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	The Empire of Fear

Christian Lepar

 


The book Empire of Fear is a work of fiction that reflects certain real events. Any similarities to real people, events, or situations are purely coincidental.

 


Alexander Dvorkin sold fear. And the security forces bought it in bulk.

They call us sectarians so that you won't listen to us. They call us enemies so that you will fear us. But look at them. Who are they? People with fake diplomas, sadistic tendencies, and a thirst for power. We are not a sect. A sect is those who make you hate your neighbor on orders from the television. They made the price of communicating with the "marked" exorbitantly high. Want to keep your job? Renounce them. Want peace for your family? Forget the phone number. Want to be considered trustworthy? Throw a stone.

They built an empire on the tears of children and broken families. Their strength lies in darkness. In the fact that no one knows how their mechanism works.



 


Prologue

The airport buzzed like a disturbed beehive, but to Mikhail, the sound merged into a monotonous, oppressive hum. He stood in line at passport control, feeling Maria's damp palm trembling in his hand. She tried to stand up straight, her usual flight attendant posture working on autopilot, but her eyes, hidden behind dark glasses, were frozen with animal terror. The same sticky fear they had been breathing instead of air for the last three months.

They weren't criminals. They hadn't stolen, killed, or betrayed anyone. But in a folder somewhere deep in the system, they were already branded with a label that burned hotter than a red-hot iron. "Sectarians." A word that six months ago had seemed to them a ridiculous anachronism, something out of a horror story from the nineties, had now become a sentence. It had invalidated their diplomas, their reputation, their friendships with people they had known for decades. It had turned them into outcasts in their own country.

Mikhail glanced at the border guard in the glass booth. A young guy, the same age as Mikhail. Maybe they even studied in neighboring buildings at the university. But now there was an invisible but insurmountable gulf between them. If the red light came on now, if the system flagged them as their friend from the administration had warned, their lives would be over. Seven years. The number pulsed in his temples. Seven years for a song. Seven years for refusing to call black white.

"Next," the mechanical voice cut through their nerves.

Maria stepped forward. Mikhail saw her back tense up. He remembered the evening when it all began. An ordinary evening, tea in the kitchen, laughter, music from the phone. How easily the world collapses. Not with an explosion, not with war, but with a quiet knock on the door and the polite, icy voice of a man in plain clothes.

Suddenly, Mikhail was overcome by a strange, detached calm. It was a feeling familiar to him from his investigative work — the moment when the evidence is gathered and the picture of the crime becomes clear. Only now he was investigating his own murder. Social murder. Someone had methodically, coldly, and deliberately destroyed their identities, erasing everything human and replacing it with a terrible label. It was no accident. It was no mistake on the part of the perpetrator. It was the work of a well-oiled machine, a conveyor belt for the production of enemies.

He looked at the people around him. They were laughing, checking their phones, drinking coffee. They didn't know. They lived in an illusion of security, confident that if they were "normal," if they were "like everyone else," this mechanism would not affect them. Mikhail thought so too. He believed in the law, in logic, in the presumption of innocence. How naive.

The stamp sounded like a gunshot. Maria turned around, her face pale as chalk. She passed. Now it was his turn.

Mikhail approached the booth, holding out his passport. The border guard looked at the photo for a long time, then at him. In those seconds, Mikhail replayed everything he had learned over the past few weeks in his head. The faces of his former colleagues, averting their gaze. His mother's hysterics, screaming into the phone about "the apartment taken away" and "hypnosis." Newspaper articles calling him, an officer, an accomplice of extremists. Where did this hatred come from? Who taught these people to hate so much?

"Purpose of your trip?" asked the border guard, without looking up.

"Tourism," Mikhail lied. His voice didn't waver. He was no longer an investigator standing guard over the system. The system had declared him a mistake.

The border guard glanced at the monitor screen again. The pause dragged on. Mikhail felt a drop of sweat roll down his back. At that moment, he swore to himself: if they got out, if this glass barrier opened, he would not be just a refugee. He would not be a silent victim, rejoicing in his salvation. He would take this mechanism apart piece by piece. He would understand how an entire country had been turned into a room of fear, where everyone saw a monster in their neighbor. He would find those who had written this script.

