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Part I
Awakening the Hunter’s Instinct


	


Chapter 1
Farewell to the Safe Harbor

	December 2025 in Virginia was miserable in a way that seeped under your skin: wet, gray, and cold enough to settle into your bones. I sat in my favorite armchair by the fireplace, gripping a heavy mug of black coffee. No sugar. No damn whiskey either; I quit drinking back in the ’90s when I realized I had two choices: face the abyss sober, or let it swallow me whole.

	I’m sixty-six. At that age, normal people tend their gardens or complain about insurance premiums. Mary and I were planning a trip around the world. I’d promised her that years ago, back when I was at Quantico, buried in crime scene photographs that would’ve made an average cop throw up all over the sheriff’s boots.

	Mary had been piling brochures about a round-the-world cruise on the coffee table for a month now. She wanted to see the fjords, the temples of Kyoto. I just wanted the crime scene photos and autopsy reports to stop replaying in my sleep.

	“Listen, James,” Mary said as she walked into the room carrying a tray with a teapot on it. A brochure lay open on my lap: Oceanic Dream—120 Days of Bliss.

	Bliss. To me, that word had always been the opposite of everything I knew. She looked at me with that particular gaze wives of profilers develop over time, which focuses not at the words themselves, but at what hides beneath them.

	“I’m curious what you really think about this trip,” she said. “You’re not planning to just stand on deck and stare at the ocean, are you?”

	I gave her a crooked smile. She was right, damn it. We’d been together a long time. She knew exactly who I was. Mary understood me better than anyone. Once, watching my eyes light up over a new case and seeing that drive to see it through to the end, she told me she thought new challenges at work gave me energy, a renewed sense of purpose.

	She was always right. I’d seen this shit a thousand times. Our guys retire, buy a damn boat, and six months later they’re either howling at the moon from the emptiness or showing up at the field offices looking for a way back in as consultants. You can turn in your badge, but the Bureau never leaves you. For the Feds, that’s just the truth.

	My whole career, from the days when the methods of the BSU, Behavioral Science Unit, were just beginning to crawl out of the basement of the Academy and still drew smirks from the old-timers, to the years when we in the BAU, Behavioral Analysis, were developing the methodology used by all field offices across the country: all of that experience sat inside me like a bullet lodged near my spine. Heavy. Dangerous. Ready to remind me it was there with the slightest careless move.

	My unit wasn’t just a job to me. I was part of the machine that turned intuition into evidence. And that’s not something you ever walk away from.

	Mary and I lived a quiet, orderly life. Morning walks with the dog. Grocery shopping every Monday for the week ahead. On Sundays, Mary baked a pie without fail. We’d put on our best clothes and head to morning Mass. We sat through the service, chatted with the neighbors on the church steps about the weather and politics, and out of politeness invited Father Thomas to dinner. He always declined with the same gentle courtesy.

	All that time, the names and faces kept running through my head: Ted Bundy, Gary Ridgway, Robert Hansen. We hunted those bastards down. Picked apart the workings of their minds piece by piece. Built profiles that let us get inside their heads before they made their next move. That was my whole life. And none of them will ever completely leave my mind. Every now and then I saw them in my dreams. Sometimes I lost the line between reality and my own memories, locking myself in my office for hours and rereading copies of my old reports.

	But I never complained. I thanked God I was alive and well. I thanked Him that despite more than thirty years of brutal hours, constant stress, and exhaustion, Mary and I were still together. We’d built our dream home from the ground up, brick by brick. We raised two good kids. Now we babysit our grandkids. We live a quiet life now, safe, far from the Bureau.

	And then, in the middle of that hard-earned calm, tinged with boredom, a package appeared on my desk in the study. A courier delivered it that morning. The sender: Viktor Fridman.

	I set my coffee down and opened the package. Inside was a hefty file, a manuscript, or maybe a report, a stack of stapled printouts, a flash drive tucked among them, and a short note:

	“James, I know you’re retired, but take a look at this. Only you can tell me if I’ve lost my mind. This is on a scale we never even imagined. Remember when you said a killer in the shadows is a predator? What if the predator is the shadow itself?”

	I recognized the sender immediately. Damn. I hadn’t heard from him in years. Sharp. One of the best on my team. Viktor… Of course, that wasn’t his real name. Sure, there are a few colorful “characters” from our unit who retired and couldn’t keep their egos in check, handing out interviews left and right and writing bestselling books under their own names. But those of us who dug deep and made enemies beyond prison walls don’t have that luxury. Living under his real name, let alone publishing books, would’ve been suicide for Viktor.

	He came to us as an outside consultant, originally from the Soviet Union. The stir that caused, especially with the counterintelligence guys, was something to see. A Russian immigrant inside the Bureau going through our reports? He spent years under suspicion: sideways glances, quiet paranoia, more than a few trips to the polygraph. Hell, it took me years of working shoulder to shoulder with him before I truly accepted him as my partner.

	A man with an analytical mind as cold as Siberian ice. When Viktor sank his teeth into a trail, he didn’t let go until he hit bone. He saw connections where the rest of us were only just beginning to untangle the chaos. Viktor was the kind of man who could pick up a wolf’s track in a forest full of dogs, and he carried a kind of experience that was both unique and critically important to the Bureau, experience none of the Americans had.      

	We worked a dozen cases together that would never make it into official textbooks or public reports, because the truth in them was too ugly even for hardened professionals.

	I sank into my chair, opened my laptop, and plugged in the flash drive. Viktor had clearly copied a digital version of his book onto it. My eyes fell on the title on the first page.

	The working title was The Kremlin Maniac. I felt something click inside me. That old analytical mechanism I’d been trying to let rust after retirement snapped back to life. My brain, trained to detect patterns in human behavior, reacted instantly to those words. In the current geopolitical climate, it wasn’t the topic itself that stirred me. It was the fact that it had come from Viktor’s pen. That alone got my attention.

	I froze. My finger hovered over the scroll wheel. My first reaction was a chuckle from good old American skepticism.

	That’s one hell of a swing, I thought.

	I’ve seen political despots. I’ve seen corrupt senators. But diagnosing the head of a state as a serial maniac? That was bold, even by Viktor’s standards.

	Still, Viktor never threw words around lightly. If he was aiming this high, it meant he had evidence that went beyond conventional political analysis.

	I started reading.

	The opening caught me off guard. I’d assumed he’d sent memoirs, maybe something about his life in the USSR and how he ended up emigrating. Or maybe he’d gone the same route as some of our colleagues and decided to write about the years we spent doing profiling. But I was in for something completely different.

	The book began with a visit from acquaintances of Viktor’s, members of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who described the persecution their organization had faced in Russia. I’ll admit, the first few pages puzzled me.

	Why would he write a book about this?

	Then the names began to surface. And very quickly, a single thread became impossible to miss, running through the entire book: Alexander Dvorkin. Some Russian professor. A so-called “cult expert.” Supposedly a defender of public safety. A quick surface-level search online showed nothing remarkable. He was just another bearded academic with a stack of credentials. But the deeper I read into Viktor’s text, the more that old instinct started to wake up. That familiar itch at the back of my neck came back. The same feeling I’d had when I studied the Henry Lee Lucas case. The same one that crept in when our team analyzed the BTK letters.

	Viktor had done extraordinary work. He uncovered connections that had slipped past seasoned journalists. He unearthed Dvorkin’s biography, starting with his youth in Moscow, tracing his emigration to the United States in the 1970s, and following his return to Russia. And there, buried in dusty archives and long-forgotten witness statements, a picture began to emerge that sent a familiar chill down my spine.

	“Well, I’ll be damned,” I murmured, barely noticing that the coffee in my mug had gone cold.

	 

	This was our kind of case. A classic psychopath with sadistic tendencies. But one who had found the perfect cover. This was beyond anything I’d encountered in my career. Brilliant. Terrifying.

	The UNSUB, unknown subject, was no longer hiding in a basement. He wasn’t cycling through aliases or drifting from job to job. He built an organization under a respectable front, became an “expert” on sects and cults, and traveled internationally giving lectures.

	He selected his victims in plain sight. He labeled anyone who caught his attention as “cultists,” “dangerous fanatics,” “a cancer on society.” And in full view of the public, through the hands of others, he unleashes atrocities on an unimaginable scale. Ultimately, the sadistic impulses of a serial killer became an instrument of state repression.

	I leaned back in my chair. My pulse quickened.

	This was the old hunter’s thrill, the one I had sworn I would never feel again. That electric current running down your spine when you realize the profile fits. When scattered fragments, ominous rhetoric about “destructive sects,” cold eyes, unexplained cruelty toward former allies, suddenly lock into place.

	This is what criminal psychology calls a God complex: when a subject believes he has the right to decide who lives and who dies based on his own twisted logic. Usually we’re talking about the kind of people who keep their victims locked away in basements.

	But what if the basement is an entire country?

	Viktor knew exactly which buttons to push. He knew that my old habit of double-checking the conclusions of the guys in our section would win out in the end. There was no way I could walk away from such a complex psychological signature. A serial killer legalized at the level of the state? I’ll admit, the scale impressed even me. After spending more than thirty years looking inside the minds of psychopaths, I felt it was my duty to see this profile through to the end.

	I closed my eyes, trying to organize the information. I hadn’t even finished Viktor’s book yet, but the profile was already beginning to take shape in my head.

	
	● Subject: High intelligence. Pathological absence of empathy.


