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We are all waiting for something. Waiting is inevitable, just as the event that follows it is inevitable. The things we wait for may vary endlessly: meetings, discoveries, mysterious incidents, troubles, moments of joy. But I dare say that the most unavoidable of all anticipated events is death — both in the literal and in the broadest sense.

Yet while we all remain in anticipation of the inevitable, there is still something we can do. For instance, read this collection of stories, novellas, miniatures, and sketches from life.
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I

Darkness. The courtyard was gloomy, and a wet wind was blowing. Gray, sullen boxes of buildings loomed over me, rising straight from the ground and disappearing with their rooftops into the black clouds. On these boxes, here and there, yellow rectangles of windows flickered in chaotic order. The rain wept over this whole scene with its heavy drops. They soaked my clothes, making them unbearably heavy and cold, and struck my face mercilessly, as if trying to anger me. Strangely enough, they managed to do that with astonishing ease. Or perhaps it was simply that, by the end of the workday, my nerves — those of an ordinary office clerk — were frayed?
But, nevertheless, the evening promised to be fun, in every sense of the word: Alex was throwing a party. Alcohol, girls, and lively music were expected. And Alex — who turned twenty-three today — for full effect had even invited a clown from the local circus to the “event”!
I told you the evening was going to be fun!

But right now, to get to the birthday boy’s house I had to endure the awful weather, the tormenting rain, and the stubborn wind. This tireless enemy, never ceasing its struggle, amazed me more and more. It seemed to have finally ended its foolish, tedious game—and then suddenly it would strike again with renewed force, trying to knock me off my feet. I quietly reassured myself, saying the wind was just a child who hadn’t finished playing with people yet, teasing them and provoking them to test their luck, tugging umbrellas back and forth. The wind-child, hearing my thoughts, blew even harder.

I was already close to giving up; ahead of me the silhouette of the entrance door shimmered, where the weak glow of a lamp lazily illuminated the landing. But at that moment a small voice came from the darkness. At first, I didn’t pay attention. I was far too absorbed in my battle with the wind. But the voice came closer — it belonged to a small boy, maybe eight years old.

He stared at me silently now. His gaze made me uneasy. The child was in rags: an old, worn-out shirt and jeans rubbed through at the knees. His eyes — pleading, yet at the same time cold and ruthless — looked up at me from below. In the light of the windows I could see how they filled with a predatory hunger, though they remained gray and emotionless.

A street kid — I had no idea how such homeless children even existed in the year 2050—stood there, silently watching me. The wind, carrying away the sounds of the evening city, seemed to call me somewhere farther. It warned me of some imminent danger. Only I didn’t listen. People rarely heed nature.

The wind scattered the massive black clouds across the darkening sky, revealing the Moon, just beginning to wake. And even the rain, which had annoyed me unbearably all evening, shied away, passing around the poor boy as if afraid of him.
Meanwhile, he had already come closer. He said:
— Mister, I’m hungry.

It seemed the boy should have evoked only compassion in me. And he did evoke compassion — but also, inexplicably, a rising fear in my throat. I wasn’t used to seeing homeless kids or vagrants in this enormous metropolis. And where would they come from, in our technological age?! When millions of cars drive through the city and trains glide above the roads on magnetic rails. How could this poor boy have ended up here? He looked as though he had crawled out of an old film where children run through the streets begging for coins while passersby curse and walk past.

Strangely, a sense of revulsion appeared in me. The kid suddenly disgusted me.

— I don’t have anything on me, — I said, not knowing what else to say.

— No, you have you... and your blood.

I didn’t quite understand what he meant.

But from the darkness another boy emerged, older. And behind him — another. There were three of them now. And in all their eyes I saw hunger, and the gray lunar gleam reflected in them.
At that moment I heard rapid footsteps — someone was running through the puddles straight at us. Then I felt a heavy blow to the back of my head.
For a second I resisted, but then my head spun violently, and I fell like a sack of potatoes onto the dirty, cold asphalt. It seemed to me it was a hockey stick. A boy of about sixteen had struck me with it, running up from behind.