The sound of a stamp.

"Come in."

Mikhail took his passport. His legs felt like cotton wool. He walked through the turnstile, feeling the gravity change with every step. Maria was waiting for him at the boarding gate, clutching the handle of her suitcase so tightly that her knuckles turned white. He hugged her, and only then did she allow herself to breathe out — convulsively, with a sob.

They walked along the jet bridge into the plane, leaving behind the country that had rejected them. But Mikhail knew that the real escape was not yet complete. Physically, they were flying away, but mentally, they were still there, in the sticky web of fear. And to become truly free, they would have to return. Not with their bodies, but with their minds. They would have to descend into the very darkness of what had been done to them in order to find the light.

The plane lifted off the ground, breaking through a layer of gray clouds. Below remained a country plunging into darkness, where truth had become a crime and hatred a virtue. Ahead lay the unknown. But for the first time in a long time, Mikhail had a goal. He would find the creators of their nightmare.








Chapter 1. Height and Concrete

The Boeing 737's turbines cooled, emitting a characteristic, barely audible ringing sound, like the ticking of a giant metal clock. For Maria, this sound always meant one thing: the end. The flight was over.

She stood by the open door, seeing off the last passengers with a smile that had become second nature. But behind that smile was an attentive, scanning gaze. Row 24, seat F — a man had forgotten his tablet. Maria noticed this before he stepped onto the ramp and called out to him softly but insistently. The passenger, a heavyset man in an expensive suit, turned around with a look of slight irritation, which instantly changed to surprise and then gratitude.

"You have sharp eyes," he muttered as he picked up his gadget.

"I'm just observant," Maria replied. "Have a good evening."

When the cabin emptied, she allowed herself to close her eyes for a second and exhale. Ten hours on her feet. The flight from Dubai had been difficult, full of capricious children and even more capricious adults who believed that a business class ticket gave them the right to override the laws of physics and safety regulations.

"Mash, how are you? Alive?" Inga, the senior flight attendant, walked by, adjusting her neck scarf. She was over forty and treated Maria with maternal indulgence mixed with slight apprehension.

"I'm fine," Maria straightened her shoulders, checking with a practiced movement that her uniform jacket was sitting perfectly. "I'll hand in the bar report and then I'm free."

"You were too harsh with that passenger who demanded whiskey during descent," Inga remarked, lowering her voice, even though only they and the cleaners remained on the plane. "He has a platinum card. He could have filed a complaint."

"The instructions prohibit serving alcohol during descent," Maria calmly replied. "And he unbuckled his seatbelt when the sign was already lit. If we had hit turbulence, he would have hit his head on the ceiling. I saved his health and the airline money on dry cleaning the cabin."

Inga shook her head, but a smile played at the corners of her lips. 

"You have two higher educations, girl. Law school with honors. You could be sitting in a warm office, shuffling papers and earning three times as much, without risking running into a drunk boor. But you're here, pushing carts. And at the same time, you manage to give safety lectures as if you were reading a sentence.

"The office is stuffy," Maria replied curtly.

That was true, but not the whole truth.

She left the Sheremetyevo airport terminal when dusk had already fallen over the city. The cold autumn air hit her face, washing away the smell of air conditioning and jet fuel. Maria loved this moment of transition. From the heavens to the earth. From the sterile, orderly world of aviation to the chaos of everyday life in Moscow.

She rolled her suitcase on wheels behind her, the clatter of which on the pavement setting the rhythm of her thoughts. Inga was right and wrong at the same time. Maria didn't just "pull carts." She chose the sky consciously, running away from the future that her teachers and parents had predicted for her.

Law school taught her how to work with facts. Tourism gave her an understanding of logistics. But it was aviation that gave her what she couldn't find in law—honesty. There were no double standards in the sky. If you don't extend the flaps, you'll crash. If you don't check the pressure, you'll lose cabin pressure. The laws of aerodynamics could not be bribed, you couldn't "negotiate" with them or find loopholes in the wording. It was pure, absolute truth, and Maria, with her innate, almost painful urge to call things by their proper names, felt completely safe there, at an altitude of ten thousand meters.