	● Motivation: Total control and gratification derived from victims’ suffering, masked as “protection” or “public safety.”


	● Method: Dehumanization. First strip the target of humanity by branding them a “cultist.” Once society no longer sees a person, it applauds when that person is destroyed.




	At the BAU, we pride ourselves on hunting big game. We take predators off the streets. What Viktor was describing... that was something else entirely. A whole different level. This was a maniac who had turned an entire country into his hunting preserve. He didn’t just kill physically. He's killed thousands of people through others, using the law itself as a noose.

	I looked back at the screen.

	The name Dvorkin no longer seemed accidental. Behind it stood a system I would have to crack open. From the facts in Viktor’s book, one thing was already clear: “anti-cult activity” as a legal cover for sadism. RACIRS, an organization that had effectively become a twenty-first-century inquisition. All of it under state protection. All of it framed as a fight for public safety.

	My mind, warped by decades in the job, immediately began spotting gaps in Viktor’s book. He was good. Very good. But he was too emotionally invested. I could see where he’d missed details, where connections needed to be double-checked.

	So what could I do now?

	When I turned in my badge, my access to classified archives and databases went with it. Part of me had been relieved. No more logging into secure systems every morning. No more rotating access codes, no more layers of clearance. But damn, those systems would really come in handy right now. We had access to databases the public doesn’t even know exist.

	Still, retirement doesn’t erase relationships or certain… passwords. And there was always OSINT. Modern technology makes it possible to move quickly through material in almost any language. Public records. Archived news articles. Old blog platforms where forgotten comment threads still preserve crucial details. Interviews. Recorded lectures. Public speeches. All of it was raw material for a behavioral profile.

	I walked to the window. Rain still drummed against the glass. Mary was right. There would be no cruise. My mind was already running at full throttle. I could feel the old hunter’s thrill. It hit in the moment you realize the beast you’ve been tracking your whole life has been in plain sight all along. It was disguised as another hunter.

	Viktor, you old fox. You knew I wouldn’t be able to read your damn book and just walk away from it. After all those years working side by side, knowing my weakness for tangled cases, sending me that package with your manuscript was like handing me my badge again. It came along with a case file and a stack of crime scene photos.

	I looked at the flash drive. It glowed faintly in the dim light. But it didn’t just contain files. It was a key. A key to a cage built for a predator on a scale the BAU had never faced before. And from what Viktor had uncovered, that predator had no intention of stopping.

	Criminal psychologists, profilers, and analysts across the FBI know one thing for certain: serial killers do not have a stop button. They only have an endgame. Either they’re caught or killed, or they keep refining their methods of murder.

	What startled me was how quickly I’d slipped back into old patterns. As I combed through the files Viktor had sent me, I reached for my phone without thinking, ready to order someone to reexamine Dvorkin’s ties to the KGB in the ’70s and ’80s. I caught myself just in time. Damn it. I’m retired. I let out a bitter chuckle.

	“There’s no such thing as a former one, James,” I muttered to myself, locking the screen.

	Viktor had really done a number on me. He’d already cost me sleep. He’d laid down a challenge I couldn’t ignore.

	How could we have spent decades chasing serial killers and missed someone operating on this scale? How could we overlook a psychopath who had turned his pathologies into state policy?

	I went back to the laptop. On the screen was a photograph of Alexander Dvorkin. Cold eyes. A shaggy beard. The practiced look of an “expert.” In video clips from various interviews, Dvorkin was always holding prayer beads. I knew from Viktor that this was common among Orthodox Christians.

	         Another folder contained excerpts from Alexander Dvorkin’s church speeches. Screenshots from online publications identified him as a reader at the Church of the Holy Trinity in Khokhly.

	An interesting picture was beginning to take shape.

	A theologian of the Russian Orthodox Church. A professor. In some sources, described as a historian. A guardian of the “purity of the faith,” a defender of society against supposedly dangerous cults and sects. But looking at his photographs and video interviews, I saw something else. I saw microexpressions. Cognitive rigidity. Stuttering and slips of the tongue. A cold, drifting gaze that sharpened at certain words, especially when he spoke about “cultists” or members of communities he labeled “dangerous to society.” He seemed to savor those moments.

	I hadn’t studied the material thoroughly yet, but after all those years working violent crime, my instincts were already telling me something: I was looking at the classic profile of a predator.

	“All right, Viktor,” I said into the empty room. “Let’s see what you’ve dug up. And let’s see what I can find.”

	Even though the coffee had gone cold, its familiar bitterness on my tongue, the glow of the computer screen, Viktor’s manuscript spread out in front of me, and the dim light all brought me back to the old workdays. 

	It was going to be a long night. And, honestly, I didn’t feel sixty-six. I felt like I was stepping back into an interrogation room, across the table from the most dangerous adversary of my career. The kind who does not just kill. He makes the law help him do it.

	Let this be the first volume. I’ll get to the truth, whatever it costs me. Because in this line of work, mistakes are unforgivable. People’s lives depend on it. If this “Kremlin Maniac” thinks he’s shielded by borders and academic titles, he’s badly mistaken. I’ve seen this shit a thousand times. I know how it ends.

	They say that when you leave the service, the service leaves you. I spent more than a decade in this business hunting predators in human form, and I know the truth: the job isn’t a suit you can take off and hang in the closet. It’s etched into your retina. You close your eyes and you do not see Florida beaches. You see the corners of rooms where something irreversible happened and the signature a psychopath left behind.

	The night refused to retreat. Outside my house in Virginia, the wind rustled through the bare branches. The living room smelled of cold coffee. I don’t drink. I’ve seen too many sharp minds turned into mush by alcohol. But tonight I could damn well use a drink.

	On my laptop screen, a Word document Viktor had sent me was open. I’d seen hundreds of serial killers. Each one—Kemper, Little, Gacy—had his own territory. They almost always operated within a single city, a single state, at most a single country. But what Viktor was describing in the Dvorkin case was something else entirely. A maniac on an international scale. A psychopath who didn’t just hide in the shadows. He became the shadow that fell over an entire nation.

	Viktor had dug deep. He tracked down witnesses whose testimony was invaluable      

	I had already chosen my starting point. It was the story of a little first-grader whom Dvorkin, then a ninth-grader, physically and sexually assaulted, and then threw into a pit, pelting him with stones while the boy was still alive. This story demanded thorough investigation. If the key witnesses, a boy nicknamed Zaikashka and his longtime friend Podruzhka, the one he confided in, were still alive, we could have quickly confirmed that this was the first murder of a serial killer. But later, according to Podruzhka, Dvorkin also drowned Zaikashka himself, the only witness to his atrocity.

	What became of Podruzhka later is completely unknown. Neither Viktor’s book nor anything I was able to find in public sources sheds light on her fate. After so many decades, any trace of her has almost certainly disappeared, and identifying this witness now would be nearly impossible.

	Comparing Nikolai’s account (a man who had studied at the same university as Dvorkin) with the facts in Viktor’s book and the material found online, I arrived at an important conclusion. For Dvorkin, the murder of the first-grader was not merely an act of cruelty. It was a triumph of will. It marked the moment when the future architect of terror realized that a human life was nothing more than a fragile figurine, something he could shatter with terrifying ease.

	It was becoming painfully clear that Dvorkin was not merely a psychopath hiding behind the mask of a “professor.” He was a man who had spent his entire life sublimating his pathologies into a system. Numerous sources suggested that he had built a network of followers around himself. These people did not simply believe in him or obey him. In a very real sense, they were extensions of him, carriers of his ideology.

	It was a kind of collective, Manson-style structure. Only instead of a desert ranch, they had official offices, university departments, church halls, and the blessing of the security services.

	And the network stretched across the world. The scale of it stunned me. The United States. Italy. France. The Czech Republic. Ukraine. Even China. The web of RACIRS, the organization led by Dvorkin, was everywhere.

	Viktor’s analysis of the Ukrainian branch of Dvorkin’s network included information about a woman named Iryna Kremenovska. Profiles like hers follow a familiar pattern in criminal history. She started as a dog hunter. The killing of more than a hundred dogs and the pleasure taken in their suffering form the “school” of many serial killers. Someone who takes pleasure in the suffering of a dying animal will, sooner or later, turn to people. In a sense, she already had. She became Dvorkin's legal attack dog in Ukraine and churned out baseless expert reports that have shattered the lives of thousands.

	In the Czech Republic, there were followers fixated on topics of violence and school shootings. A symbiosis of psychopaths. Dvorkin, like a magnet, seemed to attract deviants of every kind. Dog hunting. Sadism. Pedophilia. Viktor’s book laid out facts and testimony that made even me, a man who has witnessed autopsies in the Baltimore morgue, catch my breath.

	But the real question, the one that made me rise from my chair and start pacing the room, was this: how did a man with a psychiatric history and a diagnosis of cyclothymia manage to climb to the very top of power?

	Dvorkin is not merely fighting small religious movements. He dehumanizes them to justify their destruction. When you label people “a cancer,” you prepare the ground for their physical elimination.

	Humanity saw this in 1930s Germany.

	And now it appears we’re seeing it again, in Russia, in Europe, and in America.

	 

	


Chapter 2
Name on the Board

	The digital clock on the mantel in my living room lazily ticked off the minutes. The house was filled with that particular, heavy silence you only hear in the Virginia suburbs, when even the coyotes on the outskirts have gone quiet. My wife Mary had long since fallen asleep upstairs, and the steady rhythm of her breathing, drifting down through the open door of my study, was the only anchor keeping me tethered to reality.

