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Introduction
Russia was ruled for three hundred years by the Romanov family, from Mikhail Fyodorovich
Romanov in 1613, through ‘Peter The Great’ and ‘Catherine The Great‘, to Nicholas II, who took to the
throne in 1894 after the death of his father, Alexander III.
But when Natalie Tereshchenko was born, the twentieth century had arrived, and Russia was already
finding itself in a new kind of world. The reign of the Tsars was coming to an end. Russia was poised
between the oppressive glamour of an imperial past and the uncertainty of an ill-defined but
revolutionary future.
Natalie’s father, the Duke Michael Romanov (second brother of the Tsar) died during a naval battle in
the Pacific Ocean against the mighty Japanese fleet, leaving Natalie’s unwed mother, Sofiya
Tereshchenko, homeless and destitute. To save her child, Sofiya took her to the Empress Alexandra, wife
of the Tsar (and, as a result, Natalie’s aunt) and told her the sad tale. Alexandra agreed to raise Natalie, to
prevent any scandal, but her disgraced mother was forced to withdraw into obscurity, abandoning all
rights to her daughter.
Natalie grew up in the luxury of royal palaces, yet she was neither royalty nor commoner, and totally
ignorant of both the privilege of her birth and the chaos outside the palace walls. By the time she
discovered her heritage, it was a secret best kept hidden.
In 1917, when the citizens of Russia rose up in revolution, the Tsar was forced to abdicate, and from
that moment, the safety of the royal family, and all those around them, was threatened. The Tsar and his
family were arrested and transported away from all they knew, and slaughtered by Yakov Yurovsky,
acting on orders from the highest in the new government. Natalie narrowly escaped their fate, thanks to
the bravery of one soldier, Maksim Ivanovich Drubich.
She and Max became lovers, and fled across Russia, pursued by the murderer Alexander Avadeyev,
Yurovsky’s accomplice. Max was injured during their escape, and they had to stop off at Nizhny
Novgorod so he could receive treatment by a doctor.
There they parted, taking separate routes to avoid detection by the troops who were searching for
them. Natalie travelled with a party of nuns, while Max joined a circus, both destined for Moscow, where
they planned to meet, then continue together to England. But although Natalie made it to Moscow, Max
did not arrive.
As sole survivor of the royal family, she could have been heir to the throne, but as a witness to their
murder, she was a mortal enemy to the new regime, so she sought obscurity. But instead, somehow, she
found herself working in high places ~ among the new communist leaders at The Kremlin ~ befriended
by the those close to the top, who knew nothing of her royal past.
With Max delayed somewhere along the way, Natalie, pursued by unknown assassins, began to backtrack her journey, seeking the man she loved and to whom she owed her life. Despite an horrific final
confrontation with the villainous Alexander Avadeyev, she finally found Max at a remote farmhouse
near Nizhny Novgorod. Part of a family at last, Natalie hoped to start a new future ~ hidden in the
obscurity of the countryside ~ but this was revolutionary Russia, and Natalie carried royal blood in her
veins, so nothing could ever be expected to go as planned.

1 ~ Sverdlov
‘Never cross Stalin,’ Lenin once told Sverdlov. But Sverdlov was an idealist, and when the
Bolsheviks found themselves (almost accidentally) in power after the revolution, and he was appointed
Party Secretary, he foolishly believed the promise that all men would be equal.
Less than a year later, he dared to confront and humiliate Joseph Stalin over the employment of
Natalie Tereshchenko as his assistant in the Kremlin. It was a mistake he would not be allowed to repeat.
Members of the government would not do their own dirty work, of course, especially if the victim was

one of their own. For that they used underlings, ambitious ones, who could be relied upon to be ruthless
in exchange for money or promises. Men like Yakov Yurovsky.
So orders were given from the highest level, and passed down through subordinates, and in the
anonymity of a moonless night, at a secluded spot near the river Moskva, three men dragged a body from
the back of a cart, and carried it to the river bank. There was a splash, and Sverdlov would trouble Stalin
no more.

2 ~ Morozov
Ice-sharpened raindrops dashed themselves relentlessly onto the pavement, as though trying to smash
through it into the underworld, while a vast, grey-stone building reared upwards towards the heaving
black clouds, like a beast released from the clutches of the demons below. It towered over the heads of
the hurrying, scurrying travellers, who scuttled towards it, their swaying canopy of battered umbrellas
looking like a swarm of black beetles. They converged on the building, and surged through its opening.
But, when they closed their umbrellas inside the chasm of Nizhny Novgorod’s railway station, they
failed to open their eyes. For were they to have looked around, they would have seen that a living Hades
existed in that place, where sulphurous smoke roiled, and tormented souls were carried away by firebreathing dragons.
The stream of passengers crossing the station entrance hall parted briefly to flow past five uniformed
men, bear-like in their bulky, brown greatcoats, who huddled in the middle of the concourse. That these
men were nervous was shown in the way that they kept glancing at the big clock suspended above the
surging crowds, as though the fact of knowing the time might somehow help it to pass more quickly, so
that their visitor could be dealt with and despatched back to Moscow.
‘Put that cigarette out,’ snapped one of the men, the two stripes on the sleeve of his coat identifying
him as the Squad Commander of the unit. His name was Timur Ivanovich Morozov, and this was a
crucial day for him. Little more than a year and a half earlier, he had held real rank, as a Captain in the
Tsar’s army; but all that had changed when the Bolsheviks took over. Since then he had found himself
serving in this amateur militia, under brutal gang-leaders like Alexander Avadeyev, with a ridiculous
rank made up by the new ‘egalitarian’ government.
With a scowl, the man pinched the burning end from the cigarette he had just lit. He crushed the
glowing ember into the ground with a twisting action of his boot, then tucked the stub of the cigarette
behind his ear, to be relit later.
‘Don’t put it there, you idiot!’ Morozov hissed, glaring at the man, eyes wide in amazement at his
crassness. ‘What kind of impression do you think that will give?’ He flapped his arms in frustration,
looking at the others. ‘That we are some kind of rabble, that’s what. Have some pride in your unit, man!’
The man’s lips tightened in resentful anger, but he dutifully drew a small, square tobacco tin from his
coat pocket, and put the crumpled stub into it. Like many in the Cheka, he hated Morozov for his
pretensions of superiority.
A locomotive, big and black, breathing thick smoke from its tall stack, pulled in noisily beside one of
the platforms near the men. It eased slowly, jerkily to a halt with screeches and jets of steam. Doors were
flung open, and there was a surge of humanity. Suddenly the whole station concourse was filled with
people, hurrying in every direction, talking loudly. The soldiers watched the activity with bored interest
for a few minutes, but they knew it was not the train for which they were waiting, and, as the passengers
dispersed, they lost interest in it.
On another platform a whistle blew and another chain of grubby carriages departed, leaving a few
straggling figures waving to unseen loved ones before turning forlornly to shuffle past the soldiers
towards the exit.
The rain outside rattled on the canopy, high above the men’s heads, and at the far end of the platform
it tumbled like a bead curtain onto the glistening steel rails that faded into the murky distance, merging
and crossing like discarded strands of silver thread.
The scene was one of drabness ~ the dirty grey and green paint of the station interior matching the
gloomy, wet day, and the worn clothes of the people reflecting the helplessness of a nation impoverished

by wars and inner conflict. And, though the rain was excluded by the high, glass roof, the wind found
entry through the many large openings, and prowled the cavernous void, seeking bare flesh to pinch and
bite. The men hardly noticed; they were used to being cold.
Pigeons strutted along the steel girders that climbed like a kokoshnik into the roof space, or foraged
for crumbs on the concrete at the soldiers’ feet. A man aimed a half-hearted kick at one, but it was deftly
avoided with a nonchalant flapping of wings and an accusing glare.
A long whistle from afar announced the arrival of the next train. The time was right, and the group
turned its eyes to the open end of the station.
‘Smarten up, boys, this could be it,’ said Morozov.
The engine appeared, fuzzily at first as it rounded the distant bend, approaching slowly through the
swirling rain. Then it thrust through the dripping mantle, filling the roof void again with acrid smoke,
scattering the pigeons. It crept along the platform until, with screeching brakes and a final hissing
protest, it stopped at the buffers, panting.
Doors crashed open and the train’s occupants poured through them onto the platform, like blood
spurting from a severed artery. The concourse was again filled with people ~ too many people ~
thronging through the gates and jostling past the soldiers, who stood on tiptoes, searching for their
important visitor.
‘There he is,’ announced one of them, as he spotted the unremarkable man for whom they were
waiting.
Unremarkable in appearance, at least. He was middle-aged, broad-shouldered (but not tall) with a
ragged, red-brown beard and wild hair, and was dressed in coarse, badly fitting clothes. He could have
been a factory worker, or a labourer from the fields, but they knew differently.
He was Yakov Mikhailovich Yurovsky, and his place in history had already been written. He was the
man who planned and, along with his second-in-command (the infamous Alexander Avadeyev) carried
out the execution ~ the cold-blooded murder ~ of the entire Russian royal family and their retinue, in the
cellar of a house in Yekaterinberg.
Timur Morozov, goaded into action by the appearance of his guest, pushed through the noisy throng,
followed by his men, to stand before Yurovsky with a salute.
‘Squad Commander Morozov, Comrade sir.’
Yurovsky acknowledged with a nod of his head as the rest of the troop assembled behind their leader.
‘You have a vehicle, Comrade?’ he shouted above the station din.
‘Yes, sir. This way please,’ Morozov replied, indicating with a sweep of his hand the direction to be
taken.
The soldiers formed a protective ring around Yurovsky and cleared a passage across the bustling
concourse, leading him out into the autumn maelstrom, where the rain still swirled and stabbed at their
faces like a thousand demons with icy pitchforks. A car and a large, brown truck were waiting, with
engines running and drivers at the wheel. Morozov led the way, running to the car from the shelter of the
building, to hold open the door for Yurovsky, while the rest of the men clambered into the back of the
truck.
Squad Commander Morozov struggled to resist the urge to fawn over his superior as they began the
short trip to the barracks. Much hung on how this visit would go ~ including, perhaps, his career. He
wanted to impress, yet in a detached way.
‘How was your journey?’ he enquired, to break the ice, as the car wound through the sparse traffic of
Nizhny Novgorod.
Yurovsky, however, was not inclined to inconsequential chat, and merely shrugged his shoulders. The
remainder of the journey passed in uncomfortable silence, with Morozov’s nerves screaming in his head.

3 ~ Yurovsky
‘What happened to your commander?’ Yurovsky demanded, as soon as they were alone and seated in the

office of Morozov’s former leader at the Cheka headquarters.
‘Well, sir,’ Timur began nervously, ‘Comrade Avadeyev didn’t tell me what was going on. All I know
is what I‘ve been able to find out since.’
‘I realise that,’ Yurovsky snapped. ‘Just tell me what you have learned.’
Three weeks had passed since his former henchman, Avadeyev, had vanished, along with a significant
number of the soldiers who formed the Cheka, the local militia. Yurovsky himself was under increasing
pressure at the Kremlin to provide answers to the questions being asked by the likes of Stalin and Yatsek.
Morozov paused to gather his wits. He had already managed to irritate his master; this was not a good
start. He took a deep breath and continued, trying to sound business-like:
‘After we captured the Tereshchenko woman, Comrade Avadeyev seemed to become increasingly
agitated. He held a meeting with Assistant Commander Svoyot, at which I was not present, and they had
the woman taken from her cell in the middle of the night, and driven out to a secret location in the
country. He took more than half the troop there with him to have her eliminated. We heard nothing more
from any of them.’
‘Do you have any idea where this secret location is?’
‘Yes, sir. One of my men overheard Comrade Avadeyev instructing the driver of the van. It is to the
west of the city, in the agricultural region. I have personally been out there since, to investigate.’
‘What did you find?’
‘Two vehicles, sir, and a hole in the ground where a wooden building had once stood ~ a barn of some
kind, probably for storing grain. It appears to have been blown up ~ most likely by a large hand grenade
of the older type, amplified by the presence of dry dust from the grain ~ and it is likely that all the men
were inside when it went off. I found torn uniforms and bones everywhere, scattered all around ~ there is
not one complete skeleton ~ and the wolves have stripped every piece of meat from the remains. It was
impossible to identify anyone with any certainty.’
‘How many bodies?’ Yurovsky wanted to know.
Timur shrugged. ‘I counted thirty-one skulls, comrade sir, perhaps thirty-two. It is hard to be sure as
most of them had been smashed open and scattered about, perhaps by bears picking the brains.’
‘And you have no idea what happened to them?’
‘Not for sure, sir. Some of the men say that there was a group of Whites active in the area.’
Yurovsky leapt to his feet. ‘Whites?’ he spluttered. ‘You have a swarm of Whites in your city and I
haven’t been told? Why is this?’
‘I sent a full report to you as soon as I completed my investigation, sir, about a week ago.’
‘Nothing has reached me,’ Yurovsky grumbled, sitting down again, petulantly.
Morozov stood, crossed the office to a filing cabinet, and opened the top drawer. Yurovsky observed
that he was tall and a little overweight, about forty years old, with black hair already thinning at the
temples and crown, and sturdy, grey sideboards. Unusually, he was clean-shaven ~ not for him the
trimmed beard-and-moustache combination that was the popular trend in which everyone tried to
emulate Lenin and Trotsky. Morozov’s movements were elegant, almost like a dancer, though he had a
slight limp. Unknown to Yurovsky, it was the result of a shrapnel injury whilst fighting for the Tsar
against the Germans in 1915. Morozov’s uniform as a lowly squad commander (the equivalent of a
sergeant, under the old system) was neatly tailored, clean and smart, and his boots were immaculately
polished. After a moment’s thumbing through the contents of the drawer, he withdrew a file and handed
it to his guest.
‘This is my copy of the report, comrade sir.’
Yurovsky’s bushy, red-brown eyebrows rose almost imperceptibly for a moment ~ he was surprised at
this squad commander’s efficiency, in an organisation packed with peasants ~ then he leaned back into
his chair, crossed his legs at the ankles and immersed himself in the information on the mixture of typed
and hand-written papers inside the brown folder.
Morozov returned to his chair and waited patiently while his boss studied the reports. He was pleased
with his work, conducted in difficult circumstances. His former commander, the tyrant Avadeyev, was
not a record-keeper, and piecing together the events leading to the explosion at the remote hut had been a
challenge.

After a few minutes, Yurovsky finished reading and replaced the papers in the folder, then handed it
across the desk to the Squad Commander.
‘How long have you been here, Squad Commander Morozov?’
‘Since the Cheka was formed, sir. I was with Comrade Khrushchev at the start, before Comrade
Avadeyev took over.’
Yurovsky pointed to the folder, lying on the desk between them. ‘That is a good report, I am
impressed. Yet here you are in middle age and still only a Squad Commander. Are you not ambitious?’
‘It was beyond my control, comrade sir; I have been overlooked for promotion many times. Comrade
Avadeyev did not like me, so when posts became available they were given to his favourites, and I was
passed over.’
Morozov chose not to mention that Avadeyev had discovered his secret, and despised him for it, and
used it to torment and control him.
Yurovsky shook his head slowly. ‘Then it is time we remedied that injustice, comrade. From this
moment you will assume the rank of Company Commander. I will have the papers prepared for you.’
Timur nodded, hiding his exultation, attempting to behave as though the promotion was nothing more
than should have been expected.
‘Thank you, sir. You will not regret it.’
It was no more than he deserved, and still only the equivalent of Lieutenant.
He reached across the desk and picked up a silver cigarette box and opened the lid, offering the
expensive Turkish cigarettes to Yurovsky. When they each had a cigarette lit, he turned in his chair and
opened a cabinet behind him. From it, he extracted a bottle of vodka and two glasses, holding them up
for Yurovsky to approve, then set them on the desk and poured two good measures.
They each tossed back the fiery spirit, and Morozov refilled the glasses. Then, after relaxing for a few
moments with his cigarette, Yurovsky resumed business.
‘What do you suggest should be our next move, comrade?’
Morozov allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction; this was the opportunity he had been hoping
for ~ a chance to show his worth.
‘We must recruit more men, sir. There are barely two dozen of us left, not even enough to patrol the
city. I would like to take a party out into that farming area and check every farm and village.’
‘Very well, Company Commander Morozov,’ Yurovsky said, standing and draining his vodka. ‘There
are plenty of unemployed men in Russia. Let us begin.’

4 ~ Sacha
A handful of mourners, shivering despite their thick coats, waited politely beside the open grave for a
respectful few minutes after the priest had departed. Then, decency satisfied, they began to file past a
young woman to say their goodbyes. It had stopped raining, here in Moscow, but an icy wind cut across
the cemetery, carrying a promise of the first snow of winter.
The young woman greeting the mourners was Sacha Vasilievna Dolgorukov, the daughter of the
respected General Vasili Dolgorukov, once one of the Tsar’s most trusted officers. Sacha was now an
orphan ~ her father had been killed during the early days of the revolution, a year earlier, fighting against
the army of the new Bolshevik government, and now her mother had died of a broken heart.
‘She deserved better than this,’ Sacha thought as she shook a succession of black-gloved hands. ‘A
dozen people at her funeral, when once she was the centre of Saint Petersburg’s social life,’ said the
voice in her head as she received formal kisses from veiled women, and kind words from sombre men in
black velvet lapels and top hats. The cold wind bit at their noses, carrying away the steam from their
breath as they offered their sympathies before hurrying away to the warmth of their homes.
But, of course, she knew the reason. Though Sacha had sent out over two hundred invitations, she was
sure that few would attend. Nearly all her mother’s friends were socialites, part of the fringe of the
Romanov court, and their lives had been changed beyond recognition since the revolution. Some of those

she wrote to were probably already dead ~ either from natural causes or in the pogrom that followed the
deposing of the Tsar. Many more would have shrunk into hiding or fled to exile ~ and why would they
not in these cruel times? Those who remained were afraid to be seen as linked in any way with the
vilified royal family. That anyone at all attended the funeral was a tribute to their bravery and loyalty.
Sacha noticed that one woman stood alone, behind the others. She was, perhaps, forty or forty-five
years old, and she held back, keeping apart from the rest. As she slowly approached, deferring
respectfully to the others, Sacha could see that she was nervous. Her clothes were not as expensive as the
other mourners, and she did not have that confidence ~ that arrogance ~ of those accustomed to the easy
life that comes with inherited wealth and position. When everyone else had gone, the woman finally
stepped forward and reached out a hand, which Sacha accepted, holding it for moment.
‘I don’t think we have met before,’ she said kindly to the woman, who smiled wanly.
‘No, we have not mixed in the same circles,’ she replied, enigmatically. Her voice was husky, with a
hint of an accent. She pronounced her Russian words as someone for whom it was a second language.
‘How did you know my mother?’ Sacha asked.
The woman hesitated, and turned her head a little to stare pensively at the skyline over Sacha’s
shoulder. Her features were vaguely familiar, as though Sacha should remember her, but she could not
pinpoint the place or moment in time.
After a few seconds’ thought the woman found the words to explain. ‘She was good to me, when most
people in her position avoided me. I was a servant who “got herself into trouble.” I lost my job and my
home and family. Your mother took pity on me and helped me to start again.’
The story was familiar, and Sacha felt a surge of interest, a quickening of her heartbeat.
‘May I ask your name?’ she enquired.
The woman bit her lip and lowered her head, hesitant, unsure if she should reveal her secret.
Sacha saw her reluctance, and felt guilty for making her uncomfortable. ‘I am sorry. Perhaps I can
give you a lift home?’ she offered by way of a diversion, waving her hand in the direction of the golden
domes of the church, where cars and carriages were already departing.
‘Thank you,’ the woman answered with a small, nervous smile. ‘It is the other side of the city, I’m
afraid. But if you don’t mind, I would be most grateful.’
They walked together in silence along the straight path that cut like a scar across the graveyard,
between ranks of marble and sandstone markers, dotted with occasional pretentious monuments
festooned with angels. Overhead, clouds scudded like great, grey sailing ships heading westwards ~ in
too much of a hurry, for the time being, to stop and drop their cargo of rain or snow.
Sacha’s pretty little blue car waited, and the woman settled into the passenger seat while Sacha stood
at the front, spinning the engine to life with the big starting handle. Then she jumped in, and they sat side
by side waiting for it to warm up before moving off, listening to the spluttering of the exhaust.
The woman began to relax a little. ‘Your mother and I were pregnant at the same time,’ she told Sacha
as they watched the bare trees swaying in the wind. ‘You were born a week before my baby arrived.’
‘Did I ever meet you before today?’ Sacha asked.
Again the woman hesitated, then nodded her head. ‘Several times, but you were only eighteen months
old when I had to leave.’
The facts were familiar, the connection enticing, the story similar to one she knew well; Sacha could
not bear the tension any longer. With this last piece of information, she was sure that she knew who the
woman was. She decided to push at the door one last time. ‘Did you take your baby with you?’
The woman’s face became a tapestry of emotions as she remembered that dreadful day, when she had
to choose, for the sake of her child, to walk away from all she knew and loved. She shook her head, tears
forming. ‘You have guessed who I am, haven’t you?’
‘I think so,’ Sacha said, reaching out to touch her hand. ‘You are Sofiya, Natalie’s mother?’
Again that little nod of the head. ‘You know my Natalie?’
‘Yes. We are good friends. I spent some time at Alexander Palace with her around the time the Tsar
abdicated. But how did you know about the funeral? I am certain I did not send you an invitation ~ if I
had seen your name I would have known at once who you are.’
Sofiya nodded. ‘When I had to leave my employment with the family, one of your mother’s friends

took me in until I could find somewhere to live. She was here today, and it was she who told me about
your mother’s passing.’
There was a short silence while both women absorbed what had just happened. Then Sacha made a
decision. ‘Will you come to my apartment tonight? There is so much we need to talk about. I can drive
you to your home tomorrow.’
‘Yes, I would like that. Thank you. It would be wonderful to learn about my little girl.’
Sacha smiled and began the drive homewards. On that short journey, and in the following hours, the
two women exchanged questions and answers about Natalie, her past, and the things that had happened
since Sofiya was forced to give up her baby into the hands of the royal family.
‘My mother brought a woman here a few weeks ago, pretending that she was you,’ Sacha informed
Sofiya. ‘She even fooled me, as I did not know if I had met you. She tried to persuade Natalie to join the
Whites and to become Tsarina.’
‘Did she agree?’ Sofiya asked, shaking her head in dismay.
Sacha laughed. ‘No, she went off to work for Aleksandra Kollontai in the Kremlin, instead!’
‘She seems to have inherited my rebellious streak,’ Sofiya grinned. ‘Is that where Natalie is now?’
‘I don’t know. It is over a month since I last heard from her. She wrote, telling me that she was about
to embark on a trip. To be honest, I have been feeling increasingly worried about her. It’s not only that
she has put herself in danger by working in that place, there have also been several attempts on her life.
The trouble is that I don’t know anyone in that circle. There is no way I can find out if anything has
happened to her.’

5 ~ Natalie
With the benefit of hindsight, that cruel gift of the over-active mind, I realise that I should not have been
alone that day, of course. But there were few enough of us as it was who were fit enough for all the work
that had to be done before winter set in, so Max and Stefan and Rada and Olgha were toiling in the
ceaseless rain, while I played at being a housewife.
You see, I am Natalie Mikhailovna Tereshchenko, illegitimate daughter of a love affair between a
Grand Duke and a lady’s maid, and sole survivor of the massacre of the Tsar and his wife and children.
Little more than fourteen months earlier, I was accompanying the royal family and a handful of servants
at the beginning of a long train journey into an exile that would result in the deaths of nearly all of them.
In fact, I would have died with them, but for Max’s love and bravery in plucking me from the cellar of
the house in Yekaterinberg where the slaughter took place.
We became lovers, fleeing across Russia from the murderers, taking separate routes when we reached
Nizhny Novgorod, to avoid capture, planning to meet again in Moscow. I travelled with a party of nuns,
and arrived safely. An odd series of events even saw me taking a job in the Kremlin, working as a
secretary for the amazing Aleksandra Kollontai, while I waited for Max to join me.
Max had been inserted into a travelling circus, due to reach Moscow a few days after me, but he did
not arrive. When it became clear that he was not going to show up, I retraced my journey back to Nizhny.
I eventually found him, but he had been brutally beaten by a gang of robbers, and thrown from a train to
die alone. He was saved by an elderly couple, Stefan and Olgha, who have this small farm beside the
railway line near Nizhny. Having found him, I thought my quest was over.
But no sooner were we reunited than we were all embroiled in a desperate gun battle with a crazy
rebel group calling themselves The Pure Whites ~ fanatical counter-revolutionaries ~ that nearly cost us
our lives.
Stefan was badly wounded during the attack. Over the weeks that followed, he began to recover, and
started slowly taking on more work, but we had been told by the doctor that he must still be careful, and
Olgha had to watch him constantly to prevent him from doing too much. She was a strong-willed
woman, and persuaded him to delegate all the heavy labour to Max and Rada and herself. Max himself
was progressing well after his own beating ~ his strength was growing by the day ~ and he had become
the force upon which we had all learnt to rely, although speech was still sometimes a challenge to him.

I took to farm work like a fish taking to the sky. Oh, I was willing enough, and threw myself into it,
happily doing everything I was told to do. But where my oldest friend Rada, who was, after all, as new to
the country life as I was, seemed instinctively to be in the right place doing the right thing at the right
time, I could be staring at something all day and still fail to notice what was glaringly obvious when it
was pointed out to me.
And that was compounded by my physical weakness and lack of body weight. Try as I may, I
struggled to lift things or push things or to handle the horse or the pig. The others found it hugely
entertaining to stop what they were doing and watch me make a fool of myself. It didn’t take them long
to reach the conclusion that I should be put in charge of the house, while they took care of the ‘real’ work
of tending the animals and preparing the land before winter set in. My friends tried to placate me by
blaming my past life ~ mollycoddled as I had been ~ but it seemed to me to be a poor excuse; I should
have been toughened up by then.
On a normal day (and, by that, I mean a dry day) they would have been out in the fields for as long as
the light persisted, and would only stop work when dusk fell, to return and congregate around the kitchen
table. There they would sit to eat bread and cheese, sausage and pickles, beer and cake, to relax and to
chat.
But the steady splash of raindrops running from the roofs of the buildings onto the yard had become
the everyday background of our lives for weeks, and the land was waterlogged. This was ‘rasputitsa’ ~
the season of mud ~ which returned every year to turn the land into a quagmire.
There were no dry days.
Thankfully, the harvest was all in. What remained after the government’s agents had collected what
they deemed to be our ‘quota’ was stacked in the barns, ready for the winter. Our focus had moved to the
small cluster of buildings that was our home and the home of our animals ~ which had been brought into
the barns two weeks earlier, and would rely on Olgha and Stefan for their survival every day until the
spring.
Ironically, Rada, Max and I would have been moving on in a few more days. We had realised just
how little food there was to see Olgha and Stefan through the winter, and saw that we would be a drain
on those meagre resources. So we made a plan, and discussed it with our hosts over dinner.
‘We will walk down the railway line to the next town, and there we will jump on the next train to
Moscow,’ I told them. ‘Once in Moscow, we can find a way to get on a ship to England.’
They were clearly torn between concern for our welfare and for their own. Eventually, Stefan spoke:
‘We will miss you,’ he said, sadly. ‘But you do not have to walk as far as that. If you cross the railway
tracks here, where they pass our farm, you will find an industrial area, which has a shunting yard. You
can jump on a goods train from there; most freight is bound for Moscow anyway.’
And so it was settled. In a few days, when all the work was finished, we would set off for Moscow,
and from there to England. I should have known by then that, in my life, making plans was inevitably
doomed.
The road linking us to our neighbours, and to the world beyond, was made of stones gathered over the
years from the fields, and held together only by the natural clay of the soil. At its best it was just a track,
and in the rasputitsa it was not at its best, for the relentless rain was steadily washing it away.
Nevertheless, the day after our announcement, the family was out there, struggling along that road,
somewhere between our farm and that of our nearest neighbour, the widower Igor. Despite the
impossible conditions, they had set off to fight their way there at dawn to help our elderly friend repair
his buildings and bed down his animals for the coming winter.
And that is why I was alone at home in the big farmhouse kitchen that afternoon, preparing dinner for
the people I had come to think of as my new family.
My back was to the open door as I stood at the range, and I heard a rustling of clothes and a footfall
behind me. Without turning, smiling in anticipation of our daily reunion, I called out: ‘You‘re too early.
Come back in half an hour.’
But it was not them.
With an unexpected flurry of movement, an arm suddenly appeared, sweeping around beside my head
and clamping itself to my neck, wet and cold, the elbow under my chin jerking my head back. I shrieked
in shock and fear.

Coarse oilskin cloth pressed against my back through the fabric of my dress; there was a smell of
unwashed flesh, and the heavy breath against my neck was foul. I could not see who it was, but knew
that it was surely none of my family.
My assailant’s grip on my neck tightened even more as he swung me around, and for a moment I saw
a second man close before me. His lower face was covered by a blue scarf, with just his eyes showing ~
narrow, dark, slits of eyes that glowered through hooded lids from a screwed-up, brown face, beneath a
knitted hat with the brim pulled low over a prominent brow.
I opened my mouth to speak, but all the breath in my lungs was forced from me in a great spluttering
rush when he whipped a fist upwards, punching me in the belly. I doubled over, gasping and coughing in
turn, heaving as I struggled to recover.
While I was thus bent forwards, they pushed me so that I fell on my side on the floor, and one of them
seized my wrists and forced my arms around my legs. He held them there while the other quickly bound
my hands behind my knees with some twine.
Doubled over, desperately trying to breathe, I watched through tear-filled eyes as one of them pulled
the tablecloth from the big wooden dining table ~ carelessly scattering the crockery to smash upon the
floor ~ and threw it over me, gathering me into it like a sack of beetroot. Then, in the sudden darkness, I
felt myself lifted and whirled through the air for a moment before crashing onto someone’s back.
Moments later, cold air on my skin told me that they had carried me outside, and I was bounced
around as they ran across the yard. In seconds, the rain beating against the fabric had soaked into my thin
clothes, leaving me wet and shivering.
Once in the fields beyond the farm, our pace slowed dramatically as they struggled to walk in the
slippery mud, and I felt every footstep as a lurch. With the sticky, heavy clay clinging to their feet it must
have been extremely difficult to walk, and they quickly tired, pausing every few minutes to pass me from
one to the other. I could hear their laboured breathing, and they did not speak; I realised that, in fact, not
a single word had been spoken by them throughout the whole episode.
After a while the pace slowed even further, and my weight seemed to be pressing more heavily
against the back of the man carrying me, as though he was leaning forward. Climbing a slope! I thought
of the railway embankment that passed close by the back of the farm.
At the top, they stopped for a moment, panting heavily and noisily, and I felt myself swung from the
man’s back and set down roughly on hard ground while they took a rest. Bent double as I was within the
cloth, the slight relief of being able to straighten a little was a blessing, and I managed to draw a few
good breaths. But not for long; soon I was hefted onto a back again with a thud.
For a few steps we lurched onwards, down the other side, but all movement suddenly changed as, with
a grunt, the man slipped and fell backwards, crushing me between his bulk and the ground beneath, once
again knocking the breath from me. Then, as his weight shifted off me, I started to roll and tumble down
the incline, gathering speed, still entangled in the wet cloth. I tried to tear at the fabric surrounding me, to
break free, but the ground kept hitting me, knocking me one way then the other.
For one moment I was weightless, flying through the air. Then, after a crashing bounce, the battering
ceased at last and there was a brief respite of silence and rest, with only the steady pounding of the rain
on the cloth around me.
Gasping, with pain in every part of me, I feebly tried again to escape. I found the opening,and thought
for a moment that I might be able to run for freedom, but then there was a scrambling of feet which
stopped beside me, and I was enfolded and lifted and once more hurled over a shoulder. Off we set again,
this time at a faster pace, apparently on easier ground.
Still trapped in wet cloth, still pressed against a strangers back, I began to hear a faint, unfamiliar
sound, like machinery ~ many machines ~ a muted droning, throbbing sound accompanied by rhythmic
tapping, clanking and hissing; a mechanical symphony. This must be the industrial area that lurked
beyond the railway embankment. Suddenly the noise became louder, the pounding of rain on my skin
ceased, and the air felt warmer, with an oily smell to it. I was in a building, a factory of some kind.
After a few more steps a door slammed, shutting out the clatter of machinery ~ which continued,
nevertheless, as a deep rumble that was felt rather than heard ~ and shortly after that I was dropped
roughly onto the ground.
‘Did anyone see you?’ asked a woman’s voice, vaguely familiar despite the muffling effect of the

heavy cloth that enclosed me.
‘No-one,’ came a grunted reply, the first time I heard one of them speak. It was not a cultured voice.
‘Good work. Well, let’s have a look at our new treasure, then, shall we?’
Hands began pulling at the fabric around me, and suddenly I was bathed in artificial light as the
bundle was opened and I was released.
I looked fearfully at my new surroundings.

6 ~ Family
Outside the city of Nizhny Novgorod, in the soggy countryside that is the fertile agricultural region
formed by a long, arcing bend of the river Oka, a weary quartet of bedraggled workers picked its way
along a broken lane towards the faint yellow light from the doorway of their home, glittering enticingly
through the stinging, swirling raindrops. Natalie’s family was on its way home. They had been labouring
since dawn to repair the roofs and walls of old Igor’s farm ~ helping each other was how the community
of small farmers survived. They were too tired to talk, too tired even to think beyond each difficult step
on the slippery, clinging, clay-and-pebble road.
Dusk had arrived, and the rain was still falling steadily ~ dripping from their hats, running down their
oilskin coats and pouring in brown rivulets along each side of the track on which they toiled. The sun,
were it not hidden behind grey cloud, would have been settling on the western horizon ahead of them,
but already the light was nearly gone ~ the fields around them were lost in a gloomy, shifting, watery
haze.
When they arrived outside their home farmyard, they paused beside the entrance to scrape off the
clumps of yellow clay that coated their boots.
Maxim Drubich ~ Natalie’s beloved Max ~ was the biggest of the four by far. He looked up at the sky
while he waited his turn at the iron scraper blade, and finally broke the silence. ‘I swear the rain is
easing, now that our work is done,’ he grumbled. His voice was slurred from the beating he received at
the hands of the robbers who, a month ago, threw his body from a train as it passed along the
embankment near this place.
Stefan Feldmann, the other man of the family, was older and with a stoop. He and his wife, Olgha,
had been working this small farm together for most of their married lives. He laughed wearily. ‘I fear
that is wishful thinking on your part, my son.’
When the worst of the clay had been removed, they crossed the yard together and, one by one, entered
the building by the open door into the welcoming warm glow. Olgha, the older of the two women, was
first. She was short and sturdy, with a face blackened by years of exposure to sun and wind. She kicked
off her boots in the porch and entered the kitchen in her bare feet, then stopped, puzzled.
There was a smell of cooking, but the place was deserted.
The fourth member of the family, Radochka Petrov (known as Rada) followed her through the
doorway. She was younger, slim and pale-skinned, and was Natalie’s oldest friend. Their eyes turned
from the pans steaming on the range to the smashed crockery on the floor around the big wooden table,
now stripped of its intricately-embroidered cloth, and then to the stairs.
‘Natalie!’ called Olgha anxiously, and all waited for a reply. There was none.
Stefan had also removed his boots, and stood beside the women. Max lingered in the porch, a feeling
of dread flooding his body.
Rada pointed to the floor between the door and the range, where puddles of water and smears of mud
were steaming in the heat from the cooker.
‘Someone has been here before us,’ she commented, crossing the room to crouch and examine the
evidence. ‘Two men. See, here? The pattern of their boots is different. It was not long ago, the mud is
still wet.’
Olgha hurried to the stairs and began to climb, her head craned back to look up, her eyes searching for
a sign of life. ‘Natalie?’ she called again. ‘Nata?’ At the top she hurried from room to room, then
returned to the stairs and descended, shaking her head in reply to their unspoken question.

Max turned and clumped outside again into the rain to check the stables and barns ~ just in case. He
knew it was unlikely that he would find Natalie there ~ after all, they had just passed that way ~ but the
possibility had to be eliminated.
While he was away, Rada began to clear up the smashed crockery from the floor, Stefan brought fresh
bowls for their meal, and Olgha served some of the food from the range, then the three wearily took seats
to wait for Max. All eyes turned expectantly when he re-entered the kitchen, but he grimly shook his
head, then joined them at the table.
They began to pick at the food. They were hungry after a day’s hard labour, but their appetites were
stifled by apprehension.
‘She would not have gone out alone,’ stated Olgha.
The others nodded agreement.
‘So she has been taken,’ Max added.
They nodded again, then fell into silence as they each tried to imagine what could have happened,
who could be responsible, and how they could respond.
Stefan was hesitant to speak, to tell what had flashed into his mind, for he feared it would be seen as
negligence on his part. But it may be important; he had to tell them.
‘I saw something,’ he began, and the others were suddenly attentive, drawn from their own thoughts
by the possibility of something to help make sense of the situation. ‘It puzzled me, but it didn’t seem to
concern us at the time.’
He paused to look around at them, but saw only curiosity in their faces, not judgement. ‘There were
two figures, on the railway embakment, silhouetted against the sky for a moment.’
‘When?’ asked Rada.
‘Not long before we arrived back here. I raised my eyes to see how much further we had to walk, and
saw them for a moment on the skyline beyond the farm. In the rain I could not see any details, but I’m
sure from their build that they were two men; there was no-one else with them, I am certain of that. Then
they were gone.’
Rada looked at Max. ‘If Nata has been snatched, and if those were the people who did it, they have
half an hour’s start on us,’ she stated grimly.
‘It is our only hope, we must at least check it out,’ he replied in his deep voice.
They left the table and crossed the room to lift down their coats, still dripping, from the hooks and put
them back on. Then they lit two lanterns and set out towards the railway embankment.
It was slow progress in the heavy, wet clay, and the darkness, and when they reached the slope and
climbed to the top there was only the twinkling of an odd light to be seen in the blackness of the
industrial area on the far side.
Sliding on wet leaves and forcing a passage through the brambles, they made their way down the
slope until they reached the bottom, where a paved road ran parallel to the railway line.
The clouds above were grey in the weak light from the watery moon, but at ground level they could
see nothing beyond the faint illumination of their lanterns except the ragged black silhouettes of the roofs
of buildings against the leaden sky.
They stood, uncertainly, beside the road. The whole area appeared to be dead; no vehicles were
moving, and there were no people. There was a faint rumble of machinery, felt in the air and from the
ground beneath their feet, rather than heard through the hiss and patter of the rain on their coats.
It was Max who spotted a tenuous clue. ‘There,’ he said, pointing to the road surface a short distance
away. Just visible in the circle of light from their lanterns, clumps of mud could be seen on the tarmac in
a rough line from one side of the street to the other.
Rada grinned, tensely, and slapped his arm. ‘Well spotted. Someone crossed this road. Someone who
first collected a lot of mud from the fields.’
They followed the trail, but it was sporadic, as the rain washed it away, and it soon ran out
completely.
‘There must be a reason for them coming this way,’ Rada said, thinking aloud as she looked around.
‘Either they had a vehicle here, or else they have taken her into one of these buildings.’

‘If they had a car, then we have lost them,’ said Max, gloomily.
‘Perhaps, but thanks to Stefan’s sharp eyes, we have somewhere to start. Max, will you go back to the
farm and tell them what we have found? I will stay here tonight and see if anything happens.’
He was reluctant to leave her there alone, but he knew how resourceful she was, and agreed that Olgha
and Stefan needed to know how things had progressed.
‘I will return at dawn,’ he promised her.
She nodded, and they hugged before he turned and headed back towards the embankment.

