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	Prologue

	

	

	

	

	

	The doorbell rang at exactly six in the morning. It wasn't the sharp, demanding sound you usually hear in movies about arrests, but a short, polite ring. Andrei took his finger off the button and adjusted the folder in his hands. It was quiet outside the door. He knew they weren't asleep. Victor had always been a light sleeper, and his habit of getting up early had remained with him since childhood.

	Andrei looked at the witnesses. The two men who had been brought along shifted from foot to foot and looked at their phones. They didn't care. For them, it was just a wasted morning, for which they would receive a signature in the protocol and a sense of civic duty fulfilled. For Andrei, it was work. Unpleasant, but necessary. Prevention.

	The door opened. Victor was standing on the threshold. He was wearing a T-shirt, barefoot, with a sleepy but calm expression on his face. He didn't ask, "Who's there?" He saw Andrei and for a second, relief flashed in his eyes. He recognized his friend. He didn't yet understand that his friend had not come to visit.

	— "Hello," Andrei said quietly. "Sorry for coming so early."

	Victor looked at the people behind Andrei. At their uniforms. At the folder. Relief gave way to confusion, but there was no fear. Fear comes later, when a person realizes their powerlessness. Right now, there was only awkwardness.

	— Andrei? Victor took a step back, letting them in. What happened?

	— "It's nothing to worry about," Andrei said casually. This phrase was his shield. It turned violence into bureaucracy and intrusion into a visit. "We need to conduct an inspection. It's a formality. We received a report, so we are obligated to check. You understand. These are the times we live in."

	They entered the apartment. It was warm and smelled of baking. Children's jackets hung on a coat rack. Victor's daughter's pink backpack lay on the nightstand. Andrei tried not to look at the things that made this place a home. He needed to see the object. The perimeter. The scene of the investigation.

	— "Are the children asleep?" he asked, taking out the warrant form.

	— Yes," Victor's voice trembled. "Andrei, are you serious? What inspection? We were barbecuing together on Saturday. You know how we live.

	

	

	

	— Vitya, don't start,” Andrei said softly, almost sympathetically. "There's a procedure. The higher-ups sent down orders on preventing extremism. Your name is on the list. I specifically took this address myself so that strangers wouldn't come to your place. I'll take a quick look around, write up a report that there's nothing illegal, and I'll leave. It's for your own good."

	Victor was silent. He looked at his friend, with whom he had built huts in this same yard thirty years ago. And in this silence, Andrei felt the first pang of irritation. Why couldn't Victor just accept the rules of the game? If he was clean before the law, he had nothing to fear.

	— "Do you have a Bible?" one of the operatives asked briskly as he entered the room. — "Yes," Victor replied. "Is that forbidden?"
 — "It depends," the operative said, opening the closet.

	

	Andrei sat down at the kitchen table and began filling out the top of the report. The pen glided across the paper easily and familiarly. Date. Time. Address. Investigator's surname. Name of the person being searched. The words fell into lines, creating a new reality. In this reality, Victor was no longer a childhood friend. He was becoming a figure in a case. A person against whom measures were being taken.

	Victor's wife, Anya, came out of the bedroom. She threw on a robe, pressing her hands to her chest. Her eyes were wide with horror.

	— "It's okay, Anya," Andrei repeated, without looking up from his papers. "Just checking documents and literature. Don't wake your daughter. We'll be quiet."                  He believed what he was saying. He sincerely believed that he was saving them from real problems. After all, if the special forces had come, everything would have been different. But he was one of them. He would just fill out the paperwork. The system required reports. If he gave the system a report, it would calm down.

	The operative took a stack of books out of the room. Colorful covers, bookmarks.

	— "We're confiscating this," he said. "For examination."

	— Why? Victor took a step forward. These are personal books. There are notes in the margins. This is my Bible.

	— The expert will figure it out," the operative snapped. "If there's no extremism in there, they'll give it back.

	

	

	

	Andrei saw Victor's fists clench. He knew that gesture. Victor did it at school when they teased him for refusing to fight. He was holding back.

	— "Vitya, give them back," Andrei said firmly. "Don't make it worse. The examination is standard procedure. They'll check for any calls to action and return them. You're not calling for anything like that, are you?"

	— "I call for love for one's neighbor," Victor replied quietly.

	— There you go. So there's nothing to be afraid of.

	Andrei signed the page and turned it over. He didn't know that at that very moment, in another part of the city, in an office overlooking a gray square, the expert's report was already lying on the desk. In it, quotes from these books were already labeled "instruments of psychological violence," and Victor's faith was called "a threat to public safety." Andrei did not know that this morning visit was not an inspection, but the beginning of the end. Or he did not want to know.

