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Prologue
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There is a long history in Russia and the former Soviet Union of political leaders or revolutionaries assassinating opponents. Here is a short list that traces the history from the 19th century to the present.

19th Century

On March 13, 1881, Czar Alexander II was assassinated by Russian revolutionaries who tossed bombs at his bullet-proof carriage along a canal in St. Petersburg. Alexander II was considered a reformer who freed the serfs in 1861 and sold Alaska to the United States in 1867. He had already survived several assassination attempts, but not on the fateful Sunday.

20th Century

On July 18, 1918, Bolshevik guards murdered Tsar Nicholas II, Tsarina Alexandra, and their five children in the basement of the home in Ekaterinburg where they had been detained. Tsar Nicholas II was the grandson of the assassinated Alexander II.

The Tsar and his family had been removed from Petrograd (formerly St. Petersburg) after the February 1917 Revolution that overthrew the 300-year-old Romanov dynasty. A weak Provisional Government assumed control but was overthrown by the Bolsheviks led by the leftist Vladimir Lenin in October 1917. The Bolsheviks created the Union of Soviet Socialist Republic (USSR) in 1922, which lasted until 1991.

In 1918, two attempts were made to assassinate Vladimir Lenin. Lenin was wounded but survived. He died in 1924, possibly as a result of oxidation of the bullets remaining in his body.

Leon Trotsky was one of three Bolshevik leaders (along with Lenin and Joseph Stalin) who led the October 1917 revolution. Trotsky became the Commissar for Foreign Affairs and signed a peace treaty with the German government ending Russia’s involvement in World War I. Trotsky was leader of the Red Army, which was victorious over the White Army during the Russian Civil War (1918 - 1921). Stalin maneuvered Trotsky from power and he was exiled in 1929.

Trotsky ended up in Mexico where he survived several attempts on his life by Soviet agents. He died from injuries suffered in May 1940 by a Soviet assassin who sliced open his head with an ice ax.

In 1934, Sergei Kirov, a popular Bolshevik leader and friend of Stalin’s, was murdered in Leningrad (renamed from St. Petersburg) under suspicious circumstances, reportedly on the order of Stalin.

On 7 September 1978, Bulgarian dissident Sergei Markov was poisoned by a pellet coated in toxic ricin injected into his leg while waiting to cross the street on his way to the BBC where he worked. Markov turned around, saw someone pick up an umbrella and disappear in the crowd. Markov died four days later from what was called the Umbrella Murder.

21st Century

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Vladimir Putin was elected President of Russia in 2000. Putin consolidated his power, choosing a few close allies to join his inner circle. Some who were not included in his circle became opponents, speaking out against what they thought was corruption and opposition to reforms. Putin tightened his grip and punished those who criticized his leadership. Many of those who did died. Here are a few:

Russian investigative reporter for Novaya Gazeta, Anna Politkovskaya was murdered in the elevator of her Moscow apartment in October 2006. Politkovskaya had written extensively about corruption and received international awards for her books and articles, including her 2004 book, Putin’s Russia, a critical description of Putin saying he was leading a police state. Since 2000, five other Novaya Gazeta journalists have been murdered or died under mysterious circumstances.

Alexander Litvinenko, a former FSB (Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation) agent defected to the UK and was given asylum. Litvinenko wrote books about Putin’s criminal acts and said he was responsible for the murder of Anna Politkovskaya. On November 1, 2006, Litvinenko was poisoned with radioactive polonium slipped into his tea at a London cafe. He died November 23. British authorities charged a former FSB agent with his murder and sought his extradition from Russia. It was denied.

Boris Nemtsov was an ally of Boris Yeltsin’s after the collapse of the Soviet Union. After Putin was elected in 2000, Nemtsov became a critic and led protests against him during local elections. Nemtsov promoted economic and political reforms and was considered a possible candidate for the president of Russia in 2008. Nemtsov was shot four times in the back in February 2015 near the Kremlin and died. Nemtsov had told associates that he feared Putin was going to have him murdered.

Boris Berezovsky became a wealthy oligarch after the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. He helped Putin’s rise to President of Russia in 2000 but quickly lost influence. He feared for his life and fled to the UK where he was granted political asylum. Berezovsky was found hanged with a noose around his neck in a locked bathroom of his ex-wife’s Berkshire home in March 2013. No one was arrested.

Alexei Navalny, who once announced he’d run for president in Russia in 2018, became an activist against the repression and corruption in Putin’s United Russia party, calling it a place for “crooks and thieves.” Navalny led demonstrations across Russia, was beaten by police, arrested and jailed. Navalny may have been poisoned by a toxic agent when he was in jail in 2019.

In August 2020, Navalny was flying to Siberia to join protests in local elections against Putin’s United Russia Party. He became ill on the flight and was hospitalized in Omsk. A German charity airlifted Navalny from Siberia to a Berlin hospital where he was in a coma until doctors revived him. Forensics determined that he had been poisoned by Novichok, a deadly neurotoxin produced in laboratories around Moscow.
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Moscow—April 2017

“Gennady, come look at this,” Komarov said.

Komarov and his colleague, Gennady Titov, were seated at separate consoles of computers on the twentieth floor of a Russian bank, looking across the Moscow River toward Red Square, the Kremlin, and Saint Basil’s cathedral.

Unusual early April snow flurries had layered a thin white blanket over Moscow and its suburbs, like frosting on a wedding cake. Morning sun had melted most of the snow, revealing signs of spring, with bouquets of yellow flowers and green grass shoots sprouting in parks and undeveloped parcels of land.

“What is it?” Titov said, rolling his chair over to Komarov’s console. A row of desktop computers and terminals were linked to international banks, stock markets, and Bloomberg analyses of trading in interest rates, foreign currencies, and commodities.

