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The Last Khazar takes you to Kiev, Ukraine, Rus, and Khazaria—a mighty state governing a
large territory north of the Caucasus and the Black Sea. The story paints a broad picture of
historic events that changed the region a thousand years ago, including the decline of the
Khazar Khaganate, the battles between Rus and Byzantium, and the Baptism of Rus. Nissim’s
search for his love and transformation from a Khazarian warrior into a man of wisdom and
religion takes place in the midst of these events.

     "This book was heartbreaking. So interesting yet a tear jerker. At this point I not only want
to know more, I NEED to know more. This book leaves you with questions and an eagerness to
read the next one."--Goodreads Reviewer    "These stories are elegantly told, in the words of
the ghost of the character, and each book contributes more to the reader's understanding of the
historical situation. Set in the present with an eye for the future, these stories reconcile a horrible
past to the lives of the survivors and descendants of the perpetrators. Another excellent
progression in this tale of the Holocaust with at least one more chapter yet to come."--
Goodreads Reviewer    "The fourth installment did not disappoint! What I appreciate in these
short stories is Vilem's ability to convey the message from the dead to the living eloquently."--
Goodreads Reviewer
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Blue For my father Khazaria at its greatest extentMap by
Richard Burd THE LAST KHAZAR Таков закон безжалостной игры. Не
люди умирают, а миры. Е. Евтушенкo This is the law of ruthless play. Not
people die, but worlds. Y. YevtushenkoPart IKhazaria, 968 AD1My twenty-five years of life
have seen adventure and turmoil, but I had never expected a tragedy to drive me away from my
homeland and place me on the same road I’d traveled in better days. At that time, I had
journeyed from Atil to Kiev to represent my splendid Kagan. Now I’ve become an uprooted man,
a seeker of a new life in a new country.Our caravan of about a hundred souls—Rus merchants,
guards, and people like me, trying to beat their fate—stopped for rest and nourishment when the
twilight deepened. We camped in a glade surrounded by dark woods, and I found a comfortable
patch under an old oak tree. It was close enough to the safety of the fire and the guards, but far
enough from their loud reminiscences of former exploits.After a meal of dried meats, nuts, and
water, as the loud babble and laughter died, I lay down on the bed of leaves, covered myself with
a long coat, and closed my eyes. I was drifting into the serenity of my memories, and the visions
were entering my mind.My mother hovers over little me and leaves sweet kisses on my forehead.
She gracefully turns around and strolls away, then looks back and smiles at me. Her scent slowly
dissipates as she walks, and the rustle of her blue dress gets quieter. My father walks into the
room, hugs my mother, and talks about something hard to hear. But it calms me. I hear my
brothers playing around the house, running, shouting, laughing, my older sister asking them to
stop, they ignoring her. I see my grandpa, my awesome grandpa who instilled so many things in
me, leaving his mark on the man I became.My friends’ faces appear, some smiling, others sad.
So many people dear to me who died or disappeared or may still be alive, but I don’t know
where they are. I know my family is decimated. I know where my sister is—Kiev, where I am
going. But where is my Lada? Where are you, my love?I think of the past events in my life, the
ones that left the deepest stamp on me, and come to the battle Khazaria had lost to Knyaz
Svyatoslav—the Russian ruler. We were not ready. We thought we were, but we were not. They
came from the Volga in their fast ladyas in such numbers that our warriors could not contain
them, and slowly, slowly, losing many in the process, we pulled back. Many died. Atil, our capital,
destroyed.Now I am alone and have time to think, to contemplate the past, to imagine the future,
which is difficult, as I cannot find the answers to any of my questions. Just hope remains that I
can adapt to a different life. But for now, the calming influence of my memories is more pleasant
than the thoughts of the future. This night may be my last chance to recollect the events of my
life before the reality of the new world consumes me.2
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миры. Е. Евтушенкo This is the law of ruthless play. Not people die, but
worlds. Y. YevtushenkoPart IKhazaria, 968 AD1My twenty-five years of life have seen
adventure and turmoil, but I had never expected a tragedy to drive me away from my homeland
and place me on the same road I’d traveled in better days. At that time, I had journeyed from Atil
to Kiev to represent my splendid Kagan. Now I’ve become an uprooted man, a seeker of a new
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babble and laughter died, I lay down on the bed of leaves, covered myself with a long coat, and
closed my eyes. I was drifting into the serenity of my memories, and the visions were entering my
mind.My mother hovers over little me and leaves sweet kisses on my forehead. She gracefully
turns around and strolls away, then looks back and smiles at me. Her scent slowly dissipates as
she walks, and the rustle of her blue dress gets quieter. My father walks into the room, hugs my
mother, and talks about something hard to hear. But it calms me. I hear my brothers playing
around the house, running, shouting, laughing, my older sister asking them to stop, they ignoring
her. I see my grandpa, my awesome grandpa who instilled so many things in me, leaving his
mark on the man I became.My friends’ faces appear, some smiling, others sad. So many people
dear to me who died or disappeared or may still be alive, but I don’t know where they are. I know
my family is decimated. I know where my sister is—Kiev, where I am going. But where is my
Lada? Where are you, my love?I think of the past events in my life, the ones that left the deepest
stamp on me, and come to the battle Khazaria had lost to Knyaz Svyatoslav—the Russian ruler.
We were not ready. We thought we were, but we were not. They came from the Volga in their fast
ladyas in such numbers that our warriors could not contain them, and slowly, slowly, losing many
in the process, we pulled back. Many died. Atil, our capital, destroyed.Now I am alone and have
time to think, to contemplate the past, to imagine the future, which is difficult, as I cannot find the
answers to any of my questions. Just hope remains that I can adapt to a different life. But for
now, the calming influence of my memories is more pleasant than the thoughts of the future. This
night may be my last chance to recollect the events of my life before the reality of the new world
consumes me.2My most vivid memory of my father was from when I was around four. He came
out of our house while I was climbing an apple tree loaded with the luscious yellow-crimson fruits
—my favorites. I turned to stay securely on a branch and saw him watching me. And then he
waved, smiling. Over the years, my mind returned to this scene whenever I searched for support
and encouragement, and each time I felt the same pleasure of pride and calm, mixed with the
scent of apples.Back then, I spent more time with my mother than my father. “Nissim,” she would
often ask in the morning, “do you want to paint today?” She was a good artist and spent much of