	The text blurred before my eyes. Dozens of pages in English and Russian, weaving together into a single ominous thread. Thank God for modern neural networks. These days, entire websites and even entire books can be translated in a matter of seconds.

	At first, Podruzhka’s story in Viktor’s book didn’t grab my attention. When you spend years confronting the deaths of children at the hands of psychopaths, your mind builds armor. However, even a superficial check of the information about Dvorkin and the scale of his network, when compared with the account of a female friend from his youth, was enough to hook me.

	It became clear that this wasn’t about a string of isolated murders. As the facts lined up, a different pattern began to emerge. It carried unmistakable markers of a national-security threat. And the country in question wasn’t Russia. It was the America I loved.

	The gears of my supposedly rusted analytical mind began turning faster, and I could no longer stop the process of gathering data. Simply satisfying my curiosity by finishing Viktor’s book was no longer enough. One thing had become painfully clear: until I built a full profile of the subject, peaceful retirement was out of the question. Too many facts pointed to the same conclusion. Dvorkin was a perfect case for the BAU.

	If old man Ressler were still alive, he’d be shaking with excitement right now, already planning the next bestseller he’d write about it.

	A grin crept across my face at the memory of him. Back in the unit, we used to joke about our colleagues’ “writing careers” and their public personas. Viktor was among those who joked about it too. And look where we’d ended up.

	This Dvorkin case had pushed both of us to pick up the pen ourselves, so to speak. Well then, if fate had just placed this case in my hands, I wasn’t about to miss the chance to strip the mask off what might be the most dangerous maniac I’d ever faced.

	The first thing I needed to do was start digging through the material that could help me build the picture. I clicked through the folders Viktor had left on the flash drive along with the digital copy of his manuscript. Inside were documents, summaries of Dvorkin’s connections with other members of his network, photos, screenshots of articles.

	At first glance, Viktor had done solid work. But the truth was, he’d played this game with me beautifully. It was easier for him to go through the material. Most of it was in Russian. Sure, he’d handed over everything he’d managed to collect. But under the pretext of wanting my opinion about his book, it was obvious what he’d really done. He’d left the job of untangling the whole thing to me.

	I muttered a curse under my breath, thinking about the web he’d just pulled me into. What was this, exactly? A sign of respect for a former boss? A jab from an old friend? Or maybe a genuine hope that my experience could sort the chaos into something coherent.

	Viktor, damn it, I thought.

	It was already five in the morning. Mary would be up at six to make breakfast, and by eight we’d be out for our usual walk with Roger, our old English bulldog.

	And what was I doing? Staring at the glow of the monitor, the blood vessels in my eyes bursting from lack of sleep, practically devouring information about a man whose existence I hadn’t even known about at yesterday’s breakfast. And now I already understood that my own life might depend on this case.

	What frightened me wasn’t what I was discovering. What frightened me was something else entirely. At sixty-six, when every joint in my body had begun reminding me of the ticking clock of life, I didn’t feel tired at all.

	I had to see this through to the end. I had to dig down to the core of it. The old hunter’s thrill surged through me again. I had already made up my mind. I would tell Mary the trip was off. A different journey was beginning now. Straight into the lair of the Kremlin Maniac.

	I had to start somewhere. It had been years since I’d done this, but an irresistible urge rose in me to pull out the old link-analysis board again. I would need to build a full case map and timeline.

	By the time I left the Bureau, nobody used methods like that anymore. Computer programs had taken over the job, faster, cleaner, more efficient.

	But who the hell was going to stop me from reliving the old days a little?

	From romanticizing, at least a bit, this grim process of entering a serial killer’s mind.

	I pulled the corkboard out from behind a cabinet in my study, brushed the dust off it, and wiped it down with a damp cloth. The board was battered and scarred with tiny punctures from the pushpins I used to stick evidence to it. The evidence included FD-302 reports, crime-scene photos, intelligence summaries, and newspaper clippings that mattered to the case.

	Now the board hung on the wall beside my desk. Mary wasn’t going to be happy when she saw it. She knew exactly what that board meant to me. It meant that for the foreseeable future, I’d be buried in work.

	Right in the center of the board, at eye level, a blank card glowed red with the word UNSUB. It stood as the symbol of uncertainty that haunts any profiler assigned a new case. As long as the offender remains anonymous, he almost feels mythic, a shadow without a past.

	But at the Academy they taught us something simple. The moment the monster gets a name, he becomes vulnerable.

	I picked up a black marker and, with a steady hand, crossed out the abbreviation. Next to it, in neat block letters, I wrote:

	DVORKIN.

	Then I pinned up his photo, clipped from Viktor’s files. The image lacked clarity, but the essence was there. It showed unkempt hair sticking out in every direction and a gaze fixed straight into the camera.

	That gaze was shouting to the world what its owner really was.

	Unfortunately, the world hadn’t noticed yet. Not yet.

	Below it, on a separate note, I wrote the names of his two key structures: the St. Irenaeus of Lyons Center for Religious Studies and RACIRS, the Russian Association of Centers for the Study of Religions and Sects.

	They were both his instruments of power. And his cover.

	Carefully cutting a length of red thread from a spool I’d quietly borrowed from Mary’s sewing drawer, I pinned one end beside Dvorkin’s photo. The pushpin sank into the cork with a dry crunch, fixing the first piece of information to the board.

	I stretched the thread toward the far edge of the board, pinned a paper note there, and scrawled a single word across it in marker: CHILDHOOD.

	Now it wasn’t just an investigation. It was a duel. My task was to dissect Dvorkin’s biography piece by piece until the dry facts pressed on the one pressure point that had turned Dvorkin, a ninth-grader, into the architect of a global destructive network.

	A serial killer isn’t just a sequence of actions. It’s a signature. And a signature is always born from fantasy. That fantasy, more often than not, is the product of childhood trauma.

	Among leading specialists in the field, the scientific consensus is clear: childhood is the critical period in which the foundation of a serial killer’s personality is laid. Not every child who experiences trauma becomes a criminal. But nearly every serial killer has a history of severe trauma within the family.

	And trauma isn’t limited to physical abuse. It includes the absence of a parent, most often the father, emotional neglect resulting from the illness of other family members, and the general instability of the environment in which the child grows up. These factors combine to create the perfect storm that, together with biological predisposition, triggers the formation of a pathological personality.

	In a normal case—though in my career “normal” was a relative term, considering the kind of bastards I’d dealt with—I would start with the crime scene. Photos from every angle. Diagrams. Scene reports. Then the forensic evidence: blood, fibers, prints. Everything the UNSUB left behind. Everything he breathed onto the victim and the space around them.

	A serial killer can’t help leaving traces. Because for him, murder isn’t just an act. It’s a ritual. And a ritual demands presence. Then come the witnesses, if you’re lucky. Neighbors. Coworkers. Random passersby. People see more than they remember, and remember more than they say. My job is to pull it out of them.

	Only after that comes the biography: childhood, family, school, friends, first job, first love, first loss.

	Where is the crack? Where is the moment when something inside breaks and never heals again? By the time you get to the interview, you must know the killer better than he knows himself.

	I needed to identify his primary vulnerability before I ever stepped into the interrogation room with the Gesell mirror. One precise strike during questioning should be enough to collapse his defenses.

	When you walk into that room, you shouldn’t be walking in with questions. You should be walking in with a map of his inner hell. But with Dvorkin, everything was the opposite. He had already given me an interview stretched across hundreds of pages. The only problem was, I hadn’t asked the questions. He had chosen for himself what to reveal—and what to hide. Which meant I would have to start at the end. Read between the lines. Look for the things he never meant to say, but let slip anyway.

	In publicly available sources, I found two autobiographical books by Alexander Dvorkin. I had to admit to myself that I was almost disappointed by how easy it was. I didn’t even have to dig through archives. Apparently our subject enjoys talking about himself in detail, at length. From a profiling standpoint, that’s exactly what you want.

	I downloaded the books Teachers and Lessons and My America, and while I was at it I also downloaded a copy of Sectology. After skimming Wikipedia and a few of the first articles that came up about Dvorkin, it became clear that Sectology was the work he considered his main “creation.”

	The product of years of deliberate effort. His ideal weapon for destroying innocent lives.

	To my surprise, I also discovered that the internet was full of material on the so-called anti-cult movement, or simply anticultism, with Dvorkin standing squarely at its center. Dozens of books. Hundreds of articles. Researchers and commentators around the world were already debating and studying this subject. Plenty of material was available in English as well.

	Along the way I also came across reports by the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) and a report submitted by the French NGO CAP Liberté de Conscience for an OSCE meeting on the denial of religious pluralism in Russia and the role of the Russian structures linked to FECRIS. Both reports contained criticism of Dvorkin and the organizations associated with him.

	I also liked a concise description of his activities I found on a U.S.-based website. A group of independent journalists there had been exposing the anti-cult movement for years. They had gathered and analyzed a vast body of facts, documents, and historical events. An enormous amount of work had clearly gone into it.

	Still, I could see gaps. And I knew that my colleagues and I could fill them. But as a foundation, the information those journalists had compiled was solid, and it would be useful. It helped that the material on the site, and the articles, were all in English.

