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PART ONE
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BEGINNING

The bright monitor screen mercilessly flickered before my eyes. The clock read two in the morning. Consciousness was barely managing its primary function — not to collapse into destruction — and reacted almost not at all to caffeine. The desk lamp amused itself as best it could, now retreating somewhere into the room’s darkness, now returning like the headlight of a night train pulling in.

It occurred to me that such unauthorized excesses at this hour should be stopped, and that I should finally start running in the mornings. For some reason, I also thought that modern landscape design had lost its former freshness and novelty, and that the lawn ought to be watered more often — in the name of vividly greening existence. For the grass, which had suddenly appeared beneath my feet, was distressingly yellow and prematurely gray.

“What grass?” — a startled thought slipped through my mind. — “There wasn’t any grass, was there?”

But the grass, apparently unaware of this, continued to exist. Likewise (here and there) across the suddenly emerged endless field, stood lonely, bizarrely twisted trees and equally strange-looking bushes. And to my left, as if drawn with a wall, loomed a menacingly dirty-white fog.

And just as I thought it was time to end this, uproot the trees and sow the field with wheat, one of the trees twisted unnaturally, turned, and took on the shape of a distinctly human silhouette.

This not-quite-expected behavior from a local representative of the flora was mildly disconcerting and demanded at least some vaguely acceptable explanation.
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The creature, beginning to move toward me, for some reason did not change in size at all, and quickly covered the two hundred meters between us, ending up directly in front of me, appearing as a person slightly taller than average.

Though, I lie — calling it a person would be deeply inaccurate. It was more like a poorly copied demon from classical Gothic paintings, with thick electric cables instead of fingers. Its eyes glowed with red bulbs, and one of its horns seemed to perpetually droop.

“I greet you, my friend,” the demon said politely and smiled.

“Hello,” was all I managed to reply.    

“Well, dear fellow, how do you like our segregation?” — he gestured toward the dense fog standing nearby. “Creative, isn’t it?”    

“I... honestly don’t know... Maybe...” — My brain, understanding nothing, began searching for a suitable expression.

“Maybe? That’s interesting.”

“I mean...”

“Oh yes, meaning — the foundational manifestation of intellect.”

“That’s where I’m not so sure...”

“Oh, don’t say that. By the way — what do you think of all this?” — he waved his hand at the surrounding space.

“You’re probably a product of my exhausted imagination,” I replied, embarrassed.

“Very well could be. Damn it, very well could be!”

“Then I suppose... I should sleep?”

“You’ve outdone yourself! Sleep? Here, my good sir, we’ve got matters piling up, and you — ‘sleep’? Shame on you, truly.”

“What matters? I’ve got work tomorrow!”

“Work?!”

“Work.”

“Tomorrow?!”

“Tomorrow.”

“And what if ‘tomorrow’ — heaven forbid — never comes? What then, hmm?”
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Given the blatant absence of logic in everything happening, I simply couldn’t answer that question. I wanted to end it all and instinctively began scanning for an exit from this misunderstanding.

“You might as well ask for the digits to the combination lock,” the demon said, disappointedly noting my mood. “I told you — segregation.”

“What bloody segregation?!” I couldn’t help myself. “What nonsense is this?”

“Nonsense to some, foundation of existence to others.”

“I need to go home.”

“Everyone does.”

“So can I go?”

“Try.”

“Which way?”

“That one,” the demon whispered ominously, pointing toward the fog.

Making my way through that fog was so unpleasant and difficult that I was already considering turning back. But the demon — whose left, red eye kept glancing at me (the fog was so thick I could see only that) — involuntarily compelled me to keep moving forward. After about five minutes of this silent promenade, during which I had the persistent feeling that I was breathing pure moisture, the fog began to thin slightly, and large dark shapes flickered ahead. Another minute passed, and it became clear we had entered a rather gloomy forest.

The trees were enormous and completely bare (meaning leafless). They didn’t grow too densely, so physically moving forward among them wasn’t much of a challenge. After a while, visibility improved enough to make out the scene at least ten meters ahead — though this did little to lift my spirits. Little, because the sights that began to unfold before me were frankly disturbing.

Between the trees wandered strange creatures, their actions devoid of any apparent logic. One, in a long robe and hood, muttered the phrase: “It’s always been this way, but henceforth it won’t,” while picking up dry twigs from the ground and taping them to tree trunks with duct tape. Another, resembling a rusty robot from old sci-fi films (with a square head), loudly extracted the square root of three hundred sixteen multiplied by nineteen. Yet all the answers he produced seemed to displease him. A third was hitting himself on his glowing greenish head with an old mobile phone, persistently repeating the word: “Hello.”
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But what drew my attention most was a grotesque creature, resembling a giant baboon, with a plug at the end of its tail. On its head sat a foil cap, and its clothing consisted mostly of rags.  

Upon noticing me, it immediately perched itself on a rotting stump and, in a voice so creaky it made my jaw clench, rasped: “What is this, who is this?” — beckoning me with a crooked finger.
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Not knowing how to respond, I glanced questioningly at my companion.

