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In “Specifics of Death”, James Goodwin describes the adventures of the main character from "Heart of the Fool" in the realms of Heaven and Hell, accompanied by beloved friends from movies and books.
To the girl who keeps "Heart of the Fool" upon her shelf.
To Margarita, queenly soul and bride of the Master.
To Mila, the witch who dared to save our world.
To Hella and Cinderella, priestesses of undying love.
"There is no Death, only Strawberry Jam."
Little Red Riding Hood

"There is no Death."
Death
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FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR
“This is a story of mercy – and of evil.
Of the Heart that never grows old.
Of eternal youth, and the immortality of our feelings.
Of light and shadow, which together bring peace and rest.
Of Death – without which there would be no life, no love, no motion, no beginning.

It is a tale that leads down an endless road into a world of wonder – a realm of faith and nobility, chivalry and kindness
of music, cinema, and books.

It is a dream without fear or falsehood,
without loneliness or sorrow,
without betrayal or loss.

It is a land where no one dies.
It is a fantasy – about you and for you alone.”
James Goodwin – The Wizard

The traditional opening title appears on the screen: “Creative Association 'Illusion'.”
Credits appear – black on a white background:
ONLY YOU
The evening descended on the city like a velvet blanket. Silence and peace enveloped Witch’s Mountain. I sat there, surrounded by stray cats and dogs, feeding them delicacies I had specially bought for the occasion at the central store.     In the past, when they didn’t know who I was, we had a few minor misunderstandings. At first, out of fear, a pack of dogs tried to attack me, and the cats were afraid of both me and the dogs. But now, no one fears anyone, and everyone is content. Mutual understanding and cooperation. I feed them, and in return, they listen to my nonsense and ramblings –often worse than nonsense. For example, I once shared my theory that the moral condition of any state is determined not only by churches built with stolen money, but also by the number of orphaned children, elderly people left without medicine or care, and stray dogs and cats abandoned on the streets. All the states in the world are not truly divided into feudal, capitalist, socialist, or other “-isms” invented by dreamers – philosophers and economists. Just as people, in the eyes of the moral law laid down by the Creator, are not divided into blondes and brunettes, black and white. States are either for the people or against them. People are either kind or wicked. Everything else is an attempt to obscure the truth – sophistry and deceit.

On Witch’s Mountain, I relax, become myself, and behave like a spoiled Mowgli: leaping from tree to tree, playfully quarreling with cats, playing hide-and-seek with dogs, chatting and shouting whatever comes to mind. The security service would probably lock me up for at least fifteen days for that. People are becoming smaller, more pitiful. In the old days, under a bloodsucking leader, they would have simply been shot – no trial, no fuss.

When night falls, I fly over the city, over my beloved mountain, and sometimes into other fairy-tale universes. It’s good when there are friends around and the weather is beautiful. Today, though, the weather seems determined to spoil our picnic. I don’t want to part with such a lively company and a cheerful bonfire with kebabs. So, as always, thinking about something beautiful – of course, about girls – I decided the weather would stay warm and rain-free until late at night. And the weather agreed with me.                                 They say, “As changeable as the weather.” But there’s nothing more reliable than the weather and lovely girls – if you can control them. Honestly, most of my true friends have been girls who knew how to control me. Somehow, things never quite work out with guys. For some reason, they never believe I can just be friends with their girlfriends.                       The spring beneath the giant pine sparkles and sings. The kebabs embarrass everyone with their smell, the flames beckon and call – and I, despite everything, read aloud a verse by Goodwin dedicated to me:

"Snow clings to glass – the winter’s ghostly sign,

The black wind mocks and weeps through twilight’s veil.

