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In “Heart of the Fool”, James Goodwin uses a detective plot to describe the adventures of a young Superman on one of the fantastical planets. At the same time, the main character is a lonely old man who, in his dreams, has managed to find friends among the literary characters of his childhood.
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"How kind are all people and animals." 

Gerda

FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR
“This story, if not endless, is very, very long – millions of minutes, thousands of words, hundreds of sandwiches, five apartments, three cats, and not a single dog along the paper road to the phantom city of dreams.  

It’s a magical story, a tale of what has been and what will truly be for each of us: from the courage of youth to the loneliness of old age, especially when old age comes in childhood. In childhood, you never say goodbye to the books you’ve read; you reread them, imagine sequels, dream, and live only in dreams, surrounded by beloved characters and music.  

This story is childhood in a country where no one grows up. It’s a fantasy.”
James Goodwin – The Wizard
The traditional opening title appears on the screen: “Creative Association 'Illusion'.” The melody of the well-known blues “Fool on the Hill” plays. Credits appear – black on a white background:
FOOL ON THE HILL
1

They asked him, "What are you doing on this hill, Fool?" 
And he replied, "This is the highest place, and from here, the sky is more visible."  
"Why do you need the sky?"  
"I’m studying astronomy," Fool said shyly. 
"And what is that?"  
"Oh! It’s the science of celestial flowers."
2 
"What is the most important thing?"  
"Love," Fool asserted.  
"No, Fool, the most important thing is a good grade," argued the children.

3 
"The Earth is a balloon inflated with cigarette smoke by a good ginger boy."  
"You’re wrong; our Earth is not a balloon," said Fool.

4  
He was a quiet, calm patient, and as the latest census showed, the only fool in the country.

5  
He claimed to understand not only animals but also people.
6 
He was a blessing: when Fool sat on the hill, the weather was always fine; when he didn’t, it naturally turned bad.
7
In general, people didn’t bother him, and if they laughed at him, it was only among themselves; they didn’t let strangers mock him. And they were right: he was their fool. In gratitude, Fool turned all the burs in the area into unknown but beautiful flowers and called them roses. There was little use for them; even the animals didn’t eat them. However, people soon got used to them, and when Fool gave a bouquet of wonderful flowers to the girl he secretly loved, everyone understood that flowers were the cheapest gift in the world: just pick them. And they began to grow and cherish them everywhere.

8
At night, when the residents of the small town slept, stray dogs and cats gathered around Fool’s fire. He fed them, healed them, and told them stories.
At first, the animals didn’t understand him – after all, they had lived among humans for so long, and Fool had only recently lit his fire on the hill.
And besides, they simply didn’t believe him...
Were there really countries where dogs, cats, and people understood and loved one another? Where dogs and cats weren’t kept just to be turned into hats and cutlets?
But in the end, they believed him.
First, because Fool didn’t eat meat.
And second – as the smartest and most sensible dog put it – 
“It’s entirely possible that there are countries where only fools live.”
And one day, at the full moon, they spoke to him. Fool became the first person the animals wanted to talk to.

Cats had excellent memories and played scenes from the city’s life in front of Fool, imitating human voices. In one of the flirtatious cats, Fool recognized his beloved. In the scene, which the cats called "Valley of the Dolls," she told her friend, "All men are fools." Dogs sang wonderfully in human language and chose Fool as their soloist.  

Cats and dogs soon introduced him to very intelligent creatures – elves and dwarves, who were amazed by the inexplicable kindness of humans. The elves were the best mathematicians since the time of King Aragorn. And the dwarves wrote the true history of humanity, not distorting events and facts to please humans. They could afford it because no one knew about them. Long ago, on the orders of the local king, dwarves and elves were secretly created by the court alchemist for gathering information and espionage, and, just in case, settled them on a blue balloon.
The next day, during the palace coup, the alchemist was burned for refusing something or, conversely, not refusing. His laboratory was looted, all the utensils and diamonds were taken out, and the balloon was appropriated by a red-haired, freckled boy – the son of the next emperor. But not for long. The first gust of wind carried the balloon in an unknown direction. This saddened the boy so much that for five years he did nothing but inflate balloons. However, little people never appeared there for some reason. The king took all measures to cure his heir: destroyed astronomy and astronomers, giants and wizards, histories and dwarves, 
fairy tales and fools. Astronomers, giants, wizards, histories, dwarves, and fairy tales were burned, and fools, by a special 
decree, were considered "average clever people," as were all other subjects of the kingdom. After some thought, the king also destroyed the official opposition. But in return for the old, very old religion, a new one was created, explaining the origin of life on Earth simply and plainly: a red-haired good boy inflated a balloon and went for a walk; over time, little people and other animals appeared on the balloon. The red-haired boy descended to Earth and began to live among humans, much to their delight and the monarch’s. His own divine origin reassured the boy; he stopped inflating balloons and turned to astronomy.

9
On his beloved’s birthday, he gave her a huge bouquet of roses – white and red flowers. Blushing and embarrassed, he uttered rehearsed words in advance and immediately left, refusing the invitation, feeling awkward in a house where everything was too tender and fragile for a three-meter giant.  

Much time has passed since then, but even now, once a year, homeless cats and dogs of the city bring white and red roses to his beloved’s grave, while elves and dwarves read poems written by Fool to her until dawn.
10

Regularly, another law-abiding and loyal citizen of the city honestly informed the central authorities that a dubious person had appeared in the city: firstly, an astronomer; secondly, a giant; thirdly, calls himself a fool. Every month, a specially dispatched commission from the capital appealed 
to Fool: "Your Highness, go home, your father misses you and asks you to return. And at home, a wonderful telescope 
awaits you, very big." To which the prince always replied with a refusal. And then, one midnight, his father came to him. Tyrant’s personal guards sealed off the area for miles around.  

"Father," said the heir, "someone else created our Earth, at least, not me. Look through my telescope, see how many planets are in the universe? I alone could not have inflated so many balloons."  

And he serenely went back to his old business: inflating balloons made by the dwarves, paying no attention to his father.  

"Poor boy," said the old king, leaving an hour before dawn.  
By that time, the prince had inflated two hundred balloons. He was in a great hurry: he had to inflate eight hundred more for the Spring Fairy Ball. Imagine that.
IMAGINE

...anything

"In another of my stories, 'Strawberry Fields,' I talked about cats, a dog, and a human. True, they could have been roses – anything. However, Chef, along with his wife's lover, after eating a rabbit, thought differently:
1. Just right.

2. That old stump sure loves to eat.

The funerals took place at different times!!!"

Behemoth the Cat
1

Our Chef sometimes says after lunchtime gymnastics, "Well, boys, we'll be the only ones left alive." And, jokingly, he solemnly presses a row of heraldic buttons, imitating the voice of Procurator: "Come on, save the nation's colors." He imitates quite well. And we in a funeral pace shout, "Long live..." Not always. But often. Quite often.

We've all slept with each other long ago and, of course, continue to do so (hardly anything has changed). Naturally, this in no way affects the fulfillment of our functional and subordinate duties. There are even champions among us: Hansel – Minced Meat and Gretel – White Horse. The last time they were separated on the operating table. Minced Meat was sent upstairs to teach at the higher school, and the Horse, becoming the Chef's secretary, received another title and also says, "I'm not afraid of anyone." Not always. But often. Quite often. And indeed, there is no one and nothing to be afraid of for them. This center with all its yearly, and perhaps century-old or millennium-old (?) provisions is hidden under the chain of northern mountains. Which has long been known to everyone. Not even a direct hit of an atomic bomb is dangerous. And this relaxes. As Dean claims: "Psychologically." For example, he started writing abstract 
poetry, the best of which is on the door of the men's restroom, of course:

“Blue, blue the field beneath the sky,

It stretches wide, so still, so high.

A pensive gaze, serene and far,

Reflects the light of evening star.

The crimson dawn spills molten grace

Into the dusk’s soft, dark embrace.

And falling sparks in silence glide

Through starry night, so deep and wide.

Above the lake so calm below,

A tender love begins to glow.”
Next to the poems, there was a schematic depiction of a naked woman, with the inscription below: "This is Mary Poppins. I fucked her." And the poems and drawings are still there (hardly anything has changed).

2

The Emerald City arose as a primary necessity of the Empire for bicycles, buckets, and a constitutional court. All means of the propaganda machine about cheap housing and a comfortable life in the city were turned on to the necessary power. Agitational columns of Excellent Guys were formed, adventurers, criminals, and just the aggrieved, tormented souls poured in. The capital supplied the emerging city with the best goods, the metropolitan touring singers sang the best songs about "Emerald." The people building the city were called the best. Everything was of high quality. Crime was high (and remains so). The favorite entertainment of the 
"best" was (and remains) throwing their likes off the roofs of collective skyscrapers. The best in the country.
Against the backdrop of organized hustle and bustle, real work was underway: under the row of primitive mountains surrounding the growing city, the Atomic Defense Center of 
the country was being built. Thus, decades of propaganda of universal poverty were embodied in the final idea of the Minister of Attack and Self-defense, Jus U. On the day of the completion of the Center's construction, he jumped out of the window shouting: "Martians are coming!"

Soon, a completely secret directive of the Supreme Committee of Super powerful Forces was developed – "SCSP 20/1," which was, just in case and for intimidation, tossed to all enemy and friendly intelligence services. For peacetime, the directive provided for the capitulation of the Allies' bloc under external pressure, in case of war – a lightning nuclear strike, turning the Commonwealth into an agrarian colony of the Great International Empire. After mastering the secret of nuclear weapons, it became clear: 
the future world war is the last one, for the next few thousand years. "Thank God, I'll finally kick the bucket," joked the immortal Procurator. Therefore, by special order of the Tyrant (Directive No. 59), a plan was developed in the shortest possible time for the construction of an underground city and the settlement of it by the nation's elite. The criteria for selection were carefully developed questionnaire data for purebred imperial citizens. Our department for protecting the nuclear defense console – the "atomic garden," was staffed with impeccably purebred guys.

3

I was recognized as purebred too. In the common colony where I was born, my mother worked as a restaurant buffet attendant. My father – a professional jostler, plied his 
trade somewhere on the other side of the Empire and decided not to disturb me with his unambiguous reputation. 
So in my childhood, I was never allowed to forget who I was and “where your place is, bastard" in the hierarchy of little scoundrels. My childhood was marked by the senselessness of inexplicable adult actions, a constant desire to grow up and become an elusive spy. Getting caught was not in my plans. Not now, either. 

Like most beloved children, I was spoiled and took full advantage of it. My boundless childhood imagination was fueled by fantastic desires that my mother promptly fulfilled. Thus, I had a one-of-a-kind walking horse with a real bridle, saddle, and stirrups. Sitting on it and listening to its electronic neighing, I was apparently happy. To the envy of neighboring boys, for almost a week. With toys, foreign costumes, overseas sweets, my mother tried to compensate for the lack of time to show her maternal feelings. Perhaps 
that's why I never learned to appreciate things and easily part with them, like I once parted with my horse, giving it to the girl – Ellie.

When the baby slept, my mother would return from work and always put a chocolate bar or a handful of nutty candies in the bag of the huge plush cat. And in the morning, without fully waking up, I would first scoop out the cat's gifts and distribute them among the pockets of my duty trousers. Mother sighed and marveled, and I played along, although I 
had long since figured out this secret, as well as other carefully guarded adult secrets: births, love, and Santa Claus. After a hasty breakfast, I would escape to the lively and carefree street, where I could make as much noise and mischief as I pleased. My friends – Ellie and her older 
brother Dean – lived in Sunny Quarter, and most of the time, I shared all my time and my mother's gifts with them.

Ellie was essentially the mistress of the house: her father, working in imperial propaganda, spent almost all his time traveling and on business trips. Well, after the divorce, her mother moved to the capital. Ellie, like me, did not like the city, and Dean's tastes, if not always, mostly coincided with his sister's opinion. The two-story house, like most mansions in this affluent neighborhood, had everything needed: a huge hall on the first floor (where I – Wizard of Oz, and Dean – Brave Lion), a gym, a pool ("Blue Sea" or, depending on the mood, "River of the Black Dragon"), a basement fridge (from where, in case of unsuccessful hunting, Ellie would get ordered food), bedrooms, offices, workshops, and a telescope at the very top, where she told us, with Dean, her best tales of interstellar journeys and mysterious lands, never forgetting to feed us from a straw bag specially filled for the long journey. The disproportionate combination of 
limited space and boundless imagination fostered in me a traveler (in limited space) and a fantasist.

In the evening, at Christmas, Ellie and I, after bathing in the pool, sat naked in the hall and chatted about our favorite singers and bands. She had an excellent music collection. Dean preferred multi-part action movies to music, especially since Ellie liked to listen to music alone, sometimes with me.

“Eternity is just time,” sang the leader of the “Heart of the Fool”. Silver moonlight glinted on the ceiling of the pool and spilled onto the opposite wall, cascading in a chain –stretching its ray-tips toward us, pausing for a moment, and then retreating back.
"Ellie," I casually said, "when we grow up, I will definitely marry you." By that time, we had known each other for five months, and I felt I had every right to say this to her. Before 
leaving, I reached out to her, but she, hugging me, lightly kissed me and then left.

The next day, I saw Ellie and Dean off. They were leaving the city for the winter holidays. I didn't see Ellie for almost ten years after that. By the decision of the city court, her mother, who interrupted all my contacts with her, took her to live with her in the capital.

Soon after, my mother and I moved to the city’s southwestern district. But I never made any new friends there – I had enough with Dean and the CDs of Ellie’s that his father had given me. Besides, I had become a book addict, spending every spare coin at the Imperial Reading Room. In between bouts of literary hunger, I worked with a gang of underage grammar school kids who specialized in selling stolen newspapers.

In eighth grade, I truly fell in love – like everyone else—with Maya, the school’s reigning beauty. Admittedly, it happened only after I was lightly but regularly beaten up at her request. To my shame, I failed to anticipate her sudden bout of romantic yearning and all-consuming passion. Naturally, we cleared up that little misunderstanding in short order.
I was a decent student overall – too serious about school, in hindsight. I was clearly ahead of everyone in class, which only deepened my sense of “inadequacy.” I tried hard to stay as low and invisible as possible, especially since my fatherless “ugliness” was something my “complete” classmates never tired of reminding me about. It was only 
thanks to Maya that I finally shed that complex, stopped slouching, and gave up making up stories about a fallen-hero father.
Among the many teachers who passed through our classroom, one who left a lasting impression was our elementary physics teacher. "My very first teacher..." After methodically disciplining my young fingers with a ruler, she would earnestly explain to the entire class the inevitable fate that awaited all illegitimate children – namely, a life of crime. Already in the preparatory department, Dean and I skillfully (for our age) edited pornographic filth featuring the physics sex bomb, and, multiplying it, pumped it throughout the city with the help of the newspaper gang. Standing in the office of the assistant director (feet together, hands at the seams) - a former prison guard, I received my first lesson in the methodology of conducting a cold interrogation. And as a result – due to the imminent completion of the basic course and the lack of evidence, I was issued a certificate "with excellent behavior," which pleasantly surprised me and reinforced my belief in the enduring value of truth: "Not caught – not a thief."

Soon, my mother, seducing a future general of the imperial troops, remarried at the age of thirty. As a result, my first change of surname occurred among a series of further changes, including constant moves from one city to another, where I never had friends. And my real friend Dean stopped 
responding to my calls and letters a few months later. Only later did I learn that he died in a car accident...

After successfully graduating from high school, I went to the capital to enroll at the National University named after the Leader of All Peoples. Comfortably settled in a first-class 
train compartment, I dreamed of a new and, of course, significant destiny for a lanky boy from the outskirts of the Empire. A sentimental journey.
SENTIMENTAL JOURNEY
1
Gerda. In a small northern town (the last stop before the capital), with architecture that still retains the features of the medieval knightly era, I helped her out onto the street by the shortest route – through the window of the old town hall, where she had been sketching an ancient temple located in the center of the square.

"You are very appealing to me," I said, as I gently helped her down to the ground.

"Thank you. I'm glad we like each other," Gerda replied, handing me her palette and fearlessly leading me into the magical realm of unexpected love.

The sparkling petals of flowers in the tender dawn, the first kiss in the serene green of the nature museum, the 
closeness of trusting eyes, a candle stolen for happiness and for a long memory, Beatles music, romantic sonnets...
“'Midst diamond roses and fair lilacs reign,

In realms of yore, a world from ours apart,

I kneel unarmed with bliss in love's sweet chain,

To offer thee my castle – faithful heart.

Princess, thy visage in its beauty's guise,

In fairy space, where magic dreams repose,

Like splendid stars, immortal, ever wise,

Where night of love in heaven softly glows.

The poetry of future dawns, so bright,

Filled with a soul that loves and longs to sing,

A kingdom of eternal sonnets’ light,

Forever at thy feet, my angel, cling.

One dream is worth all treasures manifold,

Thou art my love – the wealth beyond all gold.”
Magical dreams of a beautiful past. A journey of separation, a fleeting moment gifted by fate...

2
"Mon Cheri!

My letter seems to have been delayed. Although, one of the reasons for this was you yourself, as you didn’t deign to inform me of your coordinates. I still doubt whether this message will find you.

The second reason for the delay was my desire to send you my etching, the sketch for which I was making at the very moment you had the bright idea to pull me off the window (I hope you didn’t regret it too much...).

After you left, the only pleasant memory was the last night when I wandered through the city alone, tearing posters off fences. One of them, I believe, was from that same Dominican monastery where we borrowed candles. As you can see, the seeds of crime you sowed fell on fertile ground.

Now I’m terribly busy with work, forgetting the days of the week and the dates, sometimes not even knowing what the weather is. I hope to receive a reply soon, eagerly awaiting it. 
A lot of kisses to you, my stranger. Strawberry Fields Forever.”
STRAWBERRY FIELDS
Each decade leaves behind its own distinct image. I run my fingers over the plastic imprints of a vanished life – memories that always bring with them a touch of sadness and music. And as I listen, I begin to believe and hope again. Everything I once strove for and dreamed of seems to pass before me, as if already realized, already lived. Sometimes dreams replace life itself; the key is learning this in time, so that the world doesn’t feel so cold and lonely.

The day is ending. Cool air pushes open windows and doors, strips the yellow from the leaves, and paints the forest in shades of blue. The sun dips below the horizon, bathing the strawberry fields in the valley and beyond the hill in ruby light. Stars begin to glow above the treetops, and the path from 
the doorstep vanishes, slipping into the moon’s reflection on the green stream. The grass quietly parts for Behemoth the Cat, who leads his band of homeless friends.

Dean Gior rises, wagging his tail in greeting, stretching to his full, towering height. Before any conversation – feed the guests. It's an easy rule to follow, especially when the guests are so well-mannered and have no interest in inheriting the host’s belongings. We’ve known each other for six months, and not once have the cats entered the house without my 
invitation. Even in my absence, they waited patiently outside, never attempting to climb in through the open windows. Perhaps Dean’s authority had something to do with that.

It all began in spring, when Cat first brought his tailless friend with the broken paw. From there, my acquaintance with the 
mustached, striped tribe expanded. And when they didn’t come around for a few days, Dean and I would worry – where had they gone? Had someone hurt them?

After dinner, everyone scattered about the yard. Emerald sparks floated in the cooling air. Behemoth the Cat stretched luxuriously then curled into a ball and leapt onto Dean’s back. Dean didn’t react – only Cat dared such familiarity. His size and quiet strength earned respect from all. Five kittens, one of them entirely white – a perfect replica of Behemoth – purred and rubbed against Dean. Cat, now comfortably perched on his back, sprang into my lap. His white fur gleamed silver in the moonlight; his eyes were closed. We were at peace.

The night compressed the space around us, bringing stillness and calm. I stood and carried Cat into the house. Dean followed, herding the kittens and the others behind him. 
I turned on the record player and put on “Strawberry Fields”. Then I lit a fire in the fireplace, picked Behemoth up from the armchair, and settled in. Everyone loves warmth. Cat's friends had never entered the house before, but once the spring rains came, such ceremonies were forgotten. We sat in silence, each lost in thought.

I reached down and picked up the folder from the floor. The rustling of the pages merged with the crackling of the fire, as 
if forming a new tale. I began to read aloud: “’Scent of Dog Fur’ – If the esteemed audience had no objections, I 
would read them another bedtime story.” No one objected. Dean sniffed the folder, smiled, and settled down beside me.

I read about the things I often think about – the power to invent and to dream. Sleep, which gives strength to awaken... 
though not for my listeners. All but Dean had already dozed off. I rose from my chair, put my headphones on again, and pressed play:
“We would have loved each other so much, if we were just one love younger…"

LOVE

1

It was a July morning. I wandered aimlessly through the city, breathing in the fresh exhaust fumes and trying, with varying success, to gauge the reactions of both free and busy girls to my semi-shy smile. The city, shrouded in a constant mist of
rain, seemed like a magical land, tirelessly changing its outlines and colors. I sailed, hoisting my sails, on waves of melancholy and laziness, losing all sense of time and space. But sooner or later, everything comes to an end. And my somewhat seasoned ship, having sailed the seven seas, accidentally stumbled into the first tavern it came across. Behind the counter stood a rather handsome, movie-star-like owner, who greeted me with a friendly wave, mistaking me –as often happens when he's in such a mood – for someone else. I didn’t object, especially since the establishment seemed decent and profitable right away. Seated at a table by the window, I began calculating the appetizing effect of the women’s legs drifting past my little refuge. I already had enough memories stored up to make sense of even this.

My modest order was prepared far too quickly. I dumped the entire can of peas onto the plate with the cutlet, then mixed it all with cauliflower leaves and asparagus. After drenching the mess in sauce, I turned back to the window.

Out there, a creature not of this earth – in a short skirt and a striped top cinched with a belt – was captivating everyone with her proportions and her poise. A full head taller than the horde of dazed admirers, the long-legged girl, catching her reflection in my window, adjusted something in her lower gear without batting an eye. At last, she noticed my shameless mug, frowned, and strode confidently into the tavern – clearly intending to sit at my table.
But it wasn’t meant to be – she was promptly overtaken by a retired railway worker in the attire of a rural vagabond, bending under the weight of two beer mugs. I was lucky – the guy was in high spirits and immediately, without stopping, began to pour his cheerful soul to me:

“When I was forty years old, that is, yesterday, I took a trip to the crematorium and got rid of my ancestors there at a discount,” he said hopefully.

“You’re not crazy, are you?” I politely interrupted.