	He finished writing the report. Dry lines appeared in the "confiscated" column. The books ceased to be books and became evidence. The apartment ceased to be a home and became a crime scene.

	— Sign here, Andrei said, handing Viktor a pen.

	Victor looked at him. There was no hatred in that look. There was surprise. A deep, childlike surprise at how easily the world could crumble.

	— You understand what you're doing, don't you? Victor asked.

	— "I'm doing my job," Andrei's voice became dry. "Sign it. I still have to write the report."

	Victor signed. Andrei carefully put the sheet in a folder. He clicked the lock. The sound seemed deafening in the silence of the kitchen.

	— "We'll go," said Andrei, standing up. "If they call me to the investigator, I'll call you." Don't worry. Everything will be sorted out.

	He left first. As he descended the stairs, he heard the door close quietly behind him. The click of the lock. Andrei exhaled. The morning was just beginning. The city was waking up, people were going to work, making coffee, taking their children to kindergarten. Life went on as usual. Nothing terrible had happened. Just a procedure. Just words on paper.

	

	He got into his company car and turned on the radio. Light music was playing. Andrei looked at the windows on the second floor where he had just been. The light in the kitchen went out.

	"I did everything right," he thought. "According to the law."

	

	The car started moving. Andrei did not yet know that he had set in motion a mechanism that could not be stopped. A mechanism lubricated with the ink of experts and words that kill more reliably than bullets.

	

	Chapter 1: Two Courtyards

	

	There was only one courtyard for everyone. A U-shaped box of gray nine-story panel buildings, enclosing a world limited by rusty garages and creaky swings. This world had its own laws, unwritten but binding. Here, everyone knew whose son was whose, whose father drank, whose worked at the factory, who took out the trash in a bucket, and who was too lazy to walk to the dumpster. It was an ecosystem where transparency in personal life was considered a guarantee of security.

	

	Andrei loved this courtyard for its clarity. He liked that the asphalt paths were laid at right angles, that the curbs were whitewashed with lime every spring, creating the illusion of cleanliness and order. He grew up as a child who did not need to be told why rules were necessary. For him, rules were not restrictions, but a framework that held the world together. If there was a class schedule, then the day was predictable. If there was a school uniform
 — That means everyone is equal. If the red light is on, you have to stop, even if the road is empty. This predictability gave him peace of mind. His parents, third-generation engineers, raised him to respect the system: the state is a large mechanism, and for it to work, every cog must be in its place.

	

	Victor lived in the third stairwell, on the fifth floor. They were the same age, born a month apart, and their mothers used to walk together with their strollers around the sandbox. Outwardly, Victor's family life was no different from that of others. His father, Uncle Kolya, worked as an electrician at the housing office, and his mother, Aunt Lena, was a nurse at the clinic. They greeted their neighbors, participated in community clean-ups, and paid their rent on time. In the evenings, their windows glowed with the same warm yellow light as everyone else's.

	

	

	But there was one detail that made them "different." Not strangers, but different, as if they knew some secret that was inaccessible to others.

	

	Andrei first noticed this difference in third grade, before the November holidays. The teacher was handing out poems for the morning performance. Victor got a quatrain about the flag and the motherland. He stood up, thin, with his hair sticking out, and said quietly but firmly: "Maria Ivanovna, I can't read this." "Why?" the teacher asked in surprise, adjusting her glasses. "Can't you memorize it?" "No, I can memorize it. But we don't celebrate national holidays. We are Jehovah's Witnesses."

	

	Silence fell over the class. Back then, in the late nineties, that phrase didn't yet have the metallic, clanging tone it would later acquire. It just sounded strange. Like "vegetarian" or "philatelist." The teacher didn't yell, didn't call his parents to the principal's office, and didn't write a report to the guardians. She just shrugged, took the paper, and gave it to another student. "Well, if you don't want to, that's fine," she said. "Sit down, Vitya."

	

	This came as a shock to Andrei. It turns out that you can say "no" to the system, and the sky won't fall down. But what surprised him even more was that Victor didn't flaunt it. There was no rebellion, defiance, or desire to stand out in his refusal. It was a calm statement of fact, as if he had said, "I don't eat fish because I'm allergic to it."

	

	Their friendship began not because of, but in spite of this difference. One winter, when they were in fifth grade, some older kids from the neighboring yard cornered Andrei behind the garages. They demanded money, which he didn't have. Andrei, who always believed in justice, tried to explain that taking money away was wrong, but his arguments were met with deaf laughter and shoves in the shoulder. Victor appeared unexpectedly. He wasn't a fighter, he didn't box. He just walked up and stood next to him.

	

	— Leave him alone, he said to the leader.

	

	— "Or what?" the leader grinned. "Are you going to hit me? Your faith won't allow it."