When I lay face-down, I saw only the little boy who had approached me first. His eyes filled with bloodlust, and he jumped onto me like a wild animal. With a single jerk he flipped me over on my back so I was facing the gloomy sky. I saw the stars and the bright Moon. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked, and the rain began pouring again.
The street kid looked down at me.
— We need you... your blood.

His lips touched my neck, his hands clutching my shoulders with unnatural strength (where did such power come from in an eight-year-old boy?). I felt the bite; a dull pain throbbed in my skull, and my blood pulsed through my veins.

After drinking, he stepped aside. Others followed. They dug into my wrists where the veins ran, into my neck, my chest. I tried to fight, but they seemed to have chained me to the asphalt. I tried to scream, but only steam came out of my mouth — no rasp, nothing, just steam. Words vanished, as if I had never known how to speak.

I couldn’t tell how many more street kids came — maybe five, maybe twenty — but whenever one more mouth touched my neck and drank, I felt wild fear, all their malice and hunger.

By morning, no trace of the bloody feast would remain: the cold rain would wash everything away. And no one would ever know how an ordinary office clerk died, bleeding out on the asphalt, watching young children gorge themselves on him — on his fears and on his flesh.
My thoughts became tangled. For some reason I thought that I should have listened to my friend Alex, who had told me a hundred times.
— Oz, take a cab, take a cab!

I no longer resisted. I was dying.

The last thing I saw was the distant Moon and dozens of blood-red eyes glowing in the night...

II

Report

Captain of Police Precinct No. 5
City of V...
G. Spencer.
Yesterday, in the courtyard of house No. 50, Mr. O. Howard (b. 2026) was killed.
During the investigation it was determined that death occurred as a result of multiple bites inflicted by an animal on various parts of the body, particularly the neck, wrists, and upper left chest area.
No evidence was found at the scene. No witnesses. Questioning of local residents (two homeless boys) confirmed that stray dogs frequently roamed the courtyard of house No. 50. Medical examination showed that the deceased died from complete blood loss (medical report attached).

Those who came for identification: Mrs. L. Howard — mother of the deceased, Mr. J. Howard — father of the deceased, and Mr. A. Alexandersen — friend of the deceased.

The investigation is closed.
Note: the homeless boys should be sent to the nearest orphanage. Stray dogs should be put down.
Signature
Captain G. Spencer
12.05.2050

Having handed his report to Major Price, the captain thought: “Where are all these homeless children coming from? Is our society really so underdeveloped that we can’t handle such complex problems? They’re difficult, yes — but solvable! How can humanity tolerate a government so indifferent, when so many street kids are out there?..”

Walking down a row of corridors, the captain wondered himself where all these philosophical and emotional thoughts had come from. Later he decided it might not be such a bad idea to adopt one of those kids — “my wife would be thrilled!”
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I

— Hello, is this the police?

— Yes. How can I help you?

— I just found a strange box near the entrance of my building.

— All right. First, tell me your first name, patronymic, and last name.

— Maria Sergeeva... Anatolyevna.

— Your home address and phone number.

— Kutuzov Street, 598. Phone: 679-999.

— Okay. Now tell me the building number where you found the box.

— Just a moment... Chokin Street, 91.

— Understood. I’ll send a patrol car; they’ll examine the object. Thank you for your vigilance.

II

The box looked like nothing more than an ordinary cardboard package. The kind shop clerks usually use when they hand you a three-day-old cake. But Police Sergeant Oleg Petrov was concerned with something entirely different right now.

He had come alone: his partner had fallen ill, was stuck at home, moping around, and for the third day in a row Oleg had to respond to calls by himself.

— Did you call the bomb squad? Call them quickly! What if it explodes any second?!

— Miss, thank you for your vigilance, really, but let’s not get in the way of me doing my job.

The girl seemed far too hysterical and restless. Her hair was completely disheveled from all the yelling, head-shaking, and frantic hand-waving. Oleg didn’t like this type — the sort who move into your place after two dates and start weaving their webs there.

Still, he had to call in the bomb squad with the sniffer dog — in that, the hysterical girl, who introduced herself as Maria, was right.