On horned steed, Death rides with eyes that shine,

He smiles, then fades along a frosty trail.”
And so on. My friends sit in silent admiration; applause would be inappropriate here. I agree with them: greatness should not be spoiled by flattery. There’s no need to ingratiate oneself with me – or with Goodwin – especially since everyone is already well-fed. And yet… sometimes, I really do want a beloved voice to say, “You're amazing! You're superb!” But poor things, even that short sentence seems beyond them. What’s to be done? I prefer beauty to intelligence. And how wonderful it would be to receive a generous serving of flattery and demand: “More, more – don’t stop!” Crude, shameless, disgusting praise is still pleasant. Yes, I’m that complicated – not the “selfish scoundrel” one clever beauty once called me. But such exceptions only prove the hard-earned rule: Everything in life is deception. Still, sometimes, there’s bliss in ignorance. We wander through the darkness of a cruel and insane world, through a universe of loneliness and malice. So perhaps no one should expect truth or revelation from us. Life is built on lies and delusions. And lying – it’s more interesting. Life becomes colorful, unpredictable – especially when you start believing your own lies, and habitually declare, “Yes, yes, all souls are immortal.” Though in truth, only Death is immortal. But whatever. One thing I know for certain: I never rode a unicorn in winter, and I never laughed at anything. I have drunk to the last drop – for the sake of my wards – but I never crept with a knife, nor suffered a hangover. And, of course, I was never “an oldness,” nor, God forbid, a winter-ghost. Oh, that Goodwin. Oh, the son of a bitch.  

“All creatures on Earth – except dogs and cats, of course," – I say to my tailed friends – "are primitive beings driven by base instincts, focused solely on themselves. ‘Only you, only you,’ they cry – heirs to twisted minds – sometimes, on a 
whim, allowing themselves to do something that isn't outright evil. And always, in admiration of their own reflection, they call it – with a capital letter – Goodness. It is, undoubtedly, nothing but dirty water of lies. Changing one’s underwear doesn’t make a person clean and holy, much less an altruistic do-gooder." Wow, how long words I know. Surprisingly, the shorter the word, the more understandable it is. As our great Procurator said: "People love orders." And he is right a thousand times.

For example, you’ve done something indecent: destroyed peaceful homes, stolen money from pensioners, children, and disabled people, handed the country over to looters, turned people into cattle, destroyed culture, education, and healthcare. No problem. The main thing is to insist: “I faithfully followed the criminal code and the constitution of the country. I am a law-abiding citizen, a believer in Business and in God. I even learned to cross myself and make a pious face, especially when something burns, explodes, falls, or sinks once again in our most democratic Empire of the world. And I live, therefore, with a cold and untouched conscience, because I carry out the orders of leaders and Him.”

I’ve heard such reasoning many times: before the Big Shootout – it was all about following orders from superiors. Now, in the age of Vertical Unity, the orders come straight from the Almighty Himself.

A brilliant maneuver: replace a diseased ideology with faith in higher powers – mysterious, untouchable, and conveniently beyond human comprehension. Especially when that power is claimed to belong to the Creator.

And if that’s the case, then why shouldn’t He share a bit of His divine immunity with the commentators of the Holy Scriptures and the managers of “the freest people on Earth”?

After all, the country has long since been divided and sold off, the people robbed and scattered, and religion has already replaced the official optimism.

And if all else fails, there's always the magic word: “Shut up!”
The Leader ordered us to work,

The Church ordered us to pray,

And God – ordered us to die.
ACROSS THE UNIVERSE
1

“Die? Sure, for a change. Imagine: no countries, religions, hunger, wars, and around you, the brotherhood of people. Would you still be needed – would Death still be needed? I’m sure, yes. No matter how infinite the Universe is, it cannot be immortal. Death is the only possibility for the continuation of eternity’s existence. The world is freed from mistakes and experiments, and humanity is freed from sins and from itself. But what’s left in the end? Another attempt to fall and crash? After all, with liberation and purification, the most important thing is lost – the experience of repentance and personal evaluation of one’s actions. And that means – everything will start over again in a vicious circle. That's why, mercy and eternal punishment are incompatible, and thus, in 
order to become a celestial being, one must be born again and sin again.”
2

Many times in my travels, I passed by this place. Sometimes, during short breaks, feeling tired and empty, I would stop near my favorite house with soft light in its windows and eternal smoke rising above its roof. Without crossing the mossy bridge, I would attentively listen to the bright and tender voice of Margarita, to the voices of the guests I envied, to the poetry of the Master, and to the love that filled the entire space of peace and eternity of the final resting place of the Master and his beloved one. It seemed to me that I was not only unworthy, but that my work would frighten the fragile Queen and make her friend and husband, the Master, frown. But I was wrong: the invitation lay in my left pocket, warming my heart. I was standing once again near their quiet house, illuminated by the full moon, taking my time, and enjoying the evening minutes of the forthcoming meeting.