7 ~ Natalie
I was lying on my side on a hard floor in a large room with no windows and little furniture. My hands
were still tightly tied behind my legs, and I was unable to move anything but my head. A bare electric
light bulb, hanging on a twisted wire from the ceiling above, cast a cold light over me. The sudden
brightness hurt my eyes, after being wrapped for so long in the tablecloth that had become a crumpled,
wet rug beneath me, and I had to close them and blink away the tears as I tried to adapt them to the glare.
The feet of my captors were close on each side of me, but, though they had freed me, they did not move
to release me from the ropes that bound my wrists.
I began to make out first the hazy shape and then, as my eyes became more accustomed to the light,
the details of the three people who were in the room with me. In addition to the two thugs who had
abducted me, a short, round woman with long, grey hair and beady eyes stood before me. I recognised
her at once.
‘Sofiya,’ I croaked, understanding beginning to dawn. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’
I knew that it was not her real name. She had used it when I first met her in Moscow, when she
pretended to be my mother in order to persuade me to join the Whites and declare myself as Tsarina.
Sacha subsequently discovered from her own mother, who was involved in the deception, that it was all a
lie, and Sofiya was not Sofiya at all.
She laughed. ‘Yes, dear one, but this time I am in control.’
That was indisputable. My mind fumbled to make reason of this latest turn of events. ‘How did you
find me?’
‘Oh, there is nothing much that gets past me,’ she smirked. ‘My agents reported your whereabouts to
me when the Pure Whites bungled their murder attempt.’ She turned to one of the two men flanking me.
‘Untie her.’
He produced a knife and slashed carelessly through the rope that was binding my wrists. I felt the cold
steel blade slide across my skin, and flinched as it nicked my flesh. Then they each grabbed an arm and
hauled me roughly to my feet.
My limbs, however, were weak from being cramped in one position for so long, and my back resisted
straightening. As soon as the men released me, my legs buckled and I fell forward onto the floor, my
arms doubling uselessly beneath me as I tried to cushion the impact.
They stooped and lifted me again to my feet, and the one with the blue scarf raised a hand to hit me. I
flinched and turned my head away in anticipation, but the blow did not land. Instead I heard Sofia shout
at him: ‘Don’t you dare strike your Tsarina!’
He uttered a curse under his breath, but lowered the hand, grasping my arm instead, and thrusting me
towards Sofiya. I saw that the scarf that had covered his face had been pulled down, and was now around
his neck, revealing a brown face of Mongol origin. Sofiya’s face was now inches from mine, and I stared
into blue eyes that were cold and calculating. How could I ever have believed that this woman was my
mother?
She returned my gaze, and her round face broke into a self-satisfied smile. She addressed her assistant
over my shoulder. ‘Fetch the camera,’ she ordered. She was clearly used to being obeyed.
I turned to watch curiously as the man slouched across the room, returning with a modern, black
camera on a tripod; he stood it on the floor in front of her, then rejoined his companion to lean against
the wall with arms folded. Sofiya examined the camera for a moment, inserted a roll of film, fiddled with

the lens, then aimed it at my face.
‘Smile, dear,’ she said, grinning like a donkey.
I scowled. ‘What is the purpose of this?’ I demanded. ‘If you are hoping for a ransom you will be
disappointed.’
She laughed, but did not bother to reply. Instead, she crouched to peer through a viewfinder on the
camera, and there was a blinding flash from the top of a spindly arm attached to the side of it. While I
tried to blink away the green spot swimming before my eyes, she expertly removed the flashbulb and
inserted a new one, then pointed the camera at me again.
I turned away, angrily, facing the wall, refusing to take part in her game. I heard her sigh, theatrically,
then she slid into my line of sight, and leaned against the wall.
‘You will gain nothing by testing my patience, Natalie,’ she said, ‘because I have none, and you will
only cause yourself pain.’
I looked down at the floor, sullenly.
‘Look,’ she continued. ‘It’s getting late. Humour me. Let me take my little photographs, then we can
all go to bed, and tomorrow I will explain everything. Is that not reasonable?’
‘How can you talk about being reasonable when I have been captured and beaten by your thugs, and
held here by you against my will?’ I retorted.
‘Beaten?’ she said, with raised eyebrows. ‘Did they strike you?’
I turned and pointed at the man with the blue neckerchief. ‘That one did. He punched me in the
stomach.’
She glared at the man, who stared insolently back. ‘Did I not make it clear that you were not to use
any more force than was necessary?’ she demanded. He scowled, but did not reply.
She turned back to me. ‘That should not have happened; I apologise. These are violent times, and men
sometimes lose sight of the boundaries. But come, let me take some more pictures. What harm can it do,
hey?’
She took my arm and turned me back to face the camera. With a sense of resignation, I waited for her
to finish. After taking several more photographs, she eventually stopped clicking and fumbled at the back
of the camera, emerging with the roll of film, which she dropped into a canister and handed to the man
with the bandanna. ‘You know where to take it,’ she stated. He nodded and departed at once up the
concrete stairs and out through the door. It began to dawn on me that I was in a cellar.
‘Now, Natalie dear,’ she said to me, ‘let me show you to your accommodation. No expense has been
spared to make you feel at home.’
She walked past me, then paused and turned to make sure that I was following. I shrugged and fell
into step as she led me through the first of two doors in one of the longer walls of the cellar. I found a
small room with a bed, a chair and a chest of drawers. There was a colourful rug on the concrete floor,
floral wallpaper on the walls, and a porcelain jug and matching basin on a washstand in the corner. There
was no window; the only light came from an electric light bulb in a floral lampshade, hanging from the
ceiling. There was a single-bar electric fire on the floor in one corner, but even though the heater was not
switched on, the room was surprisingly warm.
‘There is a chamber pot under the bed,’ she told me, ‘and clean clothes in the drawers of the cabinet.
Don’t try to escape; there will be a guard outside your door at all times, and you have seen that they care
far less for your welfare than I do. Oh, and don’t close your door ~ it will make them suspicious.’ She
turned and was gone, leaving the door ajar.
With nothing much else to do, I sauntered across the room and opened one of the drawers in the chest.
Neatly laid out inside I found a long cotton nightdress and some underwear. It did not look new, but it
was clean. In the other drawers were some day-clothes ~ woollen skirts and cotton blouses, mostly. On
the floor beside the unit were a pair of shoes and some slippers ~ my size, I found; she seemed to know
far too much about me.
My body was aching and sore. I did not know the time, but guessed it must be around midnight, so I
prepared for bed and slipped between the sheets. Amazingly, I fell asleep quickly and slept the sleep of
the righteous and woefully ill-treated.

8 ~ Rada
Rada watched Max’s broad silhouette against the glow of his lantern as he walked away into the
darkness. He still limped from his beating by the men of the circus ~ his left leg would never be straight
again ~ and she marvelled at his resilience. Lesser men would not have been able to fight back from the
brink of death as he had, to become the strong right arm of the family.
When the glow of the lamp was swallowed up in the gloom, she turned to face the buildings nearby
and raised her own lantern to get a better look. There was not much to see in the small globe of light it
cast, barely pushing back the darkness under the constant screen of rain. A few steps away, though, set
back a little from the road, there was the hazy grey outline of a four-storey apartment block; perhaps she
could find some shelter there for the night.
The path to the front entrance was cracked, with weeds forcing their way through, and as she
approached the building she could see that it was in a poor state. Some of the windows were boarded up,
and the doorway was nothing more than a hole in the wall ~ there was no door. Splinters of wood
showed where one was once attached to the frame, but the opening now gaped unguarded.
She stepped cautiously inside and pushed back her hood, grateful to be out of the rain. Several rats,
caught in the glow of her lamp, waddled away to find a concealing shadow, and a man, sprawled out on
the floor among them, glared blinking at her.
‘What do you want?’ he demanded in a hoarse, slurred voice.
‘Nothing you have,’ she replied. ‘Go back to sleep.’
Ignoring him, she began to climb the flight of concrete steps that rose to her left, choosing not to use
the iron handrail, dubious of its safety and state of cleanliness. Instead she drew the pistol from her belt,
keeping it ready but hidden beneath her coat.
When the stairs reached the first floor, she paused to look around the landing. There were six doors,
four on one side, two on the other ~ all closed. The paint on the woodwork was peeling, the concrete
floor was bare and stained, with piles of rubbish in the corners, and the plaster was flaking from the
walls. This building was for the poor and desperate.
She was alert for danger ~ the people living there were near the bottom of a collapsing society, and
had to fight to survive ~ but Rada could take care of herself. She was set for a career in the army before
she joined the bodyguard of her friend Natalie Tereshchenko and was caught up in an escalating chain of
events that led to them both becoming outlaws.
She tested each door on the landing ~ quietly, to avoid alerting anyone in the rooms beyond. All were
locked.
The next landing was the same, but the top floor yielded fruit. The door to an apartment at the front of
the building hung open, and when she looked inside it was clear to see why it was unoccupied ~ there
was a hole in the ceiling in one corner, where the rain was streaming in, forming a large puddle covering
half the floor, and planks of wood had been nailed across the window. The air was cold, and there was a
smell of decay, but when she pulled away one of the boards covering the window, she was pleased to
find that, though the glass was broken, it looked out over the road outside, and beyond it to the
amorphous shadows that were the industrial buildings. The apartment offered shelter, and it would serve
her purpose very well.
She scoured the adjoining rooms for burnable materials, and lit a fire in the grate, then dragged off her
wet coat and took position beside the window to begin her vigil.

9 ~ Natalie
I woke to the throbbing drone of heavy machinery above my head, confirming that my prison, for that
much was clear, was in the basement of a factory of some kind. Having slept, and with no windows to
see if it was light or dark outside, I still had no way of telling what time of day it might be.
Through my part-open door I could see the glow of the electric lamp that I had seen every time I
awoke in the night. Somewhere out of my sight there was a guard; I had occasionally heard him move or

grunt or pass wind.
I found that I needed to use the chamber pot, so thoughtfully provided. Ignoring Sofiya’s instruction
to keep the door open, I slipped out of bed and crossed the room to close it ~ there are some things that
must be private. But, having risen from my bed, I was overtaken by dizziness and a feeling of sickness.
Before I could enjoy the pleasure of urinating, I found that I must first lean over the chamber pot and
retch. After several minutes of painful racking, that yielded nothing more than a little bile, my stomach
settled enough to allow me to use the potty for the purpose it was intended.
As I washed and dried myself, afterwards, at the pretty, hand-painted, china bowl of the wash stand, I
noticed a smear of blood. My period, overdue by a week, had begun at last, it seemed, and there I was
without my pads. I contrived one by tearing some strips from one of the cotton blouses in the chest of
drawers. Then, shivering a little, and still feeling sick, I picked something suitable from the clothes
provided for me.
While I was dressing, I heard voices in the other room. One of them was Sofiya, or whatever her name
was. When I was ready, I opened the door and wandered into the cellar to join her. She was seated on one
of two chairs at a small, square table that had been set up near the door to my room. The furniture was
light and portable ~ the table was one of those that might be used for playing cards or for carrying on a
picnic, with similarly collapsible, wood-and-canvas chairs. Nevertheless, the table had been covered with
a white cloth, and bore a pot of tea at its centre, with cups and a plate of toast.
‘Ah, Natalie,’ she smiled (it was like being greeted by a snake). ‘Come and have some breakfast.’ She
was dressed in the elaborately embroidered kind of peasant dress affected by some people in an attempt
to appear modest. Somehow, she succeeded in looking only like a pudding wrapped in muslin.
At the sight and smell of the toast, however, I realised how hungry I was, and my tummy gave an
instant rumble. I sat in the chair opposite her and, wordlessly, started to butter a slice.
‘Good,’ she said cheerfully as she poured tea into the two cups. ‘Good. Now we can talk like civilised
people.’
‘If we are to talk,’ I said, grimly, between mouthfuls, looking up to meet her eyes, ‘I cannot keep
calling you Sofiya; I know that you are not really my mother.’
She shrugged. ‘Of course. I am sorry for that little subterfuge. It seemed like a good idea at the time.
My name is Angelina Kappel; my husband is Vladimir Oskarovich Kappel, leader of the People’s Army
of Komuch. We are a powerful force, winning battles every day against the Bolsheviks. Soon we will
return Russia to the order it enjoyed before the Tsar was murdered.’
I stifled a retort, deciding that I would gain more by silence. Instead, I spread some jam onto another
piece of toast and stuffed it into my mouth.
‘You are to be the icon of our resistance,’ she continued, smiling brightly. ‘With a new Tsarina, the
people will be inspired to rise up and shake off the stifling yoke of the communists.’
This time I could not stop myself from replying.
‘So that was the purpose of the photographs last night! I told you before how I feel about this,
Angelina, back at the Marfo Mariinsky Convent. I have no desire to be Tsarina. I won’t help you.’
The smile vanished, and her lips became tight. She leaned towards me across the table, her nostrils
flared like a horse.
‘But you will, Natalie dear. Because we know where you live and who you love. Help us, and your
family will become our family; we will protect them, embrace them. But refuse, and they will die; all of
them.’
I was stunned into silence by the menace of her words and the madness in her eyes. She would do it, I
was certain of that. I struggled to swallow a suddenly dry mouthful of toast. ‘What do you want me to
do?’
She smiled that horsey smile again. ‘Lovely! That is better. It will be easy, you will have fun. You
will dress up in fine clothes, and we will take your photograph. You will feature in our news-sheet
‘Freedom!’ that is distributed across the nation. You will travel with us to meet people, and you will
shake their hands and smile and talk and be gracious. And one day you will take your rightful place as
Queen of all Russia.’

10 ~ Max
Dawn brought a welcome pause in the rain. Clouds still filled the sky, but a watery sun glowed faintly
through them on the horizon to the east. The blessing would be brief, for the wind carried a penetrating
chill, a promise of the snows that would arrive soon enough.
Max returned to the spot where he had left Rada the night before. He looked around, seeing the
industrial area properly for the first time. It was a chaotic stew of buildings, a few new ones, many old.
There seemed to be no order about them ~ the road that linked them was the only sign of any planning.
Wooden houses rubbed shoulders with black barns and purpose-built factories ~ all at odd angles to each
other ~ and apartment blocks rose above clusters of shanties, where shadowy people wandered listlessly
in a kind of mist. He saw the domes of a church above the rooftops not far away, while grey smoke
curled upwards from tall chimneys that speared the sky all around, and from the many bonfires
smouldering on the patches of waste ground between the factories, forming a dirty cloud that floated
above the rooftops like a brooding spectre.
He sensed someone near, and turned to find that Rada was suddenly beside him; he did not see or hear
her arrive.
‘How do you do that?’ he asked in amazement as they hugged in greeting. The top of her head did not
reach as high as his shoulders.
‘What?’ she responded as they parted, surprised by the question.
‘Move so silently. One moment you are not to be seen, then you appear from nowhere.’
She shrugged. ‘I never thought about it.’
He grinned, tightly. ‘How was your night?’
‘It was all right. I have found an empty room in that building there...’ She pointed to the run-down
tenement block nearby. ‘It gives me a good view of this part of the area.’
He studied it with reservations. A drab four-floor slab; it looked like a prison.
‘I brought you some food from Olgha.’ He held up a parcel wrapped in a blanket. ‘Eat some while it is
hot. And there’s a change of clothes.’
She led him into the ramshackle building. Mice and rats scurried through debris scattered on the floor,
as they entered the hall and begin to climb the stairs. On one landing, they passed a man sitting on the
floor, leaning back against a wall, his legs outstretched, his eyes closed, a bottle lying beside his limp
hand. A dark patch of wetness spread from between his legs, and there was a powerful smell in the air, a
potent blend of urine and alcohol that stung the eyes.
On the top floor she led him to a room at the front of the building, and lifted aside the door she had
propped there to close off the entry. Once inside, he took watch at the window, peering through the gap
in the boards, while she ate the hot food with a spoon he had brought for her. A steady stream of people
flowed past below along the street, moving like robots, entering and leaving the factories all around as
shifts began and ended. His eyes followed them, flicking from one to the next, seeking something
familiar.
‘This is hopeless,’ he grumbled after a while. ‘We don’t even know if Natalie is here. She could be
miles away. Why don’t you come back to the farm?’ He hated the note of defeatism in his voice.
‘Not until I know for sure that she is not being held in one of these buildings,’ Rada said emphatically,
as she wrapped the remainder of her food for later and placed it on the mantle above the fireplace.
He knew she was right, and he was angry at himself for slipping into morbidity. The fact was that
Natalie was his inspiration, his reason for living, and with her gone from him again so soon, he felt lost
and confused. He redirected his gaze out of the window again, while Rada crouched down and put a few
broken pieces of wood on the glowing embers in the grate and fanned them into flames.
‘Stay here while I get some more wood,’ she ordered.
He turned to answer, but she had already vanished. He wondered at her ability to make decisive
judgements and to act on them so quickly and quietly. He felt acutely the difference between them: she,
resolute and resourceful; he, slow and uncertain.
‘She is like a nymph,’ he said aloud, with a smile, but softly, in case she should still be near enough to

hear him.
Outside, below him, the activity continued. Carts, pulled by skeletal horses, passed in both directions,
mixed with occasional automobiles or delivery vehicles. A sudden surge of people materialised, like ants
around a nest, pouring into and out of the buildings. He saw Rada appear from the front door below him,
and move swiftly across the front of the building, vanishing around the corner. She reappeared, seconds
later (or so it seemed), her arms filled with a bundle of broken timber.
A another movement nearby caught his eye, and he watched as a large truck pulled out from a
building opposite, and lumbered away down the road, smoke pouring from the exhaust stack and floating
behind it on the still air, like a frayed blue ribbon. Somewhere in this jungle, or perhaps somewhere else,
someone was holding his beloved Natalie.
He felt as helpless as a child.

11 ~ Yurovsky
Lonely footsteps clicked on marble floors, and echoed from high ceilings and bare walls. Yakov
Yurovsky had returned to the Kremlin, and was on his way to a meeting on the top floor.
‘I belong here,’ he told himself, determinedly. ‘I am as good as any of them.’
He willed himself to believe it, to conquer his thudding heart. Yet, as he reached the top of the stairs,
even this man felt fear. Because there, on that floor, was the office of the sinister Felix Dzerzhinsky, the
cold-as-stone head of Stalin’s Secret Police. This was where the brutal force behind the chekas, the
government, and the whole Bolshevik edifice, lurked and smouldered like a pit of hell.
Decisively, he turned right and marched along a wide corridor. The Kremlin, the headquarters of the
new Bolshevik government, was once a royal palace, one of many built by generations of Tsars as a
symbol of their power and wealth. Somehow, the New Monarchy could not bring itself to cast away this
gift from the Old Monarchy.
Pastoral scenes ~ of sheep and shepherds, stately ruins, blue skies and stylised birds ~ were painted in
ornately decorated frames on doors and walls that hurried past Yurovsky’s vision on either side as he
drove himself onwards, his eyes fixed ahead. Beautiful mosaics passed unseen beneath his feet, and
chubby angels blew silent, golden trumpets above his head ~ they could not help him on this mission to
the new gods.
Inevitably, he reached the particular door for which he was heading, and paused, his determined
progress suddenly brought to a sickening reckoning again by his barely-suppressed self-doubt. The
echoes of his footsteps, that had accompanied him so far, reverberated away into silence, leaving him
entirely alone.
Apart from its unique classical artwork, the door carried no identification of its occupant, as was the
case with all the doors on that floor ~ a fact that tended to add to the brooding atmosphere, rather than
reduce it ~ but Yurovsky knew all about the man who resided beyond this particular one, and the
reputation that exceeded even his own.
He took a breath and composed himself. This was no place for weak men. His hand reached forwards
and upwards to the panel at eye level. He watched it, amazed that it seemed to be acting of its own
accord. It formed a loose fist, and knocked ~ two raps of the knuckles that set the echoes resounding
again ~ and he waited politely for the invitation to proceed. Despite the fake bravado, he had no desire to
strike the wrong note, to antagonise a man who needed no excuse to arrange an execution. A voice from
within called him to enter.
Suddenly his mouth was dry again. The hand, a moment earlier so bold, began to tremble. He shook
his head, angry at his fear. Then, with an effort of will, he commanded the hand to reach for the polished
golden doorknob, to twist it and to push open the door.
Like the parting of a curtain at the Bolshoi, a large, comfortable, well-lit room was revealed before
him, its Regency style furniture at odds with the revolutionary paintings on the walls. The carpet was red,
of course ~ the colour of the revolution.
A man stood by the far window, looking out at the October morning mist creeping over Red Square.

He was smartly dressed in the style of a military officer ~ grey tunic, buttoned to the chin, belted at the
waist, matching trousers tucked into knee-high, black leather boots. He, too, wore the almost regulatory
moustache and pointed beard, though his were more neatly trimmed than Yurovsky’s.
He turned to face his visitor, and his eyes were penetrating, a shade of grey, like steel, beneath a high
forehead. He did not smile; he had never been seen to smile. ‘Comrade Yurovsky,’ he said
dispassionately in a voice that growled like a lion.
This was the man whose help Yurovsky needed. He wished it were not so.
‘Comrade Yatsek,’ he answered tensely as he crossed the room towards the desk. ‘Thank you for
seeing me.’
Felix Edmundovich Dzerzhinsky, addressed by his Bolshevik Party name ‘Yatsek’, controlled the
Secret Police on behalf of the Head of Home Security, Joseph Stalin. The job could have been designed
to fit him, or he for the job, for he was a ruthless killer. On his whim, an order may be given to torture an
opponent or to wipe out an entire village.
‘I wish you would do something about your appearance, comrade,’ Yatsek said, glaring at Yurovsky
as he indicated a chair in which Yurovsky was to sit. ‘You are not the leader of some backstreet gang
now.’
Yurovsky sat, meekly. Even Stalin did not instil fear in him such as this man. ‘Yes, comrade,’ he
replied.
Yatsek studied him, intensely, for a moment. ‘I understand you have managed to lose your Cheka.’
‘Well, not all of it,’ Yurovsky mumbled miserably.
‘Just its leader and thirty men.’
‘Yes, comrade,’ Yurovsky said again, staring at his feet. ‘We are rebuilding it now.’
Yatsek scowled. ‘And now this ...!’
He brandished a piece of paper. It was a copy of the White resistance movement’s news-sheet,
‘Freedom!’
‘Apparently your man Avadeyev failed to kill the whole family after all. Not only is one of them still
alive, she is helping the Whites.’ He glared at Yurovsky, throwing the news-sheet so that it fell fluttering
onto the desk in front of the unfortunate man.
Yurovsky could only shuffle his feet under the desk in cringing embarrassment. He had already seen
the page, with its photograph of a young woman, and its headline proudly proclaiming: ‘Could This Be
Anastasia Nikolaevna, Your New Queen?’
He picked up the poster and stared at the photograph of the girl they were claiming to be the youngest
daughter of the dead Tsar. That face. He stared at it again. It was not a clear picture, printed on poor
quality paper, but he was sure ~ certain ~ that it was not the heiress; to him it looked more like someone
else he knew.
Yatsek interrupted his thoughts. ‘Your new man, Morozov; if I provide you with the men you have
requested, can he be relied on to act decisively?’
Yurovsky did not miss the careful emphasis on the word; he knew only too well how Yatsek’s cold
mind worked. And Yatsek was right ~ swift, strong action now was essential. Whoever it was in the
picture (and he was not prepared to share his thoughts on that matter) had to be captured and eliminated
before she could build a following.
‘Morozov is ambitious,’ he replied. ‘He will do whatever is necessary. It is only that he is undermanned.’
Yatsek nodded, and was about to speak again when the door was flung open and a large, wide man in
full military uniform strode in, followed by an aide who closed the door, then stood, unobtrusively,
waiting by it.
‘Joseph!’ Yatsek declared, as though expecting him.
‘Comrades,’ replied Stalin, fixing Yurovsky with a lacklustre gaze, then turning to Yatsek. ‘You have
some news for me?’
Yurovsky had leapt to his feet in surprise, now even more nervous, and proceeded to follow the other
two men across the room to a large map table.

‘A situation has arisen in Nizhny Novgorod,’ Yatsek began, opening out a large plan of the Nizhny
Novgorod oblast and its capital city.
‘The obliteration of a sizeable part of the Cheka in Nizhny appears to have been the work of a White
group, based in or near the city. Comrade Yurovsky has requested extra manpower to deal with it. I think
we must assume that it may, likely, be a sizeable group, and that we should respond in force.’
He pointed to the map. ‘I plan to move the infantry regiments from Tomsk, here, and Kolyvan, here,
into Nizhny. This will give you four hundred men, Comrade Yurovsky; how will you deploy them?’
Four hundred! For all that Yurovsky feared both Yatsek and Stalin, he was encouraged by their
willingness to help, and with such a force. Four hundred extra soldiers would make a huge difference. He
studied the map, then drew a circle with his finger, encompassing the south-western quarter of the city
and the Oka valley beyond.
‘This is where the counter-revolutionaries are centred, either in the city outskirts, here, or in the
agricultural belt that follows the river westwards, over here, and perhaps in the industrial zone beyond
the railway line, there. I will instruct Morozov to scour the city and to sweep those areas, swamping them
with men in a great surge, so that we catch the Whites in their place of hiding. If we act quickly, there
will be no time for them to escape or bring up reserves.’
Stalin studied the map, his blue eyes flicking back and forth as his analytical mind weighed up the
possibilities. ‘You have two weeks, comrade,’ he rumbled. ‘Sterilise Nizhny Novgorod. I do not wish to
hear about it again. I hope I make myself clear.’
He turned and marched out, leaving Yurovsky saluting his broad back.
Sterilise ~ the choice of word was ominous, carrying meanings that even Yurovsky found alarming.

12 ~ Max
Max was on his way back to the farm; Stefan and Olgha needed him, and until he and Rada had more
to go on, Rada could cope perfectly well without him. He took leave of her and began the long slog back
to the little farmhouse.
As he climbed the railway embankment he could hear the whistle of a train approaching from Nizhny
Novgorov, to his left, and when he raised his head he could see it, not far away. He paused near the top
of the slope and waited for it to arrive. He found a tree stump, and sat looking back over the industrial
area he had just left. The air was cold, but he was perspiring in his heavy raincoat from the exertion of
climbing the slippery slope. Winter would arrive soon enough; already the temperature was dropping to
freezing at night. He removed his hat and scarf, allowing the air to cool his head and neck.
As the throbbing rumble of the locomotive came closer behind him, he took in the view ahead.
The industrial area lay in a valley. At its centre, the green domes and white tower of a church rose
from the chaos of buildings, large and small, that resembled the floor of a play-room, after the children
had finished with their wooden blocks. Here and there, a red-tiled roof stood out among the sheets of
rusty corrugated iron. Strange, spidery constructions of timber and metal rose above the rooftops,
seemingly at random, while smoke and steam climbed the still air towards the sky to become a menacing
grey cloud that floated above the rooftops.
He saw, for the first time, the railway line that Stefan had told them about, partly hidden in the middle
distance, at the lowest point of the valley. It appeared to be born in a cluster of buildings, then sliced
across the edge of the estate and disappeared away to his right on its way towards Nizhny.
The valley meandered off to his left, becoming wild and wooded beyond the factories, and the hills
that rose on the far side, to the north, were green with trees and fields, dotted with white houses and
marked off with fences. The industrial area at his feet was like a stain on the countryside.
And looking out over the roofs and structures was having a disturbing effect on his mind. There was a
strange familiarity in the scene before him, an uncomfortable shifting between layers of memory that
were like clouds of smoke drifting on a battlefield. Sometimes an image darted briefly, like a firefly, or a
noise echoed from a corner of his mind, then was lost again before he could register what it was.
He still could not remember what happened to him. Olgha and Stefan had told him that he was

thrown, seriously injured, from a train not far from the spot where he now sat, but the beating and all
other events leading to it were lost to him. His last recollection was of his time as a soldier for the new
government, posted to a house in Yekaterinberg, and of meeting the beautiful, frail, and enigmatic
Natalie Tereshchenko. He could remember when he and his colleagues received the order to take the
royal family and their servants down to the cellar; he could remember snatching Natalie from that
doomed column, and their first night together at his sister’s cafe. All other memories seemed to swirl and
fade, but always her face was clear in his mind, her voice in his ears, her touch on his skin.
But standing there and seeing the landscape for (as far as he knew) the first time, there were
unexpected memories of voices and noises, flashes of light and violent movement, even pain. A
tantalising hint that recollection was just within reach, if only he could stretch out his hand and grasp it.
Behind him he could hear that the train had arrived, so he stood again and turned to watch it clatter
past, remembering that morning after the murders, when he and Natalie set out to flee from Avadeyev
and his men, who were scouring the town looking for them. They had waited beside the railway line
outside Yekaterinberg station as the train pulled out, then jumped onto it to begin their journey to safety.
That was his last memory. There was a chasm between that incident and the day he woke up in Stefan’s
and Olgha’s little farmhouse; perhaps it was a land that should remain unexplored.
As the last carriage passed him, he picked up his pack and swung it over his shoulder, along with the
riddle of his past. The present needed his attention.

13 ~ Morozov
The red-brick barracks at the cheka headquarters in Nizhny Novgorod bustled and hummed like a hive of
bees. Thirty new recruits, dragged from the streets, were at work cleaning and painting the building,
moving the beds and furniture that were being delivered, preparing for the imminent influx of four
hundred experienced soldiers from Stalin’s command. Uniforms and weapons were arriving and being
dispensed, telephones installed, electricity connected. The complex cluster of buildings was alive with
movement and anticipation.
Company Commander Timur Morozov, smart in his new, tailored uniform, stood inside the building,
surveying the top-floor office that was the symbol of his authority. He wrinkled his nose at the heavy
smell of fresh paint.
‘Tell the men that I will inspect the barracks at six o’clock this afternoon,’ he instructed his assistant ~
formerly Private, now Squad Commander ~ Anton Peshkov.
Anton saluted self-consciously and departed. He knew what to expect. His old friend Timur at last had
a chance to prove himself, and he would drive the raw recruits ~ drawn from the gutters and alleyways of
Nizhny ~ hard, to achieve that purpose.
Morozov took another tentative sniff of the thick, sickly air, then turned away and headed down the
stairs. He had decided to check the progress of activities outside. It was cold and wet, but at least the
simple act of breathing would be more pleasant. He stepped out into the courtyard and paused to look
around. He was pleased to see that men and vehicles were in constant movement: delivery trucks were
arriving and leaving, small groups of recruits, most of them still in civilian clothes, were marching back
and forth in a brief lull in the rain, being shouted at by Squad Commanders and Junior-Squad
Commanders who had, themselves, been common soldiers only a week earlier. Other newcomers were
standing dumbly in small groups while one of the more experienced men tried to explain the use of basic
weapons. There was a new vitality about the place, and a new sense of respect in the men who had
previously resented him.
Morozov’s orders were to send the Cheka out to search the farming area, but the autumn rains of
rasputitsa were already upon the land. Rasputitsa was a peculiarly Russian anomaly: a month of heavy
rain ~ a menstrual outpouring that signified the end of the fertility of summer, and made cross-country
travel almost impossible.
He remembered what it was like in 1916, when he and Anton were fighting in the Tsar’s army against
Germany at Pinsk under General Brusilov ~ images flashed into his mind of horses buried up to their
bellies in a quagmire, equipment lost, men gunned down while they were unable to move. He shuddered

at the recollection. No, any action by his men would have to wait until the first frosts of winter had
hardened the ground. He must be patient before sending these recruits out into the countryside to search
for the Whites. They could probe at the edges of the farmlands, dig deeper into the industrial zone, but
the next week or two would be a time for training and for tightening security inside the city.

14 ~ Sacha
Sacha drew her car to a halt outside the quaint, white-painted building that was once the Marfo
Mariinsky Convent, and turned off the engine. She had delivered Sofiya to her home on the northern
edge of the city, and now had a plan, of sorts, but was not sure how to carry it out.
She applied the handbrake, then looked out of the car window at the pretty structure a few yards away
across lawns and flower beds. A new sign above the huge pair of carved oak doors at the top of the steps
declared it to now be the People’s House for Food and Comfort and, above that, the painted face of Jesus
(a symbol of its previous purpose) stared blindly out over the rooftops of Moscow.
One of the doors was open. It led to the soup kitchen where her friend Natalie Tereshchenko had
worked for a while with Aleksandra Kollontai, before getting herself entangled in the politics of the
Kremlin. That was why Sacha was there.
While driving Sofiya home, she had resolved to find out if Natalie was safe; but, on reflection, her
options were few. Apart from the Kremlin itself, where of course she could not possibly go, this was the
only place where she might find some-one who knew of Natalie’s whereabouts. But there were too many
possibilities, and the uncertainty was making her nervous. What if she said the wrong thing to the wrong
person, and set an unstoppable avalanche in motion? What if they arrested her? Her false identity was
very good, but not impregnable.
Sacha’s mother was a countess, part of the court of the former Tsar. After the abdication of the Tsar
and the subsequent murder of the whole of his family, Sacha, her mother, and others like them (those that
survived) were forced to slip into obscurity, relying on forged papers to start a new life.
Her mind drifted back to that winter’s day when she first met Natalie Tereshchenko at Alexander
Palace. Sacha’s father was one of the Tsar’s top Generals, and she and her mother were living in the
Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg when the revolution began in February of 1917. They were smuggled
out of the Winter Palace when it came under siege, and taken to Alexander Palace for safety. There, they
were to stay with her grandfather, Count Beckindorff, a retired General and trusted military adviser to the
Tsar. Once they were settled in, the Empress Alexandra, wife of the Tsar, introduced her to this fraillooking girl who was to show her around.
Although they only spent a few days together, Natalie and Sacha become close friends. But the
friendship had hardly begun to bloom when Sacha and her mother were suddenly moved again, and she
did not see her friend for over a year. The next time they met was when Natalie turned up in Moscow, on
the run from the killers of the royal family.
She smiled at some of the memories, and shivered at others, but knew that she was just delaying what
she must do. She thumped the steering wheel, willing herself to be calm, to take the first step. With a
deep breath, she opened the car door and forced herself to leave the safety of the car and step out onto the
wet pavement. A fine drizzle was falling, chilled by the northerly wind, with the threat that it may turn to
snow at any moment. She closed the door and turned to face the path leading to the white walls and stone
steps of the former convent. Atop the walls, two bell-towers rose toward the leaden sky, their coppercoloured, onion-shaped domes pointing like accusing fingers at the rolling clouds. Two months ago,
Natalie had stood in one of those towers and watched the soldiers gathering below, certain that they had
come to arrest her.
‘Come on, Sacha,’ she said angrily to herself. ‘Just start walking, the rest will happen as it is to
happen.’
With her lips tightly pressed together, her eyes focused on the doors, she took a step forward ... and
crashed into a man who materialised seemingly from no-where.
‘Watch where you are going!’ he grumbled, glaring at her with wild eyes, before proceeding along the
path.

‘Sorry,’ she replied meekly as he vanished in the direction of the soup kitchen, her momentum lost.
She turned back towards the security of her little metal refuge, her false confidence gone. ‘I cannot do
this,’ she admitted to herself, shaking her head, reaching out to open the car door to flee back to the
sanctuary of her apartment.
But sometimes the universe has plans that will not be thwarted. Before her hand reached the door
handle, the weak sun peeped through a break in the cloud and bathed the area briefly in warmth and light.
Like a frozen moment in time, the rain stopped falling, and a bird ~ a robin ~ landed on the shiny, wet
roof of the car, looking cheekily at her, cocking his head and dipping his body as though challenging her
to a fight. He made her smile, despite herself ~ he reminded her of Natalie, with her love of birds and her
cheeky disposition, and of the importance of her mission.
She took another deep breath. There was work to be done, and she realised that she may perhaps be a
vital part of that work. She must not let her friend down. She smiled gratefully at the robin. ‘Thank you,’
she said quietly.
It seemed that the bird gave her a little bow before flying away, and, as she turned again to head for
the church, the sun wrapped itself back in its hazy cloak of obscurity and the drizzle resumed.
The world had returned to normal.

15 ~ Natalie
Torn between the loneliness of my room and the dubious pleasure of Angelina’s company, I decided
to take the coward’s option and chose to isolate myself in my room. I simply didn’t have the strength to
face her. In fact, I had begun to wonder if I was suffering the start of a cold or some other infection ~ I
had started to shiver, and I had a headache and a dull pain in my abdomen. I looked down as I massaged
my belly, and noticed that it was tight and swollen. It occurred to me that though my period seemed to
have started, it was much lighter than usual, but in any case I did not normally suffer with my periods
like this. I slipped beneath the blankets of my bed in an attempt to get warm.
On the little table beside the bed lay a book, left for me by my hostess. I had seen it earlier, but had
not bothered to open it at the time. As a distraction, I picked it up. It was a small book, solidly bound in
black leather, with reinforced binding, and when I undid the brass clasp and opened it, it creaked like an
old door. The pages were rough-edged, with slight yellowing, but the print was clear. It was Brickner’s
History of Catherine the Great. I remembered trying to read a copy in the Tsar’s collection, when I was
younger, but that was in the original German, and I struggled to understand it (German was not one of
my strengths). This copy was a translation into Russian, and I sat back on the bed and began to read.
Born Sophie Friederike Auguste von Anhalt-Zerbst, the daughter of a Prussian prince, her
parents exploited their position in the Prussian court to get her introduced to the Grand
Duke Peter of Holstein-Gottorp, grandson of Peter the Great and heir to the Russian throne.
The Empress Elizabeth Petrovna, ruler of Russia at that time, chose Friederike (as she was
known) as a bride for her nephew, despite reservations because of the young princess’s links
to the Prussian King Frederick. To make the marriage possible, young Friederike had to
learn Russian, and convert to the Orthodox religion, and as part of the process, she took the
name Екатерина Алексеевна - Ekaterina Alekseyevna. At the age of 16 she and Peter were
married, and she lived an easy – if not exactly happy – life as a princess, until Peter became
Tsar upon the death of the Empress Elizabeth. Peter’s mysterious death only six months
later, and Catherine’s series of affairs, have been the subject of much speculation. She took
many lovers, whom she often promoted to high office (the most famous and successful of
which was Grigori Potemkin). Her major influences on her adopted country were in
expanding Russia’s borders and continuing the process of Westernisation begun by her
husband.
It was similar to the lessons on Russian history that I remembered being delivered at Alexander Palace
by Nicholas to his daughters (which I was allowed to attend) but some of the revelations in the book had
been excluded completely from our tutorials ~ particularly Catherine’s affairs. Why was I not surprised?

While absorbed in my reading, I suddenly felt the need to use the chamber pot. There was scarcely
any warning; one moment I was suffering nothing much more than a tummy ache, the next I simply had
to go at once. The door to my room was already closed ~ an act of defiance against Angelina’s laws ~ so
I slid from under the covers, quickly pulled the chamber-pot from under the bed and plonked myself
down on it. As soon as I relaxed, liquid gushed out of me, and I felt a griping, bearing down in my belly
that was far from normal. It all passed quickly, and I felt better afterwards ~ until I stood and turned to
pick up the potty. For the fluid I had just passed was red with blood, and my heart stopped when I
realised what had happened. My late period, the pain and headache, this flood of liquid: I had just lost a
baby! I had been pregnant without even realising it. My heart began to pound against my chest. A
mixture of sadness and anger suddenly engulfed me as I stared at the contents of the potty. Angelina had
caused this! The punch I received from her hired thug, perhaps compounded with the jolting and twisting
of my body as they carried me here, had robbed me of my most precious gift. A layer of hatred was
added to the other emotions, and the surge of feelings was so strong that I was violently sick.
The pain subsided, and I rose to my feet, pushing myself up by leaning on the bed, and walked slowly
to the wash-stand, where I poured some water into the bowl and splashed my face. I heard, in my mind,
my voice telling Angelina about what had happened, and I imagined her reaction. Would she be cold and
uncaring, or angry at her men for causing it? The cold water helped to clear my head. What was the
point? It would not bring my baby back; it would not get me released from my prison; I doubted that I
would even feel any better for it. I decided that I could not face the thought of dealing with her in my
present state. Perhaps I would tell her another day.