— Dispatch, this is Sergeant Petrov, Southern Precinct. Requesting bomb squad. The address... Academic Chokin, building 91.

— Sergeant, stand by for EOD, — crackled the radio.

— What did they say? — the girl stood a little aside, clearly anxious.

— They’re on their way.

— Good, I got really scared.

— You’re brave, you know. Calling the police, showing that kind of resolve and vigilance — that’s at least a sign of courage!

Am I flirting with her? Oleg thought. Ugh, nonsense.

— Thank you, — the girl blushed.

Great, now she’ll think I really am flirting.

He wasn’t even trying. He was a model family man: beautiful wife, a small cheerful daughter.
And suddenly he felt uneasy.
He knew this building well — he had lived here for three years. He knew every resident from the first to the fifth floor... knew exactly what each was capable of.
Moments dragged on painfully as he waited. Oleg worried about his family. Thankfully, little Nina was at kindergarten, and Olya was at work.
He looked up at the sky — a clear azure. The trees were green, and nothing in the world had changed in the past ten minutes. It was summer: everything was blooming, rejoicing in the warmth; birds flew high above; people strolled along the streets, and the world was full of harmony.

But something in this world seemed gray — or black — to Oleg. Something that troubled him deeply.

The black box lying near the entrance to his building.

— Excuse me, sir, could you tell me the time? — The man standing before Oleg was tall. A thin, dignified-looking old gentleman in a hat and cloak despite the summer heat. He held a small travel bag in his dry, elderly hand and waited patiently as Oleg checked his watch.

Oleg glanced down.

— Half past four.

— Thank you kindly, — the stranger replied.

— Don’t mention it, — Oleg murmured distractedly.

The man in the hat quickly scanned the entrance area, looked at Maria — offering her a polite smile — then glanced at the box.

And walked away, briskly, without looking back.

Dark thoughts gnawed at Oleg. He remembered what he needed to do and decided to call:

— Hi, honey! How’s work?

— Hi, — he sighed. — Still working. I’m sitting near our entrance now, waiting for the bomb squad.

— Why? Did someone plant a bomb? — Olya joked.

— Yes, — Oleg answered seriously. — I think it’s meant for Dmitry Savelich. He told me he’d “crossed someone’s path.”

— Did you call him?

— I’ll call later. Maybe it’s a false alarm; no need to scare the man.

— And why are you scaring me?! I’m already on edge from work!

— Olya, I’m sorry. How’s Nina?

— Still in kindergarten. I’ll pick her up in an hour.

— Take her to the park afterward, until things settle down here.

— All right...

Olya went quiet.

— Oleg, who found the bomb?

— A girl who was passing by. She spotted it.

— Smart girl. Oleg, you need to evacuate the residents — Lida lives on the first floor!

— Don’t worry, it’s too early to do anything. We’ll wait for the bomb squad and go from there.

— What does the bomb look like?

— Just a regular cake box!

— Oleg! That’s the one I left! I ordered a cake — they were supposed to deliver it with a courier, for your birthday! He must’ve wandered off. Check if there’s a note from the shop!

— No note. And, Olya... that makes no sense. Who would leave a cake lying in the middle of the courtyard?

— I’ll call their company and complain. You wait there...

— I love you, — Oleg said quietly.

— I love you too. All right, wait there...

Oleg approached the box, phone still pressed to his ear — Olya was still on the line.

— Strange... why is the box black, like a black box?

— No, it was multicolored, I chose it myself! Oleg, don’t touch it!

— Don’t touch it!!! — the hysterical girl screamed.

But Sergeant Petrov had already lifted the lid.

The bomb exploded.

III

When Masha realized what she had found, an unthinkable terror seized her. She had never been so frightened before. This had only started happening recently, ever since she began dating Boris. Boris was a prominent businessman, and Masha’s financial resources had been drying up. Boris was a reliable means of survival. She was always well-fed, fashionably dressed, and living in a respectable apartment.

Masha glanced at her new rhinestone-studded watch: fifteen



















IV















V











VI











VII












































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





