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Prologue 
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Moscow, Union of Soviet Socialist Republics November 7, 1982 9:47 PM 

The boy heard the empire dying before anyone else did. 

Not its death rattle—that would not come for another nine years, whispered in the corridors of power by men too old to fight and too tired to resist. What Dimitri Volkov heard on the night of November 7, 1982, was subtler: the empire’s heartbeat faltering. A skip. A stutter. The tremor before the quake. 

He was twelve years old, standing at the edge of Red Square, his small hand locked inside his mother’s. 

Above them, fireworks split the sky into rivers of red and gold. The explosions were magnificent, terrifying, beautiful in the way only destruction could be. They lit up the towers of the Kremlin, the red bricks of Lenin’s Mausoleum, and the faces of the hundreds of thousands who had been bused in from factories, collective farms, and universities to cheer. 

Dimitri cheered because his mother cheered. He waved his little red flag because everyone around him waved theirs. He sang the Internationale because the words had been drilled into him since he could speak. But even at twelve, even in the grip of spectacle and cold, he sensed something was wrong. 

It was in the faces of the men on the reviewing stand. 

From where he stood, they were tiny figures atop the Mausoleum, wrapped in heavy coats and fur hats, waving mechanically. They were old—unbelievably old. Leonid Brezhnev stood at the center, barely able to lift his arm, his face a mask of grey flesh and dark spots, his eyes vacant. Beside him, Andropov watched with hawk-like vigilance, his gaze flicking constantly to Brezhnev as if monitoring a failing machine. 

And then there was the third man. Younger, broad-shouldered, bald, his face carved from granite. He did not wave. He did not cheer. He simply watched the crowd with the patient, calculating gaze of a man counting heads. 

“Who is that, Mama?” Dimitri asked, pointing. 

His mother, Elena, looked where he pointed. Her face tightened, a flicker of fear. 

“That is Comrade Mikhail Gorbachev,” she said. “He is a rising man in the Politburo.” 

“Is he important?” 

Her silence was long. Fireworks burst overhead, painting her face in alternating shadows and red light. “They are all important, Dima. That is the problem.” 

He didn’t understand. He was twelve. He understood fireworks, red flags, the cold seeping through his boots, and the pressure of his mother’s hand. He understood that the Soviet Union was the greatest country in the world, that the Americans were aggressors, that the Party was the vanguard of the proletariat, and that one day he would serve the Motherland as his father had. 

His father, Alexei Volkov, had been a captain in the KGB. He had died in Afghanistan in 1979—killed by a mujahideen ambush near Kabul, the official letter said. The flag that draped his coffin was folded in a drawer at home, beside his medals and a photograph of him in uniform, smiling, his eyes the same pale grey as Dimitri’s. 

Elena Volkov had raised her son alone. She worked as a translator at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, translating German and English documents in a building that smelled of stale cigarettes and secret ink. She was quiet, careful, watchful—the qualities the state demanded of its citizens. 

But on this night, she squeezed her son’s hand tighter than usual. When the fireworks ended and the crowds dispersed, she did not go home. Instead, she led him through the darkened streets of Moscow, past granite government facades and neon department store signs, to a small park near the Moskva River. 

There, on a bench overlooking the water, she told him something that would change his life. 

“Listen to me, Dima,” she whispered. “What I am about to tell you, you must never repeat. Not to your teachers. Not to your friends. Not to anyone. Do you understand?” 

He nodded, frightened by her intensity. 

“Your father did not die in Afghanistan.” 

The words struck him like a blow. He stared, uncomprehending. 

“Your father died in Lefortovo,” Elena continued. The infamous KGB prison. “He was arrested in 1979, accused of treason. They said he passed information to Western intelligence.” 

“That’s not true,” Dimitri said reflexively. His father was a hero. The letter said so. The medals said so. 

“I know it’s not true,” Elena said. Her eyes glistened, but her voice was steady. “Your father was loyal. But he discovered something—something certain men in the KGB did not want discovered. They destroyed him. They fabricated evidence. They held a closed trial. And they executed him.” 