Much safer than here, on the concrete.

She got into a taxi, gave the address, and leaned her forehead against the cold glass. The lights of the overpasses, billboards, and endless streams of cars rushed by. Moscow was living its life — noisy, aggressive, but understandable. Maria felt like she was part of this huge, complex mechanism. She had a good job where she was valued for her professionalism. She had Mikhail — a man who understood her desire for truth better than anyone else. She had plans for a vacation in Italy and a mortgage they were going to take out in a year.

Her life seemed like a solid structure to her. Like the fuselage of an airplane designed to withstand overload. She knew her rights, knew the laws of her country, and believed that if you didn't break the rules, the system would protect you. Or, at least, leave you alone.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Messages in the work chat, a funny picture from a friend, a notification from the bank. The usual digital noise of normal life.

"Miss, do you mind if I turn up the radio?" asked the taxi driver, looking at her in the rearview mirror. "The news is on."

"Music would be better, if possible," Maria requested. "My head is buzzing after the flight."

She didn't like the news. Lately, it reminded her of turbulence in clear skies — nothing seemed to foreshadow trouble, but it shook so hard that her teeth chattered. But she knew how to tune it out. Her world was clearly defined: the airplane cabin, her apartment, her circle of close friends. Within this circle, the laws of logic and common sense prevailed.

At university, one of her professors, an old civil law scholar, once said to her during an exam: "Vorontsova, you have a brilliant mind, but you are too rigid. Jurisprudence is the art of flexibility. And you are trying to draw straight lines where curves are needed. It will be difficult for you."

At the time, she took it as a compliment. Now, looking at the high-rise buildings flashing by outside the window, she remembered his words with a slight smile. She had found a place where straight lines were the only way to survive. In aviation, "flexibility" in following instructions led to disasters.

Maria took a mirror out of her purse. Perfect makeup, no sign of fatigue, a strict bun. An exemplary flight attendant. Some of her colleagues behind her back called her the "Snow Queen" or "The Rules in Heels." It didn't bother her. She knew that in an emergency, they would run to her for a solution.

She remembered an incident a month ago. A group of drunk passengers were flying to Antalya on a charter flight. They started to be rude to a young trainee, reducing the girl to tears. Other flight attendants tried to smooth things over, smiling and persuading them. Maria simply stood in the aisle. She did not raise her voice or make threats. She simply explained very clearly, using legally precise wording, the consequences of their actions according to the Air Code and the Administrative Code of the Russian Federation. She talked about fines, blacklists, and the fact that the police would meet them at the ramp and their vacation would end at the police station.

There was such icy confidence in her voice that the rowdy passengers fell silent. They sensed a power that did not need to shout. The power of righteousness.

"We're here," the taxi driver braked at the entrance to a typical Moscow high-rise.

Maria paid and got out. The familiar courtyard, the playground, the neighbors' parked cars. Everything was so reliable, so unshakable. The concierge greeted her, noting, as always, her uniform.

As she rode up in the elevator, Maria felt the tension of the flight finally melt away. She was home. This was her fortress. These were her rules. She took out her keys, looking forward to a hot shower and dinner with Mikhail. She wanted to tell him about the passenger with the tablet and discuss plans for the weekend.

She opened the door, letting in the smell of home — coffee and men's cologne.

There was a stack of letters on the nightstand in the hallway. Utility bills, some food delivery advertisement. Maria mechanically sorted through the papers, preparing to throw away the trash. 

She took off her shoes, feeling the pleasant coolness of the laminate flooring on her bare feet. The concrete and floors of this house seemed to her to be the most reliable protection against any winds. She was sure that she stood firmly on her feet. She was sure that her impeccable reputation, her diplomas, her honesty were armor that could not be pierced.

