwork of intense green shades, the colors so vivid my eyes ached.


All I had to do now was find the village I was looking for and the man I hoped would help solve the mystery.
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The signpost said Collon. I pulled my rented Ford into a village square. It was deserted, neat, and tidy, with hanging baskets of flowers. It looked quaintly Victorian, an old blacksmith’s premises with a horseshoe-shaped entrance dominating the square.


I crossed the street to a local grocery store and asked for directions and found the red granite Presbyterian church and graveyard at the southern end of the town. Below the bell tower was chiseled in stone the year it was built: 1813.


The burial ground looked even older, the church magnificent, the stained glass windows works of art. I wandered between the grave sites, some of them hidden by undergrowth and wild bramble. I glimpsed a rusted metal cross with an inscription dated 1875—Elizabeth, aged three and Caroline aged six, their sweet and gentle presence never forgotten, they have gone to lie in the arms of the Lord. My heart felt the haunting echo of a long dead grief.


As I moved on, my cell phone rang and the harsh jangle of music seemed to violate the silence. I answered my phone, half-expecting a call back from the number I’d tried to ring. “Laura?” It was Roy, the line clear despite our distance. “Where are you?”


“Ireland.”


“Ireland?”


“It’s a long story. I don’t want you to think I’m crazy dashing out on you, but I may be on to something. It has to do with the bodies and the locket. If it pans out, I’ll let you know.”


“Baby, you’ve got me interested. And if it doesn’t?”


“This could be an enormous waste of time and money. What about the DNA?”


Roy wasn’t getting all the answers he wanted and I could hear his frustrated sigh. “They’re working on it. I can tell you from the preliminary forensics it’s likely that the woman was Caucasian, between seventeen and twenty-five. We haven’t even got to the second body yet, we’ve been too busy with the first.”


“Anything else?”


“She hasn’t thawed out enough to tell what trauma she might have suffered, but remember the coins we found? The latest was 1916. We think we’re dealing with roughly the same period, give or take a few years. The woman’s dental work suggests she was reasonably well-to-do. So we’re in the right ballpark for the Romanovs. Any luck with the inscription?”


With great care I plucked the locket from my purse and turned it over in my palm. I’d spent most of the last nine hours of flying time studying it and managed to clean away more of the dirt. But the rest of the inscription was eaten with corrosion and stubbornly defied deciphering. “I still can’t make out what it says.”


A cautious tone crept into Roy’s voice. “The Russians aren’t going to be happy. They’re already asking where you’ve gone. I told them some urgent family business came up and you had to leave. Gee, Laura, taking a piece of their history could be construed as theft. I don’t even like talking about it over the phone. What if they throw you in prison when you get back?”


I carefully slipped the locket into my purse. “Don’t worry, the locket will be returned. I’ve only borrowed it in the hope that I can identify its origin.”


“How?”


“We’ll talk again.”


“Hey, baby, don’t keep me in suspense.”


“Sorry, I’ve got to go. And don’t worry about the Russians, I’ll handle them. Call me as soon as you have anything.”


I flipped off my phone as I saw an old man come toward me among the graves.


He halted near a cluster of tombstones. I noticed that they were Russian-style crosses with double crossbeams and Cyrillic inscriptions, and they looked odd among a landscape of Anglo-Christian and Celtic crosses.


The man waited by one of the graves. I could make out the name inscribed in Russian on the polished granite stone: Uri Andrev.


The man stood studying me as he rested his right hand on a blackthorn walking cane. His skin was a jaundiced yellow and looked thin as crepe paper. He stood tall and dignified but with a slight stoop, and he spoke English but I thought I detected a Russian accent. “So, you came at last. It’s Dr. Pavlov, isn’t it?”


I stared back at him. “How did you know?”


“I finally got your phone messages. I never carry a cell phone, as you Americans call it. Forgive me, but I’ve been a hospital patient these last few days.”


“Nothing serious, I hope?”


He offered a faint smile. “The usual problems of old age, I’m afraid. Forgive me, I didn’t call you back but your message said you’d meet me at the church. I had my housekeeper drive me and saw you from the road. I recognized you from your photograph in the professional journals. You’re an outstanding scientist, Dr. Pavlov.”


“You’re too kind.”


The man offered his hand, the backs of his palms freckled with liver spots. “Michael Yakov. It seems we share an obsession, doctor.”


“Pardon?”


“The Romanov era. I’ve long been interested in your work.”


“And I’m suddenly very interested in yours.”


“I believe your message said you found the woman?”


“Yes, Mr. Yakov. We found her. Just as you predicted. There may be other bodies, including what could be a child, but at this stage I can’t tell you any more than that.”


Yakov sucked in a breath, as if my confirmation had struck a nerve. “I very much hoped that you’d find her. You dug in an area where I believed she might be buried.”


As I stood there listening to this old man talk, I couldn’t help but think how absurd all of this was.


I had never met Michael Yakov, but he wrote to me constantly over a period of about a year. In fact, for a time I started to think he was stalking me. His letters came every few months, inquiring after my work in Ekaterinburg. And now here I was, hoping he’d solve my mystery.


“Mr. Yakov, ever since it became public knowledge that I intended to work at Ekaterinburg, you’ve written to me at least a dozen times. In almost every letter you suggested that I might find the remains of a young woman in the sectors where I was digging, and if I did, to contact you. You seemed particularly anxious to mention the woman.”


He nodded. “Yes, I did.”


I looked him in the eyes. “You even mentioned the possibility of finding the locket in your correspondence. But you never once offered to explain the woman’s identity. And when I wrote to inquire why you were so interested in this dig, and why you seemed so convinced that I might locate the bodies, I received no reply. To tell you the truth, I had you down as a crackpot. Which is why I stopped answering your mail months ago.


“Until yesterday. Yesterday, when we found the woman, I began to wonder if you were a clairvoyant. Do you mind telling me what’s going on?”


Yakov let out a sigh that almost sounded like a cry of pain and his eyes watered. “It’s a very personal story, Dr. Pavlov. One that was told to me by my father.”


“It’s personal for me, too. You’ve involved me.”


Yakov didn’t reply as he reached out to touch the polished headstone. His fingers caressed the granite, then he blessed himself with a sign of the cross, as if paying his respects to the dead.


