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Chapter 1. Silence

	The silence in his apartment was not the absence of sound but its dense, almost tangible presence. It lay on the furniture in a thick layer, like dust. It filled the corners like cobwebs. It was as heavy as a tombstone, under which he had buried himself alive. The world had shrunk to these fifty square meters, to the view of a foreign, indifferent city behind the glass. The city lived its own life, flickering with lights, breathing exhaust fumes, wailing with sirens, but all those sounds reached Viktor as if from underwater, muffled and unreal. The only reality was the silence inside.

	Sometimes, in rare moments when the gray veil of apathy thinned for an instant, he remembered who he had been. Not just remembered—he saw another person, almost a stranger. A successful, respected investigative journalist whose name was a synonym for integrity. A man who believed that a well-told story could change the world. His weapons were meticulously verified facts and clear, persuasive language. He believed in institutions—in the courts, in editorial independence, in the power of public opinion. He thought any lie would crumble under the weight of facts, never understanding its irrational, viral nature.

	He remembered his main principle, almost a creed: “A person has the right to their own story.” He specialized in reporting on complex, private communities, trying to show them from the inside, without prejudice. Early in his career, his mentor, a journalist of the old dissident school, had taught him the main rule: “If the system has turned against one person, go and talk to that person. The system knows how to lie; individuals tend to lie less often.” And he followed that rule—until the system turned against him.

	Now life felt like a dream. He moved around the apartment slowly, like an old man. Every gesture was a precise ritual, stripped of meaning. In the morning, he would make coffee, watch the steam rise above the black surface, and feel neither smell nor warmth. During the day, he sat in an armchair, staring out the window where tiny cars crawled along the bridge, mute and distant. In the evening, he turned on his laptop, opened a blank page, and immediately closed it. His fingers, which had once flown across the keyboard, now lay motionless on the table, as if they belonged to someone else. Words had betrayed him. Worse, they had been stolen, twisted, and turned against him.

	The smear campaign had not just destroyed his career. It had blown up his inner world, leaving scorched earth behind. His main tool—the written word—had been used against him. He could no longer write, because every word seemed to him either a lie or a potential weapon. He had been Viktor the journalist. Now he was no one. This emptiness was not sadness; it was a black hole where his “self” had been.

	The phone had been silent for months. At first, he waited. Then, he hoped. Then, he stopped. The friends who had sworn eternal support were the first to vanish. Their faces in old photographs now looked like the faces of strangers from another, impossible world. A world where he had been someone. A prizewinner, his awards now gathering dust in the overhead storage along with his past life. He hadn’t thrown them out. Not because he still hoped. It just took effort, and he had no strength left.

	The betrayal by colleagues and friends who so easily believed the propaganda created a vacuum around him. He forgot how to trust and, as a result, forgot how to build close relationships. Sometimes, walking past the mirror in the hallway, he would catch a stranger’s gaze: a gaunt man with deep shadows under his eyes, in which a mute astonishment had frozen—as if he still hadn’t understood how all this had happened.

	His world had turned into a paranoid mechanism. His nervous system stayed in a state of constant combat readiness. The sharp sound of a car pulling up, the click of a neighbor’s door lock, loud voices behind the wall—all of it was a trigger that brought a rush of adrenaline and cold sweat. He unconsciously tracked people in the street who seemed like “watchers,” constantly changed his routes, and avoided open spaces. A casual question from a neighbor about the weather felt like an attempt to gather information; the routine smile of an official looked like a mask for future aggression.

	The internet, once his working tool, now seemed like a minefield. He had become a digital agoraphobe. He used a VPN, encrypted messengers, and constantly wiped his cache and browser history. He knew his digital footprint could be used for a new attack. His main fear was not physical retaliation but losing his mind. The fear that he would never again be able to distinguish a real threat from paranoid delirium, because once, the most delusional of his fears had become reality.

	This was not life but an imitation of it. The anesthesia of apathy saved him from sharp pain, leaving only a dull, nagging suffering. He was an empty shell, burned out from the inside. And in that emptiness, an echo began to form.