3
"Sun King," "Fool on the Hill," "Polar Express" – probably, these are our favorite fairy tales. Margarita especially likes his poems, – said the Master, opened the book and began to read aloud:
What do you dream of, dearest heart, so still,

When moonlight weaves its song in magic’s thread?

Does Hope’s bright fairy guide you where she will,

With lyre’s soft tune where golden fancies tread?

The angel of your youth, Delight by name,

Who never breaks, though time may press or cut,

Now grants me peace, as shadows cool sky’s flame,

The land beneath a moonlight cloak lies shut.

You are a pearl, a note in fate’s refrain,

A fleeting dance in dreams where I take flight,

My childhood dreams on Swan Street walk again –
A gift of thought beneath the velvet night.

Yet still you fade, as dawn begins to gleam,

The fairy tale dissolves into a dream.
4
“I really wanted to be your friend, but I was always afraid. Afraid you would reject me.”
“We have many friends.”
“But I don’t. And it’s not surprising – few will want to be friends with Death. I am not an evil spirit. I do not seduce or corrupt. And I do not wish harm. I perform my work. I am obligated to fulfill my duty. And in this field, I am irreplaceable. But sometimes it is bitter for me that I have to live in all worlds. And I don’t belong to any of them. And no one, knowing what I do, wants to communicate with me. There, they fear me; here, they hate me. Because I do not only cleanse souls – I also strip them of their loved ones and friends.”
“I am glad that you are with us.”
“Thank you, Margarita.”
5
The Master and Margarita, holding hands, accompanied me to the forest stream. Margarita, standing on tiptoe, kissed me on the cheek – the scent of lavender and milk. The memory of a beautiful past... The Master shook my hand firmly: “Come in any time. You don’t need an invitation. You’re our friend."
6
Messire sighed and said:

“Well, let it be so – a sacred book, written by holy men. But do saints not make mistakes? Do they not have human blood flowing through their veins? The point is not how many mistakes were made, but in the willingness to admit them – to become a sinner and say honestly: ‘Everything I have written is fiction, and if by chance it aligns with reality, that is either fortune... or divine will.’ Still, as the literary critics say, 
the spirit and truth of the work are not distorted. And that is what matters most.

As for what really happened in the details – only eyewitnesses have the right to speak or write about it. But there are none. And in those golden days, not everyone could write, to put it mildly. I know one witness, but no one likes him, no one listens to him. They fear him, and spend their lives running from him. Death is a one-time conversationalist, with only one topic: ‘To be or not to be.’                                                                      There is another witness – me. But who would trust a fallen angel, known for twisting the truth? Only close friends.       For them, my book would be called The Specifics of Death: The Gospel of Satan. That name – the one given to me by humans, and this title – I like them both. I see that you like them too. That’s why the Master’s gift to you is precisely this book – the one you must read, before I restore your memory from your previous life, Death.”
7
I emerged on the other side of the stream, onto Witch’s Mountain, sat down beside the beloved pine, and in the light of the morning sun, began to read the manuscript the Master had given me.
THE GOSPEL OF SATAN
1
Levi Matthew, a hereditary tax collector, sat cross-legged at the edge of the Jericho road, deserted and scorched beneath the post-noon sun of the hot month of Nisan. The withered branches of a nearly dried-out acacia tree offered no relief from the heat – or from the sharp pain in his lower abdomen. Slowly, he rolled onto his side, clutching the purse that held the day’s collected money with all the strength he had left. A red haze blurred his vision; the stench of decay and the deadly disease he had first noticed two months earlier, twisted his insides and suffocated his final attempts to rise. With ulcerated lips, almost delirious, he muttered, “Bitch... bitch, I’ll kill the bitch.” But there was no one left to kill. The merry widow who had given him the shameful disease had vanished with a caravan of foreign merchants headed north. Levi groaned, vomiting curses at the widow and at all the gods he hadn't believed in for a long time. Death – he felt it, he knew it – was his last faith: faith in deliverance, in blissful nonexistence, in a place free of human beings, the very ones he despised.

“Come... come,” he moaned, and then someone’s cool hand touched his face. Instantly, the pain that had tormented him so cruelly disappeared. Levi, not trusting his own senses, slowly opened his eyes – and was astonished. The man leaning over him smiled in a way only a mother smiles to her child – and in a way no one had smiled since Levi Matthew became a tax collector. The young man’s face radiated light, his eyes shone with the wisdom of an old soul who had seen the world.