Maria went to the window and looked down at the city, crisscrossed by the lights of the avenues. From the height of the tenth floor, people looked like tiny dots moving along predetermined trajectories. She liked this height. It gave her the illusion of control and perspective.

She did not yet know that there are different kinds of height. There is the height of flight, which gives freedom. And there is the height of the scaffold, from which you are pushed into the abyss, and no instructions, no red diplomas will tell you how to brace yourself for the fall.

Somewhere in the depths of the apartment, the TV was quietly playing, which Mikhail had forgotten to turn off. Some news story was on, the words merging into an indistinct hum, but the announcer's intonation was alarming, tense. Maria closed the window, cutting off the noise from the street, but the disturbing hum remained inside, locked within the four walls with her.








Chapter 2. Servant of Truth

The office of investigator Mikhail Sokolov smelled of dust, cheap instant coffee, and old paper—a specific aroma that no air conditioner could remove. It was the smell of bureaucracy, ingrained in the walls of the Investigative Committee as deeply as soot in a smoker's lungs.

On the table in front of Mikhail lay a thick folder with case number 14-88⁄23. Burglary, aggravated by group conspiracy. It seemed like a routine case, the kind that dozens of them passed through this office every month. The suspect was a nineteen-year-old guy named Kryukov, previously convicted of hooliganism. An ideal candidate for quick statistics. The operatives brought in a confession just three hours after the arrest. The case could have been closed, sent to the prosecutor's office, and everyone could have gone home with a sense of accomplishment.

But Mikhail didn't close it. He sat staring at the interrogation report and tapping his pen on the tabletop. The rhythmic, annoying sound echoed in the silence of the office.

"Mish, are you ready?" Major Volkov, the head of the neighboring department, appeared in the doorway. "It's Friday evening. The guys are going to the bar to celebrate Petrov's promotion. Are you coming with us?"

"Go ahead, I'll catch up," Mikhail replied without looking up. "There's one inconsistency here."

Volkov sighed heavily and entered the office, closing the door behind him. He was fifteen years older than Mikhail, heavyset, with the puffy face of a man who had seen too much and too often compromised his conscience for the sake of keeping his superiors happy.

"What inconsistency, Sokolov?" Volkov plopped down on a visitor's chair, which creaked plaintively. "The kid signed a confession. The evidence has been seized. The victim identified the jacket. What more do you need? Unicorn blood?"

"Billing," Mikhail said curtly. "I requested his phone billing records. At the time of the theft, at 11:40 p.m., Kryukov's phone was twenty kilometers from the crime scene. In the dormitory."

"So what?" Volkov waved his hand. "He left his phone at home and went to do the job. An old trick."

"He called his mother at 11:42 p.m. The conversation lasted four minutes." I listened to the recording; it's in the operator's archive. His voice is calm, with the TV playing in the background. The news was reporting on snowfall in Norilsk at that moment. I checked the broadcast schedule—the story was indeed on at that time. Kryukov was at home, Sergei Ivanovich. He couldn't have robbed that warehouse.

Volkov grimaced as if he had suddenly developed a toothache. He took out a cigarette, twirled it between his fingers, but did not light it — smoking had long been banned in the building, although the bosses' offices were sometimes filled with smoke.

"Misha," the major's voice became insinuating, almost fatherly. "Do you understand what you're doing right now? You're ruining our quarterly results. The operatives dug up the ground to catch this Kryukov. The bosses have already reported to the top that the series of thefts has been solved. And now you're going to come out with your billing and say, 'Sorry, we screwed up, go find the real thief again'?

"I won't come out with it," Mikhail calmly replied, finally looking up at his colleague. His eyes were clear, without a shadow of doubt. "I just won't send an innocent man to prison for three years. That's my job, Sergei Ivanovich. To establish the truth."

"Your job is to investigate cases and send them to court," Volkov cut him off harshly. "And the truth... The truth is a philosophical concept. Kryukov is a scumbag. If he didn't rob that warehouse, then he robbed something else and got away with it. He'll learn his lesson in prison. Society will be better off for it."

