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POLITICAL THRILLER SET IN THE LAST DECADE OF THE SOVIET UNION WHERE DISILLUSIONED KGB AGENT OLEG MEDVEDEV USES HIS SKILLS TO SOLVE THE MYSTERIES OF A HIGH-PROFILE MURDER AND FOILS A PLOT TO STOP DEMOCRATIC REFORM.


During the last decade of the crumbling Soviet Union, a bitter struggle for dominance develops between the Red Army and the KGB. The main character is a KGB agent, Oleg Medvedev. The plot follows Oleg from his idealistic beginnings with the most feared agency in the land, to his becoming a mature, resourceful and lethal agent. A high-profile murder investigation takes Oleg from the halls of power in Moscow to the wild Carpathian Mountain where he uncovers a complex plot to assassinate the President of the Russian Republic and seize control of the government. Soon his own life is in mortal danger.


 


“...exciting from start to finish. The historical details about the USSR as it was undergoing a monumental transition are tremendously interesting.


Seldom has a Russian spy seemed so exciting to follow as is Oleg in this novel by Rosenstein. Oleg calls to mind Phillip on the television program the The Americans. He is dashing and exciting and you root for him regardless of your political allegiances.”—David Makovitz, Infectious Disease Professor, Researcher, Scientific Writer.


 


“...a terrific read set against the background of the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the conflicted role of the military during the Perestroika period as a force for change and a force committed to maintaining the status quo. The author, clearly fully at home in the Soviet milieu,  clearly knows the Russian milieu from first-hand knowledge. But he's also fully at home describing a boar hunt or the aftereffects of a gunshot wound...and also the web of conflicting loyalties that accompany any nation's radical transformation into something new and different. Quick-paced, clever, fully engaging, and very exciting—Double-Edged Sword will appeal to a wide range of readers young and old.”—Martin S. Cohen, Novelist, Essayist, Editor, and Non-fiction Author.


 


In this taut, gritty thriller, Oleg Medvedev, a rising Soviet agent, finds himself at the heart of intrigue that threatens to overthrow the government. It is the 1980s, and the Soviet Union is buffeted by the toll of a foreign war in Afghanistan, the factional paranoia of the KGB and the military, and the fears of dissidents and emergent democratization. Rosenstein paints a landscape of Soviet life reminiscent of Orwellian bleakness and Big Brother machinery. Driven by adventure as well as desire to protect the motherland, Oleg soon finds a world of physical and moral confusion, where even his own intentions might be a double-edged sword.”—Arnold Hartstein, English Literature Professor.


 


“...truly great. Engaging story and interesting characters. We particularly enjoyed the details about life in Soviet Russia. We had difficulty putting it down.”—Funda Meric, Professor, Researcher, Scientific writer.
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I dedicate this novel to the past, the present and the future of my awesome family.




FOREWORD


October 2017 will mark the centenary of Russia’s October Revolution and the founding of a political and social system that lasted for three-quarters of a century until the collapse and breakup of the Soviet Union. Communism’s ideals of a classless society, of shared wealth and power, were soon corrupted. The Soviet Union became a powerful yet insecure police state that feared its enemies abroad and violently suppressed dissent at home.  The main instrument of suppression, founded in the 1920s, was the feared Cheka, the forerunner of the KGB — the sword and shield of the motherland.


When we meet the novel’s hero, Oleg Medvedev, he is about to join the KGB career fast track as a field agent. As he rises in the ranks, the perks follow — an upscale apartment in central Moscow, and enough money to take hunting trips and treat his dates to dinner at fancy restaurants. Although he enjoys his privileged lifestyle, Oleg never comes to terms with the KGB’s ruthless methods and begins to question whether the agency is serving the nation, or the interests of a political elite. In the mountains of Afghanistan, the brave and resourceful military commander, Roman Lomov, is having similar doubts about what he is fighting for in what historians have called “the Soviet Union’s Vietnam.” By the late 1980s, the Soviet system, torn by economic problems, corruption and factionalism, is beginning to fall apart.