Dimitri sat frozen, the world shifting beneath him. 

“What did he discover?” he asked. 

Elena looked at him for a long time. “He discovered the empire is rotting from the inside. That the men on the reviewing stand tonight are not leaders—they are undertakers. And that the system your father gave his life for is a lie.” 

She took his trembling hands. “You have a choice, Dima. You can believe the lie and live comfortably within it. Or you can learn the truth and spend your life fighting for something real. But if you choose truth, you must be prepared to lose everything—your career, your freedom, your life. Do you understand?” 

He looked at the dark river. He thought of his father’s pale grey eyes. He thought of the old men on the reviewing stand, and the granite-faced man who did not wave. 

“I understand, Mama.” 

“Good.” She stood. “Now, come. We should go home.” 

They walked back through the dark streets, past the sleeping facades of the Soviet empire. Dimitri carried the weight of his father’s truth like a stone in his chest. 

He was twelve. He did not know that nine years later the empire would crumble, that the granite-faced man would become General Secretary and try to reform the unreformable, tearing the Union apart. He did not know he would spend his life inside the KGB, rising through its ranks while secretly working to destroy it. He did not know that on the other side of the world, a woman in Washington was reading his father’s file and making plans of her own. 

He did not know any of this. 

He was only a boy. And the empire was beginning to fall. 

Seven years later, it would collapse entirely. This is the story of what happened in between. 
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Chapter One: The Oath
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Moscow, KGB Headquarters, Lubyanka  

March 11, 1985 

The day Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary, Dimitri Volkov took an oath he intended to break. 

The ceremony was held in the Hall of Oaths, a marble chamber buried beneath the Lubyanka—the fortress of the Committee for State Security. The room smelled faintly of stone dust and tobacco smoke, as if the walls themselves had absorbed decades of secrets. 

Twenty-three recruits stood in line, identical dark suits, identical expressions of solemn devotion. Before them, on a pedestal, loomed a bust of Felix Dzerzhinsky, founder of the Cheka. His bronze eyes glared down at them, a reminder that the organization had been born in blood and had thrived on fear. 

Dimitri raised his right hand. His voice was steady, but inside he felt the words corrode him. 

“I, Dimitri Alexeievich Volkov, joining the ranks of the Committee for State Security, do solemnly swear to be an honest, brave, disciplined, and vigilant fighter for the Soviet state. To strictly keep state and military secrets. To unquestioningly carry out the orders of my commanders.” 

Unquestioningly. The word tasted like ash. His father had sworn the same oath twenty years earlier, in this same room, before this same bust. His father had died for it—executed in Lefortovo, branded a traitor. 

Dimitri spoke the words clearly, his face composed. He had learned to compose his face early—the way all Soviet citizens did, smoothing away doubt and dissent until the surface was as blank as the Kremlin wall. 

The oath was a lie. Every word of it. And Dimitri spoke it with the conviction of a man who had spent three years preparing for this moment. 

He was twenty-five. Tall, lean, with his father’s pale grey eyes and his mother’s careful intelligence. He had graduated from Moscow State University with a degree in international relations and a flawless Party record. He had been recruited by the KGB after a lecture where his incisive questions marked him as promising. 

What the scout had not known—what no one knew—was that Dimitri had been preparing since the night his mother told him the truth. He had studied the system from the inside, learned its rhythms, its weaknesses. He had read forbidden books smuggled by his mother—Solzhenitsyn, Orwell, Sakharov. He had mastered English and German, not for the Party, but to understand the world beyond the Wall. 

And he had made a decision: he would join the KGB. He would rise through its ranks. He would learn its secrets. And when the empire cracked, he would help bring it down. 

The ceremony ended. The recruits filed out. In the corridor outside, a man waited. 

He was short, solidly built, with a broad, flat face and close-cropped grey hair. His uniform bore the shoulder boards of a Colonel. His eyes were small, dark, restless. 

“Comrade Volkov,” he said. His voice was deep, roughened by cigarettes. “I am Colonel Viktor Morozov. I will be your supervisor. Walk with me.” 
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