“My name is Goodwin, James Goodwin,” the railway worker replied with a smile. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I stopped by to grab a bite.”

“Unfortunately, it’s customary here. This tavern is frequented by all sorts of movie folks and writers. I thought you were new – from the non-conformist wave. And I’m glad to see I was wrong.”

“I also thought you were a signalman.”

The guy laughed heartily and then stopped abruptly.

“This attire, plus a bit of makeup, helps solve some problems when dealing with people,” he admitted shyly.

I admired the long-legged beauty at the neighboring table. She looked indifferent, gazing into the distance, as if a hundred miles away, beyond the border of disdain.

Goodwin pushed the mug aside, tapped the edge of the table with a dried fish, and continued:

“You’re probably new to the capital?”

“About a week. Decided to take a chance.”

“Drugs, alcohol, gold?” he asked slightly disappointed.

“No. I’m going to university,” I said boldly, staring aggressively at his nose. But he didn’t react. He just kept sipping his beer.

“Damn it! I didn’t think, I didn’t guess that besides the new ones, there are other youth in the world.”

And I didn’t fall flat on my face. I’d read quite a few books, there was something to latch onto. He got especially excited 
when I shared my views on "Ticket to the Moon" and "Funeral of a Flower." Goodwin got so worked up that he forgot about his beer and ordered brandy. We clinked glasses to our health and the health of our neighbors. And 
immediately, we moved from small talk to personal problems, or rather, his problems. I listened carefully; maybe it would come in handy. He continued to talk:

“The best medicine against death is love. Life ends, but love never does. Love is immortal. It remains in our children, friends, books, music, good deeds, and in our souls. Although it’s always easier to be a scoundrel. To love people and animals, you need to either be a great fool or become a sage who realizes that being a scoundrel isn’t always easier. Anyway, both are expensive and require effort. But goodness, performed by the majority, often grows out of ordinary selfish motives, that is, out of evil. And that’s normal, just as we all are normal in relation to the required moral conditions of society. Just like on a narrow subway staircase, everyone moves in a strictly defined direction and at the average speed of a loaded housewife. 
Needless to say, this speed will vary at different times and under different conditions. Not to mention the fact that a 
housewife can successfully manage the subway. In childhood, in a state of naivety, we rarely find ourselves, striving to quickly grow elbow muscles to be the first to descend the stairs into the stage of cynicism. Then, usually, we lack the mental strength to rise, combining naivety and cynicism, kindness and wisdom Many who fail to overcome time choose to step aside, while only a few dare to challenge the millstones of life. Perhaps someday, as I sit on the sidelines, I might muster the courage to slay the black dragon. For now, brief remarks spoken to millions soothe my conscience. It gives me the right to consider myself somewhat of a writer. I hope that someday I’ll have the strength to write a worthwhile book, where I’ll attempt to say: “I am part of a decaying civilization that loves and fears no 
one, except perhaps masochistically suffering from the awareness of its own uselessness and melancholy.” Someday, I won’t let this gang of killers push the button and hide in the warm closet of the atomic shelter. 
This year, after lengthy delays and checks, I managed to visit our missile base in one of the allied republics. Perhaps now only this topic concerns me: the ratio of complete submission and poverty on one hand, and the superiority of bureaucratic stupidity on the other. But, I think, not for long. As soon as I finish my drink and settle down by the bosom of our most... popular World Empire. Drink to me, drink to your health. It’s a sure remedy against boredom, and against ourselves. Don’t get too carried away with it, buddy, no matter how life kicks you, even out of a sense of contradiction. And may the Lord save you from indifference, laziness, and melancholy, for treachery will find you on its own. Amen.”
And Goodwin, without saying goodbye, briskly walked out, ordering me a liter glass of hobbit ale on the way. The indifferent neighbor couldn’t stand the long wait and solitude and, apparently impressed by his logic, rushed after him, turning slightly at the door. But I was content with the free drinks and didn’t insist on joining them. Soon, another chick docked to me, to whom I fed what was left, kissed on the cheek, and set off on my way.
2

Evening. The warm rain washed away all the fog, revealing the stone skeleton of a huge city, blushing in the posthumous light of advertising. Shimmering inscriptions in the sky promised an endless sea of temptations, but I quickly 
got used to them – especially after nearly hitting my forehead while studying an ad for a brand of contraceptives called "Shrek Never." In general, everything was going as well as it could. I was enrolled in the list of first-semester 
students, provided with decent accommodation consisting of two spacious rooms overlooking a suburban garden, a cash sum of a hundred and some coupons, and optimism, which was due to me at this age.

I walked along the slippery sidewalk, humming a simple tune of a one-hit wonder, wishing myself at least the same success in the next couple of centuries. But I didn’t exert 
myself much, understanding that time and people would bring me plenty more surprises, probably more unpleasant than I needed. So, despite my carefree appearance, I was ready, to the extent of my preparation, to resist the temptations and evils surrounding us, helping James 
Goodwin in his preaching mission of strengthening the spirit within himself.

Maybe something heroic will happen to me after all: for example, I will manage to save and snatch a young girl or an old lady from the hands of bandits, or, in the extreme case, an old man. And Goodwin will write an immortal book about me, like "The Great Heart of the Hero" or "The Specifics of the Hero’s Life."

Where is he now, poor guy, struggling? In the luxury of his own villa, by the family hearth, surrounded by close friends? 
I imagine how he tires them out with his antisocial chatter, pessimism, and anti-alcohol babble. No wonder he’s afraid to go out without makeup and in fancy rags. Yes, not everyone will understand him. Especially since most people don’t understand anyone and don’t want to understand. It’s 
hard for him, the simpleton, except to plow through books. Only those who created this mess don’t read his gibberish, and those who read won’t become emperors and won’t be able to change anything.

Encouraged by these cheerful thoughts, I dashed down Holly Street to the regular cinema, where I watched Bond in the action movie "Spy Love" for two consecutive sessions. He surely knew which side to look at the world from.
3

Deep into the night, I return to my place. Carefully, so as not to wake the watchman, I climb to the second floor, enter the room, undress, and open the window. The rain beats against the windowsill, against the outstretched hands to the leaves, washes away the tired body, and finally fades away.

I fly in complete silence, close my eyes, and remember my first meeting with Messire... Above me is the starry sky. In the sky, along with the diamonds...  
IN THE SKY WITH DIAMONDS
Has anyone close to you ever died?

You know, it’s like a part of your soul dies too. So try to hold on – for as long as you can.

This time, I’ll be more cautious – or rather, someone else will take care of it for me. I never learned how to lose people. So 
the conclusion is simple: be alone, especially when all you have left are memories. Do you feel the same?

Although, I think you agree with me on everything.

Well, I’m not so sure about your friend. Yesterday he refused to go swimming – said something urgent came up. Who knows what it was? Judging by his torn ears, it must’ve been a matter of honor. Right?

When I think of her, I recall two Spanish curse words – pretty much all I learned from her. Every woman, I suppose, leaves something to remember her by.

I remember a time when it was easier to dream than to remember. I imagine myself coming down from the clouds and telling myself: “Don’t listen to anyone’s advice.”

Of course, it’s better to use advisors.

And I’d advise that guy from that perfect July day to stay forever with another girl – the one with green hair. Maybe then I would’ve been the one to ruin her life, not some doctor with a city apartment.

Anyway, for two years, I was happy – without even knowing it.

I was fifteen. So was she. A remote village where I used to spend summers with my grandmother. We were sitting on a haystack near the village club. It was late – everyone else had gone home. I flicked my flashlight on and off, lighting up a hawthorn bush wrapped in silvery cobwebs.

"But the mermaid didn’t die – she lives high in the sky," I finished the fairy tale.

"Where the stars are…" she added – "When a star falls, someone dies."

"But whoever finds it will be happy," I said.

The next day, she took a single bead from my grandmother’s necklace – a rainbow-colored gem – and gave it to me that same evening.

At the end of the war, what was left of our platoon, including me, was sent to the rear for reorganization.

A quiet rain fell in an empty summer garden.

The first days after the war had a kind of sacred stillness—when the most ordinary things become priceless: the future, warmth, the smell of clean sheets, a nap in a train compartment, a prewar phone number, and a voice full of love, hope, and promises.

A moment when a dream becomes life – peace and happiness, forever.

When a person stops dreaming, they are either old or happy. But there are no happy old people.

Not even when they’re not alone.

Do you like it?

It’s a diamond.
FUNERAL OF A FLOWER
1
“Do you like it? It’s a diamond.”
“Beautiful stone. Sorry, I have to go.”
“Wait. Is it okay if I tell you something? I've wanted to for a long time. There are flowers in your eyes – blue ones. Right here. Don’t be afraid, I won’t tell anyone.
I asked: ‘Have you ever seen flowers in someone’s eyes?’ but no one has. Not even me.
Donald said he once saw blue butterflies. He has one in his collection.”
“Tell me.”
“Candle in the Wind”...

2
The National Psychiatric and Neurological Clinic “Strawberry Fields” has long served as a feeding trough for students at 
the city university. Free meals, emergency shelter, and a weekly coin tempted even my unsteady imagination, and a certificate of mental well-being after a year of impeccable work overshadowed the benefits of an insurance diploma in its significance.

I found the head administrator of the madhouse after conflicting testimonies from guardians and wards in the assembly hall, where he, sprawling in a chair, listened to the 
mixed choir of “baldies.” In the twilight, I sneaked into one of the chairs near the aisle and sat down. The old chair creaked desperately, attracting everyone’s attention to me.

The chief abruptly turned around and asked:

“Why aren’t you singing? March onto the stage!”
“I’m normal”, I replied bewilderedly.

“Unfortunately, many believe that. Everyone is free. Rehearsal is tomorrow at the same time. Come here. Sit 
down. Your so-called normalcy, young man, is quite common; don’t despair. But only at this stage of evolutionary development. Somewhere on a southern island, a young tribe of local barbarians would either worship you, making you their spiritual leader, or put you in a cage at the city zoo. It all depends on the level of understanding – or misunderstanding – of your ideas, and, to a greater extent, on your aggressiveness and audacity. I wonder what you would talk about sitting in a cage? Or after the cage?”
“But barbarians don’t have cities.”
“If a representative of a rational civilization were to visit our planet, I think he would hardly call this garbage dump a city, and this wild tribe a civilization. But undoubtedly, we would treat this star boy just as barbarically as the islanders would. And scientifically prove that the universe is flat and the spaceship nothing but an ancient tomb... I’ve been waiting for you. Everything is accidental and inevitable. I’m glad it’s you. I am called Woland, though my friends oft refer to me as Messire.”
3
Soon I saw her again – in the line of “baldies” the next day at work. She broke down, called her name: “Ellie,” and looked into my eyes...
The sky, the shadows, the evening silence, the snow, and I – reflected in the green marble of her mad eyes – walk along the brick road...
4
“Is this a magical land?”
“Magical, just a little bit.”
“And where is everyone else?”
“They’re all where they like to be.”
5
“…with one difference: under pressure, they become themselves – freed from the burden of their beloved mask. There is, however, a unifying element for 
both – the desire to hide from reality, to oppose it with someone else’s life, to escape from oneself, even if it’s on the invented road of one’s own fantasies. By the way, the main thing is not to look it in the eyes, and if caught, turn away immediately.”
6
“I agree with you, Messire. But, at least, fantasy leaves no incurable traces of crude existence, its step is light and pleasant, its language is dreams and...”
“Lies... Although it can also be said: "Holy lie, healing souls, thus strengthening people against universal decay, a dream affirming that man and the universe are one whole."
7
"Listen, young man – with your abilities, why don’t you work for enemy intelligence or the Imperial Secret Service?"

"Are you recruiting me?"

"On second thought, you’re not really fit for either."

"Had a change of heart?"

"You don’t know how to treat a person as a statistical unit – to sacrifice the individual for the sake of higher goals."

"More like – I don’t want to. And as for ‘higher goals’ – they haven’t existed in ages. What we have now is the precisely calculated average Imperial. That’s where I shine."

"“Well, well, a two-meter average guy."

"That’s what my personal file says."

"Only now, young friend, only now."

"What, do you have any dirt?"

"I have a business proposition for you. Tell me – what’s your opinion on Death?"
8
Until midnight, I wandered through the blue mist of the park, lingering until the last lights in the nearby monastery went out.

Full moon. The violet glow of night clouds, distorting shapes and distances. A bouquet of white flowers, stolen from the monastery garden. I walk slowly and cautiously, slipping through the final moments of the fading night.

Morning. Perhaps my favorite time to be awake. Freshness and solitude, the scent of roses in the room "walking along the brick road." A warm green ray of summer sunlight pierces the gloomy tangle of a painful night.
Away with childhood nightmares, adult grievances, wood goblins and brownies. Аway with schizophrenia, a disease invented by man.
9
Night. I have no desire to talk to him, so I stand up, preparing to leave.

“Excuse me,” he stops me. “Can I help you with anything?”

I look at him attentively: tired eyes with red veins, gray hair, and a simple smile.

“Help?” – I repeat – “Is this out of professional courtesy?”
“So late, hardly anyone comes to the church, especially in summer.”
“And what, in other seasons, in bad weather and cold, are there more believers?”
“In winter, many spend the night in the church. It’s warm here, there’s a roof over their heads. And for them, it’s real help.”
“Perhaps the only help from the Lord God to a person in the created world of suffering and evil.”
“And goodness, too.”
“Goodness? Is that what people don’t believe in and commit violence, murder, and betrayal in the name of?”
“But does God rob, sell, envy, humiliate, and kill people? Does He preach violence, lies, hypocrisy, and all shades of bigotry? Does God incite one nation against another, dividing and ruling in the name of the Son of the Lord? 
Probably that’s why a person only remembers Him in moments of genuine misfortune, remembers Him as a last resort and opportunity to alleviate his misery, and brings Him all kinds of oaths and promises. And if God doesn’t help him, he threatens Him and curses. Why don’t we think about God when we are content and happy, fed and clothed, and not tormented by diseases and fears? Because man is ready to bargain even with God, because man only counts up to himself, gathering stones of his own guilt and greed, foolishness, and calculation. And if a man cries out, ‘I 
believe!’ and gathers people around him, and builds a house with a bell tower, and fumigates it with incense and religion, can we blame God for this? For what, speculating on pain and His name, man doesn’t believe in anyone. And if a man truly believes, then he believes in the only God’s value in the church – love.”
And unexpectedly, he smiles again, embarrassed and lost:

“Sorry, you should probably go, and I’m just delaying you.”
I take out a sheet of notebook paper from my pocket and hand it to him:

“Here’s her name. If possible, remember her in prayer for the repose of her soul.”
He escorts me to the church doors. I walk through the cemetery. I look back. In the darkness, the illuminated doorway is visible. Morning will come in an hour.
10
“…leaving behind silvery sparks of fading roses in the twilight of starry roads. And these roses are for you.”

“Thank you, Wizard.”
“The forest lake, the tulip garden, the gentle whisper of the spring at your feet, dear fairy... Perhaps, where they could name it a fairy tale, never written by anyone, in the distant –distant past. In one kingdom – state, there lived a mermaid...”
“Hug me. “Melting into foam.”

“Above the sea rose the sun. Its rays lovingly warmed the deathly-cold sea foam, and the mermaid didn’t feel herself dying. She saw the bright sun and some translucent magical creatures, swarming above her. Through them, she saw white sails of a ship and crimson clouds in the sky. The voices of ghosts sounded like music, but music so sublime that people couldn’t hear it, just as they couldn’t see these 
carefree creatures... We, invisible beings, fly into the homes of people, where there are children, and if we find a good, obedient child who brings joy to his parents and is worthy of their love, then we smile, and the term of our test is shortened.”

“And will I return to them? I don’t want to be with people. They’ll send me back to the ward again.”
“I don’t want that either. So we’ll forever forget the secret of how to return, forget it and lose the keys. And we’ll go on a long-long journey.”
“Where does the Wizard of Oz live?”
“And the flowers. Well, for now, you're needed here by me and yourself. Be careful – don’t open the door to just anyone.”
“And what if it’s God?”
“Tell him that there is no God.”
11
Gray mist covered the monuments and trees. The night became even darker, the stars behind the clouds were more numerous and softer. The rumble of distant thunder merged with the murmur of the spring near the grave of "walking along the brick road." Ellie.

“Goodbye, little one. Good night.”

The damp wind dispersed the thinning mist. A fine, chilly rain filled the air with a myriad of tiny droplets. Pulling up the collar of my coat, I stepped onto the main path. My old friend, the cemetery dog, walked with me to the gates.
SCENT OF DOG FUR
“...reminds me of childhood – that time when the feeling of protection and self-importance was weighty and real, especially during another bout of illness. My mom would put mustard plasters on me, wrap me in a blanket of dog fur, and tuck me under a huge down comforter. I’d drink hot milk with butter and honey. And for all these troubles, I was allowed to stay up late, reading my newly gifted books.

The happiest moments of my childhood were being sick and reading fascinating books. Time flowed differently – obediently, close by. I was outside of it, or within it, alongside my favorite characters: the Little Prince, Ellie, Goodwin, 
Captain Nemo, Sherlock Holmes, Woland, Azazello, Hella, and, of course, you – Dean Gior and Behemoth the Cat.

Order, Dean. Your towel is on the chair – bring it here. Now it’s Cat’s turn. No need to grimace – everyone needs to bathe.

Today’s weather was perfect – sunny all day, clear skies. Dean and I went mushroom hunting – he has an excellent nose for porcini. Then we swam and sunbathed. Dean, of 
course, was more interested in chasing butterflies. Fine, fine – I chased them too.

Tomorrow, the pension arrives. We’ll have a little cozy banquet. Orders for the garrison: Dean and I will carry out a full-scale cleanup around the house and in the garden. You, my friend, will handle the general cleaning inside.

Tonight is as beautiful as the day: so many stars – the Milky Way, the Big Dipper. That one looks like the North Star. No?

Not that one? You must have a better sense of direction among the stars. A shooting star… Still haven’t bought a telescope. I saw a wonderful one in a thrift store in the city – thirty times magnification – but I didn’t have enough money with me.

Dean, open the garden door. The air is fragrant – smells like the forest and roses.

Have you seen that beautiful flower in the garden? I’m not much of a gardener, but somehow, things still work out for us. The pink bush took root – and its first bloom is the finest rose in our garden."
IN OUR GARDEN 

1 
“Paradise is far from being the realm of absolute harmony, goodness, and perfection. Why does the tree that bears the fruit of evil grow there? Or perhaps knowledge is not evil, and the paradise garden is not part of goodness? And in God, there is neither darkness nor light – only a goal, where all means are justified? But, to be honest, there is another version: in the universe created by the Creator, everyone has the right to choose their own goal and their own tree in any garden.  

Therefore, in my garden, only the fruits of pleasure grow – for which, naturally, one must pay. I'm glad you're with me, that you're with us. I'm sure you understand: besides my friendship, I have nothing to offer you, and by becoming Death, you lose more than you gain. After all, my garden is only for fools. Thank you.”
“This is my gratitude for your friendship, Messire.”  

“Alright. And now, I will introduce you to your colleague, who will assist you in everything. His name is Azazello.”
2 
“That’s probably everything about me in this life. As you see – not much. Your life, Azazello, is far more interesting. Can I call you something else when there are strangers around? Your name sounds rather unusual in this world. Would you mind if I called you, for example, Dean? That was the name of my childhood friend." 

“Why not? I have as many names as Messire. Agreed. And if you don’t mind, I’ll call you Wizard. After all, Death is magic.”
3  
"You don’t have to send every deceased soul to the Other Side. That process, technically speaking, is automated. The 
main task is correcting errors – those that could be decisive for the entire world. And believe me, there aren't many. This isn't just a one-way job – elimination, then cleaning time and space. It works both ways. After all, any automated system malfunctions. And sometimes, saving the life of a single 
person is more important than correcting of thousands by Death’s hand."  

4
“Clasp your hands, buddy – and if the thumb of your left hand ends up on top, it means you possess paradoxical thinking," – the neon sign flared and faded above me like a firework in the night. I didn’t clasp my hands (what if it wouldn’t help?) and turned into an unlit alley, away from the city center, the cars, and the urban clamor. Neon flashes struck my back, bounced off the walls and pavement, and finally left behind only shadows and silence.

I wandered into a random courtyard and sat on a wooden bench beneath a blooming lilac bush. The soft twilight blurred the outlines of objects, making everything hazy, indistinct – drifting away, vanishing, then reappearing anew. Time stood still, rewinding itself, as if recounting the days of the past year since my meeting with Messire and his retinue, as if it were only yesterday that I was named Wizard and Death by my true and only friends.  

I drifted, relaxed, and buttoned my coat up to the chin – when suddenly, cutting through the quiet of the late evening, a long-forgotten melody began to play: "Across the Universe."
On a dimly lit second-floor balcony, an old man sat in a rocking chair, smoking. The smoke curled into rings, broke against the wooden lattice, and drifted into the wild grape vines. For a moment, the glow of a streetlamp caught his trembling hand as he flicked the ashes away, then he disappeared into the soft darkness of his blanket.  
I imagined myself like that – a frail, useless old man. The end of a life cycle: pills, infusions, incontinence, memories, loneliness. Loneliness, filled with the hypocritical attention of indifferent descendants, waiting for my death.  
To deceive them – and myself – deafness, wise advice, judgments about everything. Sleepless nights, music, 
someone else's youth, and the feeling that, for some bastard out there, you've become a subject of analysis and comparison.  

I smiled and, unexpectedly, blew a kiss into the air.  

The old man turned away – a pale silhouette against the darkened room. A moment later, a girl stepped onto the balcony; yellow light fell on her shoulders, a slanted beam reaching my feet. She hugged the old man, whispered something, laughed, and sent two airy kisses my way.  

I stood up, said, "Thank you," and walked off.  

Warm mist… 
I emerged onto the deserted street with a branch of lilacs in my hand. Ahead lay the blue expanse of the avenue. I 
stopped. Against the backdrop of the sleeping city – music and sorrow. I grinned, reading the inscription on the wall, then strode briskly forward, as if I knew exactly where I 
was going. But that hardly mattered. Aimlessness and indifference – those were the keys to success, to a steady march toward new adventures. Though not on an empty stomach, otherwise, the feeling of freedom dulled, replaced by other, less pleasant sensations.  

