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Chapter 1: The Dead Knot
      
A Berlin evening in 1984 was drowning in a gray haze and the lights of sparse advertising signs. A heavy scent of ozone hung over the city — a storm was approaching. The Architect stood in the shadows of an abandoned brick warehouse in the Kreuzberg district. Fifty meters away, three angular Wartburg sedans sat motionless. The Stasi snatch squad was operating according to a classic pattern: total sector blockade, silent encirclement, and a «pincer» maneuver.
In his breast pocket, the floppy disk burned against his skin. Locked within that thin piece of magnetic plastic was the truth unearthed two weeks ago in Bonn. The voice of an American general and the insidious whisper of «The Old Man» — the handler of the entire network — still echoed in the Architect’s head: «Ideology is a commodity for the masses. You and I, we deal in real business. At the very top in Moscow and Berlin, they appreciate comfort, too.»
For a hereditary Cossack, whose sense of honor was woven into his character at a genetic level, this trading floor in the upper echelons of power had become a personal challenge.
«Lead, this is Two. Subject is in the square. Commencing,» the radio rasped.
The Architect took a deep breath, slowing his pulse to forty beats per minute. The state of *morok* — a mystical trance — enveloped him, turning him into a motionless blur among the brick shadows. He slipped into an open manhole a split second before flashlight beams sliced through the gloom where he had just stood.
Below, in the city’s concrete bowels, it smelled of dampness and old iron. The water reached his knees, reflecting the dim glow of technical lamps. The Architect moved with the «wolf’s gait» — silent, rolling from heel to toe. The echo of the pursuit already thundered in the tunnel behind him. Three operatives in heavy gear, the clatter of bolts. They thought they were driving a beast to the slaughter.
The Architect stopped at a main sluice gate. He needed to vanish in a way that would leave the System with no doubt of his death. He jerked the wheel of a release valve and immediately jammed it. A massive hydraulic hammer-blow echoed through the confined space like a thunderclap, mimicking a dam breach.
«The flood! The sluice is blown! Get out!» he bellowed, using the «brazen voice» technique that strikes directly at the instincts.
Smoke grenades hurled toward the enemy created a dense mist in the flashlight beams, which the operatives mistook for a wall of rushing water. Panic proved stronger than orders. The snatch squad scrambled for the ladders, abandoning gear in the murky water. A minute later, the hatch clanged shut above, cutting them off from their «deceased» target.
In the ensuing silence, the Architect pulled an old greatcoat from his duffel bag. He let a few drops of blood from a cut on his palm fall onto the collar — for genetic forensics. A heavy bundle stuffed with concrete shards crashed into the genuine churning torrent of the central drain. The water greedily snatched up the «body» and swept it toward the treatment plant’s turbines.
He moved carefully toward secret exit «C-7.» Now, he was truly autonomous. He had no country, no orders. Only his will remained.
Chapter 2: Cache «Zero»
      
In 1984, the Berlin Wall was not merely concrete; it was a living organism of sensors, seismic vibrators, and electromagnetic fields. For an ordinary defector, it was a death sentence. For the Architect, it was a set of physical frequencies that could be deceived. Using morok and his knowledge of blind spots in the security system, he crossed the death strip in Sector Charlie at the very peak of the thunderstorm. A lightning bolt momentarily blinded the automated systems — all the time needed for a shadow to slip into the West.
An abandoned brick factory in Kreuzberg greeted him with the scent of old dust and crushed stone. To the city, this building was dead, but for the Son of the Steppes, it had become a fortress. A professional does not seek comfort; he seeks security, stealth, and resources.
The Architecture of Survival
The Architect ignored the upper floors — they were traps, exposed to optical surveillance. He descended into the technical basement, into the former pump room. In place of a door was a breach in the wall, obstructed by old pallets and rusted rebar. From the outside, it appeared to be a natural collapse. To enter, one had to shift one specific brick, releasing a hidden latch.
He lined the basement windows at ground level from the inside with a double layer of black construction film, camouflaging them with debris. From the outside — utter darkness; inside — the ability to work. Instead of expensive electronics, the Architect applied a Cossack «secret»: a hair-thin fishing line was stretched ten centimeters above the floor on the approaches to the basement. At its ends were empty tin cans with a couple of nuts inside. A quiet but distinct sound that only a sleeping professional would hear. He covered the path to the lair with fine crushed glass beneath a layer of dust. Passing through silently was impossible.
The Autonomous Hub
        
Daily life obeyed the strict logic of autonomy. Sleep — on a podium of wooden crates covered with styrofoam for thermal insulation. Water — collected condensate and rainwater passed through a charcoal filter made of sand and crushed activated carbon. Power — an old car battery connected to a portable Grundig radio. This was his only window into the world of the airwaves.
The floppy disk did not sit on a table. It rested inside the casing of a broken cash register, wrapped in foil to protect it from electromagnetic scanning. Five inches of plastic that had turned him into a ghost.
The Night Before the Strike
        