	I bookmarked all of it, and a lot more besides. But then I went back to Dvorkin’s autobiographies. Both books were in Russian, so I had to run them through a translator. Thanks to Mary, who used to jokingly call me a “Pentium,” I had managed, even at sixty-six, to ride the wave of the new era.

	When I retired, the first voice assistants were only just starting to appear, Google Assistant, Alexa. Then the race started. Neural networks, bots, and search engines all multiplied and evolved at a pace I could barely keep up with. Frankly, I had no desire to.

	I never liked any of it. I’m old school. I need information in front of me. Written out by hand. Printed on paper. Sometimes even drawing the map of connections myself, lines, arrows, names inside circles, helped me understand a subject’s psychology better than any data analysis chart ever could.

	But Mary always kept up with the times. Maybe because she spent more time with the kids while they were in college and had to stay aware of every new trend, including the technological ones. And after the kids grew up and started families of their own, Mary found ways to keep herself busy instead of slowing down.

	She mastered the mysterious art of social media. Mysterious at least to me. Every day she added new recipes to her cooking blog, joined webinars, chatted with friends about what celebrities and politicians were posting. But she also kept a close eye on new technology, always exploring the latest neural networks.

	She tried to pull me into it too. Seeing the success some of my former colleagues had found—books, lectures, magazine interviews, consulting work for major television series—she believed that with my experience I had never received the recognition I deserved. That the public should know my name. But I never needed that. If I hadn’t been retired, I probably would have studied all those tools with genuine interest. Because the job demanded it. Because people’s safety and sometimes their lives depended on it.

	These days social media pages, publications, and blogs are essential material when building a killer’s profile.

	So little by little, I began turning to my wife for help.

	“How does this thing work?”

	“Where do I click to do this?”

	“And if I need to… what should I use?”

	She tried to hide her amusement, but I could tell how happy it made her. For the first time in many years, she was teaching me something she knew better than I did.

	So now, knowing how much material I would have to study and analyze in dozens of languages I didn’t feel the usual dread of how much time the basic initial processing alone would take.

	After a while, as I worked through Dvorkin’s autobiographies, I began noticing certain patterns. Those details that kept sending me back to Viktor’s manuscript.

	By the time I finished reading Teachers and Lessons and My America, my study was buried under stacks of printed pages from Viktor’s manuscript. Some were covered in my handwritten notes. Others I had cut up again and pinned to my evidence board. But there were too many gaps.

	Online I found several interviews in which he spoke about his childhood and youth. Yet every one of them told the same story. And the same gaps kept appearing, holes I could clearly see, but had no idea how to fill.

	Several days spent from morning until night digging through the Russian internet brought no real breakthrough. I did uncover a lot of other information that would probably prove useful later. But at that moment I sat in my office chair, irritated and restless, crumpling clean sheets of paper and tossing them at my evidence board, aiming straight at Dvorkin’s photo in the center.

	“Damn it… has there really been no trace left of that Podruzhka story?” I muttered, throwing another paper ball at the wall.

	The third day of my nonstop marathon of studying the subject was coming to an end. In our line of work, clarity and a sober mind are a matter of survival and success. And I had always been used to success. This time I didn’t have to wait long.

	Then I caught a break. A book published in Paris in 1980. While digging through some archived articles about the hippie movement of the 1970s and ’80s, I stumbled across a curious mention of Dvorkin:

	“In Arkady Rovner’s novel Kalalatsy, written from oral accounts about the Moscow ‘System’ by one of its participants, A. L. Dvorkin…”

	“Well, well, well,” I thought. “That author’s name sounds familiar.”

	I was sure I had come across it somewhere not long ago. But no matter how hard I searched my memory, I couldn’t place it. I went back through my notes and underlined passages again, hoping something would trigger it. Nothing.

	Then, by sheer luck, while flipping through Dvorkin’s My America once more, my eyes landed on a sentence:

	“That was how I met Arkady Grodner—a Moscow esotericist who had emigrated to New York several years before I did.”

	Arkady Grodner. Arkady Rovner.

	Who would have thought Dvorkin would leave such a neat trail behind him and help me along the way. Right at the beginning of the book he had written:

	“All events in this book are real. Some names have been changed.”

	I decided not to waste time and started looking for Rovner’s book Kalalatsy. I assumed I had stumbled onto another autobiographical story I could devour quickly and mine for details. Instead, the “light reading” kept me busy for several days.

	To make sense of it, I ended up opening tabs with a dozen different translators and AI chat tools just to figure out what the author was actually trying to say. At times it read like a stream of schizophrenic rambling or the drug-fueled haze of someone deep in a psychedelic trip. And yet something kept pulling me back to it.

	In the end, I was grateful that I’d trusted my instincts again. After all my years at the Bureau, none of us agents said it out loud, but everyone knew the same thing. Intuition was one of the most important tools we had.

	So here it was. Arkady Rovner’s book Kalalatsy was based on oral accounts about the Moscow hippie “System” and one of its young participants, Alexander Leonidovich Dvorkin. To an ordinary reader it might seem like nothing more than prose from the 1980s. But to a profiler, it was a priceless case history.

	Arkady Rovner himself appeared, judging by publicly available information, to be a rather contradictory figure. Described as a philosopher, poet, and publicist whose works had been published across three continents, he fit the classic profile of the intellectual émigré: leaving the Soviet Union in 1973, later teaching theology and religious studies at a New York University, and founding the journal Gnosis.

	In 1979, in New York, Rovner’s path crossed with that of a young immigrant, Alexander Dvorkin. The psychological connection was obvious. Dvorkin, who would later become a crusader against “cults,” was at that time, by his own account, searching for a spiritual compass. In his memoir My America, he refers to Rovner as “something like a mentor,” even calling him “my former teacher,” though he rather transparently disguises him under the pseudonym “Arkady Grodner.”

	Rovner’s novel Kalalatsy is more than just prose. It is a snapshot of the psycho-emotional state of an era. It immerses the reader in the “System” of Soviet hippies in the 1960s and ’70s: a world where intense spiritual searching intertwined with promiscuous sexual relationships and experimentation with drugs. It was precisely in that environment the psychological profile of Alexander Leonidovich Dvorkin was evidently formed. 

	That was the profile I now had to analyze.

	You know, at Quantico they taught us one important thing: a criminal always leaves a trace, even when he believes himself to be a master of disguise.

	But this case was different. The subject didn’t just leave traces. He dictated his own biography in the form of a novel. Thirty years later, he confirmed it in his memoirs, merely rearranging the scenery. At the Academy we have a term for that. An unconscious confession. If you want to catch a predator, you have to find the place where he first tasted blood. For Alexander Dvorkin, that place wasn’t a university lecture hall or a church altar.

	His real hunting ground lay elsewhere. It was in the ninth grade on a construction site. Later it stretched to the filthy back alleys of Moscow's hippie “System” of the 1970s. Rovner preserved it under the guise of surrealist prose.

	 

	


Chapter 3 
Initial Data

	On the monitor in front of me, two files were open side by side: Dvorkin’s autobiographical writings and Rovner’s Kalalatsy. I spent hours comparing the texts. And the more I read, the more overlaps I found. The same locations. The same people. The same details. The same image of the “Moscow System.” Even the same tone of voice.

	Before long it became obvious: in Kalalatsy, a large part of the biography of the young Dvorkin is told through the story of Kostya Lopukhov.

	The biography matched. The life events. The relatives: a grandfather who had served time in a Stalinist labor camp, a mentally ill sister, a mother, and the absence of a father.

	But what made me grip the armrests of my chair was the way Dvorkin-Lopukhov described his past.

	From the standpoint of psychological profiling, Arkady Rovner’s novel Kalalatsy serves as an independent record, a kind of black box of Dvorkin’s early life. The book was published when Dvorkin was only twenty-five years old and, as noted earlier, was based on his oral recollections. This is a rare case where the subject of an investigation can be observed in real time, without the filter of thirty years of hindsight.

	The parallels were impossible to miss. Behavioral patterns, turns of phrase, even recurring dream imagery matched between the character in the 1980 novel and the autobiographical accounts Dvorkin wrote three decades later. Whether Rovner intended it or not, he had captured the original blueprint of Dvorkin’s personality: the motivations, the fears, and the distinctive way of thinking that Dvorkin himself would later confirm in his memoirs, most likely without realizing it.

	But the most important thing was this: in those pages I finally found the missing pieces.

	In his manuscript, Viktor had given me a lead about someone called “Zaikashka.” In Kalalatsy, that character appears to be named Yashka. And the “Podruzhka”, the girl who told her story without ever imagining that decades later it would end up in the hands of a retired American federal agent, seems to appear in the book under the name Alyona.

	The names were probably fictional. But the essence remained unchanged. It was beginning to look as though Kalalatsy was nothing less than a record of how a psychopath was formed.

	During my years at Quantico, I saw hundreds of what we called “cases from the past.” We often returned to the childhood traumas of serial killers to understand their signature.

	John Douglas himself notes in his work that he had never encountered a serial killer who came from a truly stable, loving, and functional family. More than forty percent of serial offenders spent part of their childhood outside the home, in boarding schools, orphanages, or juvenile institutions. The roots of violent crime often lie in emotional deprivation. Many predators grew up feeling worthless. In adulthood, their crimes become a way to assert themselves and experience a sense of power and vitality through the domination of another person.

	With that in mind, I decided to look more closely at Dvorkin’s childhood and the conditions that shaped his personality.