So I walked up, bypassing the avenue, turned behind the university, and entered the local diner, where there was 
always a crowd. Something about the place put people at ease – there was no need to watch yourself, no one cared 
what you made of yourself, as long as you didn’t step on their toes. I ordered the evening special; its price and quality 
never changed, and that suited me just fine. My tin-plated stomach cared only for quantity.
My favorite spot by the window was taken, so I settled in a dark corner beneath the standard slogan: "Don’t litter with food, take it carefully in moderation." Across from me, my tablemate was finishing his dessert, a mountain of empty dishes before him, the ashtray filled with olive pits. I couldn't catch up with him anymore, so I ate leisurely, savoring the goulash with deep satisfaction.  

By the time I finished, my neighbor was still sitting there, puffing on an expensive cigar. He took off his jacket, and I finally saw the words printed in red on his shirt: "Clasp your hands, buddy..."  

I had noticed before that it was best to meet interesting women on the street – "Could you be my guide in an 
unfamiliar city?" – but with others, any others, it was better to do so after food and drink.  

“I’m celebrating today. Won’t you have a drink with me? – I asked, using the standard phrase.”  

“Uh-huh, – the neighbor replies.
I order a bottle of dry wine and, waiting for the conversation to resume (if you're drinking at someone else's expense, you’ve no right to stay silent), I offer an encouraging smile. He takes off his cap, taps the ash into a glass (not mine), and smiles back so broadly it looks like his ears are about to meet at the back of his head.

We sit in silence, breaking world records for smiling.

At last, the bottle arrives. He removes the cigar from his mouth and, still grinning, says:
"Good for your health."
Hell if I know what he means – maybe the wine, maybe our idiotic smiles, maybe the ash in the glass he’s now filling to the brim, though to be fair, he pours me an equal share first.

I raise my glass and toss out the first name that comes to mind.

He replies in kind:
"Captain."
And realizing that's not quite enough, adds,
"Let’s say... Captain Nemo," – then grins even more devilishly.
“To your health, Captain,” I said without blinking.

“Likewise,” he replied, stirring the wine in his glass with a spoon. At least it wasn’t his finger.
I pretended everything was fine and bravely took a sip. I was itching to ask what the words on his shirt meant, but I held 
back – patience is strength. One thing was certain: his way of thinking was definitely paradoxical.  

Leaving the spoon in the glass, he examined the wine against the light. Perhaps he would taste it afterward, or 
maybe the wine required further inspection first. I looked around indifferently, not rushing things – by listening, you 
learn far more than by blurting out something that might later come in handy.  

Although, so far, there had been nothing to listen to.  

Before I could open my mouth to continue this fascinating conversation, the bartender appeared at our table, a note in hand. Squinting grimly, he handed it to the Captain. The Captain took his time reading it, then placed his cigar on the table.  

“Thanks for the treat,” – he said and headed for the exit.  

He never even touched the drink.  

Well, let’s leave the bottle to the establishment. I doubted it would significantly boost their profits. I had never had to drink alone before, and apparently, tonight wouldn’t be the night I found out what "Clasp your hands, buddy..." really meant.  

"Curiosity isn’t a sin, it’s a hobby," I hummed as the sound of shattering glass rang out.  

Shards flew over the diners, glittering like Christmas stars, crashing onto the floor along with my drinking buddy. He curled into a ball, then sprang up immediately, knocking over my favorite table. Lucky for me – I wasn’t sitting there.  

A gash split his forehead, a flap of skin hanging over his eye, blood gushing like a fountain.  
Five sturdy guys approached, brandishing knives and other sharp objects – surely intent on expanding the local menu. They weren’t in a hurry; one even chided him gently:  

“Well, old fool, have you played enough?”  

That did it.
“I always stand up for my drinking companions, even if they’re wrong, even if others dislike them – including such 
nice gentlemen as these," I thought, twisting into a flashing blur of arms and legs.  

This move always worked like a charm – no need for repeats.  

I struck from the right flank, lifting two into the air. Dentures flashed beneath the ceiling – seasoned fighters, shedding unnecessary baggage. Somewhere behind me, near the bar, they crashed down.  

I stopped and offered a truce:  

“Get out of here.” 

But my offer was declined. The guy on the right pulled out a massive Colt .45, with a chrome finish, a marble grip, and an inscription on the barrel: "Death to fools." I had to admit, I liked the slogan. Reinforcements arrived through the broken window – three more, each armed with a Colt. The diner emptied. Only I, my bleeding companion, and those inexplicably eager to die today remained. I smiled:  

“Well, now this is different.”  

I raised my hands. Space disappeared. Shadows aligned in a single, cumbersome mass.  

In the air, I unfurled the “fan of tops", cutting diagonally toward the newcomers. Shadows broke apart, fell, the Colt 
spun through the air past me. I let it drop and returned to my original stance.  

Blood spattered the walls and floor. The incident was over.  

The Captain approached, his face drenched in blood, pressing his forehead with one hand. 
“We need to leave,” – he said.  

“And fast,” – I agreed, scratching my way toward the exit.

A crowd had gathered on the street, drawn by the same eternal curiosity. People parted before us, allowing us to pass unhindered as we turned into the nearest alley.  

“This is my car. Can you drive? Although, of course, you can.” 

I didn’t argue, took the key from him, and within seconds, we were speeding down the roaring pavement of the old city. A band on the run. I pulled a branch of lilacs from my pocket and tucked it into the gap between the dashboard and the windshield. The Captain glanced at me strangely but said nothing. As I had noticed, he wasn’t one to waste words. 
And he was right – one of the first lessons I had learned long ago was that when you don’t know what to say, or there’s no 
ready-made phrase at hand, it’s best to keep silent. It carries just as much weight.  

The car filled with the scent of lilacs, the scent of spring, as I raced through the city, hoping to arrive in time for the shift change. Dean – Azazello – had a date tonight. At last, his beloved’s parents had left, and for almost a month, they wouldn’t have to wander from hotel to hotel.  

My new acquaintance remained silent, didn’t ask any questions, and, on top of everything, didn’t even seem curious. But now wasn’t the time for that – the main thing was to hurry.  

We sped past the monastery; I slowed down and smoothly turned into the hospital parking lot. With the headlights off, 
the car rolled forward on inertia, the tires whispering over the wet asphalt. Poplar branches scattered spring fluff over us. 
Mist and the rustle of lilac leaves. The car disappeared, hiding us from the world.  

We walked through the grass. The earth was silent and resilient. A nightlight glowed in the duty room on the ground floor. The window was open, and Dean sat on the windowsill – white coat, waiting. We walked straight toward him. He jumped down and met us halfway.  

I raised a hand in greeting – an eternal nod to the deceit of mutual love in his face. I introduced them, took Dean’s coat, and handed him the car keys.  

“Don’t get too excited. The car is under surveillance. Drive it to Hella – she’ll fix it up in five minutes. You’ll make it in time, for sure.” 

“At least the ride is free,” – he said carelessly and disappeared into the night.  

"What kind of people are around me?" I thought, as I began bandaging the Captain. We were already in the duty room, and I had started fulfilling my responsibilities. No questions from him, no basic human curiosity. That encouraged me – at last, someone I could measure myself against, someone I could look up to. The lilac branch in the empty kefir bottle came to life, drawing fireflies toward it. At regular intervals, 
they flew in, filled up on nectar, and flew away. Now I knew what I would 
do next – plant a bush or two of lilacs under the duty room window to make slipping away easier and entertaining 
guests more pleasant. Better yet, I’d plant a hundred or two lilac bushes in our garden – then no one would ever find me.  

I jotted down Captain Nemo’s coordinates in illegible handwriting – the worse, the better – in the patient admissions book. The entry would remain for ten days before fading, but I hoped that would be enough time to learn the meaning of the words on his shirt.  

Meanwhile, back to business. I turned on the television and envied the superheroes – always chasing, always fighting – in the endless episodes of “Secret Service”.
SECRET SERVICE
1

All our special and secret services operate on the principle –
“Any improvement is dangerous – the worse, the better.”
What can we oppose to love? Only love.
But there’s nothing more dangerous than that illusion.

The fear of betrayal turns us into cruel children –
tearing the wings off grasshoppers, butterflies,
and even our own kind.
We spend our lives relying on the remnants of faith,
using them only for what’s always within reach –
a Colt .45, a symbol of happiness and completeness.
And so we believe:
“Anyone who comes within arm’s reach – even holding love in their hands – is a naughty child, and I am a butterfly.”
To think this way is just another illusion.

2

I believe the ancients were right to link each person’s fate to a particular planet.
Perhaps, after death, we return to our own planet before being reborn.

Still, I’d rather keep traveling – even after life –
since I can’t do it now.
Even on the other side, I’ll remain an incorrigible dreamer.
I never quite managed to become correctable.
I am a wanderer – the child in time. 

3

The best way to adapt is to escape – something I’ve done my whole life. Not always successfully.

And now, it seems, there’s nowhere left to run,
and no one left to run from. Perhaps that’s exactly why I’m drawn to traveling. When you’re running away,
there’s always someone chasing you…
4

An old café in the old city. A jukebox plays, for a nickel, a choice of two songs: One by “Underground Secret Service” Band:
“Money, money, how to save you?
Vodka’s getting more expensive – need to drink less…”
And the other by “Heart of the Fool” Band:

“We live in a cold and cruel country.
There’s no sun, no moon, no stars – only rain.
Loneliness is sharper there,
And despair is written on every face.                                        But if a light appears in the night,
Hearts fill with anxiety.”
As a child, I came to that café mostly for the ice cream. I learned about love in the school restroom and from “Health” magazine. I suppose much has changed since then –
modern education, the internet, and the sheer number of interesting magazines...
– Dean, you don’t have to sing with me.
No one’s listening anyway. If only it were seventy years ago… and under a full moon.

On full moon nights, I’d voice the whole block,
and my mother had to take me outside, into the moonlight –
I couldn’t fall asleep until I’d made sure everything was in its place.
Nothing in childhood could replace the moon for me. Later, I changed. Became less particular. Slept wherever I could.

Anyway, it’s time for bed. Tomorrow morning – garden weeding. The weeds appeared out of nowhere.

BAND ON THE RUN  

1 

“...All those so-called flowers – they're just weeds. They should be burned. And Mickey is a fine lad, smart. A kind and responsive soul: always ready to fetch vodka without objections or evasions. I'll definitely take him under my wing. As the chief patrol officer, I need people like him badly.  

And he's so cheerful! The other day, I walk into the duty room, and he, the rascal, cuts open a cat's belly and stuffs it 
with wires from the Big Iron. And he's got this satisfied look on his face: "Boo-boo-boo, boo-boo-boo". The cat looks 
around with its eyes, doesn't understand a damn thing. I almost died laughing. And then he finishes me off – wraps the cat in cable and lets it go wandering the halls. And he bangs away on the keyboard like it’s nothing.” 
2 

The night, torn by a pale strip of dawn, gave way to a summer morning, in the early calm of which I felt even younger. Carefully, tiptoeing to avoid disturbing sleeping Hella, I made my way to the exit, greeted by a light morning rain.  

Jogging mile after mile along the wet, still deserted highway, I entertained myself with a conversation with myself. But soon I was somewhat rudely interrupted by a "Continental" rushing into the city at tremendous speed, the black front of 
which flashed a few inches from me – at the last moment I managed to jump aside.  

In the side window of the car, I saw the pimply face of a contented lad. Obviously, the kid was joking, that's how they raised him. God forbid, traumatizing a child with unjustified refusals, restricting his free will. I need to help him out.  

Turning onto a dirt road, I soon caught up with the reckless driver, jumped onto the highway, and started running as 
usual. Sweet children start by squashing cats in high school, then move on to people.  

A few minutes later, the familiar snout of the iron beast appeared, rumbling bones and carnivorous growls, it, without 
slowing down, rushed towards me. The boy inside hesitated for a moment, but decided that there were plenty of crazy people like me around and aimed to throw a feint with this runner.  

When the car was just a few meters away, I abruptly stopped and threw my hand towards it.  

Metal, glass, leather interior trim – packed into a groaning, squeaking lump – with a wild howl, veered in the other direction.  

"Continental" was now without its top and rear doors, wagging and wheezing, it raced into the nearest ditch.  

When I approached the burial site, a pale youth emerged from the iron coffin into the light of day.  

“Young sucker,” I said sympathetically – “next time I’ll cut off your ears.”  

Believing in this stern promise was easy, and I resumed my run.  

Soon the highway was filled with trucks, buses, and cars of all kinds, and this whole herd easily passed me by, snorting and hissing so much that I was scared to death.  

Finally, around the next turn, I saw the cherry wing of the Captain's villa surrounded by colorful firs, dear to my heart.  

Despite the casually open bedroom windows, the house was surrounded by a common security system.  

Unfortunately, there wasn't even a familiar paperclip at hand. I had to use other knowledge.  

The faint whisper of blue violets momentarily froze in the transparent air, smuggling me towards the open windows.  

In gratitude, I didn't step on any of them.  

What could be worse than flowers in the dirt?  

3  

I returned to the hospital just in time for the morning rounds. Mickey Mouse – a “nice guy,” as they called him – greeted me with his usual low grunt, confidently begging for the sugar cube I had set aside for him. With a trembling hand, he tucked the cube into his shirt and gave a sad smile –probably not even meant for me.

Not long ago, he had been a professor of medicine. Now, twitching and moaning softly, he shuffled off toward the open door of the duty nurse’s station.

He lost his mind after learning that, thanks to his miracle pills and a little help from the government, half the population of an Eastern republic had been wiped out.

It was all about the dosage.

And politics – where any dose is possible. 

Walking down the corridor towards me, swaying her hips (this gait appears when she sees any man, only the swing amplitude varies), was the voluptuous beauty Hella.  

“Hello, kid. How was your night?”  

“Better than usual, Hella. You look great today.”  

“I always look great.”  

“With each passing day, even more beautiful. Can't take my eyes off you.”  

“Really, baby? You're not lying?”  

“Especially in that gorgeous skirt.”  

“It's buttoned. Look how easily it unbuttons.”  

“It's hard for me, what if I can't resist?”  

“Come with me, I'll help you.”  

“What are you saying, Hella? What if Mom finds out?”  

“You're such a little coward.”  

“Well, no. Want me to be honest?”  

“Let's hear it.”  

“I'm afraid.”  

“Oh, that's so simple.”  

“I'm afraid of falling in love with you.”  

“I am too, little one.”  

And standing on tiptoe, she kisses me and leaves.  

But this time with a modest maidenly gait, and therefore looks even more tempting.  

I continue walking, past the second ward, the ficus, Humpty Dumpty in a helmet.  

He's been standing there for almost ten years, pressing his forehead against the marble column, from dawn till dusk, until he's tied up and put to bed.  

A flash of light in the dense park greenery. The black grilles on the windows reflected on the matte whiteness of the corridor wall.  

A moment later, it became even darker.  

In the semi-darkness, a red spotted cat darted past, tail raised like a periscope, and disappeared behind the half-open door of the duty room. The door slammed shut immediately.  

Slipping silently, I, a curious creature, approached the duty room, quickly unlocked the door, and swung it open.  

Near the main operating computer – the Big Iron – Mickey Mouse was squatting and feeding a gang of five assorted cats with my sweet gift. I grinned sinisterly in amazement.  

The cat gang scattered in a friendly flurry, rushing out the open window. The band on the run.  

Professor, stretching his arms wide, smiled at me devotedly. And finally, drooling, he muttered:  

“Boo-boo-boo...” 

Soon the patter of his small steps faded in the corridor.  

However, not all the revelers left me, expecting its continuation.  

Under the table, holding her breath, the greediest, and therefore the most agile red spotted cat lay in wait.  

Finding herself in my hands, she rolled her eyes and prepared for imminent death.  

Here it is – the advantage of curiosity over greed: the curious one doesn't eat the sugar, he gives it to others.  

And, mindful of the unity in methods born from both greed and curiosity, I fed her the leftover sugar from the feast. Suddenly, my fingers felt an elongated object in the dense red-gray fur. Running along her body was a thin two-core wire. There was still one last item left – the scar on the cat's belly. But there wasn’t even a trace of a scratch.  

Well, excellent work.  

And I loudly spoke into the microphone near the cat's ear:  

"Boss is calling for the Professor."
While waiting for Mickey, I offered the sugar-dazed cat another dose, basking in my own nobility. I heard footsteps behind me. I grinned widely and murmured mockingly:  
“Boo-boo-boo.”

It wasn’t Mickey. It was the Boss.
4 

“As for people – that's nothing new. The Secret Service even uses animals.
Cats, overlooked thanks to general contempt and indifference, go unnoticed – and information is always more valuable than microphones.
The Professor loves cats more than he values security or information.
By the way, this microphone’s already been disconnected.
You interrupted the Professor and scared everyone off.”
5 

Slightly limping – a consequence of the morning run – I approach the Captain's ward and knock.  

The door immediately opens, and on the threshold stands the storm of the criminal world, the former police inspector – Captain Nemo.  
During the last restructuring period, he was forced into early retirement, about ten years ahead of schedule.  

I obtained this information at his villa while rummaging through diplomas, weapons, and a detective’s card index without permission.  

Thank God, I wasn’t on it.  
CAPTAIN NEMO
1

I sit in Captain Nemo's chair, taking advantage of his hospitality as I sip on cherry compote – three liters, enough to last me a while. My shift is in full swing, and the Captain is telling me about himself:

2

"Twenty-five years ago, I started as a rookie detective in the city police department. It wasn’t long before I was working alongside the legendary Holmes. He taught me a lot during those wild times of the Last Shake-Up and Dry Spell. Most importantly, he taught me the art of listening, observing, and blending in. Blending in – that's the key. Becoming an unnoticed part of the crowd, invisible on empty streets, instantly changing my appearance, voice, and gait, reading lips, knowing sign language, and of course, getting by without weapons. Twenty-five years ago. And then came the time of the Big Shootout, and life got even more exciting. That’s when Holmes and I went after Moriarty – the Black Ice Cream. I still remember Ice Cream's last words: “I loved people and ice cream.” A day before he caught a bullet to the head, he emptied an entire clip into an ice cream vendor just because the guy wouldn’t let him cut in line ahead of The Brave Little Orphans. The day after Moriarty’s death, the criminals held a grand funeral for their boss – the man who united the city’s gangs: Grimtooth, Mossfather, Don Koschei the Deathless, Mistress Morrow, and Nightingale Jack. They marched across the whole city. Of course, the demonstration was registered with the mayor's office, and the police provided security. By the way, the mayor warned Holmes 
and me that a hunt had started for us. This was believable, especially after Holmes had uncovered the police chief's corrupt connection with the Black Eskimo. And so, we disappeared, becoming gravediggers in the city’s church brigade. For over two months, Holmes and I worked as apprentices in the heavenly bureaucracy, sending another twenty criminals to the Hades laboratory after the boss’s death in the power struggle. The brigade foreman kept us entertained with his cemetery tales, of course, about vampires, werewolves, body snatchers, live burials, skeletons, and ghosts. Soon, we started believing in them too. 

One day, we were digging a grave for charity at the fifth kilometer. It was getting dark. The soil there was awful – full of stone and clay. Then, quietly, a young couple appeared near us. It wasn’t uncommon; the cemetery had long served both death and love. We didn’t pay much attention to them and kept working. I only heard the boy say to his girlfriend that this spot was nice, windy, and that the mountain was just a stone's throw away – he pointed to Witch Mountain. I saw a spark pass between the boy's hand and the mountain. I bent down and didn’t glance in that direction again. Then the girl, with a soft, crystalline voice, asked us, 'Please don’t dig too deep, it’s hard for us to get up.' Sam – a big brute – laughed and said, 'Quit kidding around, kids, and get out of here.' They stood there for a moment and then disappeared into the fog. We didn’t dig any deeper, just leveled the grave. The foreman said to Sam, 'Go on, lad, take your pick – either walk back or – here’s the key, go alone.' Sam smirked, said, 'We hobbits aren't afraid of anything in your crazy world,' took the key, and was gone. 
Since then, no sign of Sam – no bus, no nothing. Sometimes, from Witch Mountain, we’d hear the sounds of a bus match or see a car headlight flash. But maybe it was just the imperial security. They’ve taken to picnicking there.

Holmes and I continued waiting for the results of the parliamentary commission’s investigation into corruption among the city's top police officials. But the commission was dragging its feet, so we passed our time in the quiet serenity of the cemetery. One day, Holmes said, 'You know, I like this job. No courts, no hassle, no bullets, no brawls. Too bad there’s no Procurator – yet. That way, in the end, his motto could be justified: "The death of one is a tragedy, the death of millions is a statistic."
Soon, we found a case related to our old line of work. The church brigade was preparing graves in kilometer-long stretches to the south and west. Usually, they worked in one area for about a month. Just a week after we joined the gravediggers' union, the brigade finished one stretch and started working to the south. But the next day, they had to return to install a standard marble wreath on one of the earlier graves due to the belated remorse of the heirs. When we arrived at the scene, I must admit, at first, I thought about vampires and other supernatural horrors. But the foreman reassured us, reminding us that the unclean forces don’t engage in mass corpse theft – they only target dark and dirty souls. Occasionally, for the sake of a few trinkets, graves were dug up. But the deceased were never mistreated – people, it seems, were both religious and experienced: they always tidied up the grave and usually left no trace. At any rate, there was nothing for these poor souls to profit from in this stretch. The sight, of course, was not a pleasant one. 
Only Holmes seemed to cheer up – wandering among the overturned coffins, he whistled, "The Empire, the Empire above all." The man was tired of not having a real job. Holmes persuaded the foreman not to report it to the police. However, the foreman understood that it wouldn’t be good for us to run into the police again unnecessarily. Even though we had changed our appearances, God protects the cautious. I suggested setting up a night watch, but Holmes refused, citing headaches at the sight of basilisks. And so, jokingly, as I understood it, he decided to bury this mysterious incident.