her time painting on canvas and drawing on this new material called paper. I loved watching her
creating lines that meant nothing in the beginning, later becoming people’s faces, horses, trees. I
enjoyed seeing this transformation before my eyes. One day, seeing how absorbed I was in her
work, she said, “Here, you try it.” And I did. I wanted to draw a tree—something Mother easily did
with a few strokes—and could not. I tried to draw other things too, with the same clumsy results,
finally giving up on it. My mother’s question if I wanted to paint became our code for spending
time together.One day, when I was five, my grandfather Pesakh appeared at our house with a
little girl about my age.“Nissim, this is Lada,” he said. “She will live here with you.”I looked at the
girl. She wore a strange gown and her hair was the color of straw.“Why?” I remember
asking.“She has no other place to live.”Lada was staring at me, constantly wiping tears from her
big blue eyes.Only later, when I began to appreciate the larger world, did I learn who Lada was.
But at that time my mind was rushing through important questions: Would she like me? (I liked
her already!) Does she know how to play our games? Where would her room be?A maid came
in and my grandfather asked her to take Lada to her room.“Come with me, child,” the maid said,
facing Lada, but she did not move.“Come,” repeated the maid, this time offering her hand. The
girl looked up at her, took the hand, and walked away silently beside the maid. She could not talk!
The next time I saw her, she played with my sister. Her strong voice was bouncing off the walls
and no one could understand anything she said. Obviously she could talk, but in a strange
tongue.I had two younger brothers—twins. Their personalities differed, but they looked alike, and
people confused them. Who was Tarna and who was Yinor was not easy to discern.Serakh, my
sister, was like a second mother to me. She was only two years older but behaved like a mature
woman, imitating our gorgeous mother in appearance and in mothering. She even smelled like
our mother. I remember her coming to my room when I was three or four and checking what I
wore, telling me it was time to change my dirty clothes—they were not even that dirty—for clean
ones because we expected guests, and then walking me along the winding yellow corridors to
our courtyard where the family was gathering. I remember how my mother looked at us with
pride and said, “My darlings!” kissing Serakh and me on our foreheads.Mother was from a not-
so-rich family but she was very beautiful. Her face was harmony and her voice left one with a
desire to hear more. My father was tall and handsome. He limped after a Pecheneg hit him in the
thigh with a spear, but still was one of the most eligible bachelors in Atil. He was supposed to
marry a rich woman from an influential family, but was in love with my mother and refused the
rich woman.Later in life that decision almost cost him his life. I was old enough to comprehend
what my grandfather told my parents one day. As I remember, he said, “I talked with Bek Savir
and explained that the family accusing my son of treason was just looking for revenge because
he married another woman instead of their daughter. Since then, they have plotted against him
to damage his career. This accusation of treason is a made-up excuse to punish him.”“What did
Bek Savir say?” jumped in my mother, who was very upset.“He said he understands my point,
but the other family insists they have proof. I told him accusing my son of treason is the same as
accusing me. He could not argue with that. Said he will talk to Kagan to clear my son.”Mother



was ecstatic and kissed Grandpa and my father.