“Who are you?” Levi asked cautiously, and – just in case – felt for the official purse. He trusted no one: not people, not gods, not even young wise men who crept up to dying tax collectors. But the pain was gone – not lurking beneath his heart as before, waiting to return – it was gone for good. That scared him. He ran his tongue across his lips and felt no ulcers. That scared him even more.
“Death has come. This is death. This young man is death,” Levi thought.
“No,” the stranger said, still smiling. “I am not death. There is no death. They call me Yeshua. Yeshua Ha-Notsri. Eat – you need to regain your strength,” he said, offering Levi sweet potatoes.
“Wait...” – Levi whispered with effort – “Are you God?”
“I am but a man, as you are – formed in the image and likeness of our Lord.”

“Do you want money?” the tax collector rasped, holding out the purse. “There’s more at home.”

“Levi Matthew, are you offering me friendship?”

“Yes.”

“And is friendship like the widow you bought, along with the disease? Friendship cannot be bought with gold or silver.”

“Take the money anyway. Buy yourself good food... a fine robe.”

“Look at the birds of the air: they do not sow, nor reap, nor gather into barns, and yet our Heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not more valuable than they? And why worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow – they neither toil nor spin. Yet I tell you, not even Solomon in all his glory was clothed like one of these. So do not worry about what you will eat or wear. Your Creator knows you need these things. Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”
2
Caiaphas, High Priest and Chief Judge of Herod’s Temple, rode in a chariot to the evening service and afterward to the Sanhedrin meeting, where the upcoming celebration of Holy Passover would be discussed. Heavy thoughts clouded his mind. Strange events were unfolding in Judea. Rumors swirled – stories of a healer, a physician, a philosopher who gave sight to the blind, health to the sick, and life to the dead. From every city, they came: tales of a man who promised paradise to the poor, the Kingdom of Heaven to the spiritually impoverished, and mercy to the suffering. People were calling him the Messiah. The Messiah had come.

How many times had impostors and sectarians confused the minds and moods of the simple and naïve citizens of Judea? Sometimes angels of death, sometimes white brothers, sometimes water-purifiers. Prophets, soothsayers, sorcerers, preachers of the world’s end – they all wanted the same thing: gold, power, and the adoration of the masses. Such deceit weakened fragile minds and served only the Roman occupiers, who eagerly awaited revolt and disorder. The 
Holy Sanhedrin would not allow that – no matter the cost. Peace and order were everything.

And forgive me, Lord, even if he were the Messiah – not now. No, not now.

Besides, there is no Messiah, and there never will be one. Caiaphas knew that. He had long understood that God –mighty and ambitious, gazing indifferently upon the ant-like scurrying of humanity – would never surrender a crumb of His power to another.

Contempt and indifference: this is what Caiaphas had learned from his God. And sometimes, with a shiver, he thought: Does He exist at all? Perhaps the pagans were right – those who worshipped nature and signs of fate, who lived by the law: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.                      The chariot stopped, interrupting the High Priest’s thoughts. The mute charioteer bowed low, approached him, and mumbled something, pointing toward a solitary acacia. Beneath it lay a leather purse bearing the tax collector’s heraldic emblem.

“Bring it,” Caiaphas ordered.

The servant obeyed at once. Caiaphas looked inside the purse and was struck – the stamped profile of Caesar stared up at him, multiplied in gold. How could this be? The tax collector had left the treasury behind? Was he dead? Murdered? But then – where was the body? And what kind of thieves take a life and leave the money? No matter. The gold was here. It was real. Not a miracle. Not magic. But real. And who did it belong to?
The answer came at once – to the Temple. For even the smallest coin can be used to build the foundations of faith, and any sin may be justified for a greater cause.

"Is a man more righteous than God? And a man purer than his Creator?"
WIZARD'S GIFT
1
Messire stood up, approached the fireplace, stretched out his hand toward the flames, and said:

“Can any sin be justified by a greater cause? I think not. Base means corrupt even the noblest ends – and soon, the means themselves become the end.                                         We are the angels of the future. Everything we do alters the present in the name of a brighter tomorrow – not only for humanity, but for ourselves as well. For we, too, must learn our lessons and endure our trials.                                         The future depends on countless factors: things to be calculated, considered, weighed – and then arranged in their proper order. Yet even the act of calculation alters the result, just as the flutter of a butterfly’s wings might shift the course of history. In short, we plan, and God disposes. So let us, within the limits of our imperfect minds, hope for an outcome that is imprecise – yet favorable. It matters to us, because the trajectory of our tomorrow is simple and fixed: as much suffering and pain as possible – in our flourishing Hell. And for that, both low and high means will suffice.