16 ~ Aleksandra
Only one woman ever served on the new Bolshevik government under Vladimir Ilyich Lenin; her
name was Aleksandra Kollontai. It is true that ideological differences cut that association short after just
a few months, but even though she no longer sat at the table of power, she still had a role as Commissar
for Women, a job she relished and served with passion.
She returned to Moscow from a gruelling three-week tour of the industrial towns to the north of the
city, but when she entered her office in the Kremlin, she found that her secretary, Natalie Tereshchenko,
had not returned as expected from her own trip to Nizhny Novgorod. Puzzled, she tried the adjacent
office of her friend and colleague, Yakov Sverdlov, the party secretary, but found him also missing.
Pensively, she returned to her office.
Aleksandra was petite, with tired eyes in a pretty, round face topped with a mass of brown hair. Deep
in thought, she hung her coat on the tall, wooden stand behind the door and wandered to sit pensively at
her desk beneath the huge windows. There was a pile of mail, and she began to sort through it, hoping
that it would contain a clue or two about what was going on. Hidden amidst the routine mail, she found
one small gem: a telegram from Natalie...
DIRTY WORK IN KOVROV
VASILYEV IN LEAGUE WITH DEGTYAREV
SONJA INJURED BY SNIPER
Aleksandra read and re-read the terse, mysterious message, drumming her fingers on the desk. What
did it mean? Telegrams were charged per word, so it was normal to keep them brief, but Natalie had
excelled herself in making this one a challenge to understand.
Natalie had wanted to go to Nizhny Novgorod, to search for Max, and Aleksandra had given her
mission a seal of approval by delegating the task of meeting the party members in Kovrov, on the way to
Nizhny, on Aleksandra’s behalf, and to check out some of the factories that were working on government
contracts. Aleksandra knew Degtyarev, who owned a large engineering complex making guns for the
army, among other things, and she vaguely remembered Vasilyev as the manager of one of the cotton
mills, but Sonja? Who was Sonja?

Who would know more?
After a moment’s thought, she picked up her telephone, unhooked the earpiece, and rattled the cradle.
‘Ah, Natasha,’ she said into the the little cone at the top of the device, when the operator responded,
‘I’m glad somebody is here. Natasha, have there been any messages for me from my secretary?’
She waited while Natasha checked. There were none.
‘I see. What about Yakov, Comrade Sverdlov?’
She was stunned when Natasha informed her that he had set off for South America again. It was a
tremendous journey, probably several weeks at sea, though he had friends and contacts there who were
fighting for the cause of communism. But, of course, Natasha was not privy to the details, or the reason
for his sudden, unexpected departure.
‘Thank you, Natasha. Put me through to the PCIA, then, will you please?’
PCIA, the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, housed in the notorious Department Thirteen
on the top floor of the Kremlin, was Stalin’s secret service, through which the various chekas exercised
their dominion over the whole of Russia.
She waited until a man’s voice answered, then introduced herself:
‘This is Aleksandra Kollontai. To whom am I speaking, please?’
She stared at the wall while a scratchy voice gave his name.
‘Thank you,’ she replied politely. ‘Anatoly, there were two agents from your department, Stanislav
and Leo (I‘m sorry, I don’t know their last names offhand) who escorted my secretary, Natalie
Tereshchenko, to Nizhny a few weeks ago. Have you heard from them?’
Her eyebrows arched when she heard that they had returned, without Natalie. She nodded her head
absently, then answered: ‘Thank you.’
As she replaced the earpiece in its cradle she pondered the strange turn of events. Natalie’s escort had
returned without her, but there was no report from them on her desk. She returned to the pile of papers ~
perhaps there was something else hidden there. Besides, she had to deal with the other matters contained
in them, as her secretary was absent. Her mind was only half on her work, however, and after only five
minutes she suddenly picked up the phone again.
‘Natasha, put me through to Anna at the soup kitchen, please.’
Anna Itkina was her oldest friend, and her assistant in her work for the homeless and destitute. Once
Natasha had connected them, Aleksandra learned that Anna had some surprising news ~ a recent visit
from a friend of Natalie Tereshchenko.
Aleksandra sat up. ‘Does she know if anything has happened to Natalie?’ she asked, hopefully, but the
answer was not helpful. Natalie’s friend was, herself, looking for information.
‘Is she still with you?’ she tried.
Though the answer was negative, Anna informed her that she had the friend’s address.
‘Hang on, let me write it down.’
Aleksandra picked up a pencil in readiness, and Anna began to read it out.
‘Wait! I know that address. This is Natalie’s friend Sacha; I used to pick Natalie up from there when
she worked with us in the kitchen.’ She smiled. ‘Thanks Anna dear. I will go and see her.’

17 ~ Rada
Rada was watching the street from her room in the tenement block while she ate the cold remains of
the food brought earlier by Max. It was mid-afternoon on the third day after Natalie’s disappearance, the
sun had broken through the clouds and was casting shadows for the first time in nearly a month; perhaps
rasputitsa was at last drawing to an end. She had kept a small fire burning in the grate, and was about to
add some more wood when activity across the road caught her attention.
Just before Max arrived at dawn that morning, as she waited for him downstairs in the doorway of the
apartment block, she observed a car arrive. She had seen it the day before, also ~ a black saloon that

turned off the road and drove around to the back of the factory opposite. She noted at the time the
bearded man driving it and the severe hairstyle of the woman in the back. Now she saw that same woman
come out from the front door of the factory building, accompanied by a small crowd of about fifteen
people. The woman was short and round, with long, grey hair that was tied tightly back to fall between
her shoulders, like the tail of a horse. The people with her appeared to be mostly factory workers.
She watched curiously as the group clustered around the only man in the group, who seemed to be
setting up a camera on a tripod. When, apparently, all was ready, the woman from the car returned to the
building, re-emerging moments later with another woman, younger and slimmer, flanked by two burly
men. Suddenly Rada was alert, her gloomy mood changed.
‘Nata!’ she said aloud, her face breaking into a smile as she recognised her friend. Her patience had
been rewarded. Without waiting to see what happened next, she ran from the window to duck around the
door and burst out into the corridor, leaping down the stairs two at a time, racing to get to the entrance,
scattering startled rodents and eliciting a glare from a woman emerging from a door on one landing.
When she reached the opening that served as a front door to the building, she stopped, just hidden in the
shadows, to watch developments across the road. Outside the factory, the round woman was organising
the crowd in front of the camera. Rada could see that Natalie was dressed up in some kind of elaborate
blue and white satin gown with a red sash, and was wearing a tiara on her head. Understanding began to
shine like the recently released sun; now she could see why they had captured Natalie.
While everyone was preoccupied, Rada slipped out of her concealment in the doorway and sauntered
across the road, as though she was a curious passer-by, or someone arriving for work. No-one took any
notice of her, not even the two ugly guards, so she inserted herself at the back of the crowd.
Natalie was clearly not enjoying the situation, and Rada could see her looking all around for an
opportunity to escape. The round woman selected someone from the crowd, to stand at the front, with
Natalie, and the photographer began clicking and popping away. Rada pushed forward a little, edging
past the people in front of her with a whispered apology, explaining that she was too short to see what
was happening. She hoped to get into a position where she might be picked to pose with Natalie, and
perhaps exchange a word or two.
When she was nearer the front, Rada could see more clearly, and hear the words that passed between
Natalie and those around her.
‘Yes,’ said the round woman in answer to a question by the current subject, ‘you must curtsey in the
presence of your Tsarina.’
The woman did as she had been instructed.
‘God bless you, my child,’ Natalie said, placing a hand on the woman’s head. Rada recognised the
words as those spoken by the Grand Duchess Alexandra herself to the staff at Alexander Palace, a
lifetime ago. Despite the falseness of the occasion, Rada noticed that there was no irony in Natalie’s
voice or demeanour ~ she realised that these working women sincerely believed that she was the princess
Anastasia, and she would not insult them, or the memory of the Duchess, by behaving ungraciously.
The photograph was taken, the woman rejoined the crowd, and, while the round woman chose another
subject, Rada saw Natalie look around at the sea of faces surrounding her. Her eyes swept quickly over
the crowd, and they had passed Rada before recognition suddenly registered. Rada was amused to see
Natalie’s head stop rotating, tilt slightly, with eyebrows raised, pause for a second as her mind caught up
with her eyes, then slowly return to stare at her with eyes wide. For the merest moment, her mouth began
to open in surprise, then she recovered control, and she nodded slightly, looking down as though her
attention had been caught by something at her feet, then looked away with a small smile.
Meanwhile, another worker had been selected to curtsey and stand with pride beside her royal guest,
and the photographer fired off another flashbulb, while Rada looked all around, frantically trying to
assess if there was any hope of launching a rescue. But it was already too late. The round woman was
clearly nervous at being outside with her hostage, and after only a few minutes and half a dozen
photographs she suddenly brought the session to an end.
Rada watched with dismay as Natalie was whisked away before she could devise a plan of action.

18 ~ Morozov
Company Commander Timur Morozov paced the carpet in his office, his lips tight as he contemplated
his situation and possible strategies. Every few minutes he stopped at the large map on the wall and
studied it, or pinned a note on it, or moved one. It showed the outskirts of the city of Nizhny Novgorod
and the farming region to the south-west, the area his men had begun probing to find the White enclave
that he knew was there ~ the band that wiped out most of his Cheka when it was under the direction of
his predecessor, Alexander Avadeyev.
It was a large area, shaped roughly like a half-moon, about one hundred miles at its widest in the
centre, and about three hundred miles from end to end, bordered to the north by the Moscow railway line,
and to the south by the snaking, unpredictable river Oka, currently in flood.
Nearly two thousand square miles, a warren of hundreds of small homesteads, and he had fewer than
fifty men ~ half of whom were needed to police the city. What had happened to the reinforcements he
was promised, Stalin’s four hundred trained soldiers? He had asked Yurovsky again and again, and every
time he received a vague answer. He didn’t want to have to ask for help, but he urgently needed to widen
the search, and without those men he could not flush out the Whites.
And Yurovsky was pushing him to produce results, as though Timur was a magician lifting a rabbit
from a hat, but he seemed to have no concept of the scale of the task. Morozov was trying to control a
city of two million inhabitants and an area of five thousand square miles with a handful of men, mostly
conscripts dragged from the streets. His recruitment drive had brought in less men than he had hoped for,
and half of those had already deserted. His men spent more time conscripting more recruits than in
policing the city. What was wrong with these people? With winter coming you would think they would
be happy to have a job, a warm bed to sleep in at night, and food in their bellies, but when he sent out his
press gangs, they vanished like нечто неуловимое ~ will-o’-the-wisp, ghostly shapes that sometimes
floated over marshlands.
And he was dissatisfied with the quality of the few troops they had brought in. After nearly two weeks
of intensive training they should have been a more efficient force. Most of them had previously served in
the army under conscription for the Tsar. They knew perfectly well what to do, what was required of
them, yet they pretended to be stupid. They were clearly not trying hard enough. Well, he would make
them work.
Squad Commander Peshkov knocked on the door and entered the Commander’s office. He saluted,
still suppressing a self-conscious grin at the formality with a man who was a close friend, and beside
whom he had served as an equal for most of his career, first with the Tsar’s army, and now the Cheka.
‘Still nothing, Comrade Company Commander; only poor farmers.’
He was nervous. He wanted to tell his old friend about the difficulties the men were having in simply
getting about on the sodden land, but the Company Commander had already shown that he was not ready
to listen.
Timur took his time returning to his desk and seating himself in his chair. He believed in working
with his men, but it was clear that he had been tolerant for too long. These men didn’t seem to appreciate
kindness, so perhaps they would respond to a firmer hand. He leaned back into the big, leather chair and
stretched his arms to relieve his aching shoulders, keeping Peshkov waiting, on edge. Then, slowly, he
sat upright and glared at Peshkov.
‘Poor farmers?’ he suddenly barked, leaning towards the stunned Squad Commander. ‘Those “poor
farmers” as you call them, know something about these damn Whites; they just choose not to help us.
Well, we must make them help us! The men are not applying enough pressure. Tell them that, from now
on, for every day they return empty-handed I will halve their food rations. Halve! Do you understand? I
want information, and I don’t care how they get it!’
‘Yes sir!’ Peshkov responded tensely with a salute, stunned by Timur’s change of mood.
‘And that includes you, Squad Commander,’ Morozov growled. He pointed to the wall map.
‘Somewhere in that little patch of farmland is hiding a coven of Whites, and those farmers know where
they are. I want them found, and when we find them, I want them wiped from the face of the Earth. From
this moment, if anyone fails to co-operate, or if you suspect they are hiding something, burn down their
farm as a warning to the others. That is all, Squad Commander.’

‘Sir!’ Peshkov saluted, but did not depart. Morozov, already on his feet and half turned to resume his
pacing, stopped and glared at him. ‘Well?’
Peshkov shuffled his feet, nervously. ‘Sir, there is another possibility.’
‘What do you mean?’ Morozov snapped. ‘Stop talking in riddles, man!’
‘Perhaps the Whites are not in the farmsteads, Comrade Commander. Perhaps they are hiding in the
industrial area; it would have been a simple matter to cross the railway line and vanish after killing our
troop. The farmers may be telling the truth.’
Morozov shook his head and let out a sigh. ‘Don’t you think I have thought about that? They are not
there. I have sent patrols down there every week for the last month; they would have detected something.
Go and carry out my orders, Squad Commander; leave the policy-making to me.’
Subdued and frustrated, Anton saluted again and left to relay the message to the men. He was not
looking forward to it.
As Peshkov closed the door, Morozov returned to stare thoughtfully at the map. He was, of course,
aware that the industrial area did indeed sit beside the railway line that marked the northern boundary of
the farmlands, offering innumerable hiding places for a gang of rebels. The casual visits paid so far by
the Cheka would have hardly been thorough ~ a small troop (all that could be spared) making a token
appearance and intimidating the rough-sleepers.
Yes, perhaps he could do more. He decided that he would personally take his whole force at once and
search the factories, the wastelands, put fear into anyone acting suspiciously. They could do it in a day. It
would be good for morale if the men could enjoy some real action, brandish their weapons, push a few
people around. It would get them off the muddy farm land, and they might just turn over a stone and find
a scorpion or two. He grinned. He would thank Anton later. He grabbed his hat from his desk, rammed it
on his head, and headed for the door to pass on the good news.

19 ~ Aleksandra
Nervously, Sacha ushered her illustrious guest into the living room of her modest apartment in
Moscow. ‘Can I offer you some tea?’ she asked. Natalie had often spoken with admiration about
Aleksandra Kollontai, with whom she had worked at the Kremlin; her reputation was impressive, and
intimidating.
‘Thank you,’ Aleksandra replied, her eyes taking in the cosy but tiny room. ‘That would be nice.’
She smiled reassuringly. She was aware that the presence of someone so close to the heart of the
government would be disturbing enough for most people, but she also knew more than she could let on
about Natalie’s past, and she sensed that something more was troubling Sacha. They walked together to
the little kitchen, and Sacha put the kettle on the gas stove.
Aleksandra tried to bridge the tense silence between them. ‘Natalie is my secretary, I expect you know
that,’ she explained. ‘But we are also friends. It is because of our friendship that I am here now; I am
concerned for her safety.’
Sacha poured the boiling water into the teapot. She felt that she must consider every word before
uttering it. Natalie had spoken only good things about Aleksandra Kollontai, but nevertheless the woman
was a Bolshevik, part of the revolutionary hierarchy, and Sacha’s own parentage made her vulnerable.
‘Have you heard from her?’ she asked, non-committally, as she prepared a tray to carry the tea and some
bread and jam to the table.
‘Nothing very helpful, I’m afraid. Here, let me help you with that.’ Aleksandra took the plates and
they sat together at the dining table. ‘She sent me a telegram from Kovrov, but that is all. I don’t even
know if she carried on to Nizhny as planned.’
‘I had a letter from her before you set off together,’ Sacha offered. ‘She was excited about the trip.’
Aleksandra nodded, smiling. ‘Yes. She is hoping to find out what has happened to Max.’
She paused, searching for the right words to put Sacha at ease. ‘Sacha, Natalie told me about her time
as a lady-in-waiting with the Tsar’s family, and about her escape from Yekaterinberg when they were all
killed. I admire her courage, and her integrity, and I consider her a friend, not just an employee.’

It was Sacha’s turn to smile. ‘Sometimes I wonder if it is courage or stubbornness that she suffers
from. I told her she was mad to go and work in the Kremlin.’
‘Not only in the Kremlin, but for Sverdlov and me,’ Aleksandra laughed. ‘She is very good at her job,
and well regarded by those of us who work with her, although not everyone thinks as highly of her as I
do.’
Sacha poured the tea, and passed a cup to Aleksandra.
‘Do you know that there have been two attempts on her life?’ Aleksandra continued, the atmosphere
between them visibly beginning to ease.
Sacha nodded. ‘You still don’t know who was responsible?’
‘We don’t even know if both attacks were instigated by the same people, although we are assuming
they were. It is certain that there is at least one organisation, however, as the young man with the car was
backed up by several men.’
‘So, what do we do now?’ Sacha asked.
‘I think there is only one option, and that is to go to Kovrov. It is the last place that I know for sure
where she was, because she sent me a telegram from the railway station. The party members and union
leaders may be able to help me with some information. She said there were ‘dirty dealings’ there;
perhaps I can find out more.’
‘May I come with you?’ The words spilled out before Sacha had time to think about them, but she did
not regret asking. She instinctively trusted Aleksandra. They both seemed to be driven by the same desire
to know that Natalie was safe, and she needed to be doing something instead of sitting at home wringing
her hands like a helpless spectator at the ice-hockey arena.
Aleksandra was clearly delighted. ‘Yes,’ she exclaimed. ‘I would love to have you with me.’
There was one more question Sacha wanted to ask. It was as though she could suddenly see all the
pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and how they might fit together.
‘Would you allow me to invite someone else to travel with us?’ she ventured.
‘Of course,’ Aleksandra replied. ‘Who?’
‘Natalie’s mother, Sofiya,’ Sacha said, not even knowing for sure that Sofiya would want to be part of
such a risky venture.

20 ~ Natalie
After my brief excursion into the daylight, I followed Angelina back to the factory entrance, with my
two guards closing in behind us. This was the first time I had seen the building from the outside ~ I was
in a sack when I arrived, you will recall, and my only other outing had been under a blanket in the back
of Angelina’s limousine. The sign above the doors declared it to be the ‘Sormovo Components Factory’,
and the year ‘1898’ was formed into the brickwork of the wall. The building was just one floor, but stood
the equivalent of two stories high, with a row of tall windows along its length. Off to my right, I could
see a huge opening at the far end, gaping like the snoring mouth of a sleeping giant. This image was
further enhanced by the surging snore of machinery from inside.
It had been a good outing. At last I had a sense of my surroundings, and I was buoyed up by knowing
that my friend was near. I could not think how Rada had managed to find me, but somehow I was not
surprised that she did. Rada was an amazingly strong and resourceful woman.
It was important that I did not draw attention to her, so I kept my head down as I passed her, staring
resolutely at my feet as they poked into my sight ~ left, right, left, right. From the corner of my eye I
could see that Rada was at the front of the crowd, but was unable to follow because the security men had
reappeared and were preventing the women from returning to the factory until I had been spirited away.
Somehow I had to let her know where in the building they were hiding me, but how?
Inside, as we walked along the corridor, with its grey-painted clocking-in machines and ranks of
brown cards, I took the ridiculous tiara from my head and clutched it, feeding it through my fingers. It
was a clumsy fake, made of gold-painted wire and glass beads, and as I toyed with it, the paint was
coming off and sticking to my sweaty hands. We passed the opening to the factory floor, where I could

see the silhouettes of monstrous machines through filthy air, and what seemed to be hundreds of people
scurrying like gnomes in the misty, semi-darkness, feeding the ravenous creatures. It was like a painting
by Dante. Then it was gone, and we stopped beside the cellar door and I waited while one of the guards
unlocked it.
I was feeling ... empowered ... after seeing Rada. It was time I started to do more to help myself, and a
crude plan had formed in my mind. I tried to look casual, leaning forward to look over the man’s
shoulder as he fiddled with the key. I extended my right arm and placed my hand on the wall for support,
my sticky, paint-smeared palm and fingers pressed against the cool, white-painted plaster beside the
door.
‘Come on, hurry up,’ I said, taunting the man. ‘We must not loiter in the corridor where we might be
seen.’
He scowled and pushed the door open, then stepped inside. Angelina followed and, with a final glance
up the corridor in the hope of seeing Rada, I fell into step behind her, with the remaining guard taking up
the rear.
The cellar was dark, after the brightness of the world outside, and I gripped the handrail as we began
to descend the concrete steps. The door slammed behind us, and I heard the key grinding in the lock. I
had done all I could for now.

21 ~ Rada
Rada stayed with the crowd, trying to look like one of the workers. When, after a minute or two, they
were allowed to re-enter the building, she followed them. She found herself in a short corridor beside a
metal rack holding columns of brown time-cards. After the bright sunlight outside, it was gloomy under
the electric lamps, and (not surprisingly) Natalie could not be seen anywhere. The women around her
talked noisily as they shuffled slowly along, enjoying the last moments of respite from the drudgery of
their work. They seemed not to notice her.
After a few paces more they turned from the corridor into the cavernous factory, with its oily air and
clanking machines, and the women dispersed back to their jobs, leaving Rada alone and suddenly
exposed. She looked around, hoping for a clue, or somewhere to hide, but she had already been observed.
A man approached her.
‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. He was wearing a brown overall, but Rada could see a
smart shirt and tie beneath it. He was about fifty years old, partly bald, and what hair he had was grey,
but neatly trimmed. He had a thin moustache in the old style.
‘I am looking for work,’ she told him ~ the first thought that came into her head.
He looked at her, dubiously. ‘What can you do?’
She shrugged. ‘Anything: cleaning, carrying, I can work machines.’ She nodded in the direction of the
rows of presses and drills and turners and grinders.
‘We don’t need anyone,’ he grunted, turning away.
‘Please,’ she begged, ‘Take my name, let me know if anything comes up.’ She wanted to see more of
this place where Natalie was being held, needed to be closer, so she could make plans.
He paused. Really, he had no time for this, but the poor woman in her ragged clothes had touched the
little ember of his soul that still glowed, and raised a small flame. His fatherly instincts were ignited.
‘Come with me,’ he said gruffly, but not unkindly. ‘I will give you a form to fill in. You can write,
yes?’
She nodded, with a small smile of thanks, and fell into step beside him.
~
‘It is not helpful that you have no papers,’ the man told Rada as she handed him back the form she had
just completed.
His name was Szabó János. Complex events had brought him to Russia from Hungary in 1916, and he
had worked hard to reach such a responsible position. His family relied on his income, and he did not

want to jeopardise it by making a bad decision, but he felt sorry for this girl.
Rada just nodded her head politely. She had already explained that her identity papers were lost when
her home in Nizhny was destroyed in the ghetto fire last winter. She knew better than to try to offer too
much information, it could appear glib, and she certainly could not tell him the truth. She looked around
the office. It was small, and crowded with boxes and filing cabinets and cupboards. Almost every inch of
exposed wall was covered with charts or pictures. Only a small, grubby window, without the grace of a
curtain, offered an unfulfilled promise of space and light.
Szabó completed the form by signing it with a flourish, then passed it back to Rada.
‘Sign at the bottom, please.’
He leaned back in his chair and watched her as she picked up his pen and made a neat, careful
signature at the bottom of the page. She was a contradiction: unwashed and dressed in scruffy clothes,
yet her handwriting was elegant and readable, and she carried herself as someone who had known a
better life.
‘Like so many of us,’ he thought as she replaced the pen beside its well, and handed the sheet of paper
back to him.
He checked it, nodding his head.
‘Good. Now, Radochka Petrov, you understand that I have no work to offer you at the moment?’
She in turn nodded.
‘But if you come back each morning at six o‘clock I will give you the first suitable job that becomes
available.’
Rada thanked him, and he stood, extending a hand to be shaken. She added hers, and he gently
wrapped it in his huge fist. As her tiny hand reappeared, he led her to the door.
Szabó’s room was at the back of the factory, and she followed him into the corridor that would take
them, to the left, past the bank of time-cards, and the large opening to the factory, and onwards toward
the front entrance. Now that her eyes were accustomed to the gloom, she looked around, taking in every
detail of the layout.
On her right, the corridor ended not far away. There was a door, which was closed. A sign above it
declared it to be the Fire Escape ~ Пожарный выход
But then, as she turned to follow Szabó, and her gaze swept the wall opposite her, Rada almost
gasped. There was another door, facing her, and beside it, clear and fresh on the grubby white paint of
the wall, she spotted a golden hand-print. With a nervous glance at Szabó’s back as he led the way to the
front entrance, she lingered to study it.
It was not only fresh, it also looked deliberate. It was a right hand, with the fingers pressed together
and the thumb widely separated, pointing towards the door. This was no accidental mark, such as might
be made by someone with oily hands. This was a signal, from Natalie, and it said: ‘I am in here.’
Her mind worked furiously, but she could not linger ~ the manager had already turned to make sure
she was following. She hurried to catch up with him, and they proceeded together to the main entrance.
There she smiled and thanked him again as he held the door open for her ~ he wanted to make sure that
she left.
But she was excited; not only did she know that Natalie was safe, she knew where they were holding
her. Somehow she had to find a way to get through that door with the golden hand-print, and find out
what was beyond.
She stepped out into the snow that had started to flutter from the heavy, grey clouds overhead. The air
was suddenly cold after the relative warmth of the factory, and she pulled up the hood of her coat; but
she had a smile on her face ~ at last she had some good news for Max.

22 ~ Natalie
My day had improved from its heartbreaking start, though I hated being forced to dress up in
ridiculous clothes and pose for propaganda photographs. Seeing Rada, knowing that there was a chance ~

a faint chance ~ that I might escape, raised my spirits and set my mind racing. But it ended as badly as it
started.
Until today, despite the nature of our strained relationship, Angelina and I had somehow managed to
be mostly civil with each other. But the festering knowledge that her thugs have killed my unborn baby
was twisting at my insides as we sat silently facing each other over the little table, playing cards.
One of her monkeys returned from a trip outside, and presented her with a bundle consisting of sheets
of paper tied with string. She removed the string and studied the top few sheets for a moment, then
peeled one off and handed it to me. It was a copy of her latest ‘Freedom!’ news-sheet with my picture on
the front, and I was stunned at what I read. Not at the strident tone of the headline, for I was expecting
something similar, but the content. It was even worse than I had feared, for I discovered that she was
pretending that I was the princess Anastasia.
I am ashamed to say that I lost my temper and swore at her. I demanded to know how she could be so
cold-blooded as to try to pass me off as one of the dead royal family.
‘I thought it was bad enough that you are exploiting me,’ I shouted. ‘But this sick charade is ... is ...
unbelievable!’
‘The people have never heard of you,’ she replied, shrugging her shoulders carelessly. ‘Why should
they follow you? But they have loved Anastasia for years. They are more likely to accept you if they
think you are someone they know. Later, perhaps, we can tell them the truth.’
‘Later? Perhaps? So why bother to use me at all?’ I screamed. ‘You could grab any sixteen-year-old
from the streets!’
She remained calm in the face of my anger, but her eyes were piercing. ‘We couldn’t teach anyone
what is needed to look and act the part. And no-one alive knows more about the family and palace life
than you, Natalie. You lived close to them, closer than anyone now alive. Only you can carry this off.’
Her little piggy eyes glared menacingly at me. ‘And you will do it, won’t you? Because, if you don’t I
will give orders that will have your beloved Max eliminated, and your whole family snuffed out like a
candle.’ She she raised her hand between us, close to my nose, and pressed the tips of her thumb and
index finger together, with an exaggerated pinching action, to demonstrate how easy it would be.
I stood, knocking over my chair, and flapped my arms in frustrated helplessness, lost for words, then
stormed off into my room and shut the door. There I sat on my bed panting, close to tears. I hated her for
what she was doing, and I hated myself even more for being so angry that I could not argue my case
coherently.
~
After I had thought some more, and calmed down a little, I went back to join her. She was still sitting
at the table, casually laying out the playing cards in a game of patience. I picked up the chair I had
knocked down and sat opposite her, watching for a while as she picked up a card and transferred it to
another pile, then turned over another card, and moved that somewhere else, ignoring me.
‘What motivates you,’ I asked. ‘I mean, you‘re not royal-born, are you?’
She looked up from the cards, and glared at me. ‘One does not need a title to know what is best for
Russia,’ she said, haughtily. ‘Nor to see the mess those damn Bolsheviks are making of things. They
strut around in the palaces they have stolen, destroying everything the royal family has given us.’
‘You seem to have a very distorted view of life under the rule of the Tsars,’ I replied. ‘The royals took
from the people, to keep themselves and their hangers-on in luxury, and gave them nothing in return
except poverty and one war after another. Why do you think the citizens rose up against Nicholas?’
‘The people didn’t rise up, you idiot,’ she spat. ‘Those damn Bolsheviks stirred up a few simpleminded peasants to make it look like a revolution, then they slaughtered the Tsar and his children and our
blessed Alexandra and put that Lenin in control. They are no better than animals.’
‘Blessed Alexandra?’ I mocked. ‘The woman who ordered her soldiers to shoot innocent, unarmed
citizens outside the Winter Palace? Who handed over decisions of state to a crazy monk? You only see
what you want to see, Angelina. The Tsars have been a poison in the blood of Russia for too long.’
She leapt to her feet. ‘I knew it!’ she exclaimed. ‘Your mind has been corrupted by working with
those communists: Lenin, who gave the order to murder the entire household, and Sverdlov, who
delegated Yurovsky to do the vile deed. And you are to be next, do you not know that? They want you
dead because you know too much. It is good for you that I rescued you when I did, because they are

scouring the countryside at this very moment looking for you.’
‘I knew that,’ I managed to reply, more calmly than I was feeling. ‘It seems to me that everyone wants
me ~ for their own gain.’ I held her eyes with my own glare. ‘And just because I am against one thing
does not mean that I am in favour of another. You insult me by thinking that I restrict myself to your
own narrow perception of the way things can be done.’
Her face turned red with fury, and I saw her hand rise from the table; I thought for a moment that she
was going to strike me, and I braced myself to take it with stoicism, but she simply pointed a shaking
finger at the door to my prison. ‘Go to your room!’ she hissed.
I grinned. It was my first victory. I stood up, turned, and walked with a little swagger into my
bedroom. As another act of defiance, I closed the door.

23 ~ Morozov
A large, brown, military truck spluttered to a halt on the edge of the industrial zone. Two more roared
past it, heading for the opposite corners of the area. Morozov, and thirty, out of his entire force of fortyseven men, had arrived to flush out the Whites. Ten soldiers leapt from the canvas-covered back of his
truck, and milled around in the light snow that had began to fall. They were dressed for the cold, with
layers of woollen garments finished with a thick greatcoat, topped by knitted hoods and anchored by
heavy boots.
Company Commander Morozov climbed down from the passenger side of the cab. He brushed
invisible dust from his uniform and looked distastefully around at the drab buildings while he waited for
Squad Commander Peshkov to join him, then they proceeded to the back of the truck, where the men
were waiting.
Peshkov called them to attention, and Morozov sauntered along the line, casually inspecting each
man. ‘You will form into two groups of five men,’ he informed them as he walked. ‘The first group will
be led by Squad Commander Peshkov, and the other will follow me. We will start searching from this
corner. Squad Commander Peshkov’s group will proceed in that direction …’ he pointed with his right
arm at a road that broke off opposite them, towards the north, ‘… and my group will follow this road
westwards. We will search every building and every piece of land. Be quick, but thorough. You know
what you are looking for.’
Peshkov picked five men, and lead them off towards the building on the corner, and the remainder
followed Morozov towards a scrap of wasteland just beyond it.
There they found a scattering of rough dwellings, like a handful of beans carelessly cast and forgotten.
They were constructed from scrap timber and other oddments scavenged from the rubbish heaps behind
the factories, crudely assembled to provide shelter against the weather. Sparse clumps of coarse grass
between the homes provided poor grazing for a goat tethered outside one shack, half-starved dogs barked
from others, leaping against the chains or ropes that barely restrained them. There was a stench of
latrines and campfires and death about the place.
Timur and his men began to go from one hovel to the next, waking the sleepy occupants and
demanding to see their documents. Many had no papers, but the soldiers could see that these people were
not counter-revolutionaries. They were barely subsisting, and most were beyond help; they would not
live to see the spring.
One dwelling, when they reached it, stood out from the rest. It was larger, and better constructed ~
made, as the others were, from waste planks of wood and whatever other materials could be found, but
carefully trimmed and assembled into a presentable home. There was a chimney jutting from the roof,
with a thin wisp of smoke that was immediately carried away by the wind, and the entrance had a neatly
made door hanging on leather hinges. The snow was, by then, falling steadily, melting into droplets on
the men’s uniforms, and settling on the ground and on the roof of the shack.
As with the other dwellings, the soldiers took positions around it, prepared for anything, before Timur
rapped with his knuckles on the door. After a moment, it opened a little, and a pair of dark eyes, level
with Morozov’s own, looked cautiously through the crack.
‘I am Company Commander Morozov of the Nizhny Novgorod Cheka,’ Timur informed the eyes.

‘We are here to inspect all properties and persons. Everyone is to come outside where we can see you.’
‘One moment, please,’ said a man’s voice, surprisingly cultured, in the circumstances. ‘I will bring
my family out.’
The door closed.
There was a pause. The men waited tensely, their weapons ready, prepared for sudden action.
The door re-opened, and three people emerged ~ a man, a woman and a young girl, about six years
old. They were inadequately dressed in clothes which were clearly of good quality, but thin, faded and
much repaired. They stood shivering before Morozov, mostly from the cold, but also from fear.
‘What is your name?’ Morozov demanded.
‘I am Ruslan Savvich Rostov and this is my wife Oksana,’ the man informed him.
Timur turns to the little girl. ‘And you?’
‘You are very rude,’ the girl said, defiantly.
Her mother anxiously put an arm around her shoulders and held her close, protectively. ‘Her name is
Galya,’ she told Morozov, nervously expecting a reaction.
Timur read the fear on her face, and felt contrition, and a warmth towards this family. ‘Thank you,’ he
replied. Then he addressed the little girl again. ‘I am sorry for being rude, Galya. I have a difficult job to
do, looking for some bad people, and sometimes I forget my manners. Please forgive me‘
The girl nodded, seriously.
‘Now,’ Morozov turned back to the man. ‘My men must search your home. We are looking for
weapons, and evidence of White resistance fighters.’
He gestured with his head to his men for them to begin the search.
‘You will find one pistol under the pillow of my bed,’ Rostov informed them as they passed him. ‘I
keep it there to protect my family from the scum who live around here,’ he said to Morozov, with a twist
of his head to indicate the ghetto around them.
It was Timur’s turn to nod, pensively. ‘Why are you living here?’
The man shrugged. ‘I am a baker. I had a good business, but since the revolution there is no flour. My
business failed and we lost everything. There is no work, so we must survive the best we can.’
Morozov wondered how many similar stories there must be around Russia at that moment.
‘I can offer you work, and accommodation for your family, if you are willing to wear the uniform of
the Cheka,’ he told Ruslan on an impulse.
Ruslan and Oksana were clearly surprised by this offer, and turned to face each other. After a brief
consultation with his wife, Ruslan looked Timur in the eyes. ‘Thank you,’ he replied emotionally. ‘It is
not something I had considered as a new career, but I accept your offer, gratefully.’
‘Good,’ said Morozov, surprised at how warm his deed had made him feel. ‘We will return in about
two hours, so you have time to prepare your possessions. Then you can travel with us in the truck back to
Nizhny, where I will allocate a place for you in the married quarters.’
It took the soldiers only a few minutes to search the hut. When they emerged, and the squad
commander in charge of them had indicated with open palms that nothing untoward had been found,
Timur touched the peak of his cap in a token salute to Oksana and Galya, and they moved off to continue
their inspection of the remaining hovels.
The snow began to fall even more heavily.

24 ~ Aleksandra
Three women, wrapped in heavy coats against the chill wind from the north, hurried along the
platform of Moscow’s Saratovsky Railway Station, through the milling throng boarding the Trans-Russia
train. Each woman carried a single, small travel bag ~ their suitcases had been stowed in the guards van.
They were indistinguishable from the crowd of people around them ~ men and women, rich and poor,
the steam from their breath symbolically mingling and rising to join the cloud of smoke from the

locomotive, rolling around inside the high roof. There were stories that could be told by every one of
these travellers ~ each had their reason for being here, each a purpose, each their burden, each their
secrets. But their lives will never be known by anyone except those by whom they were loved.
The railway was the main form of travel between towns in Russia; it was relatively comfortable and
fast, and the government had made it free to use. Automobiles were becoming increasingly popular for
getting around within the towns and cities, but for most of the year, the roads beyond the towns were not
fit for anything other than short journeys by horse and cart. So everyone used the railway, and every train
was always packed.
The women stopped for a moment to peer uncertainly into one of the carriages, and the crowd behind
them compressed, voices raised in frustration at the brief delay in their onward progress. One man
bumped into them inadvertently, and raised his hat in polite apology. But in truth the pause was only for
a few seconds, and was soon forgotten as they all continued on their way.
The carriages they passed were dirty. There was no time for cleaning them ~ the train was like the
shuttle of a weaving machine, no sooner did it reach one end of its journey than it immediately refuelled
and began the return trip.
At last, with some consultation, the three found their assigned carriage. Under the new regime, there
was (of course) no such division as First Class travel, but if the right palms were crossed with the right
amount of silver, more … appropriate ... travel could be assured. Aleksandra, the seasoned traveller,
climbed the steps into the carriage first, then Sacha, and finally Sofiya, for whom this was a new
experience and rather daunting.
Inside, it was warmer and quieter, but still grubby. They picked their way along the corridor until they
found the numbered compartment that corresponded to their tickets, then helped each other to raise their
bags onto the overhead rack, and sank gratefully into the worn, velvet-cushioned bench. They were
joined, moments later, by three more passengers: an elderly couple and a middle-aged man.
‘I‘m terribly sorry for crashing into you just now,’ the man said to Aleksandra, removing his hat and
smiling.
He was about thirty-five years old, handsome and (unusually for the new Russia) clean-shaven, but
dressed in an old-fashioned way. Though his voice was cultured, it had a false ring to it, like an actor
reading his lines. He seemed to have no luggage.
Aleksandra looked up to meet his eyes, but did not return his smile. ‘That’s not a problem,’ she
reassured him. ‘We did stop unexpectedly.’
‘Are you travelling far?’ he enquired as she began to turn back to her conversation with Sacha.
‘Only to Kovrov,’ she replied curtly, trying again to ignore him.
‘Oh what a coincidence, that’s where I‘m going too!’
Aleksandra was becoming irritated at his forwardness.
‘I hope you have a pleasant journey,’ she said through tightening lips, more politely than she felt.
He seemed to be oblivious to her discomfort, however. ‘My name is Anatoly Geroshnikov,’ he said,
holding out a hand.
Aleksandra touched it briefly.
‘Aleksandra Kollontai,’ she said, coldly. ‘Now please forgive me, there are matters I must discuss
with my friends.’
‘Of course,’ he replied, amiably, producing a newspaper and flicking it open.
As she turned away from him again, she did not see the brief, satisfied smirk that flashed across his
face.

25 ~ Natalie
The morning of the fifth day of my captivity burst into life early with a noisy awakening. There were
voices and much movement in the main part of the cellar, and my bedroom door was suddenly thrust
open. I opened my eyes to see Angelina advancing towards my bed in the shaft of light that speared the

room from the bulb hanging from the ceiling of the cellar beyond.
‘Get up and get dressed,’ she ordered.
‘What’s going on?’ I asked, bleary-eyed, swinging my legs out of the bed and feeling the sharp
coldness of the morning air.
‘We’re moving!’ She threw a big bundle of clothes onto the bed. ‘Put these on, and hurry up!’
She switched on the light in my room, then left without explaining any more, pulling the door closed
behind her.
Moving?
This was worrying. Rada had only just managed to find me. How could I let her know? And where
were we going?
I crawled out of bed and examined the garments Angelina had left for me: thick underclothes, woollen
stockings, a tunic, trousers, and a pair of stout boots. Clearly we were going somewhere cold. I wondered
if we were moving north, or even eastwards, towards the Urals and Siberia.