I said, “It seems a strange place for a Russian to be buried—among Celtic crosses.”


“Do you know this country?”


“I’ve visited Celtic sites here on several occasions.”


Yakov glanced around the cemetery, as if he was familiar with every stone and plot, every overgrown bush and blade of grass. “Quite a number of Russians are buried in this region, which is not as strange as you might think, Dr. Pavlov.”


“Why?”


“There was once a strong commercial trade between Russia and Ireland, in flax and horse-breeding. Many Russian families came to live here after the revolution, some of them in this area, about the same time as the Irish fought for their independence from the British. They went straight from the frying pan into the fire, so to speak.”


“I never knew. Was this man one of them? Did you know him?”


Yakov’s fingers caressed the grave’s smooth granite. “You could say that. I met him shortly before he died. Uri Andrev was a truly remarkable man, Dr. Pavlov. Someone who changed history. What’s even more remarkable is that hardly anyone knows of him. His name is lost in the fog of time.”


“I don’t get it. What’s it all got to do with the remains of the woman?”


Yakov looked back at me and his watery eyes blazed with a sudden zeal. “It has everything to do with it. In fact, perhaps it’s fitting that we should begin our meeting here, in this very graveyard, Dr. Pavlov.”


“Why?”


“Because we are standing among secrets and lies, and all of them need explaining.”
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Briar Cottage faced the distant sea and must have been well over a hundred years old. An oval-shaped metal sign on the wall by the front door was painted black, the name inscribed in decorative white lettering.


The cottage was obviously once part of a large country estate, for to get to it we passed through a pair of ancient granite pillars, each topped with a carved stone lion, their limestone features weathered by the elements.


Across some fields I noticed the ruins of a huge manor house and the crumbling stone walls of what looked like an orchard. We drove along a gravel road that wound through a meadow dotted with massive oaks before we finally arrived at the whitewashed cottage.


It all looked very quaint, with a blue-painted door bordered by a trellis of roses. It commanded a view of the countryside and was protected from the sea winds by rolling hills, rich with the fragrant coconut scent of thick yellow gorse.


It started to rain again as I parked my rented Ford on the gravel outside, next to a dated blue Toyota sedan. A few straw remnants of the cottage’s original thatch stuck out from under the black slate, looking like a roughly fitted wig.


I followed Yakov to the door. He was surprisingly agile for his age but I could see the years were taking their toll, his hips giving him trouble. The door was split into an upper and lower stile, as you still sometimes see in parts of rural Europe, and he fumbled with the lock and led me inside.


The cottage was unexpectedly large, with a beamed ceiling and a breathtaking view of the Mountains of Mourne sloping to the sea.


The place looked in disarray. Books, newspapers, and magazines were strewn everywhere, some scattered on a large coffee table in front of the limestone fire mantel, stained black by the years.


Wooden shelves lined the walls, filled with books and stuffed with collections of yellowed newspapers tied together with string. A selection of briar walking sticks were stashed in an umbrella stand in a corner, two ancient armchairs either side of the fireplace; on one of them the fabric on the arms looked paper-thin from wear. A wicker basket was piled high with logs and turf.


The room was a bit cold but a fire was still going. Yakov removed the screen, rattled the sparking embers with a fire iron. He tossed on a few logs and some chunks of turf, replaced the screen, and rubbed his hands.


“The older you get, the more you appreciate a little warmth. Sometimes a summer’s day here can be a touch chilly.”


“How long have you lived here?”


Yakov went to boil an electric kettle with fresh water. “Over three decades. At first I rented the cottage, then I bought it when the owner died. A nice lady comes by to cook and clean for me.” His smile widened, good-humoredly. “We have an arrangement. She cleans my clutter, and when she’s gone I make a mess again. Tea?”


“Tea’s fine.” I noticed black-and-white photographs on the walls. Judging by the clothes worn by the men and women in the images, I guessed the era to be about the time of the First World War, or soon after.


One of the photographs was of a couple. I stepped closer to examine it. A handsome, Slavic-looking man wearing a cloth cap and a striking young woman with long dark hair. They looked happy. The woman’s arm linked the man’s and they struck a casual pose as they relaxed, smiling, outside a whitewashed property.


At the bottom of the photograph was written in blue ink: Uri and Lydia, taken by Joe Boyle at Collon, July 2nd, 1918. My eyes were drawn to the white-painted property behind the couple. The photograph could have been taken anywhere, but then I noticed its half door and a rose bush trellis and I recognized the property I was standing in, Briar Cottage.


Yakov measured three spoonfuls of dried tea leaves into a ceramic pot and blended in the steaming water; a rich aroma filled the room. “In case you’re wondering, the cottage was once part of an estate owned by a Russian businessman and his wife, a well-known stage actress from St. Petersburg who found fame before the First World War. Her name was Hanna Volkov—perhaps you’ve heard of her?”


“I’m afraid not.”


“Do you mind if I ask where you got your interest in Russia, Dr. Pavlov? It seems very strong and personal.”


“My grandmother came from Ekaterinburg, so I grew up hearing stories about her homeland. Every time she watched the movie Doctor Zhivago she’d cry for a week afterwards, if that explains anything?”


Yakov offered a faint smile. “I’ve heard it can have that effect. Beneath what can seem like an icy exterior, Russians are a deeply emotional people.”


“She always said that Lenin’s revolution was a fight for the soul of Russia. That it was a battle between good and evil, between God and the devil, and that for a time the devil won.”


Yakov rubbed a hand thoughtfully on his jaw. “Perhaps she was right. It was certainly a brutal battle.”


The room spoke of Russia and so reminded me of my grandmother’s home. A gleaming lacquered onion doll decorated a bookshelf. A polished nickel-plated samovar stood in a corner and gilded religious icons hung from the walls.


Even the books on the shelves told a story: Waldron’s The End of Imperial Russia, King’s The Court of the Last Tsar, Fischer’s Life of Lenin. I noticed among the shelves countless volumes about the Romanovs, and just as many about Anna Anderson, the mysterious woman whom some claimed to be Anastasia, the tsar’s youngest daughter.


“What brought you to Ireland, Mr. Yakov?”