The Architect lay down on the podium, placing his duffel bag under his head. His knife in its sheath rested along his thigh — his hand would find the hilt faster than his eyes could open. He closed his eyelids, using the «blank screen» technique. Thoughts of «The Old Man’s» betrayal and the conspiracy in the highest echelons of the GDR and USSR dissolved. Only the rhythm of the city remained. The hum of the U-Bahn, a distant police siren, the rustle of rats in the ventilation.
In this symphony of sounds, any foreign tone — the creak of a sole or a whisper — would act as a detonator.
Tomorrow, he would have to alter his appearance, gather resources, and begin the hunt for those who believed him dead. But for now — only a deep reset of the combat unit. The Son of the Steppes had gone to ground to gather the rage needed for the strike.
Chapter 3: The Rhythm of the Road
      
The morning in Kreuzberg smelled of dampness and old brick. The Architect began his transformation. A professional does not merely disguise himself; he changes his very essence.
1. Shedding the Skin
        
From his cache, he pulled out old, greasy jeans and a stretched sweater made of coarse wool. A few holes burned by cigarettes, a couple of machine-oil stains — and the man in the mirror was no longer a deep-cover intelligence officer, but a derelict drifter, one of thousands of «lost souls» flooding West Berlin.
The Architect rubbed road dust mixed with charcoal into his skin, emphasizing the wrinkles. He tousled his hair, securing the chaos with ordinary soap. His gaze — unfocused, empty. If a patrol looked at him, they would see only another victim of the system, not a threat.
Action: He sewed the floppy disk into the false bottom of an old canvas bag, lining it with a layer of foil and thin felt. He didn’t need to study it. The content of the files — names, accounts, dates of arms and narcotics shipments — had been burned into his memory back in Bonn. The disk was merely physical evidence, his «death warrant» for the traitors.
2. The «Freedom» Den
        
He headed for a squat on the outskirts of the district — a dilapidated commune inhabited by hippies, punks, and those who rejected all boundaries. Here, amidst clouds of incense and cheap tobacco, politics was a hollow sound.
The Architect sat in a corner, slowly chewing on a piece of stale bread. No one asked questions. In this world, a stranger is just another traveler. He bought a fresh newspaper at the entrance. A brief note on the back page confirmed it: the search for the «drowned» sewage worker in the East Sector had been called off.
3. The Path West
        
In the center of the hall, a group of young people in orange robes chanted mantras. Among them, a girl stood out — fine features, clear eyes devoid of fear. Her name was Mira. She approached him, offering an apple.
«You look like you’ve walked through hell,» she said softly. «We leave at dawn. Our van is heading across the border, toward France, and then south. Why not come with us? Names don’t matter to us.»
The Architect looked at her. A *kharakternik* — a warrior-mystic — could feel it: this was his chance. A group of Krishnas wandering Europe in an old Volkswagen was the best camouflage imaginable. Border guards of the ’80s rarely checked such «passengers» with any seriousness.
«Let’s go,» he replied curtly.


      4. Autonomy in Motion
        

        By evening, the van, painted in vibrant colors, had left Berlin. The Architect sat in the back, leaning against the bag holding the disk. Around him, people laughed, sang, and debated eternity. He, however, listened to the road.

        Now he was more than just «dead» to the Stasi. He had become a ghost, dissolved into the endless movement of Europe’s highways. His path lay across borders that, for him, no longer existed. He needed time to gather his strength and wait for the moment when «The Old Man» would relax, believing the secret had gone to the bottom with a corpse in the sewers…

        The old Volkswagen T2, painted in the colors of a setting sun, hummed steadily, devouring kilometers of the autobahn toward Frankfurt. Inside, it smelled of sandalwood, roasted seeds, and dusty upholstery.

        The Architect sat on the floor, his back against the spare tire. His new persona — a tangled beard, a worn sweater, and a calm, somewhat detached gaze — fit him like a glove.

        «Hey, Stefan,» Mira turned from the front seat, using the name from his legend. «You’re doing it again. Freezing as if you aren’t in this dimension. Tell me the secret — where are you right now?»

        The Architect slowly opened his eyes. He was using the «mirror surface» technique — the total absence of stray thoughts and muscle tension.

        «I am here, Mira. Just listening to the engine breathe. Every thing has its own rhythm. If you catch it, the road becomes shorter.»

        A long-haired guy with a guitar sitting nearby, whom everyone called Lars, leaned forward enthusiastically:

        «Dude, that’s pure Zen! I watched you sit for three hours without moving a single muscle. Even your pulse seemed to stop. Where did you learn that? An ashram?»

        «In the steppes,» the Architect replied quietly, inhabiting the role of a «seeker» who had walked away from civilization. «My grandfather taught me that a man is like a string. If it’s too tight, it snaps; if it’s too loose, it won’t play. You have to find the middle.»