We worked in the gravedigger brigade for another month, steeling our nerves for encounters with the devil and his minions. But everything passes, and finally, we returned to duty, where the guys greeted us with triumph, and the chief handed out a triple bonus along with an invitation from the Procurator's secretary. By then, the entire city police force had been reshuffled, and old Rick Blaine – Holmes’s favorite bridge partner – had been appointed chief of police. Only after all this did Holmes remind me of my proposal to spend a night in the city cemetery. To my surprise, he took me to the southern stretch, where the cemetery brigade had finished their work just the day before our return to the office. I didn’t ask questions – everything in its own time. That night brought us nothing but mosquito bites. In the morning, I was awakened by a phone call from Holmes and rushed to the cemetery in a hurry. By that time, some events had occurred there. A sergeant who was overseeing the stretch had been attacked by a pack of, apparently, very hungry rats. He managed to reach the car in time and only got away with a
few bites. I knew that rats in the poor districts of the city attacked small children, but for them to stupidly rush at a huge policeman... Anyway, during my cemetery internship, I’d gotten used to everything. I arrived just in time to find Holmes generously tossing scraps of meat beneath the bushes, softly calling, “Chick, chick, chick...” Hiding with me behind a stone idol, he said, "Poor rats, they haven’t eaten human flesh in so long." "Nemo," – he continued, slapping me on the shoulder – "It’s time to figure out who the corpses from the western stretch were intended for." And then the show began: hundreds of rats, squealing and howling, rushed toward our bait, covering the bushes and graves around us in a matter of seconds with a wriggling mass. At Holmes’s command, tear gas canisters flew into the rats. Giving me a gas mask, Holmes rushed after the stream of terrified rats. In the end, we discovered their lair – near Witch Mountain, in an ancient abandoned crypt converted into a rat vivarium. Near the concrete entrance, next to half-open steel doors, lay a completely gnawed human skeleton. Inside the crypt, the space was partitioned off with rusty iron mesh, gnawed through in several places. Among the rat droppings on the stone floor lay scattered human bones. Judging by the inedible license plates, this was all that remained of the stolen corpses from the western section of the cemetery. We opened the door wider to let the tear gas dissipate. While passing the time, Holmes shared his assumptions regarding the case of the cemetery rats. A month ago, he noticed that only fresh graves were being opened. Through the foreman of the gravediggers, he contacted the police department and relayed the characteristics of the corpse snatcher. He realized he was dealing with one person based on the tracks. As for the characteristics – extraordinary strength, able to manage a dozen coffins alone, 
and a shoe size of forty-eight – enough to recognize Piero "Naphthalene" from the Black Ice Cream’s gang.

When the rats attacked the sergeant, everything fell into place. The gang had been using rats to dispose of bodies and cover their tracks. And when fresh meat was scarce, Naphthalene fed the rats with carrion. However, luck was not on his side: the rats gnawed through the mesh, and when he opened the door, they attacked him.

Finally, the air cleared, and we, turning on the spotlight, entered the crypt. After the inspection, I called out to Holmes. He was standing oddly near the wall, holding a book – "The Wizard of Oz" – in his hand. The book had an inscription: "To my beloved daughter, the restless little one, from H.S."

I don’t know if it was Moriarty’s doing or just coincidence. No one knew that Holmes had a daughter except for me. Yes, he visited her at the boarding school, of course, under a different surname. Especially since, in the rat-infested crypt, as the examination showed, the remains of many children had been found. I then did everything possible and impossible to cure Holmes, but nothing helped. It’s been almost ten years now since he’s been here, in the hospital – every morning in the same place, next to the same wall.”
LET IT BE

1

The wall of lilac bushes, which I planted a month ago in the hospital garden, smells as though it’s not the end of July, but the beginning of spring, in May. Let them bloom for another couple of months, or even until winter – I love this scent. At the appointed time, I enter the office of the chief and say:

“Messire, I think we can reduce the number of patients in our hospital.”
“What, are you planning to resign?”
“I’m hopeless. And I’m fine here with you. I’d like to talk about Humpty Dumpty.”
“Speak.”
“What is needed for his recovery?”
“Nothing. He’s more hopeless than you.”
“And yet – is there the slightest chance of bringing him back to life?”
“Pump him with activators. But that’s only for half an hour. After that – Irreversible, prostration. And, by the way, Death.”
“It’s hard to consider Humpty Dumpty alive.”
“He’s not concerned about that.”
“It concerns me.”
“Alright, our worrier. Keep your chin up. Let’s talk tomorrow. We’ll come up with something. Aren’t you tired?”
“No, I like it here.”
“What about the flowers?”
2

Everything is the same old café in the old town, my favorite "Tales of the Vienna Woods" playing softly in the background from the state reproducer:

“A rose in the snow melts into ice…”

I approach the table by the window, where Messire is already sitting. He’s waiting for me.

“I’m listening to you.”
“I need this life.”
“Eventually, you’re right, getting straight to the point. However, you’re hungry from the road, let me do something nice for you – have dinner with me...  

All this from the supplies for the New Year’s Ball. A bit of everything, considering the diverse tastes of my guests...  

Like it? The recipe is simple and safe: water, lemon, and a ray of moonlight – the Moonlight cocktail.  

So, you demand this life.”
“I ask you.”
“You ask to have it back. But those whom you sent to the Other Side, aren’t they worthy of the same? Or has Death’s uniform become too tight for you?
But enough about that. How’s your leg? You’re noticeably limping. Here. This is for you. It’s ointment. It helps me, it’ll help you too. And for your protégé – a Moonlight cocktail. Let him drink it on Christmas Eve, well, you can also have it during the day, on weekdays, and on the full moon, before and after lunch. All for the better... Well, let it be so.”
3
“Exactly like this – the road, free from papers, others' desires, realism, begins in childhood. But all of us, sooner or later, 
grabbing our buttocks, briskly turn back: just to run straight, the shortest straight. That’s why we can’t even last a hundred years in the hopeless effort to choose between ourselves and our children,” – Holmes’s eyes closed, he fell silent. I poured him another glass of lunar medicine. Very slowly, stretching the words, he continued:  

“And once again, we choose an easier occupation – making children, mumbling about immortality and resurrection in children. Nonsense. Everyone has their own immortality. And children have nothing to do with it. They have their own toys. However, someday a person, walking the same shortest path, will find a way to physically immortalize himself. But the funniest thing is, the science invented for this purpose – mathematics – proves that people will continue to die as haphazardly and frivolously as before. Sooner or later. Now – from diseases, old age, chance – as
soon as possible; then – as late as possible, and only by chance...  

The Almighty and omnipotent chance patiently waits its turn for each of us – even if your chance comes only once in a million years. Don’t rush. Life is sometimes beautiful. I know that.
But will it be just as beautiful, and just as often, after life? I don’t know. And I’m afraid. If a person is immortal without any recipe, then they, like the Universe, simply exist – forever, infinite.
And we are all one, and the only true purpose is the improvement of one’s own soul.
I don’t know if that’s true. It’s like religion. Some believe and know. Others don’t.”
4

An ordinary day. The violet rain drizzles. The warm wind settles on the cemetery flowers and trees like a moist cobweb. I walked out onto the fifth section of the churchyard along Monastery Road. Near another granite pyramid, Nemo is waiting for me.
“Hello, Captain.”
"Hey there, friend. Fancy a drink?"
"Gladly – but not just now."

"Ah, just blaming the weather, that’s all. Here, take the glass, old pal, don’t be shy. As for me – an old guard – I’ll drink straight from the bottle. Simpler. More honest, too."

"And you’ll get more that way."
“Don’t complain and be content with what you have. Huh? Not a bad motto for a regular patriot?”
Along the dim alley, approaching us slowly, Azazello walks, followed by the Captain’s friends carrying the sleeping Holmes on a stretcher.

“Well, it’s time for us,” – I said, returning a full glass to the regular patriot – “We’ll drink later, okay?”
"You've convinced me," Nemo replies and pours the contents of the glass back into his army flask.
Emerging onto the main alley, he activates his radio, double-checking the readiness of all posts for the last time.  

Not far from the rat nursery, the Captain and I heard the roar of repeated explosions. The operation had begun... Half an hour passed. It became twilight, quiet, and only in our comfortable observation post between two graves could we hear muffled voices from the radio: "Post three. All clear. 
Pick up the pace, guys. Pulse – one hundred ten." The half-opened doors of the crypt were enveloped in a blue haze. The cold, dense darkness rose and fell again, a quiet, piercing groan slowly fading into the black abyss. Nemo flinched and cursed. "If there’s no official way out of hell on Earth, then surely there’s an entrance here," he added, spitting over his shoulder. Immediately, a disgruntled voice behind us exclaimed, "Damn camel." The Captain turned sharply, but there was no one there. I didn’t see anyone either.

"Let’s hope we don’t lose our minds ourselves," muttered Nemo, taking out his flask. Tilting his head back, he emptied the remaining contents.

"Well, it’s time to move," he said, getting up from the tombstone and heading toward the infernal exit or entrance. Near the moss-covered and moldy doors, Nemo waved his hand and disappeared into the black hole. Half a minute later, Holmes silently appeared on the cemetery lawn, in fairly good condition after a long run. Behind him, the Captain’s boys rushed in. Breathing heavily, they hesitated around Holmes’s back in confusion. But he didn’t give them a break – some he sent around the area on the north and south sides (they almost trampled me, I stopped them just in time), and he himself plunged into the darkness of the crypt with the rest. At the same moment, the depths of hell were flooded with blinding light, and we heard Nemo’s thunderous voice: "Holmes, my friend!"

No one ever noticed (I’m sure) where the girl in the pink dress came from. She timidly touched the damp walls of the dungeon – and immediately the fog cleared, the mold vanished, and for the first time in many years, the rain 
stopped. It sprinkled our whole team – the crying Captain, who shouted 'Damn rain!', the bewildered police officers, and Holmes, holding his daughter in his arms.
ORDINARY DAY

1

Naturally, the rector’s daughter was exempt from all student duties, and so here I am, sitting in the university’s dispatch office, digging through the student files on assignment from 
the Council: men go in the right column, women in the left. The left column is clearly outweighing the right – which must mean something, though I don’t have time to figure out what, because the head of academic affairs and commander-in-chief of all mops, Miss Trunchbull B.B., bursts out of her office, and quickly rolling up to the dispatchers, sweetly sings: "Who, girls, will take the papers to the ministry? Come on, quickly, lively!" But the girls – there are forty-five of them, one just got divorced for the fourth time – aren't eager to quickly and lively go out into the cold and wind of an unheated street. I proudly straighten up and finally realize that the male shortage is in my favor. And from this logical thought, I cheered up, even became generous and noble (for a short time), and volunteered for duty to help the dispatchers. The "girls" breathed a sigh of relief. "Cows," I thought, walking along the snow-covered street, in motion – life. I didn't intend to lose weight, but it's better to wander the streets than mope through lectures on scientific optimism.

The city is empty and blind, the blizzard rages on, and rare passersby disappear into doorways and shops. I walk down the center of the icy sidewalk, nobody argues with me, and I remember the same pleasant mood, but only in the summer in pouring rain, when the whole world and the city belong to you. I remember the greenery and summer, and I feel the cold crunching in my ears and nose. So, I quickly enter the 
warm bookstore. In the first semester, I often stopped by the bookshop after classes, managed to find something there, and sometimes made a good exchange. Once... Hmm, the beginning is fairy-tale, traditional: "In the thirty-third kingdom, in the thirtieth state – there's still," – I prompted myself. So, once, in this bookshop, I wandered into the children's 
literature section to buy a gift for my friends' son. Near the bottom shelf, squatting, sat a girl of about ten or twelve years old. A bow, a dress, a cherubic face – all as it should be at 
that age. I said to her, "Wouldn't the lady help me choose a book, or even two, for a younger lad than us?" We rummaged through the shelves and found what was needed. We started talking.

Naturally, I treated her as an equal, especially since it wasn't difficult – she was clever. Besides, I always behave like that with children – they're people, just powerless and easily hurt, they only become scoundrels with age, which doesn't make them any more protected. It turned out the little girl had already read a lot, at least some of the things I had only managed to read after finishing high school. I asked her what she was looking for in the children's section then. In 
response to my question, she reasonably replied that it was the only section where you could find anything worthwhile. I 
strained and, to keep the conversation going, asked her which literary character she liked the most.

"You," she replied, "and the Wizard of Oz."

I was dumbfounded, flustered, and suddenly felt ten years younger. She handed me the chosen books and smiled sweetly. We looked into each other's eyes and laughed. I started first and kissed her on the cheek: lavender and milk.

"My mom told me you smell like smoke, but you smell like milk," I said, imitating a cartoon bear cub.

Alice and I agreed to meet at the store the next day. I went there at the same time for two weeks in a row. But she never 
showed up. Later, I found her at the cemetery and brought flowers – by then, she was hopelessly ill.

Now it's winter, and even in the most remote children's section from the doors, it's cozy and warm. I sit on the windowsill and look at the pictures in last year's collection of 
the "Young Optimism Specialist" magazine. I warmed up, cheered up – there are rare places in this miserable town where I feel great in any condition and with any mood. Half an hour later, I went outside.

At the ministry, I, along with a tall blonde – loving comfort –rode the elevator to her floor. We went up too fast, but I managed to arrange a date. Entering the office, I put on a solemn face and, with the paper in hand, approached the bigwig in glasses. He asked me something with a well-
modulated voice of the father of the nation, and without waiting for an answer, answered himself. Finally, realizing 
that my eagerness was only good for one piece of paper, he called B.B.

I'm still waiting for the conversation to end; I need to get out of here as soon as possible – Stella, the university rector's secretary, is waiting for me in the ministry corridor. Strangely enough, I've developed a friendly relationship with her. She's probably the only girl I've managed to just be friends with. Stella is probably smart – pretends to be a fool – and given her position, she knows everything about everyone. So, I'm the first in the university (after her, of course) to have various 
kinds of information. Why do I need this? I don't need it. Just in case. What if, someday, I learn something about myself?..
Finally, half an hour later, I broke free. We walk along the avenue. The blizzard has stopped. Huge drifts block our way, and snowplows buzz with strained effort, and kids throw their 
schoolbags and snow at each other. I tell Stella about my impressions; she immediately informs me that the 

bespectacled guy is the deputy in charge of personnel: "A normal guy. I know his mistress. Not a fool to refuse a drink." 
We hold hands, the streetlights haven't been lit yet, and she consults with me:

"Last year, I had a fling with a foreigner. What do you think, won't they mind?"

“Who is he? An egghead?”
"Oh, come on, of course not. I didn't even go to his room. We went to my friend's."

"Well, I think the Service doesn't care who you sleep with, as long as you're not into politics."

"Who do you think I am?" Stella protests.

We reach the university. I say goodbye to her. I don't go to the university anymore; I have nothing to do there: freedom is more important, and soon a date with a gorgeous blonde from the ministry.
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Soon it's New Year's. It's a winter morning. I'm rushing to the first class and the mandatory anthem, reluctantly leaving her alone. As I left, she was still asleep. Unlike me – a failure –my love is immune to studies and lectures, working as a model for a famous couturier. She'll receive her diploma along with the new collection of stunning dresses and crystal 
slippers. I foolishly smile, feeling blissfully in love with a girl from a magazine dream, and I really hope it's forever. Ahead loom the gray-yellow buildings of the university. Across the street, there's an advertisement: "If you're so smart, where's your money, buddy?"
VALLEY OF THE DOLLS
“Even the Cat went mad, they say;

The Frog refused, turned love away. 

Boots couldn't help, though strong his plea.                           All boys, alas, are fools, you see.”
Hella
“– If you’re so smart, where’s your money, buddy?

– You want kids. And how are you going to feed them? Fairy tales?

– Even among princes, there are fools.

– Some fool brought me a weed as a gift.

– Everyone loves me. Even the fools.

– All men are fools.

– He wants love. At what price?

– It’s enough if my husband loves me — and I control the money.

– The ass is the best barometer.”
Valley of the Dolls
1
– Hella, this isn’t love.

– You’re right. I’ll teach you something that’s been known for ages. Like this game – give-away checkers. The goal is to lose everything on purpose, leaving just one piece to make the final, decisive, winning move.

To give everything away – love, dignity, soul. To become a shadow, a rag, a clown, a fool. To be helpless and pitiful, trusting and stupid, naïve and weak. To love and to despise. To build a castle in the air for your beloved – where she calmly, indifferently devours the heart you offer. A heart no one needs. Especially when it’s not even there. Especially if it’s the Fool’s heart.

Are you still thinking about her?

2
– Time. It’s time.

– Time for what?

– You know exactly what.

I close my eyes again. I think: “You’re still drawn to bitches. Still trusting. Still foolish enough to believe you can unite the impossible – beauty, intelligence, and love. But the end is always the same: lies, betrayal, and her soul like an amoeba.”
– You promised you'd bring me the “shots” here.

– I don’t have time. Neither does the doctor, by the way. He won’t wait any longer.

– Right, of course. Now you’re the one in control. I depend on you now.

– Are you coming? Yes or no?

– And you? Are you cured already?

– I was never sick.

– That’s impossible. I’ve had no one and nothing but you. Just friendly chats with a few friends – and I barely have any. Don’t be jealous.
“God, give me strength not to laugh” – I think. Then I say:

– As one man once told his friend: “Don’t be upset. In life, you’ll have two or three friends who won’t betray you. You’ll be the one to betray them.” So – are we going or not?

– Alright, I’m coming. Is the doctor well-known? I mean, they write so much about me these days.
3
“Willpower – that’s all I’ve got left. And my curse – I always know too much. It’s easier to be a fooled puppet, a coat hanger, a clown. Knowledge brings pain. And love – death.

I laugh anyway: “Such dramatic words.”

4
“A toy wind in a toyland. It’s still hard for me to lose people. I’ve never gotten used to it…”
5
“Enduring pain. I’m scared. I can’t become someone else. I’m terrified of turning into what you want – someone like everyone else.”
– What can you expect from a man who agrees to share me?

– Of course, the smarter thing to do would be to rip my shirt open, throw a tantrum, and punch someone in the face.
Darling, by all means – sleep with whoever you want, knock yourself out. Really, go wild.
6
“And yet, perhaps because I let myself go mad – digging through your dirty laundry – I learned everything about you. And I couldn’t forgive your half-truths, your lies. I couldn’t resist the temptation to despise you – for your foolishness, your petty calculations, and your convenient sex with your tame little boys. To despise you for counting the days, trying to trace the source of the disease, and – just in case – 
persuading each of them that he was the special one.          Onward, France!
I came to you and offered my help – as a friend who no longer exists, as a friend I once loved.”
7

Hella looked me in the eyes and asked: "Are you still thinking about her? Never try to bring back what has died. Even if it 
was love – It will come back and kill you. But if you're so confident and not afraid to lose yourself, try it, there's a chance – to kill love."
8

“Ideally, a man should be emotionless, indifferent, and cold. Don't stoop to slobbering and trust. Don't trust anyone, especially not your beloved. They'll sell you out lock, stock, and barrel. Be sharp, sometimes even cruel. Women love that. Female pride can't stand submissiveness. Don't suffer, 
my boy, remember: there are two things you shouldn't strive for – love and fame.”
9

“Loss? Actually, women don't like losers. That doesn't mean you can't lose. Lose, but... only when you want to and circumstances demand it, and the whole game is for the win.”
10

“A woman's strength is not only physical weakness but also weakness of mind. God forbid you fall blindly in love. How do you like my blouse? Imported.”
11
“Baby, don't hit on women with sentimental drool. How many times have I told you – be indifferent (but not passive) to happiness, to success, that is, don't be afraid to lose, firstly; don't rush events, show composure and endurance, secondly. And also – women, I emphasize, not girls, are tired, 
accustomed to everything, and so on, they don't believe words, only themselves. They want one thing – simplicity, 
they're tired of complexity. So don't complicate an already complicated life, be simple and sweet, so they can relax with 
you instead of dealing with boys' complexities. That's why I enjoy being with you, it's pleasant and easy. How to behave with a woman? Confidently.”
12

“Before choosing a line of behavior, examine the object, everything is on the surface – eyes, voice, gait. No matter how well the form is worked out, tailored to a certain role, the 
content will manifest itself, and manifest in details, nuances. In everyday life, it's hard to achieve major, decisive events, while details are uncontrollable.”
13

“You don’t need to be honest with women – tell them what they want to hear, play along, and never lower yourself, not 
even over small things. Never – unless it’s a matter of principle. And women are not a matter of principle. Speak simply. Don't speak loudly, in a bookish way, the same idea can be expressed differently, more concisely, more restrainedly, in passing, using a minimum of words. What lovely verses. Are they yours?”
14

“When you don't have a successful improvisation on hand or a pre-prepared "routine" phrase – better stay silent, it will be no less weighty. And how beautifully one can be silent.”
15

“Provocation method: create a false weak spot – carelessness, gullibility, kindness, nobility, absent-mindedness, honesty, sentimentality, naivety, love.”
16
– The best tactic when a woman bares her claws? Indifference. They're all egoists – each one believes she’s the center of the universe. “What? Me – ignored?”

Baby, if only you knew how true this is for men too.

– I know, Gella. That jerk in the leather coat is still lurking under your window.

– That jerk is the Empire’s head hand-to-hand combat trainer. But next to me? Weaker than a child. How do you like my new shoes?
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“Flatter women as much as possible, don't be afraid of blunt flattery – any woman thinks: “I know it's flattery, but it's still 
pleasant.” Sometimes hypocrisy can be a subtle weapon, formally equivalent to the truth, but in content – lies, to a greater extent this ratio depends on the woman, on her 
intelligence and degree of self-esteem. But even with a silly one, be the same as with an ideal opponent, since she can be advised by others.”
18
“When lying, don't look away, don't be embarrassed, don't hesitate, on the contrary, feel even freer and more relaxed, 
be sincere and straightforward. Let's go to the movies today. I just love Bond, he's so much like you.”
19

“Always leave the ending to yourself. This exclusively incites all women to subsequent contact – a sense of 
dissatisfaction with oneself, a desire for revenge. Sometimes it's useful to disappear for a while, of course, having objective reasons in advance. But not for long.                       I missed you so much yesterday. Let's fly to Witch Mountain tomorrow, the elves and dwarves have a Dandelion Spring Ball, I'm dying from their music and wine. Remember last year – I wore a wedding dress from Dior, earrings by Fabergé, bracelets from Tutankhamun. Ah – I never returned them. I probably won't anymore.”
20

“Never argue with a woman, if you win – she'll hate you, if you lose – she'll despise you. Avoid arguments, if you have 
to object, do it gently and non-insistently. Be patient – there are enough women for your lifetime.”
21

– What do you see outside the window?  
– Rain.  
– No, right under the window. 
– Thistles.  
– Yeah, that's our beat cop.  
– Exactly, in full gear and with a whistle in his teeth, – I agree, laughing. 
– It really is him, if you knew how tired I am of him. Let him bloom a little, for a month or two.

