
TSAR

“Pilot”

FADE IN:

EXT. WOODS - EVENING

Winter. The bare trees under a blanket of fresh white snow.  
Silent, pristine. Then.... the labored breathing of someone 
running.  

Blood droplets hit the ground hard and fast as A MAN (40s), 
naked - not in the best physical shape, bruised with a gash 
across his forehead, handcuffs bound on one wrist and a rope 
around his neck - flees.  

A single gun shot catches him in the back and he is down. 

THE SHOOTER carries a sharpshooter’s rifle.  He walks to the 
dying man and puts two bullets into the back of his head.

The dead man’s body is dragged back through the woods. 

Super:  Saratov, Russia  February 1904

EXT. SARATOV OBLAST, RUSSIA - NIGHT

Establishing village. A transportation hub along the Volga 
River near a ferry terminal and connecting train depot with a 
cluster of buildings: the Postal/Telegraph Office, General 
Store, Police Station, Stable and Inn. 

EXT. INN - BEHIND BUILDING - NIGHT

The small inn is a stop over for travelers. As a horse feeds 
from a trough, a man - ROSENBERG (30s) educated, fucks a 
local trollop, the INNKEEPER’S DAUGHTER. 

Before they can complete the act, A GUN is pointed at his 
temple. YEVNO AZEF, who would call himself an agent 
provocateur but is basically a thug for hire, allows 
Rosenberg to pull his pants up and the girl to cover herself.

AZEF
Hello, Rosenberg.

Rosenberg trembles as he looks over Azef’s shoulder; sees the 
shooter from the woods with his rifle.  The shooter walks 
toward Rosenberg and slips a black hood over his head.



CUT TO BLACK.

EXT. WOODS - TORTURE SITE - NIGHT

When the hood is removed Rosenberg quickly realizes he is 
handcuffed and tied to a tree.  

In front of him, the shooter finishes digging a pit in the 
semi-frozen ground.  He jumps out of the hole and rolls the 
body of the naked man into it.

To his left, Azef puts a rope around the neck of A THIRD MAN, 
stripped to the waist, beaten, and begging for mercy.

THIRD MAN
No, please. I’ve told you, no one 
said a word. We were mistaken. I’ll 
write whatever you want. Please. 

He turns into a simpering puddle as Azef walks around the 
tree to where the other end of the rope is draped over a 
branch and tied to a horse.  As a last ditch effort, he tells 
Azef what he thinks he wants to hear--

THIRD MAN (CONT’D)
God bless the Tsar.

Azef hits the backside of the horse which takes off.  The 
rope pulls the third man into a hanged position.

Rosenberg, Azef and the shooter watch him struggle, then die.  

INT. WINTER PALACE - SMALL THRONE ROOM - NIGHT

The Tsar, Nicholas II, Emperor and Autocrat of all the 
Russias. “NICKY,” (35) is tender yet stubborn, ill-suited for 
his position. Great husband, lousy leader. He sits on the 
throne wearing his military dress uniform having his portrait 
painted - silent, uncomfortable, shifting and impatient.  

Grand Corinthian columns, Baroque red velvet walls, with the 
double-headed eagles of the Romanov crest in silver behind 
Nicky’s head complement his belief in his absolute rule.

Super: St. Petersburg

COUNT SERGIUS WITTE (50s), Chairman of Cabinet Ministers, 
Reformer and a constant thorn in Nicky’s side, stands behind 
the ARTIST delivering some news.
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WITTE
Sire, Ambassador Kurino is 
returning to negotiations.

NICKY
Excellent, Sergius. That is good 
news.

WITTE
There is a condition.

NICKY
Oh?

WITTE
In exchange for our continued 
presence in Manchuria, Korea will 
have to be taken off the table.

Nicky turns his head to Witte, seeming incredulous, which 
disrupts the portrait artist.  Witte pleads his case.

WITTE (CONT’D)
I have guaranteed the ambassador 
earnest consideration of proposals 
on both sides.

NICKY
I’m changing the official portrait. 
I’ve grown in the last ten years.  
My face is fuller now.  You see?  
I’m starting to resemble my father.

He holds his chin up.

WITTE
If we cannot find an acceptable 
solution this time, they may sever 
diplomatic relations altogether.  