My most vivid memory of my father was from when I was around four. He came out of our house
while I was climbing an apple tree loaded with the luscious yellow-crimson fruits—my favorites. I
turned to stay securely on a branch and saw him watching me. And then he waved, smiling. Over
the years, my mind returned to this scene whenever I searched for support and encouragement,
and each time I felt the same pleasure of pride and calm, mixed with the scent of apples.Back
then, I spent more time with my mother than my father. “Nissim,” she would often ask in the
morning, “do you want to paint today?” She was a good artist and spent much of her time
painting on canvas and drawing on this new material called paper. I loved watching her creating
lines that meant nothing in the beginning, later becoming people’s faces, horses, trees. I enjoyed
seeing this transformation before my eyes. One day, seeing how absorbed I was in her work, she
said, “Here, you try it.” And I did. I wanted to draw a tree—something Mother easily did with a few
strokes—and could not. I tried to draw other things too, with the same clumsy results, finally
giving up on it. My mother’s question if I wanted to paint became our code for spending time
together.One day, when I was five, my grandfather Pesakh appeared at our house with a little girl
about my age.“Nissim, this is Lada,” he said. “She will live here with you.”I looked at the girl. She
wore a strange gown and her hair was the color of straw.“Why?” I remember asking.“She has no
other place to live.”Lada was staring at me, constantly wiping tears from her big blue eyes.Only
later, when I began to appreciate the larger world, did I learn who Lada was. But at that time my
mind was rushing through important questions: Would she like me? (I liked her already!) Does
she know how to play our games? Where would her room be?A maid came in and my
grandfather asked her to take Lada to her room.“Come with me, child,” the maid said, facing
Lada, but she did not move.“Come,” repeated the maid, this time offering her hand. The girl
looked up at her, took the hand, and walked away silently beside the maid. She could not talk!
The next time I saw her, she played with my sister. Her strong voice was bouncing off the walls
and no one could understand anything she said. Obviously she could talk, but in a strange
tongue.I had two younger brothers—twins. Their personalities differed, but they looked alike, and
people confused them. Who was Tarna and who was Yinor was not easy to discern.Serakh, my
sister, was like a second mother to me. She was only two years older but behaved like a mature
woman, imitating our gorgeous mother in appearance and in mothering. She even smelled like
our mother. I remember her coming to my room when I was three or four and checking what I
wore, telling me it was time to change my dirty clothes—they were not even that dirty—for clean
ones because we expected guests, and then walking me along the winding yellow corridors to
our courtyard where the family was gathering. I remember how my mother looked at us with
pride and said, “My darlings!” kissing Serakh and me on our foreheads.Mother was from a not-
so-rich family but she was very beautiful. Her face was harmony and her voice left one with a
desire to hear more. My father was tall and handsome. He limped after a Pecheneg hit him in the
thigh with a spear, but still was one of the most eligible bachelors in Atil. He was supposed to



marry a rich woman from an influential family, but was in love with my mother and refused the
rich woman.Later in life that decision almost cost him his life. I was old enough to comprehend
what my grandfather told my parents one day. As I remember, he said, “I talked with Bek Savir
and explained that the family accusing my son of treason was just looking for revenge because
he married another woman instead of their daughter. Since then, they have plotted against him
to damage his career. This accusation of treason is a made-up excuse to punish him.”“What did
Bek Savir say?” jumped in my mother, who was very upset.“He said he understands my point,
but the other family insists they have proof. I told him accusing my son of treason is the same as
accusing me. He could not argue with that. Said he will talk to Kagan to clear my son.”Mother
was ecstatic and kissed Grandpa and my father.Here is what had happened. The Pechenegs
were a constant scourge. The fast-moving bands of these nomads attacked Khazar outskirts for
plunder, and we had to keep sizable detachments to fight them, which was sometimes difficult to
do, as our vast country spread from the Khazar Sea in the east to the river Dnieper in the west,
and from the Caucasus in the south to the midstream Volga in the north. At times, we sent more
troops to turn the nomads away. My father led such a raid against the Pechenegs who attacked
in the west. His army defeated the attackers but sustained high losses. Father’s rivals accused
him of informing the enemy about the raid for the booty, the victory saved only by the Khazar
custom of fighting to the end at any cost. Kagan Josef took the accusation seriously, but in the
end common sense prevailed.Soon the circumstances pushed Father’s career higher. He
became Bek—the most powerful man in Khazaria after Kagan—when our family helped the
current Kagan withstand a coup.3Grandfather Pesakh was a fierce general. He commanded
armies and the troops loved him. Tough he was, but he took care of his soldiers. And he usually
won big. Many soldiers were Muslims or Christians or pagans, many commanders were Jews,
growing through the ranks. The army was like our society: diverse and tolerant.Grandpa told us
many stories of his life away from the capital, fighting, winning for the Kagan. Pechenegs and
Bulgars, Arabs and Magyars, Alans and Turkic tribes—those who attacked our land usually
suffered defeat. The most exciting stories were about Rus. They were a remote people
appearing in Khazaria as merchants and mercenaries. It took a long time to reach them through
many rivers and my Grandpa made that trip more than once.This is how Lada appeared in my
life. Grandpa took his troops all the way to Murom—a Slavic town in the Khazarian North. They
had thought to avoid paying a tribute and needed a reminder. They paid. Grandpa also took
hostages from the prominent families so they would not try insubordination again. Lada—a
daughter of a local boyar—was one of the hostages.I learned all this later in life, when Lada and
I became inseparable.For several months after her first appearance in our house, Lada stayed
away from me. Every time I stumbled on her playing with my sister or helping the servants, she
either looked away or pretended not to see me. She told me much later that she was scared of
me because when I looked at her, my eyes were like two spears flying at her. I did not realize my
fixation.One day, Lada was outside the house and a few local boys were playing nearby. They
noticed her. She wore our type of clothes but her oval face and blond hair made her