26 ~ Rada
At the front entrance of the Sormovo Components Factory, workers were shuffling through the doors
to start their shifts, leaving a trail of footprints behind them in the deepening layer of snow that had
settled on the ground. Some of them talked animatedly in small groups, their breath rising in clouds, but
most were quiet ~ thoughtful, or perhaps just weary. It was another dreary day, just like all those before
it. The revolution promised them freedom, but so far nothing had changed.
Rada mingled with them at the back of the queue, edging forwards as each one before her selected the
card with their name on it from the rack, inserted it into the clocking machine and banged the handle ~
punching a hole in the thin card ~ then put it in another rack on the other side of the machine, before
hurrying away into the throbbing factory.
Eventually, as the queue slowly dispersed and the workers all headed off to their various workstations,
Rada reached the machine and passed it ~ there was, of course, no card for her ~ to join the four men and
one other woman who were waiting patiently against the wall for the manager to appear. Her eyes
wandered again and again to the short corridor ahead with the door behind which she knew Natalie was
being held.
The manager arrived, but for some time was preoccupied with checking and directing the workers,
and he took no notice of the small, forlorn bunch of rejects. But, eventually, as the last of the arrivals
vanished into the noisy factory, he turned to the hopefuls and shrugged.
‘No work today, sorry,’ he said, shrugging.
Without a word, they all headed dejectedly towards the doors.
‘You, wait!’ he called, and they stopped, turning back hopefully.
He pointed to Rada. ‘Come here.’
She returned to his side while the others glumly departed.
‘I can give you a day’s trial,’ he told her when they had gone. ‘There will be no pay, but if you are
satisfactory I may keep you on.’
He looked her up and down, noting how small she looked, and thin.
She read his mind. ‘I am stronger than I look,’ she told him. It was true.
With a nod he led her into the factory. He wondered if he had made the right decision.
They passed rows of black-and-green-painted machines, that turned and screeched and sprayed an oily
mist or a shower of sparks, or rose and fell with a crash that shook the floor. Each machine was
surrounded by metal bins containing bright metal components, and each machine had a worker, like an
extension of the machinery, who stood in a pool of oil and water, feeding the monster, moving like
automatons. The noise from the machines was painful to the ears and all-pervading; conversation was
impossible.
She looked over her shoulder, back towards the entrance. The manager was taking her away from the

place where she knew Natalie was being held. This was not good.
At the far end of the building they entered the despatch area, an open space about the size of a house,
and as far away from Natalie as it was possible to be. Wooden pallets stood in rows, piled with cardboard
boxes of assorted shapes and sizes. As she approached, a man was dragging another into position, while
an icy wind blew flurries of snow in through the big, open doors to her right. There was a large van that
stood, waiting, half in and half out of the doors. A man emerged from a small, wooden hut situated
against the far wall on her left, and walked towards the manager deferentially.
‘This is Petrov,’ the manager said to him, without preamble. ‘She is to help you today.’
He turned and departed, his conscience laid to rest, and the man leered at Rada. He was middle-aged
and overweight, with a hooked nose and yellow, uneven teeth. He was dressed in multiple layers of
ragged clothes, and wore a knitted hat with side flaps tied together under his chin with string, giving him
the appearance of a scarecrow. She held his gaze, and eventually he looked away, using the excuse of
pointing to the lorry standing in its own local snowstorm.
‘Unload that,’ he said, smirking.
With a shrug, Rada walked to the truck and opened the back doors. Inside she found pieces of steel
and stacks of cardboard boxes. Looking over her shoulder, she saw that the man was still watching her,
his arms folded. Clearly this was his idea of a challenge. She quickly scanned the area, and headed
towards the side wall where she observed a kind of barrow or dolly with four wheels, like a small
donkey-cart. On it, she was thankful to find a pair of thick gloves.
Back at the truck she put on the huge gloves and began hauling out the sheets and bars of steel one by
one and stacking them on the barrow. They were heavy; some of them she could not lift entirely, and she
had to slide them carefully off the edge, lowering one end onto the flat surface of the barrow, then
bumping it along until she was able to lift the other end down. She tried not to let the man see how
difficult some of it was, but after a while he became bored ~ or cold ~ and sauntered off back to his
warm hut. Sweating, she removed her coat and hung it from the handle of the barrow. By the time she
had removed the last box and placed it with the other items, her arms felt like jelly.
Meanwhile, the snow outside had become a blizzard.

27 ~ Natalie
As I put on the clothes Angelina had left for me, I realised that they were men’s ~ boy’s, to be more
accurate, by the size and style ~ and I wondered why I was to look like a boy. The door opened again as I
was pushing my feet into the boots, which were old and worn, but my size, and comfortable.
‘Good,’ Angelina said tensely, seeing that I was ready. ‘Put this on.’ She handed me a long, heavy
coat, with a hood attached.
I complied, glaring at her as I did so ~ after the things that had happened, I did not feel inclined to
speak. My confidence had grown, after our confrontation the previous night, but this unexpected change
of plans made me nervous again.
She nodded, as though satisfied with the result, then reached out and pulled the hood up over my
head.
‘Keep it like that, no matter what. Do you understand?’
It was my turn to nod.
‘Where are we going?’ I asked as she turned to leave.
She replied with a scathing look over her shoulder that said: ‘You don’t really expect me to answer
that, do you?’
I shrugged, and followed as she marched out through the door.
We merged with her two men into a short column, one guard ahead of her and one behind me, and we
proceeded directly across the cellar and up the concrete steps.
At the top, the leading guard opened the door and we turned left along the corridor towards the back
door. When he opened it, bright morning light flooded the passageway and I gasped with amazement.

The world outside was shrouded in white. The first snow had fallen, and was still falling in huge flakes.
The grubby industrial area had been transformed into the realm of Snegurochka, the snow maiden.
I stepped outside. The sky was a grey dome filled with fluttering, twisting faeries that landed in my
eyes and mouth as I looked up.
Underfoot, the snow was not yet deep, but was accumulating quickly, and being blown into drifts by a
petulant wind. I hesitated. I longed to dally, to enjoy the brightness and the feeling of the snow on my
face and the semi-freedom of breathing fresh air. But Angelina’s car was waiting, with the usual
chauffeur at the wheel. The engine was burbling, with grey smoke puffing from its exhaust, and steam
rising as flakes of snow landed on its hot engine cover and immediately evaporated. I felt the push of a
guard’s hand on my back; there was no time to enjoy the view. We climbed in and Angelina instructed
the driver to set off.
One guard was sitting in the front passenger seat, beside the driver, and I was jammed between
Angelina and the other guard. I strained to look out, as we turned onto the road, and the factory swam
past on my left. Then we crested the hill and began to descend towards the bottom of the valley.

28 ~ Rada
Rada closed the back doors of the truck ~ now empty ~ picked up her coat, and walked round the side
to the driver’s compartment at the front. Outside the shelter of the building, snow was now falling in
large flakes, swirling in the gusty wind, and settling on everything. She was still hot and panting from
her exertions, and for a few moments the cold air was refreshing against her bare, muscular arms. She
paused to look out at the bright, clean world that had replaced the grubby industrial area, then with a
sigh, wrenched her mind back to business. She needed to get away from there and find a way through the
door where Natalie was being held.
The driver was asleep in his cab, and jumped when she banged angrily with her flat hand on the
window. He wound down the glass. ‘What do you want?’ he grumbled.
He was not much older than her, but seriously overweight, with a brown knitted hat pulled down to
cover his ears, and a matching scarf under his many chins.
‘It’s all unloaded,’ she said.
‘Oh, good. What am I taking back?’
‘What do you mean?’
She shivered ~ the cold air had penetrated her thin shirt and was no longer pleasant. She rolled down
the sleeves of her tunic.
He looked at her, liking what he saw. ‘This is your first day?’
She began to put her arms into her coat. ‘Yes. Look, stop pissing me about. What are you supposed to
take?’ She was becoming irritated with this male conspiracy.
He glared at her for a moment, surprised at her impertinence ~ women should remember their place ~
but he was too lazy to argue. ‘Machined parts, components; whatever’s ready. I can’t afford to drive this
thing around empty, you know.’ He twisted his head in a gesture towards the inside of the factory.
‘You’d better ask old Kershkov.’
He started to wind the window back up, and Rada nodded glumly. Still buttoning her coat, she turned
to re-enter the despatch area, but stopped mid-step, staring at the road outside. A movement had caught
her eye. A car was driving slowly past her in the whirling snow. She recognised it. She had seen that car
many times before, arriving in the mornings with the small woman who was with Natalie at that
photograph session.
Though the windows were misty, she could see that the woman was there again, on the back seat.
There was also a man beside the chauffeur, in the front, but there was someone else, smaller, like a boy,
pressed between the woman and another man. She could only see his head, and that was covered with a
hood and only indistinctly visible through the misty car windows, but she was suspicious. The woman
had always arrived and left alone, there had never been a young person with her … except when …!
‘Shit!’ she exclaimed. ‘They’re moving Nata!’

As the car descended the hill away from her, heading towards the goods siding of the industrial area’s
railway service, she could see a locomotive that was sitting down there, waiting, a column of filthy black
smoke rising from its tall stack through the fluttering snowflakes.
She began running.
‘Hey!’ called the truck driver, leaning out of his window. ‘What about my load?’
But she was gone.

29 ~ Max
The snow, which had been no more than a light sprinkling of frozen dew when he left the farmhouse
at dawn, was now falling steadily in large flakes, settling on the cape over Max’s shoulders and the hood
that he had pulled up over his head. He reached the shabby apartment block and began climbing the
stairs. At least the cross-country part of his journey had been easier on the frozen soil, but he knew that
the return journey would be harder as the snow built up into drifts. And this was just the beginning of the
part of winter in which large parts of Russia would be buried for months under a deep shroud of white.
He reached the third floor and pulled away the broken door that Rada had propped in the entrance to
her territory. He was not surprised that she was not there ~ she had told him last night about her
interview for a job at the factory ~ but he had brought some food and some more warm clothes for her.
Crossing the bare, concrete floor, he stood at the window to look out. Already, the sharp angles of the
roofs all around had been softened by the fluffy coating of snow, and more was collecting fast, swirling
like smoke in eddies around the buildings and against the dark sky, piling against walls and enfolding the
ground like the wings of an angel.
He looked upwards. The clouds were a dense, slate-grey shroud, with scarcely any light breaking
through from the sad-looking sun, which he could just see hugging the ground close to the railway
embankment rising against the southern horizon, off to his left.
As he studied the factory opposite, he observed a black automobile emerge into view from the back of
the building and roll towards the road, leaving twin black furrows in the snow that immediately began to
fill and fade. From his high viewpoint, it was impossible to see inside the car as it turned onto the road
and began to drive northwards past the factory, but he was sure he had seen it before.
It glided slowly beneath him and off towards the hill that dropped into the valley. Then, as he
watched, another movement caught his eye. The car had just passed the far end of the factory building,
and crested the slope that ran down towards the goods yard of the second railway line, when a tiny figure
rushed out from beside a truck that partially plugged a gaping opening in the factory wall, and began to
run down the hill after the car.
‘Rada?’ he exclaimed, recognising her tiny figure.
Scooping up the parcel of food and clothes that he had brought with him, he hurried out onto the
landing and began to descend the stairs as quickly as his broken body would allow. Normally he was
careful to pace himself ~ to avoid straining the place where the bullet wound, though healed over, still
grated raw inside, and to spare his broken leg ~ but all caution had to be abandoned. By the time he
reached the ground floor he was gasping with pain. Nevertheless, with a deep breath, he lurched
onwards.
When he reached the road, all sign of Rada and the car she was pursuing were gone; even her
footprints had vanished under fresh snow. He drove himself as fast as he could, a shuffling, limping run,
his face contorted with pain.
At the top of the hill, he looked down to the goods yard, with its cranes and silos, where a train was
waiting, smoke rising from the locomotive’s stack. And there was the black car driving along beside the
chain of goods wagons, just occasionally visible as it passed between the buildings. He could not see
Rada at all. With no clear idea what to do next, he hurried down the slope as fast as the icy surface and
his complaining body would allow.
As he slipped and slid onwards, he heard a hoot from the engine, followed by the first thudding,
clanking, huffing sounds of movement, the wheels screeching as they spun on the frozen track. At the

foot of the hill, the road curved, then crossed the track, and he slithered to a halt beside the rails as the
engine and goods wagons processed past him across the road like a drab carnival.
There was a door open in the side of one of the closed wagons, and despite his pain he grinned as he
spotted the petite form of Rada framed in it, as resourceful as ever. As she passed him, he hurled the
bundle of clothes and food towards her, seeing with satisfaction that it landed safely in the straw at her
feet. She waved her thanks before the train carried her away and the remaining trucks clattered past him.
Puzzled at this turn of events, he was about to turn away, to retrace his steps up the hill and back to
the farm, when something unusual caught his eye. At the rear of the train, tacked on like an afterthought,
there was a single passenger wagon.
Curiously, he watched it pass, and saw four people inside, illuminated like a cinematograph by gas
lamps mounted between the windows ~ two men, a woman, and someone who appeared to be a boy. But
as the young man raised his head to look out of the window, and their eyes met, it was not a boy at all.
Stunned into immobility, Max could only smile as he saw Natalie raise a hand to cautiously wave to
him. He had a split second to return her wave, and knew that she was gone before his hand had moved
from his side.
As the back of the train vanished into the blizzard that was now raging, he picked his way slowly,
carefully and dejectedly back up the hill to begin the long slog homewards. His heavy boots bit deeply
into the fresh snow while his mind struggled to assemble the latest pieces of the puzzle. He was alone
again. Natalie and Rada had melted away like a dream. He had no idea what to do next.
At the top of the hill, he pulled his hood down over his eyes, thrust his gloved hands into his pockets,
and strode along the road that crossed the factory area. But the puzzle became even more complex when,
eventually, he reached the foot of the embankment of the main railway line. For there, before he could
climb the white slope, he was confronted by a small troop of aggressive, armed soldiers, led by a tired,
dispirited, snowman, who demanded to see his papers. With a sigh, he began to explain why he had
none.

30 ~ Natalie
My heart was pounding so hard against my ribs that I thought it would be heard throughout the
carriage. I had been standing, staring out of the window when, totally against all probability, Max had
somehow been there beside the railway track in the midst of the snowstorm, and I had almost shouted
with joy. It seemed impossible, but his huge body and handsome face were unmistakable. I had risked a
small wave, hidden (I hoped) from my captors.
As the train continued to gather speed, and he was lost to sight in the blizzard that was now hurling
snow at the windows of the train, I turned back to make sure that Angelina had not seen what had
happened. She was staring right at me, and I expected an interrogation, but after a moment she turned
wordlessly back to her cronies, and continued her conversation. Did she see anything? Surely she would
have said something? I sat on one of the wooden seats, well away from them, gazing out at the white
world passing the window, trying to think of some kind of plan.
The train was still going slowly, clattering and lurching over points, but, once these were cleared, it
began to accelerate past fields and woodland, frozen lakes and small communities. We were heading
eastwards, towards Nizhny Novgorod. I had no way of knowing our ultimate destination, and my mind
was churning.
Rada had found me, and I was sure Angelina knew nothing about that, but now I was being carried
away from her again to some unknown place. If we continued eastwards, we could well be heading for
the Urals, or even Siberia. I had the joy of knowing that Max knew I was safe ~ or, at least, alive, for the
time being ~ but he could not follow me, and he had no better idea of where I was being taken than I did.
One thing was clear: I was alone among my enemies, with no-one to help me, so I must help myself.
It was possible that this forced change of location could have weakened Angelina’s position, if only
temporarily, and may give me an opportunity to escape. I studied the door at the rear of the carriage ~ it
was unguarded and not locked, and I could reach it and be outside before they could react ~ but then
what? I would be alone, lost in a wilderness in a snowstorm, in those inadequate clothes and those

useless boots. No, that would be futile and stupid and suicidal. I would have to bide my time.
As I thought about the cold, I shivered involuntarily. The temperature inside the compartment was
considerably lower than in my previous prison ~ despite the small, pot-bellied stove in the space at the
centre of the carriage ~ and the clothes they had given me were not exactly suited to the worsening
weather conditions.
I stood and walked, swaying with the carriage’s motion, to the stove, feeling its faint warmth against
my face and hands as I approached. There was a pile of logs beside it, and an iron hook for opening the
stove’s door. I used it, and felt a blast of heat from within; it was bliss, and for a moment I bathed in its
luxury. Then I threw in a fresh log, pushing it into place with the hook, which I then used to close the
door again.
As I stood, I noticed that Angelina was watching me again, and I saw her leave her guards. I was
expecting a rebuke, but she crossed the compartment to a trunk that was against one of the walls, and
began to remove blankets and coats, which she assembled into piles. One of the piles she brought to me
and thrust into my arms. I caught her eye and thanked her. There was a heavy fur coat, and I gratefully
put it on over my more flimsy jacket, then resumed my seat and draped a blanket over my legs. Slowly I
felt the warmth build up inside me.
After a while (perhaps an hour or so) the train slowed, and I looked out of the window to see an ocean
of silver tracks, each in their own snowy canyon, crossing and joining and pointing in all directions ~
like the fingers of many intertwined hands. The dark sky brooded over the snow-encrusted rooftops of a
town, but the converging rails beneath us had been swept glistening clean by the frequent passing of
trains.
I expected us to draw into the station, but we did not; instead, after some lurching and bouncing, and
the clattering of the wheels over complex points, we began to accelerate again.
After a while, the swaying of the carriage must have lulled me into sleep, because for a moment I was
disoriented when I heard a long whistle from the locomotive, and with a bump and a screeching of steel
wheels on the icy track, the train began to slow again. It was almost like night in the compartment,
despite the lamps that were mounted on the walls of the carriage, between the windows, so I guessed it
must be late afternoon, and I assumed we were pulling into a station. It was impossible to see through the
windows, as they were completely covered with a packed layer of snow, so I could only wait to find out
what was happening. But as I looked across at my companions, I saw that they seemed excited, as though
they were expecting the delay.
Eventually we came to a halt, and, to my puzzlement, nothing happened, except that Angelina’s two
thugs crossed the carriage to take guarding station, one on either side of me, like gargoyles (I grinned
nervously to myself at the comparison). The carriage occasionally rocked, in the strong winds that
buffeted it, and I could faintly hear the regular breathing of the distant locomotive as it idled, but no
other sound, other than the whistling of the draughts at the windows.
Then, suddenly, the door at the end of the carriage was flung open, assisted by a freezing blast that
hurled it back with a crash, and accompanied by a whirling cloud of snowflakes. I was amazed as, one
after another, about twenty ruffians in thick furs ducked through the door and streamed into the
compartment, fanning off to either side until they filled the open end of the carriage. I looked to my
guards in panic, thinking that we were being boarded by pirates, but they ignored me; indeed, they
seemed unperturbed. The new arrivals were, of course, all covered from head to toe in snow, which fell
off them like a spare skin, but I could also see that every one of them was carrying, and wearing, a
personal arsenal of rifles and pistols, ammunition belts, grenades, and assorted other weapons.
The snowmen organised themselves in the small space available, and began to set down their guns,
while one, a tall brute, strode through them towards us, removing his cape in a great shower of snow. He
pushed back his hood and grinned, and Angelina rushed to embrace him. As the rest of his men began
removing their outer clothing, she brought him over to me.
‘Good afternoon, your majesty,’ he said, bowing and removing his cap with a flourish, without a hint
of irony in his voice or on his face. He was tall and imposing, with a bushy black beard, and wild hair.
‘Allow me to introduce my husband,’ Angelina proudly explained. ‘Your loyal servant Vladimir
Oskarovich Kappel.’
Vladimir saluted me.

‘Oh, how wonderful,’ I smiled without smiling. ‘Now I feel much safer.’

31 ~ Pisarenko
The citizens of Nizhny Novgorod gazed fearfully from their windows as a swathe of soldiers surged
like a tidal wave through their neighbourhoods, smashing down doors, burning houses, and carrying
people away. Morozov’s reinforcements had arrived at last, and were making their presence known. Six
hours into their task, and the troops from Moscow were on a spree of killing and plundering in search of
the rebels, leaving destruction and fire behind them.
Morozov, however, was far from happy. He felt that his command was being stolen from his grasp.
The soldiers arrived while Morozov was busy searching the industrial area, and they were accompanied
by their own officer, a man who ranked equal to Timur and who had his own ideas of how the orders
were to be interpreted.
Yatsek had instructed that the Whites were to be tracked down and annihilated at any cost, and
Company Commander Pisarenko intended to impress. In Morozov’s absence, he took the decision to
send his troops into the city where, until then, Morozov had not had sufficient manpower to do anything.
Pisarenko’s troops put up posters, offering a reward for any members of the public who provided
information leading to the arrest of anyone suspected of acting for the Whites. Starving citizens were
quick to take the opportunity of easy cash, reporting neighbours who had offended them in some way,
and the soldiers aggressively entered and searched houses and other properties, acting on the leads
supplied.
To make matters worse, Morozov’s sweep of the industrial area had failed to produce a single lead
that might have resulted in the hoped-for arrests of Whites, and no sign of Tereshchenko. Their search
had merely produced a handful of disgruntled new recruits dragged in from the among the layabouts
frequenting the waste lands. Rostov, the ex-baker, looked promising ~ he was smart and intelligent ~ and
there was one giant of a man, Drubich, who looked as though he may shape up, but the rest were dregs,
and he fully expected half of them to disappear before a week was out.
Timur was inspecting these men, most of them somehow managing to still remain scruffy, even in
uniform, when Squad Commander Peshkov hurried up to him.
‘There’s a telephone call for you, sir. It’s comrade Yurovsky,’ he informed the Company Commander.
Leaving Peshkov to finish the inspection, Morozov made his way back to his office and picked up the
telephone handset.
‘Morozov here. Sorry, sir, I was ...’
Yurovsky interrupted him. ‘Never mind that, listen to me; I have a little gift of information for you.
Use this wisely and you could make a real name for yourself. Stalin and the others are all still under the
assumption that the person they are seeking ~ the girl in the Whites’ poster ~ is the princess Anastasia, as
the Whites are hinting. But it is not! The Romanovs are all dead, there is no doubt about that ~ I was
there, I helped to kill them and dispose of the bodies ~ but as we know, the Tereshchenko woman did not
die in Yekaterinberg with them, and she did not die in that shack with Avadeyev; she is alive and well
and working for the Whites!’
A grin crossed Timur’s face, and he began to pace the room. Of course! It all fell into place. It wasn’t
a random attack that killed Avadeyev and half the Cheka; the Whites were rescuing Tereshchenko.
‘Are you still there, Morozov?’ Yurovsky asked, puzzled at the silence. He had expected more of a
reaction.
‘Oh! Yes, sir,’ Timur blurted. ‘I was just thinking of the implications. Thank you for that information,
it is most helpful …’
‘… but changes nothing,’ he added, silently to himself. ‘I still have no idea where they are hiding
her.’
‘Well there’s more,’ Yurovsky’s scratchy voice continued in his ear. ‘Listen to this. I have an agent
following Aleksandra Kollontai ~ she was Tereshchenko’s employer and friend, did you know that?
Anyway, she has just decided to make an unannounced expedition to Kovrov, accompanied by two other

women. Why would she do that? There must be a connection. She is tied up in this conspiracy, I just
know it. I never trusted that woman; too damned clever for her own good.’
Morozov froze in mid-step. ‘Kollontai knows where Tereshchenko is? Surely that is impossible? And
yet, perhaps she is leading us straight to her! Perfect! I will be in Kovrov before nightfall.’
‘Good. And one more thing. If they should all die in the process, no-one here will criticise you. Do I
make myself clear?’
Timur nodded. ‘Perfectly clear, Comrade.’

32 ~ Aleksandra
Kovrov, in central Russia, has a long history. In the time of Catherine The Great it was a pretty market
town, but that was many years ago ~ centuries ~ a different age. By 1918, it had not aged gracefully, like
some towns. It had, instead, swelled into a grubby, grey, industrial complex, making weapons and
uniforms to supply Russia’s perpetual wars. The coming of the railway had only added to its ruin.
Outside the town centre, where the factories bred like rats, the air was grimy, with the pervasive smell
of oil and smoke. Even the blanket of snow, and the stiff, cutting wind from the north, could not make
Kovrov clean.
The trees and tired old buildings around the square in the centre of town ~ where once farmers had
brought their cattle and sheep and pigs to sell ~ had grown a permanent coating of sooty ash from the
power stations. By the time 1918 was drawing to its end, the market place held nothing but a few
mounds and snowdrifts, representing the brick-walled animal pens and the wood-and-canvas shelters
where people brought what they could to sell or barter. It was overlooked on one side by a multi-story
department store, on another by a faded hotel, and, between them, a row of houses and small shops.
The railway passed through the centre of the town, and the station formed the fourth side of the
market square. A train stopped every hour ~ on its way to Moscow in one direction or Nizhny in the
other. But no-one came got off at Kovrov unless they had a pressing need, and they left (if they could) as
soon as possible.
Aleksandra, Sofiya and Sacha emerged onto the station platform from the warmth of their railway
carriage, clutching their travel bags, and peered around. No sunlight could penetrate the thick layer of
snow building up on the glass canopy above their heads, and the pale yellow electric lamps inside hardly
relieved the gloom. A criminal wind whistled casually along the length of the platform, examining every
traveller, slipping its fingers into their clothes and stealing their heat.
The talkative man who had shared their carriage tipped his hat to them as he departed. They were not
to know it, of course, but he had gone to look for a public telephone to report back to Yakov Yurovsky.
They hurried to collect their baggage from the guard’s van, then summoned a porter to carry it
outside, where they hailed a taxicab from the rank beside the station. The leading driver acknowledged
them with a nod and removed the blankets protecting his horses, shaking off the snow, and stowing them
under his seat, before leading the horses to stop beside the women. Already the thick snow on the roads
had forced the drivers to stable their wheeled cabs and change to using the sleighs. He easily lifted their
luggage into the back of the sleigh and helped them to mount the steps into the relative shelter of a
simple canopy.
Their destination was the home of Alma Salnikova, the leader of the women’s union at the
Razumovsky Textile Mill. She had sent a report to Aleksandra about Natalie’s visit, and the
confrontation with the manager, Vasilyev, and they hoped that she would be able to cast some light on
Natalie’s mysterious disappearance. After a short drive, they were out of the town and into a cluster of
dwellings attached to the perimeter of one of the industrial zones. The sleigh stopped outside a threestorey apartment block, and the driver helped the women with their cases, before departing, grateful for a
generous tip.
Alma greeted them, and took them into her little apartment. When they were settled and warm, she
told them about Natalie’s visit and the confrontation with the manager of the mill, Mr Vasilyev.
‘I don’t know how she did it, but Natalie figured out that Vasilyev had made a lucrative deal with

Degtyarev, the owner of the munitions factory, for the extractor fans that you told him to install.’
Aleksandra nodded. ‘I remember that. The air in the factory was thick with a cloud of fibres from the
looms. Women and children were dying in their hundreds from lung problems.’
‘Yes, well, Tovarishch, the fans didn’t last a year, and are still out of action. Natalie had seen
Degtyarev’s production charts, and guessed that he was using time and materials assigned for
government contracts to make money for himself. When she suggested to Vasilyev that the extractors in
the mill were made cheaply by Degtyarev, and that he had personally profited, he became angry and
ended the meeting. He told Natalie that she should not have crossed him, as he had influence with people
in high places.
‘The next morning I was at the railway station, to see Natalie off, when her party was ambushed by a
sniper, shooting from the roof of the department store. He didn’t hit Natalie, although he seriously
wounded one of her bodyguards. But Natalie boarded the train for Nizhny, Tovarishch; I saw her
myself.’
‘What of the soldier who was shot?’
‘I don’t know. She was taken away by the doctor.’
Aleksandra was thoughtful for a minute. ‘Could Vasilyev have been behind the attempt on Natalie’s
life, then?’
‘I don’t think he could do it alone; he really doesn’t have as much influence as he pretended. But
Razumovsky, the owner of the mill, certainly has connections with the Whites, and if he thought his
profits might be affected, he is perfectly capable of organising such an attack.’
A thoughtful silence filled the room. Four women, from different backgrounds, were united in their
concern for another woman, a victim of her privileged circumstances.
Sofiya was the first to speak. ‘At least we know that Natalie continued her journey. Are there any
contacts in Nizhny who could help us?’ She looked hopefully at Aleksandra.
‘Well, there’s Gorky, he was to meet her at the station; we can start with him. Then she was to give a
talk at the Trade Fair ~ Ludmila Belskya, the leader of the Nizhny Novgorod Women’s Soviet, will be
able to tell us if that went ahead. Apart from those two, though, we will be on our own. We certainly
can’t expect any help from Yurovsky’s man Avadeyev, who is running the Nizhny Cheka ~ in fact, I
prefer to avoid him if at all possible.’
‘While you are here,’ Alma added, ‘is it worthwhile speaking to Vasilyev?’
Aleksandra nodded. ‘Oh yes. I doubt that he will be helpful, but I can put some pressure on him by
telling him what I know ~ or, rather, by pretending I know a lot more than I do. Perhaps we can do that
this afternoon?’
She looked at Alma, who nodded her head.

33 ~ Rada
Another snow-covered train pulled into Kovrov station, the black barrel of its locomotive’s boiler
glistening where the heat from the coal fires within vaporised each flake with a soft hiss, though the
sound was lost in the clattering, scraping, bellowing of its arrival.
But this was not one of the scheduled passenger services, it consisted almost entirely of goods
wagons. Goods trains did not normally stop at the station; they either passed right through, or were
diverted into the sidings to be unloaded. But this one eased slowly in, as though self-conscious of its
grubbiness, and slid to a halt so that the single passenger coach at the rear was beside the ticket-office.
A crowd of people spilled from the steps at the back of the carriage onto the platform, where they
were greeted by two men. One of those two was Ivan Vasilyev, manager of the Razumovsky Textile
Mill, and the other was his employer, the owner of the mill, Baron Franz Razumovsky. The strange
group hastened out of the station into the raging blizzard. Hidden at the heart of the herd, crushed
between burly mercenaries bristling with weapons, was their Tsarina and prisoner, Natalie Tereshchenko.
Her feet did not touch the ground ~ literally ~ she was held firmly by the arms by Angelina’s surly
assistants.

Unseen by any of them, a door in one of the goods wagons slid open a few inches and a small figure
slipped out. She hurriedly followed them through the exit, and watched as they stepped over a low
boundary wall and crossed the wide, deserted market square, leaving a temporary furrow in the snow.
There was a row of buildings on the far side ~ small shops, and a few houses ~ and they entered one,
near the centre of the row, with a sign hanging above the door.
Rada quickly crossed the road outside the station, then followed the groove left in the snow by
Natalie’s captors. When she reached the building they had entered, she saw that the painted sign
swinging above the door declared it to be ‘На Станции’ ~ The Station Inn ~ with a picture of a train for
the benefit of its patrons who could not read.
Rada assessed her situation. She had no money to buy food or drink or to rent a room, but she could
not stay outside in this weather. Thanks to Max, she had some extra clothes, but they were still
inadequate for the blizzard conditions prevailing, and already her body was shaking uncontrollably; she
realised that she could not live much longer without some kind of warmth. Her hand strayed to feel the
hard, heavy bulge of the pistol in her pocket ~ it was the only thing she had of any value, and she
wondered if she could trade it at the inn for some hot food and a room for the night.
Perhaps it was because she was so cold, for normally no-one would be able to approach her without
being noticed, but she jumped at the sound of crunching snow close by, and a deep, man’s voice from
somewhere above her head that asked: ‘Why are you following them?’
Recovering her composure, and fighting the shivering that put a tremor in her voice, she looked up at
a dark, heavily bearded face towering over her.
‘Who are you?’ she asked.
‘Forgive me,’ he replied, with a hint of a smile, ‘but, really, you should answer my question before
asking one of your own.’
Too weak to argue, or even to think clearly, she relented.
‘They have kidnapped my friend,’ she answered, honestly.
But she was not beaten, yet. She slowly began to ease her right hand towards the pocket containing
her gun.
The man saw the movement, and put a large, gloved hand on her arm to stop her.
‘You won’t need that,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘But you may be glad of this.’
He removed his coat and quickly draped the thick fur over her shoulders and wrapped it around her.
The sudden heat from it was so blissful that it was almost painful, and she was overwhelmed by the
luxury of it. She had not realised how hard she was been fighting the draining effect of the penetrating
cold, and the surge of warmth was more than her overloaded senses could contain. She tried to protest,
but his voice echoed in her ears, the world faded from white to black, and her legs buckled beneath her.

34 ~ Vera
When Rada woke, she was beneath a sheet and blankets in a bed in a warm room. A fire flickered in
its grate nearby, and there was a faint, sibilant buzz of whispered conversation from two people seated at
a table near the window.
‘I fainted!’ she thought with amazement, recalling her last conscious moment. She prided herself on
being tough, and was not accustomed to displays of weakness like that. She tried to silently move her
head to take in her surroundings, but must have made a noise, because the voices stopped and a chair
scraped. A woman, dark-skinned, with long black hair, arrived to sit on the edge of her bed.
‘How are you?’ she asked.
Rada shrugged her shoulders dismissively, not meeting the woman’s eyes. She didn’t know these
people; they could be enemies, although the man had seemed kind enough.
‘I have to get back to that inn; they are holding my friend there.’
She tried to sit up, but the woman put a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘Relax, Viktor is there, watching.
No-one will go anywhere without us knowing.’

Exhausted, Rada sank back into the pillows. ‘Who are you?’
The woman smiled. ‘You are single-minded, aren’t you? My name is Vera Kovalchuk. The man who
brought you here is my husband, Viktor, and this handsome man ...’ she pointed a hand, palm up, in the
direction of the young man sitting at the table, ‘... is my son, Nikolay.’
Nikolay smiled and waved a hand, and Rada raised her own in tired acknowledgement. The situation
was surreal, almost comical.
‘Now you must tell us who you are, and why you were following those people,’ Vera insisted.
Rada considered her position. She owed Vera and Viktor much ~ probably her life ~ and there was
something about them that was natural; they seemed to radiate goodness. In another rare moment of
weakness, she decided to trust them.
‘I am Radochka Petrov,’ she began. ‘I only really know one of those people, my friend Natalie
Tereshchenko. She is being held prisoner by the others.’
Vera nodded, satisfied with Rada’s answer, then stood and crossed to the fire, where a big, cast iron
kettle was steaming. She picked up a bowl, and ladled some of the contents of the kettle into it, then
fetched a spoon and a piece of bread from the table and brought it all to Rada.
‘Can you sit up?’
Rada pushed herself into a sitting position, her back against the wall behind the bed head, and the
woman handed her the bowl. It contained red soup, and she accepted it gratefully. ‘Why are you helping
me?’
It was Vera’s turn to shrug. ‘Now that is a good question. The group you were following includes
some important members of the leadership of the Whites in this area, and they are pretending that your
friend Natalie is the Grand Duchess Anastasia, miraculously risen from the dead.’
‘Ah,’ thought Rada. ‘Not Tsarina in her own right, then.’
‘And you, I take it, are not with them,’ she said, swallowing a mouthful of bread.
Vera laughed. ‘No, we are loyal Party members; Viktor is head of the Kovrov Cheka. Finding
Vladimir Kappel and his wife Angelina on our territory, along with a sizeable part of their army, is a
great opportunity for us to strike a blow for our cause.’

35 ~ Alma
Sacha, Aleksandra, Sofiya and Alma were finishing breakfast in Alma’s small apartment the next
morning when there was a knock at the door. Leaving the others at the table, Alma went to open it.
Outside, the northerly wind had eased, but huge flakes of snow were still falling, fluttering and
dancing like the snow-queen’s attendants. The sky was a wall of dark clouds, towering like a menacing
castle over the roofs of the buildings all around. Kovrov hid under thickening billows in the weak
morning sun.
‘Vera!’ Alma exclaimed, surprised to see her visitor.
‘Quickly,’ Vera said, looking over her shoulder. ‘Let us in.’
Alma stepped back to admit three people: Vera, her son Nikolay, and someone she vaguely
recognised ~ a petite, young woman almost hidden inside a huge, thick, fur. They shed their coats, then
Nikolay took up station at the window, keeping watch on the street below. Alma introduced Vera to
Aleksandra, Sofiya and Sacha.
‘There has been a development,’ Vera began as the other women crowded around her. ‘Angelina
Kappel is here, with her husband Vladimir and a sizeable unit of the White resistance.’
‘When did they arrive?’ Aleksandra asked. ‘Where are they now?’ She knew the names, of course.
‘Late yesterday afternoon. They are staying at the Station Inn at the moment, but no doubt they will
move. And there’s more; they have a prisoner.’
She paused to indicate Rada, who had been standing quietly in the background. Their heads turned.
Rada had recognised three of the women ~ she did not know the fourth ~ and was apprehensive. As a
deserter from the Army, she could face a court-martial if Aleksandra Kollontai should so decide.

‘This young lady was following them,’ Vera continued, ‘and she has told us who their prisoner is. She
is also able to reveal the true identity of the young woman who is featuring in the ‘Freedom’ posters.’
She turned again to Rada, and waited for her to finish the sentence for her.
Rada shuffled her feet nervously. ‘It’s Natalie,’ she said.
For a moment there was stunned silence as the women grasped the significance of the words.
Sacha was the first to speak. ‘You‘re Radochka, aren’t you? I remember now. We met at the palace.’
Rada nodded. ‘And I may as well tell you all now that I was also part of Natalie’s security team when
we were ambushed here five weeks ago.’
‘Ah yes,’ Aleksandra said, ‘I did not recognise you at first out of uniform. You were with Natalie’s
escort party at the rally where Lenin was shot, were you not?’
Rada nodded.
‘But what is this Freedom poster? I have not seen it.’
Alma interrupted them. ‘This is clearly going to take some time. Come and sit by the fire and I will
make some tea. There is much to learn, and plans must be made.’
Vera and Rada did as instructed, and the women gathered chairs into a semi-circle near the log fire.
Alma poured some water into the kettle suspended over the fire, then she opened one of the drawers in a
sideboard and, after a brief search, retrieved a leaflet. She handed it to Aleksandra.
‘Yes, that’s Natalie,’ she said at once. Then she looked across to Rada. ‘Rada, we came here to find
Natalie. Can you tell us what has happened?’
Rada looked around the small group. ‘These are good people,’ she told herself; ‘And they are
probably the only ones who can help Natalie.’
‘After the ambush at Kovrov station, we caught a train to Nizhny as planned,’ she began. ‘But soon
after we arrived there, Natalie was captured by Alexander Avadeyev, with the connivance of our two
KMVD agents and the Nizhny Cheka. We escaped, but Natalie has now been kidnapped by the Kappel
woman, who wants to re-establish the monarchy, with Natalie as Tsarina.’
‘Wait a minute!’ Sacha exclaimed. Rada’s choice of words has tickled a recollection. ‘This Angelina
Kappel, is she short, round, with long grey hair tied back like a horse’s tail?’
The women grinned tensely at the description, but Rada confirmed the likeness, and Sacha began to
nod her head as understanding dawned.
‘If I am not mistaken, this is the woman who claimed to be Natalie’s mother when she turned up at the
convent in Moscow. She tried then to persuade Natalie to join the Whites as a figure-head. Natalie
refused, but Angelina obviously doesn’t give up easily, does she?’
‘This presents us with a real problem,’ Vera added. ‘We have the opportunity to wipe out a major part
of the White forces in this area with a surprise attack. But it is almost certain that your friend would die
with them.’