“The subject certainly has its charm,” he replied quickly, “but I wouldn’t recommend engaging in prolonged debate.”

“This is idiocy,” I muttered, resigned, and reluctantly approached the baboon.

The owner of the creaky voice seemed delighted by this and flashed me a wide grin full of fangs.

“So that’s where the damned wind blows now,” he half-sang, tucking his legs beneath him. “Must be rather disheartening, suddenly realizing your own secondariness?”

“Secondariness?” I didn’t follow.

“Second, of course! That’s what secondariness is — never to be first.”

“I don’t quite understand...”

“Really?”

“I just want to get home... that’s all.”

“Home?”

“Home.”

“And where might your home be?”

“15 Maslenichnaya Street.”

“Ah, Maslenichnaya... And what’s there, at your 15 Maslenichnaya?” — he asked, glancing at the demon who was still holding his drooping horn.

“I told you — my home... my apartment,” I replied, even more confused, and looked at the demon too.

The baboon shrugged and glanced behind him.

“Where do you see apartments here? There’ve never been any.”    

“The young man simply doesn’t fully grasp the meaning of the word ‘segregation,’” my companion interjected.

“I understand everything!” I protested. “And by the way, it was you who said we had to come here.”

“I didn’t say anything. I merely made a suggestion.”

“Suggestions aren’t subject to prosecution,” the foggy thinker noted knowingly, twirling his plug-tail in his hands.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I interrupted them, gesturing desperately. “Are you seriously telling me you don’t actually know how I’m supposed to get out of here?”

“Why wouldn’t I know?” the demon declared weightily. “The same way you got in.”

“And how did I get in?”

“Yes, how did he get in?” the baboon asked with concern.

“By the murkiest means imaginable,” my guide and companion proclaimed solemnly, still holding his horn.

The word “murky,” for all its effort, failed to bring even a shred of clarity to the bizarre proceedings, and thus, in its miserable way, offered no comfort. Just as no comfort came from the silence that followed following that statement, a pause ensued, during which all participants in the discussion exchanged glances with expressions of particularly vivid bewilderment.

“Mind-boggling nonsense,” the baboon finally characterized the situation after a few awkward seconds. “After this, people usually become militant pessimists... or political activists.”

“Such are the realities,” the demon disagreed with a shrug. “Or are you opposed to a realistic view of things?”

“What realism?” I snapped again. “Where do you even see any kind of reality here?!”

“Are you trying to offend us now?” the baboon whimpered childishly, sniffling through his large nose.

“I didn’t mean to offend anyone,” I hurried to reassure him. “I just... apparently need to wake up. That’s all...”

“Mercy, dear sir,” the demon interrupted in a didactic tone. “First you want to sleep, then to wake up! You really ought to settle your cycles of sleep and wakefulness once and for all. For on such shaky ground of uncertainty, our aircraft of purposefulness cannot take flight.”    

“Ours?” the whining thinker politely clarified.

“Ours!” my guide confirmed without appeal.

Large drops of foggy moisture silently slid off the nearest branch and treacherously trickled down my collar. It felt rather uncomfortable, and I thought that a bit of certainty wouldn’t hurt me right now.

“He needs the Metropolis,” the baboon suddenly declared, gently adjusting his foil cap. “There, the ground is all paved — take off whenever you please.”

“You have that here too?” I asked, almost surprised.

“We do,” the demon replied reluctantly. “But... visiting such places... is fraught.”

“With what?”

“Unforeseen events.”

“As if everything here is foreseen.”

“As if everything here is foreseen,” the baboon echoed in support.

“Well, as you wish,” the demon remarked philosophically and bowed to me in an old-fashioned, cloying manner. “As you wish.”

“What bloody wish?” I snapped again. “There are no other options anyway!”

“No. Definitely no others,” the baboon declared, as if sweeping away all my doubts.

“Or...”

“Or?”

“No, definitely not. Although...”

“Although?”

“Oh let’s just go already,” the demon interrupted our pointless discussion, irritably adjusting his perpetually drooping horn. “We still have to get there somehow.”

With sorrow in his large simian eyes, my newly acquired (almost) friend watched us go. He even made a move to offer me his headgear, but... thought better of it and simply held on. I didn’t mind — the situation was already absurd enough, and I had no desire to make it worse.    

And so, our path lay toward the mythical, well-paved (as far as I understood) Metropolis. Hell if I knew what kind of place it was or whether I needed to go there at all, but as previously stated — there were no other options anyway.

The forest, thinning noticeably as we progressed through it, no longer surprised us with its inhabitants — due to their complete absence — and the thick fog had fully dissipated, revealing a gray, overcast sky.

“So how’s the transport situation around here?” I asked, panting as I climbed a rather steep hill dotted with lonely shrubs.

“Transport? You promised your kin to start running in the mornings,” the demon remarked, looking at me reproachfully.