The author, Alexander Rosenstein, draws on his memories of growing up in the Soviet Union, and some characters are modeled on people he knew. As I got to know Alexander I realized that he was an engaging storyteller, a passionate historian and a world traveler. He does share some of the traits of the main character in the novel. Alexander is an avid hunter, outdoorsman and weapon expert, definitely a multifaceted individual. Alexander is a cultured man who enjoys literature, music and other finer things in life, but at the same time the kind of a man you would want to have by your side in a dark alley.


To me, Oleg is a Soviet version of James Bond. However, unlike his British counterpart, Oleg has to try to save the world without bottomless financial resources or fancy gadgets. He does not own a fancy sports car or a dinner jacket and drinks his vodka straight without bothering to shake it into a martini. Nevertheless, Oleg is intelligent, resourceful, skillful and lethal to his enemies. I truly hope that the author will provide us with more opportunities to enjoy Oleg’s adventures.


 


David Mould, Professor Emeritus, Media Arts and Studies, Ohio University.
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Prologue


The star speckled black velvet sky covers the wooded crests of the Carpathian Mountains in western Ukraine. There is no wind. Motionless tree branches appear embedded in the cold wet air, saturated with the smell of decaying fallen leaves. The moon has already rolled over the horizon   It is the quietest time of the night, the time after the hesitant footsteps of forest dwellers have paused and before the early rising birds have begun to greet the rising sun.


The still of the night is disrupted by rapid footsteps. A man races between the massive trunks of ancient trees, carefully avoiding the branches of leafless bushes. His motions are quick and well-rehearsed, with almost a night-animal precision. He moves in the shadows, controlling the noise from his footsteps and heavy breathing as much as possible.


The fleeing man knows that he has killed four human beings this night and is being chased by the most elite group the KGB has ever trained. His life and perhaps the future of his country depend on his ability to survive.


The man has to stop because he is surrounded by tall bushes and cannot take his bearings. He hears a sound that doesn’t belong in the woods. He strains to listen. There is no mistake.


Dogs!




Chapter 1  


Moscow, USSR, 1981


 


The irritating but familiar ringing of the alarm clock pierced the early morning silence. Oleg grunted, turned to his right side and with a well-practiced motion, hits the top of the windup alarm clock. He buried himself deeper under the blankets. He knew he had to get out of bed, but felt he had to put up at least token resistance. Oleg spent a few minutes gathering his energy and then threw himself out of bed. He stumbled into the little kitchen where his mother Olga was bustling around the propane stove.


"Good morning, Mama," he mumbled, stifling a yawn.  He always wondered how someone more than twice his age managed to get up at least an hour earlier than he did. At 6:30 a.m., he was still in his pajamas, his hair disheveled. Olga had already bathed and was meticulously dressed, her short gray hair combed and tidy.


"Good morning, son.” She gave Oleg a mildly contemptuous look, which did not quite conceal a smile. Olga seemed proud of her only son.


"You’d better get going. You're going to be late for work. Your father, may he rest in peace, was never late for work all his life.”


Oleg wondered for a thousandth time if that statement was true. He never remembered his father leaving for work. He was usually gone by the time Oleg was coaxed out of bed, fed a healthy breakfast and sent off to school.


"Mama, don't start with me," said Oleg, swallowing another yawn. "I'm not awake enough to defend myself.” He dragged himself to the tiny bathroom. Growing up, Oleg realized what a privilege it was to have a private bathroom. A school friend whom he sometimes visited lived in a kommunalnaya, a communal apartment, and had to use a toilet shared by four families. 


After washing his face and brushing his teeth, Oleg shuffled back to his room. Having his own room was another luxury. A two-bedroom apartment with a kitchen and a toilet was the biggest reward his father obtained for his years of service as a secret military factory engineer.


On the chair next to his bed he found well-ironed pants, a white shirt and a tie, all neatly laid out for him. There are advantages to living with your mother. Oleg returned to the kitchen. His mother made his favorite breakfast — fried eggs, sunny side up. He washed them down with hot cocoa, pretending to listen to her jabbering. He hurriedly kissed her on the forehead, put on his well-worn coat and ran down the stairs to the street.