36 ~ Viktor
If anyone had been watching the railway station, they would have seen a young man, his head down,
huddled in winter furs, walking quickly past it through the swirling clouds of snowflakes, making dark
footprints that faded and vanished almost instantly as they filled with fresh snow. No-one saw, because
everyone with any sense was indoors in the warmth of their homes. But if they had been looking, they
would have been amazed to see him disappear, like a candle flame blown out by the wind. It was not a
conjuring trick, merely good training and a lifetime of practice. Nikolay Kovalchuk had joined his father,
Viktor, in the relative shelter of a deep doorway opposite the inn where the Whites were staying.
‘Anything happening?’ Nikolay asked.
‘Nothing at the inn,’ Viktor responded, ‘but there has been an interesting development. We have more
visitors. Some soldiers arrived on foot about ten minutes ago. They are in our apartment block. Is your
mother still at Alma’s?’
‘Yes. Our guest has been telling Comrade Kollontai and her friends what she told us. But they already

knew her, and they know the Tereshchenko woman, too. It complicates things.’
Viktor was about to reply when the soldiers, about twelve of them, emerged from the apartment block
at the corner of the square, and stood in some apparent confusion, pointing in various directions and
talking animatedly. With a nod to Nikolay, a silent instruction to stay and watch, Viktor slipped from his
hiding place and sauntered along the pavement toward the soldiers, as though happening to arrive
without knowledge of their presence.
They stood like a line of white chess pieces across the entrance to the apartment block. As he
approached them, one man stepped forward.
‘You, man, do you know the whereabouts of Viktor Kovalchuk?’ he demanded.
‘Who wants to know?’ Viktor Kovalchuk asked, slyly, eyeing up the man.
‘I am Company Commander Morozov, commander of the Nizhny Novgorod Cheka. Now tell me
where I may find Viktor Kovalchuk or it will be the worse for you.’ Morozov was clearly in a bad temper
and not inclined to civility.
Viktor relented. ‘I am he, Company Commander Morozov. Company Commander Viktor Kovalchuk
of the Kovrov Cheka at your service. How can I help you?’
Morozov glared at him for a moment, angry at his previous evasion, but the need to get his men, and
himself, out of this damned snow was pressing.
‘We need accommodation, Comrade. We arrived by train some hours ago, but the locomotive is
embedded in a snowdrift about five miles outside town. We were forced to abandon the train and march
here. When we have shelter, it is also necessary for me to discuss a further important matter with you.’
‘Certainly, Comrade. Our barracks is in a former hotel, across the square, there ...’ he pointed to a
building on the right-hand side of the square. ‘We have rooms for guests. I will take you there.’
He led Morozov and his men diagonally across the square to a once-luxurious nineteenth-century
building that faced into the square. The hotel, like the rest of Kovrov, was no longer in its glory ~ the
days when people who could afford hotel bills came to the town were long gone, and the building had
been taken over by the Cheka a year-and-a-half ago, when the new government came into power.
As they arrived, Morozov looked briefly up at the flaking paint and dirty, cracked windows with
despair, but there was nothing to be done about it; he followed Viktor up the stone steps to the front
door. At the top, always conscious of good manners ~ even in this god-forsaken place ~ he paused under
the shelter of the canopy to remove his coat and shake a cascade of snow from it, and to kick the snow
from his boots, before marching into the entrance hall. His men followed suit, one by one, divesting their
weapons and outer clothing in a heap in the hallway.

37 ~ Morozov
A little later, Morozov stood at the window of the officers’ suite he had been allocated, looking out
over the deserted, snow-coated market square. Ice on the inside of the glass distorted the view, and his
breath froze as it left his mouth. There was a small radiator on the wall beneath the window, close to his
knees, but it was almost cold. And there was a fire in the grate, but the room felt little warmer than
outside; still, at least it was shelter from the unceasing blizzard through which they had started marching
that morning.
‘Where are your men?’ he asked Viktor, who was standing beside him.
Viktor was looking with some satisfaction at the doorway across the square, where his son was still
watching, invisible. He returned his attention to his companion.
‘They are all part-timers, Comrade,’ he replied. ‘They work in the factories.’
Morozov grunted. ‘How many can you muster?’ he asked with a sigh.
‘Fourteen active, plus three reserves.’
Squad Commander Peshkov, lounging in an armchair by the fire, chuckled.
‘Seventeen? That’s all you have?’ Morozov snorted.
Viktor made a show of embarrassment. ‘It’s not much of a place, this, Comrade. Bit of a back-water.’

Timur was caught between amusement and frustration. How could he work with such inefficiency?
‘Right, look, here’s the situation. You have seen the leaflets the Whites are printing, claiming to have
one of the Romanov girls alive and ready to take the throne?’
Viktor nodded. He had seen the poster, and he knew more than Morozov, thanks to Rada, but he was
not about to volunteer any help to this jumped up city dweller. He also had considerably more men at his
disposal than he told Morozov.
‘Well,’ Morozov continued, ‘we have reason to think they may be hiding her somewhere in Kovrov. I
have brought my men to find her, and I expect you to mobilise your ...’ he paused to add a sneer to his
voice: ‘... your seventeen men to assist me. It will involve house-to-house searches, and your local
knowledge will be useful in directing our efforts to the most likely places.’
‘Of course, Comrade,’ Viktor replied cheerfully. ‘My men can be at your disposal within an hour.’
‘Oh, there’s no need to rush,’ Timur responded, dryly. ‘Tomorrow will be soon enough. First we need
to eat, then I want a map of the town, and you can help me work out a plan to flush these bastards out.’

38 ~ Viktor
When Viktor rejoined Morozov and Peshkov two hours later, much had happened. The new arrivals
had dined, and some of Viktor’s Cheka had been called to their barracks in a show of readiness.
Nikolay had also been moved into the barracks. His view of the inn was not as good as it had been in
the doorway ~ he could not see the front of the building full-on from his new position at one of the top
floor windows ~ but any comings or goings would still be visible, and he would be able to communicate
his information more quickly to his father by field radio.
Viktor cleared the table in Morozov’s quarters and spread his map of the town. At this stage, he was
still reluctant to divulge his knowledge of the rebels’ whereabouts. He would rather use his cunning to
try to release the Tereshchenko woman, and perhaps even split the Whites into smaller groups ~ that he
could then pick off more easily ~ than risk Morozov blasting in with his small army. To keep Morozov
occupied, away from the town centre, he began to point out the various industrial areas on the outskirts
of town.
‘This is where they are most likely to have a choice of places to hide, Comrade.’
Morozov nodded, enthusiastically, leaning forward on his arms to study the map.
‘Good! Good! With our combined forces we can hit selected targets hard, taking them by surprise.
They won’t be expecting us.’ He straightened his back. ‘I will direct operations personally. Have your
men ready at dawn, Comrade.’
‘Of course, Comrade,’ Viktor said, dryly. ‘See you at dawn.’
After Viktor had left, and the door had closed behind him, Timur joined Squad Commander Peshkov
to relax in front of the fire. He sat on the arm of Peshkov’s chair and slipped an arm around his shoulder,
gently caressing the back of his neck with his fingertips.
‘Tomorrow we will make a name for ourselves, Anton, he grinned.’
Peshkov leaned back and looked up adoringly at Timur’s face.
‘But what name will it be?’ he asked.

39 ~ Boris
Evening arrived at the Station Inn.
The large front room was a tavern, serving the local population with beer and vodka, borshch,
pancakes, cheese, meats and kvas every day. Even in hard times, men could find money for alcohol, and
it would take more than a blizzard outside to keep the dedicated drinkers away. Even so, trade had fallen
since the bad weather set in, and the owner of the business, Boris Soloviov, was pleased with the extra

trade brought by his recent guests. He took a moment to pause and look, with some satisfaction, around
the bar.
There was Nadia, his daughter, in her duty as waitress, serving dinner to Ivan Vasilyev and Baron
Razumovsky, two of his wealthiest patrons. Over by the window, four of the rebel soldiers who had
arrived the previous night were drinking vodka, and at a small table in the corner, a young couple was
sitting gazing into each other’s eyes while sipping beer and eating bread and sausage; one of them, he
knew, was Nikolay Kovalchuk, son of Viktor Kovalchuk, the leader of the Cheka ~ he did not recognise
the young woman. Elsewhere, groups of his regulars were drinking and conversing loudly. Altogether, he
was a happy man. Even the rooms upstairs were all rented out, and everyone was eating and drinking.
Life was good.
And look, the door opened, and two more customers arrived. He rubbed his hands with glee.
He saw, as they closed the door behind them and shook the snow from their coats, that the new
arrivals were unaccompanied women. It was unusual for women to enter such places as taverns without a
man, but as they approached him he recognised one of them as Vera, the wife of Viktor Kovalchuk.
While not exactly a regular at his establishment, she nevertheless visited many times, both with her
husband and alone. He always tried to appear neutral where politics was concerned ~ business was
business ~ but he was a monarchist at heart, and of course he was nervous about the secret guests he was
hiding. He greeted the women, perhaps a little more cautiously than he might otherwise.
‘Good evening Boris,’ Vera responded warmly to his greeting; she knew him well, and was fully
aware of how he felt. She also knew about his secret guests. ‘We have a special visitor for a few days.
This is Aleksandra Kollontai, the People’s Commissar for Social Welfare.’
Boris, always impressed by social standing, was torn between his monarchist leanings and his
inclination to fawn over the highest ranking person he had ever actually met (currently higher even than
Baron Razumovsky, since his title was no longer valid). He welcomed Aleksandra effusively, bowing
low, and led the two ladies to a table.
‘I will serve you myself,’ he told them as he indicated the table of food along one wall of the bar.
‘Would you care for some of our fine beer, or perhaps a bottle of the excellent wine that we have
imported specially from Italy?’
‘The wine will be nice, thank you,’ Aleksandra responded. ‘Do you have a Chianti?’
‘Oh yes, most certainly; an excellent choice,’ Boris enthused.
While he bustled off to fetch their wine, the women looked around the room. Vera’s gaze paused for
the briefest of moments as it swept past her son; he blinked once in return. Aleksandra acknowledged the
mill owner and his manager ~ whom she had met on previous visits ~ with a lifting of her hand. Both
men responded with the tiniest of bows, merely an inclination of the head. She hoped it was a sign that
her arrival had shaken their world a little, for their meetings in the past, though polite, were always
tinged with unspoken threats, in both directions.
When Boris returned with their wine, and they had selected a meal, the women invited him to join
them.
‘If you are not too busy,’ Vera added.
It was an opportunity he could not resist, as Vera well knew. ‘Oh no, my staff can cope,’ he quickly
responded, removing his apron and accepting one of the empty chairs at their table.
‘Comrade Kollontai wishes to learn more about the town and how we would like it to develop,’ Vera
told him. ‘And, of course, you are at the heart of life here, so we felt that you would be the ideal person
to consult.’
Boris, predictably, swelled with pride, and began to expound on his knowledge of local affairs. Some
of the other locals, hearing the conversation, began to cluster around the table and join in the general
debate.
~
As the noise increased, Alma Salnikova entered the tavern. She closed the door with a bang, drawing
all eyes and silencing the conversation. Then, after a quick look around the tavern, she marched straight
across to the table where Nikolay and Sacha were seated. Nikolay had risen defensively to his feet at her
arrival.
‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded.

‘Me?’ Alma screeched. ‘More to the point, what are you doing here with her!’ She pointed angrily at
Sacha.
‘Keep your voice down,’ Nikolay responded. ‘You are embarrassing everyone.’
‘Don’t you tell me what to do!’ Alma shouted, taking a step towards Nikolay and swinging a fist at
his head.
Nikolay stumbled and fell across the table where the mill owner and his manager were sitting,
knocking their drinks flying. The two older men leapt to their feet. One of them helped Nikolay to stand,
while the other restrained Alma, who struggled violently, trying to reach Nikolay for another attack.
Obviously, they were both aware who she was, as she worked for them at the mill.
Sacha joined the fray, and started screaming abuse at Alma, trying to reach her, but being held back
by one of the visiting rebel soldiers.
Boris jumped to his feet, and pushed through the crowd to where Nikolay and the two women were
glaring and shouting at each other. All the patrons were gathered around the noisy confrontation, adding
their own contributions, and no-one noticed a small figure quietly slip in through the front door and drift
unobtrusively across the tavern, hanging her coat on the hooks as she passed, and up the stairs.
In the thick of the crowd, Boris stood between Nikolay and Alma.
‘I will not have this kind of behaviour on my premises,’ he shouted at Alma. ‘You will leave now,
either willingly or by force.’ He pointed to the door.
Vasilyev loosened his grip on Alma, to allow her to leave, and she shrugged off his hands, turning to
face him, ignoring Boris and all the others.
‘I bet you enjoyed that, you brute,’ she hissed at him. ‘Well make the most of your little empire,
because soon you‘ll be arrested for arranging that attack on the Tereshchenko woman.’
He looked surprised, and she continued: ‘Oh yes, I know all about that, and so does the government.
There’s a squad of troops on the way right now to take you to Moscow.’ She turned to glare at
Razumovsky. ‘And you!’
Vasilyev angrily pointed a finger at her, jabbing the air with it as though it was a dagger. ‘Don’t
bother reporting for work tomorrow; you no longer have a job,’ he spat.
She laughed. ‘Neither do you. I will be watching when they arrest you and cart you off to prison,’ she
chuckled.
She pushed her way past the ogling onlookers, who parted to let her through, and out of the door.
Boris, still furious, turned to Nikolay and Sacha. ‘You too. This is unacceptable. I want you to settle
your bill and leave.’
‘Well if that’s how you treat honest, innocent guests, then we will be glad to leave,’ Nikolay retorted,
glaring at Boris and the two businessmen. ‘We will take our custom elsewhere.’ He drew a wad of notes
from his pocket and thrust some of them at Boris, then turned to Sacha. ‘Come, my dear, I will take you
to a better class of restaurant.’
~
Rada reached the top of the stairs just as the din in the tavern died down, and found an empty corridor,
with five doors on each side, most of them open, and a window at the far end. She sauntered past the first
two doors, looking into the rooms, as though she had every right to be there. The first held a pair of
empty, unmade beds, the next appeared to be a social room, in which three men were sitting; two of
whom were playing cards, and the third was stripping down a large and deadly-looking gun. They looked
up as she reached the door.
‘Who are you?’ one of the card-players demanded, aggressively alert, rising to his feet.
She was ready for the question. ‘Rada,’ she replied. ‘Kitchen staff. Any plates, cutlery, other dinner
stuff in here?’
He nodded towards the table, where the remains of their last meal resembled a nasty accident.
‘Thanks,’ she said, stacking the plates and carrying them out.
He sat down again, but watched her suspiciously.
In the corridor, she placed the plates and cutlery on the floor, and proceeded to the next pair of facing
doors. Both were closed. She opened the first, quietly. It was a bathroom, empty (thankfully). The room

opposite contained two men, asleep.
‘Five,’ she counted silently.
Of the next pair of closed doors, one contained two bare beds ~ that room was not used ~ while the
other had two more sleeping occupants.
‘Seven.’ Part of her mission was to get some idea of how many rebels there were.
Next there were two doors, one locked ~ possibly a store room ~ the other a bedroom. She noted that
the beds were dishevelled ~ perhaps these were the beds of some of the men she just met, or possibly
those downstairs, so she did not count them.
The door to one of the last two rooms was open, and proved to be a small scullery, with a sink and
some cupboards.
So the final room must be where Natalie was being held. She inhaled a deep breath, rapped on the
door and opened it without waiting for a response.
Inside, there was a table with two chairs, and a pair of beds. Two women were sitting at the table; one
of them was Natalie. The other, the small woman with grey hair, whom she now knew to be Angelina
Kappel, jumped up. ‘Who are you?’ It was becoming the quote of the day.
Rada repeated her cover story.
Angelina appeared to relax a little. ‘Here,’ she said, picking up the ready-stacked plates and handing
them to Rada.
‘Thank you, ma‘am,’ Rada said, accepting them with a curtsey.
She headed for the door, ignoring Natalie, who was barely suppressing a grin.
Before she reached the door, Angelina called after her. ‘Tell Ivan we need clean bedding!’
Rada stopped. ‘Ivan?’ she replied, a perplexed expression on her face. ‘Do you mean Boris?’
‘Yes, of course, Boris. That’s right.’
‘I‘ll tell him right away, ma’am.’
Rada closed the door behind her, carried the plates along the corridor and collected the others that she
had left on the floor. She smiled at the three men, then headed down the stairs.
As the bar came into sight, she saw that Aleksandra was still holding court, chatting to Boris and his
guests, keeping them occupied. Holding the plates high enough to cover her face, in case anyone should
look at her, she followed her nose to the kitchens.
There were three people working busily as she entered.
‘Where shall I put these?’ she asked.
‘Over here,’ said a woman at the sink, with a sigh, already washing up other eating utensils.
No-one seemed to be bothered that she was a stranger.
Rada put the crockery where indicated. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘My leader says we need clean bedding;
can you tell Boris, please?’
The woman nodded, wearily.
As she left the kitchens, and paused to collect her coat from the hook, Rada looked across the tavern
to Aleksandra and Vera. They were in conversation with four or five men, presumably locals, but looked
up as she crossed the room. When their eyes met, Rada nodded, almost imperceptibly, then opened the
door and departed.
The first phase of the operation was complete, and it was time for Aleksandra and Vera to bring an
end to their part of the distraction. Vera interrupted the questions.
‘Thank you for your contributions, gentlemen; I think we have kept comrade Kollontai long enough,’
she said loudly, ensuring that she could be heard by all in the bar. ‘I have to take her back to my
apartment now to rest. There is more work to be done tomorrow and over the next few days. If you have
anything important to communicate, come to my apartment; if she is not there, my husband or I will take
your message and pass it on when she returns.’
The two women shook hands with Boris and each of the people around their table, and smiled at
Vasilyev, who was now sitting alone ~ Razumovsky appeared to have departed. They received a cold
glare in return.

This final act was as important as any of the other things done so far. Viktor hoped to divide the
White force into smaller units that the local Cheka could deal with, and Aleksandra was to be the bait
that tempted them into splitting their strength. Viktor and the women were banking on the presence of a
leading member of the government being enough to entice them into an assassination attempt. It was
unlikely that they would throw their entire force into the operation, but as she was a prominent target,
they may well send at least half their strength, leaving the second group, hopefully, to try to smuggle
Natalie out before the threatened troops arrive.

40 ~ Natalie
Angelina was staring at me, her eyes trying to probe my mind. Fortunately, there was not much to find
there.
‘Who was that?’ she demanded.
‘She said her name was Rana,’ I replied. ‘Kitchen staff.’
‘Rada,’ she corrected me. ‘And kitchen staff, my arse. I don’t believe it for one moment. Maybe my
little attempt to catch her out failed, but that just means she was well briefed. I don’t know what she was
up to, but she sure as hell doesn’t work here.’
She strode out of the room and I could hear her shouting to one of the men: ‘Bring Boris up here, I
need to speak to him.’
Then she was back, pacing the small room.
‘Relax,’ I told her. ‘You are surrounded by your hounds, and nobody knows I‘m here. What is there to
worry about?’
‘You, for a start, you treacherous savage. I wouldn’t trust you not to try to get yourself killed again. I
wish Vlad was back.’
We heard footsteps in the corridor, then the owner of the inn joined us, responding to her summons.
‘Do you have anyone on your staff called Rada,’ Angelina asked him.
‘Rana,’ I said.
‘Shut up, Natalie!’
I shrugged, suppressing a grin.
‘Neither,’ Boris replied.
‘I knew it!’ she snapped. ‘Somebody is trying something.’
‘Who could try anything?’ I asked. ‘I’m alone; you snatched me and left all my family behind in
Nizhny, remember?’
‘I told you once, Natalie; shut up!’
I turned away, not bothering to hold back the grin. Adding to her nervous tension was the only
pleasure in my life at that point. And Rada was there! I could hardly believe it. How did she do it?
‘You will never guess who we had in the tavern this evening,’ Boris said, still preening.
Angelina was disinterested, and shrugged her shoulders.
‘None other than Aleksandra Kollontai,’ he bragged.
‘Aleksandra!’ I almost betrayed myself by saying it out loud. Rada and Aleksandra were both there in
Kovrov. Something surely must be going on.
It also gave Angelina food for thought.
‘What did she want?’ she enquired, suddenly pricked by suspicion, seeing reinforcement of her doubts
about Rada.
‘Nothing,’ Boris informed her. ‘She’s here to ask citizens what the government can do for them. She
was very amenable, actually.’
‘Is she still here?’
‘No, she left about five minutes ago.’

‘Well, I don’t like it. It’s too much of a coincidence. Something is happening. Is my husband back
yet?’
‘No, ma’am, not yet.’
She resumed pacing the floor, clearly tense, completely forgetting that Boris was still there.
After a few moments he spoke. ‘Will that be all, ma’am? Only I have much work to do.’
‘Yes. Yes!’ she said, flapping a hand at him. ‘Go.’
With a nod of his head, he left.
I decided to lie on the bed and pretend to be asleep.

41 ~ Viktor
Fifteen people were packed into the living room of Viktor and Vera’s apartment; the air was ripe with
excitement, cigarette smoke and body odour. Night had fallen. The only illumination came from a single
oil lamp on the table, turned low, and the room was in semi-darkness. Even so, heavy curtains covered
the windows, to prevent any light seeping out. The mood was tense, but jubilant. The first phase of the
plan seemed to have been a total success.
Rada reported her findings, giving them a reliable assessment, at last, of the number of people they
had to deal with.
‘Did anyone see Vladimir Kappel?’ Viktor asked.
All shook their heads.
‘Well, he could have been among those sleeping, of course, but it makes me nervous not knowing for
sure. For safety’s sake I think we should consider him uncounted.’
Vera was writing figures on a piece of paper. ‘That means we have seven men upstairs, plus the four
downstairs, plus Kappel; twelve in all.’
‘Better include Vasilyev and Razumovsky,’ suggested Alma. ‘They may not be trained, but they stand
to lose a lot, so they will probably join the fight.’
‘And Angelina,’ added Vera.
‘Fifteen, then,’ Alma summarised.
‘Fifteen that we know of,’ grumbled Viktor. ‘With Morozov’s men here, we have three times that
many. I wish it could be a simple matter of numbers.’
He turned to his men standing at the back of the room: ‘Four of you stay here, the rest of you take up
positions as planned.’
There was a mumbling of voices and a shuffling of feet as the men obeyed. Six men left, four
remained, waiting for further orders.
‘Comrade Kollontai,’ Viktor said to Aleksandra, ‘it is time for us to move you to rejoin your other
friend for safety. These men will escort you back to Alma’s, and will stand guard. Alma and Sacha, you
should go too; things will soon start getting hot here.’
‘I’m staying,’ Sacha said. ‘I want to see my friend safe.’ Her heart was thudding, but her mind was
made up.
‘You can work beside me,’ Rada told her, and Sacha responded with a nervous smile.
‘Very well,’ Viktor agreed. ‘If the night is successful, we will all meet again in the morning.’
Aleksandra and Alma departed with their escort, and Vera closed the door behind them. A nervous
silence engulfed those who remained.
Victor crossed the room to the table, and, when the door was closed, he covered the lamp with a metal
case, plunging the room into total darkness. Carrying it to the window, he pulled back one of the
curtains, then briefly opened a flap in the lamp’s cover, causing a momentary flash of light. Almost
instantly, there were responding flashes from the flashlights of two lookouts who were positioned
nearby. Carefully closing the curtain again, he removed the cover from the lamp and replaced it on the
table.

Also on the table there was a small radio transmitter. Viktor clicked a switch ~ on and off ~ then
waited. The clicking of the switch would have transmitted a double ‘pop’ against the hissing static of the
radio waves, the agreed signal to Nikolay. There was a pause while, unseen from Viktor’s position,
Nikolay performed a similar flashing of a light at his window, and waited for the responses from the
lookouts visible from there. Nikolay was stationed in a small room on the third floor at the front of the
barracks, from where he could see the station and the whole of the market square and the buildings
around it. He was charged with the responsibility of communicating with the other lookouts, and with
Viktor. Vera was glad that her son had been allocated a safe place on this dangerous night.
After a few moments, a series of four double-bursts of noise were heard from Viktor’s speaker ...
pop-pop, pop-pop, pop-pop, pop-pop. Nikolay had switched his microphone on and off four times. Four
lookouts, plus Nikolay, plus the two visible from his own window; all seven were in position.
Viktor clicked the switch once more in acknowledgement.
‘There is nothing to do now but wait,’ he said to the small gathering.
‘I can’t sit here doing nothing,’ Rada declared, ejecting herself from her chair. ‘I am going to try to
get into the inn by the back door.’
She looked to Sacha, who also stood.
Viktor nodded, tensely, and the two women gathered up a heavy fur coat each, then left.

42 ~ Kappel
The bar of the Station Inn was empty. The last drunk had been gently but firmly pushed out of the
door to stagger home to face his wife, and the door had been locked and bolted. Boris pulled closed the
heavy curtains, so that no light should escape through the window to betray the continuing activity
inside. He told his remaining guest to wait in the bar, then walked into the kitchen, closing the inner door
behind him. In the gloom of the kitchen, he wove easily by memory around the cupboards and work
areas to the back door, and opened it a fraction.
Outside, the wind had dropped, the snow was fluttering down in large flakes, and the world looked
clean and peaceful, bathed in a deep covering that glowed white from the light of a bashful crescent
moon peeping through fleeting gaps in the grey clouds. Behind the inn there was a broad yard, with an
unused stable and mysterious snow-covered heaps that could be bushes, or rubbish, or bears.
He made a soft snapping sound with his finger and thumb, and heard it returned like a faint echo from
the shadows. A dozen dark figures rose from hiding places all around, like spectres, shedding their
covering of snow to become silhouetted briefly against the hazy whiteness of the drifts around them, then
formed into a rough column that wound towards the inn door.
The first was Angelina’s husband, the rebel leader Vladimir Kappel. He shook Boris’s hand. ‘Well
done, my friend.’
Boris nodded, tensely, then stood back, holding the door open, to allow Kappel inside, followed by
Razumovsky, the mill owner. Those three waited by the door as the rest of the men entered, a dozen of
them, mostly in pairs, dressed in big fur coats, carrying a heavy field machine gun, several large wooden
boxes of ammunition and other weapons. Once they were all inside, Boris shut the door and drew the
long, heavy bolts at the top and bottom, and they all filed through to the bar, leaving their arsenal in the
kitchen.
Vasilyev, the mill manager, was waiting alone and nervous in the tavern. He jumped to his feet as the
band of mercenaries entered, looking like the horde of Attila The Hun. He was compelled by his position
to work with these uncivilised thugs, but still he feared them. They made him uncomfortable with their
strength and barely suppressed aggression.
‘You got the weapons?’ he asked Razumovsky as the men gathered in small groups around the tavern
and Boris began to distribute large glasses of beer for everyone.
Razumovsky glared at him, then nodded, curtly. He considered Vasilyev a coward, a pompous
windbag, and an idiot, but he must use whomever he could in the greater cause of defeating the
Bolsheviks and re-establishing the monarchy. On a hill at the edge of town stood Razumovsky Castle,

given to his family by Alexander The Great himself, and occupied by his elder brother, the Baron, but
under threat of possession by Lenin. Soon they would be forced to share their much smaller town house,
a mere six bedrooms, in which he was currently living.
Silence fell on the room as Kappel stood and carried his tankard of beer to the bar to address the
room. He looked every inch the warrior: tall, broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted, handsome, with a
massive beard. The man had charisma; even the toughest of his men were drawn to him like a messiah.
And his standing had been helped by the rumour that he had managed to find the duchess Anastasia.
‘Brothers,’ he grinned expansively, and there was a low cheer from the crowd. ‘With our increased
number I am sorely tempted by the opportunity to strike a blow for our cause by killing the Kollontai
woman. But if what that loud-mouth said earlier is true, and there really is a force of Reds heading this
way, then we must not lose sight of our primary aim ~ to put a monarch back on the throne. We have to
assume that Kollontai came here because she, and consequently the local Cheka, know or suspect that the
duchess Anastasia is here, and they intend to take her from us.
‘So my plan is to strike pre-emptively against the Cheka, while we still have the upper hand, by
attacking their barracks. It will be a surprise attack, at midnight tonight, and I am optimistic that we can
inflict heavy casualties on them. But that is only part of the plan. Of course, it is my intention to weaken
them significantly, but while they are defending themselves, we will take advantage of the distraction to
smuggle our royal guest out of here and away to a safer location.’
He moved a few small ammunition boxes around on the bar in front of him, setting them out like a
plan of the market-place. The men stood and gathered around him.
‘This is the barracks, and this is the inn, with the row of shops and houses here and here. The barracks
is off to one side, here, while opposite us is the railway station.’
He took a bullet from the belt around his shoulder and held it up, addressing one of the men.
‘Mikhael, you will take your group to this position in the market place, here …’ he placed the bullet
near the front of the box representing the barracks.
‘You will begin the attack using grenade launchers. Your objective is to cause maximum damage and
confusion.’
Vladimir placed a second bullet beside the first.
‘Anton, your group will set up the machine gun beside Mikhael’s position and shoot anyone who tries
to leave the barracks, and anyone you see moving around inside.’
The man nodded, grimly.
‘At the same time,’ Vladimir continued, ‘I will lead the remainder of you out of the back of the inn, to
escort the duchess around this way …’ he traced the route with a finger ‘… to the station, where a train
will shortly arrive to take us to the next location.’ He looked around the room and smiled at the band of
ruffians. ‘You have half an hour to prepare.’

43 ~ It Begins
At midnight, the first group of six men slipped through the front door of the inn and out into the
square. They were dressed in white camouflage tunics and trousers, and were armed with rifles fitted
with devices that enabled them to fire hand-grenades. Each pair was carrying a long box of ammunition
between them.
As they emerged into the whirling snowflakes, and trotted, crouching, across the square towards the
livestock enclosure that was to serve as their assault position, they failed to observe two small figures
that blended into the shadows at the corner, not far away, and watched them line up in the sunken
concrete pen facing the barracks. As they began to open the ammunition boxes in preparation, another
four men exited the inn and began to head towards the same position to join them.
While they were thus occupied, Rada and Sacha slipped out from hiding in the shadows of a wall
nearby, and skirted around the end of the building. There they paused, out of sight of the soldiers, while
Rada pointed a torch at the top windows of the barracks, and flashed it on and off twice. She hoped to
alert Nikolay Kovalchuk, who she knew was in a position to watch the square, but she was not sure that

her light would be seen from such a distance and wide angle. Hopefully he would be alert, and would see
the soldiers in the square, anyway. There was nothing much else she could do, so they continued on their
way round towards the back entrance of the inn.

44 ~ Viktor
Everyone was in position, and Viktor and Vera were alone in their apartment, waiting for the
anticipated attack. If the Whites had taken the bait (and why should they not?) part of Kappel’s force
could be on their way there at that moment to assassinate Aleksandra Kollontai. They would get a nasty
surprise.
A sudden, unexpected, crackling noise from the radio on the table shattered the silence, and in a break
from the planned radio silence, Nikolay’s voice emerged scratching from the speaker, ebbing and
flowing with static, as though coming from the other side of the world, instead of just around the corner.
‘Activity in the square below us! Six men taking up positions. Sounding the alert.’
Just before Nikolay cut the transmission, Victor heard the sound of a klaxon. He looked at Vera, a
puzzled expression on his face. This was not part of the plan.
A moment later, the radio burst into life again. ‘They are firing at us with grenades!’
Viktor and Vera could hear the sound of explosions. ‘Several direct hits on the front of the ...’
The signal stopped abruptly.
With another shocked look at Vera, Viktor ran to the door.
‘Stay here to monitor the radio,’ he ordered. Vera nodded. Her heart was heavy with worry for the
safety of her son, and now her husband was heading to join the battle.
Viktor opened the door. ‘The whites are attacking the barracks with grenade launchers!’ he shouted to
the empty hallway. His planned ambush was a wreck, and he felt sick in his stomach.
Doors opened and the heads of men appeared.
‘We must get down there and help them!’ he bellowed, pulling on his boots.
They disappeared briefly back into their rooms to prepare, while Viktor grabbed his big coat from the
hook, and his rifle from its rack. Seconds later he was running towards the stairs, still pulling his coat
around him, with the others falling in behind, clutching an assortment of weapons, old and new.

45 ~ Morozov
In the barracks, Morozov and Peshkov were awakened by the sound of nearby explosions and the
piercing screech of the klaxon. Without time to think, they tumbled from their bed and began to quickly
dress. The bombardment continued while they pulled on their uniforms, the room lighting up with each
flash outside.
They had just thrown open the door and started to leave when the window behind them suddenly burst
inwards, showering deadly shards of glass that fell like confetti over the bed where moments earlier they
had been sleeping peacefully.
They hastened along the corridor beyond their room. Men were running back and forth ~ some
carrying weapons, some carrying bodies. Smoke and dust filled the air, accompanied by the sweet-acid
smell of cordite.
‘What’s going on?’ Morozov shouted above the din to a passing soldier.
The confused man threw a hasty salute. ‘Whites are attacking us with grenade launchers, sir,’ he
reported. His face was lined with sweat and dust.
‘Where’s your leader?’ Morozov demanded.
The man shrugged, trying to straighten his hat in the presence of an officer.
‘Don’t know, sir.’

Morozov was incredulous. How the hell could Kovalchuk not be there?
‘How much damage have we suffered?’ he asked the poor man.
‘Mostly the lower floors, sir. Big holes in the front walls.’
‘What weapons do we have?’
‘Hand guns and rifles on general issue, sir. I‘m on my way to help bring out our machine guns.’
Morozov flapped a hand absently towards his forehead.
‘Yes, right. Well, carry on, soldier.’
The man saluted and ran off down the corridor to carry out his mission.
Another explosion rocked the building.

46 ~ Viktor
Viktor and his small party reached the corner of the market square, where they were joined by two of
the lookouts. There, in the eerie semi-darkness of the snow-covered market-place, they could see for the
first time what was happening.
The Whites had set up their assault position behind one of the low walls surrounding the animal pens
in the old cattle market, and from there they were launching their barrage of grenades from specially
adapted rifles. The barracks, now visible to their right, had suffered significant damage ~ Viktor could
see gaping holes in the front wall, and orange-tinted smoke was billowing from within. Two more
explosions erupted as they arrived. If this bombardment continued, the whole building could collapse.
Some sporadic gunfire was popping from the building, but it was uncoordinated and useless against
the White’s well-chosen position, and Viktor could see that more Whites had joined the others and were
setting up a machine gun. Decisive action was needed.
‘We have to attack them from the flank,’ he told his men, ‘to surprise and distract them.’ He put his
hand on the shoulder of one of his oldest and most trusted men, Alex Ukhov. ‘Alex, take four men and
see if you can get around behind them through the alleyway.’
Ukhov nodded, and his tiny force set off, running across the bombardment of the barracks, crouching
beside the low wall surrounding the marketplace.
Viktor, too, began to run, diagonally across the road, straight towards the White’s position, leaping
the perimeter wall, followed by his small force. Once onto the square, they spread out into a wide, ragged
line and started to close the gap on the flank of the White’s emplacement, firing their rifles and revolvers
from the hip to spray the Whites with random gunfire.
The whites had been concentrating on their task of pounding the barracks, and the attack from their
side was a surprise. With the grenade launchers attached to their rifles only effective at long range, they
were briefly unable to respond effectively, though they fired them anyway. Several grenades flew
ineffectually over the heads of the attacking reds as they closed on the whites’ position, exploding
harmlessly far behind them.
But, with the distance halved, and Viktor and his men exposed, the Whites began to organise,
unleashing a volley of shots that brought two of his men down. Still they continued, panting, stooping to
present a smaller target, and drawing hand grenades from their belts as they ran.
Another man fell.
Then they were in range to throw their own hand grenades, and they paused to hurl them with long,
sweeping arcs of their arms. In a brief, surreal silence, the Whites stopped shooting and tried to deal with
the shower of deadly ordnance that thudded into the snow around their feet, while the Reds dived to the
ground in readiness for what was to follow.
Flat on their bellies, legs splayed, they took aim from the new position with their rifles, but the guns
were not needed. Before they could fire a single shot, six explosions erupted almost simultaneously in
the walled pen, concentrated by its confines, throwing bodies in all directions, and peppering the air with
shrieking shrapnel. The sound was deafening, the carnage sickening. Then, as the echoes died, an eerie
silence fell upon the square.

47 ~ Morozov
Morozov and Peshkov reached the ground floor, and heard the sound of the exchange outside. As the
grenade bombardment of the barracks ceased, they ran to the shattered entrance, and watched the brief,
deadly battle in the square just yards away. They opened fire with their own rifles, firing blindly at the
animal pen to give the Cheka some cover. It was over in two minutes, and ended with an earth-shattering
explosion. As they found their feet again, Timur realised that it was a decisive moment that had given
him an opportunity. Thanks to the brave attack by Viktor’s men, the assault on the barracks had been
repelled, and now he too could act.
He shouted to a man nearby to pass the word around the building for all to gather with him there at the
entrance. Meanwhile, he and Peshkov checked over the handful of men who had assembled there for
injuries, and to make sure that everyone was armed. Within two minutes, all the combined force of the
surviving soldiers of his contingent from Nizhny, and those of the local Cheka, were clustered by the
door. There were eleven of them.
He led them out onto the top of the steps, from where he surveyed the carnage that remained around
the enemy’s assault position in the square, opposite. Bodies were scattered like straw at harvest-time, and
the snow was red with their blood. A taste of bile rose into his mouth. For a brief moment he was back in
the senseless slaughter on the battlefields around Pinsk, and the long retreat that followed.
A burst of gunfire off to his right broke his reverie. It came from behind the row of buildings that
faced onto the square, and Morozov decided to take his small force to investigate.
‘Peshkov, the rest of you, come with me,’ he ordered, drawing his pistol and running down the steps
toward the sound of gunfire.

48 ~ Natalie
Angelina was jumpy; I could tell that things were critical. She kept leaving me alone in my room
while she went out into the hallway to check with her husband, who was directing operations from the
tavern downstairs.
It seemed rather cynical and cowardly to me that he stayed in the safety of the inn while sending his
men out to die in the gunfight that I could hear raging all around, but what did I know? I tried looking
out of my heavily-curtained window once, but I couldn’t see any action from the back of the building,
and I earned myself a berating from Angelina when she came back and caught me in the act.
I had been sitting there, sweating, already wearing thick clothes and a heavy sheepskin coat with a
hood, for over half an hour, waiting to be taken to another hiding place. The only concession was that I
was allowed to leave the gloves off until we left.
Maybe it was Rada’s visit, or perhaps something else, but they had decided that the Inn was no longer
suitable. It made little difference to me ~ one prison cell was much like another.
Suddenly, Angelina was back. She had a pistol in her hand.
‘Come,’ she snapped from the doorway, waving the gun.
I stood and walked past her into the narrow hallway. I heard her breathing, loud and fast, she was
panting like a dog. Fear or excitement? I could not tell.
She fell in behind me, and we headed for the stairs. I felt her press the muzzle of her pistol into my
back.
‘Hurry up!’ she hissed.
As we descended the stairs, I noticed a change in the sounds of battle outside. Even my inexperienced
ears could tell that different kinds of guns were being used, and could also hear the surge in the intensity
of shooting.
I reached the foot of the stairs and took in the scene in the tavern. It was in darkness, with just a single
candle on the bar casting its pale, dismal light. Boris was just visible at the window, peeping out through
a crack in the drapes. Brief flashes from the battle outside flickered on the curtains like a moving-picture

show.
I reached the kitchen door and entered.
It was at that moment that, like the turning off of a light, the sounds of gunfire from outside ceased. In
the moment’s silence that followed, Angelina and I stopped all movement and looked at each other,
puzzled.
Then the air resounded to a deafening cluster of explosions from the square. I was inside the kitchen,
unable to see what had happened, and protected somewhat from the blast, but I heard the windows of the
tavern shatter and the noise from outside was suddenly inside. Angelina was standing in the doorway and
exposed to the full power of the blast that filled the tavern. Her small body was thrown across the
kitchen, to land like a discarded doll on the floor against the end wall.
This was my opportunity to escape, but of course I was too stupid to take it. I ran to her, and knelt at
her side to see if she was seriously injured.
She was unconscious. In the darkness, it was hard to see if she was bleeding, but I could not feel any
wetness as I ran my hands over her head and body. As I examined her arms, I found that the pistol was
still in her hand. I realised, at last, that I was unguarded, and could escape. I eased the gun from her limp
fingers.
However, before I was even on my feet, the outer door opened, and the doorway was filled by the
huge figure of her husband, Vlad, and two of his men.
His left arm was hanging loosely, blood dripping from it, but nevertheless, the pistol in his right hand
was menacing enough, pointing straight at me.
‘Put that gun down,’ he barked.
I obeyed.
‘What happened to my wife?’ he demanded, looking down at her.
‘She was knocked out by a blast from out front,’ I told him. ‘I can’t find any obvious injuries. She’s
not bleeding.’
He seemed undecided, briefly, then turned his head to speak over his shoulder to the men behind him.
One of them I recognised as Vasilyev, the manager of the textile mill that I visited last time I was in
Kovrov. I also remembered that I had antagonised him; it seemed that I may live just long enough to
regret it.
‘Take her out the back way,’ Kappel commanded. ‘The reds will be storming the front any moment.
Try to get round to the railway station. There is a train waiting there to take you to the castle. I will
attend to Angelina. God willing I will join you later.’