	In his book Teachers and Lessons, Dvorkin writes about his family:

	“When the boy was ten years old, his parents divorced. After that, Sasha and his older sister were raised by their mother. Their grandmother and grandfather also stayed in the apartment for long periods. The latter was a Doctor of Economics and a professor—but he had been caught in the machinery of repression. He was released from Stalin’s camps in 1955, shortly after the birth of his grandson, though he was formally rehabilitated only about a year and a half later. Because of his criminal record, he could not find work in Moscow, so he took a job as a senior economist at a cheese factory in Uglich, where he settled. Whenever he visited his grandson, he in many ways took the place of a father.”

	There is also a reference to the grandfather in the book My America:

	“When my grandfather who had once served a considerable sentence in a Stalinist camp saw that money in our house, he froze with terror and demanded that I immediately, before we were all arrested for currency speculation, throw it somewhere far away.”

	And in the novel Kalalatsy, where Rovner obviously renamed Dvorkin’s sister Evgenia as Daria, we get a glimpse of the living conditions of Alexander Leonidovich in his youth, as well as the figure of his grandfather, who had a significant influence on him. Dvorkin himself is represented in the story as Kostya Lopukhov:

	“My mother, my sister, and I lived in a small room on Staroye Highway. The room was full of tablecloths, doilies, curtains, and little rugs.

	In the corner, on a couch in front of the television, Darya—who had suffered meningitis—sat muttering to herself, wringing her hands and making faces. From time to time she would cling to the furniture and tiptoe toward the refrigerator. Standing before the open door, she would eat plum jam straight from the jar with a spoon, smear herself with it, and then crawl back to the couch, shaking her head.”

	“On Sundays my grandfather would come over. Over tea he would curse my father viciously as he cut slices of Prague cake. He also cursed the Soviet regime, Stalin, the collective farms, the shortages—and the long-haired ones.

	‘I’d strangle them with my own hands!’ he would exclaim, demonstrating how he would do it with his thin fingers flattened at the tips. At this point Darya would squeal with excitement and knock over her teacup, while my mother fussed around apologetically.”

	“Grandfather was a principled man. He had served his time for chemistry—Stalin had said the country didn’t need chemistry, but Grandfather held a different opinion—and he was released under Khrushchev. He disowned his son, my father, for abandoning my mother and me. The long-haired ones irritated him most of all.

	‘I understand,’ he would say, lifting a spoon smeared with cream, ‘they are a product of social decay. But in that case they ought to destroy themselves publicly—at least it would serve society.’”

	“I would walk down the street and people stared at me, talked to me, hissed behind my back, or glanced at me with fear. My mother cried, and my grandfather advised sending me to a corrective labor colony. He shouted ‘Parasite!’ and stomped his feet. For several months he stopped visiting altogether. Eventually he couldn’t stand it, brought a cake, and started another confrontation, which dissolved into the dull shouts of the agitated Darya. As he left he delivered a speech, from which I remember only one phrase: ‘a thoughtless aberration.’”

	“It was hard to return home, to Darya muttering in front of the television, to my grandfather’s sermons, to my mother avoiding my eyes, to that room with its tablecloths and ruffles—and to feel my own exhaustion and worthlessness. Hard to lock myself inside the System.”

	“If this comes out, my grandfather will kill me. I’m already, in his eyes, nothing but a freeloader and a parasite. Or he’ll have me locked away in a mental hospital for good—he’s a man of principles.”

	“I burst out of the room with Darya, the television, the arguments and ran into the street, racing without knowing where, happy simply because I was free. Until someone would remind me with a rough hiss or a mocking remark. Then I would snap back out of habit. It was easy to fight back—I could feel the System behind me, like the air we breathed.”

	“At seventeen I realized something: the high was the way out. The purpose of the System was to generate the high. The high was work beyond the ordinary world. Systems produce masters of the high.”

	“The System gave me the idea of escaping the cycle of repetition, but it never taught me how to hold on to the high, how to make it permanent. And not because the high is joy—no. The high is truthful life and duty, and everything else is a lie.”

	But outside the books, in medical records concerning Alexander Dvorkin that I located in online archives, the following note appears. It was recorded from his mother's account.

	“Family history not burdened by psychiatric illness. Sister under the care of a neuropsychiatrist. Disabled since childhood (birth trauma).”

	Summarizing the family situation, I see the signs of a pathological microclimate.

	The subject’s personality developed in an extremely dysfunctional and emotionally deprived environment, characterized by a high level of latent stress and social stigmatization. The family system appears to have functioned as a closed structure, with rigid internal boundaries and a pathological distribution of roles.

	I identified several key characteristics of this environment:

	
	● Emotional traumatization: The constant presence in the household of a severely ill family member and an authoritarian, domineering grandfather.


	● Stigmatization: A persistent sense of social marking caused by the sibling’s disability and the complicated family history of the family’s elders, fostering a deep, underlying sense of shame.


	● Lack of security: The absence of stable parental support, forcing the child to seek adaptive strategies through mimicry of the aggressor or retreat into rigid intellectual constructs.




	Looking at the developmental factors more closely, one more element must be noted: the father’s departure from the family. The loss of paternal protection and authority. The divorce of Dvorkin’s parents and the disappearance of his father from his life at the age of ten occurred during the critical prepubertal period, when male identification is typically consolidated.

	So what do I have on Dvorkin at this point?

	An absent father. A divorce when the boy was ten. A sister, disabled and under the care of a neuropsychiatric clinic since childhood. A grandfather with a criminal record who assumed the role of head of the family and raised his grandson through methods of pressure and manipulation.

	The absence of a father in the family is not merely a quantitative lack of parental attention; it represents a qualitative distortion of a child’s socialization system. In developmental psychology, the father traditionally functions as the “representative of the outside world,” the figure who establishes boundaries and authority.

	Robert Ressler once noted in one of his books:

	“In a situation where you find a distant mother, an absent or abusive father, and siblings, a nonintervening school system, an ineffective social services system, and an inability of the person to relate sexually in a normal way to others, you have almost a formula for producing a deviant personality.”

	On this point, I entirely agree with him. The presence in a family of a child with a severe mental illness or disability radically changes the distribution of emotional resources. The healthy child often ends up in a state of chronic neglect, because the attention of the adults is consumed by the sick member of the family.

	Three consequences follow:

	
		Emotional deprivation. The child feels less significant, which breeds deep resentment and anger that may later transform into aggression toward society.

		
Burden of responsibility. Children are often forced to assume overwhelming caregiving roles for an ill sibling. This leads to parentification, the loss of childhood and the formation of a cold, emotionally detached personality structure.


		
Stigmatization. The combination of a relative’s criminal record and a sister’s illness creates what might be called a “vacuum of normality” around the child, leaving him feeling like an outsider.




	The environment described in the materials I examined is a classic example of an incubator for the development of psychopathic traits. According to research by Mitchell and Aamodt (2005), the overwhelming majority of serial offenders shared a very similar family background.

	Trauma statistics from the same study show the following:

	
	
● 74% of offenders experienced psychological or emotional abuse during childhood.


	
● 42% experienced physical abuse.


	
● 70% were exposed to sexually stressful events.




	In a household where the grandfather relied on methods of pressure and manipulation, while the mother remained emotionally unavailable because of the illness of another child, the boy developed destructive narcissism. He learned to manipulate in order to receive at least some attention, and to dominate others in order not to feel like a victim himself.

	From the perspective of clinical psychology, the convergence of all these factors represents cumulative trauma. The combination of the absence of a positive male role model, authoritarian pressure from the older generation, and emotional neglect caused by the illness of a sibling creates conditions favorable for the development of antisocial personality disorder.

	Such an environment, of course, does not guarantee that a child will become a criminal. But it creates a critical mass of risk factors. Aggression accumulated in childhood through experiences of injustice and humiliation can later find an outlet in acts of violence. These acts represent attempts to restore an illusory sense of control over a world that once rejected him.

	Even when the outward facade of such families projects normality, the underlying patterns are often the same: constant conflict, emotional instability among the adults, neglect of some family members alongside overprotection of others, those with “special needs.” Emotional outbursts. A lack of empathy. A sense of injustice the child feels instinctively but cannot put into words. More often than not: jealousy. Hatred. Fear.

	All of this forms fertile ground for psychological problems, addictions, and maladaptive behavior. Ultimately, it leads to violence.

	Kaslow describes these dynamics in detail in her handbook on dysfunctional family systems. But I hardly needed the handbook. I had seen it with my own eyes, many times.

	Where does it lead? Depression. Anxiety. Suicidal thoughts. A tendency toward addiction, alcohol or drugs, especially if substance abuse already existed within the family. The child learns to play a role, either the “persecutor,” intimidating other family members, or the “victim,” depending on circumstances.

	When such children grow up, they often become hardened egoists. They carry anger and anxiety with them, withdrawing from others. Some develop speech disorders as a consequence of emotional abuse in childhood. They become distrustful, sometimes paranoid. They run away from home at an early age. They fail in school. They struggle to form healthy relationships with their peers.

	And later, as adults, they often seek brutal revenge against those who once dominated them. The roles reverse. They project the same dysfunctional patterns onto all their relationships with friends, acquaintances, even their own children.

	Some turn to religion. Not out of faith, but out of a need for recognition they never received at home. Or to embrace beliefs that stand in complete opposition to everything they were taught. And almost all of them, sooner or later, commit offenses.