“Many things, all of them personal. I first came as a guest lecturer to Trinity College many years ago and never returned to Russia. But that’s another tale.” He swept a hand toward the shelves. “I’m happy with my books and my papers for company. It’s a quiet life but an absorbing one.”


“May I?” I gestured to the bookshelves.


“Help yourself.”


I plucked down one of the books and studied the cover. The Lost World of Nicholas and Alexandra. I flicked through the pages and glimpsed photographs of a Russia that my grandparents knew, complete with black-and-white photographs of the tsar’s family, including his beautiful four daughters and handsome young son. I selected another book, one of the many about Anna Anderson. “You seem to have a keen interest in Anna Anderson, Mr. Yakov.”


“No doubt you’re familiar with her story?”


“Of course. She was a mentally unstable woman with no papers to identify her who was pulled from a Berlin canal in 1920 and admitted to a psychiatric hospital. She refused to say who she was, but she seemed to have such an intimate knowledge of the Russian royal family that her supporters always claimed she was really the tsar’s daughter, Anastasia, who survived the Romanov massacre.”


I flicked idly through the book and added, “She also inspired films, a Broadway musical, and numerous books, if I’m not mistaken.”


Yakov nodded, hooking his thumbs into the pockets of his waistcoat. “Correct. She was a mysterious, fascinating woman whose existence raised more questions than it answered. Some say those questions persist.”


“She was certainly a puzzling character, I’ll give you that.” I slid the book back and next to it I noticed an ancient copy of Yeats’s poems, the tan leather binding scuffed with age. I took it down, opened it, and saw it had been published in 1917. I flicked open a page that was marked with a long thread of brown silk, the page well thumbed. I read some lines.


When you are old and grey and full of sleep,


And nodding by the fire, take down this book,


And slowly read, and dream of the soft look


Your eyes once had, and of their shadows deep;


How many loved your moments of glad grace,


And loved your beauty with love false or true;


But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,


And loved the sorrows of your changing face.


Yakov said, “Do you like Yeats?”


I looked up. “I like this, if only I knew what it meant.”


“It can mean whatever you want it to mean, but as always with Yeats there are themes of love and loss, memory and longing. They’re melancholic traits the Russians and Irish share, as well as a passion for poetry.”


I closed the book, replaced it. “Have you family, Mr. Yakov?”


“There’s only me, I’m afraid. My wife and I were never blessed with children.”


“You never lost your Russian accent.”


“Russia was my home for much of my life. Please, take a seat, Dr. Pavlov.” He gestured to one of the worn armchairs by the fire, then filled two glass cups with fragrant, steaming tea.


“Do you need help?” I asked.


“I’ve managed for many years on my own, since my wife died. I shall manage until my health defeats me. Sugar? Milk? Or cream, as you Americans say?”


“No cream, one sugar. When are you going to unravel this puzzle for me, Mr. Yakov?”


He added sugar to both our glasses and included a few more spoonfuls for himself. Yakov handed over my glass. As I took my seat he slid into the armchair opposite, groaning as he sat. “First, I should tell you more about my background, Dr. Pavlov. My father was Commissar Leonid Yakov, recorded in the history books as a high official in the Bolshevik secret police, the Cheka. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”


I went to sip the hot tea but instead lifted my eyes in surprise. “Yes, I have. He had quite a brutal reputation, if I remember correctly.”


“For a time my father was among the most feared men in Russia. And with just cause. He did many terrible things.” Yakov sipped from his glass and added, “In fact, the grave you just saw, of Uri Andrev.”


“What about it?”


“He and my father had a very close personal bond.”


“What kind of bond?”


“One that went far deeper than either of them could have imagined. A dark family secret that they unknowingly shared.”


“Family secret? I don’t follow.”


“Andrev’s father and Leonid Yakov’s mother … they once had a relationship. They came from very different classes, you see, but they found great comfort in each other. In fact, they had a child together, named Stanislas, a brother to my father and Uri Andrev, though it remained a secret.”


“I’m sorry, you’ve lost me. Can you explain?”


“All in good time, doctor. You say you found the body?”


“Yes. Along with the locket you mentioned in one of your letters. It was clutched in the woman’s hand.”


Yakov shook his head and his pale lips trembled slightly. “I’m both relieved and amazed by your discovery, doctor.”


I put down my cup. “I can’t wait to hear how you knew about the woman. I brought the locket.”


His eyes rose. “Did the authorities allow that?”


“Actually, I didn’t tell them.”


“Dr. Pavlov, surely you know that theft of any artifact in Russia—”


“Is a serious offense, yes, but trust me, I intend to take it back. First I thought you’d want to see it for yourself. I’ve also brought head-and-shoulder photographs we took of the body, right where we found it.”


Yakov said anxiously, “May I see them?”


I handed across a padded manila envelope filled with photographs.


Yakov’s yellowed hands trembled as he slid out the color forensic snapshots and carefully spread them on the table. He slipped on a pair of thick reading glasses and picked up the snapshots delicately, one by one, as if they were precious.


He registered the images of the woman’s body, shot from different angles. When he finally looked up, his eyes were moist. “May I see the locket?”


I offered it across. “It has the raised Romanov Imperial eagles on the front, as you suggested. There’s an inscription on the back but it’s corroded and I haven’t been able to decipher it. But seeing as you knew about the locket I’m hoping that maybe you can help me there. Do you know what else it says?”


Yakov took the locket almost reverently, as if it were a sacred thing. He studied the corroded metal, turning it over in his palms, the fragile chain cascading down, and this time Yakov’s eyes really did fill with emotion.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


“Yes, Dr. Pavlov.” His voice sounded hoarse.


“Our discovery at Ekaterinburg obviously means something to you.”


“I think you could say that.”


“Tell me, how did you know about the locket?” I probed.


“The same way I knew about the woman’s body. My father told me.”


A thought hit me like a hammer blow and my pulse quickened. “Did your father have anything to do with the Romanovs’ execution?”


I remembered seeing Leonid Yakov’s name mentioned in the history books, but never in that regard.


To my surprise, his son nodded. “Yes, he did. He was secretly directed by Lenin to supervise their execution. And I must tell you that I’ve never made that admission to a soul until now.”


“Do you know what the rest of the inscription says?”


“I believe I do, Dr. Pavlov.”


“Then for heaven’s sake, tell me.”