49 ~ Morozov
Morozov and his men arrived at the end of the alleyway to find a handful of the Cheka returning fire
on a small group of Whites who were ensconced about halfway down the alley.
‘What’s the situation?’ Morozov asked a man as they crouched behind a wall.
‘It seems that the attack was co-ordinated from the inn, sir,’ the man told him. ‘I was with the main
Cheka force, and Viktor sent us to check round here. We arrived just as this gang of whites came out, and
we opened fire. But we can’t get any closer, they have us pinned down as much as we have them.’
‘Where is your leader?’ Morozov asked, looking around.
‘He fell, sir, during the assault on the grenade position. Ukhov saw it as he was coming to join us.’
Morozov was surprised to find that he was upset by the news. His estimation of Viktor Kovalchuk had
risen over the last five minutes. He took a quick peek around the wall, then hunkered down again beside
the man. ‘Who, exactly, are we facing here?’
‘It’s Vladimir Kappel, sir, and a sizeable portion of his rebel army. And he has the Tereshchenko
woman.’
‘What are our chances if we storm them from here?’
‘Not good, sir. Once we break cover they could pick us off with ease.’

‘What if I take my men round to the other end of the alley; catch them in a crossfire?’
‘Worth a try sir. It may be best to go round by the back road, rather than by the square; they may have
men covering the front of the inn.’
‘Thanks, will ten minutes cover it?’
‘If you run, sir,’ grinned the man.
Morozov scurried back to his men, and together they left the alley and began to run down the road and
around behind the block of buildings. It was a small block, only ten to twelve properties to a side ~
houses and small businesses ~ and soon they were approaching the last corner.

50 ~ Natalie
Vladimir’s two accomplices pointed their guns at me, menacingly. I realised that it was pointless for
me to resist, so I walked past them to the back door, and opened it. The moon shining upon the snow
produced an eerie effect that was neither day nor night.
As I stepped outside, like a ballerina emerging from the wings into the spotlight, I could see and hear
that another part of the battle was continuing there. Five or six men were positioned at the far end of the
yard, peering around a wall and occasionally firing their weapons. Away to my right, I could see fleeting
flashes against the sky as someone fired back. I heard the door close behind me.
Vasilyev seized my arm, and leaned towards me.
‘Now you will find out who is master here!’ he hissed in my ear, and pushed me forward onto a path
that had been trampled through the snow.
After only a few steps, however I heard a familiar voice, close behind us.
‘Stop right there!’
We stopped, but Vasilyev was still holding my arm tightly. Quickly, he edged around me, so that my
body was protecting him from whoever was threatening. He didn’t know who it was, but I did ~ I would
know that voice anywhere.
As I was turned, I could see Rada facing us, her gun raised at shoulder height, both hands gripping it,
as she taught me. I could also see that the other man who was following us had dropped his gun and was
standing, looking downcast, with his hands in the air and a gun pointed at the back of his head. I was
astonished to see that the person holding that gun was my old friend Sacha. This was turning into a
dream. How did Sacha get there?
Vasilyev’s pistol was brushing cold and rough against my cheek.
‘I still hold the ace,’ he growled at Rada.
In the alley behind us, I heard another sporadic rattle of gunfire, blossoming suddenly into a fierce
exchange.
Rada shrugged, her eyes never leaving his, her gun still steady. ‘What use is the ace?’ she asked. ‘The
game is over. You have nowhere to go.’
The barrel of his gun pressed harder against my face. ‘If I die, I will take her with me,’ he hissed.
I felt him take a step backwards, and he pulled me with him. Then another. I stumbled, but his grip
was firm.
Rada could only follow, repeating each step, her gun still pointing straight at my head.
‘Stop!’ Vasilyev shouted. ‘One more step and I will kill her!’
‘If you pull that trigger, I will blow your head off,’ Rada retorted, but stopped walking.
‘Get back,’ he spat.
Reluctantly, Rada was forced to retreat to stand beside Sacha and her captive, but her pistol was still
pointed unwaveringly at a point close by my right ear.
With a sigh, Vasilyev dragged me another step backwards. And another. Rada could only watch
helplessly from the shadow of the inn.
She had her back to the inn, and I saw a movement behind her in the doorway. The door opened and

Vladimir Kappel emerged, his gun raised. I shouted a warning, but it was too late. However, instead of
firing, Kappel pressed the gun against Rada’s back. Slowly she lowered her arms and dropped her pistol
to the ground. He pushed her towards me.
‘Here,’ he said to Vasilyev, ‘you take this one instead. I have another plan.’
Vasilyev released his arm from around my neck. ‘Walk,’ he hissed. I started to walk towards Rada.
Rada’s eyes met mine as we passed, I to join Kappel, she to take my place with Vasilyev. ‘Sorry,’ she
mouthed. I shook my head and shrugged my shoulders. She had done her best, but things were not
looking good.
As I reached Kappel, the other man hurried over ... the one whom Sacha had been holding. ‘There’s
another woman,’ he yelled at Vlad, pointing to the shadows. ‘She had a gun at my head, but she ran
when you appeared.’
‘Well, I don’t have the time or the resources to spend looking for her,’ Kappel informed him. ‘Go
with your friend to the station.’
The man nodded, and hurried to join Vasilyev, who seemed hesitant, confused, as though events were
moving too fast for him. Vlad grabbed my arm, and I felt the hard metal of his gun against my spine
through the thickness of my coat.
‘Go!’ he shouted to the two men, who were loitering, uncertain. They turned and propelled Rada
ahead of them towards the alleyway.
‘You men!’ he shouted over my shoulder to the small gaggle of rebels defending the back access,
through which I could see my friend being pushed roughly. ‘Give me five minutes, then retreat and try to
get away as best you can.’
One of them raised a hand in acknowledgement.
With that, he swung me around and thrust me back into the inn.

51 ~ Morozov
Vasilyev and Razumovsky began marching quickly, nervously, down the alley, pushing Rada ahead
of them. They passed a body, distorted in death, a crimson stain spreading from its chest, seeping into the
snow.
Ahead of them, two men were standing at the end of the alley, rifles in their hands. A loud clatter of
gunfire erupted nearby, and the men gestured urgently for Vasilyev to hurry. Gripping Rada’s arms, half
carrying her, they broke into a run and burst out into the road that led in the direction of the railway
station. The two guards joined them as they passed, and the small party began to run down the side-street
towards the square.
At that moment, Morozov and his men turned the corner of the block behind them.
‘Open fire!’ Morozov shouted, and his men quickly responded, but it was already too late.
Rada and the four men heard the gunfire from close behind them, but they were already turning the
corner and heading diagonally across the square toward the station.
Waving his pistol in the air like a caricature general on a recruitment poster, Morozov started running
after the fleeing band of rebels, his men gathering around him. By the time they reached the corner, the
whites were halfway to the railway station, where a column of smoke and sparks could be seen rising
from a locomotive waiting for them. As he ran, firing his pistol wildly, Morozov heard more gunfire
from their left, and saw that a small party of Viktor’s Cheka, advancing on the front of the inn, has also
spotted the fleeing rebels, and had begun shooting at them.
A few yards from the station entrance, Vasilyev was hit by one of the flying bullets and stumbled,
loosening his grip on Rada. She seized the opportunity and kicked out at Razumovsky’s ankles, causing
him to trip over his own feet. All three crashed to the ground, and the following men blundered into
them. In the confusion, only Razumovsky managed to extricate himself and stagger on into the shelter of
the railway station.
Morozov and his men reached the bundle of helpless rebels, and formed a circle around them, guns

pointing threateningly, while Peshkov continued running after Razumovsky. He burst into the station
foyer, from where he could see beyond to the platform, where the train had already begun moving. By
the time he had rushed out onto the platform, it was already speeding into the night.
He checked for any more rebels, but found only a terrified ticket clerk, who had been hiding behind
the flimsy wooden façade of his office during the whole episode. He turned and headed for the square.
Morozov ordered his captives to their feet, and as the small woman in their midst was revealed he
grinned.
‘Your Majesty,’ he said, sarcastically, ‘how good to meet you at last.’
Surprisingly, the young lady greeted him with a salute.
‘No, comrade sir, I am not your queen,’ she said, apparently unaware that he was not serious. ‘I am
Private Radochka Petrov of the First Petrograd Women’s Battalion. Sorry to be out of uniform, sir. I
have been working under cover.’
Stunned, Morozov was lost for words for a moment. ‘Then, where is Tereshchenko?’ he finally
managed to ask.
‘She is still being held by Kappel, sir.’
‘And all the others?’
‘Most of them are dead, sir.’
Morozov looked the fragile-looking figure up and down.
‘How do you fit into all this?’ he demanded.
‘I was part of comrade Tereshchenko’s bodyguard when she was captured, sir. I have been following
them, hoping for a chance to rescue her.’
‘Rescue?’ Morozov said, surprised again. ‘I thought she was working with them.’
‘Oh no, sir; she is on our side. She was a secretary at the Moscow Kremlin, working for comrade
Kollontai and comrade Sverdlov. She was on tour with comrade Kollontai when she was captured.’
Rada was careful not to mention that Natalie was captured by Morozov’s predecessor, the evil
Alexander Avadeyev. She did not realise that, in fact, he already knew it, as he was one of Avadeyev’s
subordinates.
While Morozov was taking in this new information, they were rejoined by Peshkov, who was shaking
his head.
‘He got away, sir,’ he said, glumly, then looked around the square, now silent. ‘The battle seems to be
over.’
Morozov, still assessing the turn of events close at hand, followed Anton’s gaze. All gunfire had,
indeed, ceased, and in the eerie whiteness of the snow, washed in the pale glow of the moon, the scene
was like something from his nightmares.

52 ~ Nikolay
Nikolay Kovalchuk emerged from his lookout position on the top floor of the barracks, and picked his
way through deserted corridors littered with debris, down down the stairs, heading for the front entrance.
He had been knocked unconscious when a grenade exploded near the window of his lookout, hurling him
across the room, and had just awoken to find that he had a tender spot on the back of his head, and was
bleeding from numerous small cuts caused by flying glass. He was anxious find his father and the rest of
the local Cheka.
When he reached the ground floor, he paused at the entrance between crooked, blasted doors, rifle in
hand, as movement across the square caught his eyes. He felt detached, as though watching a play at the
local theatre. Small figures ran across the frozen set, pursued by other small figures; flashes and puffs of
smoke spurted from pistols and rifles, the crack of their detonation reaching him a second later. The first
figures inexplicably stumbled and fell in a heap ~ it was almost like a circus of clowns ~ then one
scrambled half-upright and staggered onwards into the station.
This seemed to be the final conflict, and a silence fell upon the scene. On cue, the clouds parted

overhead, and a half moon emerged, bright against the blackness of space, surrounded by glistening stars,
pointing a beam, like a spotlight, upon the actors.
He saw the train beginning to depart, and one of Morozov’s men running into the station after the
escaping rebel. But he was too late, and emerged a minute later, angrily kicking the snow. It was not a
problem; Nikolay had recognised the figure of Razumovsky as the only one to escape, and he knew
where to find him.
Off to one side of the square, there was a small troop of the Cheka marching boldly into the front door
of the inn. A few moments later, they re-emerged. They appeared relaxed, now that the fighting was
over, stamping their feet and talking, their breath rising in clouds of steam and the smoke of cigarettes,
freshly lit.
Morozov’s man rejoined his troop, who had captured the remainder of the rebels, and they began
prodding them into a shuffling column, heading for the tavern. Nikolay was surprised to see the
diminutive figure of Rada at the head of the crowd, walking beside Morozov, in deep conversation.
Off to his right he could see some more Cheka men at the end of the alleyway behind the row of
buildings; they, too, were emerging from cover. But nowhere could he see the distinctive bulk of his
father. He needed answers and, as most of the people were in the square, he decided to head in that
direction first. He trotted down the steps, but was stopped almost at once at the roadside by a small
woman who hurried towards him through the rubble.
Despite the thick layers of clothes in which she was swathed, he recognised her at once. ‘Mother!’ he
exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘I couldn’t stay at home any longer,’ Vera explained. ‘When your radio stopped transmitting I thought
you had been killed. You are bleeding, what happened to you?’
He shrugged. ‘It is nothing. Flying glass from one of the explosions. Thankfully I was turned away
from the window, operating the radio, when it blew in, or I might have lost my sight.’
‘Where is your father?’
‘I have not seen him. Perhaps the men can tell us. I see Igor and Theo among them; they will know.’
They crossed the road and entered the square. Vera ruefully observed the bodies that lay around in the
snow like discarded dolls, some less than complete.
‘Such a waste,’ she said, sadly.
‘I will bring some men to gather them up for a funeral,’ Nikolay replied, absently. He was looking
towards the remains of the Cheka, where Igor had seen him and was walking over.
Vera stopped, suddenly, beside one of the bodies.
‘Nikolay! Your father.’
She crouched at her husband’s side, brushing the snow from his face. His clothes, and the snow
around him, were stained crimson with his blood. He was unconscious, and at first glance appeared dead,
but she was sure that she could feel a small spark of life still in him. She lifted his head and clung to him,
crying, repeating his name.
Igor arrived and called back to the troop to come and help.
The men discarded their cigarettes and came running.

53 ~ Natalie
Back in the kitchen of the inn, we found Angelina sitting on a stool, looking dazed but otherwise
apparently unharmed. Vlad closed the door and, with a warning glare in my direction, crossed the tiled
floor to speak quietly to his wife. She nodded, and he affectionately brushed her cheek with the fingers of
his right hand. She said something, and he looked down at his left arm, hanging limp, where the blood
from his bullet wound had soaked through the sleeve of his tunic and was dripping from his finger-tips.
I walked over to join them. ‘I could bandage that for you,’ I offered. It was a sincere offer. Despite our
situation, I genuinely wanted to help.
‘Thank you,’ he replied, ‘but there is no time right now. Perhaps later.’ He helped Angelina to her

feet.
I turned away to sit on a stool, but rage suddenly surged through me.
‘What exactly have you achieved here?’ I demanded, my voice quavering.
He glared at me, but did not reply.
‘I mean, good people are dying out there...’ I waved an arm around. ‘Dozens of them. And for what?
Angelina is hurt, Boris is dead, you’re badly injured, and we are trapped and surrounded. Why could you
not have just left me in peace to live out my days in obscurity?’
I expected one or both of them to shout at me, but they actually had the decency to look sheepish.
‘I don’t want to die like this,’ I said, pathetically. ‘Why don’t you give yourselves up? We cannot get
out of here alive.’
‘On the contrary, Your Majesty,’ he responded at last, with a kind of smugness. ‘We will walk out of
here without a shot being fired at us.’
My expression of surprise and incredulity amused him, despite the pain of his wound and our
dangerous situation, and he gave Angelina a grin and a wink.
‘Come with me,’ he ordered, turning to walk away. ‘I need your help.’
I followed him to the far side of the kitchen, where a tall cupboard stood in the corner, between two
preparation tables.
‘Help me with this.’
He reached around the side of the cabinet with his right arm, and began to pull. Puzzled, I grabbed
hold and pulled with him. It began to move, to slide, rotating outwards, revealing an area of floor with a
square wooden panel at its centre. A trapdoor!
‘Open it, if you please, Your Majesty,’ he said with mock formality, panting from his exertions and
swaying slightly.
I squeezed into the narrow space and examined the hatch. It had a hand-sized cut-out at the centre of
one edge, so I inserted my gloved fingers and heaved upwards. It was hinged on the opposite edge ~
heavy, but not beyond my puny capability. Soon a well of darkness was revealed in the dim light of the
kitchen, with the top rungs of a rusty iron ladder descending into oblivion.
‘This inn was not chosen at random for our base,’ he explained as I returned to his side. ‘There was
always a chance that we could be trapped here. This tunnel has existed since the place was built as a
monastery, two hundred years ago. There are actually three tunnels, from different parts of the building,
going to different destinations. Monks can never be sure when the tide of opinion will turn against them.’
He tried to chuckle, but his face was tight with pain.
Angelina joined us, carrying a lantern and a gun. ‘You go first,’ she said to me in a voice that was
weak but assertive. ‘Take the lantern with you. Don’t spoil things by doing anything stupid. You cannot
hope to escape this way without us.’
‘Look,’ I tried again. ‘It is always going to be like this as long as you have me captive. You know I’m
going to resist you as much as I can, and given half a chance I will escape. You will have to guard me
every moment. Get away while you can, to wherever this tunnel takes you, get some medical help, then
start again. I promise I won’t tell them where you are.’ I fancied that I saw uncertainty in their eyes, so I
waved a hand in the direction of the gunfire outside, which had subsided into a few sporadic exchanges.
‘They are nearly here. Go while you still can.’
Vlad took the pistol from Angelina and pointed it at my chest, meaningfully, but she gently laid a
hand on his wrist.
‘She is right, my darling; this plan has turned to ruin. We have no cards left to bargain with.’
‘But she will betray us to her friends,’ he protested.
‘No she won’t. If there is one thing I have learned about Natalie, it is that she is true to her word.’
She turned to face me. ‘Do you swear not to reveal our escape route?’
‘I swear it,’ I replied. ‘But you must go quickly, or the soldiers will be here, and I too must hide. They
want me dead too, remember.’
Angelina amazed me by taking the two steps required to cross the space between us and putting her
arms around me in a brief but sincere hug, which I returned. For all that had passed between us, she was

only doing what she thought was right. As she turned away, Vlad extended his hand, and I accepted his
handshake. Then they were scrambling down the opening to the tunnel.
As soon as they were clear, I lowered the hatch, then leaned my back against the cupboard to push it
back into position. Satisfied that it looked as it should, I set about finding a suitable cupboard in which to
hide. It wasn’t much of a plan, but I hoped that the soldiers would not search too hard, and once things
quietened down I might be able to slip away and find Rada.
The gunfire outside had completely stopped by the time I had made a space in one of the cupboards
under the workbench. I removed my coat and folded it up to make a cushion on which to lie, and I had
hardly time to squeeze into it before I heard the back door open.

54 ~ Sacha
Sacha stood uncertainly in the yard behind the inn in the silence that had bloomed from the chaos of
moments ago. The rebels had vanished, like ghosts, and she could see that a small troop of soldiers from
the Cheka was cautiously approaching the back of the inn. The snow in the yard and on the rooftops
beyond was joyously illuminated by the moon, casting a golden glow over the scene and throwing it into
high relief, with deep shadows and bright highlights. Sacha waved to the soldiers as they approached, not
wishing to be mistaken for the enemy; the leading man raised a hand in acknowledgement.
As the men reached her, she recognised Alex Ukhov, leading them.
‘Kappel went in there,’ she told him, pointing to the back door.
He nodded his head briefly, then pressed past her and cautiously opened the door. There was no
welcoming hail of bullets so, after a moment, he slipped through into the blackness like a rabbit into a
hole, followed one by one by his men. Sacha fell in behind them.
They found … a kitchen.
Someone lit a lantern, and they looked around. There were puddles of blood on the floor, but no
bodies.
Cautiously, they crossed the tiled floor towards the far door. Sacha followed.
The tavern was almost unrecognisable. Tables and chairs had been tossed around like matchwood, and
broken glass was strewn over everything. There was a blood-stained body on the floor in the centre of the
room; it looked like Boris, the owner of the inn, but twisted, like a rag toy. Beyond him, the tattered
curtains were fluttering like flags in the icy wind, and they could glimpse the square through the skeletal
window frame. More men from the Cheka were arriving through the front door ~ which was, amazingly,
still intact ~ and after a brief greeting, they left the same way.
A flight of wooden stairs rose to their right, and Ukhov sent three of his men to check upstairs, while
he advanced with the remainder of the troop to the front door and out into the battlefield, where the
survivors were beginning to gather. Close by, four men were carrying a stretcher towards them,
accompanied by Vera Kovalchuk, her son Nikolay and the officer from Nizhny Novgorod. At once,
Ukhov recognised the body on the stretcher as Viktor, and of course there would be other casualties,
alive and dead, to be dealt with.
He turned to his men: ‘We must prepare a field hospital,’ he announced. ‘Ivanov and Alexandrov, use
some of this debris to relight the fire in the grate. Ilya, help me to carry tables to receive the wounded.
The rest of you, start to clean this place up. And someone go upstairs and bring down some blankets!’
Sacha pressed herself against the wall to leave a clear passage for the men as they scurried past her to
follow their orders, then, when the doorway was clear, she walked out and gazed in wonder and horror at
the awful scene of carnage that was superimposed on the town’s market square. The stretcher party
arrived and bustled past her into the inn. She recognised Vera and Nikolay, who passed without seeing
her, their faces tight.
Then a man was suddenly towering over her. He was an officer of the Cheka, tall and imposing.
‘Aha!’ he exclaimed. ‘You must be Tereshchenko!’
He turned to speak to someone hidden from her sight by his bulk. ‘Come on, soldier! Don’t lurk
behind me. Come and introduce me to our glorious Tsarina.’

He faced her again, and bowed in mock honour, even adding a theatrical flourish, a fluttering of his
outstretched right hand.
Sacha, amused at his misunderstanding, opened her mouth to correct him, but closed it again in
amazement when she saw who was with him.
Rada, arriving at his side, cleared her throat. ‘Erm. I‘m sorry, sir, but this is not her, either.’
His face was a picture of surprise, disappointment and confusion. ‘Well, who the devil is she, then?’
he bellowed.
‘Just a local girl,’ Rada told him. ‘Nikolay’s girlfriend.’
Sacha gave him a curtsy as confirmation. ‘Tanya Ivanevna Yastiny, Company Commander, sir,’ she
said, using a name she had heard in a play, once, a lifetime ago.
Timur glared at her for a moment, all equilibrium lost. ‘Then where the hell is Tereshchenko?’ he
barked at Rada.
Rada shrugged, and looked at Sacha, who shrugged.
Morozov, with a grimace, marched past Sacha and into the crowded tavern.

55 ~ Morozov
Inside, Timur found Vera standing beside the still body of her husband, which had been gently laid by
his men on a table near the fireplace. They had covered him with layers of woollen blanket, to conserve
whatever remained of his body heat, and a man was building a crackling fire in the grate. Vera fussed
around Viktor, mopping up the water that dripped from his clothes as the snow that had covered him
melted, re-arranging the blankets that covered him, and rubbing his hands and face to warm him.
All around, soldiers were cleaning up the glass and debris scattered around on the floor, and carrying
broken furniture out of the front door to add to the growing heap in the snow.
Now that the action was over, Morozov had questions that he wanted answering.
‘What exactly has been going on here, Petrov?’ he asked Rada.
‘It seems that this building was being used as headquarters by the Whites, sir. The local gang was
emboldened by the arrival of reinforcements from outside, led by Vladimir Kappel; I discovered this at
the start of the attack on the barracks, which they launched from here. It was damaged when Company
Commander Kovalchuk launched the counter-attack at the front, using hand-grenades. Some of the rebels
escaped, but the rest are dead, apart from the ones you captured.’
He looked around the tavern at the activities going on, and was concerned about the icy wind that was
blowing in through the hole where the window used to be. He turned to Peshkov.
‘Squad Commander, tie up the prisoners, while we try to find somewhere secure to lock them away,
then take a party out front and nail some boards across that hole; it will have to do until we can get a
glazier and carpenter in to repair the window. Get them to to the same for any of the other properties
facing the square.’
Peshkov saluted and set about his tasks. Morozov still needed answers, and was about to speak to
Rada again when another group of people entered the tavern. All eyes turned to see that Alma had
returned, with Aleksandra, Sofiya, and their escort of four of Viktor’s men.
‘Comrade Counsellor Aleksandra Kollontai is now also here,’ Rada informed Timur. ‘She arrived
yesterday on behalf of the government, and was, thankfully, lodging out of town, with her assistant,
when the battle occurred.’
‘Yes,’ Timur nodded. ‘I knew she was here.’
Rada was not expecting that reply, but covered her surprise by turning to watch as the women hurried
over to join Vera, followed by their escort.
Vera recognised one of the men with Aleksandra. ‘Balaikin! You are a doctor. Can you help my
husband?’
‘Well, I am not a qualified doctor, I merely trained as a field medical assistant,’ he informed her, ‘but
I will help if I can.’

He began to examine Viktor, carefully lifting his clothing to see where he was injured, feeling at his
throat for a pulse, laying his head on Viktor’s chest to listen to his heart. After a few moments he turned
to Vera, a sad expression on his face. He had an unenviable duty.
‘I am sorry, Vera,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘There is no hope. He is dead.’
‘But, I felt him breathing,’ she protested, running to Viktor’s side to carry out her own tests again.
The man shrugged, helplessly.
‘Alma, you know where the doctor lives,’ Vera called, desperately. ‘Please, run and fetch him!’
Alma nodded, and departed.
Balaikin saw that there was another body that had been laid on a table nearby. It was the tavern owner,
Boris. He walked over to look at him, but saw immediately that nothing could be done for the lacerated
and distorted remains. He called two men to carry the body out into the square, to be placed with the
others awaiting funeral arrangements.
Sacha approached Aleksandra. ‘There are many cold and tired people here,’ she said, perhaps a little
more loudly than was necessary. ‘I think I will search the kitchen to start making some hot food for
everyone.’
Aleksandra detected something in the way it was said that made her study Sacha’s face for a moment.
‘That’s a good idea,’ she responded. ‘I will come to help you. Sofiya, will you stay with Vera for a
while?’
Sofiya nodded, and Aleksandra set off with Sacha for the kitchen.
‘We are back where we started as far as Natalie is concerned,’ Sacha whispered when they were away
from the crowd.
‘Yes, we need a new plan, but I confess I am at a loss to know what to do next,’ Alexandra replied.

56 ~ Rada
Nikolay, meanwhile, had gone to stand pensively outside, smoking a cigarette.
It was peaceful in the square, despite the small group of soldiers who were quietly collecting bodies
and laying them out nearby. The moon was high and bright, illuminating the snow, which shone like a
frozen sea. It could have been a pleasant scene, but for the evidence of the carnage of the last hour.
Rada approached him. ‘I‘m sorry about your father,’ she said, softly.
He looked at her for a moment, as though seeing her for the first time, then nodded, absently, and
returned to his thoughts.
‘I can leave you alone, if you prefer,’ she continued. ‘But I wondered if you would like some
company.’
At first, he didn’t reply. He lifted the thin paper twist of tobacco to his lips and drew on it, then held it
before him and stared at the glowing tip as he exhaled. Rada concluded that she was trespassing on his
grief, and was about to return to the relative warmth of the inn when he suddenly said:
‘I spent my whole life trying to be like him, but I never really knew him. He was almost a stranger.
First he was away fighting against the Germans, then, when he came home, he was always out on Cheka
business.’
Rada heard the bitterness in his voice, and waited for him to continue in his own time.
‘Mother loved him, of course,’ he suddenly said. ‘And I suppose I did, too. He was a good man. Just
… not a father.’
After another drag on the remains of the cigarette, he threw the stub angrily into the snow. ‘Let’s get
back inside.’
Rada decided on a diversion. ‘Can you get me a uniform?’ she asked. It was something she had been
thinking about for a while, and hoped it would give Nikolay something to distract him from his
brooding.
Surprisingly, his face relaxed, and he managed a strained squeezing and widening of the lips that

might have been a grin. ‘Yes. Why not? Come with me. You can help me to check the horses in the
stables behind the barracks.’
Together, they started to walk across the square towards the arched passageway through the shattered
barracks, that led to the stables.
The horses were skittish, having been frightened by the gunfire and explosions, but thankfully were
unharmed. They settled as Nikolay and Rada gently spoke to them and petted them and brushed them
down. All the time, Nikolay kept stealing surreptitious glances at Rada. She was not really his type ~ he
preferred his women bigger ~ but there was something about this short, frail-looking girl that he found
intriguing. She was so tough, so self-sufficient ~ as he had seen when his father first brought her to their
apartment. He found himself attracted to her.
When the horses had been cleaned and bedded, the tall young man and the petite young woman
walked along the blasted front of the barracks and in through the front entrance. Inside, they picked their
way through corridors and over rubble, until they reached the stores, at the back of the building. Nikolay
picked the smallest uniform there, and handed it to her.
‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Wait outside while I put it on.’
He closed the door, and waited in the corridor. He could hear her moving about, and he tried to
imagine how she would look without her clothes.
A few minutes later, she came out, looking rather like a child wearing her father’s clothes. He could
not help but laugh. The sleeves hung past her fingertips, the bottom of the tunic was nearly down to her
knees, and the trouser legs dragged in heaps around her feet.
She glared at him. ‘Is this the best you can do?’
‘Well, we never had any women here before,’ he chuckled.

57 ~ Sofiya
Aleksandra and Sacha entered the deserted kitchen, closed the door, and began removing their coats. As
they hung them on one of the row of hooks behind the door, they heard a muffled clatter from
somewhere nearby, followed by a scuffling, scratching kind of noise. Nervously looking at each other,
they looked around for something with which to defend themselves, and picked up couple of heavy
utensils, then tiptoed towards the source of the sound. The scratching stopped, and a low cupboard door
just a few feet away from them creaked open a few inches. Aleksandra raised the ladle she was holding,
ready to strike, as a small head peered out, looking away from her.
With more crashes from within the cupboard, and a muttered curse, the head emerged a little more,
and when it was sufficiently free, turned to look around the room. She was so startled at finding two
people towering over her with a ladle and a deadly-looking saucepan raised aggressively, that the door
flew open, and she fell headlong out of the cupboard in a shower of pots and pans.
As she scrambled to get to her feet, the three women recognised each other, and were momentarily
stunned. Then Aleksandra began laughing, and reached out a hand to help Natalie to her to her feet.
Sacha and Natalie also saw the funny side of what had happened, and began to laugh.
‘I think all my limbs have seized up,’ Natalie announced as the three hugged, emotionally.
‘What were you doing in there? Did they lock you up, or something?’
‘No, I hid there from the soldiers. Vlad and Angelina let me go. Vlad was badly injured, and I
persuaded them that they were better off without me.’
Voices from the tavern made them both look nervously at the door.
‘It is just as well that you hid,’ Aleksandra informed Natalie, ‘because a Company Commander by the
name of Morozov, from Nizhny, is here with his men, looking for you.’
‘Because of the posters?’
‘Partly; and some other things. They mustn’t find you,’ Aleksandra said, grimly.
‘I don’t have anywhere to go.’
‘Then we must disguise you, somehow.’

Natalie looked across the kitchen to the door, where some aprons and tunics had been left by the staff.
She walked quickly over and took one of the tunics down. ‘I could be a kitchen maid,’ she said, pulling it
over her head. Aleksandra helped, and by the time she had added an apron, and tied her hair back tightly
in a bun, she looked like a different person.
‘Good!’ agreed Aleksandra. ‘Let’s get to work.’
They lit the cooking stoves and began to hunt around for ingredients.
There were boxes of vegetables, but no meat.
‘There will be a cold room outside,’ Aleksandra told them. ‘where they keep the meat. I used to help
my uncle in his restaurant when I was young,’ she added, answering their unspoken question.
‘I’ll go and find it, Sacha volunteered.
While they were busy, the door opened behind them.
At the sound, Natalie turned away and kept her head down, but it was only Vera. She had an
expression of grim determination on her face.
‘The doctor has confirmed it,’ she informed Aleksandra. ‘Viktor is dead. They have taken his body
outside, with the others. I must work, or go crazy.’
Aleksandra crossed the room to hug her. As she did so, Sofiya also arrived, and Aleksandra quickly
drew the two women aside.
‘I have something to show you,’ she told them. ‘But you must remain quiet, no matter how surprised
you may be. Do you understand?’
They nodded, puzzled.
She led them over to Natalie.
‘This is Nadia, one of the kitchen staff, who has come to help us,’ she informed them.
Natalie looked up, and her eyes immediately met Sofiya’s. It was the first time they had seen each
other for seventeen years, and Natalie had been a babe in arms; but they recognised each other at once.

58 ~ Peshkov
Six hours later, it was dawn.
Peshkov impatiently pushed his way through the sparse crowd that milled listlessly around inside
Nizhny Novgorod railway station. He had been despatched back to headquarters to gather the remainder
of his Cheka and take them to Kovrov, to reinforce the depleted force there. Time was weighing heavily
on his shoulders; he wanted to be on his way back before nightfall.
Outside the station, he struck out down the long, wide avenue that would take him to the barracks. He
was shocked at the sight of the city he left only two days earlier. The streets were deserted, dozens of
buildings were standing in ruins ~ blackened shells wrecked by fires, and gangs of soldiers he did not
recognise were patrolling the streets with guns at the ready. As he marched onwards, civilians in his path
cowered in doorways, or scuttled into side-streets, frightened by the sight of his uniform. Flurries of
gunshots, near and far, echoed around the deserted canyons.
‘You there; halt!’ a voice behind him ordered.
He stopped, angry at the tone, and turned to see who had spoken. Three soldiers were glaring at him,
arrogantly, their rifles held with casual threat. They appeared to be no older than boys.
‘Where do you think you are going in such a hurry, comrade? And in a uniform of the government?’
the middle one demanded with a sneer.
Peshkov took the four strides that enabled him to stand close in front of them, towering above their
heads, and he saw them flinch and grip their guns defensively.
‘I am Squad Commander Peshkov of the Nizhny Novgorod Cheka,’ he barked, showing them the
stripes on the sleeve of his greatcoat, ‘and I am on my way to my headquarters. If that is a problem, I
suggest you take it up with my superior, Company Commander Morozov.’
He paused to lock his gaze with the middle man. At this distance, he could see that the man had a thin

smudge of a beard, spots, and a red nose, and that his uniform was a few sizes too big for him. After a
few moments, the young man dropped his eyes.
Peshkov nodded. ‘In view of the state of affairs here, you can escort me the rest of the way,’ he
ordered, stepping towards them so that they had to part to allow him to stand between them. ‘I have no
desire to be shot by one of your friends. And I am in a hurry, so let us make speed.’
He turned and they began to march briskly onwards.
‘Where is your commander?’ he asked as they trotted beside him.
‘Company Commander Pisarenko will be out on patrol somewhere, Squad Commander,’ their
spokesman informed him.
‘And the rest of my Cheka?’
‘They are at the barracks. Those were the orders left by your Company Commander.’
‘Good. When we reach the barracks, you will go and find your Company Commander Pisarenko, and
inform him that, on Company Commander Morozov’s orders, I am taking all my men with me to Kovrov
to assist with an operation against a White insurgent group.’
‘Yes, Squad Commander,’ the boy said, glumly.
They reached the gates of the barracks, and the three youths departed. Peshkov watched them for a
moment and shook his head. Then, with a sigh, he acknowledged the guard who was standing beside the
open gates, smirking. ‘Come with me, Volyev, we have work to do.’
He marched between the gates, and they struck out together towards the dormitory building.

59 ~ Aleksandra
Timur Morozov, meanwhile, had declared the inn to be his temporary headquarters in Kovrov. Angry at
the way events had overtaken him, he was determined to assert himself as leader of the remnants of the
Red forces ~ a mere nineteen men. His career was on the line, and events had so far not been helpful to
his cause. He needed answers to an enigma: Vladimir Kappel and his wife, the Tereshchenko woman,
and an unknown number of rebels, despite being trapped between the three pincers of the combined Red
forces, had managed to evade them.
The five men they had captured, including the factory manager Vladimir Vasilyev, were locked up
under guard in a room upstairs. Timur himself, Aleksandra Kollontai and Alex Ukhov, who was acting
as leader of the local Cheka until an official one could be appointed to replace Viktor, were sitting in the
gloomy tavern with Viktor’s widow Vera, Viktor’s son Nikolay, and Alma Salnikova, the union leader.
An assortment of candles stood in saucers on the bar in the corner of the room, casting a flickering
glow that set shadows leaping on the walls.
Squad Commander Ukhov was explaining: ‘I am reliably informed that Vladimir Kappel entered this
building through the back door, with Tereshchenko, during the last moments of the battle,’ he began.
‘Soon after that, the Whites defending the building melted away through gardens and alleys, and we were
able to advance. We arrived at the back door within minutes, but found no trace of Kappel or his captive.
The remainder of my men were at the front, and are certain that no-one has left the building. We have
searched every room; they are not here.’ He paused to look at the others. ‘Nikolay has given us the only
possible answer, thanks to his father’s knowledge, passed on to him. Part of this building is over four
hundred years old, and was once a monastery, a place in the city for the monks to minister to the citizens.
The monks built three tunnels, by which they could escape persecution or attack by bandits. If those
tunnels are still intact, Kappel could have used one to get away from us. It seems to me to be the only
possible answer. We have found the entrances to two of the tunnels ~ one behind the fireplace, and one
through a trapdoor under the stairs; so far we have not found the third.’
Timur nodded. ‘I have some men searching, inside and out, for that third entrance, and the rest are
patrolling the vicinity. We simply don’t have enough men, so I have sent Peshkov back to Nizhny for
reinforcements; he should return by this evening. Until then, even if we knew where Kappel has gone,
we cannot mount an effective attack.’
‘Has anyone been into the tunnels you have found, to see which way they go?’ Kollontai asked.

‘Yes, the one under the stairs starts by heading south-west, but is partly blocked by rubble from a
roof-fall after only a hundred yards; it is not impassable, but is dangerous. The one behind the fire,
there ...’ he pointed to the fireplace, where a section had been removed to reveal a dark hole, ‘… goes
eastwards, towards the barracks. We have no way of knowing how long the tunnels are, or how well they
are defended, but I have concentrated our patrols in those general directions.’
‘What about Vasilyev?’ Alma piped up. ‘Can we not get him to tell us anything?’
‘We have tried, but he has not revealed anything yet. He may not know.’
‘Let me have an hour alone with him,’ she said. ‘I‘ll make him talk.’
Timur grinned; ‘I rather think you could,’ he replied.
A soldier emerged from the kitchen, and whispered in Morozov’s ear. Timur nodded, grimly, then
pushed himself to his feet. ‘It seems we may have found the third tunnel,’ he told them.
They followed the soldier to the kitchen, where another man, clutching a lantern, was emerging from
behind a cupboard in the corner.
‘Well?’ Morozov demanded.
The man saluted. ‘It goes off in that direction, sir,’ he replied, pointing to the north-west.
‘Is it clear?’
‘Yes sir, for the first two or three hundred yards at least.’
‘But no-one knows where any of the tunnels lead. That means there are still three possible routes by
which they could have escaped,’ Morozov said, gloomily.
He turned and looked around the kitchen. Aleksandra Kollontai was working with some other women,
preparing food.
‘Comrade Morozov,’ she said, stepping forward to greet him. ‘I congratulate you on your success in
dealing with that frightful attack.’
‘Thank you, comrade, but it was mostly the work of the local Cheka and their fine leader, Viktor
Kovalchuk, now sadly lost to us,’ Timur replied, sincerely.
Aleksandra nodded. ‘Indeed, a very sad affair altogether. Too many lives are being squandered.’
She waved a hand in the direction of the saucepans of soup that were filling the kitchen with a heady
aroma. ‘Have you had anything to eat?’
He realised just how hungry he felt. It was many hours since he last ate. ‘Yes, please, Comrade,’ he
replied, gratefully.
After Aleksandra had instructed someone to serve a meal for him, Timur indicated with a twist of his
head that he would like her to withdraw to a more private part of the kitchen, and when they were away
from the others, and seated at a table, he spoke quietly:
‘Comrade Kollontai, I feel that I have arrived into a situation in which others know far more than I.
Your presence here at this time, for example, suggests that you may have some of the facts. Can you
enlighten me? What is going on here?’
Aleksandra nodded. ‘Yes, of course. But I must first ask you why you are here. Kovrov is outside
your jurisdiction; what brought you here?’
Timur was reluctant to reveal all he knew, but felt confident enough to give Aleksandra some of the
background.
‘We became aware of a cell of Whites acting near Nizhny,’ he told her. ‘They murdered some of my
Cheka, including our former leader, Alexander Avadeyev, and then began circulating leaflets claiming to
be holding the Duchess Anastasia. Information reached us that they might have moved to Kovrov, so we
came here to check.’
Now that he had become accustomed to the activity in the kitchen, he noticed that there was a new girl
working with the others.
‘Oddly enough,’ Aleksandra said, ‘it was those same leaflets that brought me here, with my
companions. However, I can tell you that the young woman they are holding is not the Duchess
Anastasia, but my assistant, Natalie Tereshchenko, and she is being held against her will.’
Timur was surprised and pleased to hear confirmation of Yurovsky’s suspicion about the
Tereshchenko woman, but it complicated matters that her employer, Aleksandra, was now involved.