Titov studied his boss’s profile with concern. Nicolai Andreivich Komarov was a sick man, recovering from a bladder cancer diagnosis in January followed by three months of chemotherapy and radiation treatments. Komarov was a ghost, his bald head shiny as a cue ball, his complexion like wallpaper paste.

The two men had been in their bank office since 8:15 a.m. But the mood had been somber, lacking the familiar chatter and joking about the weather, families, and movies they’d watched on TV the previous night. Not this morning.

Komarov had said little all morning, engrossed in what his terminals and computers were telling him. Titov had heard him mumble curses under his breath, push back from his console, and struggle to stand. Komarov would stare at the screens, reach down to flick a mouse to reveal an account, stare at a screen some more, and then shuffle into the small kitchen to pour a cup of green tea. He was on his third of the morning. The tea had not stopped Komarov’s coughing bouts, which ended in hacking. Which he was doing when he returned to his desk.

“You look tired, Kolya. How are you feeling?” Titov asked, saddened by the appearance of his sixty-two-year-old friend and colleague, a former athlete and fitness fanatic. In his physical prime, Komarov had played semipro soccer until his early thirties and had then become an avid weight lifter. He had worked out on a rowing machine and a stationary bicycle at his apartment on the prestigious Garden Ring Road, where he lived with his wife of thirty-two years and two large husky dogs.

Komarov had invited Titov and his wife to a birthday party the previous November, when he had appeared to be healthy and in good spirits. Komarov had proudly shown him and other guests the recent additions to their luxury apartment: a wall-sized Oriental rug purchased in Iran, a forty-gallon tank with tropical fish and coral, and a telescope on the balcony so he could see the International Space Station with its Russian astronaut aboard. Komarov had boasted that he knew the father of the astronaut, one of his many well-connected Moscow friends.

“How do I feel?” Komarov said. “Try hungry but can’t keep food down. Tired all the time but can’t sleep. Sick of taking pills. And bored recuperating at home.”

He coughed, reached for a tissue, blew his nose, and tossed the tissue in a wastebasket under his desk. He reached for a fresh one and crumpled it in his hand. “Then I got this miserable cold. I cough all night and wake up exhausted. That damn cancer will kill me. And this cold is making me want to die,” he said, with a hacking cough into the tissue in his fist.

Komarov frowned, looking at Titov, his eyes hollow and his cheeks and jaw wrinkled. Titov was saddened by his colleague’s appearance: a rumpled shell of a dying man, his suit draped over his formerly broad frame and muscular arms, making him resemble an oncology mannequin.

“Don’t you think you should go home? Your cough sounds serious. Shouldn’t you see your doctor?” Titov said, moving back to avoid spittle landing on him.

“Hell with him.” Komarov scowled. “He’d tell me to go home and rest. I’ve been doing that for months! I need to get back to work. Otherwise, I’ll go crazy.”

“But your health, Kolya. That’s more important.”

“I don’t want to go back to my apartment. It’s a prison! I had to get out and do something. I’m bored, watching TV, reading newspapers, and taking pills. I’m sick of it all.”

“I know it’s hard on you and Olga, but you shouldn’t do too much until you’re well.”

“I’ll never be well again. I’ll likely die from this cancer!” Komarov said, slapping the table. He reached for another tissue to wipe his nose. “All my life I’ve been in good physical shape, a stud! Now look at me. Another month and I’ll be a skeleton!” Another slap on the table.

Titov had missed his colleague when he had been out of the office receiving treatments. Before he’d been diagnosed, they would banter back and forth, their backs to each other, drinking coffee and tea, sharing gossip or family stories. It was just the two of them in a private office where other bank employees weren’t allowed. Komarov and Titov didn’t have clients like the bank’s financial advisors did.

Their clients, if that were the term, were Russians spread across the world: political higher-ups comfortably secure across the Moscow River in Kremlin government offices; Russians managing megacorporations in all sectors of the economy; ultra-rich oligarchs living lavishly in Europe and Asia on money gained from corruption, government slush funds, political malfeasance, and criminal activities.

“You’ve been preoccupied all morning. I miss our bantering,” Titov said.

“I know, I know. My fault, sorry. But I don’t like what I’m finding in Dima’s accounts,” he said, squirming lower in his deep chair and rearranging the sleeves of his suit, which sagged across his chest and stomach like a blanket after his loss of forty pounds during treatment.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not sure, but some transfers look suspicious,” Komarov said, pointing to a screen on one of his computers with rows of accounts intersecting with banks. In the top row were Russian banks, the Russian Treasury, Heritage, the Privat Group, and decals of the Russian flag.

“Dima’s accounts start in our bank, rubles converted into US dollars. Dollars flow from our bank to banks in former Soviet republics, ending at the Bern bank, where Dima works,” Komarov said, pointing to the logo of their bank linking to banks in Latvia, Ukraine, Moldova and Estonia, labeled with their national flag decals.

“When the money arrives at the Bern bank, Dima converts dollars into euros, British pounds, and Japanese yen.” Komarov clicked his mouse, opening an account with the logo of a Bern bank. Below the logo were a number of accounts with names and numbers. “These are fictitious limited partnerships that Dima manages,” he said, pointing to the blocks, pronouncing their titles: “PromWest... PromNorth... Invernew1... Oust 2... Prim... Provost... Glasberg... Viebo... Coburg... HauseAlt... ArcSix... GroupoNove... DomNas.”

Under each partnership were account numbers starting with a row of X’s and ending with the last four or five digits. Komarov clicked his mouse again. The screen showed lines connecting the limited partnerships with accounts in banks in Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands, England, Spain, and France. He pointed at a limited partnership labeled Provost.

“The Provost account, like others, supports our political ventures, cyberattacks, and political campaigns in America, Europe, and Canada.”

Titov nodded, fully aware of the Kremlin-sponsored campaign to influence elections and fund “friendly” politicians using computer hacking, malicious bots, and bogus social media sites.