Yakov looked away, into the distance, as if he was trying to see something in his mind’s eye. But whatever it was, it must have been deeply personal because he didn’t speak. And then for no reason at all that I could fathom he began to cry. Deep, convulsed sobbing that made his shoulders shake. He took out a handkerchief, wiped his eyes. “Please, forgive me.”


“Mr. Yakov, there’s nothing to forgive. What upset you?”


“The memories of an old man.”


“I don’t understand. Who was the woman? And what does she have to do with the grave we just saw? There’s a connection, isn’t there?”


Yakov suddenly looked frail and troubled, completely alone, like an old man close to death and fearful of the prospect. A second later his face changed, and something in his sad expression suggested a small boy who’s suddenly gotten lost without his parents. He said quietly, “You’re an expert on the Romanovs, aren’t you, Dr. Pavlov?”


“More a professional interested party than an expert.”


“Then I’m afraid you’d never believe what I have to say.”


“Why not?”


Yakov’s voice lost its frailty. “Because the accepted history of what happened the night the Romanovs died is a huge conspiracy.”


“That’s a very bold statement, Mr. Yakov.”


“I can prove it.”


I looked at him, bewildered. “If that’s true, have you ever discussed this claim of yours before now?”


Yakov’s eyes blazed with fervor. “I’ve tried to many times, but no one would believe me. No more than you would believe me without evidence. But now that you’ve found the bodies and the locket, you have the evidence. I’m an old man, I can’t have a whole lot of time left, so I want you to hear the real story, Dr. Pavlov.”


“What real story?”


“Of what happened to the Romanovs on the night they disappeared, all those years ago. It’s not the story the history books will tell you. There was terrible bloodshed that night, unbelievable brutality and death, that much is certain.” He paused. “But there were too many vested interests for the real truth to come out. And when I’m done the entire mystery of Anna Anderson, the woman they called Anastasia, will be explained.”


I stared dumbfounded at Yakov. He added, “In fact, if this story began anywhere it began in St. Petersburg in 1917 with an American spy named Philip Sorg.”


“I’ve never heard of Sorg.”


“Few people have. Sorg’s an enigma, a young man who was in love with the tsar’s daughter, the royal princess Anastasia. The couple you saw in the photograph taken outside this very cottage, Uri Andrev and a woman named Lydia Ryan, they were part of it, too. They spent time here together in this very house before traveling to Russia for the rescue.”


“What rescue?”


“To save the tsar and his family.”


I must have looked shocked as I met Yakov’s gaze. “I read about a number of rescue plots, but surely they all came to nothing.”


“Believe me, this one was different.” Yakov’s face ignited. “This one the history books do not record, and with good reason. For you are about to discover something that I did, Dr. Pavlov.”


“What’s that?”


“That as far as the Romanovs are concerned, the real truth lies hidden beneath mystery, myth, and lies.”
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JANUARY 1918


It was the coldest winter in twenty-five years.


In Paris, a foot of snow fell in a single night and fourteen homeless vagrants perished, their frozen bodies stuck to the city’s sidewalks. The tragedy forced the capital’s mayor to throw open the metro stations to shelter the destitute from the cruel weather.


Parisians joked grimly that the winter would claim more fatalities than the German shells. The bloody war that raged all over Europe had already claimed seventeen million lives and was being made even more brutal by the freezing climate.


A newspaper reported that on the Western front, ravaged by battles and snowdrifts, a squad of German artillery cut off for three weeks without rations roasted their horses to survive. When the horse meat was devoured, the soldiers boiled and ate their leather saddles.


In Siberia, where the temperature was twenty-five below, Uri Andrev was fighting a different battle as his hunters closed in for the kill.


Shouts and cracks of rifle fire echoed as shots ripped through the trees left and right of him. They smacked into the birch trees and kicked up tiny exploding puffs in the snow, but Andrev kept moving, his body racked by exhaustion, his weary legs like rubber in the bone-numbing snow.


He struggled through the woods, fighting for his life, the sound of dogs growing louder, yelps and barks as the animals picked up his scent.


He sucked in frozen lungfuls of air, his chest ablaze, and with every agonizing step he prayed that he would reach the train track. His coarse prison uniform and boots, his only protection from the freezing cold, rubbed like sandpaper against his skin.


A rifle cracked, then another, and shots zinged inches from his head. Gasping for breath, Andrev glanced back. At least two dozen armed guards zigzagged through the woods behind him.


Up ahead he saw the rail tracks curve through a bend in the woods. The shrill whistle blast of a train sounded. Andrev focused on the tracks as the whistle screamed louder. He was less than a hundred yards from the line. He knew that the train was his only hope of freedom. If he could only clamber aboard when the engine slowed rounding the bend.


Eighty yards.


Seventy.


Shots buzzed past him like crazed bees.


Sixty.


Fifty.


Andrev kept moving, each footstep an agony in the heavy snow, his body on fire with so many pains that it felt as if a thousand daggers slashed at his flesh.


Another volley of shots slammed into the trees to his right.


And then it happened.


One moment Andrev was running, the next his legs threaded air as the ground disappeared beneath his feet and a vast hole appeared in the earth. He let out a cry, lost his balance, and sank into the abyss like a rock.


He landed hard on his shoulder in an open pit and heard the crack of bone. Andrev’s shoulder was on fire with raw pain. He struggled to untangle himself from what felt like branches of deadwood.


To his horror Andrev saw that the tangle of branches was a mass of frozen human corpses.


He was lying in a huge pit where the camp guards disposed of the dead—hundreds of rotting bodies, their limbs meshed in an obscene tapestry. He struggled to haul himself out of the pit as the forest again thundered with gunfire and barking dogs. As he climbed out, agony in his shoulder, Andrev again heard the shrill whistle.


A black train with a huge red star on its front belched steam as it thundered round a bend in the woods, like a massive steel snake on tracks. His heart lifted and he started toward the tracks.


Behind him in the woods he never saw the guard kneel and take aim.


A rifle exploded and the bullet punched Andrev like a hammer blow, sending him flying forward into the gruesome pit, and then there was only darkness, silent, empty, painless darkness.
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The black train with a red star painted on the front and red flags fluttering from its carriages screeched to a halt with a squeal of brakes.