“I will. As soon as I get home, I’ll start right away.”

“Why wait? Consider this a free bonus to our program.”

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t order your program.”

“Oh, none of you ever do! No pirated downloads, no unauthorized browsing!”

“What does browsing have to do with it... Wait... Is this — all of this — some kind of virus or something?”

“Those who eat garlic and know their way around pepper...”

“What garlic now? Could you please stop speaking in riddles!” I finally lost my patience.

“Well, dear fellow, for some, the internal combustion engine is still a mystery,” my insufferable companion whispered sarcastically.

“Speaking of engines,” I had to return to the original topic, “what about transport?”

“Oh, that’s no problem. We just need to reach the road.”

“What road?”

“The one that leads to the city.”

“Made of yellow bricks?”

“Why are you so obsessed with bricks, for heaven’s sake? We’ve got asphalt too.”     

From the opposite slope of the hill — once we finally reached it — a wide road appeared, stretching far into the distance. Alongside it, in a vast and ominously dark expanse, lay meticulously plowed fields, and the sky threatened imminent rain. I suddenly realized I was dressed entirely wrong for the weather — or rather, I only now noticed that I’d been wandering around for quite some time in full home attire, including sweatpants and slippers.

“Yes, your look is indeed rather absurd,” the demon said, adjusting a damaged part of his head with his wire-like fingers, clearly reading my thoughts. “We ought to get you dressed properly.”

“Do you have a strict dress code here?”

“Being sarcastic? That’s good. It helps with accepting the inevitable.”

“I won’t even ask what you mean by that,” I replied indifferently, waving an imaginary hand at it all.

“Don’t despair. Things could always be worse.”

“How so?”

“You could be sitting right now in your dusty little apartment on 15 Maslenichnaya, pecking away at your keyboard like a neurotic woodpecker... And instead, here you are, exercising in the fresh air.”

“Yeah, thanks a lot.”

“Always a pleasure. Oh, and regarding your earlier question... there’s your transport.”

On the wide road I’d mentioned earlier (which we had nearly descended upon), a ridiculous-looking cart appeared — something like a crudely assembled rickshaw. It was being pulled by a massive creature of peculiar appearance (I really ought to stop using that word — everything here is peculiar), resembling a bull with an almost human body, wearing large filthy boots and a black rubberized raincoat.  
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“Hey there, dear fellow!” the demon waved at him. “Would you be so kind as to assist two weary travelers whose legs...”

“Legs are for roads,” the cart’s owner muttered barely audibly, without even glancing our way.

“Nevertheless, we’d appreciate a moment of your attention,” my guide said gallantly. “For unavoidable circumstances demand it...”

“Demand? To hell with circumstances that demand anything,” the half-bull grumbled, casting a heavy glance at us. “I demanded once too, and they sent me packing. So I go.”

“My friend,” the demon began cautiously.

“I’m not your friend,” the half-bull half-rickshaw clarified, just in case.

“Oh really? My dear fellow! Oh really?”

“I’m not your dear fellow.”

“Maybe he wants payment?” I whispered, covering my mouth with my hand.

“When all values of reason are trampled, what payment could be worthy?” the rickshaw-bull groaned, gazing skyward, apparently having heard me.

“I don’t know... I just don’t know what currency you use here...”

“When all foundations are trampled...”

“Oh, stop whining already!” the demon snapped, losing all courtesy. “You’re headed to the city, we’re headed to the city — get in and let’s go!”

“Who’s stopping you?” the cart’s owner muttered monotonously. “Instead of standing here, you could’ve been riding already. Ages ago.”

“Now that’s more like it, my friend,” my companion softened immediately, raising a hand to preempt any further comment from our new acquaintance. “More like it.”
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With some effort, we climbed into the cart atop a pile of dusty sacks and slowly set off. And call me a whiner, but whether it was the landscapes — so bleak and monotonous — or our new companion — so taciturn and eerie — for the first time since arriving in this pecul... (ah yes, I swore off that word) place, a sense of pessimism finally overcame the last remnants of curiosity. And that, of course, did not bode well.

“Forgive my familiarity,” the demon said grandly, reclining on an old sack and addressing the eerie half-bull with enthusiasm, “but I simply must compliment the rather successful configuration of your splendid horns! Especially the left one.”    

“Left, right. Horns are horns,” the creature grumbled in reply.

“But still — splendid horns,” the demon persisted. “Believe me, I know a thing or two about such matters.”

“Where there are horns, there’s a head,” our new acquaintance remarked philosophically, continuing to drag his creaky cart.

“You’re heading to the city on business?” I asked, trying not to seem impolite.

“Business, no business. Got up and went. What’s it to you?”

“No, no. I meant in general... not specifically.”

“I don’t fear specifics. Specifically got up. Specifically took. And specifically went.”

“Clearly, you’re fate’s favorite,” my guide chimed in to support me. “Tell me honestly — are you a poet?”

“I don’t fear poetry.”

“Remarkable! And does poetry fear you?”
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