NICKY
I’ve heard you, Sergius. What time 
is it? Rather late, I think.

Nicky dismisses Witte by turning back into position for the 
artist. Witte sees the painting is formal, lacking warmth.

EXT. SARATOV OBLAST - NIGHT

Amid the vast farmland is the Ryazan-Ural Railroad running 
adjacent to the river. A unique TRAIN-TO-FERRY provides the 
connection across the river between the two parts of the 
railroad.  It’s coming in.       
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RAILROAD FERRY

The ferry docks.  Here are the Gromyko brothers.

Idealist PAUL GROMYKO (early 20s) has read War and Peace a 
time too many, disembarks wearing the cadet uniform of an 
officer candidate. His younger brother VASILY (17) is almost 
a man but still impetuous, unselfish and innocent.  

Paul is first among the few passengers.  His face lights up 
when he spots Vasily waiting for him. They hug & kiss hello.

VASILY
Paul.

PAUL
Look at you, little brother.  All 
grown up.

VASILY
It’s only been six months.

PAUL
Feels like six years. How’s Irina?

VASILY
Oh, very nice.  No thought for Ma 
or Da or Pasha and Julissa?  

Paul picks up one bag, Vasily the other and they start 
walking toward the road.

PAUL
She’s my wife now, Vasily, 
remember?

VASILY
Ma has her trained. She’ll make a 
nice wife when you’re released.

PAUL
I don’t want to be released. Ten 
more months and I’ll be an officer. 
I’ll be able to send money home.  
No more work in the mines.  You and 
Da can be on the farm full time.

VASILY
I’d like that.
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EXT. ROAD THROUGH FARMLAND

Paul and Vasily walk along the road that separates the snow-
covered farmland and woods from the river bank and village.  
Paul takes a sharp turn into the woods.

PAUL
Let’s take a short cut.

VASILY
I’ll race you.

Vasily takes off into the woods.  Paul is right behind him.

EXT. WOODS - TORTURE SITE

Paul and Vasily are on a trail when they hear voices. Hiding 
behind a tree, they see the horse and a wagon with a lantern 
that gives enough light to see what is happening. 

They watch Azef cut down the hanged man and toss him into the 
pit with the first man.  When the shooter goes for his rifle, 
Rosenberg tries to talk his way out.

ROSENBERG
You think the work you do is noble.  
It’s useless.  The revolution can’t 
be stopped.  You want change, I 
know you do. This isn’t about 
protecting the Tsar. It’s about 
being free. You’re one of us, 
Yevno. No one knows the rest. I 
will keep your secret. Trust me. 

Azef smiles and walks toward the pit. The shooter fires two 
shots into Rosenberg who dies still tied to the tree.

Paul has a flash of recognition and takes a good, long look 
at Azef.  He and Vasily watch him untie Rosenberg and drag 
him to the pit.  The shooter pours kerosene over the bodies 
as Azef uses a lantern flame to light a cigarette, then toss 
the lantern in the pit.

Flames, smoke. The burning bodies sting the eyes.

Vasily moves and steps on a branch. His footfall makes a 
noise loud enough for Azef to hear.

Azef alerts the shooter who takes his rifle and searches the 
area. He finds the tree Paul and Vasily were hiding behind. 
The brothers are gone. Their footprints remain in the snow.
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EXT. GROMYKO HOME - NIGHT

Vasily and Paul have run the rest of the way. At the gate of 
their small farm, they catch their breaths.

PAUL
Not one word.

Vasily, still too shaken to speak, nods.  

INT. GROMYKO HOME

Three rooms with a table, fireplace and two bedrooms for six 
people.  FAMILY PHOTOS: Paul in his uniform, a family 
portrait, and Irina & Paul’s wedding photo are on the mantle 
next to the official portrait of the Tsar many families own.

Waiting are their father, KAREL, a hard-working, kind, 
dutiful family man living the harsh life of his station; Wife 
and mother ELSA with daughter-in-law IRINA, and her youngest 
children, PASHA (9) and JULISSA (6).

KAREL
There he is.

A great big bear hug for Paul as Vasily takes the bags into 
the smaller bedroom.  Elsa next steps up to kiss Paul hello.  
Then Paul steps back and sees his wife.  He smiles at Irina 
and goes to her.  They kiss.