Steam billowed from its engine as one of the carriage doors snapped open. A stern-faced man with hard blue eyes and blond hair jumped down, brandishing a Nagant revolver. He wore an ankle-length leather trench coat, scarf, gloves, and an officer’s leather peaked cap.


He saw the guards run forward out of the woods, readying their rifles as they approached the pit. One was a brutal-looking sergeant with a Slavic face, a Cossack nagaika whip coiled from a leather uniform belt around his waist. He aimed his rifle at the unconscious prisoner and his finger fastened on the trigger.


The officer brought up his right hand and the Nagant exploded once, hitting the sergeant in the left arm; the rifle snapped from his grasp.


“Stop firing. That’s an order.” The officer raced up to the sergeant and barked, “You idiot. What’s your name?”


“Sergeant Mersk, Commissar Yakov.” The sergeant wore a grubby sheepskin hat and had a drooping black mustache.


“I gave strict instructions that the prisoner was to be taken alive.”


The sergeant, a big, powerfully built Ukrainian, clutched his bloody arm and struggled to his feet, examining his flesh wound. “I—I’m sorry, Commissar. I thought he would escape.”


“If he’s dead you’ll pay with your life.” Yakov thrust the Nagant back in his holster and trudged over to the pit’s edge. The prisoner was sprawled in the snow among a tangle of rotten corpses. His eyes were closed and fresh blood seeped from a bullet wound in his side. In his filthy prison clothing, his body emaciated and his face unshaven, he was a pitiful sight. Yakov noticed a faint cloud of breath rise from the man’s lips.


He snapped at the guards, “He’s alive. Get him out of there and be careful. If he dies I’ll hold you all responsible.”


Half a dozen guards slid down into the pit, their breaths fogging as they lifted out the prisoner and laid him on the snow. Yakov knelt, felt the man’s faint pulse. He said to a guard, “Give me your trouser belt.”


“Commissar?”


“You heard me. And someone give me a bayonet.”


The guards obeyed the order and Yakov used the bayonet to cut away the prisoner’s clothing, exposing a bleeding wound. Yakov tore the scarf from his neck, folded the cloth neatly in a square, and used it to compress the bullet wound; then he tied the belt around the prisoner’s torso to stem the bleeding.


He snapped his fingers at the sergeant, saying, “Take him back to camp on board my train. And find the medical orderly. I want this man kept alive.”


The Ukrainian sergeant sourly clutched his wound. “But the prisoner tried to escape. That’s a crime punishable by death.”


“I’ll say whether he lives or dies. Obey the order or it’s you who’ll get a bullet.”


“Yes, Commissar Yakov.”


The sergeant instructed his men and they carried the wounded man to the train. Yakov stared back at where the prisoner’s blood stained the snow. He knelt, touched the crimson with his gloved fingers. Anger flushed his face as he stood up again.


The confused sergeant said, “I don’t understand, Commissar. Why did you intervene to help this traitor? He’s nothing but trouble.”


Yakov watched as the man was lifted on board by a group of Red Guards from the train. “The prisoner has a name.”


The sergeant’s eyes flashed with contempt. “Uri Andrev, an Imperial Army captain and convicted enemy of the state. Do you know him, Commissar Yakov?”


“You could say he’s my brother.”
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GERMANY


Nearly two thousand miles away that same morning, the entire north coast of Bremerhaven was smothered by a curtain of mist.


The young woman looked striking as she stood on the bow of cargo frigate Marie-Ann and it chugged out of the fog into Bremerhaven harbor.


With her long auburn hair down around her shoulders, in another age Lydia Ryan might have passed for a pirate queen standing at the prow of her ship, were it not for the sensible, warm clothes that she wore—a long, black woolen skirt, leather boots, and a waist-length jacket and blouse that hugged her figure.


She had the Spanish look you see so often in the west of Ireland—pale skin and green eyes. An interesting throwback to the Basques from northern Spain, who settled on the country’s western shores thousands of years ago.


The Marie-Ann prepared to dock, its propeller dying as the captain cut the engines. The harbor was sealed off by German army troops. Lydia Ryan’s work that morning required complete secrecy.


She spotted Colonel Horst Ritter, of German military intelligence, as he watched from the harbor wall. He was about fifty, dressed in an immaculate pressed uniform and pigskin gloves, his knee-high boots polished like glass. Ritter took a deep breath of salty air, twirled his waxed mustache, and allowed himself a smile as he waved to her.


Lydia waved back.


Ritter gave a signal and two trucks with canvas tops reversed toward the edge of the harbor wall. German soldiers jumped down, rolled up the canvas tops, and unloaded wooden crates of arms and munitions onto the quayside.


As the Marie-Ann’s crew docked, Lydia climbed up onto the harbor wall using a ladder of metal rungs. “Colonel Ritter, don’t they ever give you a holiday?”


Ritter clicked his heels, all charm as he took her hand and kissed it. The young woman had a firm figure and a vivacious look that Ritter always found enticing. “Not when I have important work to do, such as helping you Irish republicans defeat the British. A great pleasure to see you again, Fräulein Ryan.”


“The pleasure’s all mine, Colonel.”


Ritter’s English was impeccable and he sighed good-humoredly. “Ach, if only that were really true and I was thirty again. You had a pleasant voyage?”


“Not exactly, considering we spent five days changing flags to avoid the British navy. Still, it had its moments.”


“No matter, you made it safely. Your cargo’s ready. Two hundred rifles and a hundred thousand rounds of ammunition. There are even a half-dozen Bergmann machine guns thrown in for good measure. Compliments of the Kaiser.”


“Colonel, I could kiss that man. I’m even tempted to kiss you.”


Ritter threw back his head and laughed. “And I might be inclined to accept, fräulein.”


A youthful crew member from the Marie-Ann clambered up the metal rungs, clutching a bottle of Jameson whiskey. He had the same handsome dark looks as Lydia and he was no more than eighteen, his cloth cap set jauntily on his head, his cheeks spotted with freckles. He handed the bottle to Lydia. “Paudie says we shouldn’t be long loading. Ten minutes at most.”


“Good. Go help with the boxes, Finn.”


The youth scrambled back down the ladder.


Ritter said to Lydia, “There’s a certain resemblance, if I’m not mistaken?”