Oleg stepped out onto the snow-covered sidewalk and took a deep, satisfying breath. Emerging from the dark of the stairwell, it took his eyes a few seconds to adjust to the bright light. The snow reflected the morning sun, bathing everything in a fresh winter glow. Even the stately pre-revolutionary buildings seemed to recover their faded grandeur as the snow covered up cracks and peeling paint. The light brightened up the solid, stern-looking Stalin-era buildings. Even the shabby, prefabricated Khrushchev-era apartment blocks seemed to revel in the season. For Oleg, this was the Moscow winter at its most brilliant, before the dark days and deep snow drifts of January, before the snow turned to slush and mud in March. He felt awake and free.


The winter sun greeted a city dressing up for the celebration of Revolution Day, just two weeks away. For the past week, workers all over Moscow had been erecting banners with portraits of Marx, Lenin, and Brezhnev, with familiar quotes on revolutionary principles. That morning the whole city was awash in red and white. Red banners, white letters, white snowflakes.


Those slogans — the liturgy of the communist party — had been drilled into generations of schoolchildren. Oleg could recite all of them by heart. The quotes never change, but the portraits do. Where was the portrait of Stalin, the savior of the Soviet Union in the Great Patriotic War? Or Khrushchev, who inspired the post-war generation to restore the Soviet Union’s shattered industries and built its nuclear arsenal to protect communism from the evil West? Oleg prided himself on his loyalty to the Soviet Union, but he found himself wondering, a little uneasily, how long the bushy eyebrows of Leonid Brezhnev would grace the Soviet heroes’ gallery. 


Oleg kept inhaling the air with delight. On a day like this, he felt happy that he lived close enough to the city center to walk to work, unlike most of his colleagues who spent an hour or more packed into buses or subway cars. He had his father to thank for that. Sergey Medvedev had worked as an engineer at secret military factories, designing new military hardware and production processes. He wasn’t allowed to talk about what he did, but his reward was a two-bedroom apartment with a kitchen and bathroom in a Stalin-era apartment building--a stalinka — just a 15-minute walk from Red Square. 


Oleg was enjoying his walk so much that he was surprised to realize he was already passing the statue of Iron Felix--Felix Dzerzhinsky, the founding father of the KGB. In December 1917, Lenin created the Soviet Union’s first security service VCheKa (the All-Russia Emergency Committee), usually simply called Cheka to combat internal threats.  He appointed Dzerzhinsky, a Polish aristocrat turned communist, as its director. Until his death in 1926, Dzerzhinsky led a campaign of terror against so-called enemies of the state, earning him the name Iron Felix and establishing the internal security service as a center of power. During Stalin’s regime, the service’s name was changed to the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) and its responsibilities widened to include surveillance of potential domestic and foreign enemies. Eventually the organization morphed into the KGB (the Committee for State Security) with even broader powers and responsibilities. Its emblem — the shield and double-edged sword — represented its mission to defend the motherland and attack the enemies of the revolution.


As long as he could remember, Oleg had been fascinated by the adventures of KGB agents, tirelessly protecting the lives of Soviet citizens and the communist system. They worked behind the lines during the war, lurking in the shadows at the Reichstag and Berchtesgaden, stealing documents, breaking codes, using their physical strength and personal charm to defeat the Nazi war machine, save thousands of Soviet lives and defend the revolution. After the war, they infiltrated the CIA and MI5, foiled attempted coups in Soviet allies in Asia and Africa, and enlisted idealistic young Westerners to the cause. Their daring exploits were celebrated in novels, comic books and movies. Many young boys like Oleg dreamed of becoming a KGB agent.


Oleg looked up and winked at the father of the modern KGB. Then he turned and entered the massive six-floor pre-revolutionary building that occupied one side of Dzerzhinsky Square. Built just before the turn of the century, the Lubyanka Building had for most of its life housed the security service. Agents joked darkly that KGB headquarters was the tallest building in Moscow because even from the first floor you could see Siberia.


Oleg passed under the emblem of the shield and double edged sword above the heavy wooden doors into the massive entrance hall and was immediately immersed in a different world. Most of the left-side wall was taken up by a minor work of Soviet realism — a painting of Lenin and Dzerzhinsky standing by a table intently examining documents. It was balanced on the right wall by an artwork of similar size depicting Lenin pointing the way to the rising sun and some far-off communist utopia to a crowd of workers and farmers. Oleg passed the painting every day and couldn’t help thinking that the crowd, though attentive and reverent to the great leader, looked confused. “Um, Comrade Vladimir, can you be a bit more precise in your directions? And how long will it take to get where we’re going?”