IRINA
Welcome home.

Paul’s little sister, Julissa jumps into his arms while Pasha 
hugs him. Paul looks from the smiles of the family to 
Vasily’s grim face as he slumps against the door frame.

INT. WINTER PALACE - NICKY’S & ALIX’S BEDROOM 

Nicky’s wife, Empress Alexandra “ALIX,” (31) tall and 
slender, with a fragility beneath her icy German-English 
reserve, studies her reflection in the mirror.  She is ready 
for bed as HER MAID rubs cream into her hands and arms.  

Nicky enters already in his pajamas. The maid finishes with 
Alix, then leaves silently.

ALIX
You’ll be missed at Sarov.
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NICKY
It won’t take long this time.  I’ll 
join you before the end of the 
week.  Serge and your sister will 
be more than enough company.

ALIX
You ignored their ultimatum. I have 
a terrible feeling these talks 
won’t go as smoothly as you’d like.

NICKY
Is this information from your 
spiritualist?  Haven’t you had 
enough of that?  

ALIX
Monsieur Vachot was a charlatan.  

NICKY
I’m glad you realize.

ALIX
That doesn’t discount the feeling 
in the pit of my stomach, Nicky.  
Right here.

Nicky looks at her and Alix pats her abdomen.  Nicky walks to 
her and puts his hand over hers.

NICKY
There? Are you queasy? Perhaps we 
are expecting again.  

ALIX
Wouldn’t that be wonderful?

NICKY
After four daughters, I hate to 
admit a son would, indeed be a 
blessing. Is that selfish?

ALIX
I’ll say an extra prayer to St. 
Seraphim. He’s a miracle worker.

NICKY
(cheeky)

Sunny, Seraphim was a miracle, but 
I’m the man doing the work.

Nicky seductively begins to undress. Alix laughs. 
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She gets into bed and watches him. He gets in bed for a 
passionate kiss.  There is so much love between them. All of 
the emotion behind their looks and caresses. Slowly, 
deliberately they make love.

EXT. FARMHOUSE - DAY

A FARMER puts a few potatoes and other vegetables in a burlap 
sack and hands it to Vasily who says thank you and leaves.

EXT. WOODS - TORTURE SITE 

Vasily heads home through the trees. He passes the burial pit 
where the burned bodies remain.  

He stares morbidly at the corpses, so recklessly abandoned.  
Who were these men? What could have led them to this fate?  
Will they be mourned? He considers life’s slender thread when 
a glint of sunlight reflects on a watch chain on one body.  

Vasily quickly reaches down to pull up a silver POCKET WATCH.  
It is beautiful, expensive and sentimental.  Engraved:

Translation: All my love, Anna

While Vasily admires the watch, he does not notice a fully 
grown GRAY WOLF common to these woods inches closer.

Vasily stands and turns.  He sees the wolf and freezes.  
Petrified.  He’s seen wolves before, but never this close.  

He dares not move.  He doesn’t even realize he’s holding his 
breath.  He could not scream, even if he wanted to.

The lone wolf does not seem to be with his pack. It waits, 
unsure of Vasily.  After his initial panic, Vasily gathers 
his wits.  Heart leaping from his chest, he does not make eye 
contact; backs away slowly.

Suddenly-- a shot rings out, hitting a tree.  The wolf runs 
away.  Vasily hides.  A group of POACHERS chases the wolf and 
stumbles upon the burial pit.

POACHER      
Over here. He ran through the 
trees. Oh my god.

The group of four poachers discover the dead bodies of the 
three men.  Vasily slips away, with the silver pocket watch.
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INT. GROMYKO HOME

Paul and Irina read with Julissa and Pasha. Vasily enters 
dropping his sack on the table for Elsa who lights the stove.  

ELSA
We were starting to worry. 

Vasily walks straight into the smaller of two bedrooms.

INT. GROMYKO HOME - SMALL BEDROOM

Vasily stares at the watch. Is it a souvenir? Why did he take 
it? He doesn’t know. Paul enters.

PAUL
Ma wants to know if there were 
turnips.

Vasily quickly hides the watch under the thin mattress on his 
bed and turns to Paul who has seen him.