“My youngest brother.” She handed Ritter the Jameson. “A small gift by way of saying thanks. I hope you like Irish whiskey, colonel?”


Ritter examined the bottle and gratefully touched his cap in salute. “I certainly do. I’ll enjoy it.” He nodded toward an empty stretch of the harbor, his face more solemn. “You’re in a hurry so I’ll not detain you long. Will you join me for a brief stroll?”


“If I didn’t know better, I’d say that invitation sounded a touch ominous.”


Ritter took her arm. “I’m afraid so. I have some bad news.”
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Lydia allowed Ritter to escort her along the harbor. There was no breeze, the sea mist lingering, and suddenly she felt very tired, the stress showing in her face.


Ritter removed his pigskin gloves. “After a week of sharing cramped quarters with a crew full of men, you must be longing for a hot bath and some privacy.”


“You read my mind, Colonel.”


“This is the third smuggling run you’ve carried out in seven months. I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long without being caught by the British.”


“You know us Irish. We’ll risk taking weapons from the devil himself.”


Ritter smiled. “Not that we Germans can complain. Your rebels will tie up British troops and keep them from our front lines.”


“What’s this bad news, Colonel?”


“I’ve received reports from our Kriegsmarine that the Royal Navy is very active in the Irish Sea. The British appear to be working even harder to prevent you from smuggling arms.”


“Don’t worry, our captain is used to playing cat-and-mouse with their navy.”


Ritter slapped his pigskin gloves in his palm. “I’m sure. But remember what happened to your comrade Roger Casement when he smuggled our rifles?”


“The British hung him as a traitor.”


Ritter nodded. “They’ll do the same to you if you’re not careful, and it won’t matter that you’re a woman. They may not even give you the benefit of a trial—just a bullet in the back of the neck to simplify matters.”


“Why the sudden concern?”


“I don’t want to lose you, Fräulein Ryan. Neither, I’m sure, do your fellow republicans, or that young brother of yours. So I’ve arranged for one of our submarines to shadow your vessel all the way to the Irish coast. If you encounter trouble, the U-boat captain will do his best to take care of it.”


“I appreciate it, Colonel, as I’m sure the crew will.” Lydia Ryan observed that the Marie-Ann’s cargo was almost loaded. “And now, if there’s nothing else?”


“Actually there is. It’s about the prisoner you asked me to check on.”


Lydia Ryan halted, her expression changing instantly. “What about him?”


“I checked our lists of British forces prisoners-of-war in at least two dozen of our POW camps and so far there’s no report of an Irishman named Sean Quinn among our captured enemy. Or at least no one who matches the age, background, and description you gave.”


“You’re certain?”


“Absolutely. I’m truly sorry, fräulein.”


Lydia’s face was crestfallen. “Not your fault, Colonel. At least you tried.”


“I take it the man was a close friend or relative?”


“Yes.”


Ritter frowned. “I don’t understand. He’s British forces, yet you’re a rebel fighting the crown?”


“A long story, Colonel, one meant for another day. And now, I really better be getting back.”


As they turned to walk toward the Marie-Ann, her cargo loaded, Ritter said, “Please. I have a gift for you, too. One good turn deserves another.”


He slipped a hand into his uniform pocket and removed a small, shiny black Mauser pistol with polished walnut grips. “Something to help you if ever you find yourself in a difficult situation.”


Lydia accepted the pistol. “I’ll take all the weapons I can get. You certainly know how to impress a lady, Colonel. Most men do it with flowers or chocolates, but you Germans are nothing if not kind and practical.”


Ritter touched her arm fondly, then stepped back, clicked his heels. “I mean it, I’d hate to lose you. Bon voyage, until the next shipment.”


“If the devil doesn’t get me first.”
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Ten minutes later, from the stern of the Marie-Ann, Lydia watched Ritter standing on the harbor wall. He gave her a final wave before he disappeared like a ghost into the sea mist. She shivered, a hollow ache in the pit of her stomach after hearing Ritter’s news.


A noise sounded above the brittle clanking of the engine and she turned. Her brother stepped out of the wooden wheelhouse, where the captain was busy steering his way out of port.


Finn came up beside her and removed his cap to reveal a head of thick black curls, innocence in his youthful features that made him so appealing to the girls. “Well? What did the German officer say? It was about Sean, wasn’t it?”


“Is it that obvious?”


“It’s written all over your face. Did he have any news or hold out any hope?”


“No news. But there’s always hope, Finn.”


Her brother shook his head. “He’s not coming back now, Lydia. You have to face up to it. I know Sean was the love of your life, but he’s been missing in action for over three years. You’d have heard by now if he was a prisoner.” He touched her arm, more than genuine fondness in the gesture, a reverence almost. “You have to move on with your life.”


“Sean was reported as missing, not dead. They’ll find him one day, I know they will.”


“But Lydia—”


A sudden anger rose up inside her and combined with all the pent-up tension of the last week at sea. “No, I won’t accept the worst. We know nothing without the proof. Now go tell Dinny that we’ll have a German U-boat shadowing us all the way home; it’ll be a comfort. And be quick about it.”


Finn hesitated. “You really need to get some rest, you know that? You’re on edge. You haven’t had a proper night’s sleep in almost a week. Go down below and try to shut your eyes while you can. One more thing.”


“What?”


“I love you, Lydia Ryan, despite your faults. You’re still mo cushla, as Dad always says.” Finn winked impishly, using the old Gaelic term of endearment that always softened her heart. Mo cushla—“You’re the breath of me, the beat of my heart.”


She smiled back despite herself, her anger diminished. “Go on with you. I’ll be along shortly.”


Finn moved toward the wheelhouse. She watched him go and was immediately sorry for her outburst. There was a time when her heart was large and gentle and kind, but the war, of course, the war with all its ravages and deep valleys of hurt, had made her temper quicker and her heart much smaller and harder.


She became aware of something heavy in her right hand—it was the small black Mauser that Ritter gave her. She hitched up her skirt, exposing her legs, and tucked the Mauser into the top of her right ankle boot.


Just then the Marie-Ann cleared the harbor and a wind gusted out of nowhere, making her shiver.


The fog disappeared and the infinite gray enormity of the Baltic stretched to the horizon. For some reason she felt utterly and completely alone. “Where are you, Sean Quinn? Curse you for not being here when I need you most.”