unmistakably foreign. The boys . . . they were immature boys and did not appreciate the feminine
beauty yet, but they did appreciate an opportunity to jeer at someone who seemed to have no
defense. I saw what was happening from our doorway.“What is your name?” a boy asked Lada
and she answered.“Lalada? Galada?” now three boys yelled and laughed.They had stood on the
other side of the dirt road but were now crossing it, making funny faces. Coming close to Lada,
the same boy who asked the first question touched her hair. “Where did you get this color?” he
said, but Lada could not understand him, so they started laughing again.Another boy, mimicking
a serious face, said, “La-la-da, whe-re-do-you-live?”I had enough.“She lives with us,” I said,
walking toward the group. “And you better go away before it’s too late.”They obeyed without a
word.Lada looked at me and said, “Thank you, Nissim. They listen you, but they bigger.” She had
not mastered our language, but I’d learned to understand her.“They know who I am.” I was so
proud of myself.We became friends.4The river Volga was a major source of important matter for
adults: food and water, merchants and the way to the world. For us, children, the river was a
source of excitement and its banks our playground. Where better to play war games with friends
than in the area full of bushes, tiny hills offering protection, and grass-filled trails with unexpected
turns, all backed up by the deep and wide river? That’s where the boys of my childhood played.
No girls. Until Lada made her way into the boys’ world by proving that she could run as fast, hide
as well, and shoot arrows as accurately as any boy. That was the beginning of the changes none
of us little boys—six, seven, eight years old at the time—could foresee.How did it happen?
Often, Lada watched a bunch of us gathering by our home before going somewhere. One day
she asked me, “Where you go rattle sticks as swords?”“To the river,” I replied and left her
standing there with no chance to ask more questions. It was one thing to protect the girl from the
boys and another to get involved with her in a war game.That evening, she caught me before
bedtime and said, “I want go with you the river.”“Why?” I asked.“To play. I like play with
swords.”“You can get hurt and Mother will be upset.” I really was not keen on taking her with me. I
thought the boys would ridicule me.“I be fine. I like to go with you.”This continued for a while, and
I kept telling her that she couldn’t run fast enough or be tough enough. Surprised at her
confidence and persistence, I relented and promised to take her with one condition: she fights
as a boy or goes home.I should not have been surprised, and maybe that was why I agreed to
bring her in, for she proved herself a solid fighter from day one. The boys’ jeering after they’d
heard she comes with us evaporated as soon as she caught up with an enemy, pushed down
and pinned him so hard he could not move.She became one of the boys. Then . . . boys grow up.
We were nine or ten, hard to remember exactly, when Avar—one of my closest friends—said to
Lada while we were resting, “When we grow up, I marry you.”That stunned everyone. Lada
seemed puzzled by what he meant and said nothing. Another boy—I can’t even recall his name!
— rose and shouted, “No, I will marry Lada!”These two were about to fight. Before a fistfight
could begin, Lada said, “I will marry both of you. You know, Muslim men can have multiple wives;
why can’t I have multiple husbands?”With that, everybody laughed, the fight avoided. Turned
out, this was just the first taste of what would happen in the future.5At fifteen, I began spending



more time practicing with the experienced soldiers. I was already a good horseman, but riding a
horse for fun and handling a steed in a fight are not the same thing. I needed more training in
horsemanship and in sword handling. Fighting on horseback, fighting on foot, attacking,
defending—becoming proficient required significant time and attention. I also had to spend time
away from the capital with the regular troops, learning their way of life and maturing into a
warrior.My absences from home created a feeling I had not experienced before: I missed Lada.
In all the years she had lived with us I never had a chance to miss her. Since our friendship
began, we were always together, playing games as little children, sharing our thoughts and
desires as early teenagers, horse riding and walking around town in later years. Being born the
same year added to our closeness.We talked a lot, too. But rarely did she reminisce about her
early childhood in Murom. She did not remember much. Once, we discussed the remote places
where Arabs lived. A merchant had just returned from Arabia and was telling stories about how
they exist in a hot desert. Lada said she would not survive in a desert like that. She grew quiet
and lowered her head, as if gathering her thoughts.“Something just came into my mind that I
have not thought about. People live in different places. We, my family, lived where winters were
so cold we had to put on coats made from animals’ fur to be outside. And the snow stayed for
months. I remember my father taking my sisters and me to the hills where we slid down on sleds.
The snow was all around us, the three of us on one sled flying downhill, laughing, falling from the
sled. It was wonderful. I still remember the smell of frost and how my mother warmed me up
when we came home.”Lada finished and I stayed quiet. This was the first time she reminded me
about her fate. I could not reconcile the two opposites: how glad I was to have her as a friend
and how sad I felt that she had lost her family.That was all before my military training started in
earnest. Now I missed her. In the evenings, when I was not around men, I imagined her: the
curve of her cheek, the smiling eyes, the way she lifted her arm when trying to prove a point. I
missed her more than I had expected.We were not just friends.6Yes, I grew up surrounded by a
loving family and many friends. But no one had more influence on my growth than Grandpa
Pesakh. Powerfully built, he exuded strength and confidence rooted in his soul. And his brilliant
black eyes inspired trust.Grandpa enjoyed telling stories, and he had stories to tell.The steppes
breathed warm air when Grandpa Pesakh arrived to check on the progress of younger fighters
like me training for combat. He observed the training and in the evening gathered us for a talk.
We were sitting on the flat ground, where horses had beaten the tall grasses down and made
the area feel like a soft carpet. Grandpa sat in front of the semicircle of mostly young men,
everyone relaxing after a long day of training. Someone asked whom he would consider the
toughest enemy fighters.“I have not seen the fighters whom I would call weak,” Grandpa
answered. “But if I had to choose, I’d say those coming from Rus are the toughest. Many of them
are Northmen, the people coming down from afar. The Slavs call them Varyagi. They are ruthless
and afraid of nothing.”“What impressed you most, General, in all your treks throughout our
world?” someone sitting close to Grandpa asked.Grandpa swayed his head as though he was
trying to shake a smile off his face. He was contemplating the answer, which was, “I never



