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“It is my firm belief that the infinite and uncontrollable fury of nuclear weapons should never be held in the hands of any mere mortal ever again, for any reason.”

—MIKHAIL GORBACHEV







PROLOGUE

MOSCOW — JANUARY 1584

IVAN CHETVYORTY VASILYEVICH WAS NOT A CRUEL MAN.

Far from it. More careful.

Deliberate.

He was in his fifty-third year of life and thirty-sixth year of rule. He’d inherited a territory from his father vast in space, but lacking any semblance of unity or harmony. Moscow, at its center, was girdled by a ring of fortified posts, an open town, like a temporary settlement. The city proper, its kreml, existed behind tall battlements straddled with towers. Farther out, spreading in ever-expanding concentric circles, were lands that bore no resemblance to organized provinces. More like independent states, constantly warring with one another, accomplishing nothing. But he’d changed all that, forcing them all under his singular rule and bestowing upon himself a new title. His grandfather, Ivan III, now called Ivan the Great, speaking of Moscow, had long ago proclaimed, Two Romes have fallen, but the third now stands, and a fourth there will not be. So he thought it only fitting to merge the secular and the sacred into one name.

Tsar.

He’d been born to the House of Rurik in the grand duchy of Moscow, only three years old when his father died and he was proclaimed grand prince. His mother, the blessed Elena Glinskaya, served as regent for the first five years until she was poisoned by enemies, dying in agony. With her protection gone he’d been treated cruelly by the boyars, trotted out for official functions then locked back away. Rarely was he fed. Often neglected, both mentally and physically. And while subjecting the country to an intolerable tyranny, those same boyars taught him a valuable lesson.

Fear was good.

He grew up in an atmosphere of perpetual conflict, learning that brutality and mercilessness were prerequisites for strength.

No one fears a weak soul.

His earliest pleasures, shared with companions chosen for him, were unique. His great amusement had been to throw dogs from the top of the terraces, enjoying their anguish as they tumbled through the air and smashed onto the ramparts. He once ordered a friend executed over a petty argument. He cut off the tongue of another friend for cursing at him. He grew to manhood watching men being tortured and killed. Finally, at age eighteen, he was crowned grand prince.

Ivan IV.

And his revenge began.

Nobody was spared. All his debts, especially the death of his mother, were repaid in blood. There came a saying. Closer to the tsar you are, the closer you are to death.

Thankfully, he’d always been blessed with a strong constitution. He was tall, stoutly built, high-shouldered, and broad-chested. His nose was long and flat, turned up at the tip, his eyes an icy blue, small, but restless and ever observant. He’d come to sport a long beard, reddish with shades of black, and a thick mustache. But like most of his subjects, he shaved his head.

He was both common and noble.

“Is all ready?” he asked his bodyguard.

Bogdan Belsky had been with him a long time, through nearly every challenge. He may have been the only person left alive Ivan truly trusted.

“As you ordered,” Belsky said.

The afternoon hung leaden with drab skies and a low heaven. They were walking across the open space inside the kreml’s tall battlements, past an array of buildings he’d known his entire life. Fresh dry snow had fallen during the night, now crunching under every step. Soft winter sunshine filtered through the clouds but offered no respite from the cold that clung tight around his temples. The crisp air mentholated his nostrils. Armed soldiers occupied the towers and patrolled the top of the stone walls. A necessary precaution, though no one would dare attack this walled citadel.

He reached the outer wall and climbed the wooden ladder.

At the top he stared out, past the moat, to the frozen river, a mass of solid blue ice that could be traveled across like hard ground. The filtered sun ignited the snow with pinpoints of bright light and dazzling brilliance. Toward the center of the wide river stood an iron cage big enough to hold three men. Per his orders they were gagged, with hands bound behind their backs. These were no ordinary men. They were members of his private security force, specially selected a few weeks ago for a secret mission, their orders coming straight from his mouth.

And they’d performed.

Without fault.

Which meant they now needed to die.

He could see the three men scurrying about inside the cage, kicking the thick iron bars with their boots. None of them wore coats or much of anything to protect from the bitter cold. But that would soon not be a problem. More guards stood beyond the cage, past a dense layer of kindling that had been cut and stacked against the outside.