Tomorrow, you will ransom a certain Gaius Blossius, a Christian, from the owner of the central gladiator school. His life is important, Death. In the future, his descendants must lead the Christian Church and stand at the forefront of many useful endeavors: crusades, inquisitions, and long wars in the name of the Son of God.”
2        

"Love is everything we take with us to our God, Jesus Christ. Fear not, brothers, soon we will receive eternal life," – said Gaius Blossius and kissed a page from the sacred book – the only thing they managed to save after their arrest and trial – "Remember, the last will be first, and the first will be last."
Past the cage with the Christians, two gladiators dragged their slain comrade by the legs. Gaius looked at young Lucius and quietly asked him, "Read your verse again, brother."

Lucius stood up and slowly, with difficulty parting his bruised lips, began to read:
“Faith is the meaning; deeds become the way,

Through love and trust in God we rise and strive.

Though shadows haunt us and our hearts delay,

His mercy keeps the deathless flame alive.

He reigns within the hearts of mortal kind,

Yet still we stray, unseeing, led by dread.

The beastly legions prey upon the blind,

But faith remains the sun, when night is spread.
It is the law that tempers life with grace,

The star that guides through sorrow's darkest test.

When judgment comes, and silence fills all space,

Contrite, we’ll seek the shelter of His breast.

Then shall our voice proclaim, both bold and bright: 

Faith is the road, and love is guarding light."
3
We quickly agreed on the price; Gaius Blossius, frail and ailing, was inconsequential for the upcoming spectacle with lions. There were twenty-five slaves, more than enough for a full-fledged show. I turned my back to the cage with the Christians and was about to leave when suddenly a quiet girlish voice called me: "Death." I sharply turned around and saw huge brown eyes looking at me with a pleading expression. The fifteen-year-old girl repeated, "Death, let death come. Jesus, our God, grant us death. Right now..." I scrutinized her closely and noticed what I should have 
noticed much earlier: her life influenced the key events of the entire future, the history of all humanity. Without her, even the plans of Messire couldn't materialize. She was that rare butterfly whose wingbeats could make entire worlds disappear. I took a cautious step forward, took a deep breath, and in a calm voice asked her in Greek:
– What is your name? 

– Angel, my name is Angel. Death, come quickly, – she replied, still gazing at me. No one before her could withstand my gaze – neither humans, nor beasts, or even the assistants of the Prince of Darkness. I reluctantly tore my eyes away from the girl and asked the owner:
– How much? How much for all of them?
– Noble sir jesting. They're going to the arena today. It's categorically impossible, – he replied, feigning bewilderment.

Former centurion, hero of the Ninth Legion, fearless Quintus Dias had only one weakness – precious stones. With their help, the owner of the gladiator school hoped to bribe Charon when his mortal hour came and become immortal. He had long eyed my ring with a huge diamond, which I had created specifically for this visit.

– All this purse of gold is yours. Plus the ring. But on one condition: the ring is not a price but a gift in exchange for your friendship, when I need it. And you will reciprocate my, believe me, very modest request. Agreed? – I instantly replied.

– But where do I get slaves instead of Christians?
– You'll take mine. I take this old man and the girl now. Send the rest tonight, wash them, and feed them. 

And without saying goodbye, I went to my awaiting slaves – mirages of my own making, who today were to entertain the refined Roman audience with vivid tableaus, fountains of blood, cries of pain, and death. They might just as well have been chasing frightened lions and twisting their tails – but not today. No jokes in the style of my good friend Behemoth.
4
“Do not touch the Christians. Senator Graton has purchased them. Feed them, wash them, and give them clean clothes. Tonight, deliver the slaves to the senator’s security chief,” said Quintus Dias, the owner of the gladiator school, addressing his chief of staff. Then, once again, he joyfully squeezed the hand that bore the ring with the enormous diamond – the Gift of Death.
5
– This is your lesson. You relied on my authority and didn't even bother checking the other Christians. That's a mistake. Your job requires constant attention and responsibility. But I'm more interested in another question. When you bought the girl, what did you feel – the duty of Death or pity? And would you have bought her if she were useless to us and the future?