	It did not appear at once. At first, there were just sudden attacks of inexplicable anxiety. He would sit in his chair, and suddenly his heart would start pounding, his palms would sweat, and an icy chill would appear at the back of his head. He did not understand why. Outwardly, nothing was happening. The silence remained the same.

	And then he heard it. It wasn’t a voice. More like a phantom vibration in his skull, a bodiless after-sound of phrases that had branded his memory. He was sitting, mindlessly scrolling through a newsfeed on his tablet. Faces of politicians, footage of disasters, and ads flashed by. He wasn’t reading, just letting his eyes slide over them. And then he stumbled on a headline about exposing yet another “destructive organization.” In the video, some man in a suit, with a confident and righteous face, was saying all the right, carefully chosen words.

	Viktor wasn’t listening. He already knew them all by heart. But his body was listening.

	“We are protecting families.”

	The phrase hit not his ears but somewhere in his solar plexus. A short, painful spasm. He put the tablet aside and rubbed his chest. His breathing went ragged.

	“This is a threat to society.”

	Another blow. A flash of light before his eyes, like a camera flash in a dark hallway. He squeezed his eyes shut.

	“We are saving children from cults.”

	Cold. The same familiar cold he had felt in the investigator’s office when they told him his work would be classified as extremism. The echo was rising, filling the inner silence. These were not his thoughts. They were foreign fragments of voices stuck inside him. They sounded within him, but did not belong to him. Like viral code. He stood up and paced the room. He needed to distract himself. Drink some water. Look out the window. But the echo followed him, relentless as a shadow. The phrases repeated, layering over one another, creating a nauseating cacophony. He tried to push them away, to force himself to think about something else. About what? About the faceless cars on the bridge? About the pattern of the wallpaper? But the echo was stronger. It was the only living thing in his dead silence.

	He sat back down in the chair, defeated. Closed his eyes. Fine. Let it sound. The anxiety slowly receded, leaving behind the familiar, exhausting fatigue. He sat motionless, perhaps for an hour. The echo faded, turning into background noise—a ringing in his ears.

	He heard not the meaning of the words but their propagandistic structure. Labels—stamps, stigmas. The rhetoric of dehumanization. The creation of a binary “us–them” opposition, where “they” represented an existential threat. That “intonation of hatred” triggered in him an almost physical response: cold sweat, rapid heartbeat, a sense of constriction in his chest.

	And in that moment, when the noise had almost died down, one of the phrases surfaced again. Clear, but now without menace. Just as a fact.

	“We are protecting families.”

	He had heard it thousands of times. From politicians. From activists. From his former friends. It had become part of the information landscape, as meaningless as advertising. But now, in the deafening silence of his apartment, in his emptied-out mind, something shifted. His analytical mind, which had slept so long under the rubble of trauma, stirred for the first time.

	It was not an emotion. Not fear. Not the memory of betrayal. It was a question. Cold, clear, like the prick of a needle.

	He opened his eyes. His gaze focused. The silence in the room was no longer oppressive. It was charged, like the moment before something is revealed.

	Where had he heard this before?

	

	


Chapter 2. The First Thread

	The question hung in the suffocating silence like a shard of ice. Where had he heard this before?

	It was not born of panic or an echo of trauma. On the contrary, it was terrifyingly sober and clear. For the first time in the long months of apathy, Viktor’s brain—his main working tool, the thing people had once valued him for—showed signs of life. It did not bring relief. That cold, analytical impulse in the scorched desert of his consciousness felt like a scalpel moving along an old wound.

	Viktor sat motionless, afraid to scare off this fragile state. The echo had faded, but the room was filled with its unseen presence, like ozone after a thunderstorm. He rose slowly and walked over to the laptop lying on the table like the headstone of his former life. He opened the lid. The screen came to life, casting a corpse-blue glow over his haggard face. His fingers froze above the keyboard. The simple act of opening a browser demanded titanic effort, as if he were about to clear radioactive rubble with his bare hands. He forced himself to breathe. Inhale. Exhale.

	The cursor blinked in the white search bar. What should he look for? The phrase that had hit him? “We are protecting families”? Pointless. Millions of links to public service announcements, family therapists, and political slogans.

	He remembered the face of the man from the news segment. Confident, respectable, radiating righteousness. He remembered the caption under his
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