	

	— "I won't hit you," Victor agreed. "But I won't leave either. We'll stand here until you leave. Or until one of the adults comes."

	

	There was something disarming about this. It's impossible to hit someone who isn't going to fight back, but isn't running away either. The bullies, having lost interest in a victim who wasn't afraid in the "right" way, spat and left. Andrei then asked:

	

	

	— Are you really not allowed to fight back? Even if you're attacked?

	

	

	

	

	

	— Jesus taught not to respond to evil with evil, Victor replied, brushing the snow off Andrei's jacket. If you hit back, the evil will double. And if you don't hit back, it will stop with you.

	

	Andrei thought this logic was flawed, even dangerous. In his view of the world, evil had to be punished, otherwise it would decide that it could do whatever it wanted. But he kept quiet. That day, he realized that Victor, for all his strangeness, was more reliable than many "normal" people.

	

	Years passed. The courtyard changed. The rusty swings were replaced by a plastic playground, the garages began to be demolished, and teenagers with beer appeared on the benches instead of domino players. Andrei and Victor grew up. Andrei enrolled in law school. He liked the Roman legal tradition, the clarity of the wording, Latin. "Dura lex, sed lex" — the law is harsh, but it is the law. This phrase became his motto. He believed that if all human relationships were written down in codes, chaos would disappear.

	

	After school, Victor went to technical college and became an equipment technician. He was talented at working with mechanisms; his hands had a feel for metal. But something else remained the most important thing in his life. Twice a week, he would put on a suit, take his worn briefcase, and go to meetings.

	

	Sometimes Andrei would visit him. Victor's apartment was different from the other apartments in their building. There was no television playing in the background from morning till night. There were no paperback detective novels on the shelves. Instead, there were many books with bookmarks. The Bible lay on the table not as a souvenir or talisman, but as a working tool — with notes in the margins, underlined lines, and worn from frequent reading.

	

	Once, when they were drinking tea in the kitchen, Andrei asked:

	

	— Vitya, aren't you bored? Honestly. No clubs, no birthdays, New Year's — and that's gone too. Life is passing you by. Victor smiled. He had a special smile — not a broad one, but somehow internal, bright.

	

	— What is life, Andrei? A set of entertainments? For me, life is meaning. I know why I'm here, I know where I'm going. I have brothers and sisters all over the world. Wherever I go, I will be accepted as one of their own. Is that boring?

	

	— Well, I don't know," Andrei twirled the cup in his hands. "It's kind of... closed. It smacks of sectarianism.

	

	

	

	— A sect is when people are torn away from their families and their apartments are taken away, Victor calmly objected. But we, on the contrary, teach people to strengthen their families. You see my parents. We live peacefully, work, pay taxes. Who are we bothering?

	

	Andrei didn't know how to respond. Indeed, Victor's family was exemplary. His father didn't drink, and his mother was always friendly. In an apartment building where half the residents argued over parking or noise, they were an island of stability. Neighbors, even those who called them "holy rollers" behind their backs, always went to Uncle Kolya if they needed to fix an outlet, and to Aunt Lena if they needed a shot. Their difference was mundane, familiar, like an old tree in the yard that grows a little crooked but provides good shade.

	

	No one saw this as a threat back then. Not the local police officer who came by once a year for form's sake, not the teachers at school, not the grandmothers at the entrance to the building. It was a time when diversity was not yet considered dangerous.

	

	Andrei graduated from college and was assigned to the investigative authorities. He was proud of his uniform. When he first came into the courtyard wearing his epaulettes, the neighbors looked at him with respect. He had become a representative of authority, a man who protected that very order. By that time, Victor had married a girl from his congregation, Anna. They had a daughter.

	

	Their meetings became less frequent, but they did not stop. They might meet by the car when Victor was changing the oil, or run into each other at the store.

	

	

	 
—  "How's work?" Victor would ask, wiping his hands with a rag.
                                     

	                                            
—  "Fine. Lots of paperwork, but it's important work," Andrei replied.
                                     

	                                            
—  "How are you?" "Fine too. My daughter is growing up. We're going to the convention in the summer."
                                     

	                                            
—  Be careful there, Andrei said half-jokingly. Otherwise, they'll drag it out forever.
                                     

	                                            
—  I choose my own path, Andrei. No one is dragging me.
                                           
These were conversations between two grown men who respected each other's choices. Andrei saw Viktor as a somewhat naive idealist, stuck in his books, but an honest and decent guy. Viktor saw Andrei as someone who sincerely wanted to protect people, even if he chose harsh methods to do so. There was a distance between them, but no gulf.
                                     



	
	
	
	One summer evening, Andrei stopped by Viktor's place to return a drill. The door was open, and there were several pairs of shoes in the hallway. Voices could be heard coming from the room. Andrei peeked inside. There were about five people sitting there—Viktor, Anya, his parents, and another elderly couple. They sat in a circle, each with an open book on their lap. They did not sing strange hymns or fall into a trance. They simply read and discussed what they had read. "Love is patient, love is kind, love does not envy..." Victor read.