– Duty and pity... Yes, I would have bought her.

– Good. Ruthless Death is dangerous, and I don't need that. Besides, it was clear that you're still kind and logical. That's why you bought all of them, not just Blossius and Angel. 
Without the others, the influence of our two protégés on the world would have been far weaker. Did I know about this? Yes. It's that foresight of the future I told you about. But still, it's always approximate, and if you hadn't bought them all, I would have had to free them myself. Your heart and intuition helped us. But it's not always beneficial. Like when, out of love and pity, you'll want to become mortal and forget everything. And I'll lose you. Until I find and teach the craft of Death again, many years later.
6
– The Creator brought forth life and balanced it with death, just as He balanced good and evil. Therefore, each of us passes through a series of roles and transformations within our allotted time, all striving toward one immutable goal that levels us all – Death.

Death is the sole and ultimate director, refining our main stage – the stage of transition to another world.

That moment is the inevitable result of the destiny we have chosen and the fulfillment of desires shaped by past coincidences, truths, and mistakes.

And for each soul, it comes in its own way – like a gift from a wizard: not good, not evil, merely an indifferent spectator accepting the play called Life with a cold heart.

It matters not whether you were first or last, Gaius Blossius. Death equalizes all
– And yet, for each of us, it is our own, Messire, – Gaius replied quietly – that is why I wish to die in my sleep. And if I do manage to wake again – after death – I would like to 
awaken beside my beloved. She died before me. In that case, I am willing to be both the first and the last…
FIRST
– We are travelers. Forgive us if we have disturbed you at this late hour. Allow us to wait until morning and share our humble provisions with you. With the first rays of the sun, we will depart.
– Of course, please forgive me. I didn’t invite you to the fire right away. I am joyful and bewildered: my wife has just given birth. This is our firstborn. No, no, don’t worry – she is fine, feeling wonderful, and the birth was easy and painless. Truly, a miracle and a blessing.
– A miracle indeed, a true miracle. In one of the ancient books, it is written: "And henceforth, women will give birth in pain for the sin of knowledge and curiosity." True, that book was burned along with others in the Library of Alexandria, but who can stop the thoughts of God? Soon, very soon, other books containing the same wisdom will appear, and all women will understand that giving birth is not a gift but a punishment for a sin they did not personally commit. Therefore, love in all its forms is sinful and condemnable. One should simply follow the command: "Be fruitful and multiply." I believe that in your family, everything is different, and your son is an angel – the result of love and belief in the continuation of life and immortality.

– An angel, indeed, an angel: he does not cry, does not demand, does not scream. My wife heard him say, "Mom." But I think she imagined it. I see that you are both scientists and religious people. May I ask you to pray for my son and the angels who will watch over him?
– With pleasure and gratitude. After all, I read this prayer in his eyes. What did you name your son?

– I haven't named him yet. Perhaps, First?
– First? Why not? Indeed, there will be other children. Well then, let us pray, brothers, for the soul of the angel and the child in this nocturnal hour of dreams and fantasies, before our just and merciful God:
"Lord, I dare not ask You, for You have already given everything to the First: Your love, protection, health, beauty, power over things and people. Give him only one thing – to depart without pain and suffering to the other world in old age, surrounded by close and loving people. Let his freedom and the right to choose become the heritage of all living on Earth, not just the angels in Heaven. And let his salvation be not only spiritual but real, for a living prophet is more important than many dead books. Amen."
– We will not wait for the morning. After all, we are here, Brother Joseph, only because of your son. Take care of him and your wife; they are the most important things in your life and in the lives of all God's creations. Do not be offended by my words, and accept these gifts as a sign of friendship and reverence for your Holy Spirit, which will always be with God...

The three elders, leaning on ancient staffs, descended into the valley. An emerald star lit their path, outshining the bright moon with its radiant glow. For a moment, a solitary cloud dimmed the shimmering starlight. But as it vanished into the darkness of the sleeping mountain, the travelers’ appearances began to change. Leading the way, slightly limping, was a tall, middle-aged man wearing a cloak unlike any known in these lands. He smiled wistfully, fingering a rosary made of precious stones – rainbow flashes shimmered in the still air. Softly, he murmured:

“Father, this was Your will. This was Your will...”