thought of such a thing. The most impressive? Usually, the most impressive for me is if we lose
no one in the fight. But what I had seen . . . probably Sarkel.”We all heard about this fortress built
with Byzantine help on the river Don, roughly halfway between Atil and Kiev. But none of us had
seen it or knew much about it. Several men jumped in: “Why Sarkel?”A sudden gust of dry wind
distracted Grandpa for a moment, and then he spoke, starting with what sounded like a
confession. “I loved that place. Twice I’d been there. The first time, we were approaching the
fortress from the south and the setting sun painted its walls gold. It was remarkable. We stopped
riding and just watched the gold of the western walls becoming brighter and brighter. I thought
we arrived in some fairytale, and I was a grown man with enough experience to know that life is
no fairytale. The dusk deepened and we continued to the fortress, where we planned to spend a
night. It was almost dark as we approached the gate, and the ramparts seemed to reach the sky.
The gates were larger than I had ever seen before, and when they opened to let us in, it was like
entering the mouth of a huge beast, ready to swallow us. We stayed overnight. In the morning,
the fortress commander took me on a tour, and I climbed the walls to see where the soldiers
stood observing the surroundings. From the top, you could see for miles: the river coming down
from the north in a wide span of shimmering water, the expanse of murky woods far away in the
east, the open grassy steppe from the south and west.”Grandpa stopped talking. Everyone was
quiet, the soldiers waiting for the story to resume, our general contemplating his memories. Then
he continued.“Such a sight. Even now I remember what I felt on that wall, as if I was a bird flying
over my domain, protecting it from marauders . . . yes, hard to forget. We got our provisions and
left the fortress through the same impressive gates and the stone bridge over the moat; stopped
after a hundred paces to look back at the fortress and were amazed again—now the sun was
high and we saw the real color of the fortress walls: white, pure white rock.”He grew silent again.
There was murmur all around as the men shared their impressions of the story, and then
questions poured at Grandpa. All kinds of questions. He answered a question from a young
Turkic-looking soldier sitting close to him: “What about your second visit to Sarkel?”

That evening, she caught me before bedtime and said, “I want go with you the river.”“Why?” I
asked.“To play. I like play with swords.”“You can get hurt and Mother will be upset.” I really was
not keen on taking her with me. I thought the boys would ridicule me.“I be fine. I like to go with
you.”This continued for a while, and I kept telling her that she couldn’t run fast enough or be
tough enough. Surprised at her confidence and persistence, I relented and promised to take her
with one condition: she fights as a boy or goes home.I should not have been surprised, and
maybe that was why I agreed to bring her in, for she proved herself a solid fighter from day one.
The boys’ jeering after they’d heard she comes with us evaporated as soon as she caught up
with an enemy, pushed down and pinned him so hard he could not move.She became one of the
boys. Then . . . boys grow up. We were nine or ten, hard to remember exactly, when Avar—one of
my closest friends—said to Lada while we were resting, “When we grow up, I marry you.”That
stunned everyone. Lada seemed puzzled by what he meant and said nothing. Another boy—I



can’t even recall his name!— rose and shouted, “No, I will marry Lada!”These two were about to
fight. Before a fistfight could begin, Lada said, “I will marry both of you. You know, Muslim men
can have multiple wives; why can’t I have multiple husbands?”With that, everybody laughed, the
fight avoided. Turned out, this was just the first taste of what would happen in the future.5At
fifteen, I began spending more time practicing with the experienced soldiers. I was already a
good horseman, but riding a horse for fun and handling a steed in a fight are not the same thing.
I needed more training in horsemanship and in sword handling. Fighting on horseback, fighting
on foot, attacking, defending—becoming proficient required significant time and attention. I also
had to spend time away from the capital with the regular troops, learning their way of life and
maturing into a warrior.My absences from home created a feeling I had not experienced before: I
missed Lada. In all the years she had lived with us I never had a chance to miss her. Since our
friendship began, we were always together, playing games as little children, sharing our
thoughts and desires as early teenagers, horse riding and walking around town in later years.
Being born the same year added to our closeness.We talked a lot, too. But rarely did she
reminisce about her early childhood in Murom. She did not remember much. Once, we
discussed the remote places where Arabs lived. A merchant had just returned from Arabia and
was telling stories about how they exist in a hot desert. Lada said she would not survive in a
desert like that. She grew quiet and lowered her head, as if gathering her thoughts.“Something
just came into my mind that I have not thought about. People live in different places. We, my
family, lived where winters were so cold we had to put on coats made from animals’ fur to be
outside. And the snow stayed for months. I remember my father taking my sisters and me to the
hills where we slid down on sleds. The snow was all around us, the three of us on one sled flying
downhill, laughing, falling from the sled. It was wonderful. I still remember the smell of frost and
how my mother warmed me up when we came home.”Lada finished and I stayed quiet. This was
the first time she reminded me about her fate. I could not reconcile the two opposites: how glad I
was to have her as a friend and how sad I felt that she had lost her family.That was all before my
military training started in earnest. Now I missed her. In the evenings, when I was not around
men, I imagined her: the curve of her cheek, the smiling eyes, the way she lifted her arm when
trying to prove a point. I missed her more than I had expected.We were not just friends.6Yes, I
grew up surrounded by a loving family and many friends. But no one had more influence on my
growth than Grandpa Pesakh. Powerfully built, he exuded strength and confidence rooted in his
soul. And his brilliant black eyes inspired trust.Grandpa enjoyed telling stories, and he had
stories to tell.The steppes breathed warm air when Grandpa Pesakh arrived to check on the
progress of younger fighters like me training for combat. He observed the training and in the
evening gathered us for a talk. We were sitting on the flat ground, where horses had beaten the
tall grasses down and made the area feel like a soft carpet. Grandpa sat in front of the semicircle
of mostly young men, everyone relaxing after a long day of training. Someone asked whom he
would consider the toughest enemy fighters.“I have not seen the fighters whom I would call
weak,” Grandpa answered. “But if I had to choose, I’d say those coming from Rus are the