22

“Remember that the purest and most chaste woman won’t forgive you if you don’t sleep with her. And I, too, am the purest and most chaste. You know, many of my suitors are 
convinced that I’m underage and haven’t slept with anyone before them. It’s not difficult for me at all. Let them puff themselves up.”
23

“If you can't make a woman fall in love with you, make her at least hate you. Hating means remembering.”
24

“Learn to disappoint a woman when she becomes tiresome to you. Be merciful.”
25

– But that's not love. 
– “You’re right, – Hella says, – What I taught you has nothing to do with love. I hate losing you – even for a little while – as a man. You’re the only one who’s managed to bind me closer to you than I ever allowed myself to be bound. But in any case, I wish you more experiences and a quick return to me."

And with these words, Hella gets up easily, kisses me on the cheek, adjusts her white cap, and leaves with her famous stride to the principal's office. A few minutes later, a sentimental song by Frankie sounds from there. I hold Hella's gift in my hands – a bronze statue of the god of Sleep and Death from the Triumvirate Empire era. The clock 
strikes twelve; this day is over: June thirteenth, Friday – my birthday.
CHILD IN TIME
Forty-nine years ago we were leaving for the front – teachers and students alike. Another call-up. At the station, everyone – dressed in uniforms and looked the same: equally clean-
shaven, equally naive. Words like “sacred duty,” “not a step back,” “a great era,” “death before captivity,” “our heroes” were taken for granted, believed without question. The faces of those who came to see us off were proud and solemn. The orchestra played. Flags fluttered. And above it all rang the romantic, courageous refrain: “…war… war…”

We settled into the train cars and immediately opened the windows. Next to me, one of my students. He was eighteen; I was twenty-two. Leaning halfway out the window, he held the hand of a girl who was crying. Maiden tears – sincere and weightless.

Maiden tears, mourning their own and others’ childhood... Touching, thoughtless days – surely now in the past, never to return, except perhaps in memory or in old age. And then, they return transformed, marked by the merciless phrase: “slipped into childishness.” Everything has its time. All we can do in our brief moment is wait – wait and remember.

I remember my childhood – the warmth, the night, the soft rustle of fire in the open stove. That was when I first heard my own heart. I thought a giant – fairytale and terrifying – was stomping toward me, scissors in hand, looking for me. But he never came. I cautiously turned to the other side and realized: the giant lives inside me. That night, I saw with 
sudden clarity that one day I would die – vanish, dissolve, and be no more.

That death is fear and loneliness forever. As if the floodgates of oblivion, darkness, and horror had opened – and for a moment, I became both a grown man and a dead one.
But the next morning, I remembered nothing. No tears. No fear. No dreams. As if some wise hand had shielded me from chaos and nightmares, offering me instead a child’s fairytale – of immortality and eternal being.

I fought for four years – fourteen hundred and seven days. Every night, every day, war reminded me of that childhood horror – only now, it was coarser, simpler, more frequent and more tangible. And it gave nothing in return – only blood, corpses, iron, pain, dirt, and death.

Only three of us returned after the war – two students and I. Out of eighty-five.
ABBEY ROAD

1

“…those who walk alone along the yellow brick road to the Moon. And that is the only road to true freedom. You love the word 'freedom.' So write it everywhere, even instead of 'entrance' and 'exit. You say “freedom” – but what you really mean is a happy life, just for yourself. Everyone else – whether masters or the downtrodden – if they think differently, they go to the wall.

And to make your dream a reality faster – an uprising!
Wash away humiliation with blood. With each day of civil war, your dream turns into vengeance, for which the laws of vendetta become the basis of justice. Only the corpses no 
longer need anything – they have their own freedom. However, perhaps this is exactly what you are striving for? Imagine – only you and your friends. Then why kill? Sail to an uninhabited island. Oh, yes, there are also the humiliated, who need to be turned into corpses, and like-minded individuals.

The eloquence and determination of the professor instantly disappeared when the perpetually drunk sergeant appeared from around the corner of the monastery road, where our hospital was located.

"I’ll run, need to hide the cats," said Mickey Mouse and disappeared into the cafeteria.

2

"And I’ll do just that – I’ll sit in a dinghy and sail to an uninhabited island, where, becoming a patriarch, I’ll organize a new civilization."

"What's lacking? Will? Courage? Talent?"

"Everything's there and I’m ready to sail away."
"Just don’t become a patriarch and don’t organize a new civilization. Otherwise, someday your subjects will surely want to sail to an uninhabited island."

"Well, damn it with them."

"That’s a point. Our patriarchs reason approximately the same way."

"Unfortunately, they don't let me go willingly. It turns out, I’m absolutely necessary to them."

"They simply don’t hear you."

"I’m not crazy to give them a reason; let them practice on others."

"I’ve heard that these crazies think differently – they think they’re more needed by their people, even if those people betray them."

"No, I’m selfish, and their collective happiness doesn’t sit well with me. There will always be those left behind. I’ll carve out my own happy piece."

"Well, well, go ahead, new patriarch. It’s a promising start."

"Don’t laugh, if, God forbid, I’m taken up above, I’ll do everything possible for everyone to get their share."

"You won’t be the only one slicing those sandwiches."

"We’ll see. Maybe you’re right. Pour me another cup of tea."

"It’s an ancient blend, handed down to me by my grandmother along with plastic chess pieces and a wedding pin for good luck. Want me to give it to you?"

"Sly one, offering ready-made happiness. And no fighting required. What if I don’t climb up but head to the monastery?"

"And that will be the right path."

I got up, went to another room, and chose a powerful specimen covered with a clearly defined layer of rust.

“Tenth century. Before our era. A warrior of ancient Rus' wore it without ever taking it off. It guards against iron and 
spells, and brings prophetic dreams during the full moon.
Transmission to others is prohibited to avoid misunderstandings”, and with these words, I pinned the brooch to the collar of Donald Duck’s shirt. He brightened, brushed away an imaginary tear, and shook my hand warmly.
"What selflessness, what selflessness! I’ll remember this forever, if I survive."

"Now you will survive," I said, seriously counting on it.
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"And yet, perhaps for them, this is the best option? To stay, not leave without a fight, and, having succeeded, to help the weak and the kind?" I asked Messire.

"Give me power, and I’ll endow everyone with bread," this thought, perhaps, begins with all large and small inquisitors. 
But the road to power is strewn with corpses, not flowers. The one who managed to betray, backstab, deceive, outsmart, kill their neighbor – will they be able to fairly and 
honestly distribute bread with their own hands? By that time, they will have learned to disregard others’ hands and heads. Especially if those hands and heads belong to ordinary people who couldn’t even desire to crawl out of the mud. But there is a better option. I became a Great inquisitor, wiped away sweat and others’ blood carefully and imperceptibly –
after all, I write history myself – and began to do good. Not for long. Firstly, my associates will not tolerate equal distribution of basic necessities; secondly, my people will cry out, 'We used to have enough to eat, now we’re all poor.' And it turns out, justice is needed by no one, not even the 
weak, who, with my help, becoming strong, will never forgive me: after all, I will share not bread, but blood with them. Well, having enlisted as executioners, one must chop heads, they won’t let you stay on the sidelines. And no matter how much at first the executioner reassures himself with the nobility of the goal and the worthlessness of the executed, eventually, his spiritual world will equate to that of the last of the criminals. A criminal executed by a criminal. And if they were occupied with each other... Considering the road, you will return a week after departure. We’ll be waiting for you. By the way, did you like the new hit ‘The Shadow of Your Smile’"?
THE SHADOW OF YOUR SMILE

1

After all the paperwork was completed, the University Council finally sent me to the Emerald City for a student 
conference on the crisis of anti-optimism. On the day of departure, it turned out that the topic of my presentation didn’t quite align with expectations. In two days and two nights of travel, I managed to put together an acceptable presentation on the required topic. So, I arrived in the city looking quite exhausted, which fit perfectly with my funeral-
style suit and black glasses, which hid my youthful years. I delivered the presentation and even managed to answer all the questions, while discreetly noticing the charming conference participants. When I, feeling rather pleased with myself, returned to the boarding house of Good Glindora, where the student community had put me up, hurried footsteps were heard behind me. At that moment, I considered myself a guy not of a timid dozen; however, on a narrow, dirty street in a foreign city, I felt uneasy. Breaking my own rule, I abruptly turned around. Approaching me, descending from the fiery mountain in the neon flashes of nocturnal advertising, was a princess – no, a queen – in a blue trouser suit. Mentally, I prostrated myself: the delicate color of her beautiful face, the gait of a goddess, and a 
stature to match. The girl, apparently, stopped by me by accident and asked:

"Are you our guest? It seems you've just spoken at the conference?"

Arguing was pointless, even if I could still argue back then.

"Exactly. I was there."

"I liked your presentation."

"I like you too," I confessed, forgetting all caution.

The girl looked at me attentively and, smiling, said:

"Well, at least you're honest."

"I was warned that I'm too straightforward. Here I am now, unable to control myself and saying what I think," I added.

She smiled again, her teeth perfect, and extended her hand to me:

"Pleased to meet you, Ludmila Day, you can just call me Mila."

And while I pondered what to do with her hand – whether to kiss it like a count or to shake it and let go – she continued:

"Do you always flirt so awkwardly?"

At that point, I had no choice. I bent down as required, touched the velvet handle with the tip of my nose – the scent 
of metropolitan perfume (aristocracy!) – and all this time I understood: cunning little vixen, smarter than me. Now I really liked her; my heart even skipped a beat. Straightening up and sighing in a sanctimonious manner, I said:

"You're the only one with whom I'm so candid."

She laughed and took me by the arm.

Girls like Mila are rare these days. I needed to stay close to her. The city felt unfamiliar and desolate – and if this was the cream of society, I could only imagine what the bottom looked like.

Lifting my head with mock pride, I offered:

"Shall we, Your Grace, head to the nearest tavern?"

"No need," – she replied, falling in step with me –  "Students don’t have much money, and it feels awkward to pay, even if we split the bill. Let’s just walk and talk for a while." 
"I really do like you, I'm not joking. This is serious. And if I invite, then it's on my tab."

"We're taking a walk, right? In the fresh air?"

I nodded in agreement, pleased that I wouldn't have to fork out for cakes and soda. The prospect of strolling through the   

old city with a beautiful girl, enviable to all, suited me. Buying a chocolate bar at a kiosk, I gallantly treated my beloved. The selfish beginning prevailed – I already called this dark horse mine: just don’t miss. The main thing is for her to get used to my selfishness quickly. We strolled side by side gracefully – and chatted about trivial matters: politics, money, happiness, friendship, and love. She nestled against my left arm, like in a quaint old painting adorned with doves. In general, we compared our views on life. Passersby watched us with admiration – such producers. We exchanged words, light as soap bubbles, insignificant but somehow bringing us closer together. Love rejuvenates, and we, becoming children again, held hands, sang a spring anthem about green grasshoppers, mischievous frogs, and, thus, about the 
prudence necessary for all of us. Unnoticeably, we found ourselves in a dead-end. From the colorful shop windows, 
mixed shadows of fruits, vegetables, and gastronomy fell onto the sidewalk. In the dark, and therefore apparently vast, alleys, suspicious and ominous shadows moved. Just in case, I bravely figured out which way to run if need be. But I 
realized that without my dear, I couldn’t get out of here, and out of desperation, I embraced her shoulders. She stopped, 
looked at me gently, and somehow naturally, we found ourselves tenderly kissing under the protection of her golden umbrella... 

After half an hour, we emerged onto a wide, brightly lit street, illuminated by advertising spotlights, amidst the hustle and bustle of the city at night. As a final gesture, I turned around: in the starry haze of the old quarters, there was much more left than empty talk about happiness. And I understood that most likely, I wouldn’t be back there, and if I did, I wouldn’t learn or repeat anything. Nevertheless, holding my girlfriend  

closer, I believed that I hadn’t achieved anything yet and that ahead of me lay a heap of memories. Passing one intersection after another, we finally reached Andersen Square, surrounded by a ring of shining lanterns. Near a fluffy chestnut tree stood a black "Daimler" resembling a destroyer. Mila confidently opened the door and sat behind the wheel. I hesitated, and just in case, looked around: what 
if, out of nowhere, the owner appeared? The car was already jerking and humming, threatening to leave without me. On impulse, ready for anything, I climbed into the chrome belly and sat next to her. Whatever will be, may be. Still not thinking clearly, I skeptically scrutinized myself. Could a random student like me – without lineage, without tribe, without daddy's blessing – captivate this noble beauty?  
Perhaps. But not for long. Would I like to know what lay ahead?

The car, hugging the highway, sped along the Yellow River out of town. Houses approached and receded in different directions, with a stony laugh bidding farewell to my trusting 
soul. In the wrong, shifting light, in the halo of tousled hair, Mila seemed even more beautiful and unattainable, like a 
witch from a cemetery mountain. In the darkness, her eyes flashed and went out, either from their own light or from the reflected light. Someone hissed and wriggled on the back seat, preparing the noose tighter. I held my nerve and didn’t turn around, smiling knowingly and saying nothing. Mila 
turned on the music – *The Shadow of Your Smile*. I was still alive and, to calm myself down, chose a shiny point on the panel in front of me. Staring at the phosphorescent gothic font, I read: "Ludmila Day. Inventory number 012." I relaxed and loosened up. Too bad, but she wasn’t lying; she really was an aristocrat, blue-blooded. Lounging back and stretching my legs, I chuckled with relief – only to be struck on the head by a heavy book that seemed to fall from nowhere. Luckily, it had a soft cover. Immediately, someone grabbed me by the shoulder. In horror, I turned around – I was hit by the cold gaze of green, unblinking eyes. The black earless cat grumbled disapprovingly, arched its back, and stretched out on the back seat. I still stared at it mesmerized when Mila, smiling, stroked my cheek.
"Don't get distracted," I said as if nothing had happened, laying down, rested my head on her lap, and closed my eyes, no longer wishing to see or understand anything. To the measured, muffled noise of the engine, I remembered that I hadn’t slept for almost a month, and I decided to take a nap, to have some beautiful dreams without realism and devilry.
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The morning woke me up with a random ray of sunlight,  

illuminating our temporary refuge on wheels for a short while. Fine, frequent rain drummed on the roof, streaming lazily 
down the glass in hopes of dissolving us and the car someday. I lay motionless, wrapped up to my ears in a warm 
orange blanket, feeling the gentle breath of Mila on my cheek and the hot, weighty lump of meowing flesh at my feet. 
I propped myself cautiously on my elbow and pressed a finger to my lips:

"Quiet, kitty, stop it."

"Get your feet off, I want to go outside," the cat grumbled, unnaturally opening and closing its mouth.

Taken aback, I complied and quickly moved my feet. The black, gloomy cat with a gold chain around its neck pushed the door handle with its paw, reluctantly crawled outside, 
yawned, and lazily stretched, then nonchalantly closed the door behind itself. Mila flinched, her delicate lashes quivered, a light smile touched her maiden lips, but she remained asleep, leaving me alone with the dreadful cat. I stepped out of the warmth and comfort of the car into the morning chill of the forest clearing, and barefoot, I strolled through the damp, cold grass, gathering a bouquet of modest wildflowers for my 
beloved. The warm wind chased away the rain, dispersing among the bushes and trees. It dried and warmed every twig, every leaf, myself, and the shaggy, speaking monster sprawled on the roof of the "Daimler". Engrossed, I unexpectedly stumbled upon a concrete path leading into the depths of the twilight thicket. Muttering childhood incantations for good measure, crossing two fingers and 
spitting over my left shoulder, I set off on the cracked concrete, but then remembered that after what happened to me, it was unlikely to help. However, superstitions and prejudices don't hinder a person with a mind, but only 
cultivate caution. Fir branches tried to stop me, forcing me to dodge and weave, blooming ferns intoxicated and beckoned 
into their embrace, mysterious lights flickered in the forest darkness, inviting me to stray from the beaten path. I didn't give up. And suddenly, between the trees, there was a 
clearing, the journey ended, and I quietly, peacefully emerged onto the familiar meadow, but from a different side.

Clutching the blooming bouquet in my hand like a guiding star, I oriented myself in space and tiptoed up to the morning Mila, young and beautiful as ever – like a blue butterfly against the waking forest backdrop.

"Good morning," I said, reaching out my flowers over her slender shoulder.  

She sighed, "Oh," timidly and tenderly, affectionately and reproachfully – why do I spoil her, nestled against me, smiling so innocently and trustingly that I immediately felt ready for anything, even a kiss. A gust of wind tousled Mila's hair, covering me with a silvery-green web. The world disappeared, dissolved in a magical stream, fragmented, merging in the pupils of approaching eyes, becoming a fairy tale of illusions and love. "Beloved..." The flicker of warm 
skin, whispers in the shaded darkness of the car: "Beloved..." Rain in the evening oblivion...

"Beloved..."
3

“When I was a child – very little, just about this small – I used to love jumping and dancing naked in the warm, pouring rain. I did it often and called it dancing.

The neighbors, however, called it moral neglect and tried to sue my mother after I danced in the rain with their daughter. But the case didn’t go far – it was me dancing, after all, not my adult mother. Still, she promised she’d dance too if those bastards didn’t leave me alone.

Soon after, the neighbors moved away, taking their daughter with them – far from the "corrupting influence" of a fatherless 
child. I didn’t mourn much. I kept dancing, alone now, but only at night – when no one could see me or stop me.

At night, everything felt magical and kind: the violet glow of wooden lanterns, yellow puddles bubbling with rainbow colors, giant shadows in the cherry orchard… and me – bare, wild, and gleeful in the misty red fog and tall grass.

Honestly, why would anyone dance in the rain wearing dry clothes?

I never understood that. But even then, I knew one thing: being different was dangerous. I was too odd, too unlike the rest. Just like now – when instead of saying “I love you,” I ramble on about nonsense.”
"I love how strange you are." – she said – "No one’s ever given me flowers – that’s unusual. No one’s ever carried me in their arms – it’s just not done."

"And no one ever jumped into your bed, either – that’s simply not rational."

"Oh, they tried, believe me. But they were decent people. Not like some cheeky show-off who dances naked in the rain."

"I am decent," I said, "and I invite you..."

"Stop right there. Where can a poor girl like me go now? Fine, I agree – carry me into the rain."

Later that night, Mila dropped me off at the corner of Tolkien Boulevard and Volkov Street. I didn’t want to part with her, but I’ve never been good at long goodbyes. Maybe because 
I don’t know how – or maybe because I’m afraid of losing the people I love.

A soft kiss. A business card with her address. Tomorrow, I’d see her again.
“Dreams. Hopes. A springtime illusion," – I thought, walking through the empty outskirts of the city.
GIRL
There is nothing more beautiful than deception – even when you are sure and know that you are being deceived. Always, in any situation, there is a chance that justifies previous actions and your own character, unappreciated by anyone except your beloved. And this lie sounds like the only truth about the accuracy of choice. The choice always belongs to the woman – it’s her first kiss, her first love.
A woman, above all, trusts not facts, but her own feelings and emotions. Reason is the last weapon she draws in a relationship, and only when the man has strayed from the reliable path of logic and intellect into the realm of emotions and freedom – a realm where the woman always wins, if only because she knows when to walk away. Perhaps that’s why there are far more men than women in mental 
institutions. For women, the birth of a child is often a guaranteed passage to peace and justification.
Until that ultimate purpose arrives, she is still a girl – because every love is a first love. And when she speaks or thinks of love, she believes in it with all her heart, just as she believes in compliments and promises, even if they are fairy tales and lies.
TALES OF THE VIENNA WOODS
From the living room, we move into the library, where the song "Star" by the group "Heart of the Fool" is playing. Behemoth the Cat turned down the volume, settled into a chair, and continued his tale:

“Since time immemorial, they have hidden like children – in abandoned gardens, on the edges of dark, moss-covered forests, in the castles of an ancient land – an island where endless rains and mists have managed to conceal even a giant like our town clock, let alone the tiny gnomes and elves. They’ve hidden so well that for the past two centuries, no one has believed in them – except for children, and even then, perhaps not all.
That’s why elves and gnomes no longer rely on the rain and the fog to stay hidden – people don’t notice them anyway.
“You cannot see what you don’t believe in,” they say as they 
slip into the shadows to watch us. Would you mind adding a few logs to the fire? I love the warmth – especially in winter. When I gaze into the flames, I remember new stories. Sometimes, I even manage to invent a few of my own. Mila loves to listen to me. She begged me to tell you something before her arrival. You too know how to listen."

"It's hard not to pay attention to the talking Cat, especially when he tells such wonderful stories," – I say, standing up and tossing a log into the fireplace. Sparks fly upward, fading away, turning into green flames and warmth.

"You flatter me; all cats are terrible chatterboxes, except me, of course."

Behemoth the Cat squints, takes a glass in his paw, and pours its contents into the fire. Light flashed, darkness disappeared, warm wind flew into the endless distance of the room. And then the space shrank, his tail fluffed up, and he turned into a black, cunning Cat, sitting opposite me in the chair. The fire in the fireplace continued to hum peacefully. The night still slept in the old castle in the heart of the fairytale forest. Cat handed me a second glass.

"Pure medical alcohol. I love illumination. Il-lu-mi-na-tion. Delicious. Try it. True, Bengali candles are also not bad, even very good. Sometimes I think that Bengali fires may 
play an important role in the end of a New Year's tale. Did I not tell you about this? Oh, sorry! I haven't finished telling you the tale of the elves and gnomes living in our forest yet. But I'll be quiet for now, let's start with the alcohol."

I smiled, took the glass. The alcohol shimmered; light stars flickered and faded in it, falling and rising again. I didn't hurry; I didn't want to part with the precious gem in my hand, alive and cold.

"A good drink should be warmed in the palms first," I say.

Behemoth looked at me knowingly. I sighed, "To your health," and poured the alcohol into the fireplace. For a brief 
moment, the silver liquid hung over the flame like a rainbow and then erupted into a silent salute. Multicolored stars exploded high above, flying in different directions, falling down, past us, disappearing into the bottomless abyss beneath our feet. A white star fell onto my lap, I picked it up. 
In my hand, I held a fragile flower, its moist petals reflecting the lights of the fireworks. I forgot about everything, even about my ability not to be surprised by anything. The fireworks faded, everything disappeared except for the flower, and I looked gratefully at Cat. He was smiling smugly, holding an identical star in his paw.  

"It's a remarkable flower. In the tale I've crafted, it astonishes everyone – even me. I'll tell you about it, about the Wizard's enchanted land, about the Gardener, journeys, roses, and love. As for the Sun King, the elves will tell you 
about him, since they seem to have taken a liking to you. Can I finally say… 'meow'?"