As quickly as it came, her grieving plea was snatched away by the wind, lost in the cold, uncaring vastness of the Baltic.


Lydia wiped her eyes, straightened her skirt, and went down below.
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ST. PETERSBURG


The city looked like hell on earth, a place gone mad.


It was spring but winter’s glacial hand still clutched the streets of the ancient settlement built by Peter the Great—huge, dirty chunks of frozen water clogging every avenue and pavement.


There were plenty of signs of war, of course, and Philip Sorg missed none of them as his hired horse-drawn droshky headed west, past the chaos of St. Petersburg’s sprawling slums and their endless lines of dirty gray laundry hanging from balconies.


Sorg took mental note of the piles of sandbags outside important public offices and the propaganda posters that adorned lampposts and walls. He paid attention to which streets were pockmarked with holes from artillery shells and where the bloodred flags of revolution fluttered from the tsarist buildings that once managed the vast Russian Empire, stretching from the Baltic to the Pacific.


He observed the number of motorcars and trucks—very few apart from those commandeered by rowdy gangs of Red Guards—and the numbers of dead horse carcasses and bodies on the streets. He counted people in queues outside grocery stores—they always numbered in the hundreds, if not thousands. He even noted slogans daubed on walls: “Land and Freedom.” “Long Live the Workers.” “Victory or Death.”


In a country in the grip of revolution’s turmoil, racked by fighting between Bolshevik Reds and tsarist Whites, each trying to gain supremacy, Sorg noticed that children avoided school just as much as civilians avoided making unnecessary trips, for there was more than the occasional boom of artillery and the crack of sniping in the streets.


Sorg noticed such things. He was far more observant than the average foreign businessman who had made St. Petersburg his home in hope of prospering in the chaos of a civil war.


But then Philip Sorg was no ordinary businessman.


“Less than two hours if we’re lucky, sir.” The coach driver cracked his whip on his horses’ flanks as they picked their way along the slushy highway leading out of the city, the snorts of the huge animals misting the air.


“Thank you, comrade.” Sorg tipped his Trilby hat and pulled up the thick collar of his long black Chesterfield coat against the freezing March morning.


His journey should have taken no more than forty minutes by steam train but the previous night the train drivers’ union declared a strike until midafternoon, so Sorg was forced to hire a carriage for the outward journey. As it passed a bakery with a long queue of hungry people, his attention was drawn by screams and shouts of angry pain.


Sorg stared in horror as two starving women tried to kill each other over a loaf of bread. The brawl lasted only long enough for the women to punch and bite, and tear out hair, until the pitiful loser left the street in tears, clutching a sore head and dragging her two crying children behind her.


They were gone into the crowded backstreets before Sorg could climb out of the carriage and pursue them—he wanted to give the pitiful woman a handful of coins. Everywhere in Russia, it seemed, starving people were scavenging for survival.


It was easy to understand why. A pound of butter cost a day’s wages. A loaf of bread—if you could find a bakery open—cost almost as much. Trams ran only intermittently. Among a hungry population, prostitution and theft were rife. Sorg included all this in his secret reports to Washington, the minute and intimate details of a city’s life, the kinds of things that mattered to a spy in a foreign country.


Unusual things—like the fact that despite the revolution, or because of it, foreign visitors were everywhere. The hotels and backstreets were crowded with an odd assortment of people—well-intentioned aid workers come to help alleviate food shortages, and international revolutionaries and communists desperate to offer their support. Still others were newspaper correspondents or foreign businessmen hoping to make a quick profit in the turmoil.


Over an hour later as Sorg’s carriage clip-clopped past a huge village mansion he witnessed more turmoil—the building being ransacked by a looting mob. Peasants dragged out their spoils: chairs and paintings, tapestries, even plumbing. One cackling old woman hauled out a wooden toilet seat, wearing it around her neck like fair-day prize, while the crowd fell about laughing.


It was common knowledge that Scandinavian antique dealers scoured the city for bargains as the great houses of the rich were plundered. The wealthy former occupants were gone, fled into exile with whatever jewelry and valuables they still possessed.


Those who didn’t care and still had money whiled away their time in the beer halls or nightclubs where gypsy bands played, or in smoky gambling casinos. St. Petersburg and Moscow had taken on decadent, wild atmospheres.


“We’re here, sir.”


Sorg came out of his daydream as the horses snorted and the carriage drew to a halt. He looked around him. Tsarskoye Selo never failed to awe him.


Whenever he thought of Russia, Sorg thought of this city built by Catherine the Great. It was a testament to her vanity, a stunning concoction of imperial grandeur. Cobbled lanes, postcard-pretty wood-framed houses painted amber and duck-egg blue, gilded Orthodox churches with cupolas. The kind of fairy-tale Russia his father used to get sentimental for when he drank too much vodka. This despite the fact that Sorg’s mother was only too glad to leave Russia when the tsar’s brutal pogroms slaughtered Jews wholesale and made countless millions of them homeless refugees.


At the end of a broad avenue Sorg spotted the pièce de résistance—the grand Alexander Palace, the tsar’s summer residence, sixteen miles from St. Petersburg, with its magnificent wedding-cake colonnades.


So close, so very close.


He clutched his worn leather Gladstone bag, climbed down from the cab, and handed the driver a silver coin. “Thank you, comrade.”


The driver took it, kissed the silver, and grinned as he tucked it in his pocket. “Thank you, and good day, sir.” He snapped his reins, turned his carriage round, and the horses’ clip-clop faded in the mushy snow.
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Sorg began to perspire with a rush of adrenaline.


He was slim, of average height, with quick brown eyes and a well-trimmed beard. The one imperfection to his neat figure was his left leg. It was an inch shorter than the right. Sorg suffered the usual cruel childhood jibes: Rabbit, Jumpy, Clubfoot.


But he remembered the day when he was four years old that his father, a music hall musician and a practical-minded man, employed a remedy: seated at the kitchen table, with a sharp knife and a block of leather, his dada shaped an inch-thick sole and nailed it to his son’s left shoe. It moderated his limp but ironically made the physical imperfection appear more like a swagger, because Sorg’s hip had shifted to counter his deformity. Still, it was a trait Sorg came to gratefully prefer.