Ahead of Oleg, two armed guards stood in front of a set of bulletproof glass doors. Beyond the doors a portrait of Brezhnev in a gold-colored frame was prominently displayed. The General Secretary of the Communist Party seemed to have an almost fatherly expression that belied his ruthless tactics. His enormous eyebrows were the butt of many secretly whispered jokes. Question: “What do Brezhnev’s eyebrows represent? “ Answer: “Stalin’s mustache at a higher level.” Or “We’ve fooled around long enough!” said Brezhnev, regluing his eyebrows beneath his nose. Oleg had to make an effort to control his facial expression every time he looked at images of the party leader.


The glass doors opened automatically. Oleg looked straight into the camera mounted to the left of the entrance and presented his ID card. Even after a year of working at KGB headquarters, he could not help but be overwhelmed by the continuous bustle in the building. People were walking briskly in all directions, most appearing to be carrying folders. Everyone seemed to have a place to go. So did Oleg. He went down the familiar corridor, stopping at the usual checkpoints. Glass doors kept opening and closing behind him. Finally, he came to a large room filled with desks. Its occupants appeared to have created their own little private domains, erecting stacks of files as barricades.


"Hey, lover boy!” The voice came from behind one of the paper fortresses. Oleg peeped over the wall of files.


"Pavel, I see you’re starting your brown-nosing very early in the morning.”


Oleg's friend laughed. "Oleg, you Don Juan, did it take you an unusually long time to get under somebody's skirt last night? Maybe that's why you decided to sleep in this morning.”


"You are talking to a proper young man who lives with his mother," said Oleg with a smirk. He pushed the files just enough to start an avalanche over Pavel's desk.


"You son of a bitch, Oleg!  Why did you have to do that?” 


Oleg walked on, obviously satisfied with himself. Pavel was irritated, but he would soon forget. The two had been best friends since their school days, supporting each other. Oleg, who had graduated from the KGB Academy a year before Pavel, shared final examination questions. Pavel gave Oleg a key to his apartment, and said he could stay when he was out of town at his parents’ house; he did not ask awkward questions about how Oleg entertained his dates there.


Oleg reached his desk and climbed into the rickety chair, which had one redeeming feature--it could rock back. Oleg grabbed the folder on top of his barricade and opened it with an expression of boredom.


"Uh, huh, Professor Kreitsman is shooting off his mouth again," he mumbled to himself, reading from the file.


"The Captain wants to see you." Oleg looked up to see the department head ‘s secretary standing beside his desk.


"Ah, Galina, what a refreshing sight you are first thing in the morning.”


"You haven't required much refreshing lately. Where have you been hiding yourself?”


"Why would I hide from the best looking protector of Soviet citizens?”


"Don't waste it, sweet talker, just follow me.”


Oleg tried to appear calm but his heart was pounding. Why was he being summoned? Had he been late for work too many times? Had he misplaced or mislabeled a case file? Was his work substandard? Was he to receive another “no fraternizing” lecture?


Oleg and Galina went through multiple checkpoints and doors until they reached a bank of elevators. As they waited, Oleg tried to calm his nerves by flirting with the secretary. However, inside his head he was going through different scenarios for the upcoming meeting. Perhaps the Captain found out about Oleg’s request to be transferred to the Field Operations Department. The sound of the opening elevator door brought him back to reality. Grigori the elevator attendant smiled, showing a row of poorly fitting false teeth that made a whistling sound whenever he spoke.


"Which floor, kids?” whistled Grigori.


This stupid smile must have been glued on his face forever. "Take us to the top, Grigori. You're looking quite well.” 


The doors opened and Galina and Oleg stepped into the holiest of holies, the Executive Section of KGB Headquarters. This section took up the entire sixth floor. Heads and assistant heads of the directorates, departments, divisions and subdivisions had their offices on this floor. The layout was originally designed to facilitate a team approach to intelligence work that required information-sharing but in practice collabo-ration rarely happened. Each directorate — for foreign espionage, for counter-intelligence, for internal surveillance, for communications and other security areas — acted as a sovereign country jealously protecting its area of influence. Officially, the heads of the directorates were working towards common goals under the direction of the chairman of the KGB, Yuri Andropov, but in reality they spent a lot of time feuding over resources, influence and prestige.