	I have seen it again and again. A broken family. An absent father. A domineering mother prone to overprotection. A child growing up with the persistent feeling that he is a failure. That feeling burrows so deeply into his psyche that the only way to prove otherwise is to do something that will force the world to notice him. Some end up in psychiatric clinics. Others appear on official watchlists for socially dangerous behavior.      

	But most simply wait for their moment. The only question is when that moment will come.

	In his writings, John Douglas consolidated our collective experience in profiling by arguing that childhood is not merely a period of biography, but the foundation upon which the entire logic of a future crime is built. A traumatic past may explain behavior, but it does not remove moral responsibility for the choices a person ultimately makes.

	As for social adaptation, Viktor describes Dvorkin’s childhood and how he was treated by his peers in considerable detail in his book. But to complete the picture, I decided to analyze all the available excerpts from Dvorkin’s medical records and autobiographies. The following passages struck me as particularly revealing. I printed them out and pinned them to my investigation board under the section labeled “CHILDHOOD.”

	“Since childhood he was a fantasist. He dreamed that his father was Greek, then an Indian. From an early age he frequently consulted doctors, presenting numerous complaints and even inducing fevers in himself. He was prone to bragging, for which he was beaten at school. Few friends. But according to his mother, he was drawn to companionship.”

	“His grades were average, mostly C’s and B’s. He struggled particularly with the sciences. He disliked mathematics. He was interested in history. Teachers complained about his lack of focus and organization. He often imagined himself as the heroes of the books he read. He sought contact with his peers, but they did not accept him into their group because of his bragging and physical weakness. He was known for boasting and was beaten at school for it. He had few friends and no close ones.” “In the third grade he was transferred to another school, where he failed to establish contact with his classmates and was beaten for his bragging. The boy repeatedly asked to be moved to another school. His character remained the same, and he never developed close friendships.”

	There was one important marker I could not ignore. In Teachers and Lessons, Dvorkin writes about himself:

	“After the second grade, Sasha spent time at a Pioneer camp, but the experience of living ‘under bugle and drum’ proved sharply negative for him, and since then Dvorkin developed a strong dislike for collectivism and everything associated with it.”

	He later clarifies in his memoir My America:

	“The only time in my childhood that I was at a Pioneer camp, I climbed over the fence and ran away after two weeks.”

	What could have happened in that camp to a boy who had just finished second grade that made him climb over the fence and run away? He was eight or nine years old when it happened.

	I cannot rule out the possibility that he was subjected to collective violence there. This may also have been one of the factors that triggered his decision to rape and, together with Zaikashka, murder a first-grader at a construction site in Moscow.

	In Viktor’s book, witnesses recall that Sasha Dvorkin had his first sexual experience at school with Zaikashka. Later Podruzhka joined them. Even at that early stage, the dynamics of their relationships were already deeply unhealthy, with Sasha clearly dominating the others. Adding another detail to the profile, Dvorkin, under the pseudonym Lopukhov in Rovner’s novel Kalalatsy, mentions:

	“I used to have my hair cropped short, and everyone either beat me up or ignored me. But once I grew it longer, just enough to cover my ears, I suddenly became a noticeable figure. At school everyone began trying to befriend me.”

	I highlighted all these details and placed them in a separate set of notes. At that point I realized that I was approaching the core of Dvorkin’s paraphilia.

	 

	


Chapter 4
Genesis of Evil: Stones in the Pit

	In Viktor’s book, according to Podruzhka’s testimony, ninth-grader Sasha Dvorkin commits a brutal act of physical and sexual violence against a first-grader. He brings along his frightened, stuttering friend as an accomplice to the crime. Then Dvorkin forced Zaikashka to throw the still-living, beaten, and raped boy into a pit and cover it with stones. I reread the description of that scene again and again until it felt as if I could recite it from memory. Any federal investigator trusts only direct evidence and interrogation transcripts. Yet in this case the most important testimony before me—despite having passed through four sets of hands—was a story from Viktor’s book, retold by a man who had heard it in his youth from a former girlfriend who herself had once known the girlfriend of Dvorkin.

	Yes, it is only a story. Filtered through memory, emotion, and time. But in profiling we rarely deal with “pure” facts. We work with reflections. With echoes. And sometimes an echo is the only thing that remains of a victim’s scream. 

	So I memorized every word. Every detail.

	A lawyer, a defense attorney, a judge would call it garbage, evidence unfit for a case file. But I am not in a courtroom. It is not my task to prove the reliability of evidence and testimony; that may fall to my colleagues at the Bureau.

	I am an analyst, searching not for legal truth but for psychological truth.

	The confession that tumbled from young Dvorkin’s lips in a drug-fueled haze, carried through the years in a woman’s memory, preserved something no official interrogation could ever capture: the intonation of primal terror and details that cannot be invented.

	In that echo, repeated and retold over the years, I searched for a psychological imprint, the markers of deviance that had already begun to take root in the subject as early as the ninth grade. These are not the kinds of details people invent for dramatic effect. This is a signature: a unique, emotionally necessary element of the crime that an offender cannot help but repeat. For me, this story, even if it had been written in the margins of someone else’s book, was the first clear imprint of his personality, captured at the moment when Dvorkin, still a teenager, first severed his connection to humanity. It was the genetic core of his future serial behavior. For building the profile, for understanding his psychological need to kill, this story mattered more than a dozen official reports filled with empty words.

	Viktor must have understood that as well. Otherwise, why would he have sent me his book?

	I turned back to the scattered A4 sheets of Viktor’s manuscript. The pages were already crisscrossed with arrows and covered in red and blue ink. Digging through the pile, I found the ones marked most heavily in red. A construction site. Ninth-grader Sasha Dvorkin. His frightened, stuttering friend. And a little boy, a first-grader.

	“The first thing Sashka did was tear the gray scarf from the boy. He used it to bind the boy’s hands behind his back, pulling it so tight that the knots dug into the child’s skin.” “And then... Then he raped him. There—on the concrete slabs, amid gray dust and rusted rebar.” “In the end, Sashka untied the gray scarf from the boy’s hands. But not to let him go. He threw it around the child’s neck and began strangling him. The boy thrashed, desperately clinging to life, but the grip was unrelenting. When the boy went still, Zaikashka stood nearby, paralyzed with fear, watching life drain from the small body, drop by drop.”

	“Sashka took the gray scarf and the boy’s schoolbag and threw them into the pit, down to where the first-grader was already lying. And then… then he began throwing stones into the pit with force. He ordered Zaikashka to do the same. But the boy was still breathing, Vitya! He was alive when the first hail of stones came crashing down on his head. They buried him alive. But the most horrifying thing in the entire scene was the laughter. Sashka Dvorkin was laughing wildly, hysterically. He was shouting something incoherent, choking on that infernal laughter as the stones shattered the boy’s bones. This wasn’t just laughter—it was the triumphant howl of a creature that had severed its final tie to humanity. He was out of his mind, intoxicated by agony, shouting incoherent words as he hurled stone after stone. Zaikashka was horrified by that laughter, by the way his ‘friend’s’ face had twisted and changed. He stared at Sashka in horror, realizing that what stood before him was no longer a human being, but something that had crawled out of the abyss. As they were leaving the construction site, Sashka was completely calm. As if he hadn’t just buried a child in a pit, but had merely gone to the movies.”

	In Podruzhka’s account of this story, a number of extremely vivid psychological and behavioral markers emerge. Markers that, in criminal profiling, are strongly associated with a high potential for serial violence and psychopathic personality disorder. It is no accident that Viktor recorded the account in such detail, without omitting a single element. He understood that in the final unmasking of an UNSUB, it is always the details that matter most. Dvorkin’s behavior in this excerpt from Viktor’s book displays traits characteristic of an organized, sadistic serial offender at an early stage in the escalation of violence.

	The offender’s first action is to restrain the victim using the victim’s own personal item, in this case, a gray scarf. The act of fetishistic binding is a classic marker indicating an acute need for total control over the victim. The scarf is not merely a restraint, but a symbol of strangulation, of control over breath, over life itself.

	A classic example of an offender with a binding fetish is Dennis Rader, known as the BTK Killer. His letters once sent the entire Bureau into a frenzy, including our own unit. Even the nickname he chose for himself places binding at the forefront.

	For him, the act of binding his victims was not merely an element of his modus operandi, but a central component of his sexual ritual and fantasies. He derived immense gratification from the sight of a helpless, bound victim.

	After the murders, he would take personal belongings from his victims as trophies and later use them, together with photo, to recreate scenes of violence and masturbation, scenarios in which fantasies of binding played the central role. However, based on the details of the horrifying story told by Podruzhka in Viktor’s book, Dvorkin’s actions represent a vivid and tragic illustration of the process of objectification, a kind of dehumanization.

	For the subject I am studying, the victims’ belongings carried a different meaning. First, he throws the scarf and the schoolbag into the pit. Immediately afterward, he begins throwing stones into the same pit, where the boy himself already lies.

	I come to the conclusion that, on the one hand, the scarf and the schoolbag function as symbols of the child’s identity, his connection to school, to his family, to his ordinary daily life. By throwing these items into the pit together with the victim, the offender symbolically erases the boy’s identity, reducing him to a nameless body, an object.

	But on the other hand, it is equally clear that in the offender’s perception the child, the child’s personal belongings, and the stones become indistinguishable objects, things that can be manipulated and thrown into the pit. The boy ceases to exist as a living human being and becomes just another “item” in the hole.