A bright nocturnal butterfly fluttered to the fireplace and settled on the armrest of the chair beside Cat. The tale he told became reality: the butterfly transformed into a beautiful elf woman. She smiled, nodded her head, her huge eyes momentarily closed, her fluffy lashes brushing against her delicate cheeks.
SUN KING

1
Behemoth the Cat took a book from the shelf, opened it, and handed it to the Queen of the Elves. In the dim light of the winter evening, the text of the book shimmered with an emerald glow.

"This Legend became a model of poetic creativity for the elves, an oral tradition passed down almost unchanged from century to century. Even now, bowing before the genius of the Accountant, all users rely on his method when calculating the probability of the Main Case (the so-called 'star hour') passing through the curve of the given reason. This method was presented by the Accountant in his work *Methodological Foundations of the Wooden Legend in Counting Birches, as Symbols of Happiness, Popularity, and so on, and so forth... However, followers of the emotional school, led by the Sun King, claim that the Legend has only spiritual value, denying any mathematical approach to it. Apparently, the origins of this Legend should be sought in those ancient times when the human race was not yet 
divided into humans, gnomes, and elves. In any case, the professional training of one of the Legends' heroes completely excludes elves: since the appearance of our people, we have never destroyed trees, using materials obtained from leaves and dandelion flowers in everyday life. By the way, the time for gathering dandelion flowers precedes the numerous weddings of our youth. Therefore, during this time, one can observe flocks of young individuals, dreaming of love, gathering on the meadows to consult with 
the dandelion and learn their fate – the famous “He loves me, he loves me not.” Thus, this strange Legend influenced the 
lives of elves, bringing romance and the magic of the past into it.

The core of the entire six-hour Wooden Legend (the average speed of an average storyteller), consisting of twelve parts, is as follows: a girl likes two handsome guys, one of them is a carpenter, the other is a blacksmith. She doubts, doesn't know whom to choose (the problem of choice – the theory of probability, developed by the Accountant). And then, having 
made up her mind, she goes to her beloved Birch and entrusts her with her sad and at the same time joyful thoughts (the unity of spirit and everything that exists). I personally believe that Birch will advise her to marry the blacksmith, not the carpenter, who, considering his professional traits, will sooner or later chop down Birch. Unfortunately, the ending of the Legend still doesn't provide an answer, perhaps pursuing the following thought in the image of Birch as an advisor: “Think for yourself.” The locals still show some Birch in the forest to all curious ones in exchange for dandelion leaves."
2
"I have seven fingers. That's why they call me 'Seven-Fingered.' On my feet and on my hands. How many will that be? Two more than usual – I’ve had them since birth. I'm already five years old. I'm friends with the elves, they're very hardworking, almost like our people – the gnomes. I'm especially friends with the Queen of this month, that is, I help her when she asks. I read her poems, choose music, prepare paints and canvas. And I ask her many questions, to which she always answers. I haven't decided what I want to 
be yet. I like a lot of things: being an artist, a musician, a poet, a photographer, even a moderator I really like. I love to 
listen. People's conversations are amusing, but more often than not, it's about who loves or hates whom, they need to know this to deceive each other easier and love only themselves. In January, I will be initiated as a king. We no longer serve anyone, but we still follow the ancient rules. Only useful ones now. When I become king, it will be my turn to rule everything for a whole month and do nothing. Of course, it's necessary, but no one likes to rule—it takes too much time for idleness. We live all the time, and there is 
much to be done. First, I will learn from the Sun King. He was called that because he wanted to see the sun, and many thought it was impossible. He even inflated balloons with warm air, but couldn't fly beyond the eternal clouds. Then, when the flowers appeared, the Sun King began to watch over and care for them. And the flowers helped him see the sun. All gnomes and elves believe that he is doing a very important job, they praise him, and it's very difficult to get into his school. He says, 'Flowers are stars,' and when people tried to burn them, he hid them everywhere. And then he watched them grow and traveled far, far away with them: to other times and other worlds."

3
“Sun King, why did the flowers come?”
“Have you ever seen a sunflower grow? It's the biggest flower I watch over. I always clap my hands early in the morning when the flowers are sleeping and dreaming. I do it quietly, not bringing my palms close together; I think about it, but sunflowers still wake up first and look at me, and they rise high, higher than all the houses and trees. I fly further, to 
the grove, and then back to the beginning of the field, and below me are thousands of golden eyes, one hundred and 
forty days in a row, until autumn comes and it's time for the blooming roses. These are the last days, the year crumbles
and fades away with the snow into sleep. Everything sleeps and hopes to open up and come alive in the sounds and colors of countless new flowers, whose names are yet to be invented. I know that long ago they flew away from us and turned into grass and burs. And now they've returned and become even better and more beautiful, because we remembered and loved them. Immortal flowers, unfolding 
space and time in a bouquet of immense constellations, in a kaleidoscope of fantasies and light, reality and darkness. They are like hope and faith, like an eternal celebration of love, like an endless flight into the winter forest of poetry and magical tales:

"Rose in the snow melts into ice's hold...  

Chestnut fire – mirrors soar untold,  

Breath, smile, and tender sigh entwined...  

God's trial hour upon my soul assigned.  

Hope and Faith, a journey steep and long...  

A heart akin beats within, strong. 
Hello, beloved,  

To me, the starry night  

Decided to reveal, aid and ignite,  

To burn and rise,  

To find and comprehend...  

The tender night spreads its comforting hand.  

Palaces icy, words and crowning wreath,  

Snowy wings over hearts' light beneath,  

Fall, dissolve, vanish into sand...  

Morning's kiss from the east, so grand.  

Chestnut fire – mirrors soar untold.  

Rose in the snow melts into ice's hold.”
BIRTHDAY
1
“Rose in the snow melts into ice's hold…” my alarm clock sang. I quickly got ready and sped off on my "five" to the airport to meet my beloved. It’s been almost a month since I returned from the student conference where I met Mila. And now I’m standing in the crowd of greeters, holding flowers from the same inexhaustible monastery source, with a happy smile on my face. People look at me strangely: what am I going to do with these greens? But I don’t care, as long as my darling doesn’t let me down and actually arrives on the promised flight. And then you won’t stare at my flowers: there is no such beauty anywhere. I’m nervous, wiping my palms. Finally, the ramp is brought up. One, two, three passengers – gray pebbles, a backdrop for my (my, damn it!) beloved. Mila is still in the same blue trouser suit, still as beautiful and unattainable for any raggedy students. I falter, extend my hand with the flowers, hide behind them, and take a hesitant step forward.

“Hello, my dear”, she says.

2
– Everyone fears time, and time fears pyramids. We all fear women. But what do they fear?

– Oh, you silly.

– Life is short enough. So I try to do as much foolishness as possible. Not only because it’s enjoyable, but it’s also pleasant to remember them. So call me whatever you want. If you want, even “Beloved.”
– Beloved, I like your foolishness.

3
– By the age of twenty-five, leading movie actors often replace their natural teeth with porcelain ones – achieving an ideal that nature itself cannot provide. No wonder they smile so often. I looked attentively at Mila. She smiled widely again and said:

– I can imagine their teeth clacking.

– You’re adorable, I said, laughing. “I think I’m starting to get used to you.”
– And I’m already used to you.
4

I pretend to be a diligent and attentive student, like most students in our class. I dream (which, by the way, I always do). I carefully jot down all the anatomical details of my beloved in the general notebook on Agricultural Law. I hope that yesterday will replace today, and today will be replaced by tomorrow. I walk barefoot again on the warm concrete toward my hope. In my hands – flowers. A clearing and a rare feeling that no one in the world will interfere or intervene. I open my eyes, and there stands the Iron Woodsman next 
to me. The whole class falls silent, and so do I: after all, I draw really well, especially under the fresh impression of recent events. What if he likes it? Pine cones with butter. Proudly lowering my head, I walk away from the hall without my notebook and without any mood. On the wide windowsill where I settled with my feet up, everything returns to its place. In a newspaper left by someone, I find the only section that interests me – “Today in theaters.” Great! “The Sound of Music.” I’ve heard so much about this movie from my mom. Instead of fairy tales, she often told me the plots of the movies she watched. It’s strange, but I feel like the movies of previous generations were more significant and interesting. Mom told me that people went to the movies like to a celebration. Back then, the film was an era and a belief in something better. Did they drink less, or were tickets cheaper? I remember the names of the "heard" movies – “The Sandpit Generals,” “The Magnificent Seven,” “Mackenna's Gold,” “Sound of Music,” “Casablanca,” “Nirvana in Fire – Langya List”… If I ever had to write memoirs out of boredom and poverty, I would definitely write them in the form of a screenplay: you get paid more for a movie. And as an epigraph to it, I would place – like a golden monument to eternal wisdom and optimism – the words of Little Red Riding Hood: “There are no troubles in the world, ever.”
They only happen to me, as I consider myself a pessimist of the agricultural kind, and perhaps in this party, I am the only one without followers and continuers of the struggle for the freedom of drawing. But finally, the lecture is over. From the doors of the auditorium, the Iron Woodsman importantly emerges and approaches me: “Why, young man, did you not mention such a significant event in your life – the wedding 
that took place yesterday? Huh? Mm, keep your notebook. Congratulations. But don’t forget about your studies. Although, this too shall pass.” And he rushed on ahead. I stared after him in disbelief – damn it, what a wedding, what events, what will pass? I was so bewildered that, thank God, I didn’t manage to ask anything. I look at the smiling Dean, he’s in the front row of the laughing crowd, and finally realize – the scoundrel, he married me without asking, without blessing, son of a bitch. Dean blesses me with a sign of the cross, and now I’m divorced from goodness knows who, and we all rush into the cafeteria. “Compote at the groom’s expense!” he shouts.

And only at the next lecture do I discover a loss from my family gallery of that ill-fated leaf with the naked Mila. Old bastard, and there he goes. However, it’s quite possible that it’s something else: he simply liked the drawing as a work of art, I told you, I draw great. And I also wonder what will happen to all of us in ten, twenty years? When the first, then the second youth passes? Will we be able to unpretentiously, paying attention not to quality, but only to quantity, devour student lunches, lectures, kisses, calls, dreams, and hymns?
Every lecture at our university begins with the university hymn. We stand and wait – for the end of the anthem, of course. At first, I suffered, having exhausted all possibilities of adapting and diversifying the recording; composed new words, perverted the melody, was late or didn’t come at all, until, finally, I realized to plug my ears with cotton wool: there’s nothing better than silent protest. Sometimes I didn’t remove the cotton wool even during lectures. In silence and peace, I concentrated, becoming a serious and attentive listener, thus cheaply acquiring the reputation of a thoughtful 
student from the lecturers. If I were Procurator, I would issue a decree on mandatory wearing of cotton wool in the ears by all citizens of the Empire. Then, I’m sure, the loyalty rate in our state would sharply increase. Although, however, there are also negative moments – if it weren’t for the cotton wool, I would have heard the Iron Woodsman approaching me. Once, at the beginning of the semester, before the lecture and anthem, he said: “My children, I understand that listening to the same thing five to eight times a day, to put it mildly, gets tiresome. It’s like in family life: at first you love, then you hate, then you get used to it. I think you’ve firmly established yourself in the third stage. That’s why I won’t play the recording before my lecture, and we’ll just stand for the prescribed time and get to work. Understand me correctly – this habit will come in handy for you in the future. Endurance and endurance again. I’ve been working at the university for twelve years now, and every day, before every lecture, I have my materials approved by the dean. You may not like it, but it’s justified and logical.” At first, I didn’t plug my ears during his lectures and pre-lecture lull, but it didn’t help me: the well-entrenched anthem sounded in my ears as usual, and with cotton wool, oddly enough, it didn’t. They say next semester we’ll start studying forensic psychology, then I’ll find out all about this phenomenon.

5
I walk on the mown grass under the green vaults of June trees past the remnants of an ancient fountain to the Cathedral of True Truth. The street breaks up into numerous alleys and stretches, merging near the Snail and Rose Park. A girl walks ahead of me – a random companion on the common road. She sits on a wooden bench, adjusting her 
hair with both hands. I passed by. A few minutes later, I turned around – the girl was following me. The cold northern wind blew in my back and forced me to walk faster. I hastened my steps, and soon stood by the ancient doors of the temple.
“Can you help me? I can’t close it,” the girl said, handing me her scarlet umbrella.

 “Hello,” I said. “I remember you, somehow, long ago, we sat in the same tavern, though at different tables. Anyway, that’s not important. Here, take it, everything’s fine.”

“Thank you.”

“We seem to be going the same way?”

“I’m here by accident, and, well, I decided to go to the movies. It’s nearby.”

“Unfortunately, I have other plans, but if you don’t mind, I’ll escort you to the cinema. Okay?”
The girl nodded in agreement, and we walked together down the steps, toward Snow Queen Avenue.
“Are you religious?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I am a believer too. My grandmother baptized me. My parents didn’t want it, afraid I’d catch a cold. My older brother died from a cold. Were you baptized?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s important when you know for sure. Whatever the case, there’s nothing wrong with parents caring about their children’s health.”

“I’m feeling down today – broke up with my boyfriend.”
“My mood matches yours – it’s my birthday today.”

“Congratulations. Why aren’t you celebrating at home?”
“Usually, on this day, I go to church. Not often, right? Well, and at home, they’ll have fun without me, there’s a reason – it’s my birthday. I left him there, let him suffer alone in the company of acquaintances and friends.”
“Are you married?”
“Yes, married” – I lied.

“Then why no ring?”
“I left the ring at home too. Look at that old man over there. He’s a professor, a doctor of law. He’s been teaching at the university for thirty years. During the Dry Stagnation years, he was fired from his job for excessive naturalism and anti-patriotism. At that time, people were divided into the great people, sympathizers, and parasites. For about five years, he worked as a porter at the port until a senate commission rehabilitated him, restoring all privileges and the title of associate professor. Since then, he defended a dissertation on “The Role of Procurator’s Superpersonality in the Development of Moral Norms and Morality in Contemporary Free Society,” became a professor, and a quiet alcoholic. Well, here we are.”
“Where are you off to now?”
“I don’t know yet, maybe I’ll go back the same way to the church or have a couple of drinks with the professor. Hopefully, he’ll pretend to remember me. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye.”
The service has already begun. The scent of incense and prayer candles mixes with the smell of freshly mown clover, bunches hanging on the stone walls. Medieval music blurs and carries away fatigue and loneliness. Earthly problems become less significant, the world – complex and tangible, reality – deception, and dreams – reality. I approach the icon of the Mother of God, light a candle, and place it next to the others. The gust of wind shakes countless lights. A candle in the wind...

I firmly close the door behind me and leave the church... The wind lifts me above the city, above the clouds, I fly in the reflected light of the moon... Loneliness and the dream that will soon become reality.
TICKET TO THE MOON
1
“The Moon – the reflected light of a night lamp in the window, the nearest star visible from the opposite side of the Earth. One – the light turns on, two – good night, all is calm in the ward. One, two, left – the little soldiers march, molded from 
blue and green plasticine. Some gather in the north, others – in the south, thus they are colored differently, so as not to get mixed up. Prince, I composed a new prayer: "Lord, help me not to lose heart, make it so that I emerge from the darkness without losing sight, stiffly and timidly stretching out my hand to the star, squeezing it with my fingertips so as not to stain it…”

2
– How are you feeling?

– A smile: "I feel."

– Softly, in a whisper: "What's her name?"

– In the ear: "She's not a girl, call him Prince, that's what he calls himself."

– Alright, alright. Is this his card? – Loudly: “Schizophrenia, paralysis of the legs. Well, it’s all clear here. Let’s move on to the next. Goodbye."

– I don’t want this.

– What don’t you want?
– To see you again.

– You have strange patients here.

– It’s natural.

– Listen, young man. I understand – constant contact with these defectives has clearly affected your mental state. But that doesn’t mean you can forget yourself in the presence of 
a senior inspector from the Supervisory Authority. And what’s with the long hair in the psychiatric institution? Everyone should have their heads shaved bald, according to the instructions. And what’s with this silly balloon? According to the list of permitted toys, there are no inflatable balloons. And where is the mandatory slogan approved by our Department – "You can’t!"
3

– So, has the old hag finally left?

– Yes. She latched onto Rufous – kept asking about the balloon, the long hair. She even called his rose trash.
– Don’t show her Prince anymore. Introduce her to the “baldies” next time. Let her have fun. By the way – has his flower bloomed yet?   

– Unfortunately, no, Messire. 
– Alright, there’s still time until spring.

– Are you tired of Rufous?

– Children don’t tire me. But that doesn’t mean you can neglect your duty, Death.
4
“Do you think Death will free you from problems and reunite you with your beloved? You’re mistaken. I know, soldier, you’re a believer. Then, based on the postulate that God is just, He will definitely return you, either as a disabled person, which often happens with suicides, or in the next life, where 
the same problems will await you. You can’t run away from problems, you have to solve them. You write and write well, so write a book about yourself or someone else who has far more problems than you. And if you help at least one person with this book and change their fate for the better, then your writing won’t be in vain. In our hospital, there’s an unusually kind and smart boy, and most importantly – he embodies both of these qualities in all the characters he creates. Sometimes he’s Superman, working under my supervision, and then I’m not only the chief physician of the psychiatric hospital, but also the famous Messire – Woland from Bulgakov’s great work, and all the staff and patients around are characters from his favorite books and cartoons. One day he's a philosopher and an old gardener full of memories; the next, he's a prince from the fairy tales of Andersen and Exupéry. And all these personalities are real, he’s not pretending. They live in their own worlds and never intersect. Besides, he’s disabled, and believe me, his problems are much bigger than yours. Get to know him; it will be useful for every one. And perhaps you will write a book not only about yourself, but also about him.” – That’s the conversation I had with Goodwin exactly a year ago.

– And did he believe you, Messire?

– Who wouldn’t believe the chief physician? Well, it’s not you who should serve as an example of inspiration to him, Death. Or maybe better – Wizard? After all, Death – as our friend said – is always magic. But that’s not the point now. The main thing is that Goodwin started writing a book. And this book will change the destinies of many people.
5
– Prince, why do you have so many soldiers?
– I just had that much plasticine.

– But make one big soldier out of all of them.
– But then he won’t fit on the balloon. And I’ll be bored without them. You know, they’re all different. Actually, they’re not soldiers, they’re elves. The kings made them soldiers. This one is the southern king, this one is the northern.

– But they’re the same as the other elves.
– Yes, they’re the same, because I have the same plasticine. But someone has to be the king.

6
– Sun King, do you know what a birthday is?

– It’s a wonderful celebration of congratulations.

– I’ll definitely congratulate you. Remember I told you about Prince? Well, his birthday is in the spring. Could you grow some flowers for him under his window, whatever ones you like?

– Of course, Messire. And what about his bur?
– Well, I’ll take care of that. I think Prince’s bur will definitely bloom; I’m sure the flower you’ll see will be unlike any you’ve seen before.
7
– Can I come in?
– Come in, Mickey. Hello. Hello, Mur-Mur. And where are the others?
– All cats are restless creatures – they'll celebrate anything. Every day they live is a celebration. And today is a special one – the first day of spring. So Mur-Mur and I decided to congratulate you on the occasion.
– Thank you. I also congratulate you on the New Spring.

– New Spring? Well, that sounds good, delicious. "New Spring" – it has a nice ring to it.
– Mickey, my rose has bloomed. Look. It’s behind the curtain.

– Wow! And it’s red. Is this really the same bur you picked up in winter? And the scent, it’s like our new sitter’s.

– Do you like it?

– Of course. Very much. You know, now I understand why you called it a rose. Such an unusual flower needs an unusual name.

– I’m giving you the rose, to you and the cats.

– Thank you, buddy, you spoil us. I’ll accept the gift, but the flower will stay here, and I’ll come visit you and the rose more often. After all, somehow it survived and bloomed specifically with you.
8
– Can I give you a ride?
– Thank you, Donald.

– This is a bad wheelchair. Messire told me. Just don’t tell anyone. Okay? He said he came up with a new one, no need to push the wheels with your hands, just think – and it goes where you want. But you won’t need it. I overheard. Messire said that you will run yourself. I composed a new prayer. People ask me, "Did you fall from the Moon?" – but I’m normal, they’ll release me soon. You know, I hide here so I don’t become a lunatic, otherwise they’ll put me back in prison. In the morning, I heard a new prayer about your star: "Lord, help me not lose heart, make it so I emerge from the darkness without losing sight, stiff and timidly reaching out to the star, squeezing it with the tips of my fingers so as not to stain it. Lord, help me see it, even if it’s ultimately just a cigarette butt." But what is a star? Have you seen it, Prince?

– No, the Captain talked about stars. He saw them when he was a pilot during the war. He said that there weren’t always clouds above the Earth. Once, a long time ago, you could see the stars without going up. Back then, the sun shone and warmed, not hiding behind grey spots of eternal clouds, and the moon reflected starlight, turning night into day. He said, "When stars fall, I close my eyes."

– So stars fly, like my butterflies.
9
– I still fly in my dreams, like a child.

– And I’ve grown up, thanks to both children and adults.

– I was an adult once too.
– And what are you now?

– The Wizard, a good one, of course.

– Why not Cinderella? Or Snow White? Or the matchstick girl?
– Or a chatty busybody. I have different inclinations. Listen, buddy, and pay attention. Perhaps I’ll even speak with a mysterious voice. Nervous ones, please refrain from giggling. Here we go. Flower behind the curtain. What, it was already here? It happens even to professionals. One moment: one, two, three. There you go. A real, magical gift for you... My goodness, where did it come from? Alright, it’s a ticket after all. It’s him, it’s him, a one-time ticket. No interruptions, no rushing. This isn’t just any ticket for one ride on public transport. This is a ticket to the Moon. As soon as you take it in your hand and read the number, immediately, without delay, a yellow brick road will appear before you, leading to the Land of Wonders, where genuine residents live: Ellie, Alice, Behemoth the Cat, seven, it seems, dwarfs, elves, and, of course, quite wise kings. But, Prince, remember – you can only walk on this road with your feet.

– I won’t be able to.
– But you should try. Because without you, there will be nothing in the Land of Wonders.
WITHOUT YOU
1
The pink mist drifted down silently like a river, cascading onto the darkness of the cobblestones, spilling into the alleys and covered courtyards of the old city. I walked barefoot, stepping on the warm, moist cobblestones, waist-deep in mist, and whistled Tim Tyler’s hit song “Sold Laughter.” Spring was in full swing, more than ever, and had already turned the strawberry trees into hues of white and emerald. Bloated with juice, the flowers fell from above, and I caught them, sucking the ripe nectar. Milky petals dotted the path, detaching themselves and, driven by the endless mist, disappearing into the distance.