What was about to happen was not unusual. In fact, it occurred almost every day in one form or another. His torture chambers created a peculiar form of hell. Punishment there came in biblical proportions. Sometimes he was but a mere observer. Other times an excited audience. On occasion he took an active role. Today’s spectacle was a merger of the three, held out in the open for all to see, but he noticed no one on the snowy riverbanks watching. Good. He preferred this be handled quickly and quietly. The three bound men had been chosen for their youth and lack of wives and children, all eager to please their tsar, far less eager to question.

He was coming to the end of his reign. His body was beginning to fail. Death was stalking him but had not, as yet, caught up. He had a little time left and planned to make the most of it. By his first wife he had two sons. The elder, Ivan, had borne a considerable resemblance to his father. They had shared many occupations and amusements. But his heir was dead. Gone now three years. God help him for he’d killed the young man. Not intentionally. More a fit of rage. But dead nonetheless. The anguish from that senseless act remained.

And would never diminish.

As a boy himself he’d shunned studying, preferring instead the company of the skomorokhs, the pagan musicians. But he eventually saw the error of that foolishness and came to embrace reading and learning. He wrote poetry, composed music, mastered foreign languages. At his court doctors, astronomers, and scientists found a willing ear. He collected books. Some of the most precious in the world, which he added to a collection that his father had passed down from his father. He became the scourge of the Ottoman Empire and enemy of Suleiman the Magnificent, defeating and vanquishing the Golden Horde. He’d headed the army himself, risking his own life, and his victories raised both his prestige and his prowess, earning him another moniker.

Groznyi.

Strong. Menacing. Impressive.

Now, at the end of his life, two things were most precious. The mortal remains of his mother and the books from his grandfather.

“Both are safe,” Belsky told him. “Safely hidden, where you instructed. With the nuns at Ascension.”

He knew that, once he was gone, the boyars would destroy everything he’d deemed precious. They all hated him. His new heir, his second son, Feodor, was a good-natured, simple-minded man who took no interest in politics. He was sickly in body, weak in mind, and childless. His life was spent in prayer and contemplation. Through him the House of Rurik would only end. So what he’d done, and what he was about to do, was all the more imperative. In a few short minutes only he and Belsky would know. His bodyguard had been included in the conspiracy for a practical reason.

“When I am dead,” he whispered, each breath smoking around him like a cloudy haze. “Put me with them.”

“I shall. Without fail.”

He had no desire to be buried inside the Cathedral of the Archangel where his father, grandfather, and son rested, along with all the other grand princes.

“The fortune teller was right,” he whispered.

Seers had gathered from all over Russia after the appearance of a comet. One in particular uttered a dire warning. The tsar will die within the year. Instead of having her executed, he’d listened.

And prepared.

“Dress me in a monk’s habit, so I might achieve God’s forgiveness for all the bad I have done.”

His old friend nodded.

He turned his attention back out to the river and, with his right arm, slashed the cold air.

The signal.

The guards with torches approached the kindling that engulfed the cage and set it on fire. It took only a few short moments for the bone-dry wood to catch and dense smoke to curl into the afternoon sky. The men inside the cage moved away from the bars, toward the center of their prison, trying to escape the flames but also surely wanting to soak in some of the warmth. The idea was neither to burn nor to suffocate them. They were gagged so they could not cry out anything they knew, their hands bound to prevent them from removing the gags. No explanation had been given as to why they were being punished.

But none was needed.

Licks of fire played through the bars. Surely welcomed at first, but growing in intensity to become unbearable.

A loud crack echoed across the river. The ice was beginning to weaken. That had not taken long. The guards with torches retreated backward, away from the cage. The fire around the cage kept raging. Another crack. He stared up at the sky, which cast no depth, no hidden places, no shadows. A chilling breeze caused him to shiver under his cloak. A final crack, like that of a tree snapping under an ax, and the cage became an island. But its weight was too much for the floating ice supporting it and the entire thing sank in one quick motion, disappearing beneath the river water, only a hiss of steam left in its wake.

Done.

All was safe.
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