‘You realise, do you not, Comrade, that Tereshchenko is a wanted criminal?’ he said, not taking his
eyes off the girl, who seemed to be hiding her face.
‘A criminal, Comrade Company Commander? On what do you base that statement?’
‘The information we have is that she was with Commander Avadeyev when he and everyone with him
was killed by the Whites, yet she escaped.’
Aleksandra glared at him over her spectacles. ‘So she is a suspect, not a criminal,’ she stated. ‘And I
can vouch for her, to you or anyone else, that she is a loyal party member and part of my team. What do
you have to say about that?’
Morozov was staring at the new kitchen worker. She had hardly moved, and was keeping her back to
him. ‘I would still like the opportunity to question her about what happened that day,’ he mumbled,
distractedly.
Aleksandra saw with dismay the direction of his gaze. ‘Of course! But there is no need to label her a
criminal when she has not been accused or tried of any crime.’
Ignoring her last statement, Timur suddenly jumped to his feet and marched across the kitchen,
grabbing the new assistant by the arm and turning her to face him. He towered over her, and she tried to
take a nervous pace backwards, but he was still holding her arm.
‘As I thought!’ he exclaimed, recognising her at once. ‘Natalie Tereshchenko, I arrest you in the name
of the Bolshevik Government, on suspicion of complicity in the murder of Alexander Avadeyev and
others,’ he bellowed.
Amazingly, Aleksandra, who had moved with surprising swiftness appeared between them.
‘You will do no such thing!’ she barked, glaring up at him.
He was taller than anyone else in the room, but he was taken aback by the force of her personality.
‘She is under my personal protection,’ she continued, ‘and no-one, not even Vladimir Ilyich Lenin
himself, has the authority to remove her from that protection without also arresting me. Do you wish to
do that, Comrade? Do you want to arrest me?’
He was flustered, uncertain of his ground, and decided that caution was required.
‘No, no! Of course not, Comrade Kollontai. However, I trust that you will work with me to deliver her
to the appropriate authorities?’
‘I may, or I may not. I will consider the facts of the situation ~ and I emphasis the word ‘facts’. When
I know them, I will act accordingly. At present, I see only a victim of circumstances. Release her arm at
once!’
Grudgingly, Morozov complied. ‘From this moment onwards,’ he growled, ‘anything she does will be
your responsibility. And, in due course, I will require your assistance to take her to the Kremlin, to face
an enquiry.’
Aleksandra did not reply. Instead, she turned her back to Morozov and spoke to Natalie. ‘Go upstairs,
and choose an empty room to use as your quarters. I will come up to see you in a few minutes.’
Natalie nodded, and scuttled out of the door. They heard her footsteps running up the wooden stairs.

60 ~ Morozov
When Peshkov returned with his thirteen men that evening, several hours after darkness had fallen, he
presented himself to Morozov at the inn. He found some changes since he left. The boards covering the
broken windows of the tavern had been removed, and a small team of civilians was repairing the frames
and cutting glass to fit. A forlorn row of coffins was lined up on the snow at the edge of the square,
awaiting funeral arrangements.
As he entered, he saw that Timur had made the tavern into an operations headquarters, with some of
the tables pushed together at one end to hold a map, and the remainder set out at the other end to serve as
a canteen. A smell of cooking was wafting from the kitchen, and he realised that he had not eaten since
the previous evening.
He led the men to Morozov, who was standing thoughtfully in front of the fire. Morozov cast a quick

eye over the mixture of new recruits and old men who formed his reinforcements ~ thirteen men; he was
unimpressed. He could see some potential in Rostov, the ex-baker ~ he was intelligent, and could be
useful ~ but even the giant Drubich (the one they called Max) though fearsome, was an unknown as far
as ability was concerned.
‘Get some food, men,’ he instructed them. ‘Then report to me in half an hour. We need to act as
quickly as possible.’
Peshkov instructed the men to sit in the eating area, while he went through to the kitchens to order
food for them.
Morozov, meanwhile, had been considering how to deal with the Tereshchenko woman. He needed to
learn as much as possible before presenting her to Yurovsky, because there was good reason to mistrust
his leader ~ he felt sure that, once the girl had been handed over, Yurovsky would forget all about
Timur’s contribution. He could have better control over the situation if he had all the facts; perhaps he
could even bypass Yurovsky and go straight to Stalin.
He marched to the stairs and began climbing them, two at a time. At the top, he realised that he did
not know which room she was in, but as half the doors were open, it did not take him long to find hers by
the simple expedient of knocking on each until she answered.
‘Ah, Company Commander, I thought it would not be long before you came to call,’ she said as she
opened the door.
He decided that his previous approach had been too heavy-handed, and that he would gain more by
pretending to be trying to help her.
‘May I talk?’ he asked.
Without replying, she held the door open to allow him to enter.
The room was small, just large for a table with two chairs, a pair of bunk beds, and a closet. A tall
screen stood at the far end of the room, hiding the washing facilities.
‘May I sit?’ he asked.
She indicated one of the chairs beside the table, and sat at the other.
He was about to speak when she interrupted him. ‘I suppose you are here to interrogate me,’ she
declared.
‘I wouldn’t say ‘interrogate’, but yes, I do need to ask some questions.’
‘Then it is just as well I am here to keep an eye on things,’ said a familiar voice from behind the
screen.
Timur jumped to his feet and turned around to see Aleksandra emerging.
‘We were just talking about you, Comrade Morozov, weren’t we, Natalie? Shall I bring up another
chair, or will you stand, Comrade?’
Covering his surprise and embarrassment well, Morozov held his chair for Aleksandra to occupy, then
left the room. He returned, seconds later, carrying another chair, which he placed at the remaining space
by the table.
‘Ladies,’ he began, seizing control of the situation by adopting a businesslike, and rather supercilious
manner, ‘I need to gather as many facts as possible, in order to track down the rebels. It is alleged that
you were held captive by them, Comrade Tereshchenko; is that true?’
‘Yes, it is, Commander.’
‘And, how did that come about?’
‘They captured me after Commander Avadeyev and his men were ambushed. I was taken across the
railway line to the industrial estate, where I was held in a cellar. They forced me to pose for
photographs.’
‘Who was holding you?’ He stared intently at her face as she answered.
‘At first it was just Angelina Kappel and two of her men. But then they brought me by train to
Kovrov, and we were joined on the way by her husband and his gang.’
Morozov looked pleased. He detected no signs that she was lying. Of course, she could be gifted, or
well-trained, but he prided himself on his ability to sense when someone was being evasive or dishonest.
‘So how did you escape from them?’

He looked at Aleksandra, who had remained silent. She returned his gaze, peering accusingly over the
top of her glasses like a schoolteacher.
‘I didn’t really escape, Commander,’ Natalie replied. ‘Vladimir Kappel was injured in the battle, and I
was doing my best to be inconvenient, so they left me in a cupboard and escaped without me.’ Natalie
was trying hard to tell only as much of the truth as allowed her to keep her word to Angelina and Vlad,
built around what Aleksandra had told her about Morozov’s knowledge so far. ‘They told me that there
are three tunnels, and that they would use one of those.’
‘Kappel is hurt, you say?’
‘Yes, Commander. He was shot in his left arm. He lost a lot of blood.’
‘Was Vasilyev with them, or Razumovsky?’
‘No, sir, neither. They were here earlier, but left, making for the railway station with some of the rebel
soldiers. Rada Peshkov, a soldier who had been trying to protect me, had been captured and was being
held by them as a hostage.’
Everything she said was backed up by the facts he already knew. He found himself reluctantly
warming to her simple honesty. But there was one important question still to be asked.
‘The Whites are claiming that you are Anastasia, daughter of the former Tsar, Nicholas. Is that true?
Do you have your eyes on assuming the throne?’
The girl laughed. ‘Nothing could be further from my mind, Commander. My name really is Natalie
Mikhailovna Tereshchenko. I was a servant; that’s all I was, and all I wanted to be.’

61 ~ Morozov
By the next morning, Morozov was feeling better. He had asserted himself as leader of the military
contingent, had achieved his objective of finding the Tereshchenko woman at last, and his interrogation
had been productive. It was a mere technicality that Kollontai had taken the girl under her wing; as soon
as they were in Moscow, he would be able to arrest her.
Most of the women had slipped into the usual, expected, roles: in the kitchen, taking care of cooking
and washing up, and around the inn, cleaning and making beds. It was a good place to be. The combined
forces of the Kovrov and Nizhny Chekas were enjoying the steady flow of hot meals, and a relaxed,
convivial atmosphere had developed.
Morozov now had thirty-two men ~ a useful force, though a mixed bag of talent ~ from both his own
Cheka and the local men. His problem was in devising a way to make the best use of them.
He still had to find Vladimir Kappel and the other rebels, but he faced a dilemma: the only way to find
out where the tunnels went was to send men down them, but at the end of one of those tunnels they
would meet their enemy, and they would be trapped in a confined space, with no easy way to attack or
retreat. He called a conference with the Squad Commanders Peshkov and Ukhov, and together they
devised a plan:
Two teams of men would work together on each tunnel, each lead man carrying a compass. One team
of two men would enter one of the tunnels, and the other team would wait at the entrance to the tunnel.
When the two men in the tunnel had counted ten paces, they would stop, and one of them would walk
back to the entrance, where he would report the compass bearing to his counterpart on the surface. The
lead man on the surface (Morozov for one tunnel, one of the Squad Commanders for each of the others)
would then take ten paces following the compass bearing; in theory, he should then be standing above
the lead man in the tunnel. The second man in the tunnel, meanwhile, would return to his companion,
and they would take another ten paces. The second man above them would wait at the tunnel entrance for
the next update, and would report the compass bearing to his lead man. And so the process would be
repeated. If the underground team met a bend in the tunnel, or if they reached the end, or an obstruction,
they would stop and report the new bearing and the number of steps taken. More men could be added as
messengers, as the teams probed deeper into the tunnels, to save time. The men were to work as quietly
as possible, to reduce the possibility of detection.
Two hours later, as the clock struck ten, Morozov, Peshkov and Ukhov met again to discuss the

results. They sat around one of the small tables in the otherwise empty tavern. There was some good
news.
‘The southern tunnel can be discounted,’ Peshkov reported first. ‘We were able to get past the rooffall, and eventually surfaced in a small brick hut in a field beyond the railway station. There were no
footprints in the snow to show that anyone had used it.’
‘Good work, Anton,’ Morozov responded. ‘Ukhov, how did you get on with yours?’
Alex Ukhov shrugged. ‘It is inconclusive. The easterly tunnel runs under the barracks, and it was
impossible to keep exactly over the lead man below. By dead reckoning, though, we think it surfaces
somewhere in the stables or yard.’
Morozov nodded, and pursed his lips in acknowledgement of the difficulties. ‘We cannot discount it,
then?’
‘No, certainly. I have posted guards.’
‘Good. Now the westerly tunnel has turned up an interesting result. It heads straight into the town
estate of none other than their Lordships the Dukes Razumovsky, who, I have been told, have been
suspected for some time of supplying men and resources to the rebels.’
It was Ukhov’s turn to nod. ‘Yes; we have been unable to prove anything, but he is certainly on our
list of suspects.’
‘I could not enter the grounds of the estate, for fear of alerting them,’ Morozov continued, ‘but the
line of the tunnel goes straight towards his mansion, and stops at just the right distance.’
‘Are we confident enough to mount an assault?’ Peshkov asked.
The two Squad Commanders looked at Morozov, who paused to think. With his elbows on the table,
he steepled his fingers, resting his chin on his thumbs. With only thirty-two men, and some of those
needed to guard the stables, he could not afford to be reckless.
‘A frontal attack is out of the question,’ he began, thinking aloud. ‘But the night could be our ally.
Could we get men up to the building without being detected?’
Ukhov shrugged. ‘I know the estate; we can get men in there, but we have no idea what patrols there
will be in the grounds.’
‘Well we need to know,’ Morozov snapped suddenly, the responsibility weighing heavy. ‘Take six
men, now, and find out!’
Ukhov scowled at the unexpected change in the officer’s manner, but picked up his cap and put it on,
adjusted it, then stood, scraping his chair, saluted brusquely, and was gone.

62 ~ Morozov
An hour before dawn the following morning, the stately mansion of Baron Franz Razumovsky was
surrounded by soldiers of the combined Chekas of Kovrov and Nizhny Novgorod. After consulting with
his Squad Commanders, Morozov had concluded that an assault on the building would be both bloody
and futile. The house was no castle, but it was substantial, and he had no way of knowing how many
rebel soldiers Razumovsky had at his command. So, the plan was to be prepared for battle, but to try
diplomacy first. Quietly, the units moved into position at vantage points all around the estate, carrying
ladders to scale the wall that circled the entire property.
While he waited for messengers from each squad to report to him that the men were ready, Timur
stood at the great wrought iron gates set into the only break in the wall, and watched while an engineer
cut through the metal around the locks with a blowtorch. One by one, messengers arrived, and one by
one, the locks fell from the gates.
When the last messenger had reported in, Morozov pushed open the gates and marched through,
followed by eight of his own Cheka, who were carrying blazing torches. It was a calculated risk. He
wanted them to be seen, but they would be easy targets. If Razumovsky and his men should decide to
open fire, he and his small troop would be cut down. However, he hoped that, by approaching in full
view, with everything except a fanfare of trumpets, his intention would be clear, and the defenders would
not shoot.

With his heart thudding and every nerve on edge, he led them steadily down the hundred feet of
driveway towards the front door. As they marched, commanding attention, the squads around the
grounds were silently scaling the walls and waiting to to react to whatever happened next. Not a light
gleamed from the house. They reached the door, in its carved stone arch, and the soldiers spread out
around him. When they were ready, he reached up and grasped the big, iron knocker, and banged it down
twice.
The sound echoed through the building, but at first seemed to draw no response. Then a small hatch in
the door opened, revealing a flickering candle and an eye.
‘I am Company Commander Timur Ivanovich Morozov of the Nizhny Novgorod Cheka,’ he
announced, ‘here to arrest the Baron Franz Razumovsky and others in this building on charges of
treason.’
‘One moment, please,’ said a cultured voice from behind the door, and the hatch was closed. There
was a scratching of bolts from inside, and seconds later the door opened to reveal a butler in full
traditional costume.
‘Take me to the Baron,’ Morozov demanded, before the man could speak.
‘His Lordship the Baron is not here at present, I’m afraid sir,’ the butler informed him.
‘What do you mean, not here,’ Timur responded, surprised.
‘I mean that he is elsewhere, sir.’
Morozov’s lips tightened, but he refrained from an angry reply. ‘Who is here, then?’ he asked, with
admirable restraint. ‘Apart from yourself and the staff, of course,’ he added quickly, pre-empting another
witty answer.
‘No-one, sir.’
‘No-one? Not, perhaps the rebel Vladimir Oskarovich Kappel and his wife? Or, possibly, the Baron’s
partner in crime, Mr Vasilyev?’
‘That is correct, sir. No-one.’
The man was clearly mocking him, but Timur refused to rise to the bait.
‘And soldiers? Is there no-one here to protect the house?’
‘No-one, sir.’
‘Very well,’ Morozov replied. ‘We will soon find out if you are telling the truth. I am sequestering
this property on behalf of the government. You will gather all the staff in the entrance hall in fifteen
minutes to be interviewed, and my men will search the building from roof to basement. You had better
hope that we find nothing.’
The butler opened his mouth as if to protest, but quickly closed it again, bowed, and departed, leaving
the door open for them. Timur smiled grimly at a small victory, then hated himself for bullying a mere
servant.
Angrily, he turned to his men. ‘Each of you go to one of the perimeter groups and tell their leaders
that I want half their men in here to search the house. The remainder will stay on guard in case of a
breakout.’
They trotted off on their errand, and, with a scowl, Timur turned to march into the entrance hall.
‘Sir?’ It was Viktor Kovalchuk’s son.
‘Yes, Comrade Kovalchuk?’ he searched his his brain, trying to remember the boy’s first name.
‘I believe I can make a good guess as to where they have all gone, Sir.’
‘And…?’ he replied, cautiously, expressing his reservation with a raised eyebrow.
‘Yes, Comrade Commander. The Razumovskys have lands and a castle outside the town, given to
their ancestors by Elizabeth Petrovna ~ the Empress who preceded the Tsar Peter the Second, husband of
Ekaterina (the one they called Catherine The Great.) It is where the Baron’s elder brother, Count Andreas
Lvolvich Razumovsky lives. It would be easy to travel there across country from here on a sleigh in
these conditions. This would be a perfect excuse to search the castle.’
Morozov nodded, pleased at the new information. ‘Yes, it would be, wouldn’t it?’ He studied the
young man. ‘It’s Nikolay, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Nikolay, I would like you to bring me any maps you have of the area, and show me the lie of the
land. I will set up an operations room here in the mansion, and we will make plans together.’
The boy saluted and trotted off in the direction of the square.
His mood improved, Morozov stomped into the entrance hall of the mansion and looked around. The
Baron and his allies may not have escaped after all. While he waited for young Kovalchuk to return, he
would take control of this building and start to use it as the new Cheka headquarters; somehow, it felt
appropriate.

63 ~ Natalie
It would be hard for me to tell whether things were worse or better under Morozov’s command.
Officially, I was still under Aleksandra’s wing, but Morozov clearly regarded it more as house arrest, and
I was sure that he was keen to get me back to Moscow so he could use Yurovsky’s influence to have me
incarcerated, or murdered. Thankfully, he was busy with his plans to take a large force out to a castle
beyond the town’s limits, which apparently belonged to the Razumovsky family. He hoped to capture or
kill Vlad and Angelina, as well as the Count and his brother, and any other rebels who may be there.
Meanwhile, the soldiers of the two chekas were being moved from the cramped conditions of the inn
to the rather grand house that he had seized from the Razumovsky family, which was being set up as
their new headquarters. The Old barracks were stripped of everything useful, in preparation for their
demolition, and the tavern front was being repaired prior to handing it back to the family of its late
owner, poor Boris.
It was difficult to understand what drove Morozov. Sometimes he seemed to be cultured and
considerate, then a moment later he would be angry and sarcastic. Sometimes he would be calm, yet
other times verging on violent, although he never raised a hand to me, or any of the other women.
Rada insisted on a private room off the men’s barracks in the mansion, and somehow managed to get
it. Sofiya was allocated a room on the top floor, which she shared with Sacha, and I shared another,
across the corridor, with Alksandra.
Sofiya! I still found it hard to believe that I had finally met my real mother, and how easy our
relationship was; nothing like the antipathy I felt when Angelina was first introduced to me, pretending
to be my mother. But, despite our close proximity, we could not spend any time together, as Morozov
had placed guards in the corridor, and I was not allowed to speak to anyone.
Only Aleksandra had any kind of freedom of movement, and that seemed to be because Morozov was
intimidated by her position on the council.
Vera and Alma had returned to their homes. Their lives had both been completely changed over the
past week ~ Vera had become a widow, and Alma had lost her job at the factory. However, there was a
glimmer of brighter news for her, as Aleksandra declared the factory to be the property of the state, and
was working to have Alma installed as manager.
A strange peace broke out between Morozov and me. In his calmer spells, he became surprisingly
respectful and conciliatory, even talkative. He walked with me in the garden, between the trees, where
there was little snow, and talked candidly about military strategy and his plans for action against
Razumovsky and the Kappels. Of course, I had to assume that he was not telling the truth ~ or perhaps a
mixture of truth and lie. My theory was that he was doing it to test me, to see if I would try to warn them,
not realising that I was not on their side or his, but rather I was trapped in the mouth of a great beast, and
the jaws were closing around me.
Aleksandra, when we were alone, suggested the possibility that she may be able to get me to Moscow,
where she could then use her influence to get me on a ship to England, but I had to tell her that I could
not leave without Max. She understood, and said that perhaps she could send someone to Nizhny
Novgorod, to find him and bring him to me, although, obviously, she could do nothing until we were in
Moscow.
It seemed that fate was again drawing me into that most dangerous of cities.

64 ~ Morozov
‘Please connect me to Moscow,’ Timur said into the telephone.
He waited as the operator at the Kovrov telephone exchange made the connection. After a few
seconds the operator at the Moscow telephone exchange answered.
‘Put me through to the Kremlin,’ he told her.
He waited again, and shortly he heard the voice of the switchboard operator at the Kremlin.
‘This is Company Commander Timur Ivanovich Morozov speaking,’ he said. Please connect me to
the office of Yakov Mikhailovich Yurovsky, the commanding officer of Nizhny Oblast.’ He nodded
absently when the operator responded, then, with the earpiece held up to his left ear, nervously tapped
with the fingers of his right hand on the blotting pad on his desk while he waited for the last connection
to be made.
Yurovsky’s laconic voice crackled in his ear: ‘What news, Comrade Company Commander?’
‘Good news, Comrade,’ Timur replied, trying to sound enthusiastic. ‘You could say that my unit has
enjoyed a most successful operation ~ the White’s force has been smashed, and we are on the verge of
capturing their leaders. And ...’ he paused for dramatic effect ... ‘we have the Tereshchenko girl.’
If he had been expecting praise, his hopes were crushed. After a pause, Yurovsky said, slowly: ‘You
mean she is still alive? I thought I made my thoughts clear to you on that matter.’
Morozov was disappointed in his leader’s reaction, and he quickly turned to defending himself. ‘The
manner of her capture made it difficult, Comrade. Aleksandra Kollontai is here, and was present when I
arrested the girl. She has taken responsibility for her.’
‘Damn!’ Yurovsky’s oath was so loud that it hurt Morozov’s ear. ‘She outranks me, too.’
There was a pause; Morozov waited anxiously.
‘Right,’ Yurovsky suddenly burst into his reverie. ‘Bring the girl to Moscow. I will have to get Stalin
or Yatsek to intervene. How soon can you get here?’ The sentences were short, delivered like bursts of
machine-gun fire.
‘I can be on a train tomorrow morning, arriving in Moscow by late afternoon,’ Morozov said, with a
sense of relief. He had been expecting an order to kill the girl himself and, despite his ambition for
promotion, cold-blooded murder was abhorrent to him.
‘Very well; do it!’ A buzzing noise in his ear told Morozov that Yurovsky had hung up.
He put the earpiece in its little metal cradle, and disconsolately put the telephone down on his desk.
Every aspect of this whole affair was slipping out of his control.
He leaned back in the luxurious chair he had discovered in the Baron’s study, staring at the ornately
moulded ceiling. He needed a new plan, a way to cast off some of the burden, so that he could
concentrate on presenting a good image to Yurovsky. Once in Moscow, he might even get to an
opportunity to impress Stalin. He took a cigar from the Baron’s box, and lit it. Then jumped up and
searched the Baron’s cupboards until he found a bottle of Rodnik vodka. He poured a good measure and
threw back his head to drink it in one gulp, then poured another and returned to his chair.
After a few puffs on the cigar, he began to relax again. An idea was forming. He picked up the
telephone again and rattled the earpiece cradle a couple of times.
‘Put me through to Nizhny Novgorod,’ he said.
He waited.
‘Nizhny Novgorod,’ a voice said.
‘Put me through to the barracks of the Nizhny Novgorod cheka.’
Again he waited.
Eventually a voice said: ‘Nizhny barracks.’
‘This is Company Commander Timur Ivanovich Morozov, your commanding officer,’ he said to the
army switchboard operator. ‘I wish to speak to Company Commander Pisarenko, who is at present in
temporary command of the barracks.’
After a few moments, Pisarenko’s voice came crackling to him along the miles of telephone cable:

‘Comrade Morozov, what can I do for you?’
‘Comrade,’ Timur said in a bright tone, ‘I believe that we can work together to achieve a great victory
against the Whites.’
‘How is that, Comrade?’
‘My unit has been engaged in fighting a substantial force of Whites, here in Kovrov ~ a pack of rebels
from Nizhny and further afield ~ it is highly likely that it is the force you are searching for in Nizhny.
We had considerable success in a pitched battle yesterday, and have killed many of them, but their
leaders have taken to hiding in a castle on the outskirts of the town. I believe that they will surrender, if
confronted with a sufficiently large force, but if not, the castle must be attacked.’
‘And you want me to send you some men?’ Pisarenko’s tinny voice dripped sarcasm.
‘Oh no, Commander. I have to go to Moscow on other matters, to meet our leaders. I am offering you
the pleasure of carrying out the attack.’
There was a surprised silence, and when he did reply, Pisarenko’s suspicion was evident in his voice.
‘What matters are so important that you will miss such an opportunity of glory?’
‘Nothing that need concern you, Comrade,’ Morozov replied, dismissively, enjoying the opportunity
to hold the higher ground for once. ‘Do you want the assignment, or not? I can easily ask Comrade
General Stalin when I arrive at the Kremlin; I am sure he will be happy to send a regiment.’
He held his breath. He knew that Pisarenko would smell glory, and Morozov’s willingness to pass
over what could be a decisive action, with all the rewards that implied, was too tantalising to be ignored.
‘That will not be necessary, Comrade,’ came the quick reply. ‘I can be there in twenty-four hours.’
Timur grinned. He knew that Pisarenko would be unable to resist the temptation, and was happy for
him to lead the attack ~ it would be a messy operation, and he had more important matters in hand.
‘Good,’ he replied. ‘I will make sure you are fully briefed when you arrive.’
With one annoying detail out of the way, he swigged the second shot of vodka and pressed the buzzer
on his desk that would summon Peshkov. It was time to organise the transportation of his prisoner to
Moscow.

65 ~ Yurovsky
The next morning was half over by the time the horizon began to lighten and the first rays of the sun
finally cast long shadows over the town. Once again Kovrov had been transformed overnight, with a
fresh fall of snow, covering the signs of battle. The town house was bustling, as the escort party and their
charges prepared for their journey, and Morozov was in his office, making sure that he had everything he
needed, when there was a knock on the door.
It was Peshkov, clearly flustered. ‘We have a visitor, Timur,’ he said, forgetting protocol. ‘An
unscheduled train, consisting of just one carriage, arrived five minutes ago.’
Morozov instinctively knew who was on that train. ‘Yurovsky?’ he asked. Peshkov nodded.
Together they hastened to the front door of the villa, reaching it just as Yurovsky arrived, escorted by
Squad Commander Ukhov and half a dozen men that Morozov did not recognise.
‘You seem to have made yourself comfortable here,’ Yurovsky said, without preamble.
Morozov, already flustered, struggled to reply.
‘Take me to the girl,’ Yurovsky snapped, interrupting Timur’s stammering.
Side by side, in silence, they climbed the wide, grand staircase to the first floor, then a smaller
stairway to the top floor. When they emerged onto the landing, they found the corridor busy with women
and luggage. As soon as they appeared, the work stopped, and everyone stood up, staring apprehensively
at the new arrival.
Aleksandra Kollontai was the first to recover. ‘Comrade Yurovsky,’ she said, stepping forward,
carefully avoiding any inflection in her voice that might betray the shiver that had run through her body
when she saw him. This man’s presence could only be bad.
Yurovsky nodded. ‘Comrade Kollontai,’ he replied coldly. She outranked him in Moscow, but here he

held the upper hand. ‘I have come to take the prisoner Tereshchenko into custody.’
Aleksandra raised herself to her full height, still ten inches shorter than Yurovsky, and glared up into
his eyes. ‘She is not a prisoner, she is here as my secretary. Perhaps, now that you are here, you will
explain that to your pet dog.’ She turned her head to face Morozov.
‘Company Commander Morozov is acting under my orders, Comrade. This young woman…’ he
nodded towards where Natalie was standing, ‘… has been involved in incidents that must be
investigated, and it is my intention to get to the bottom of whatever has happened.’
Aleksandra’s lips tightened. ‘And you could not wait for her to arrive in Moscow, where she might at
least receive fair treatment?’
‘Swift action was...’
‘I know all about your methods, Comrade,’ Aleksandra interrupted. ‘Dirty deeds, done in dark alleys
or remote cellars, which cannot be undone. I know that the blood of the former Tsar and his family drips
from your fingers.’
‘Do not presume to judge me, Comrade,’ Yurovsky retorted angrily. ‘I loyally serve our leaders in the
most difficult of circumstances. Perhaps you could ask yourself if you do the same.’ He towered over
her, threateningly.
‘I was working with our leader when you were still an apprentice watchmaker,’ Aleksandra replied,
holding her ground.
‘Perhaps,’ he sneered, ‘but you aren’t in his favour any more, are you? And, anyway, the focus of
power is already shifting away from him. You will find that he is no longer in a position to protect you.
Now, pardon me, I have much to do.’ He turned to the soldiers who had followed him up the stairs. ‘Noone is to leave this floor after I have taken the prisoner away.’
The men saluted, and as Yurovsky took a firm hold of Natalie’s slender arm with his hand, and
propelled her towards the stairs, the soldiers formed an impenetrable line across the landing. The women
watched helplessly as Natalie vanished from their view.

66 ~ Natalie
‘Would you like to use the office?’ Morozov enquired over his shoulder, as he led the way down the
first flight of stairs. I was keeping quiet, trying to remain insignificant while I searched desperately for an
opportunity to escape.
‘What for?’ Yurovsky snapped.
‘For the interrogation.’ Morozov turned again to face us.
Yurovsky stared at him as though he was insane. ‘Interrogation? We don’t have time for that. Where
are your men?’
Morozov was surprised at the turn of the conversation, although I had already read Yurovsky’s mind.
‘Those that are not on patrol will be in the main hall, which we have set up as a dormitory,’ he replied.
‘Good! I require four of your most trusted marksmen.’
By this time, we had reached the middle landing, and as we followed Morozov towards the next flight
of stairs, he suddenly stopped walking. We nearly collided with him, and we all stood still for a moment,
the two men eye to eye.
‘Wait,’ Morozov said, clearly hoping that he had misunderstood the meaning of Yurovsky’s words.
‘What do you need marksmen for?’
Yurovsky glared at him. ‘Don’t be an idiot; you’re a man of the world, you know what must be done.
We cannot allow this situation to continue.’
At last Morozov knew that he was not mistaken. The expression on his face moved from confusion to
a mixture of shock and anger. Yurovsky wanted a firing squad, of course ~ he was no stranger to coldblooded assassination ~ and I knew that Morozov was aware of what had happened to the royal family in
a cellar in Yekaterinberg.
‘But that would be murder,’ he said, quietly.

‘Call it what you like, Company Commander, but it will happen. If you won’t assist me, then I will
take care of it myself, and you can forget about any further promotion.’
He pushed roughly past Morozov to the top of the second flight of stairs, dragging me with him, and
took the first step. His fingers dug into the flesh of my upper arm, yet he seemed to be ignoring my
existence. I was frightened and angry in equal measure. Damn these men and their conspiracies, talking
about me as though I wasn’t there, as though I mattered no more than the puff of dust that rose from the
stair carpet each time they took a step. I glared over my shoulder at Morozov, but he was looking at his
feet as he followed us down the stairs.
Three steps down, I acted. Unobserved, treated with disdain by both men ~ as though I was a cow
being led to the slaughterhouse ~ I had been watching Yurovsky’s feet as we descended, and at the right
moment I aimed a kick at the centre of his forward leg, behind his knee, just as his foot touched the next
step. Then I jumped forward, twisting his body onto that leg. Yurovsky’s mind was occupied with his
evil plan, and all his weight was already being automatically transferred onto that leg, but suddenly it
was bent, offering no support. He buckled and fell, his hands flailing the air.
Released from his grip, I ignored Morozov and sprinted to follow Yurovsky as he rolled and bounced
down the stairs. I was beside him when he came to a halt and lay sprawled, unconscious, on the Chinese
rug at the bottom, and I crouched and fumbled with the flap of the leather holster on his belt. Within
seconds I had his pistol in my hand, and quickly turned, raising it to point up the stairs at Morozov.
He had not moved, and now he held up both his hands, with palms towards me and fingers spread
wide, in a gesture of reassurance that he had no intention of reacting. Incredibly, he was grinning.
‘Well done,’ he said.
Unimpressed, I released the safety catch on the gun with my thumb, realising, as I did so, how natural
the action had become. ‘Put your hands on your head and come down here, slowly,’ I ordered. Only six
weeks ago I had never held a gun. Now I was acting as though it was perfectly normal.
Morozov complied, still grinning.
When he reached the bottom, I relieved him of his own pistol, then stepped back. ‘Take him into your
office,’ I ordered.
I stood, with a gun in each hand, both pointed at Morozov while he took hold of the fabric of
Yurovsky’s jacket at the chest, and effortlessly dragged the still unconscious man across the foyer.
Once inside the office, I closed the door. ‘Find some rope and tie him up,’ I commanded, two guns
still pointed unwaveringly at his chest.
Morozov did as he was told. ‘You don’t need those, I’m not going to jump you,’ he said as he worked.
You have to get away from here, and I can help you.’
‘Don’t talk,’ I ordered. ‘Just do as I said. And gag him as well.’
Keeping the guns pointed at him, I moved across the room, so that I could see both Morozov and the
door. I was thinking furiously. He was right about one thing, I could not escape alone, but I preferred to
rely on people I knew and could trust.
‘I want you to get rid of the soldiers guarding my friends,’ I told him as he as he knelt beside
Yurovsky’s inert form, binding his ankles.
He nodded, still working. I waited, working out a plan, while he finished making Yurovsky
completely helpless.
‘We will go back upstairs,’ I said when he was done. ‘I will be behind you, with these things pointed
at you, so don’t try to warn them, or anything silly like that. I know how to use a gun. Do you
understand.’
‘I’m on your side,’ he said, facing me as he stood up.
‘Oh, really?’ I hissed. ‘And if I had not acted, on the stairs back there, would you have rescued me?
No, you would have watched me die while you protected your own pathetic skin. I have met your sort
before, full of words and self-importance, so you will forgive me if I don’t believe you.’ I raised the gun
in my right hand to point at his face, amazed at how calm I suddenly felt. ‘Now, let’s go quietly upstairs,
shall we?’
Morozov responded with a raised eyebrow, a shrug of the shoulders, and that infuriating hint of a
smile, then walked to the door, and opened it.

I found his relaxed attitude disconcerting. It was as though he did not take me seriously, or perhaps he
knew something I did not. There was no doubt in my mind that he was not to be trusted. I followed him
out into the foyer, and, with a final look at the still-unconscious Yurovsky on the floor of the office,
closed the door.
Morozov started up the stairs, and I held back far enough that he could not suddenly turn on me.
‘Look,’ he said softly over his shoulder from three steps above me, ‘I meant what I said about helping.
In our little chats over the last few days, I have grown to respect you. I may be a brute, but I could not
condone what Yurovsky was planning.’
Something in the tone of his voice reached me. I didn’t believe him, but in all honesty, I had no idea
what to do next. I was still reacting to circumstances, with no plan.
‘What do you suggest?’
He stopped walking and turned to speak more quietly. I stopped too, interested in any ideas, but I kept
both guns pointed at his chest.
‘There are four guards,’ he said. ‘You have no hope of overpowering them. But I could neutralise
them.’
He waited for my reaction, but I said nothing, and kept my face expressionless. I was waiting for a
clue in his words or actions to help me judge whether or not he was sincere. After a few moments, he
continued.
‘If you hold back, so they can’t see you, I could act as though Yurovsky has carried out his plan, and
that they are to obey me. But you have to trust me enough to give me back my gun.’
‘No!’ I whispered, savagely. ‘Ten minutes ago, I saved my own life. Not you, I, alone. And now you
are asking me to give up the control which I have only just gained, and hand my life over to you. No,
That is not something I am prepared to do.’
‘I could have stopped you, you know,’ he replied. ‘While you were chasing Yurovsky down the stairs,
I had time to draw my gun and shoot you.’ He paused, giving me time to remember.
He was right, and it had been secretly bothering me. When I turned at the foot of the stairs, with
Yurovsky’s gun in my hand, I had fully expected to see Morozov with one, too. I was surprised to see
him unarmed. And the expression on his face had puzzled me. He looked as though he was playing a
parlour game.
‘Why didn’t you?’
‘I was impressed by your bravery and ingenuity. And you had pre-empted me; I had been trying to
find the right moment to act myself.’
Despite my reservations, his words rang true. I relaxed a little.
‘Very well,’ I said, changing my grip on his pistol, and holding it out to him with the barrel pointing
towards him. To use it on me, he would have to turn it around, giving me a second to react.
But he didn’t; he just slowly unbuttoned the flap of the leather holster on his belt, and carefully,
slowly, put the pistol into it, then rebuttoned the flap. ‘I understand your caution,’ he said.
He was smiling, reassuringly, but we both knew this situation was as dangerous as any that either of
us had faced.
‘When I get to the top,’ he said, ‘stay out of sight. I can’t predict how things will go, but you will
know when to join me. If it goes wrong, try to escape. I will warn you.’ Suddenly his light mood had
changed, and he was deadly serious. I began to believe that he meant what he was saying.
We reached the first landing, and I waited, hidden from the sight of the men on the top landing, while
he set off up the second flight of stairs. As my view of him became obscured, I saw his legs as he paused
near the top, to take a deep breath. Then he climbed the last steps and was gone from my sight. I
prepared to run.
‘Ah, Troop Commander, good work,’ I heard him say.
Another man spoke, but I could not make out the words.
‘No,’ Morozov’s voice came again. ‘He has remained downstairs to supervise the disposal of the
body. He has ordered me to detain all the women in one of the rooms on this floor until he is ready to
move us all out.’

I heard Aleksandra protesting.
‘Comrade, we must all follow orders,’ he said, interrupting her flow of words. There must have been
something in the way he said it, because she uncharacteristically stopped complaining.
‘You may choose which room you prefer,’ he told her. She said something, then there was the sound
of people moving about, then the closing of a door.
‘You men, come with me,’ I heard him say to the soldiers. ‘I wish to discuss a matter with you in
here.’
There was more moving about, then some voices raised in surprise, then silence.
Then, incredibly, he shouted: ‘You can come up, now!’
Surely it could not have been so easy?
I ran up the stairs, but stopped just short of the top and peered around the corner, my pistol clasped in
my sweaty hand. There was no-one in sight, but a short way along the corridor was an open door. As I
cautiously approached it, I could see Morozov’s back just inside, and beyond him, Yurovsky’s four
soldiers, scowling angrily, but cowering before the gun in his hand. They glared at me in amazement
when I arrived.
‘Do you want to go and tell your friends the good news?’ he grinned as I stood by his side. ‘They are
in the next room.’
Aleksandra and the others were even more surprised to see me than Yurovsky’s tame monkeys had
been. I quickly outlined what had happened, then we joined Morozov.
‘I need some of my own men up here,’ he told us.
I was immediately suspicious of his motives, again, and took a better hold on my pistol, ready to
react.
His response was that infuriating grin. ‘Just when I thought you were beginning to understand me,’ he
laughed.
‘I could go and find Rada,’ Sacha suggested.
‘Yes, do that, please,’ I replied. ‘Ask her to bring three men she trusts.’ Sacha nodded and ran off
towards the stairs.
I looked at Morozov, to see his reaction.
He shrugged. ‘I don’t mind who it is, I just want some help with these.’ He indicated his four
prisoners with a twist of his head.
Aleksandra touched my arm. ‘Natalie, I want to question Yurovsky,’ she said.
‘He’s tied up in the office on the ground floor,’ I told her. ‘Perhaps Sofiya can assist you?’
They too set off down the stairs.
I entered the room and stood beside Morozov. ‘Company Commander,’ I began, quietly.
Morozov held up a hand to stop me. ‘I rather think that I have forfeited that rank by my actions here,
don’t you? I need to start planning for a new career.’
I could not disagree, and it helped to make up my mind about him. ‘Thanks for risking everything for
me.’
He smiled. ‘I’m actually enjoying it. My life has meaning again. You had better start calling me
Timur from now on.’
As he spoke, I noticed one of his captives edging away from the other three, thinking that he was
hidden from Morozov’s view. I still had my pistol in my hand, so I raised it and pointed it at him. He
stopped, uncertain whether or not I could use it. Morozov turned his head to see what I was looking at.
‘Trust me, soldier, she knows what she is doing,’ he said to the man.
I waved the gun, as though using it to sweep him towards his colleagues, and he shuffled miserably
back to rejoin them.
Sacha returned, breathless. ‘They’ll be here in a minute or two,’ she informed us.
‘Thanks. Where’s Sofya?’
‘She’s watching the stairs, just in case. She wouldn’t take a gun, so Rada has given her a whistle to
blow if anything happens.’