Oleg was led to the office of his boss, Captain Durin, head of the Department of Archives. Galina let Oleg step into the office and immediately left, closing the door behind her.


Oleg had been in this office only once before. That was on his first day on the job, when he was told how lucky he was to be chosen for his position with the KGB. The office look much the same. The same white-washed walls with time-yellowed certificates of promotions and letters of commendation. An enormous oak desk, bare of ornamentation, seemed to take up almost half of the floor space, dwarfing everything in the room and making Durin look even smaller then he was. There were orderly stacks of files, aligned pens and a perfectly angled framed picture of a rather unattractive woman. To Oleg, these were the signs of Durin’s obsessive personality.


The Captain was a short man with an irritating nervous tick. Everyone in the archives also knew that he also had an enormous chip on his shoulder. He headed a department that few noticed, except when a file went missing. Collecting, compiling, organizing and retrieving documents were vital functions in the KGB’s work, but they largely went unrecognized and unrewarded. When an operation was successful, it was the field agents and their bosses who earned the honor and glory, not the lowly file clerks who provided the documents that went into identifying targets and planning operations. Durin always struggled to justify his staffing level and budget. He had risen as far as he could in the agency and knew it. Now he just wanted to protect his own domain from attack by aggressive KGB directorates.


Durin was not a man for small talk. "Comrade Medvedev, I gather that working in the Archives Department is not exciting enough for you.” Durin looked over his tortoise shell glasses with an expression of resignation.


Being considerably taller than the Captain, Oleg suddenly became uncomfortably conscious of his height.


"Comrade Captain, may I sit down and explain?" Oleg said, realizing that his heart was pounding faster than ever and that he was starting to sweat.


"No, you may not sit down! I am gravely disappointed in you. You’re a bright young man. That’s why I selected you and I predicted that you would have a brilliant career in the Archives. However, you had the nerve to bombard the Chief's office with requests for a transfer to the Seventh Directorate to become a field agent.”


"It was my favorite area of interest at the Academy.”


"I don't think so. I think it’s because you read too many spy novels. Anyway, that’s beside the point. The transfer has been approved so you have got your wish. I couldn’t care less about your motives and don't have time to waste chatting with deserters. Come with me.”


The Captain walked out of the side door to his office and Oleg anxiously followed. They walked down a narrow, dimly lit corridor to an unmarked door. Durin knocked and impatiently opened it without waiting for a response. The men walked into an office strikingly different from the one they just left. The first thing that caught Oleg’s eye was an impressive deer head mounted on the wall behind the elegant antique desk. Several swords crossed with matching scabbards hung on one wall. The opposite wall was covered with maps, the most prominent, a large detailed map of Moscow. Above the maps were portraits and black and white photos of famous Soviet generals.


At first glance the desktop looked messy, but Oleg noticed the systematic arrangement of files, graphed paper pads, fountain pens and pencils. An unsheathed pearl-handled navy officer dagger, which Oleg deduced was used as letter opener, lay on the right side of the desk. A brass rectangular plate on the front of the desk decorated with the hammer and sickle was engraved “N.A. Sokolov.”




Chapter 2


North of Kabul, Afghanistan, October 1981


 


From the ledge, Senior Lieutenant Lomov scanned the huts on the other side of the valley with his field binoculars. It was like a hundred other places he had seen in northeastern Afghanistan — a cluster of rough mud-brick buildings with straw roofs. You couldn’t tell from the outside which ones were dwellings, and which were used to keep animals. Sometimes, it was the same one. Just another unnamed settlement in a remote valley.


The sun was dipping over the mountains. It was late fall, and the night air was already cold.  Lomov wondered whether this was the correct target, or whether he and his commandos had been sent on another fruitless mission by the so-called intelligence experts sitting in their warm control room back at Bagram air base near Kabul.


“Get HQ on the radio, Koznov,” he instructed. “I want to make sure we’re in the right place.”


After a few minutes, the radio crackled to life. “Operations. Report on the status of your mission.”


“We’re sitting on a mountain freezing our fucking butts off,” said Lomov.