toughest. Many of them are Northmen, the people coming down from afar. The Slavs call them
Varyagi. They are ruthless and afraid of nothing.”“What impressed you most, General, in all your
treks throughout our world?” someone sitting close to Grandpa asked.Grandpa swayed his head
as though he was trying to shake a smile off his face. He was contemplating the answer, which
was, “I never thought of such a thing. The most impressive? Usually, the most impressive for me
is if we lose no one in the fight. But what I had seen . . . probably Sarkel.”We all heard about this
fortress built with Byzantine help on the river Don, roughly halfway between Atil and Kiev. But
none of us had seen it or knew much about it. Several men jumped in: “Why Sarkel?”A sudden
gust of dry wind distracted Grandpa for a moment, and then he spoke, starting with what
sounded like a confession. “I loved that place. Twice I’d been there. The first time, we were
approaching the fortress from the south and the setting sun painted its walls gold. It was
remarkable. We stopped riding and just watched the gold of the western walls becoming brighter
and brighter. I thought we arrived in some fairytale, and I was a grown man with enough
experience to know that life is no fairytale. The dusk deepened and we continued to the fortress,
where we planned to spend a night. It was almost dark as we approached the gate, and the
ramparts seemed to reach the sky. The gates were larger than I had ever seen before, and when
they opened to let us in, it was like entering the mouth of a huge beast, ready to swallow us. We
stayed overnight. In the morning, the fortress commander took me on a tour, and I climbed the
walls to see where the soldiers stood observing the surroundings. From the top, you could see
for miles: the river coming down from the north in a wide span of shimmering water, the expanse
of murky woods far away in the east, the open grassy steppe from the south and west.”Grandpa
stopped talking. Everyone was quiet, the soldiers waiting for the story to resume, our general
contemplating his memories. Then he continued.“Such a sight. Even now I remember what I felt
on that wall, as if I was a bird flying over my domain, protecting it from marauders . . . yes, hard to
forget. We got our provisions and left the fortress through the same impressive gates and the
stone bridge over the moat; stopped after a hundred paces to look back at the fortress and were
amazed again—now the sun was high and we saw the real color of the fortress walls: white, pure
white rock.”He grew silent again. There was murmur all around as the men shared their
impressions of the story, and then questions poured at Grandpa. All kinds of questions. He
answered a question from a young Turkic-looking soldier sitting close to him: “What about your
second visit to Sarkel?”“You know,” Grandpa began, “that fortress was never penetrated by
nomads, although they tried, they tried. It was in the middle of summer when a detachment of
troops I commanded was returning from Crimea. I was anticipating the wonders of Sarkel and
some rest from the long trip, but as we were getting closer to the fortress, we saw Sarkel under
attack by the Pechenegs. They were circling the fortress, shooting arrows over the walls, but
more of the Pecheneg fighters were falling from their horses hit by the arrows than the damage
they created for the defenders. I had a small detachment with me—about two hundred riders—
but the Pechenegs did not expect us to come at them from their rear, and when we attacked at
full gallop, it was enough to scatter them. They left in disarray. It did not even come to a close



fight. I think they were already tired of horsing around the fortress, and our appearance only
sped up their decision to leave.”7That autumn, when I returned from the steppes, was one of the
most remarkable times in my life. Even now my feelings are raw as though I am still fifteen. Two
events contributed to my elation: preparation for my sister’s wedding and holding Lada’s
hand.My sister was gorgeous, just like our mother, and had many suitors from the best families
in Khazaria. My parents always made it clear that we, the children, could decide whom to marry,
with their approval. She picked a fellow she liked for his easygoing personality. His family had
deep Khazar roots and his ancestry was part Turkic, part Jewish. A handsome fellow he was and
smart. My parents approved Serakh’s selection.The wedding ceremony was in the largest Atil
synagogue. There was not an open seat inside, and many crowded the streets outside to get a
glimpse of one of the finest couples in the country. And what a couple they were! In my mind, I
still see them standing under the white silk cloth of a chuppah with a rabbi behind them. They
hold hands, looking at each other with loving eyes, repeating the prayers. Beautiful! Beautiful
people, beautiful moment. Beautiful! Such was the impact that couple had on me. Maybe
because in my mind I imagined Lada and me standing there. I didn’t know if we would look as
glorious as my sister and her betrothed—I did not think I was that handsome—but we would be
as loving, I was hoping at that moment.After the ceremony, a great feast ensued at our home. All
the prominent families were there, for who would miss such a wedding? My parents spared no
expense: sturgeon and beluga from the sea, assorted fish—fried, broiled, marinated— from the
river, lamb from Arabia and honey from Rus, melons, fruits and nuts from all over our great
country.I sat with my family at the head of the table—not a table, really, but rather a continuous
surface crowded with dishes to satisfy the appetites of more than three hundred people—and
spent most of the time with my eyes on its remote end, where Lada sat. I wanted to be close to
her, but there was no way for her to sit with my family or for me to sit apart from it, as either would
be improper.Everyone toasted the couple at length with wishes for a long and prosperous life.
For me, waiting patiently for the speeches to end was a battle between propriety and the desire
to be close to Lada. So, when the sounds of the trumpets, harps, flutes, and drums silenced all
conversations, I jumped on the chance to dance with her, but I was not the only one. She
attracted the attention of many young men at the wedding, and by the time I made it to her end
of the table, she was already part of a cheerful circle moving to the traditional sounds of wedding
music. I joined the dance, Lada and I exchanging smiles while the circle moved.Dance after
joyful dance, people gathered in large groups where we saw each other, sometimes even
touched each other’s hands, but could not be together. Dancers in the circles changed, but
somehow one or another young man inched closer to Lada, keeping us apart.Then my brotherly
duties—shaking hands with guests or helping my mother with errands—took me away from the
dancing floor. Nissim, meet Bizell’s cousin from Samandar; Nissim please see if more drinks are
needed; Nissim this and Nissim that. As the evening progressed, I faced the unlucky reality that
a wedding was not the right place for privacy, not for the brother of the bride.Ever since my return
to the city I wanted to be alone with Lada, and I was sure she wanted it as much, judging from