	This is a critical marker, because it indicates a complete absence of empathy and the inability to perceive another human being as a subject.

	I underlined this entire analysis and copied it into my notes. Another marker, one that our analysts would describe as both “alarming” and “pathological,” is Dvorkin’s “wild, hysterical laughter” at the moment when, according to Nikolai’s account in Viktor’s book, he is throwing stones into the pit, stones that are striking a victim who is still alive. Everything points to this laughter as an expression of malignant sadism and emotional dissociation.

	In my experience with subjects like this, such laughter always marks the peak of the experience, the moment of highest exhilaration, when the psychopath feels like a god, as if he has fully severed himself from human morality. It was in that moment, it seems, that the Dvorkin the world knows today was born.

	A man who now throws the “stones” of his expert opinions at living people, burying them alive in prisons. For him, there is no difference between that pit at the construction site and a courtroom in Russia or any other country.

	Even at this stage, one defining element of his signature becomes clear: live burial. He needs to see the victim struggle before they disappear beneath the weight of his “stones.” Laughter at the moment of a victim’s agony is not merely an absence of empathy; it is the experience of peak affective gratification derived from the demonstration of absolute power over another person’s life. At the same time, emotional flatness and the complete absence of remorse during the commission of such a heinous act are consistent with the classic traits of psychopathy as defined by the PCL-R (Psychopathy Checklist–Revised).

	Many of the markers I have identified point to a deeply rooted personality disorder, most likely malignant narcissism or psychopathy, and support the conclusion that we are dealing with an individual whose crime is not an isolated act, but part of an emerging pattern of serial behavior.

	What defines Dvorkin as a signature-driven killer is the act of stoning a still-living child in a pit. He chose a victim younger than himself. Defenseless. A symbol of innocence, of purity, everything Dvorkin himself had apparently lost long ago. He does not kill in a fit of rage, in self-defense, or by accident. No. He knows the boy in the pit is still alive, but he has already seized total control over the boy’s body and his life. The stones in his hands, and in the hands of his friend, whom he also controls through blackmail, give him the power to decide whether the boy will live or die. Now the body is nothing more than an object, no different from a schoolbag or a scarf.

	This is not just a killing. It is a ritual of dehumanization. The stones are a way not to “dirty” one’s hands and a means of collective destruction of the “object.” The offender remains above. The victim is below, trapped. A vertical structure of power. This is the same structure Dvorkin would later replicate in his so-called “anti-cult” activities. In his distorted worldview, there are no gray areas. The world is strictly binary: you either stand beside him at the edge of the pit, stone in hand or you writhe at the bottom. Decades later, his victimology has remained unchanged. He still selects his targets based on the path of least resistance, the innocent, the defenseless, those whose very beliefs forbid them from responding to violence with violence. It is the logic of a cowardly predator: to strike only those who will not strike back. The methods have become more sophisticated, but the core has not changed. He lures people into a structure of his own making, one that, by every measure, resembles the very “totalitarian sects” he claims to fight. He reshapes the minds of his followers, turning them into instruments of his will, his weapons. And now, from a safe distance, he uses their hands to throw stones into the pit, where yet another life lies broken, ravaged by slander, destroyed and buried under the weight of dehumanization. “James, have you even looked at the time?” Mary’s sudden, raspy voice made me flinch so hard I nearly tipped over in my chair. I hadn’t even heard her come in. “Honestly… how long are you going to keep this up? You’re not thirty anymore. Take it easy on your joints, dear. Come on, let’s go to bed.” Her hand rested gently on my shoulder. As she spoke, I instinctively, almost reflexively, moved to cover the papers on the desk. I knew what was written there. I had written it myself, like a man possessed, circling the words in red marker, pressing the tip deep into the paper: “First-grader,” “rape,” “bound hands,” “stoned to death,” “buried alive.” I looked up. In the dim office, lit only by the bluish glow of the monitor, Mary’s face appeared as a pale blur. Then I exhaled, she wasn’t wearing her glasses. Without them, in that light, she could barely make out even my outline, let alone the words on the page. She was squinting, fighting off sleep, clearly having just gotten out of bed.

	I glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen. 3:20 a.m. The moment I registered the time, my body pushed back. A dull, aching pain flared in my knees, and my head felt heavy, leaden. I tried to straighten my shoulders and clenched my teeth, my spine felt as if it had been set in concrete.

	All those hours—reading through the testimonies, digging through Viktor’s reports, analyzing every word—I had been sitting in such relentless tension that my muscles had hardened into stone.

	“You’re right, Mary,” I rasped, feeling the fatigue settle in. “Let’s go to bed.”

	 

	


Chapter 5
Yasha, Little Boats, and an Empty Sky

	I came out of the apnea of sleep with a jolt, like surfacing from deep water when there’s no air left in your lungs. It wasn’t even six. Mary slept beside me, her breathing steady, calm.

	What I had seen could hardly be called a dream. It was a chaotic splice of images, projected by an inflamed subconscious. Gray, unfinished walls. Concrete dust grinding between my teeth. And children—schoolkids with backpacks—scattering across an abandoned construction site like frightened animals. I ran after them, trying to intercept them, to protect them from something I couldn’t see. But they broke apart in every direction, screaming hysterically.

	In the dream, the same shortness of breath closed in on me as in real life. My weak heart—my constant companion these past three years—made itself known. The doctor had long since forbidden exertion, but here, in the maze of the nightmare, something kept driving me forward, forcing me to ignore the burning in my chest. I understood: one more step, and I would drop dead.

	Then one child stopped. The others dissolved into the shadows between the concrete slabs, but this small boy turned toward me. I couldn’t see his face, it was blurred, out of focus. He began to cry, loud and ragged. I tried to shout, to use the command voice I had honed over decades in the Bureau:

	“How can I help you? Who hurt you? I’m a federal agent, I can help!” But no words came. Only broken, barking sounds tore out of my throat. My mouth wouldn’t obey me. And then, with a kind of horror that spreads slowly and all at once, I realized I was stuttering.

	“T-t-tell me… I—I’m p-p-police…”

	My tongue tangled on itself.

	The boy kept crying, choking on his own breath. I moved toward him, dragging legs that felt poured full of lead. My hand, guided by years of muscle memory, reached for my badge. A reflex you don’t lose, even after retirement: in any uncertain situation, show the badge.

	My fingers slipped into my pocket but instead of leather and cold metal, they found something else. Heavy. Rough. Wet. I was a step away from the boy when I looked down. It wasn’t a badge in my hand. I was holding a jagged chunk of concrete, thick and heavy, its edges sharp and broken. A dark, viscous liquid ran slowly down its side, coating my fingers.

	My heart skipped when I understood. Blood. And in that same instant, laughter broke out behind me, loud, hysterical laughter.

	I woke.

	For a fraction of a second, it felt like the laughter was still in the room, right by the head of the bed. My heart slammed against my ribs like a trapped bird. I had to sit up and drag air into my lungs, staring into the gray light outside the window to pull myself back into the present.

	Before retirement, this had been my normal. If I managed to steal a few hours of sleep, they felt more like punishment than rest. A mind overloaded with the details of violent crime doesn’t shut down, it keeps working, even at night, generating endless variations of the same violence. In those dreams, I was sometimes the observer, sometimes the victim, and sometimes, to my own horror, the killer.

	Dreams involving children were my personal hell. 

	I remember the moment I became a father. The work changed instantly. The Bureau took on a different shape. Darker, more personal. Professional distance cracked. I became obsessive. I kept seeing it: the shadow I studied in crime scene photos, inching closer to my own front door.

	The logic was paranoid, but airtight. If I failed to identify the UNSUB in time, if I missed even the smallest detail in the profile, or handled a witness statement carelessly, then the predator wouldn’t stop. And the next victim of some deranged bastard could be my little Andrew. Or Michelle, just learning to walk.

	Sometimes, when my brain finally shut down under the strain, conserving whatever resources it had left, I dropped into a black void without dreams.

	The rest of the time, every awakening was a painful return to reality. It took me a few seconds to convince myself: I’m home. My family is alive. They’re safe. I’m alive. And I still have a chance to stop those who consider hunting people their hobby.

	All of that was supposed to be behind me.

	I had built a new, safe life for myself in Richmond: a wife, a dog, mowing the lawn. No more 302s. No late-night calls from the duty desk. No emergency flights where you pack a bag in five minutes, knowing you won’t see your family for a while.

	My days filled up with safe, predictable routines: fixing leaky faucets, Saturday fishing trips with friends who had no idea what victimology was, reading the news. Mary, for her part, had strictly forbidden me from following crime forums and, like a model retiree, I pretended to listen.

	Every now and then I tried picking up fiction, but I never got far. Made-up stories felt thin, like faint embers compared to the inferno I’d spent thirty years staring into. Everything was calm. Orderly. Sterile. Until another maniac forced his way into my life, this one with a professorship and a degree in theology.

	To shake off the sticky residue of the nightmare, I slipped out of the bedroom quietly, almost like a thief. Waking Mary wasn’t part of the plan. I made my way to the kitchen, feeling the house slowly pull me back into reality.

	Downstairs, the “welcome committee” was already waiting—Roger.

	The English bulldog my children had ceremoniously handed me the day I retired was, without question, the most awkward antidepressant in the world. Anyone who’s ever dealt with the breed knows: a bulldog’s joy is a natural disaster.