Mikhail put down his pen. A cold wave of indignation began to rise inside him. He knew this logic. He had heard it from his first day on the job. "Find a person, and you'll find an article." "You can't make an omelet without breaking eggs." For many of his colleagues, the Code of Criminal Procedure was not a set of strict rules, but something like a restaurant menu from which you could choose convenient dishes and ignore the unpalatable ones.

For Mikhail, however, the law was mathematics. An absolute value. If the evidence did not fit the equation, then there was no solution. You couldn't just tailor the answer to fit the end of the textbook.

"I am issuing a ruling to terminate the criminal prosecution of Kryukov," he said firmly. "And I am sending the case for further investigation. Let them look for the real criminals."

Volkov stood up. The chair creaked again, but now the sound seemed threatening.

"Look, Sokolov. Principle is good, as long as it doesn't start to interfere with the system. You're a smart, competent guy. You could already be the deputy head of the department. But you're inconvenient. You're like a bone in the throat — you can't swallow it, and you can't spit it out. The system grinds people like that up. Or spits them out on the side of the road.

"Strength lies in truth, Sergei Ivanovich," Mikhail allowed himself a slight smile. "Isn't that what they taught us at the academy?"

"At the academy, they taught us to pass exams," Volkov grumbled, heading for the exit. "But life teaches us to survive. Think about that while you're writing your resignation letter."

The door slammed shut. Mikhail was left alone. He looked at the portrait on the wall, at the spines of the codices on the shelf. He wasn't afraid. On the contrary, he felt a surge of strength. Every time he managed to uphold the letter of the law, he felt that the world was becoming a little more orderly, a little more just. He believed that chaos could be defeated simply by doing one's job honestly. If every investigator, every judge, every police officer simply followed instructions and their conscience, the country would be transformed.

He signed the decree. His pen stroke was sharp and confident. Kryukov would be released tomorrow. Yes, he was no angel, but he should not be imprisoned for this particular crime. It was a small victory of order over entropy.

Mikhail returned home after dark. The apartment greeted him with the smell of baked chicken and quiet jazz flowing from the speakers. Maria was in the kitchen, cutting salad. She was wearing a T-shirt and shorts, her hair pulled back in a casual bun, but even in this outfit, she exuded the same discipline and composure as she did in her flight attendant uniform.

He came up behind her, hugged her, and buried his nose in her neck. She smelled of vanilla and warmth.

"Hard day?" she asked, covering his hands with hers.

"The usual," Mikhail kissed her on the temple and stepped away to pour some water. "I was fighting windmills again in the form of Major Volkov.

"Trying to make them work according to the law?" Maria smiled, but there was a flash of understanding in her eyes. She knew these stories.

"I tried to explain that statistics are not worth a human life. Even if it's the life of a petty hooligan."

They sat down to dinner. The kitchen was their place of power. Here, at a small round table, they often spent hours discussing everything under the sun, from geopolitics to new baggage rules. Their relationship was based not only on passion, but also on deep intellectual respect. Maria was not just "the investigator's girlfriend." She was an equal partner whose mind was as sharp as his.

"You know," Maria said, spearing a piece of tomato with her fork. "In aviation, we have a principle of 'just culture'. If a pilot makes a mistake but admits to it himself, he is not punished. Because it is important to understand the reason for the mistake so that it does not happen again. But if he hides the mistake or deliberately breaks the rules, he is fired without question.

"That sounds reasonable," Mikhail nodded.

"The problem is that your agencies seem to have no concept of 'mistake'. There is only 'performance'. If you admit to a mistake in the investigation, you ruin the statistics. Therefore, the system will defend its mistake to the end, even at the cost of an innocent person's life."

Mikhail put down his fork.

"Not the whole system, Mash. The system is made up of people. If I don't allow this in my position, if another investigator in a neighboring district does the same, the fabric of the system will begin to change. It's like immunity. We are white blood cells. We must fight the infection of lawlessness from within."

Maria looked at him with a long, searching gaze. There was love in that gaze, but there was also anxiety.

"You're an idealist, Misha. It's a wonderful quality for a person, but dangerous for an investigator. You believe
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