This was not standard language for radio communications from the field, but Lomov knew he could get away with some sarcasm, even with his superiors. On his second tour of duty in Afghanistan, he had earned a reputation for swift, precision strikes at the enemy. The tougher the mission, the more he seemed to revel in it.


Most Soviet soldiers in Afghanistan were conscripts, doing their required service in an inhospitable land and hoping they would make it home alive. Roman Lomov was a career army man, who went to officer school and turned down a desk job in Moscow to go to war. His men were fiercely loyal to him, and he protected them from interference by the military bureaucracy.


The army command quietly resented his buccaneering style. He often questioned orders, and sometimes the parentage of his superiors. But as long as Lomov maintained his success rate on missions, the command could keep reporting successes against the mujahidin to the Ministry of Defense in Moscow. As long as Lomov made his superiors look good, everyone was happy.


Lomov briefly adjusted his attitude. “Are you sure the coordinates are correct? The place looks deserted. No movement. No guards. No sign of life.”


“Coordinates confirmed.” The voice on the radio seemed detached. “Proceed with mission as ordered, and report back.”


“That’s easy for you to say, sitting in your warm cabin eating your kasha.” Lomov’s men smiled silently in agreement.


“Please repeat, Comrade. The transmission was breaking up.”


“I said we will report, but I recommend a visual reconnaissance of the location before the air strike.” Lomov had a smirk on his face.


“Request denied. Intelligence has confirmed location of prisoners.”


Lomov shrugged and put down the radio mouthpiece. He turned to his men. “Well, here we go again — off to one more godforsaken Afghan hamlet to watch another fireworks display by the air force. Remember, your comrades may be there. We proceed with caution. No shooting up the place. That’s if there’s anything left to shoot up after the choppers have done their work.”


The capture of five Soviet soldiers had been an embarrassment for the command in Kabul after yet another failed offensive. The strategically important Panjshir Valley (valley of the five lions), 150 kilometers north of Kabul, had been the scene of skirmishes with the mujahidin, led by the charismatic Ahmad Shah Massoud, since September 1980. By the fall of 1981, Massoud had mustered enough men to openly resist the Soviet assault. In early September, the Soviets launched their fourth offensive. To avoid losing vehicles to land mines, they sent sapper units ahead to clear the way for the main force. This tactic proved costly, and the attack force penetrated only 25 kilometers into the valley before retiring, after having suffered sizable casualties.


The withdrawal left a squad from the 108th Guards Motor Rifle Division to guard a strategic bridge on the main road to Kabul. A dawn attack by the mujahidin took the defenders by surprise. About 20 troops were killed, and three armored personnel carriers destroyed by anti-tank weapons. The survivors retreated to Kabul with their wounded. The mujahidin captured five Soviet soldiers.


Because the mujahidin were always on the move in the mountains, trying to evade detection by reconnaissance aircraft, prisoners could be a liability, slowing down the unit and restricting its mobility. Rather than binding the prisoners with ropes, the tribesmen followed the centuries-old practice of cutting the soles of their prisoners’ feet. Forced to walk barefoot, they could not run away. If a prisoner’s feet became infected and he could not walk unaided, his captors would slit his throat and throw him into a ravine. This practice gave the remaining prisoners a strong incentive to keep moving.


News of the capture of their comrades spread quickly among the Soviet troops. For the sake of morale, it was important that they be rescued as soon as possible. Senior Lieutenant Lomov volunteered to lead a team for this mission. If he hadn’t volunteered, there was little doubt he would have been selected.


Lomov was allowed to pick the members of the team. An accomplished sniper himself, he supervised tryouts on the rifle range to choose two more skilled shooters. He also selected eight commandos, all of them experienced in special operations in Afghanistan and in hand-to-hand combat. A medic who had accompanied him on previous missions completed the team of twelve.


After waiting for several days, the operations center got an intelligence break. A surveillance plane had photographed a group of armed men who appeared to be guarding a mud-brick building on a small plateau on a tributary of the Panjshir River. It was about 20 kilometers from the bridge, on a trail leading east through the mountains towards Pakistan’s tribal regions. The intelligence report speculated that the mujahidin might be planning to take their captives over the border to a safe haven out of reach of Soviet troops.
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