PAUL (CONT’D)
What are you doing?

VASILY
Nothing.

PAUL
Let me see what you have.

Vasily does not move.  So Paul walks over and reaches under 
the mattress.  He finds the watch and reads the inscription.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Anna.

(quickly guesses)
You went back there, didn’t you?
Vasily.  You must never mention 
this.  Do you hear me?  Never.

Paul compassionately taps his brother in the head.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Be smart.

Paul keeps the watch.

EXT. TRAIN DEPOT - ST. PETERSBURG - DAY

The train from Moscow pulls into the platform. 
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Azef and the shooter leave a first class car, shake hands 
goodbye and head away in different directions.  

From the royal car, Alix’s sister ELLA and her husband, Grand 
Duke Sergei Alexandrovich, “SERGE” the Governor-general of 
Moscow (and Nicky’s uncle) arrive. 

Serge cuts a fine form in his Prussian officer’s uniform. 
Ella resembles Alix, but has a hospitality and warmth that 
elude her younger sister. 

They are greeted by a DRIVER who leads them to a carriage as 
STAFF take care of their baggage.

EXT./INT. WINTER PALACE 

Serge and Ella are greeted by Nicky’s man, VOLKOV who directs 
FOOTMEN to take the bags and show Ella toward the dining 
room. Serge kisses her cheek before following Volkov.

INT. WINTER PALACE - ROTUNDA

Serge thanks Volkov who bows his goodbye and enters from one 
direction as Witte comes from outside. They walk together.

SERGE
Minister Witte.

WITTE
Your Royal Highness. How is Moscow?

SERGE
In truth, not well.

WITTE
As bad as I’ve heard?

SERGE
The iron workers are on strike.  
The textile mills may be next. The 
Social Revolutionists now outnumber 
the Liberals. And there are rumors 
of an assassination threat.  

WITTE
The Okhrana has assigned a task 
force under von Plehve’s 
jurisdiction.  
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SERGE
You may speak plainly with me. I 
know my nephew’s grasp is tenuous. 
That’s why he has you.

Witte stops to make sure they are not overheard.  

WITTE
The unions have the support of the 
proletariat. Strikes are the first 
step toward revolution. 

SERGE
Are they funded by terrorists?  

WITTE
Okhrana agents are infiltrating 
their ranks to find the radicals.

SERGE
And then?

WITTE
They will be brought to justice.

SERGE
Good.

INT. WINTER PALACE - DINING ROOM

Alix breakfasts alone. Ella greets her with kisses on both 
cheeks. She takes off her gloves and sits for tea.

ELLA
Will I have time to unpack?

ALIX
No. We should leave in the morning.  

ELLA
So soon? Are you that unwell?

ALIX
The headaches are unbearable.  
Nicky thinks the waters will help.

ELLA
What do you think?

ALIX
If St. Seraphim can grant us a son--
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ELLA
Alicky--

ALIX
An heir, Ella. That will solve all 
of our problems. I know it.

INT. MINISTER OF THE INTERIOR’S OFFICE

Azef reports to VYACHESLAV VON PLEHVE (50s), Minister of the 
Interior and Director of the Imperial Police. An intolerant, 
contemptuous son-of-a-bitch dedicated to preserving the 
autocracy.  

He reads the headlines of Revolutionary Russia the illegal 
newspaper of the Social Revolutionary Party.

VON PLEHVE
Back already?

AZEF
They stopped at Saratov. Snow on 
the tracks.  

VON PLEHVE
Are they in custody?

Azef shakes his head, “No.” Von Plehve tosses the newspaper 
into the trash can.  He crosses the room to a small safe.

VON PLEHVE (CONT’D)
No one else can identify you?

AZEF
Nah, Rosenberg didn’t name me. I 
believe him about that. The threats 
are simply the fantasies of what’s 
left of the Narodnaya Volya.

Von Plehve opens the safe and takes two bundled stacks of 
cash and gold. He puts them into a cloth bag.

VON PLEHVE
The only way to stop these threats is 
with quick, decisive action, Mr. Azef.  

AZEF
I agree, Minister.  

VON PLEHVE
Stay where I can find you.

Von Plehve gives Azef the bag. Azef nods and leaves.
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