I grinned. You learn so much about people from the simplest things.
‘Your friend Rada, would that be Private Radochka Petrov?’ Morozov asked.
‘Yes. We go back a long way.’
‘She is a superb soldier.’
I saw Sacha smile, meaningfully, then she turned and looked back to the stairs as there was a
thundering of heavy feet. The reinforcements were arriving.
I left Morozov and joined Sacha in the hallway, but I stopped suddenly and my legs went weak when I
saw who was among them. ‘Max?’
I ran to embrace him, while Sacha, grinning, took the others to help Morozov.
‘How did you get here?’ I asked, struggling to control my emotions, as he scooped me up in his huge
arms and held me close.
‘I have been in Kovrov for two days, but I could not get to you,’ he replied.
‘But you are back in uniform.’
‘Yes, I was conscripted by your good Company Commander, just after I saw you on the train.’
I kissed him, emotionally, but there was too much happening to linger for more than a moment.
Morozov and the remaining two trusted men of his troop came out of the room with and shut the door.
‘They won’t be going anywhere for a while,’ Morozov told me.
I looked around and noticed that Rada was missing.
‘Where’s Rada?’ I asked Max.
‘She stayed with Peshkov to sort the sheep from the goats.’
‘Good, I was wondering how we would know who can be trusted,’ I replied.
‘Most of them are conscripts anyway,’ Timur told us. ‘They would be happy to desert, given half a
chance.’
‘Then let’s send them back to their families for a spell of leave,’ I said. ‘And you all need to be
prepared to go home, too.’
I took Max’s hand, and we headed back downstairs, leaving the others to get organised.
I was still filling out in my mind the details of an escape plan, and when we reached the office, I
signalled to Max to wait for me in the hall. In the office, I found that Yurovsky was conscious, and that
Aleksandra had removed his gag to interrogate him. Rada was with her, and I indicated with a twist of
my head that I wanted them both to join me in the hall.
Rada replaced Yurovsky’s gag, and we left him alone while we joined Max in the hallway.
We knew the significance of what had happened over the last hour, and that all our lives had been
changed forever. Before today, there had been only one fugitive ~ me ~ now there were eight, and every
one of us could be executed for treason. Throughout her time with Lenin, Aleksandra had never been far
from controversy, and had often pushed the boundaries of her relationship with the men who ruled the
government, but she knew that this latest action was one defiant gesture too many. And Morozov and
Peshkov had broken every military rule, written and unwritten, in acting against their commander; it was
mutiny, and they would face a firing squad, with no hope of appeal. As for me, this moment seemed to
have been predestined ever since that morning, nearly two years ago, when I had discovered the genetic
link that tied me to the royal dynasties of Russia, Germany and England.
But I was not finished; I had a plan for how we could escape.
‘We need to get away from here as quickly as possible, and back to Moscow,’ I told them.
‘Yurovsky’s men are tied up upstairs, so they won’t bother us. We must gather whatever of our things we
can carry, then we will go to the station to catch the first available train.’
They agreed, so we headed back upstairs to join the others. There, I explained my plan to everyone,
and we worked out the timings, which would be crucial. We quickly packed what was most needed, then
we went together down to the kitchens to gather some food to take with us.
As we were about to leave the kitchen, Morozov took me to one side.
‘When I investigated the explosion at the shed where Avadeyev died, I was able to identify him by the
chain he wore around his neck,’ he told me. ‘It was one of the ways he liked to show off his success.’

Puzzled as to why he was divulging this information, I nodded. ‘I remember seeing it on him when I
first met him at Yekaterinberg.’
He took a small, brown envelope from his pocket. ‘Whatever happens, you are going to need money,’
he said, and passed the envelope to me.
It was surprisingly heavy, and when I opened it I found out why. Inside was Avadeyev’s chain.
‘It’s solid gold,’ Timur explained. ‘I didn’t know what to do with it, but I can’t think of anyone who
deserves it more than you. Each link is worth about two hundred Roubles, even on the black market.
Hide it somewhere, and trade or sell a link at a time when you need it.’
I was speechless. The huge hole in my plan was that Max and I had no money. My only idea had been
to turn to crime, stealing what we could. This gift would get us to England. My eyes filled with tears, and
threw my arms around his neck and hugged him.
‘Thank you, Timur,’ I stammered. ‘You are a wonderful man.’
He smiled. ‘You are an amazing woman.’
I quickly concealed the envelope and its contents in the inside pocket of my coat, then we made our
way to the foyer, where we joined the rest of the party who were waiting by the front door.

67 ~ Rostov
In the office, Yurovsky was writhing and pulling at the ropes that tied his hands and feet together,
gasping for breath through the gag. When Kollontai and Tereshchenko had left him, earlier, they had not
closed the office door properly, and he had heard every word, including their plan to catch a train to
Moscow.
He stopped struggling when he heard them all come down the stairs and congregate in the hall, all
talking at once in a babble of voices. Then they stopped, and Tereshchenko looked in through the open
door. He glared at her, and she waved in cheerful reply, then departed. Shortly after that, he heard the
heavy front door slam, and all was quiet. They had gone.
He desperately needed to pursue them. Again, he set to work tugging on his bonds, but it was
hopeless.
Ten frustrating minutes passed, then he heard the front door again. He began to call out as loudly as
his gag would allow.
A curious face peered around the door. It was a man in uniform, but not one of his own men. Seeing
Yurovsky’s predicament, he ran over and began to free him.
‘What has happened here?’ the man asked as he removed the gag from Yurovsky’s mouth.
‘I am your Commander, Yakov Yurovsky. Untie me, there has been a mutiny. Who are you?’
‘Private Ruslan Savvich Rostov, sir, of the Nizhny Novgorod Cheka.’
Rostov set to work on the ropes.
‘Yes, of course, one of Morozov’s men. Well I’m sorry to tell you that your Company Commander
has helped the prisoner Tereshchenko to escape. Hurry, get these bonds off me!’
‘Where is the rest of my unit, sir?’ Rostov asked as he continued tugging at the ropes.
‘I have no idea, and I really don’t care!’ Yurovsky spluttered as he climbed stiffly to his feet, assisted
by Rostov. ‘My men are upstairs somewhere. Come with me.’
They headed for the stairs, but Yurovsky was still groggy and aching from his fall down those same
stairs not much more than an hour earlier, and progress was slow. However, they reached the top floor,
and after a brief search, soon found the four men, tied and gagged as Yurovsky had been.
‘A fat lot of use you have been,’ Yurovsky said angrily when he found them.
He and Rostov quickly set about untying them.
‘Morozov and his men have taken the women and are going to the railway station,’ he informed them.
‘They have about fifteen minutes start on us. We must follow them at once.’
They hurried down the stairs.

At the bottom, in the entrance hall, he turned to Rostov. ‘We don’t need you,’ he said. ‘You can stay
here to guard the building until fresh troops arrive. Go about your duties.’ He needed men upon whom he
could rely to do as he told them, not someone who might hesitate out of loyalty to his colleagues.
Rostov saluted and left them, heading for the room that was used as sleeping quarters for his unit.
Yurovsky waited until he had gone, and the door closed, then addressed his men. ‘Gather your coats
and your weapons,. Perhaps we can catch them at the railway station, but if they have already left, then
we must follow them to Moscow and try to capture them there.’
Outside, moments later, they found that snow was now falling heavily in large flakes, blown into their
faces by a wind that came straight from the north pole.
As he drove his pain-wracked body towards the railway station, Yurovsky replayed in his mind the
sequence of events that had led to Tereshchenko’s escape. He was angry with himself for not
concentrating properly and allowing himself to be outmanoeuvred, and furious at the ungrateful Morozov
for his deceit. As for Kollontai, it was no more than he would have expected,
He heard a locomotive building up speed, and his heart sank. Sure enough, as they turned the corner,
and the station came into view, he saw the smoke dispersing from a recent train, and heard its whistle in
the distance. They were too late.
They burst through the doors into the station concourse, and looked around. The fugitives were not
there, of course; they were safely on the train that had just departed. The station was empty apart from a
man pushing a four-wheeled barrow towards the platform.
‘When is the next train to Moscow?’ he shouted at the man at the ticket desk.
The man recoiled in shock at his appearance and the violent way the question was asked. ‘In one hour,
sir,’ he replied.
‘One hour? Is there nothing sooner?’
The man shook his head, nervously.
‘Then what is that man doing?’ he demanded, pointing to the man with the barrow, who by then was
unloading some sacks onto the platform.
‘The mail train will be passing through in about ten minutes, sir, but it does not stop. The bags of mail
are snatched up by a hook as it goes by.’
A chance! There was a chance.
‘I want you to telephone the signal box and tell them to stop the mail train,’ he bellowed.
Despite his fear, the man tried to meet his responsibilities: ‘I cannot do that, sir. It is against the
regulations.’
Yurovsky was impatient and in pain and angry. He drew his pistol and pointed it at the unfortunate
man. ‘Do as I say!’
The clerk picked up the telephone, and Yurovsky turned to face his men.
‘Get down to the signal box and make sure that they stop the mail train,’ he told the Squad
Commander. ‘The rest of you, grab lanterns and get onto the platform. Stop that train, no matter what it
takes!’

68 ~ Yurovsky
There was a sudden change in motion; not so much a slowing as a coasting ~ the locomotive was no
longer maintaining maximum speed. Yurovsky looked up at the windows, but they were too thickly
coated with snow for anything outside to be seen.
Anticipating that they would soon be stopping, he rose from his seat and made his way to the exit,
followed by his men, pushing their way past complaining passengers to get there first. They would have
to act quickly, to leave the moment the train stopped at Moscow Kursky station ~ before it stopped, if
possible. There had been no time to inform Yatsek of what had happened, so it was all in his hands.
Besides, he wanted to dispose of Tereshchenko himself, and clear this mess up before the truth came out.
Yurovsky forced open the window, scattering snow over himself and all those around him, and peered

out. Though the train was still moving, they were beside the platform, and it was slowing. He threw open
the door with a cascade of snow, and leapt out, followed by his men, running, stumbling, barging people
out of the way.
Yurovsky spotted a man in railway uniform. ‘Which platform for the train from Nizhny?’ he shouted.
He must have presented a terrible sight, eyes wild, brandishing a pistol and accompanied by four soldiers
armed to the teeth. The man pointed across the station to where a crowd of people was waiting, and a
locomotive was already visible, edging slowly along the track, followed by snow-coated carriages.
Within seconds, the four soldiers had formed a line, with Yurovsky at its centre, blocking the exit
from the platform, and were watching as the locomotive hissed and screeched its way to a stop at the
buffers. The carriage doors began to open, and people began to spill out onto the platform.
Yurovsky and his men examined the faces of every passenger before allowing them through. A welldressed woman approached, but it was not Kollontai; three young women travelling together received
particular attention, but none was Tereshchenko; two soldiers were stopped, but neither was Morozov.
As the the crowd thinned, and they had still failed to find their fugitives, they began to doubt. Then there
were no more arrivals, and the waiting passengers began to board.
Perhaps Tereshchenko was hiding on the train!
‘Search the train,’ he shouted to his men.
But before they could respond, a voice from behind him said: ‘Hold that order!’
It was a voice he recognised and dreaded. The voice of Felix Edmundovich Dzerzhinsky, known as
Yatsek, the head of Stalin’s Secret Police.
‘Comrade Chairman Lenin sends his regards, Comrade Yurovsky, and requests the pleasure of your
company in his quarters at once,’ Yatsek told him.
Yurovsky’s heart sank.
‘What does he want to see me about?’ he asked, meekly.
‘Apparently, Aleksandra Kollontai has telephoned Comrade Lenin from Kovrov, and told him about
how you and your men detained her against her will, and how Company Commander Morozov bravely
rescued her. She has also, apparently, informed him of your involvement in the murder of his good friend
Yakov Sverdlov, the Party Secretary. No doubt Comrade Lenin has already spoken to Comrade Stalin,
who will also be very keen to see you upon your return to the Kremlin, bearing in mind the faith he had
placed in you.’
Yurovsky saw how they had tricked him. It was not by accident at all that he had heard their plans,
they were intended to mislead him. They had not even left the villa. This journey had been a ghost hunt,
a diversion. He had been a fool.
‘But I was acting on your orders,’ Yurovsky protested.
Yatsek stared coldly into his eyes. ‘I hope you will not be relying on that for your defence, comrade,
for I will vigorously deny it, and you know that they will take my word over yours.’
He knew it.
Dejected, totally outmanoeuvred by Tereshchenko and the others, Yurovsky followed Yatsek out of
the station into a bleak future.

69 ~ Natalie
We observed Yurovsky’s downfall from the far corner of the station. Max, Rada, Sacha, Sofiya and I
mingled with a crowd of waiting passengers and watched dispassionately as the sorry tale unfolded.
Back on Kovrov, we had left the town house, just as Yurovsky thought we had, and made our way to
the station. But Aleksandra and Morozov had not accompanied us; they stayed in the town house, hidden
in the dormitory, along with the remaining men of the Cheka. And when we reached the station and
obtained our tickets, we did not board the first train to arrive ~ that would have made us rabbits to be
chased by Yurovsky and his pack of dogs. Instead, we, too, hid, and waited for him to arrive ~ as he
surely would.

After allowing five minutes for us to get a head start, Aleksandra initiated the next part of my plan.
Rostov, the ex-baker, crept from the dormitory and noisily opened and closed the front door. He
discovered Yurovsky, and released him so that he could pursue us. We did not know the train timetable,
and his arrival just in time for the arrival of the mail train was a wonderful piece of luck. As soon as
Yurovsky had boarded it, we slipped out from hiding and climbed into another carriage, nearer the back
of the train. This was how we turned the tables, how we wrested control of the situation from Yurovsky.
By the time the train arrived in Moscow, Alexandra had used her connections in the Kremlin to prepare
the scene for Yurovsky’s demise.
It was almost sad to watch.
Almost.
When Yurovsky and the soldiers were gone, we, too, left the station.
The band of snow had not yet arrived in Moscow, but the heavy, black clouds overhead promised that
it would not be long. The previous fall had been cleared from the roads and pavements, but it was still
piled in doorways and kerbsides, and upon the rooftops.
Sofiya and I said our goodbyes. It was time for her to return to obscurity; there was no need for her to
risk her life any further. We hugged and kissed, and I sobbed into Max’s handkerchief as she waved and
boarded a tram ~ the mother I had only known for a few weeks but who had filled the space reserved for
her in my heart since the day she was forced to part with the tiny baby who was to become me. She
boarded a tram, and was gone. But though I might never see her again, she would always be a part of my
life.
Then the rest of us took another tram, to Nikolayevsky station on the other side of Moscow, and from
there we caught a train to Petrograd.
For the first time since my capture by Angelina, two weeks ago (was it really only two weeks?) I was
able to relax. Oh, we were still fugitives, and would remain so for the rest of our lives, but I felt that we
had broken a link in the chain. We were still fugitives, but the people who were hunting us didn’t know
where to find us.
~
I felt a thrill as the muffled sound of the wheels on the track took on an echo, a kind of musical
resonance, as they clattered across the bridge over the river Volga. This was Petrograd, known through
my childhood as Saint Petersburg. Memories were filling my head of the last time I had been there, only
just over a year before, when the royal family was being taken into exile. There was a lurch as the train
turned towards the centre of the city, and I sat by the window and watched the familiar sights drift past.
Though their appearance was changed by heaps of snow in every corner, here were the streets where
people had been queuing for food, and there the square where soldiers on horseback had charged into a
crowd of helpless citizens.
But when we pulled into Petrograd Moskovsky station, and the train eased to a halt, I found that I was
unable to move. All my new-found confidence deserted me as though it was water emptied from a vase.
My head was suddenly bursting, tears were filling my eyes, and I could not think clearly. For it was at
this station that I had boarded that other train. Here, wet and injured, I had lain on a wooden bench and
watched poor Luba carried in, her frail little body twisted and broken from the same crash as that from
which I had just escaped. In my mind I was there again, with Tatiana, and the Tsar, and the rest of the
royal family. I could not leave the carriage because, outside, was a jeering mob and a smashed cab and a
man with a gun.
Rada saw my face and knew. She understood, because she shared those memories. She took Max to
one side and talked quietly to him, their eyes turning to me, then Max came and sat beside me.
Wordlessly, he put his arms around me and held me close. I breathed the warmth of him, the strength of
him, and after a little while I was back in the present and ready to move on. By then the train had
emptied, and new passengers were already boarding, and we had to apologise as we made our way past
them to the carriage doors and out onto the platform.
Outside the station, darkness had fallen, and the streets and pavements were illuminated by gas-lamps,
like a picture postcard. But before we could proceed, we needed money, and it was getting late, so we set
off to find a pawnbroker, a hotel and a restaurant, in that order.
~

Next morning, long before dawn would begin to lighten the eastern horizon, we started to walk
northwards through the city. Light snow was falling again, settling on the roads and rooftops, creating a
scene like a photograph, in tones of black with pools of sepia around the gas street-lamps. Max had kept
his army uniform, and the rifle and pistol issued by Morozov’s Cheka. He had the rifle on his back, held
by its strap across his chest, and I carried the pistol, tucked inside the front of my coat. We had heard
stories about gangs of armed thugs roaming the streets of the city at night, robbing anyone they met who
was foolish enough to be out after dark, so we were on our guard, but either they had gone to bed, or we
were lucky, or they found Max’s size intimidating.
After about an hour we reached the security perimeter of the docks, a massive area as big as the city
itself. I felt a thrill of anticipation at the prospect of a journey to an unknown country, and to be escaping
at last from the remorseless pursuit of those who wanted me for their own ends. I would miss my friends:
Rada, my childhood companion at Alexander Palace; Sacha, who had risked her life to help me; and
Aleksandra, my unexpected ally in the heart of the government. Aleksandra had outwitted Yurovsky, and
would return to the Kremlin to continue her work. Rada and Sacha had become inseparable, and Sacha
had resolved to join Rada in the women’s regiment of the Red Army, once we were safely despatched to
England. I would be sad to leave them all, but Max and I had to break our ties with the past and create a
new future together.
We found the office of the ferry company, now a government department of course, and I entered to
enquire about booking a passage across the Baltic. Max set off on a fact-finding mission to the security
gates, just down the road.
Inside the office it was warm and humid, and there were already some customers wandering about or
talking to the clerk at the desk. That thing happened, where all heads rose and all eyes turned towards the
door when it opened, and for a moment I felt conspicuous and vulnerable, but they immediately lost
interest and returned to whatever they were doing.
I looked around. On the walls were posters and notices and charts, so I started by reading those. One
was a map, showing the various destinations of the ferries, the countries with ports on the Baltic sea ~
including Sweden, Germany, Finland and Poland ~ and next to it was a timetable of departures. The ferry
to Stockholm in Sweden sailed daily at nine-thirty. I approached the young woman at the booking desk.
‘I would like to book a seat on the ferry to Stockholm, please.’
‘Certainly. One way or return?’
‘Oh, return.’ No sense in drawing attention to the fact that I had no intention of returning.
She turned to a cupboard behind her, a kind of sideboard, on top of which were trays containing neat
stacks of paper of assorted colours and sizes. She selected one and turned back to me with it in her hand.
‘Fill in this form, and return it to me. It is ninety rubles per person, payable on booking.’
I thanked her, and took the form to a shelf along one wall, where other people were filling in forms of
their own.
There were boxes to be ticked, and details to be entered. It required a name, I entered the false name
by which I had travelled as a nun when fleeing from Yekaterinberg ~ Ephraimia Nestorova. It required
an address ~ I entered the address of the house in Tobolsk, opposite the Governor's Mansion, where we
had stayed for six months before the Tsar and his family were murdered.
When it was finished, I self-consciously gathered my coat around me, as a screen, and took my bundle
of notes from the inside pocket. It was three hundred rubles in total ~ half the proceeds of six links from
the gold chain that we had negotiated at a pawnbrokers the previous evening. I counted out ninety rubles,
checking around me to make sure that no-one could see the money, and put the rest back, Then I took the
form and the money to the clerk.
She took the money and counted it. ‘It is necessary for me to see your passport,’ she informed me.
‘I do not have one; I have never been abroad before,’ I told her. That, at least, was the truth. In fact, I
knew so little about travel that I had not thought about passports.
‘I can give you a form for a temporary passport, but it will require the signature of an official such as
a solicitor or local government employee,’ she said.
‘But I don’t know anyone here in Petrograd; I am from across country.’
She studied my face, carefully, looking hard into my eyes. ‘I can sign it for you. The cost will be fifty
rubles, in advance,’ she said.

It was robbery, but I could see no way around it, and I did not want to make a scene. ‘Thank you,’ I
said.
She fished another form from the trays behind her, and I took it back to the shelf. I filled in the details,
then retrieved my wad of cash, taking out fifty and hiding the rest back in my pocket.
She was waiting when I returned, and took the cash. ‘It will take twenty-four hours to process the
temporary passport,’ she said, when she had the money safely in her hand. Return here at nine o’clock
tomorrow, and collect it with your ticket.’
‘Tomorrow!’ I exclaimed. ‘But I wanted to travel today.’
She shrugged her shoulders. ‘That will not be possible; checks have to be made, and anyway, today’s
sailing is fully booked.’
I did not believe her, of course, but there was nothing I could do about it. I accepted the receipt she
handed me for the ninety rubles for my ticket. There was no receipt for the passport fee. I had not
expected one.
I left the building, and joined Max who was waiting outside.

70 ~ Betrayed
As soon as the young woman had left, and the door closed behind her, the ferry clerk picked up a
telephone and gave the operator a number that she read from a list on her desk, then waited to be
connected.
Her name was Greta, and though she was of German descent, she was a passionate member of The
Party.
A man’s voice eventually answered.
‘There is a reward for information about wanted persons?’ she asked into the mouthpiece.
‘Who?’ the man at the other end of the line asked.
‘Natalie Mikhailovna Tereshchenko,’ she said, picking up a poster with a fuzzy photograph and
studying it again.
‘Yes, there is a reward. Are you sure it’s her?’
‘Yes, I am certain,’ she replied. ‘She gave a different name, but I recognise her from the picture.’
‘Where are you?’
‘The ferry booking office, at the Port of Petrograd. She will return at this time tomorrow to collect her
ticket. I told her she must wait for the next sailing.’
‘Well done. What is your name?’
She gave him her full name. ‘When will I receive the reward?’
‘When she is in our hands,’ he replied. The line went dead.

71 ~ Abramov
Hooded eyes watched from the darkness of a doorway as Natalie Tereshchenko left the ferry office
and joined her man.
Vasily Igorovich Abramov recognised the couple. He was following them.
He had been one of the soldiers who accompanied Yakov Yurovsky to Kovrov, and was with him at
Moscow railway station when Yurovsky was greeted by Yatsek’s men. Abramov was young and
ambitious. He was also intelligent, and observant, and as he followed Yurovsky out of the station, he had
noticed Tereshchenko and her companion through the crowd. He slipped away from the others, and
waited outside until Tereshchenko and this large man in Red Army uniform emerged from the station,
with some other women whom he did not recognise. He had followed them to Petrograd, where they
visited a pawnbroker’s shop, then went into a hotel. After they booked a room, and entered the lift, he

telephoned the Kremlin and spoke to Yatsek. Abramov knew that his promotion prospects would be
greatly enhanced if he could help to capture the Tereshchenko woman. He also had a score to settle,
having been humiliatingly held at gunpoint by her in the town house at Kovrov. That was unforgivable, a
woman trying to assert mastery over a man.
As the couple left the ferry office and headed back towards Petrograd city, he slipped out from the
doorway and began to tail them, far enough back that they would not notice him. His instructions were to
not attempt to arrest them on his own, but to wait for reinforcements. Yatsek did not want any more
mistakes, and Yatsek was a man you did not disobey.
But the follower did not know that he was being followed. Two slight figures drifted silently through
the shadows behind him, vanishing like ghosts each time he paused and turned around to check ~ for he
was diligent, and prepared for a trap.
Abramov followed Tereshchenko and her man until they returned to their hotel, then he telephoned
Yatsek. Yatsek had unwelcome news for him. A woman at the ferry office had recognised Tereshchenko
and reported it, and the operation to arrest her was being moved to the next morning, so that a full team
could be in position. Damn these interfering women!
With nothing to do for the next twenty-four hours, he took refuge in a tavern and began to drink the
time away. He was not the kind to brood, however, and after a few drinks the world began to look rosier.
It got even better when two pretty young women entered and smiled at him.
They were about the same height and age as each other, and when they removed their coats, he saw
that they were skimpily dressed. They were both slim and athletic, just how he liked his women, and he
felt himself becoming attracted. One had dark hair, cut short, whereas her companion had longer, redbrown hair. They wore heavy makeup, and he found them both incredibly alluring. He began to think
what it would be like to have both of them at once. They bought wine at the bar, then came to sit at a
table nearby.
He started to sing a traditional song, in his deep voice, and when he had finished, the two women
applauded. With a big grin, he invited them over, and called the landlord to supply them with whatever
they desired. The evening was becoming better by the minute. Soon they were drinking and laughing
together, and all his problems were forgotten.
Later, after large amounts of wine and beer and vodka had been drunk, and Abramov had sung a few
more songs, one of the women suggested that they go to her apartment nearby. Abramov did not need
any further coaxing, his dreams were all coming true. They gathered up their coats, bid the barman a
merry goodnight, and staggered out of the door.

72 ~ Yurovsky
Keys rattled at the door to Yurovsk’s prison cell in the basement of the Kremlin. He looked up,
apprehensively, and when it opened, he thought his life must be close to its end, because, filling the door
frame, lit from behind by the bare electric light bulb hanging in the corridor, was the unmistakable
silhouette of Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin, the head of homeland security.
Yurovsky stood up, weakly. He swayed on his feet from lack of food since his arrest, and his face and
body were tender from the beatings during his interrogation. He was only alive now because they
believed that he was merely incompetent, not a traitor.
‘Comrade Stalin,’ he managed to croak.
‘Yurovsky,’ Stalin grunted in reply. ‘Sit down. I have brought some food for you.’
He waved a hand to the guard waiting by the door, and the man brought in a tray, on which was a
bowl of solyanka. The delightful smell of the stew was overpowering, and when it was given to him,
Yurovsky could hardly hold back from gobbling it down. Still, he looked to Stalin for approval before
starting to eat. Stalin nodded his head, and Yurovsky began spooning the food into his mouth.
‘Comrade,’ Stalin began, ‘You do understand why I am so disappointed in you?’
Yurovsky froze, the spoon hovering. It seemed that this was to be the last meal of a condemned man.
‘Eat,’ Stalin commanded, so Yurovsky pushed the spoonful of food into his suddenly dry mouth.

‘However, you served me well in that business with Sverdlov, so I have come to ask a favour of you,’
Stalin resumed. ‘A chance to redeem yourself. If you manage to carry this out, you will earn my gratitude
and your freedom. Are you willing?’
Yurovsky could not believe what he was hearing. Salvation? Was this possible? He paused again, his
hand holding the wooden spoon that rested in the bowl.
‘Gladly, Comrade Stalin. What is it?’ He would agree to anything.
‘Good. Good.’ Stalin’s big, black, bushy moustache jiggled as he spoke. He could almost have been
smiling. He looked across to the guard, who was waiting by the door. ‘Leave us. And close the door.’
The man obeyed.
When he was gone, Stalin leaned closer to Yurovsky, conspiratorially. ‘We have a report that the
Tereshchenko woman is trying to leave Russia by ferry from Petrograd,’ he said, quietly. ‘I want her
killed, and I don’t care how you do it.’
‘There is nothing I would like better,’ Yurovsky said at once. He had a score to settle with that
woman; several scores.
‘I thought you might say that,’ Stalin replied. He drew a long, brown envelope from the inside pocket
of his greatcoat. ‘Everything you need is in here. You will leave within the hour. And one more thing ...’
Yurovsky waited, excited but anxious.
‘… Nothing of this must be traced back to me. Do you understand?’
‘Perfectly, Comrade. And thank you for this opportunity.’
Stalin grunted, then stood and strode to the door. ‘Open up!’ he barked.
The cell door opened, and he was gone ... and the door remained open.

73 ~ Natalie
Rada and Sacha came up to our hotel room. Max and I laughed when we saw them.
‘You look like ladies of the night!’ I exclaimed.
‘Well, that was the whole point,’ Rada said, with a shrug and an exaggerated spreading of her hands.
‘And did it work?’
‘Oh yes, the poor idiot won’t be following you any more. And he was the only one, there’s no-one
else to worry about.’
‘Well done, thank you. Have you eaten? We can get some food sent up, if you like.’
Sacha nodded. ‘Yes please, we didn’t have time for anything.’
‘I’ll order some sandwiches for you,’ said Max, picking up the telephone. ‘Anything in particular?
And a bottle of wine?’
‘Cold meat, please,’ Rada said.
‘Oh, no wine, thanks,’ added Sacha, quickly. ‘We’ve had enough, even though most of it went into
Abramov’s glass.’
While Max placed the order for food, the two girls went into the bathroom to wash off the makeup,
then to the bedroom to change back into their own clothes. They returned shortly, looking much more
respectable, just in time for the arrival of the food.
Max looked at me. ‘We should be going,’ he said.
I nodded. We had to get to the docks, sneak in, and hide on the bridge of the ship before any search
parties arrived.

74 ~ Yurovsky
Six o’clock in the morning at the docks in Petrograd ~ the temperature was way below freezing, and

snow had been falling heavily all night. Two secret service agents in plain clothes were inside the
booking office, and two more were loitering outside, half buried in snow, huddled in hats and scarves
and heavy greatcoats, looking conspicuously inconspicuous. The guards at the barrier blocking the
entrance to the docks had been joined by soldiers of the Red Army, effectively doubling their number.
All eyes scanned each new arrival, looking for a particular young woman.
Yurovsky paced the floor of the booking office, looking up every time the door opened.
A frustrating hour passed.
Yurovsky suddenly wrenched open the door and marched down to the docks entrance to check that
the men were not slacking. He found nothing wrong, but shouted at them anyway, before returning to the
warmth of the booking hall.
Another hour passed, and frustration boiled over into panic. What if she didn’t show up? Soon it was
nine o’clock, the ferry was preparing to depart, and there had still been no sighting of her. Yurovsky
interrogated the booking clerk again. She was confused about the turn of events, but adamant that she
was telling the truth. He knew she was, because the story had been backed up by Abramov’s
observations, although for some reason he had not turned up this morning.
Yurovsky did not know at the time, but he found out later, that Vasily Abramov was not there because
he had been sitting on piss-stained concrete since about midnight, between the stinking rubbish bins in an
alleyway behind the tavern. The two girls he met yesterday were not what they had seemed. Despite
apparently drinking as much as he had, they were able to easily overpower him shortly after they left the
tavern. They had tricked him. He had recovered consciousness to find himself bound and gagged and
with drifting snow halfway up his chest. If not for the relative shelter of the alleyway, and the bins
around him, the snow would have been piled higher than his head. At first he had been consumed with
helpless fury, having been humiliated by mere women, but as the cold penetrated his clothes, and he felt
himself shivering and afraid, he began whimpering like a child. An hour after regaining consciousness,
he was pathetically grateful to be found by an assistant chef from a nearby restaurant, who brought some
rubbish out to dump in the bins.
Yurovsky, too, was angry. It had seemed like a simple matter, and he had been sure of quickly making
a showpiece arrest. But his confidence was already fading into frustration, and he did not like the
nagging feeling that the situation was once again slipping away from him.
He left the building by the back door, which opened out onto the loading area of the dock, and looked
around. The whole area was illuminated by huge electric lamps on poles, glaring down on everyone and
everything, making the scene as light as day. Surely nobody could have slipped past them?
But it was the only explanation. Somehow, the Tereshchenko woman had managed to get in and had
boarded the ship undetected. Perhaps she had disguised herself, or perhaps she had arrived before him
and hidden on the boat. That meant he had only one option remaining; the ferry had to be searched. The
decision made, he marched across to where the crew had started to detach the boarding ramp. The
Company Commander of his soldiers trotted behind him.
‘Stop that!’ he shouted to the sailors. ‘This ship will not leave until my men have searched it.’
He turned to his officer. ‘Your men are to search the ferry from end to end. I want you to rip open the
door to every cabin, and overturn every table in the dining area if necessary. Not a square inch of this
vessel is to be missed. If anyone resists, arrest them!’
As the officer and his men set about their task, Yurovsky saw the ferry’s captain hurrying down from
his bridge and across the deck towards him. When he arrived, he opened his mouth to protest, but
Yurovsky was in no mood to listen. Before a word was uttered, he drew his pistol and pointed it at the
man’s head.
‘Get back up to your bridge, shut the door, and stay there until I say you can leave!’ he shouted. ‘This
is government business, and if you try once more to interfere you will be shot. Go!’
The captain saw the crazed look in Yurovsky's eyes, and realised that there was nothing he could do.
With a glare, he turned and left, and Yurovsky watched him cross the deck and start to climb back up the
the steel steps to the the bridge.
~
Soon the soldiers were taking their orders literally, smashing down any doors they found locked, and
grabbing passengers and demanding to see their documentation. Some of them clearly enjoyed what they

were doing. Many people were hassled several times, as they were evicted from the warmth of their
cabins and shoved out into the snow on deck, and they were becoming frightened or angry, sometimes
both. Some were shouting at the dejected soldiers, some cowering before them, and inevitably someone’s
frayed temper snapped. There was a scuffle, and a gunshot rang out. Passengers and more soldiers
converged on the scene. For a moment an ugly scene seemed inevitable.
Then a soldier called out from the other side of the ship: ‘Sir, there’s a stowaway in one of the
lifeboats!’
The mob surged across the icy deck, and milled about the soldier, who was hauling back a tarpaulin
that was covering the boat. Snow and slabs of ice cascaded onto the deck.
The crowd pressed closer, curious.
Yurovsky arrived, and elbowed through them.
‘Get back,’ he shouted as he pushed them out of the way.
When he reached the front, he turned. ‘Just let us get on with our job, and you will all be able to go on
your way,’ he told them.
The soldier roughly dragged the small figure out of the boat, and shoved it towards Yurovsky. It was a
boy, about eleven years old, clearly terrified.
Yurovsky’s frustration and disappointment boiled over.
‘Does this look like a woman?’ he screeched. ‘Do you even know what you are looking for?’
The soldier recoiled at Yurovsky’s venom, and the crowd began to shout and jeer, their own anger
finding release in the defence of the child.
Yurovsky felt them pushing behind him, and realised that the situation was getting away from him. If
he wasn’t careful, he could be facing a riot. Innocent people might die. It would look bad for him.
‘All right, take him ashore and release him,’ Yurovsky said to the soldier who had found the boy. ‘Oh,
and good work,’ he added, grudgingly.
The man nodded acknowledgement of the compliment, and led the snivelling youth away.
As the crowd parted to let them through, Yurovsky addressed them.
‘I’m sorry you have been inconvenienced. We are searching for a dangerous fugitive, but it seems that
we were misled. We will leave you, and your ship will be able to sail very soon.’
He looked helplessly around, uncertain what to do next. They were wasting their time here, getting
nowhere. Yet, as his eyes swept the deck in search of inspiration, by chance they alighted on the bridge,
which was illuminated from within. There he saw the silhouettes of the captain and first-officer looking
down at him, and realisation suddenly dawned on him like a slap on the face.
Without another word, he pushed his way out of the crowd and began to walk quickly, determinedly,
across the deck, towards the bridge. He had seen how small the figure standing beside the captain was.
Natalie Tereshchenko, I arrest you for crimes against the people of Russia ~ he rehearsed in his head
as he reached the steel steps and began to climb.
At last I have you!
At the top, he tried to open the door to the bridge, but it was locked. He kicked it.
Now you will pay for humiliating me!
He hammered on it with the butt of his pistol. ‘Open up!’
You will not escape me again.
He heard the key turn in the lock.
And this time you will die.
The door opened, revealing the captain, and behind him the other person, clearly a woman, disguised
in the uniform of a ship’s officer, her cap pulled low, hiding her face from him.
Roughly, Yurovsky pushed the captain aside, and approached her.
‘Take off your hat,’ he ordered, pressing the barrel of his gun into her ribs.
‘What is the meaning of this?’ the captain demanded from close behind him, as the woman lifted her
hands to grasp her cap.
‘Shut up!’ Yurovsky screeched over his shoulder at him.

But when he turned back …
The cap was gone, but the woman was not Tereshchenko. She was older, her face was rounder, her
hair was brown, not black. He recognised her at once, and he knew his life was over.
What the hell is she doing here? he thought, as his world fell apart around him.
He felt the floor tilt a little beneath his feet. He thought he was about to faint, but it was only the ferry
rocking at its moorings as, nearby, a large ship was nudged away from the dock, creating waves that
spread through the dark, freezing waters. He could see it through the window, a dirty, working vessel of
the kind that chugged to and from ports up the coast, carrying coal or wood or grain or building
materials.
Beside him, Aleksandra spoke at last. ‘Comrade Yurovsky, this is the last straw,’ she said.
‘How did you get here?’ he asked, weakly.
‘You are not the only one with agents in the Kremlin,’ she said, grimly. ‘And I did not come alone.
Comrade Ilyich Lenin is waiting for you in the ferry office. Call off your men, please.’
‘Yes, Comrade Kollontai,’ he said, fuming on the inside but utterly powerless, utterly dejected, as he
followed her out of the bridge on the first steps of a journey that would surely end in his death.

74 ~ Natalie
Not far away, I had anxiously watched what was happening on the ferry. I stood on the bridge of a
large coal steamer as the captain steered it past the ferry and out towards the Straight of Finland and the
Baltic Sea.
I had seen the soldiers, heard the gunshot. I felt responsible (they were looking for me, after all) but
things had been out of my hands from the time I left the ferry office. I could not be certain that the clerk
would report me, but I had made the booking with the expectation that my picture would have been
circulated to all points of departure, and that someone might recognise me. It was, however, a distraction.
Max had been taking care of our real escape route, and had been lucky enough to find a colleague from
his days in the Tsar’s army.
Max clapped the captain on the shoulder. ‘Thank you, Niki, my old friend,’ he said.
Nikita grinned. ‘I never thought that I would see you again, Max. It has been a pleasure, and at last I
can repay you for saving my life.’
‘Bah,’ Max said, ‘I did no such thing; we were all there for each other. All except the stupid generals,
of course.’
They both laughed, and Niki shrugged his shoulders. ‘I know what I know. But let us not argue.’ He
gestured to his first officer to take over command, and led Max and me down to his cabin.
There he poured three small glasses of vodka, and passed one to each of us.
‘We will rendezvous with the liner bound for England in about an hour,’ he said, raising his glass.
‘Schastlivogo puti!’ (bon voyage)
‘Spasibo,’ we replied (thank you), tapping our three glasses together.
The two men downed their vodka in the traditional way, then refilled the glasses, but I was not in a
celebratory mood. I swirled mine around, pensively observing how it clung to the side of the glass. Was
this the end, or a new beginning? Perhaps it was neither. Perhaps England would welcome us, or perhaps
it would send us back to Russia. Perhaps the hunt for me would never cease.

The End
You have been reading part three of the Natalie Tereshchenko trilogy.
Part one ‘Lady In Waiting’ and part two ‘The Other Side’ are also available, in paperback on Amazon,
and free of charge in electronic formats from my website … www.itsliz.net