	
	Andrei felt uncomfortable, as if he had overheard something too intimate. He coughed. Victor looked up, saw his friend, and immediately went out into the hallway, smiling.

	
	— "Sorry, we're studying," he said, reaching for the drill.

	
	— "I'm in the way," Andrei said, handing him the tool.

	
	— Listen, Victor... Don't you get tired of reading the same thing over and over again?

	
	— It's not the same thing, Victor replied seriously. Every time you discover something new. It's like a map. If you get lost, you look at the map, right? That's what we do. So we don't stray from the path.

	
	Andrei descended the stairs, and that phrase about the map kept spinning around in his head. It seemed to him that his own map was much more accurate—the Criminal Code, the Code of Criminal Procedure, the Constitution. Everything was clearly spelled out there: article, section, paragraph, punishment. But Victor had metaphors and parables from two thousand years ago. "Naive," Andrei thought. "But harmless. Let them read if it makes them feel better."

	
	He went out into the yard. It was a warm evening. Neighbors sat on a bench discussing price increases. Boys were playing ball. The world was understandable, stable, and safe. Andrei got into his car, feeling pleasantly tired after a day's work. He was sure he knew how the world worked and that his job was to keep it that way.

	
	He did not know that the mechanism that would one day grind his friend's fate had already been set in motion. That somewhere in offices, manuals were already being written in which the word "study" would be replaced with "illegal gathering" and "map" would become "extremist literature." He did not know that the tranquility of this courtyard was the calm before the words changed their meaning.

	
	Andrei turned on the ignition. The radio quietly mumbled the news. The announcer talked about the international situation, exchange rates, and some incidents. Andrei didn't listening. For him, it was just background noise, the soundtrack of normal life. He looked up at the windows on the fifth floor. The lights were still on.

	
	— Nothing to worry about, he told himself as he pulled out of the yard. People just live their own lives.

	
	A small oil stain remained on the asphalt where his car had just been parked. It shimmered iridescently in the light of the streetlamp, beautiful and toxic, but still too small for anyone to notice.

	
	Chapter 2: The Signal

	
	The assembly hall of the regional administration was filled with that special, heavy hum produced by hundreds of people accustomed to speaking quietly but meaningfully. These were not random passers- by who had gathered here. In the front rows, sitting upright, were employees of the prosecutor's office and the Ministry of Internal Affairs — people in uniform for whom being here was part of their job. Behind them sat teachers, deputy principals, and social workers—mostly women with tired faces and notebooks on their knees. The gallery was occupied by clergy in black robes, creating a contrasting visual rhythm among the gray and blue jackets.

	
	Andrei took a seat in the middle of the hall, placing a new notebook on the folding table. He liked the feeling of being part of something big. After only six months in the investigation department, he had already been sent to an interdepartmental seminar on a topic that sounded both alarming and important: "Ensuring the spiritual security of the region." This was not boring paperwork in an office, but real work — intellectual and strategic.

	
	On the stage, behind a podium with a coat of arms, stood a carafe of water and two microphones. The lights in the hall were dimmed slightly, and the title of the presentation lit up on the big screen: "Totalitarian Sects: A Threat to the Individual, the Family, and the State."

	
	Andrei wrote the date in the margins of his notebook. His handwriting was neat and legible—the handwriting of a person whose thoughts are orderly. He expected another official would come out and mumble statistics on offenses for half an hour. But a completely different person took the stage.

	
	The lecturer had a bushy beard and a sharp, slightly nervous gaze. He was dressed in a civilian suit. He carried himself with confidence. He was introduced as a professor from Moscow, a leading expert on new religious movements. His name sounded impressive, accompanied by a list of titles that suggested international standing and proximity to the highest echelons of power.

	
	— "Colleagues," he began without preamble. His voice was loud, with a slight, barely noticeable stutter, which, however, did not spoil the impression, but rather added a lively, nervous energy to his speech. "We are used to thinking that war is tanks and planes. We are wrong. War is being waged here today." He tapped his temple with his finger. "For the minds of your children. For the souls of your citizens. And the enemy in this war does not wear a uniform. He wears a mask of virtue."

	
	Andrei leaned forward. This was interesting. It was different from the dry lectures on criminal law at the institute. There they talked about the elements of a crime, here — about meanings.

	
	— We are facing a phenomenon that has no parallel in history, the lecturer continued, pacing the stage. He wasn't reading from a piece of paper; he was speaking from experience. A totalitarian sect
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