He suddenly turned to his companions, who now appeared as towering young giants in red-lined cloaks:
“Death and Azazello, the fun begins. Merry Christmas to us – and to all of naive humanity... Strange as it sounds, this will work. When many die to save us all, only then comes epiphany – but only for those who perish.”

He paused, and then added with heartfelt warmth:
“Happy Birthday, Jesus. Happy Birthday, my brother.”
EPIPHANY
"If you want to know what you did in your past life, look at your current state. If you want to know your future, look at your present actions."

Buddha
1

The guide of the blind was tormented for a long time afterward, forced to reveal the route, the rules, and the sacred sites of pilgrimage for the “suffering and the sick of the Holy Empire." The official writ listed five souls – precisely the number of escaped slaves. The number of blind men sealed their fate. The deaths of the wretched stirred no pity in the hearts of gladiators hardened by the hell of the Roman arena. After hacking the corpses into pieces and dressing themselves in rags, they set out at dawn on a long journey: through Judea and toward the western provinces of the Eternal Empire, from where they hoped to reach their native lands. Two days remained until Jerusalem – where death awaited them in celebration of Procurator Coponius’s birthday. Their escape had ruined the Procurator’s plans, and for now, death had only claimed the escort and the courtesans from Rome’s finest house of pleasure.                   They walked in single file. Leading them was the giant Crassus, fluent in three tongues. Behind him came mad Marcus, gifted with a sixth sense for danger and a thirst for human blood. Then Dionysius – who had won his freedom by slaying a lion, only to lose it again when he raped a consul’s wife. Then the immortal Johan, who had never suffered a serious wound in two years of combat in Rome’s 
arena. And last – mute Bern, who could kill a man with a single blow of his fist.

Whenever a dust cloud appeared on the horizon – or Marcus gave warning – they all instantly transformed into blind men, leaning on staffs, their left hands resting on the shoulder of the one in front. Only one-eyed Crassus kept his head raised, murmuring psalms in a hoarse voice at the approach of riders or caravans, extending his hand in humble supplication. The people of Judea were wealthy and kind –they tossed small coins, begged for blessings from the holy pilgrims, and offered directions to places in Jerusalem where one might sleep for free.

And so, by morning, beneath the city’s walls, their plan took final shape: to beg a night’s shelter in a rich, hospitable house, rob the master, and, posing as merchants, hire a ship to cross the sea.
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They found such a house quickly – right beside the main marketplace, clearly visible from the Temple Mount. The sun hung at its zenith, and the heat was unbearable. The “blind men,” drenched in sweat, finally reached the saving shade of the courtyard and, following the guard’s instructions, entered a lodging reserved for holy wanderers and pilgrims of the Empire. Inside were only two men: one armless and cloud-eyed, the other a frail youth with no legs. They were speaking softly, and only now and then did the legless one raise his voice, gesturing with quick, agitated hands. Crassus stepped closer and realized they were speaking Greek. The one with the cloudy eye replied calmly and thoughtfully:

“But what of mercy and faith? Is redemption possible only through death? Even heartless murderers carry within them seeds of goodness and love. I will try to change them. As our Teacher once said: ‘Two things fill my soul with Divine light –the starry heavens above me and the moral law within.’”

Crassus gave a polite bow:
“Forgive me for interrupting your scholarly debate,” he said, “but might you know whether food will be served, and how long we are allowed to stay?”

The armless one smiled strangely:
“The meal will be served soon – the cook here is excellent. There are fifteen servants in the house, mostly feeble women. Only three men remain, including the master – all elderly. As for us, we are cripples from Galilee, come to this holy place to help ourselves and others. Mostly others, of course.”

Crassus smirked, offered no thanks, and returned to his companions:
“Food’s coming. The house is full of women and old men. No point waiting for night – if there’s noise, it’s less noticeable by day. And we’re short on time. We strike quick and run.”
“I don’t like those two,” said Marcus. “We should kill them first.”

“We’ll kill them all – no witnesses,” Crassus replied – “But first we eat. Then Bern takes out the cripples. After that, the rest of us deal with the others. Leave the master alive – he’ll 
tell us where the gold is buried. No raping, no noise. Dump the bodies in the well.”