At the crossroads of empty streets, I stopped for a moment, put on my shoes, and set off again, heading towards the girl coming towards me. The distance between us narrowed, and I slowed down, pondering the least clichéd way to start a conversation. But I didn't have to risk it – it was my old acquaintance, the one I had seen in the tavern and then near the Cathedral of True Truth. I greeted her, as is customary of new people, with a raised hand: “Hail to the free youth.” In response, she nodded tiredly, shifted her rather heavy bag, judging by its size, from one hand to the other, and continued without turning back, heading towards the cemetery gates.

I stopped her and took the bag: “Mind if I walk you?”
She weakly smiled, leaned on my arm, and we entered the ancient temple of pagans through the half-light of the open gates. The girl approached the altar, knelt down, folded her palms in a forbidden prayer. Just in case, I looked around, but it seemed there was no one in the temple. It was quiet and empty, only the church owls sleepily rustled their wings high above. I sat in the worn armchair, passed down through generations of pagans, and began, as required, to think about the numerous gods of the ancient enduring faith – the God of the forest, fields, and harvest; the God of the sun, moon, and stars; the God of peace, the God of wisdom, the God of beauty, the God of mercy... And above all the immortal Gods stands the one – the almighty God of Love. These were their own, domestic Gods, living in every family, in each of us. They cared about the fate of individual mortals, were not averse to talking to people, shared their meals, joy, and sorrow with them, because the power of God manifested itself only in the good done on Earth. Even the Gods were human. And not an abstraction demanding millionfold sacrifices for heavenly blessings.

The girl stood up, ran her palms over her hips, and came to me. I gave her my place and sat down next to her in the moss-covered niche.

– What's your name?
– Arielle, – she said unexpectedly loudly.
– Where are you headed, Arielle?

– Nowhere. My commune fell apart. I'll spend the night here.
I remembered the Captain's stories about all sorts of unclean creatures dwelling in the cemetery and respectfully looked at the naively childish face of the girl. Someone was bustling upstairs and groaned, a gray shadow flashed a few steps away from us. She paled and grabbed my hand. I pretended not to notice anything.

– Okay. Now it's your turn to accompany me. Especially since I'm not so enduring and wouldn't mind a snack, – I said, picking up the bag and moving towards the exit, smiling encouragingly at Arielle walking beside me.
As we walked out of the cemetery gates, we again walked hand in hand along the clean and damp streets blooming with mist. I taught Arielle to suck nectar from white strawberry flowers and to predict the nearest moment by the plucked petals. She perked up and even smiled at me, seeming to like me. I told her a few funny stories from the lives of court celebrities. She laughed, hanging on my arm, tugging at my sleeve: "Tell me more," – like a little beast feeling affection.

We entered the same tavern where I had met her and Goodwin, not attaching much importance to those meetings at the time. Everything is accidental and logical. Friends and foes, the best and the worst, life and time, Goodwin and Arielle, I and the schnitzels I ordered. Sometimes you have to succumb to momentary passions. That’s roughly the spirit in which I persuaded her to have dinner with me. Her freshly washed face looked gentler, younger; she smiled, and no one would have guessed she was over eighteen. After a lively burst of chatter and laughter, we fell silent, each focused on our own plate. She was clearly hungry, yet remained composed – gracefully tackling my extensive order 
without haste or fuss, and to my surprise, displaying an effortless command of every rule of dining and aristocratic decorum. From time to time, I added more sauce to her plate and topped off her glass with orange juice – she had declined the champagne. And thank God, I never got used to this obligatory drink.

Night fell, as always quietly and unnoticed. The dense red curtains filled with streetlight, like a child's Christmas lantern, turned everything into theatrical props, and us into desired and smart spectators. We silently looked at each other, and in the half-light, the expression in our eyes disappeared, only the common features of our faces emerged, helping memory. Arielle spoke. Her voice in the tobacco smoke sounded soft and muted:

“When I turned six, my mother died. My father died even earlier; I hardly remember him, only short episodes, family photographs, and letters. I was raised by my grandmother – my mother’s mother. My childhood passed in the country house, from where we hardly ever went anywhere. Grandma was a famous portrait artist and usually spent whole days working in her studio. In rare moments of rest, I climbed onto her lap and showered her with candies – we both had a sweet tooth – then opened my mouth wide and listened to the promised fairy tales. Only many years later did I realize that most of grandma’s tales were based on her own adventurous life. In her youth, she traveled all over the world, met with great and simply smart people, fell in love, got married, divorced, or simply ran away, and with such a character, of course, more often than necessary, she put her life in danger. But, once, she seriously lost her head and gave birth to my mother. During the war, grandma joined the 
diplomatic service and left me in the care of her last husband, with whom I lived for almost two years. At thirteen, I fell in love with a portrait painted by my grandmother, hanging in her bedroom. At fifteen, I gave myself to a famous football player. Outwardly, he reminded me of my idol.”
Arielle fell silent, extinguishing her cigarette, and lit a new one:
“Many times I tried to change something in my life. I even asked Goodwin, my guardian, to arrange an exit visa anywhere where I would be accepted faster.”

“Wasn’t it your relative I talked to here?” – I interrupted her.
“Yes, Goodwin is grandma’s husband. They lived each in their own way and didn’t interfere with each other. Maybe that’s why they didn’t part. Goodwin loved my grandmother, even though it wasn’t easy. For several years, they just corresponded with each other. Everyone had their own worries; besides, he worked on contract in the Eastern Republics and didn’t leave from there all those years. Grandma’s attitude towards men was somewhat passed on to me. It might seem that she easily and painlessly changed them and didn’t grieve much for the losses. That’s not true. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have remarried so often. Grandma was an impressionable and romantic person; past mistakes taught her only one thing – how to make as many of them as possible in this fast-paced life. And it’s not her fault that many drowned in this swift stream.

So, I was waiting for my prince and trying to find him among men, at least somewhat resembling my ideal. Of course, I got married, and after eight months, I ran away from him. 
Perhaps I demanded too much from a husband, a mere boy, my peer. He was handsome and idiotically naive. At that time, I myself needed to be kept in check, taught, and raised, and I couldn’t yet be a mother to my husband-child. However, I did become a mother with his help. I had a boy. With his first illness, I immediately grew up, losing grandma’s illusions and views on life.

The only person I lived for was my son – Rufous, Rufous-Crocodile. Because of him, I quit smoking, taught myself restraint and order. Rufous often got sick. When he was born, I was the only one who believed he would survive. This belief saved him and me from death. Without him, I knew for sure I couldn’t live. He became the only link connecting me with life, with people, and with my own feelings. I somehow imperceptibly distanced myself from my grandmother. Talking to her, I felt indifference and emptiness. Grandma’s attempts to cheer me up only irritated and upset me. Then I would leave, lock myself in my child’s room, and cry my heart out alone, in the salvational solitude, holding my treasure close to my chest.

Once, in the morning, I found a note from my grandmother in the living room – she had gone north with Goodwin to shoot a film based on his script. I sighed with relief; I didn’t want to see anyone. Solitude and love for my son – that’s all I aimed for and dedicated myself to. The first steps, the first word – “Mom”.
He always held my finger while falling asleep in his crib. And once, when he was three years old, I woke up to see Rufous sleeping on the rug near my bed, covered with an old grandmother’s blanket. I moved his crib into my bedroom, and since then, we never parted, even at night. Rufous was 
afraid of the dark, but when I turned off the light in the bedroom, he sang songs and told stories for me. "Mom, don’t be afraid, I’m here," he said to me, holding my hand for a long time so that I wouldn’t go anywhere. I lost all acquaintances, and I didn’t have any friends. But that was probably for the best. Of course, grandmother and Goodwin didn’t count. I calmed down and realized how much I missed them. For Christmas, I sent them a greeting letter with a print of Rufous’s palm. A few days later, grandmother and Goodwin flew to us with a bunch of New Year’s gifts. Together with Rufous, we spent the whole day unpacking them, decorating the Christmas tree, and finally, I felt alive and real, as if someone had removed an impenetrable, glassy dome from me and thawed my heart.   

I used to visit a psychoanalyst once a week, a friend of my grandmother’s. It was a spacious, white office with soundproof walls. He was an attentive, wise interlocutor with whom I shared all my thoughts and worries. He always offered me a bunch of chocolates: “You have weak veins,” he would say, “so we’ll administer glucose differently.” After talking to him, I always felt lighter and freer because everyone wants someone to understand them. Sometimes, when I felt utterly overwhelmed, I would visit him outside of our scheduled sessions. He would immediately set aside all his tasks and focus solely on me, ignoring phone calls and internal hospital calls. I worshiped him: a renowned doctor, much older and wiser than me, spoke to me as an equal, never imposed his opinion, listened attentively, and was old-fashioned in his gallantry.

One day, on one of our regular days, before leaving, and with his permission, I called my grandmother. We chatted 
about Rufous and household chores when suddenly I felt as if my skirt were being removed. I went cold and couldn’t think straight. My grandmother was advising me on something, and I stood there with my panties down to my knees. In horror, I rushed to the door, but he caught me and assaulted me, saying not a word, in the white silence of the dignified office. I came home late, utterly drunk, and collapsed in the living room, not even going to Rufous. The next day, at the request of my ex-husband, the morality police took my son away from me. Private agents hired by him photographed me in my grandmother’s friend’s office. Later, in the train station restroom, Donald and his gang of newcomers pulled me out of the noose, and I clung to them until Donald went crazy from drugs and the gang fell apart. That’s all, I suppose.”
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"In connection with my knowledge of the operational work of the Secret Service, I am warned of criminal liability under Article 75 of the Empire's Penal Code. For my personal safety, I will sign my reports as Mary Poppins.”
3

Goodwin escorts me to the car and says: "We are all flying toward the goal that unites us – Death. Some fall and crash, others gain wings and rise. These wings are given by love for the only woman in the world, whoever she may be – even a mother who abandoned us in childhood, even a beloved who shattered our hearts deliberately, even a wife who cheated with a neighbor, even an angel selling their love..."
4

– Would you like to see Rufous?

– Are you kidding?

– No. I can arrange it, but you won’t come back.

– I don’t believe you. What do you want from me? But even if you’re lying, I’ll give up everything to be with my son.

– Even your life?

– Lord, why would I need such a life?
– Well, so be it.

5

I enter Rufous’s room. The curtains are drawn, the bed is made, and the smell of disinfectant and medicine lingers. A rose and a photograph of a young girl are on the nightstand – white hair, blue eyes, a thin bracelet on a delicate hand. All the Prince’s possessions. I take the photo and the flower and carry them into the duty room. The last entry in the registration journal. A gust of wind from the open window rustles the pages. The photograph falls to the floor. On the reverse side, there’s an inscription: "Mom."

MOTHER
I loved you, Mom. I loved you. You were my first love. You became my eternal dream – a dream of a mother. I search for you in every woman. I embrace, I kiss, and silently I scream, “Mom!” But it’s not you. Not again. 

I don’t know where to find you in this solitude, who could become you without replacing even a single beloved trait –your kindness, your warmth. Farewell, my only one.

Cold – your voice, once full of warmth. Cold – your hands. No. You’re not here. And so I run back to childhood again, where, with closed eyes, I kiss your hair.
I can’t grow up. I can’t be like everyone else. Not without you. Farewell. You betrayed me. You left me. You're not here – not in this woman who betrayed me in childhood. Live without me, Mom.
DEATH
"Mom," my drinking buddy whispers and collapses to the floor. Before me, on the bar counter, there’s a line of bottles – I pour for anyone who wants to clink glasses with me, and, of course, there’s no shortage of takers. Alcohol doesn’t numb me; only darkness and madness draw nearer and 
nearer. I read the note again: "I will love you always. Please forgive me – and don’t try to find me. Forever yours, Mila." I see Messire in my peripheral vision; he, as always, appears out of nowhere, silently and unexpectedly. He pours himself a full glass, drinks, frowns, and says: "Here, this is much better – grapes from my garden." Next to me materializes a moldy bottle of black glass with hieroglyphs, sealed in red wax. With a swift motion of his hand, Messire uncorks the bottle and pours for me and himself. The scent of an ancient bouquet, nobility, and magic fills the entire tavern. Time stops, and instantaneously silence descends. I clink glasses with him and drink to the bottom. Pain, sorrow, and longing vanish. Space contracts and expands again... Light snow falls, I stand in a blooming garden holding her hand. She smiles at me, kisses me, and quietly dissolves into the air. I hear Messire’s voice: "Mila – my daughter. She, like you, fulfills her duty. I promise you – maybe not now, not at this time, not in this world, but you will meet her."
"Why!?" I shout. "Why couldn’t you say goodbye to me and simply say – 'Wait'? Why!?" A mist covers me like a white cloud; my scream drowns, disperses, and disappears along with me. I fall down – sleep and emptiness, peace and solitude, indifference and Death.
JULY MORNING
"Death to the enemies of our Dream!" I read the mandatory slogan of imperial propaganda on a hot air balloon high in the sky. Morning. Outside the open window, summer reigns, along with the familiar voices of former students of the Capital University named after the Leader of All Peoples. As of today, we are all certified specialists. The student years are behind us—pleasant and terrifying at once. To toil is not the same as to study. I’m lying in the dormitory of the Law Faculty, my legs propped on the headboard, my diploma beneath my head, and my old shoes – my lucky charm –dangling from the chandelier. I wore them when I was accepted here five years ago… The final state exam in criminal law. I’m in the top five, my former girlfriend helplessly looks at me; I instantly provide her with cheat sheets. For the first time since we broke up, she doesn’t refuse my help. Pride is forgotten; the main thing is the grade. Then a farewell dinner at the Central Restaurant. 
Everyone drinks, dances, and laughs. My darling looks at me attentively – I’m the youngest in our class, which means I have more chances and time to rise to the top. She waits for me to invite her to dance, but in spite, I flirt heavily with her best friend, and not without mutual interest. Over this year, I’ve made a lot of stupid mistakes, changing girlfriends almost every day. When I realized that I was more interested in the process than the result, I got bored and cooled off. But not to the extent I would have liked. Outside the window, I hear her voice – she says: "All men are fools."

OLD SHOES
1
The three of us left the tavern, holding onto each other. Pinocchio sat on the steps and began to speak:

"And Mary Poppins tells me: 'You’re all the same. All men are fools.' And I say to her: 'I can tell foreigners by their shoes. They have the dirtiest and most worn-out shoes, like slippers. We won’t allow that. Our man begins with his feet and ends up the same everywhere: feet first. That’s the difference between them and us; everything else – religion, government, history, fairy tales, and astronomy – are insignificant trivia and nonsense. And that’s precisely why I would fight them: for clean shoes, for the freedom of classical lines only, for the equality of all shoelaces, for the dream of natural leather of any color, if it’s white. I would fight them ideologically: wear only new shoes bought yesterday, never take off my shoes even in bed, and not wear socks – they say shoes wear out faster that way. And as the apotheosis – I would blast their minds with a rocket. Why should we suffer from our own shoes, while they don’t? True, there’s a way out: take off the boots and switch to slippers, but then how do we determine where the enemies of our Dream are, and where the loyal citizens are? After all, damn it, they’re hardly different from us."

2
It’s been half a year since Azazello and I have been interning at the capital office; tomorrow we’re leaving for the Emerald City. The directive is in my pocket, and I’m going to say 
goodbye to my friends at "Strawberry Fields." The snow creaks, the hospital park is dark and quiet, I stop and shift the bag with gifts to my other hand.

3
"The heart is the only compass in this world of illusions and deception. Everyone, eventually and at different times, has their own thoughts and attitudes toward everything, whether it concerns them or not. These are guaranteed and enduring values, the loss of which leads many to our hospitable asylum under the romantic name of 'Strawberry Fields.' Not everyone is given, or rather, not everyone has the opportunity to change the world of their own making, confirmed by years and experience, to the real world effortlessly and simply. Especially since this transition doesn’t come with prior warning. In an instant, the doors to darkness and heartlessness are open before you, where you are nothing but a random collection of absurdities, ready to fall apart at any moment. And then common sense kicks in: 'No, this cannot be, man is the crown of the Universe,' and everything goes on as usual, further and further away, leading into the calmness and steadfastness of one's own illusions. But if that fails – either common sense has failed, or the blow exceeds the norm – then there’s another way out: to plunge into another imaginary world. Only a few manage to look truth in the eye throughout their lives, and believe me, it’s a very short life. The rest engage in politics, sex, fishing, drinking, career, and the struggle for equal rights. And always, in all times, it’s the same. It’s like old shoes – fashion comes and goes, but they remain, if not on your feet, then definitely in the attic. I think,” – Messire continues, – “that everything happening in this world – empires, wars, 
money, religions, the destruction of flowers, lies, and surveys – was invented by people in opposition to the immortality and love created by God. You don’t ask me anything and don’t reproach me for anything. I appreciate that. And I hope you believe me. I never manipulate my friends. Ludmila truly and wholeheartedly fell in love with you, just like you did with her. This letter is from her." 
"Thank you," I say, immediately opening the envelope. On a thin sheet of paper with her family coat of arms, there’s only one word: "Wait."
MARCH OF ENTHUSIASTS
Children all over the world are the same – there's no real difference between them. In childhood, we all molded big and small figures out of plasticine, depending on our desires 
and how much plasticine we had – soldiers, heroes, animals.
We believed in them, lived alongside them, knew everything 
about them. They were a part of us.
Time passed – they gathered dust and lost their shape.
We grew up. The toys turned into a colorless and sticky lump.
But we still believed, still waited, still remembered our favorite lines by heart:
"Follow me, musketeers!"
Then, unfortunately, we really did grow up.
We joined the ranks, proud to be involved in the affairs of the 
Motherland.
We tried, proposed, searched and still waited.
We loved, thought about love, forced ourselves to love, then to hate – for lies, for the emptiness of loud words drifting upward, for the futility of lost years, for the rising tide of uniforms and rank.
And yet, we couldn’t truly hate – love and hate are the privileges of the young.
Most of us ended up in indifference, sex, TV, the internet, drinking, and average divorces.
Some managed to turn their cynicism into a kind of meaning – even a skill.
But they, too, are part of us, the ones who lost love and made indifference their religion.
Everyone has their own hobby – mine is writing fairy tales for myself. And for you, of course.
I hope you and the cats aren’t tired of listening to me.
And I dare say it’s less boring than the musings of responsible officials.
A round-shaped, dusty toy soldier suddenly shouts, clearly and deliberately: “Attention! Right face! Forward march!”
YELLOW RIVER
1

“Attention! Right face! Forward march!                                     We have decided to die, whatever the cost! We are ready to give even our lives for this... And, as one, we will die in the struggle for it. So that, eventually, we will bring some order 
into the endless chaos and meaninglessness. We are even prepared to die later than those who wish to die last. For this, we have declared this day – Thanksgiving Day. With the same success, we would have declared Independence Day and Leader’s Answers Day, even if every day were a holiday. Please. No questions.                                                         The point is not in naming, defining, or designating the object. The point is for our compatriots to live joyfully, peacefully, and beneficently, unaware of our decision. And we will succeed in this. Intermission. I’ll go to the buffet.”
2

“The second item on the agenda: the approval of the six-year Charter presented by the Imperial Committee for Loyalty and Unity. Observance of rituals and every letter of the Charter, outward submission to the hypocritical virtue of sanctimony, and internal calculation for future benefits – all manifestations of the same indomitable human trait – egoism. We forget about the main thing – the essence of the Charter, intended to most effectively organize control over every cog, using its unfulfilled hopes and dreams. With slight modifications, the Charter this year looks like this: ...”
3

I activate the alarm and take the elevator down to the eighth floor. The side hatches are wide open, silence and tranquility in our underground abode. I walk through the corridor illuminated by nightlights, enter the special department. On the screens are the city and the Yellow River. The counter, as always, is at its limit. The river carries away all the radioactive crap – waste from the production of our power plant. And, of course, plus the recent accident in the third 
block. We don’t drink this water, of course, unlike the city’s population. We have complete autonomy. I sit down at the table, turn on my computer, and open the letter received from the hospital. Donald, upon learning that I work for the Secret Service, regularly supplies me with all sorts of denunciations. It’s heartening – they still remember me, despite the fact that I worked as a simple janitor under the guidance of Messire. Although Death is never simple. I turn off the television and start reading – "Report on the extraordinary meeting of the Supreme Committee dated March 15 of the current year":

“In the dampness of the common room, lit frugally by a single church candle, the Procurator shuffled with gravity and ranted. Opposite, among the front rows of sycophants, I recognized the Knave of Hearts by the tag on his sleeve. Hunched over the manuscript, he was diligently tearing out yellowed pages marked in red pencil, and in their place, he hastily inserted – after moistening them with saliva – pink sheets from some school textbook. Upon seeing me, he straightened up proudly and, just in case, ducked under the table. His bald head was immediately peppered with a flurry of spits from his disgruntled neighbors. But even under the table, having freed his hands, he did not take off his mask, only wiped his sweaty forehead and quietly, monotonously wailed. Nearby, without masks, without distinguishing marks, the cunning revelers were having fun, being themselves. However, they didn’t get carried away – they took turns diving under the tables, fitting the subsidized masks solidly. In the darkest corner, fervently praying to someone unknown, Roman was periodically stuffing blue boys under his cassock. Behind the restless rows, the mignons of the Secret Service were keeping a close eye, intercepting notes sent by the 
shaven-headed ones to the Chief and personally delivering slaps to the guilty. Next to the empty lectern, Wise Kaifa stood on his head and loudly commented on the people's words. At regular intervals, Procurator stuffed pieces of sugar into his open mouth. When he turned his back, Kaifa calmly devoured another portion himself. Suddenly, into the well-established mechanism of a model lesson, the Button Pressers burst like a whirlwind: “Attention! Right face! Forward march! Everyone to the front! Bastards!”
FRAGILE
When button-pushers are in power, it's good to be a fool –and even better, a flower. A fool understands nothing, and a fragile flower doesn’t have time to understand.                     But in the end, all people are scoundrels – and I love them. Sometimes. When I don’t depend on them.

Is it hard to be independent? It’s like humiliation and fear – everything happens inside you.                                                   
Just like love, when it’s free from social and material concerns.
So here we are: Man, Dog, and Cat. I know you don’t care about my social status or noble blood. And judging by your multi-day wanderings, buddy, you don’t care much about my food either.