“How does that feel, Philip?”


“Much better, Dada. I feel like a real boy now.”


Years later, Sorg was certain he deciphered the watery reaction in his father’s eyes that day: love and pride, and pity that all he could do to ease his son’s affliction was add an inch of leather to his shoe.


Sorg adored his father.


Another childhood memory haunted Sorg.


He was ten. One winter’s evening a group of men in dark uniforms smashed down the door to his parents’ one-room apartment. They were led by a sinister-looking thug with a milky stare in his left eye and a shiny bald head, his skin so pale that it looked bleached white. He wore a long black overcoat and seemed to enjoy inflicting punishment. In his right hand he gripped a brutish-looking brass knuckle-duster.


To this day, Sorg remembered the sneer on the man’s hate-filled face after he kicked in their door and flashed his identity card. “Kazan—secret police, the Ochrana. Keep your hands where I can see them, you Jewish socialist muck. We’ll teach you to raise trouble.”


Forever after, Kazan’s face lived vividly in Sorg’s nightmares.


His expression was a study in pure evil, and he laughed as he savagely beat Sorg’s father with the knuckle-duster, then dragged him away despite his mother’s desperate pleas. Sorg’s mother was beaten, too. Her pregnant stomach kicked, her body pummeled with blows.


Sorg never saw his father again.


Ahead of him now was a broad avenue with wrought-iron gaslights that led up to Alexander Palace, a brisk ten-minute stroll away. His lodging house was less than that. Carrying his bag, Sorg began to walk.


It was hard to believe that the Romanovs—the tsar, his wife, young son, and four princess daughters, including Princess Anastasia—were prisoners here. But Sorg was about to change all that, and the irony wasn’t lost on him.


He was going to help rescue the tsar, the very man his father despised.
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As Sorg walked east, the elegance of the graceful streets faded and he came to a deserted, cobbled courtyard of wood-and-brick townhouses.


The homes were once occupied by minor court officials. Here and there they bore the bullet-mark scars of civil war. Some were in ruin and boarded up.


He saw a big, fleshy-looking man with hunched shoulders shoveling snow from the footpath of one of the townhouses. He wore a fur-collared coat and gloves, and he slinked over. “Mr. Carlson, you’re back. Keeping busy, I hope?”


“I’m trying to. And you, Mr. Ravich?”


The landlord grinned crookedly. “It’s hard to get help these days, Mr. Carlson. My groundsman left me to join the Reds. By the way, the council may turn off the water supply for a time to carry out repairs.”


“I’ll remember that.”


The landlord had bad teeth, a long, thin nose, and crafty eyes. He had once been an officer in the tsar’s navy, or so he told Sorg, and boasted that he owned four of the townhouses along with valuable commercial property in St. Petersburg. Sorg was his last remaining tenant in the crescent and the landlord seemed fearful the Reds would seize his property.


Sorg didn’t trust him, was convinced that he was some kind of degenerate. “I better catch up on work,” Sorg suggested.


“Of course, Mr. Carlson. Back to the salt mines for me also. Any problems, let me know.” The landlord returned to shoveling snow.


Sorg climbed half a dozen steps to one of the townhouses, took a key chain from his pocket, and opened the two locks on the solid oak door. He stepped into a cold, sparse hallway.


The two-room apartment with threadbare lace curtains comprised a front room that doubled as a bedroom, and a grimy kitchen. The dwelling was shabbily furnished, lacked a woman’s touch, and the air’s damp smell suggested it hadn’t been lived in much. It was perfect for Sorg’s needs.


The landlord believed that he was a Swedish antiques dealer who traveled for most of the week. In fact, much of the time Sorg was a guest in one of St. Petersburg’s few remaining decent hotels, the Crimea.


He stepped into the kitchen, put down the Gladstone on a rickety old table. He turned on the water faucet and let it run before filling the kettle—at least the pipes hadn’t frozen. He struck a match and ignited the gas cooker. While the kettle boiled, he undid his Gladstone bag and removed a screwdriver.


He turned and opened a green-painted cupboard door. His eyes settled on a wood panel at the back of the cupboard. Using the screwdriver, he removed four screws and pried out the panel. Behind was a cubbyhole. He slipped both his hands inside and hefted out two canvas waterproof bags.


He undid the slim ropes that bound one of the bags—inside were stacks of banknotes, Russian rubles, English sterling, Swiss francs, and American dollars. His stash looked intact. He retied the bag and replaced it in the cubbyhole.


He carried the second canvas bag into the front room, laid it carefully on the table, and untied the rope. Nestled in a gray blanket was a complete brass Kriegsmarine spyglass—the Germans made the best telescopes. The spyglass was at least thirty years old but a perfect piece of workmanship. Sorg screwed together the tripod legs and attached the spyglass on top.


He heard the kettle boil. He returned to the kitchen, made a pot of tea, and poured steaming amber into a glass, using a spoon to stop it from cracking, and then moved back to the front room. Pulling up a chair beside the tripod, he opened his overcoat and sat, placing a packet of cigarettes and a cheap metal ashtray on the floor beside him.


Beneath his coat he wore a dark wool suit, his high stiff collar and slim tie covered by a thick wool scarf that didn’t stop him from shivering. He rubbed his hands, then gently parted the window’s lace curtains no wider than his palm.


The striking scene that spread before him was the reason Sorg had chosen this lodging. The room had a clear view of the Alexander Palace. He lined up the telescope to face the palace’s rear gardens. Adjusting the focus, he saw bare birch trees, the grounds deserted apart from a few armed guards idly strolling the snowed paths.


Sorg took a leather-bound notebook from his pocket and laid it on the floor. He always used his own coded shorthand, so if anyone else read the pages they would read gibberish. A sharpened lead pencil was ready in his top pocket alongside a black fountain pen. He removed the pen, balanced it in his palm.


The six-inch fountain pen was a remarkable device—the nib made of Toledo steel, sharp as a scalpel, a covert weapon supplied by the State Department. Remove the cap and you had a lethal edged blade that could write exquisitely just as easily as it could slit a man’s throat.


Sorg tapped the blade against a silver band he wore on the second last finger of his left hand. The ring flashed in the light: a small symbol was inscribed on the bottom of the band.
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