“Other limited partnerships are private accounts for, shall we say, ‘personal reasons,’ so Putin’s friends can purchase villas in Italy, Greece, and Portugal, along with yachts in Monaco, Nice, and Marseille.”

“And luxury homes in Mayfair and Kensington,” Titov added.

Komarov scoffed. “That’s not all. Some money ends up in accounts of their mistresses, their ex-wives, and their spoiled children.”

“Who don’t have jobs and don’t need to,” Titov added.

“It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? And those spoiled family members send their kids to private schools so they can learn English, French, and Italian. Some haven’t been to Russia in years.”

“What has this world come to?” Titov said in exasperation.

“Putin’s friends like expensive toys, yachts, villas, gambling in casinos. They waste hundreds of millions of rubles having fun and bragging to friends about how rich they are.”

“They live like kings and queens,” Titov said, shaking his head.

“And Romanov czars,” Komarov snarled. “We know what happened to them.”

Titov nodded. “Sure do. Money corrupts—I mean, too much money corrupts. I don’t think we’ll get that rich. I certainly don’t need to.”

Komarov smiled. “Me neither. I have all I need: a nice apartment, a dacha with fruit trees and a garden, and grandchildren who spend the summer with us. I hope I see them this summer—if I’m not buried in the ground.”

“What about your vacations in Paris?” Titov asked.

Komarov shook his head. “That’s for my wife. She loves shopping for purses and shoes, walking along the Seine, and eating snails.”

“Snails. Oooh, I’d never eat snails,” Titov said with a grimace.

“Me neither, but I like goose pâté and Burgundy wines.”

“What about Dima? Does he have expensive toys?”

“None that I know about,” Komarov said, shaking his head. “He doesn’t have to. He and his Italian wife live in a nice apartment in Bern that the bank pays for. And his car is an expensive SUV. They visit their daughter in Milan, who has some kind of job in fashion Dima told me about.”

Komarov shrugged, reached for his teacup, and pushed back in his chair. Neither one spoke for several moments, pondering the dilemma that Komarov was in, its meaning, and possible consequences.

Titov went into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and returned with a can of Coke. He opened it, sending fizz and bubbles over his hand and onto Komarov’s desk. “Sorry,” he said, reaching for a box of tissues on the desk and wiping up the Coke.

Titov knew that suspicious transfers in Dmitri Volkov’s accounts were causing Komarov intense anxiety. Volkov was a longtime friend and someone Komarov admired. And now Komarov was hinting that Volkov was possibly betraying him, skimming money from accounts. If so, both Volkov and Komarov were in serious trouble.

Before Komarov’s cancer diagnosis, he had told Titov that he was considering retiring in a few years. He wanted time to travel and spend more time at his dacha in the summer and someplace warm, like Greece, in the winter, where he and his wife had vacationed. But instead of a well-earned retirement, Komarov was facing imminent death from cancer. And acknowledging that a friend might be a thief—was this Komarov’s reward for a career helping Russian friends manage their money and promoting the Kremlin’s political causes?

The office was quiet for several minutes. Titov knew these serious issues were haunting Komarov, as it would be difficult for him to reveal what his computer screen and databases were telling him.

Komarov sipped his cold tea, staring at the computer screen with the chart of banks and fictitious partnerships. Finally, he sighed and said, “Dima knew I would be out of the office for treatment. And he knew I was the only one monitoring his accounts. I asked my supervisor if he’d like to take over, but he said he didn’t have time. I told him you were busy with your accounts and that I trusted Dima. He agreed and said he’d check the accounts occasionally and not to worry. I’d only be out a couple of months. What could happen in a couple of months?”

Komarov scowled and shook his head, pointing at his screen. “This is what happens when Dima’s accounts weren’t monitored,” he said, tracing his finger from fictitious partnerships in the Bern bank to transfers to other banks and partnerships. Then he pointed at another screen where a database was open.

“When I returned to the office, there were no notes that my supervisor had made. I doubt he even looked at the transfers. So I started my review on Wednesday. I noticed a few transactions that didn’t quite look right—less money at the end of a transfer or foreign exchange than at the beginning. Yesterday I dug deeper and found more suspicious transfers. Today, well, take a look. See why I’m worried.”

Titov moved closer so he could read the screen and the amounts of transfers. He traced his finger over a few accounts and mumbled a few amounts in high numbers of euros, British pounds, and American dollars.

He sat back in his chair and looked at Komarov. “Kolya...I think Dima’s in serious trouble.”
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Bern, Switzerland
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“I want to make a toast, amore,” Valeria said, raising a flute of Franciacorta Brut Rosé to her husband at their favorite Italian restaurant in Bern. They were seated at a table on an enclosed outdoor patio lit by streetlamps, looking down on the Aare River and the Kornhausbrücke.

Sunday dinner at the restaurant was quiet, unlike Fridays and Saturdays, when foreign tourists reserved every table from 7:00 to 11:00 p.m.

Only two tables were occupied on the patio, both beside a stone fountain decorated with pots of flowers. The atmosphere inside the restaurant was subdued: Italian red and white–checked tablecloths, Renaissance art replicated on the walls—da Vinci, a Giotto ceiling in Padua, a Raphael fresco. In the corner, a woman pianist played arias from Rossini, Bellini, Puccini, and Verdi.

“Another toast?” Dima said, smiling as his wife’s dark eyes sparkled from the twin candles on their table. “We already toasted with champagne at our apartment.”

“Sì, amore, but that toast was to our last night in Bern. I want to propose another.”

“To my wife,” he said with a grin, “always full of surprises. Let me guess. Could it be to our last dinner in Bern?”

“Not really,” she said, raising her glass between the candles. “This one is from my heart.”

“From your heart. I like that.”