        «Incredible…» Mira whispered. «Guys, did you see how he walked past that huge dog at the rest stop this morning? It didn’t even twitch an ear, and it usually barks at everyone.»

        «Animals feel the intent, not the person,» the Architect gave a small smile. «If there is silence inside you, the world accepts you as its own.»

        Lars struck a soft chord on the strings:

        «Stefan, you’re a find for our crew. We’re going to Munich for a big festival, and then to the Alps. There’s a community there looking for enlightened masters like you. Will you help us with meditations?»

        «I am simply walking my own path,» the Architect replied, feeling the legend take root in his companions’ minds. «But if my peace helps you — I will share it.»

      
      Action: Deep Cover
        

        He closed his eyes, receding back into «morok». His companions saw a guru, a sage, a wanderer. None of them could imagine that beneath that sweater was a body capable of turning into a killing machine in a split second. And certainly, no one suspected the black floppy disk sewn into his bag, containing the lists of those who had betrayed both Berlin and Moscow.

        A reverent silence fell inside the van. Lars began to softly hum a mantra, while the Architect continued to scan the road. He wasn’t just meditating; he was scanning the environment. Every change in the sound of the tires, every car passing them was logged by his consciousness.

        «We need to go to ground in the mountains,» he thought. *"There, where the stones remember more than men.»

      
    
    Chapter 4: The Fog’s Edge
      

      The Volkswagen slowed down at the border post on the entrance to Switzerland. The mountain air was biting and fresh. Lars, gripped by nerves behind the wheel, fidgeted with his beads: Swiss border guards were notorious for their pedantry, and the sight of a group in a painted van usually invited a thorough search for prohibited substances.

        «Stay calm,» the Architect said quietly from the back seat. «Look at the mountains. Do not think about him. He is not here».

        He closed his eyes, concentrating his will in the solar plexus area. This was the «Empty Gaze» technique. As a massive officer in an impeccable uniform approached the window, the Architect made an almost imperceptible movement with his palm, as if smoothing an invisible fabric.

        The guard took the passports, opened the first one… and froze. His eyes turned glassy. He flipped the same page three times, frowning as if trying to recall a forgotten word.

        «Purpose of visit?» he managed to choke out, but his voice sounded uncertain.

        «We are bringing the light, officer,» Mira smiled, following the Architect’s lead.

        Suddenly, the guard giggled. It was completely inappropriate, almost childlike. He looked at his cap, took it off, peered inside for some reason, and put it back on backward.

        «Light… Yes, flashlights are important,» he stammered. «It’s dark in the mountains. And you… did you bring any cookies?».

        Lars snorted into his fist. The others in the van began to laugh quietly. The officer, realizing he was acting like a total fool, flushed deep red. His brain desperately tried to regain control, but the Architect’s morok held fast. He simply wanted these strange people to vanish from his sight as quickly as possible.

        «Move along! Quickly! Don’t block the way!» he almost threw the passports back through the window and waved them off, turning away to hide his embarrassment.

        The van roared forward, followed by an explosion of laughter inside the cabin.

        «Stefan, did you see his face?!» Lars nearly let go of the steering wheel. «He forgot his own name! You’re a real sorcerer, man!».

        «It’s just the mountains,» the Architect replied, returning to a state of stillness. «They change people».

        Mira moved closer to him. She wasn’t looking at him with mere awe like the others, but with a deep, hidden interest. Her hand «accidentally» brushed his shoulder.

        «You aren’t just a ’seeker,» Stefan,» she whispered. «There is more power in you than in all the ashrams I’ve ever visited. Who are you, really?».

        The Architect looked into her eyes. At that moment, he wasn’t a spy. He was a Son of the Steppes.

        «I am one who seeks silence, Mira,» he said. «And here, in the Alps, I hope to find it».

      
      The Sirius Commune
        

        By evening, they reached a high-altitude plateau. The «Sirius» commune was a cluster of ancient chalets clinging to the slope. It was home to those who had traded city noise for meditation and pure labor.

        For the Architect, it was a perfect sanctuary. No newspapers, no politics. Only chopping wood, icy water from the glacier, and long hours of contemplating the peaks. He immersed himself so deeply into the persona of the «Silent Master» that at times he began to believe his own new biography.

        The floppy disk lay in a cache beneath the floor of his cell. It was waiting for its hour. But for now — there were only the mountains. Only autonomy. And the soft gaze of Mira, who brought him mountain herbal tea every evening, trying to unravel the mystery of the man who had officially died in a Berlin sewer.

      
    
    Chapter 5: The Wind Brothers
      

      The Alpine morning bit the skin with an icy wind. In the «Sirius» commune, people were used to waking up late to the scent of incense and sluggish conversations about karma. But the Architect changed the rhythm. Now, the rising began with the first rays, just as the sun touched the peaks.
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