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Chapter I
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You wouldn’t even believe how I ended up here. I regret coming here; hell, I even regret being born. Several times over. But let’s start at the beginning.

It all started when they stole my pocketknife at the disco in Dánfalva. Now, look here, dear reader, this wasn’t just any old pocketknife. This was my only tangible family heirloom. My great-great-grandfather made it back in the day from the antlers of an ill-fated deer—which he’d managed to hit with his Dacia Logan up in the Hargita mountains—and a salvaged axle shaft. The old man was a jack-of-all-trades; he never let anything go to waste.

The same couldn't be said for the family tree from there on down. All my other fathers were big gamblers and drunks, mostly military officers, the lot of them. This knife was the only thing passed down from father to son, nothing else. Not even a shred of life wisdom.

And this was the knife they stole while I was "resting" in the ditch outside the Dánfalva disco.

As soon as I woke up the next day and noticed it was gone, I swore a vendetta. If I have to, I’ll follow it to the edge of the Solar System, I’ll get it back, and I’ll drive it into the left eye of the person who took it, even if it’s the last thing I do.

It is a bitter twist of fate that I actually had to follow it to the edge of the Solar System. Specifically to Pluto, to the so-called Zone R. How I got to this godforsaken place, what kind of trail led me here—that’s not important right now. The point is, I’m here and I’m "shining," because the trail led here. Though, here in Zone R, I have absolutely no reason to be shining.

Anyway, my name is Sanyi. Dánfalvi Sanyi.
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This place is the cesspool of the Space-Szekler society, and I’m just another fresh piece of crap in it. When I volunteered for this place at the Border Guard Legion’s information office on Mars, the old crone in the booth just asked:

"Excuse me??" Have you lost your mind? Nobody volunteers for that place.

"Then I guess I’m the first."

"That you are, but do you even have a clue where you’re trying to go?"

"Of course, the famous Zone R!"

"But do you know what that means? What's waiting for you there?"

"I know what's waiting for me, but I don't know what it means. What does it mean?"

"That is strictly classified."

"Fine by me. Is there a questionnaire I need to fill out?"

"The thing is... there isn't one."

"So then what?"

"You seriously want to go there of your own free will?"

"Sure do."

"Margitka, you hear where this young man wants to volunteer for?!" the old girl shouted back to her colleague in the rear of the office.

"You can't volunteer for that place!" the aforementioned Margitka shouted back. "We don't even have a form for such a thing."

"Understand, it’s just not possible."

"What do I have to do to make it possible?"

"Well... something incredibly stupid."

With that, I left the office and sat down in the pub across the street. I kept knocking back shots of pálinka until I spotted a Border Guard officer strolling by. I grabbed him and threw him right through the information office’s display window, landing him square in the dear old lady’s lap.

This little maneuver secured me a first-class ticket on the next shuttle bound for Zone R, in the company of fifty sacks of pityóka potatoes.
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I can’t say that any of those fifty sacks of pityóka made for particularly good conversation partners during the trip. Every now and then, a guard would come in, give me a couple of kicks, check my cuffs, and move on. But I wasn't bored; I was fantasizing about what it would feel like to hold my beloved pocketknife again and what kind of maneuvers I’d pull off once I got it back. I’d never been to Pluto before. All I knew about this "Zone R" was that it’s a one-way trip. Once you’re in, you’re never out. Oh well, no matter—I’ll be the first at that, too. Or, who knows, maybe it’s a super-cool place and I’ll end up staying.

Truth be told, I could never sit still for long; usually, I got chased out of everywhere pretty fast. Not because I’m unbearable, but because I generally rewarded any "affection" shown toward me with a beating. If you catch my drift. I never could stand dickhead behavior, let alone injustice. I’ve always considered myself a decent, honest man—I even apologized to that officer I tossed through the information office window. It could’ve happened to anyone in uniform walking by; he just happened to be having a bad day. That’s life. I’m usually in the wrong place at the wrong time, too—you get used to it. Right, my dear little pityókák? I like them because they don’t argue. I hope I’ll be among such agreeable colleagues in the Zone, too.

The great agreement ended once we arrived. Along with the sacks of potatoes, I was tossed onto a wheelbarrow and rolled into a poorly tiled room where a guy weighing at least 400 pounds shaved the hair off me even from places where my lice only go for summer vacation. Then, after an unpleasant cavity search, I got a cold bath without soap, followed by an "outfit" that looked eerily similar to the very sacks of pityóka I’d been traveling with.

Nobody said a word to me during the whole procedure, even though I tried to be polite. I frequently used expressions like "may a bear hug you" or "may a blood-squirrel claw your eyes out." But no one graced me with a word. This place was starting to get oppressive. And when they kicked me out into the "open air," I began to understand why.
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