They clinked glasses, and Valeria said, “To my loving Dima, who has given me what I wanted in life: a happy marriage, a beautiful daughter, and a life in Europe.” She touched her lips and flicked an air kiss. “And most of all, he has given us a new home in Italia!” They clinked again. Dima’s face glowed from toasting earlier at home before walking to the restaurant.

“My turn,” he said, clearing his throat. Following her example, he held his wineglass between the candles. “To my beautiful, loving, and patient wife.”

Valeria laughed, a soft rumble from her throat. She furrowed her brow in a mock gesture of objection. “Patient—me? You have to be kidding! My dear Dima, I’m never patient when I know what I want. Like this beautiful necklace, a nice surprise on our last night in Switzerland.”

She placed her palm over the jade necklace he had given her when they had toasted at home.

“Your persistence is admirable,” Dima said.

“Many women shrink from being clear about what they want,” Valeria continued. “Not me! You’re the reason I’m persistent. I know what will make you happy, too, like our new home so we can live closer to Chiara.”

“She’ll be our first guest,” Dima said. “It’s rustic, not what she’s used to, living in a nice apartment in Milan, near all the shopping and elegant restaurants.”

“She is a bit spoiled, I agree,” Valeria said, taking a sip. “But she wants to see us more and not have to take a flight or a train. We’ll be only a couple of hours from her.”

“We’ll see her often, mostly on weekends when she doesn’t have a date with a gorgeous Italian man. She’s eligible and very attractive. Almost as attractive as her mother was when I met her in Roma. My, thirty years.”

Valeria shook her head. “Can you believe it?”

“And we’ll be living in Italy again. Took almost three years, but it’s perfect for us: remote, difficult to find, and safe. Our friends in Moscow will never find us.”

“Let’s not talk about that,” Valeria snapped. “Don’t spoil our evening.”

Dima nodded and gestured to Silvio, who was watching them from inside. He stepped down onto the outdoor patio and greeted them warmly.

“Buonasera, signora, signore. È sempre un piacere rivedervi nel nostro ristorante.”

“Buonasera, Silvio. È un piacere anche per noi,” Valeria said. “For us, too.”

“Prego. Please, please, vi lascio il menù. Here it is, and the chef suggests his excellent pici cacio e pepe tonight.”

“Sì, grazie. Lo prendo io. I’ll take the pici cacio e pepe,” said Dima.

“Molto bene. Very good, very good. Per la signora?”

Valeria pointed. “I’ll have the veal scallopini and roasted vegetables.”

“Very good,” said Silvio. “May I ask if you’ve chosen the wine?”

“I’ll go on with the Franciacorta,” said Valeria. “Maybe you’d like a red?”

“Yes, please. I’ll pair the pasta with a Tuscan wine. A bottle of Nobile di Montepulciano will do.”

Silvio excused himself and headed to the kitchen.

Dima sipped his wine and reached for a piece of bread in a basket. “I have to admit, I will miss Bern.” Valeria nodded, also taking a piece of bread.

“What a beautiful city,” Dima said. “The Aare River, all the bridges, the gardens and flowers starting to bloom, and the bears in the Bärengraben by the river.”

“I won’t miss the snow,” Valeria said. “Switzerland and snow—they go together. Almost as much snow as Moscow.” She shuddered. “In Calabria, we have to go north if we want to see snow. I don’t like cold weather. I look like an Eskimo when I’m all bundled up.”

“Or an Italian bear. I like the image,” Dima said, sipping his wine and nibbling on his bread.

“I’ve had it with snow, caro. I need sunshine, hot weather, and no freezing rain.”

“Snow is in my blood.” Dima smiled. “Even Russians say winters go on too long. Then comes glorious spring. It’s like life begins all over—at least until the first snow in October.”

Valeria shivered, as if she’d felt a blast of freezing winter wind from Siberia. “It will be hot where we’re going. I can’t wait.”

“Let’s take a last look at the Aare. I’ll miss that amazing river,” Dima said. They stood, and he took her hand and led her to a waist-high stone wall looking over the river. Tall trees lined the riverbanks, and leaves fluttered in a cool wind. Even from that height, they could hear the soothing sound of the Aare rapids flowing over stones and winding around a turn where the river formed a loop around the peninsula of the old city center.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Dima put his arm around his wife.

“Yes, but chilly. Let’s go back to our table. I need my sweater.”

They returned to their table. Silvio came from the kitchen, carrying a tray, and set it on a stand by their table with two platters.

“Ooh, that looks delicious, Silvio. Grazie,” Valeria said.

“The chef knows you’re one of our best customers.”

“And this is our favorite restaurant in Bern,” said Valeria. “It’s almost like home for me. As you know, I’m from Calabria.”

They shared pleasantries with Silvio as he served their dinner and replaced the basket with one full of freshly cut bread. When he left, they both started eating, enjoying their food and feeling mellow from the effects of the wine and champagne they had drunk at home.

“I can’t wait to move,” Valeria said, slicing into her veal scallopini. After she took her first bite, she sliced the baked potato, which was the size of a tennis ball, and cut small slices of the roasted zucchini, onions, squash, and carrots. They ate in silence for a few moments. Then Valeria said, “This is such a pleasant way to enjoy our last meal in Bern. But I’m anxious to move into our new home.”

Dima rolled his pasta and raised it to his mouth. “Yes, so am I. Three years of looking! It will be quiet in the mountains. No traffic or crowds.”

“I can’t wait to cook my first meal in my new kitchen—your choice...as long as it’s pasta. We’ll have to go shopping for food tomorrow. The refrigerator and cupboards are bare, like in a fairy tale, even though we’ve already moved a lot of our stuff there.”

Dima smiled. “No worries, darling. We don’t have to worry about anything, especially money. We have enough to live for a long time, years and years.”