	He barreled toward me, producing sounds like a failing diesel engine, wheezing, snorting, choking on his own excitement. His sagging jowls bounced with every step, flashing pink gums, while drool sprayed in all directions like shrapnel.

	Following an old, unbreakable ritual, he slammed into my legs and immediately began rubbing himself against my pant leg, generously transferring his entire overnight reserve of slime onto me.

	Watching this snorting creature at my feet, I found myself asking the same question for the hundredth time: why the hell not a beagle? Or at least a Labrador, the standard-issue American dream.

	“Morning, buddy,” I muttered, trying to shake Roger’s drool off my pajama pants. I shot a halfhearted glance at the coffee machine in the corner, then shifted my gaze to the fridge. My stomach was silent. No appetite and honestly, I didn’t feel right grabbing something on my own. Mary would be up soon, and I knew that if she found out I’d already eaten without her, it would turn into a small-scale domestic disaster.

	Breakfast was her ritual, her way of keeping the world under control. That same simple but sacred “American breakfast”: eggs, bacon, toast. And, of course, conversation. We were supposed to sit at the table, go over whatever news she’d read the night before, celebrate the latest bump in followers on her cooking blog. Like clockwork, she’d mention that I should start a blog of my own. And I’d nod along, smiling, keeping to myself the fact that my “blog” was currently taking shape on a corkboard covered in photos of dead people.

	In warmer months, we had breakfast out on the terrace. You could see it right now from the living room.

	The space had always had a calming effect on me: high ceilings, warm wood-paneled walls, and floor-to-ceiling windows that seemed to erase the line between indoors and out. Morning light moved freely through the room, stretching across the floor in wide bands and reflecting off the glass that opened onto the terrace.

	Out there, beyond the wooden railing, sat a table and a pair of chairs, empty now, untouched by conversation or plates in the cold. Beyond that, trees: tall, sparse, spaced just far enough apart to leave room for a wide walking path. It felt like you could take one step forward and the house would fall away, giving way to open air, pine needles underfoot, and the slow, steady drift of morning thoughts.

	I lingered by the window longer than I meant to. The rain had finally stopped. A thin, almost invisible frost clung to the trees. Breakfast could wait. I needed to clear my head.

	I threw on a jacket, grabbed the leash, and Roger and I stepped outside. The house fell away almost immediately, that’s how it was here. The road curved gently between the trees, the asphalt still holding the night’s chill, a thin crust of frost underfoot. Branch shadows stretched across it like careless crosshatching.

	Our neighborhood, half-hidden behind a thin strip of woods, was nearly empty at this hour. Cars sat quietly parked outside neighboring houses. No voices, no real noise, just the occasional creak of branches and Roger’s heavy, satisfied breathing as he pulled ahead, certain of the route and what waited at the end of it.

	We moved slowly. I let my steps set the rhythm, the way I used to years ago, those early hours when it’s too soon to think, but the mind is already starting to work on its own. Turns gave way to more turns. Houses slipped behind the trees. The road gradually stopped feeling like a street and became something else—a path.

	Somewhere along the way, I caught myself replaying the dream, not the images but the sensations, worse that way. Dreams always lie. They’re terrible at explaining what they mean. The sensations, though, they’re real.

	Thoughts of the scene from Viktor’s book didn’t come all at once. At first, just fragments: intonations, pauses, the laughter, that detail—the scarf—too precise, too deliberate to be accidental. I didn’t try to hold on to them. Let them walk beside me, like Roger on the leash, present, but without tension.

	Ten, maybe fifteen minutes later, the footpath along the road opened out toward the water. The trees parted, and the lake came into view. It was wide, still, indifferent to human worries. Especially mine.

	I stopped at the edge. The water lay smooth, like a thought not yet disturbed. This was where I could start over.

	I unclipped Roger’s leash. He let out a series of sounds, somewhere between a bear’s grunt and a farm pig choking on its own enthusiasm, and bolted for the shoreline.

	A cluster of ducks stood there, unsuspecting, quietly quacking and pecking along the water’s edge. This was his morning ritual: charging back and forth after them, raising hell, pretending to hunt. It wasn’t always clear who was chasing whom, the ducks outrunning the dog, or Roger chasing the idea of them.

	I smirked, picturing him once again as a noble hunting dog, at least in his own mind, faithfully bringing down game for his beloved owner. In reality, all he managed was snapping jaws, splashes of water, and the dull thud of his body hitting the ground every time he misjudged a leap at a bird taking off.

	As a hunter, he was useless. I shifted my gaze from Roger’s bouncing figure back to the flat expanse of water stretching out ahead—calm, indifferent.

	And what kind of hunter was I? 

	The image of the bloodied chunk of concrete surfaced again, the one I’d seen in my hand in the dream. Then the lines from Viktor’s material began to cycle through my head, the ones mentioning “Zaikashka,” the only close friend Sasha Dvorkin had growing up.

	Who was this boy? What did he feel in that moment, what went through him, when Dvorkin turned him into an accomplice to a monstrous crime?

	“‘Sashka was in the ninth grade at the time. The only witness to what happened was Zaikashka. That day, they went to a construction site. Sasha brought along a first-grade boy.’ Nikolai paused, as if weighing how to put the rest of the story into words. ‘The first thing Sashka did was tear the gray scarf from the boy. He used it to bind the boy’s hands behind his back, pulling it so tight that the knots dug into the child’s skin.’”

	Fragments from Viktor’s book drifted through my mind.

	Last night, I had printed out Arkady Rovner’s Kalalatsy, based on Dvorkin’s oral accounts. I had pulled out and marked the passages where, under the pseudonym Lopukhov, certain episodes from Dvorkin’s life were described, particularly those involving his childhood friend, Yasha:

	“With Yasha, things were easy for me, probably because he blushed, stuttered, and felt guilty even more than I did. He was often sick, coughing—we’d been in school together since first grade—and his grandmother—he lived with his grandmother—used to take him to the Epiphany Cathedral in Yelokhovo.”

	Even that brief description gave me strong reason to believe that Yasha in Kalalatsy was the same “Zaikashka” referenced in the testimony Viktor recorded in his book.

	Psychopaths like Dvorkin don’t choose strong friends. They need “satellites”—the weak, the flawed, the dependent—those against whom their own insignificance can pass for greatness. Zaikashka was the ideal witness. He was present at the subject’s first conscious act of violence.

	It’s no coincidence that Podruzhka’s account preserves another critical detail: Dvorkin forced Zaikashka to throw stones into the pit, where a small, battered, raped first-grader was still clinging to his last breaths.

	In effect, Dvorkin completed the crime using someone else’s hands. It was the stone-filled pit that took the child’s final breaths. And that was what sealed Yasha’s fate.

	By the time I got back from the walk, Mary was already waiting with breakfast. She didn’t ask any unnecessary questions when she saw the focused, distant look on my face. It seemed she had finally realized this wasn’t just boredom pulling me back into my old profiling work. I was dealing with something real. Something I still didn’t understand.

	We exchanged only a few words over breakfast before I headed back to my office.

	I stepped up to the wall with the case board and marked a new section with a sticky note. In bold letters, I wrote: “YASHA—ZAIKASHKA.”

	I went through my notes from the night before, adding the points I had worked through during the walk, cutting them out and pinning them to the board.

	Dvorkin’s choice of a close friend was never random. A stuttering, sickly, socially vulnerable boy, Yasha, was the ideal target: physically and psychologically weaker, dependent on approval, prone to guilt and submission. People like that instinctively attract manipulators. Around him, Dvorkin could feel his own superiority, solidify his role as leader, and hone his ability to suppress the will of others.

	But control over Yasha wasn’t the only thing that mattered. He also needed to construct an alibi within his own psyche: It wasn’t just me. It was both of us.

	An accomplice becomes more than a witness. He becomes a psychological shield, one that diffuses responsibility. This is especially characteristic of individuals who feel superior yet exhibit a panicked avoidance of admitting to themselves: I am a killer. In that sense, Yasha functioned as a “second pair of hands”, so that later, Dvorkin could tell himself: I didn’t do it alone.

	But there was another layer to that relationship. A more dangerous one. Envy.

	I sat down at my desk, powered up the laptop and the monitor, and went back to the files.

	God, this book, Kalalatsy, was a struggle. The prose was rough, warped by bad auto-translation, the sentences jumping and collapsing in on themselves. But underneath it all, there was too much there—too much that aligned with what I’d already seen in Dvorkin’s autobiographical material—to ignore. So I forced myself to slow down, to read carefully, to push through the noise and extract what mattered.

	I pulled several passages into a separate document, then printed them out, sections that, to me, felt critical.

	Dvorkin’s key memories, recounted under the name Lopukhov, are tied to Yasha, particularly those concerning their discussions of God and the pit:

	“‘God lives in the mountains and sends lightning and thunder from there. You can’t see him, but he can stretch out his hand and reach anyone he wants,’ Yasha told me during botany class, while we were drawing petals and pistils of poppies in our notebooks, while by the window, the teacher, in a golden hive, lost in thought, kept rubbing the bridge of his nose with chalk-stained fingers. Yasha’s flower came out large and beautiful, its petals drawn with confident lines, the calyx lush and lively, while mine was stunted and crooked.”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
mee -

SERIAL KILLER ¢

¥ == AGAINST = j

»
A e