her looks and smiles, but the wedding preparations kept us all busy. I was losing my patience
when suddenly I remembered a Turkic musician sitting quietly at the table, waiting for his turn to
play. My new brother-in-law’s family invited him to play the traditional Turkic music at the
wedding. They had dwelled in a city for several generations, but some tribal traditions survived,
none more important than the music of the steppes.“Father, is not it time to switch to the groom’s
music?” I asked my father as he was accepting the guests’ good wishes for the new
couple.“Why? You don’t like the band?”“I do, but we need to respect the wishes of Bizell’s family
too.”“Right you are. I’ll tell them.”And soon the komuz—a string instrument that looked like a
large, much extended pear—replaced the Jewish band’s energy with its simple, peaceful
sounds. The guests waiting for less arduous actions appeared in the dancing area. They moved
with the slow rhythm of the komuz as if experiencing the serenity of gods, and I saw my chance
to pull Lada out of the standing crowd.The whole scene of young bachelors circling around Lada
like bears around honey made me jealous. Only later I realized what emotion it was, but at that
time I just felt annoyed and wanted to get her away from those bastards. She did not resist. We
ran to the front of our house, by my favorite apple tree, where a relative quiet surrounded
us.Standing by the tree under the moonlight in silence, looking at each other, her beauty startled
me. Was I blind before? Or maybe deep inside I knew, but my youthful brain was glancing over it.
My heart beat a little faster, and a longing to be with this girl settled in my mind. I was in
love.Lada finally said, “My, my. Not a boy any longer. But the spears in your eyes are even more
relentless.”She said that, but her intense look said something else. I heard, ‘I am so glad you are
back. I missed you.’Was she in love with me too?“I missed you so much,” I said. “I thought of the
time I would be back home and could see you again.” I took Lada’s hand into both of mine and
the feel of her skin made my head spin, while my tongue made me say, “I love you!”I was afraid
she would laugh at me. Instead, she withdrew her hand and embraced me so that I felt every
part of her body with mine. Then she kissed me on the lips. Our first kiss. I always remembered
the way she hugged my neck with her silky arms, the way she stroked my cheek and looked into
my eyes—those gorgeous blue eyes declaring their love for me.8We used every opportunity to
be together all autumn and winter long. However, quickly I realized that something new
interfered with our peace: the suitors. At fifteen, Lada bloomed into an attractive young woman
and, hostage or not, men wanted to marry her. They made appointments to see her and talk with
my parents. So far, just talk. But for how long?Some evenings we missed because of those
punks. They made me angry, just like at the wedding. My father was not sure how to deal with
the suitors, and Grandpa preached caution. Lada was from an important Rus family after all. The
situation required careful consideration, and I thanked Grandpa in my mind every time the next
suitor left empty-handed. I repeated to myself ‘I will find a way to marry her.’Most often, we would
go to the river, find a secluded spot, and talk. That is, we talked between long kissing stretches.
Hugs and kisses—this is as far as it went for us.With the beginning of winter, we developed a
new routine.Winter was never my favorite time of year. I liked the freedom and smell of the
steppes in summer, the military training, and the male camaraderie. I enjoyed autumn with its