“You need to retire; you’ve work hard for years. Now you can do what you’ve always wanted: gardening, planting flowers and vegetables, especially tomatoes, basil—”

“What about garlic?”

“No, we can buy garlic at the market.”

“I’d like to grow fruit trees—lemons, limes, maybe apples and cherries.”

“Will there be enough sun?”

“Yeah, on the roof after the workmen finish resurfacing and clearing trees so we can get sunlight. Carlo, the gardener in Croce, has seeds for vegetables and small fruit trees. He’s bringing fresh soil and compost this week. The security system is installed. I’ll turn it on tomorrow when we arrive.”

“You’ve thought of everything, dear. And you’d pass for an Italian. You’re fluent, with a slight Calabrian accent. And all the weight you’ve lost, almost thirty pounds. Your beard makes you look like a scholar. You wear only Italian clothes—suits, shoes, and that funny beret...even though Italian men don’t wear berets.”

The meal was over and their bottles of wine were empty, as well as two glasses of grappa. Not a crumb of tiramisu was left on either plate. Tomorrow they would leave Bern for the last time.

After paying with a credit card, Dima left two 100-euro bills in an envelope on the table for Silvio, who caught their eye as they walked toward the door. Valeria and Dima waved, and Silvio bowed and walked over to them. They all said parting words, hugged, and exchanged goodbyes. The waiter’s last words were “Buon viaggio.”

“I’m going to miss him,” Valeria said as Dima opened the door for her. A gush of chilly April evening breeze ruffled her hair. “Glad you left a generous tip.”

Dima tugged his coat collar close to his neck, shivering in the chilly night air. “He’s a gentleman. I’ll miss him, too.”

They walked down the tile steps to the stone driveway, Dima’s arm around her shoulder, she squeezing his hand. She said, “I wonder what Silvio will think when we don’t show up next Sunday. Pity we couldn’t tell him.”

“No one has a hint that we’re leaving, except the super at the apartment. I left a forwarding address in Moscow, but nothing about where we’re really going.”

“But Silvio—what about him?”

“I took care of that. In a note with the tip, I told him we’d be away for a few weeks so he won’t think we’re going to another restaurant.”

“That was thoughtful. Thank you for doing that. I’ll miss him. He was always nice to us.”

They reached Kornhausstrasse arm in arm, the wind rustling the pine trees along the street. They followed streetlights, reminiscing about good times in Bern over the past six years. But that was over now.

When they got home, Dima pressed the code to open the gate.

“Our last night,” Dima said. “I feel a bit nostalgic.”

“Me too, I guess,” she said, her voice trailing off as they entered the building. “Tomorrow we sleep in Italia. I’m so happy!”
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Chapter Three
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The next morning, Dima retrieved their white Fiat 500X SUV from the underground parking garage and parked in front of their apartment, three blocks from the Kornhausbrücke over the Aare River, which formed a bend around Bern, a turbulent rope of chilly water that descended from the Swiss Alps.

Valeria was waiting on the curb next to their two pieces of luggage, a boxed crate of ceramic dishes, and three framed Russian icons. In her arms, she held a carrier with their four-year-old cat, Cookie, a ball of white and orange fur coiffed by a cat trimmer.

While Dima loaded suitcases into the trunk, Valeria arranged Cookie’s carrier on pillows in the back seat so she could look out the window. Valeria slipped a seat belt over the carrier as Cookie meowed anxiously, her gray eyes peering through the slits of the carrier. She was not used to being outside their apartment.

“There, there, Cookie,” said Valeria. “In a few minutes, you can wave bye-bye to Bern. It will be a beautiful drive, with lots of mountains, rivers, and lakes, all the way to Italy—your new home!”

Cookie meowed and Dima groaned, hearing Valeria pampering the cat like a favored child. Valeria reached into the carrier and stroked the cat’s furry head. “In your new home, you won’t have to be afraid of traffic, loud noises, and sirens. Papa is building you a large porch enclosed by wire so you can enjoy the fresh mountain air. You’ll love the birds and tall trees...and all the squirrels.”

“Get in, cara. It’s time to go. She’s a cat, not a baby. She’ll be fine!” Dima said, slamming the trunk. “We need to be on the road before ten so we can get there before dark.”

“She’ll need fresh air. I don’t want her to be afraid and get sick. Remember when we were gone that weekend? The cat sitter said she wouldn’t eat, she missed us so much.”

“Please, let’s go,” Dima pleaded. “It’s four hours to the border and another two hours till we’re in our new home.”

Valeria stroked her fingers over Cookie’s head, relaxing the cat until she purred. She climbed out of the back seat, shut the door, and got into the passenger’s seat.

“Andiamo!” Dima said, releasing the brake and driving down the street for the last time.

Valeria turned around, watching Cookie crouch lower in the carrier, her eyes wide through the narrow slits, no longer purring, emitting a noise between a whine and a snarl. Dima turned on Kornhausstrasse and climbed to Viktoriastrasse. Morning commuters were headed in the opposite direction, into Bern’s city center.

Valeria looked out the window at the modern apartment buildings, large homes, and trees lining Viktoriastrasse. “It feels strange to be leaving Bern for the last time. I’ll miss the old clock tower, the Altstadt, the Rosengarten, and the bears in the park along the Aare.”

Dima stopped at a red light. “It’s like no other city I know. I especially enjoyed kayaking on the Aare, but the water was ice cold and choppy. So easy to fall in. I always got tired, paddling around rapids, over the falls, getting soaked.”

They drove on, Valeria gazing out at the suburbs, Dima following signs for the autostrada 2 toward the Thuner See.

“Bern is a remarkable city...even if it’s freezing in the winter. Just like Moscow,” said Valeria.