By the way...Where do you get those nut candies?                     Far as I know, they’re not available in our store – like most things these days. A secret? Well, thanks anyway.

Rain. It’s already autumn.

Everything flows.

Everything changes.
FLOWERS IN THE MUD
1

– All changes in a person occur according to the same evolutionary laws as changes in any society.

– Wizard, each of us has a set of various traits, passions, and whims, light and darkness.

– Indeed, the ratio of bright thoughts and dark ones is always different, and everyone has their own.
– And that's good. It’s possible to divide not only economically, but also diagonally.
– And to rule. Over those whose ratio is not sufficiently balanced by the light of state coercion. But, be that as it may, the entire rabble of human imperfection revolves around this exceptional and unchanging trait – the defining axis.

– Thirst for power. A magnificent trait.
– Power over a living being, and better yet, over a person, and if possible, over one’s own or someone else’s people.

– After all, someone has to govern the crowd, organize and direct. Unfortunately, there’s only one people, but many who desire from among the people. On the path to fair and wise leadership, one has to use any means... And here I am, stepping over corpses and beside corpses, once again taking a ram’s place over this pigsty, and I see, Lord, how cruelly You have deceived me. I’m not needed by anyone, and no one is needed by me. Power has devoured me. But once, I used to play cards well. I cheated a little, but I never got caught. I have learned nothing more since then. And that is good. It turns out that our herd does not need me either. They don’t give a damn about justice and law; they need the power of a tyrant and a scoundrel. The fate of the saints is dead books. And I want to live at least like this, on one leg of my darkness... Crawled for a long time and painfully... Into this black corner under the ceiling. Now no one will know if I’m screaming out of fear or laughing...
2
– Good morning, Procurator. Did you sleep well?
– Damn thing to dream – as if I’m walking on the yellow brick road... Why the hell is the spotlight on so early?
– That’s not a spotlight, Procurator. That’s the sun.

– The sun? Well, I’ll be damned. Finally. Open the curtains. The sun. Look how round it is. I was six years old when I first heard about the sun – my mother said to me, “If you misbehave, I’ll send you to the sun.” And I didn’t leave her 
alone all day: “What’s that? And how’s that? And what kind of sun is that?” Well, you can imagine how I imagined it – a land of fairy tales and wish fulfillment. Since then, I’ve been “infected” with the sun. In school, I was even the president of the astronomy club. And at home, I had a huge poster that said, “I will see the sun.” Once, with a friend, we filled twenty balloons with cigarette smoke, and well, tried to photograph the sun; neither balloons nor cameras survived – the string broke. But since then, I don’t smoke. Yes, childhood years are wonderful. Everything has its time, the main thing is to dream less, even if the sun appears once in seven hundred years. Especially if only once. Draw the curtains. Let’s get to the documents.

– Reports from the Secret Service have been outrageously dishonest lately.

– Right, right. They’re worried about my health and the health of the people, first and foremost.
3

– Procurator, there’s been a leak in the sixth city. The population has been affected. The Party apparatus managed to cover themselves.
– Degree of damage?
– Maximum. The survivors have been evacuated to the regional hospital.

– Alright, so the whole city is gone. Noise, fuss, ruckus throughout the universe. Has a quarantine been declared?

– Yes, the entire area is sealed off.
– Something needs to be done, every scoundrel will start to speak out. And damn Baron decided to place factories within the city limits – conspiracy, state security... Okay. Send Blunderbore to me. Wake him up from his bed, he can sleep in tomorrow.

4

– What’s that on your lapel, sir?
– Oh, just some nonsense, the municipality invited me to the opening of a new country base, so there, you know, the girls were handing out this novelty to everyone – they call it flowers.

– Flowers? Ah, it’s that same weed. And is there a lot of it?

– Plenty. There are a lot of them, outside the city everything is covered in flowers, they’re even growing on the asphalt.
– Really? Oh, what nasty things. And there’s a different kind of air around them. Oh, Blunderbore, it’s a damn weed. It’s just amazing how we missed it.
5

– Tomorrow at 8 a.m., we're gathering again at the Brothers Grimm Square. Spread the word throughout the neighborhoods: everyone must come, with their children and wives. It’s a nationwide event, and even the security will be participating, so it will have an impact. We’ll feed these mutants to their hearts' content, and then we’ll pour gasoline on them and have some fun. It’s a shame we have to kill harmless grass along with this filth. But no worries, the Seed 
Bank promised us a new variety of corn by spring: we’ll sow the whole district.
– Have you heard? In the neighboring city, what’s it called, the one with the nuclear power plant, they say the residents went crazy from the smell, their skin is peeling off, some are going blind, others are going both blind and deaf, and one woman gave birth to a child right in a test tube.
– It’s all because of them. Where did they come from? There were none, and suddenly, here they are, hitting us hard. And every day they’re different, some scarier than others.
– Whenever I look at them, I get an instant headache.
– Headache? Who was boasting last month, saying, “Oh, what a wonderful weed I have, so colorful, so fragrant”?
– Well, who knew these flowers were such scum. But once we figured it out, everything became clear.
– I think those damned eggheads made this crap, and they’re not mutants at all. They deliberately grew them in those – what do you call them – greenhouses, to annoy us, to turn everything upside down, to come to power, and to kick all of us out of the country.
– Damn, we should burn them along with their flowers.
6
"Listen, Baron, these cursed children will destroy all the flowers in the country. Ask a fool to pray, and he’ll bash his head against the heavens. And it can’t be stopped – look at their enthusiasm, they’re engaged in a big deal. Every day, 
the office receives up to a thousand letters from excited citizens – they report. You know what, let’s do this. Let them have their fun. You organize it, instruct the Service: let them collect seeds from all the flowers. And when my patriots destroy everything, occasionally sow them where needed – where people have started thinking too much. That way we’ll stretch out a year, maybe another, and when secret societies of flower lovers appear – there will be clever ones who will figure out what’s going on, we’ll officially distribute seeds of verified, safe, useful, and loyal flowers across the country, grown in the Empire’s greenhouses by scientists. And these, supposedly, 'our' flowers won’t let enemy flowers grow."

CANDLE IN THE WIND
Flowers adorn everything, even a person. With flowers, we begin and with them, we die. Usually. Sometimes we give them to others, those who died before us…

Happy birthday, my love. You look beautiful, as always. The years go by. Well, and I’m getting older, fatter, balder – in general, adapting to the times. This is from us to you – roses of your name.
Dean, what did you bring? Why do you need this piece of paper? Fine, fine, I’ll take it. So, what’s here?
"Angel bright,
Prayer in the night –
A slender beam from your candle's light…"
"My dearest, time seems to flee,
Years pass by swiftly, you and me.
As days blend into years, without a sound,
Where hardships reside, love is found.
As if we, boldly and shyly, fly,
Fearless yet trembling, death deny…"

FORTY-FIVE CALIBER
1

“We fear nothing because we are the state. And the state is always a certain form of violence. Violence of order over disorder. I would say, control of reason over the anarchy of madness. Including, over emotions, feelings, and romantic desires. Don’t trust the heart, young man; it will deceive you. We are called, first and foremost, to be an instrument of protection, a formidable protection against any encroachments on the conquests of our Empire. Therefore, the punishing hand should not tremble before anyone, and if necessary, even before the state, incapable of governing anymore. Anyway, without the recommendation of our organization, no official will be able to take their own or someone else’s cozy seat. In his time, the Procurator himself started from the lowest step in the Service as a private 
informant. However, the punishing hand should not grip a stone axe, chopping everything and everyone indiscriminately. People are capable of both evil and good, and therefore, naturally, mistakes. We must help them understand these misconceptions and become loyal consumers of the Empire. Well, tell me, will a satisfied consumer, of course, slightly dishonest, want any changes? True, there are these cat souls – eggheads. Unfortunately. And fortunately. Because, whether you are an egghead or a consumer, only we – the professionals – will decide. The people – the crowd – must be sifted, searching through this pile of sand for the foundation of Our Dream. By the way, Strasser, what do you think of that charming grain of sand over there? Come on, take care of it and invite her for a ride in our car. I’ll wait for you near the casino. Hyde, stop. Come on, lieutenant, act.”
“Understood, Baron.”
2

“Listen, Strasser, she was a virgin, damn it. She screamed – my ears are still ringing. Go on, it’s your turn. Be brave, soldier, forward, soldier.”
3

“Love? Yes and no. You have to decide for yourself. And only for yourself. To some, every woman he meets is unique and irreplaceable; to others, she’s just an object of consumption and fleeting entertainment. I started with the first option, but ended up with the second. Most likely out of fear of getting kicked in the ass again. All because I couldn't stand up to one bold girl back then. That’s who I loved. Back 
then, I was naïve and capable of it. But she never was. She humiliated me with relish. Especially since I managed to marry her. Recently, I went to the small town where she lives. Just an ordinary, plump woman in expensive trash. Perhaps now she would call me a splendid man. But back then, she was ashamed to even walk next to me, with such a ragamuffin. So, Strasser, don’t risk it. Don’t trust any woman, stay away from their love. And don’t hesitate – if you like her, take her and don’t ask. That’s how you should act with everyone…                                                                                        In general, you can’t let a girl go. Not only is she underage, but any bastard could take advantage of her, God knows what. Decisive measures are necessary. Act, senior lieutenant. I’m giving you two weeks of vacation.”
4
– You’ll agree that special services are necessary for any state, regardless of the ideology it promotes. Just like political intelligence.
– Necessity does not mean lawlessness, and the professionalism of a detective does not mean impunity.
– Lawlessness? Wizard, you’re a smart man. We acted according to the laws of that time. A different time came –and different laws followed. We followed orders. And impunity is a complete fiction. We were always under the control of the Procurator. And we still are. And our employees were repressed just as much as anyone else.
– Replacing old bolts with new ones in a constantly running meat grinder.
– But you’ll agree – in a well-functioning meat grinder.
– Well? Doubtful. Unless, of course, you consider your “achievements”: seven million homeless, two million orphaned children, six million AIDS patients, first place in the world for murders, child mortality, and corruption.     

– And another five million drug addicts. The population is declining – down by a million per year. Someone from every family has been, or is, in prison. Every second person is an alcoholic. So what? As our Procurator said at a meeting with Secret Service veterans: “All this is ballast. For the normal functioning of the state, half of the population will be enough. And, above all, we must get rid of the old, the disabled, and the orphans. The rest will sort themselves out.” Do you agree? Or are you against the Great Power?
– Baron Meigel, we will meet again soon.
5
– Mr. Hyde, Pinocchio, Strasser, stay. The rest are free. You guys have a special mission ahead of you. We’ve chosen you out of everyone, and that’s a responsibility. Our Empire needs great guys like you. I won’t hesitate to say that the ideals of our society, the high principles of the Dream, can only be realized with the help of our organization, with professionals like you. And this needs to be firmly remembered by everyone. Once again, I repeat, the task is special. Of course, each of you can refuse. No volunteers? I believe, I believe. Well then, great. Let’s get to work. As a result of analyzing operational information, a new group with clear floral inclinations has been discovered. Their “roof” supposedly innocent literary evenings. However, the 
eggheads lead far from innocent conversations. In general, typical enemies of the people. We warned the chairman of the gatherings several times, but to no avail. Decisive measures are needed. You will receive instructions for the operation from Baba Yaga. Hyde is appointed head of the group. That’s all. Good luck, boys.
6

– Bravo Two, don’t hit her in the stomach. The child might turn out better than the parents. Step on her toes. Like this, shut her mouth.
– Well, young man? This is none of your business. Want to sleep at home? Good for you. Bravo Two, leave her, whistle for the first one. Tomorrow, guys, for the seeds, as usual. That’s all, disperse.
7
– “Making” a person isn’t difficult. For example, in a country unfriendly to us, a wave of demonstrations arose against our state’s humane policy. Send a guy there with the task of making the demonstrators shout: “Long live the Empire!” Naturally, he won’t handle it. Or a funny thing: the guy goes to a bathhouse for employees only, a heavily guarded bathhouse, with personal lockers, an agent in every ventilation hole; and suddenly, for some reason, two sheets of secret documents disappear from the locker. Or a minute before the inspection, we slip him the “Golden Key” into his briefcase. Or a packet of flower seeds. Or correspondence with the eggheads. In general, we live interesting lives, never bored, justifying the wise slogan of the Leader: “Life has become better, life has become more fun!” But maybe it’s 
necessary for the old comrades to easily and simply go to the grave? The best remedy for boredom is fear, someone else’s, of course.
– So, what do you think, Pinocchio, rabbit? Just in time?
8

– Being one-on-one with nature? You can, if you have a Colt .45 in your hands, and even then, only for a time equal to the number of bullets. Otherwise, the only option is to gather in large groups in places disinfected with stone, lies, ink, and fools. And let’s call all this, buddy, cities of Dreams.
“MEOW”
1
"...The dreams of our heroes have become reality. Compatriots, today the hated regime of executioners and tyrants, who trampled on our Truth and Religion, has ignominiously fallen. I, your chosen one and the chosen of the Gods, proclaim this joyful and long-awaited event.
This day will go down in the annals of history as the Great Day of Rebirth and Independence. I will give you what usurpers and scoundrels have been taking from you for many years – what your best sons dreamed of in dungeons, underground, and abroad. I will give you Faith, I will return to you the Faith, taken and defiled by the godless power and 
bureaucracy. I will restore and open new temples of Fertility, Prosperity, Peace, and Love, temples of all the gods honored by our ancestors. I will remind the whole world that our much-suffering Earth is just a balloon inflated by the will of the gods, and that we, the chosen sons of God, are sent for the happiness of all people. Our people will prove this to all unbelievers and enemies of our Empire when they unfurl the flaming banner of our Faith – the only true one on the entire Earth – and say... Meow.”
The gnome and I laughed.

“Sorry, that was from me. Just, you know, a reprisal. Everything is funnier that way, – said Behemoth the Cat, smiling. – So, what about the new, fortieth ruler of our Great and Mighty Empire? Please continue, Observer.”

– "...and will say: 'We are the masters of the world! Long live Faith!' That's it," said the gnome, closing his notebook. "This speech will be broadcast on the radio and TV today."

“Well, the king is dead. Long live the king!”
“And why don't we have a little drink to celebrate?” – says Cat, pulling out an emerald decanter from behind the armchair.

2
“...the sun rises beyond the horizon; peace is maintained through war; the wind blows forward; where there’s a man –there’s a problem, where there’s money – there’s no problem; Books don't teach, rockets do; the economy must be economical; one who reads too much will never become an emperor; the best movie is wine; everything for the benefit of 
man, everything in my name; cutlets go separately, flies together; with a feeling of deep satisfaction...”
The former Leader enjoyed mocking the crowd, and yet, his collection of quotes remains useful – and instructive.
If you want to get your way, speak briefly: the people love commands. When you march in step with the masses, the urge to compare and to think disappears. Fear and individuality dissolve, flattened into slogans and orders from the Leader. 

Who would have thought it would fall to me to think on behalf of everyone, for an entire country. And now, like any true autocrat, I must consider the matter of succession.
A monarchy? Well, yes. Naturally, they’ll get used to it – they got used to the Empire, didn’t they? In the photo, my son looks impressive – tall stature, mighty biceps, a somewhat naïve look. He's easily deceived, like anyone else, though. Nothing, this too shall pass. All will pass, together with love and joy. I think he'll gladly accept power and won't wonder where his dad has been all this time. Revolution, son, requires sacrifices and total dedication. Love for the entire people is above personal experiences and attachments. You had a mother, and I had no one but the idea. Now, there are two of us, obliged to dedicate ourselves to the struggle for the happiness and well-being of our Motherland... Hyde, give me some gum. Is the security okay?
– Yes, Excellency.
– He didn't notice anything?
– No.
– Okay. Damn, where did you get raspberry gum? Smuggling? I remember when I was a kid, my friends and I used to chase after gum from the liberals. They snapped photos, laughed, and gave each of us a pack. Since then, I haven't liked it – taking pictures, of course. First of all, we'll give gum to the kids, and to the veterans – one personal bicycle each. Do you have a car?
– Yes.
– What model?
– "Continental," of this year.
– I like the "Mercedes" more – more chicks dig it. Give me his girlfriend's personal file. Stop here, let's rest a bit. If you want, there's Builder’s tea with whiskey in the thermos. 
Alright, profile, dynamics – class! And this photo is good enough for the cover of “Imperial Woman” magazine.

– It's from the “Women” archive.

– Really? My son has good taste. Get married, kid. If you have a daughter, I'll marry her off to my grandson.

– And if it's a son?

– Then don't get married. Look at her – an aristocrat. A castle, a forest, a personal fleet. Darn, and he's still not married to her. At his age, I was already divorced. Well, let's keep an eye on this. New Year is coming soon. Do you like gifts? I do – very much. It's time, it's already evening, and my son is waiting for me.
NEW YEAR
Evening replaces the day, and night, replaces the evening, beneath the New Year sky. Every hour, every minute filled with warmth, dreams, and a special longing for the departing past.

A holiday – joyful and eagerly awaited at any time of life. A holiday comparable, perhaps, only to a childhood birthday.
New Year – carefree and light, promising nothing but happiness and the fulfillment of wishes. A sweet and cunning deceiver, leading carelessly into new blows, new mistakes, disappointments, and slaps – everything many simply call experience... Perhaps, that's how I'll begin this tale.

In the New Year, I’ll turn seventy, Dean will be six. And how old will you be, sir? It’s been three years since you appeared in my life, chased by that tin can. How many more years shall we count? Don't pretend, mysterious trickster, you're not sleeping. And no need to suck up, there's enough here for everyone.
Midnight is approaching. Midnight on December thirty-first. The first time I celebrated New Year here, the weather was just as frosty. Back then, I had friends among the people. I was a young village teacher. Back then, I lived on dreams, not just flowers. But with age, you begin to neglect the least valuable things and start living as you should’ve started.
Minus twenty.
Looks like we covered the rose bushes just in time, Dean.

I’ll go check. Breathe in the New Year air.
No, it's too early to sing.

Meteor shower. A magical holiday around our Christmas tree.

When the stars fall, I close my eyes.

HEART OF THE FOOL
"When the stars fall, I close my eyes. And I see flowers..."
Death
"…the flowers appear on the earth; the time of singing has come..."
Bible, Song of Songs, chapter 2, verse 12
– “Deliver me, O Lord, from wretched need,

And from foul wealth's corrupting grasp, defend.

Save me from lies and vanities, indeed,

But leave me love, I pray, until the end.

Let Your name shine through ages yet to come,

And heaven's azure heights await our rise,

But in my verse, I sing to only one –

A hymn to love – Earth's Goddess in my eyes.

My daily bread – my loved one's tender kiss,

Her words so beautiful: "I love you true",

Her heartfelt prayer: "Have faith, don't doubt our bliss,

Be guiding star to ship and to its crew,

Under life's flag, with "Family" proclaimed,

Beneath the heaven, "Love" we're ever named."
– Thank you, Azazello. I adore Goodwin's poetry. But I love fairy tales more.

– Ah, Hella, so do I. Especially when I tell those tales – the most learned and the most beautiful cat in the world.

– We're listening closely, Behemoth.

– Just passing through from the capital, to perform a death-defying act... Kidding, kidding! I won't do it again, Messire.

– Less of that too?
– Just a moment, the manuscript got wrinkled. I'm starting, I'm starting. So, a bedtime story. The night of December thirty-first...

“Once upon a time, in a distant and magical age when people and animals were kind not only to flowers but also to one another, there lived an old Gardener. Among all the flowers, he favored roses. But what roses they were! From snow-white and golden to lilac and even velvet-black, from tiny buds to gigantic royal blooms. Early in the morning, at the first light of dawn, the rose garden looked like a fantastical rainbow, scattered with millions of diamond-like drops of crystal dew. That was why the Gardener always began his work so early. People saw the flowers, shook their heads, and said,

"Could these really be roses grown by our Fool? Could these be the same unremarkable roadside burs that even cows ignored?"

But yes – these were the very same flowers that no one had noticed before. Soon, the roses became ornaments not only in small gardens but also in great botanical collections across the country – and eventually, across the whole planet.

In gratitude for the attention and love they received, the roses began to delight people not only with their enchanting beauty but also with a delicate, wondrous scent. Yet the finest, most beautiful roses still grew in the Gardener’s own garden.

This shows how the love and care of even a single person can work miracles: humble burs were transformed into roses that could bring happiness to many.

These flowers could do anything – and be anything. Even in those distant times, when people still saw them as mere weeds, they could already transform into living beings. They traveled through time and space, shining as brightly as stars. They were always young, and they turned the best people into flowers.

After yet another war, the Gardener returned to his flowers and gave them all the tenderness of his heart. The roses became his friends – companions in journeys to other worlds, where everyone called him the Wizard. In some places, the roses turned back into burs, for there was so little love in the hearts of the locals.

One morning, waking up at home in his village, the Gardener thought, “What a strange dream,” and at once forgot his travels and adventures, resting quietly near his roses, his Cat, and his Dog.

Then, one New Year’s Eve, when the Gardener stepped outside to check on his beloved ones, they had secretly, quietly, and ever so gently gathered around a festive table without his knowing. They laughed and whispered to one another:

"Just imagine what the Wizard will think when he can’t find us in the garden!"” 
– He’ll drop dead on the spot!
– Hella, stop it. Has everyone calmed down now?
– He grew flowers for people and would only be glad if someone thought of flowers for their loved one on a frosty New Year's night.
– You're right, Ellie. Go on, Behemoth.
– So, the Gardener entered the house, filled with mysterious darkness and anticipation. Dazzling light flashed, music played, New Year’s lights lit up, friends embraced the bewildered Gardener, congratulated him on the New Year, and gave gifts. Cat ran around the table with a sparkler and yelled, "It was all my idea!" Dog held a glass in his paw: "Happy New Year, buddy! Drink up! It’s time for you to become young." It seems this tale...
– Hold it! Attention!
– In the beginning, there was light

– Go!
– Hip hip hooray-y-y! It was all my idea!
– Happy New Year!
– Let me kiss you.
– This is all for you.
– You look fabulous!
– Happy New Year, buddy! Drink up! It’s time for you to become young.
Final credits roll on screen:
It seems this fairy tale ended the only way it could – with hope.

THE END
"If one offers Me with love and devotion a leaf, a flower, fruit or water, I will accept it."

Bhagavad Gita, Chapter IX, Text 26
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