bounty and weddings and the return home. Spring I liked the most. The resurrection of nature
after winter impressed me every year.But this year’s winter became the best season of my
life.Our lives intertwined into a single sprout of joy. Winter made that clear by removing all the
superficial trappings—the good weather, beautiful river vistas, and tranquil seascapes— leaving
only the two of us to enjoy each other. And we did. We still went to different places, but those
were not important—we were. In a mosque we giggled at the men prostrating on the ground; in a
bazaar we observed buyers and sellers haggling over a pittance; at the Kagan’s castle we
teased the guards, until one of them lost patience and scared us with his spear so we ran away
laughing. Every day it was something different.Given a chance, we ended up in the part of the
city full of felt tents, where the settled nomads lived. They were nomads in the past but moved
into cities and found a new lifestyle.“Look at those little boys,” Lada would say, pointing to two- or
three-year-olds leading a horse to a feeding place. “They are so cute and start doing chores so
young.”The streets smelled of koumis—fermented horse milk—and dried meats. At the stalls we
would buy some dried horsemeat, find a secluded place to sit, and eat the salty brown pieces
while trying to grab the food from each other. In a sufficiently secluded place, we would be
kissing until dark. Mostly in silence.That was the winter of our budding love. Then the spring
arrived, and I had to leave with my unit for the steppes again. The last day before my departure,
we went to our favorite place at the riverbank.The weather wrapped us in its evening warmth
while we sat on a grassy hillock and watched the waters of the Volga calmly flowing by within
twenty feet. Both deep in thought, we stayed silent. Our bodies touching provided comfort and
support. After a while, I put an arm around Lada’s shoulders.“I cannot believe we won’t be
together for a few months,” I said and lightly kissed her on the cheek.She turned to face me and
kissed me back, lips on lips. “Just a few months,” the optimist in her pronounced.“A few months is
a long time. You are going to like one of those handsome men who want to marry you and move
to . . . Byzantium, become a grand lady, and live in one of those grand palaces people talk
about.”“That’s the plan.”“But I will find you there, kill your husband, and take you back here.”“I
know you would. Okay, I will wait for you to return. You convinced me.” We knew each other well
by this time.We sat at that hillock until the sky had enough of our silly talk and pushed heavy
clouds above us, getting ready for a thunderstorm. We ran home.For the first time in my life I
wanted to spend summer in the city rather than leaving it for the steppes.9Our military camp in
the steppe sat among the hills, surrounded on two sides by deep ravines, which are widespread
in these parts. We installed our yurts—kibitkas, as the locals call them—on the black dirt, up to
eight men in each, except for the officers, who each had their own. From our encampment, we
could see in the distance the fields of growing grains and vegetables, cultivated by the settled
tribes. Life was good in the open space. The steppe with no end, the blue sky, fellow soldiers
next to you making jokes, telling stories—what can compete with that? Before the weather
turned hot we enjoyed watching the saigas roaming around, feeding, and jumping. We joked
how their elongated faces looked funny with the wide, downturned nostrils. Their exhalations
lifted dust as by the wind. But they were so graceful! When massive saiga herds moved while the



sun was up, they looked like a large yellowish spot traveling above the green of the grass—that
is, until the sun burned the grass to the same yellow. Then, from a long distance, the ground and
the saigas blended into a uniform lump. At my age, all this would be a dream come true, if not for
the constant chirp on my mind: was she still waiting for me?We were stationed at the far north of
our land, almost where the Bulgars dwelled. News came rarely. I could not wait to go home, hug
my sweetheart, and feel her love. But the days struggled to run closer to the end of summer.
Finally, as the dry warm winds sweeping the steppe turned into fierce and cold, it was time to
return to Atil.My heart was aching for the sight of the city and my beloved. Entering Atil, I could
not wait to reach my house. At last, here it was. My mother outside, smiling, her eyes full of tears;
my brothers waving their hands; but where is Lada?I dismounted and embraced my mother.
Yinor and Tarna were tossing around me, each one trying to be the first to hug me—always the
competitors. They started asking me about the steppe and the trip home, but I was looking
around expecting to see Lada. But no, she was not there.“Where is Lada?” I asked.“Let’s go
inside, my dear. You have to clean yourself after the trip and eat something,” Mother said, which
was not an answer to my question at all.“Yes, Mom, but where is Lada? Is she busy with
something?”
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Em. Borisov, “YOUNG MAN LIFE AND LOVE, PUT IN UNUSUAL 10-th CENTURY A.D.
TIMEFRAMe. It’s a fictional novel, not a scientific research - the fictional novel about a boy
transformation into a man, with touching love story.But the author did a lot of research for sure.
That’s because he put his heroes into vanished long time ago Khazar country, ten centuries
back in history, in Far East corner of Europe.Well written; interesting multi-layer plot, interesting
heroes, interesting details of unknown to us life.Good work!”

Happy bookworm, “A look into a forgotten page from history of a powerful kingdom. Also, a
riveting love story.. When a work of historical fiction casts a light into a neglected corner of
history interesting things emerge.This well researched and masterfully written historical novel is
one of such interesting works. It delves into history of little known but once powerful polity of
Khazaria, whose elite embraced Judaism.The novel is engaging and full of edifying historical
information and human passions: war, politics, hope, ambition, suffering.Also, it is a riveting love
story.”

Kenneth Funsten, “BOTH RELEVANT & TIMELESS. CAN A MOVIE BE FAR OFF??. With
Ukraine and Russia in the news lately, it is a strange twist of fate that this novel—which must
have been years in the making—has been published just now. Arkady Grinberg’s lively story is
self-published, which says more about the sad state of commercial publishing than about the
craft and passion of its author. Through human drama and great writing, THE LAST KHAZAR
explains more about the feud between Ukraine and Russia than any news show I’ve seen to
date, making this is a must-read for anyone purporting to understand Ukraine and its leaders
such as Volodymyr Zelensky. Set in 968 AD, when the northern Rus invaded and wiped out
neighboring Khazaria, a multi-ethnic, diverse and tolerant society occupying the approximate
geography of today’s Ukrainian nation, Grinberg’s saga of love and Jewish identity has arrived
just in time. It’s déjà vu all over again, and this explains it. Now how soon can we have the
movie? This love story of the Khazars, as it achieves wider reader- and viewership, is bound to
have a powerful effect on the world’s understanding of freedom. Genre: Historical Fiction/Love
Story/War Story. What would it be like to lose your country but retain your national identity? And
then wait a thousand years to take your country back? Answer: You’re not going to lose it again
easily.”
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