Dima ignored her comment. Valeria rarely passed up an opportunity to say something negative about Moscow, a city that she said had never welcomed her. They had argued frequently about Dima’s hometown, but after moving to Bern, she rarely brought up how much she had disliked living in Moscow. A truce of sorts had come about as she grew more comfortable in Bern, making frequent trips to visit Chiara and enjoying the historic landmarks in Milan: the Pinacoteca di Brera, the Castello Sforzesco, Teatro alla Scala, the San Maurizio church with its beautiful frescoes, and the Duomo.

They drove in silence, broken occasionally by Cookie’s meowing until she fell asleep. Dima tuned in to a Zurich classical radio station playing operas. “Yes, leave it there. I know this,” Valeria said, humming along to the aria “Si, mi chiamano Mimi” from Puccini’s La Bohème.

When the aria was over, Valeria turned down the radio and looked at Dima. “Caro, does it bother you that we didn’t tell our neighbors we were leaving?”

He shook his head and tapped on the steering wheel. “Not really. They were just neighbors, not friends. The Swiss are cool to foreigners, especially to Russians. They won’t miss us. Rudolf saw me carrying suitcases to the elevator this morning and said he’d be moving out the rental furniture for the tenants moving in soon. He asked where we were going. I told him back to Moscow. No more questions.”

“I think the Swiss have a superiority complex,” said Valeria. “They think everyone else is inferior.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Dima said. “In six years, only a few Swiss invited us to their home, even though we invited them. I felt they shunned us because we’re Russian.”

“You are, dear. I’m Italian, remember?” she said, reaching over to squeeze his shoulder.

“Being married to me makes you Russian,” he retorted, glancing at her and smiling.

“But once people meet me, I make sure they know I’m Italian. I greet them in German, then Italian, and ask if they know Italian. Really, tesoro, you’re one of the good Russians. People hear so much about bad Russians who cause trouble in the world. Almost every week you read about Putin’s bullies killing reporters, police beating up demonstrators, and the terrible civil war in Syria backing that criminal Assad.”

Dima drove, understanding what Valeria was saying and agreeing with her, but not wanting to have their drive to Italy become a discussion about politics. He much preferred that they talk about the good news, their new lives, which he had devoted himself to planning for three years.

“The Swiss aren’t interested in Moscow or Russia,” she scoffed. “Few have been to Russia, except if they take a Baltic cruise and spend a day or two in St. Petersburg. In any case, you’re not like other Russians, Dima. You’re kind, thoughtful...a real gentleman.”

“Let’s not get into politics, Vale. Let’s enjoy our drive. It’s a beautiful day. We’re driving through the Alps, along Interlaken and Lago Lugano. The scenery in Switzerland is some of the best in Europe.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry, tesoro. I want this to be a special time, our day of liberation.”

They exited Bern, following traffic headed to Interlaken. Every few minutes, Valeria turned around to check on Cookie, who was looking out from her carrier, and then gazed at the landscape of hilly green pastures and villages along rushing rivers against a background of snow-covered Alps.

Valeria checked her cell phone and said, “Do you think you’ll ever go back to Bern?”

Dima shook his head. “No, I don’t want to. No reason. We had six good years there. I’m ready for a change. We’re starting a new—and very different—chapter in our lives, one that has perils, but also rewards. It was time for us to make our move and shut down everything in Bern. If we stayed, we’d get a knock on the door and have to answer questions from Moscow or the embassy. I don’t have answers they’d want to hear. I was able to deflect them until last week. Andrei left voice mails that I didn’t return. They’ll send someone from the embassy to look for me, no doubt.”

Valeria bit her lip, fearing what Dima was saying. A knock in the middle of the night. She had read Soviet history and knew about the millions killed during Stalin’s long and bloody reign. KGB raids in the middle of the night, banging on doors. Innocent people snatched from their families, shoved into cars, driven to Moscow’s Lefortovo Prison, tortured into false confessions, and sent to Siberian gulags to perish.

“I can’t wait to see Chiara. I miss her,” Valeria said, looking out the window, imagining their new lives in Italia. “Bern and Moscow never seemed like home to me. Russian was such a difficult language to learn. The Cyrillic alphabet was very confusing, and all those declensions—I was lost the first year.”

“You did fine, Vale. You had an accent, of course, but everyone who learns Russian as a second language has an accent.”

“But it didn’t come naturally. You know, the way Italian comes naturally and easily.”

Dima reached over and patted her leg. “Amore, if it was up to you, everyone would speak Italian.”

Valeria laughed. “Of course they would! Who would want to miss out on such a beautiful language...all the things you can say, the subtleties. I want to speak Italian all day, not German. It’s stiff, pompous, and chilly as Swiss wine, pinot blanc.”

“You know how much I like Italian wines and liqueurs.”

“You’re like papa. He had liquore alla liquirizia every night after dinner.”

Dima smiled. “I have a bottle waiting for us at our new home.”

They drove past the Thuner See and later into valleys between snowcapped mountains and many lakes, rivers, and modest waterfalls. High on the steep hillsides, cattle and horses grazed in fields of tall grass.

“Beautiful, isn’t it, Vale?” Dima said, reaching over to take her hand in his.

“Like a dream,” she said, squeezing his hand.

They continued driving. It was a perfect day for a long drive, with blue sky, puffy clouds, and bright sunlight. They passed through quaint villages with two- and three-story gingerbread houses painted in red, blue, green, and yellow. The houses seemed to compete to see who had the most blooming geraniums and pansies spilling over from flower boxes on their balconies.

“I’ll miss these villages, Vale. They remind me of a fairy tale.”

“But where we’re going is also beautiful. Villas along Lago di Como, and mountains and forests.”

“Yes, we’re moving from one scenic country to a neighbor with similar attractions.”

“I can’t wait,” she said. “Oh, and after we get to Italia, I need to shop for groceries. I can’t wait to have real Italian products—Parmigiano-Reggiano, Calabrian ’nduja, the pasta extruded through bronze, the fruit and vegetables grown under the sun!”

“We’ll have dinner in Porlezza after we cross the border. There’s restaurants and a supermercato along the highway.”

They reached the western suburbs of Lugano, in a steep valley between mountains that plunged into the dark blue Lake Lugano. Four hours after leaving Bern, they were winding along a steep mountainside bordering the lake. They entered a tunnel cut through the mountain, exited into the bright sunlight, and then entered a second tunnel, half a mile long. Headlights came on as cars slowed to fifty kph.

When they exited the long tunnel, a sign indicated the Swiss-Italian border was near. Rounding a curve, they saw three Swiss police cars parked by a metal fence, with uniformed officers checking license plates as cars crept slowly forward. One officer waved them along. Dima accelerated, winding along a curve. A low metal fence prevented drivers from plunging into the lake a hundred meters below.

A quarter-mile later, they saw two blue Polizia di Stato vehicles and a van parked, with officers on both sides of the road and a billboard with the Italian flag and greeting, Benvenuti.

“We’re almost there. I’m so excited. I love that sign!” Valeria said, pointing to the billboard as they crossed the border. “Such a beautiful day, isn’t it? God wanted us to have a memorable homecoming. Thank you, God!”

In a festive mood, they drove along the lake, feeling the warm rays of a late afternoon sun. A few minutes after they crossed the border, Dima slowed when he saw a sign that indicated a viewpoint ahead.

He turned on his signal and eased into a parking area with marked spaces. A white Audi was the only other car at the viewpoint. A young couple was taking pictures of the shimmering Lake Lugano and the mountains across the lake.

Dima waited until the couple left. “Last assignment,” he said, as he reached into a side compartment to take out two cell phones and put them into his pants pocket. “Yours?” Valeria handed over her phone, which he held in his hand as he opened his door. “I’ll buy new Italian phones soon.” Dima got out and stepped over to the guardrail above a steep cliff looking over Lake Lugano.

He shielded his eyes as if he were admiring the view and then looked over his shoulder to watch cars and trucks passing in both directions. When no vehicles were visible, he swung his arm back and flung Valeria’s phone, watching it fall, splash into the lake, and make ripples like a trout grabbing a fly off the surface.

He reached into his pocket and took his two phones, again glancing back for a lull in the traffic. When the highway was empty, he flung the larger phone high in the air. It tumbled end over end, dropping into the lake with the aerodynamics of a hammer. Then the second phone, splashing in the wake of the first.

He turned around and wiped his hands theatrically, like he was getting rid of an annoying pest.

“Say goodbye to our Russian phones,” he said when he got in the car. “I don’t know if our embassy can track SIM cards from cell towers, but I don’t want to take any chances. We will use only our Italian phones from now on, with only Italian phone numbers. When someone calls our Russian phones—and they will—they’ll ring at the bottom of Lake Lugano.”

“And scare the fish!” Valeria said, laughing. “Swiss fish don’t want to talk to Russian thugs.”

“Especially because they wouldn’t understand Russian.”

Valeria laughed. “But are you sure we’ll be safe? I don’t want the FSB knocking on our door one day.”

Dima reached across to pat her knee. “They won’t. No way they can track us to our new home. We’re safe, Vale. They’ll never find us. I’ve taken care of it.”

They drove the last few miles overlooking Lake Lugano, the bright sun reflecting off the blue waters. Twenty minutes later, they arrived in the small town of Porlezza, turned at a traffic light, and continued on Highway 340. As they were leaving town, Dima slowed and pulled into a parking place at a roadside trattoria called Bellavista. Above the building, a sign said Typical cuisine—today risotto con pesce persico.

“I’m hungry. Time for dinner,” Dima announced.

“I’ll be right in. I want to bring in Cookie’s carrier and put it under our table. I’ll ask the waiter if we can have a bowl of water and some boiled chicken for her.”

Valeria opened the back door, unbuckled the seat belt, and lifted out the carrier as Cookie meowed, her eyes darting around.

“We’re in Italia, Cookie! Benvenuta!”
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Chapter Four
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At 8:30 the next morning, two men stood in front of Dima and Valeria’s gated, four-story apartment near Kornhausstrasse. Security consisted of a locked gate and metal bars with trident spearpoints.

The taller man wore a dark suit, a white shirt, a blue necktie, and stylish Italian dress shoes. His companion was shorter and paunchy, and he wore a tan sport coat, a turtleneck sweater, and loafers, like he was on his way to lunch at a Swiss pub. Both carried umbrellas at the prospect of morning rain threatening from gray, low-hanging clouds.

The two men could have passed as bankers, accountants, or lawyers, of which there were many in Bern. Or they could have been representatives from a mortuary making a house call on a prospective or current customer. But they weren’t bankers, accountants, lawyers, or undertakers. In their coat pockets they carried Russian passports and business cards from the Russian embassy in Bern, which did not indicate they were FSB intelligence agents assigned to contact Dima.

Oleg, the senior agent, wore wire-rimmed glasses. Vladimir, his pudgy companion, was a recent arrival in Bern from his last assignment at the Russian embassy in Cuba.

“How well did you know Dima?” Vlad asked, reaching into his coat pocket for a pack of Gauloises cigarettes. He lit one and tossed the match in the street.

“I guess you could call him a friend. He had me over for dinner once after he moved to Bern with his wife five or six years ago. His wife is Italian, nice looking. She’s an excellent cook, but her Russian was atrocious. Her German was a bit better, but she mentioned that she preferred to speak in Italian. So she and I didn’t have much to talk about. Dima, on the other hand, was quite friendly. We shared stories about Moscow. He said he missed his friends there, but I don’t think he has any family anymore. His parents died some time ago.”

Vlad puffed on his cigarette, looking up at the apartment, not the kind he would have seen in Cuba. “I’d like to get assigned to Italy,” he said. “My assignments have been to Lagos, Saudi Arabia, and Cuba. I hope I can stay in Europe after Bern. No more Africa or the Middle East for me. The cigars and rum were good in Cuba, but the only alcohol you get in Saudi Arabia is at the embassy. Can you believe they don’t drink—at least, officially?”

“You’d like Italy. Go there on vacation when you have time,” Oleg said. He pressed the buzzer to apartment 26 outside the gate and stepped back. Vlad, unfamiliar with Bern, turned around to survey the quiet neighborhood of apartments and a wooded park across the street. People were taking their dogs for a morning stroll. Young mothers pushed prams. Several parents led children wearing uniforms to a nearby Lutheran church school.

No voice answered Oleg’s buzzer call.

“Ring it again,” Vlad said.

Oleg pressed it once more. Again, no answer. “Dima hasn’t been to the embassy recently. I asked around, and he hasn’t invited anyone for dinner in some time. Maybe he has other friends—Swiss, Italian. I don’t know.”

The apartment building’s front door opened, and a middle-aged man exited, wearing a suit and a raincoat over his shoulders. He carried a briefcase in one hand and an umbrella in the other. When the man opened the locked gate, Oleg said in German, “Excuse me, sir, do you know Dmitri and Valeria Volkov?”

“The Russians on the second floor?” he said, wrinkling his brow.

“Yes, apartment 26.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know them personally, only to say hello. Sorry, late for work,” he said and crossed the street toward the bus stop.

Oleg took a few steps along the gated fence and pointed to an apartment on the second floor. He saw an empty metal table on the balcony against a door with shutters. “That’s their apartment, 26. A nice place, with a view of the park and the Rosengarten in the hills.”

“Nicer than Moscow?” Vlad asked.

“Are you kidding?” Oleg said, stifling a laugh. “You’d pay a fortune to have an apartment like that back home.”

“I hate where we’re living now,” Vlad said. “The embassy assigned us to a cramped basement apartment. Our windows face a brick wall, the parking lot, and a security fence with cameras. It’s cold, damp, and dark, even during the day. To get to work, I have to walk past garbage cans and up the parking garage ramp. Disgusting. My wife bitches about it all the time.”

“You’re new. Everyone new to the embassy gets a starter apartment in the basement. You’ll get a better one when someone gets transferred back to Moscow. In a few months, you’ll get on the second or third floor. No view, except the same one you have now, behind the embassy.”

Oleg pressed the buzzer again. “One more time. Then I’ll try to find the supervisor.”

“We’re wasting time. They’re not here. You said he didn’t answer his phone over the weekend.”

The building’s front door opened again. An older woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat mostly covering dyed blue hair stepped out. In one hand, she held a leash attached to a small white dog wearing a collar of fake jewels that made it look like a toy, not a live animal.

The dog was anxious, whimpering, its legs prancing like it had to find a tree before its bladder leaked. Its thin body had been sheared, leaving a crown of white fur on its head, around its neck, and on the middle of its stomach. Its curved tail ended in a white snowball of fur.

When the woman opened the gate, Oleg greeted her in German, “Guten Morgen—”

The dog lunged at the men, barking in high-pitched sounds that pierced the air: “Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!” The dog jerked the leash so taut it almost spilled the woman to the sidewalk.

Oleg and Vlad jumped back, almost tripping into the street. Vlad inched behind Oleg as a shield.

The wiry dog was the size of a shoe but had the raw energy of an enraged pit bull. It snarled, its needle-sharp teeth glistening with spit. “Yip! Yip! Yip!” It lunged at them from its hind legs, front paws clawing the air, jaws snapping within inches of the men’s knees.

“Yip! Yip! Yip!”

“God damn!” Vlad swore in Russian, tensing his leg to kick the dog if it got close enough to bite them.

The old woman yanked the leash, almost losing her hat. “Cleo! No! Stop!”

The dog snarled and landed on its front feet, its barking replaced by growls. “Grrrrrrrr!” It dashed behind its master, wrapping the leash around her legs, emerging on the other side. “Grrrrr!”

“Sorry,” the woman apologized, reaching down to pat the fur-ball head. “Cleo gets soooo excited when she sees someone she doesn’t know. She’s a good dog. She only barks at strangers.”

“Does she bite?” Oleg asked, stepping back, glancing suspiciously from the woman to the dog.

“Cleo? No. Well, maybe once in a while when she’s scared.”

“She scared me,” Oleg said.

The growling lowered into a snarl as the dog crouched, as if it was about to take another leap at them. Oleg and Vlad took another step back.

“Are you waiting for someone?” The woman asked, as if her dog’s behavior was as normal as yawning.

“Ah...do you know Dima and Valeria Volkov?” Oleg asked.

The woman tugged the leash so she wouldn’t trip. “Of course. Such a nice couple. Russians. We moved here about the same time, just before my husband died, poor dear. I miss him. So does Cleo, don’t you, dear?”

Snarling became growling again.

“Valeria is very sweet. She makes me cookies for my birthday.”

“Have you seen them recently? They don’t answer their phone.”

The dog bared her teeth, snarling, eyes bulging. Her mistress ignored her. “No I haven’t...not for a week or so. Why?”

“We’re friends...from Moscow.”

“Oh, nice. You’re Russian, too. I could tell by your accent. I’ve never been to Moscow. I’d like to go sometime and see your Orthodox churches. I saw a TV show about Russian churches; they looked so lovely. My father was a Lutheran pastor. I love old churches—so much history.”

For an older woman, she seemed eager for a spontaneous conversation with strangers on the street. But she was a lonely widow, starved for a few kind words, even if her dog was as friendly as a coiled cobra.

Oleg ignored her comment about Russian churches and said, “Do you know how I can contact the apartment super?”

“Of course. I’ll show you
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