3

Near the end of the meal, a boy of about eight entered and walked up to the cripples. Crassus knew it was time. Extra witnesses meant extra trouble. He nudged Bern, who understood at once, stood up, and limped theatrically toward the first victims. But everything went wrong. The legless youth and the boy vanished as if into thin air, and the armless man rose to his feet, smiling, waiting for Bern.

Crassus feared nothing and no one – but here, in the shadow of a lazy, wealthy house, ripe to surrender its treasure to any strong hand, he suddenly felt like a cornered mouse caught in a trap laid by a cruel and ravenous cat. And that cat was the armless cripple, whose eyes shone with the merciless light of death – eyes like twin torches burning with unearthly fire. Crassus was gripped by fear and knew these were the final moments of his life.

Mad Marcus dropped to his knees, covering his head with his hands. Johan turned pale and let his sword fall to the floor. Dionysius, choking on his own breath, mumbled quickly, almost in a chant:

“Charon... Charon... He is Charon...”
Only mute Bern walked toward death without hesitation, and swung at the armless man with his massive fist. The cripple, still smiling that dreadful smile, raised his palm to meet the blow. Bern was hurled across the room, struck the wall with 
full force, and slid to the floor. The armless man approached, lifted him effortlessly, and said:

“Speak.”

Bern opened his mouth, drew in a loud breath, and repeated:

“Speak.”

Then he smiled foolishly and said:
“I can hear you. Thank you.” 
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“All of you have a choice. I will not stand in your way. You may kill everyone, take the gold, and leave this land. In time, your descendants will become kings, great scholars, and exceedingly wealthy people. But neither they nor you – all of you – will ever know happiness, not in this world, nor in the realm of the dead, which shall be the only place left to you. There, I promise, you will be entirely at the mercy of all those you have slain. Even when torn into pieces, you will feel unbearable pain. And the next day, your body will be made whole again, only to face a more brutal execution, carried out by the servants of Hades. Your torment will be eternal. That is the first path. The second: you leave now, without taking a single life. Your future will be uncertain – except for one thing: you will be forgiven. And you will enter Paradise. Let us call it that, for brevity’s sake – the place where immortality, joy, and love await you. So, what is your choice?”

The armless man, now with two hands and sight restored to his eye, fell silent and folded his arms across his chest.

Bern, still smiling foolishly, said:

“I don’t want the gold. I can hear. I can speak. Thank you.”

“Not Hades,” said Dionysius. “I choose Paradise, Charon.”

“I only wanted the gold to be free and happy. A wealthy slave is still a slave. Paradise,” said Crassus.

“I will not go against God. Paradise,” answered Marcus.
“Paradise,” Johan echoed.

“Then the choice is made,” said the man – “As for your future – everything I said still stands. You are forgiven. And as a small reward for the right choice, this spacious chest of gold is yours. So is the ship, waiting to depart – Syrian merchants headed for distant shores. And each of you shall receive a personal gift. Crassus – you can now see the world with both eyes. Marcus – your illness is gone; you no longer need to drink blood. Dionysius – your wife is alive and waiting for you. Her violators and killers are long dead. Johan – you are cleared of all charges in your homeland. The real killer will face trial today. Bern – your gift is already within you: you may now sing aloud all the ballads you learned as a child and used to sing only in your heart. But… The famous ‘but’. If you take a life from this moment on, you will be cast into Hades – instantly, and without warning.”
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“Open your eyes. We’re in a rose garden now. Do you like it?”

“Are you... a wizard?”

“My friend sometimes calls me that. And perhaps, in a way, I am. Watch – see? I pluck this rose, and it turns into a butterfly…”

“Wow. That’s amazing. I can sometimes read people’s thoughts. Back in the house, there were bad people. They were thinking about killing everyone and taking the money.”   

“They won’t kill anyone. They’ll become good – maybe even truly good. Don’t worry, I promise. Would you like to become a wizard?”

 “Yes!”

“Then one condition: you must be a kind wizard. If not, the magic will vanish forever. Do you promise?”

“I promise.”

“Good boy. And your name is…”

“Yeshua.”

“Yeshua, do you see the dead bird lying beneath the tree? Pick it up in your hands. Close your palms and think of death. Can death be a continuation of life? Now open them…”      
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“In either case, they would have reached their intended destinations – whether forgiven or not. But after your most convincing demonstration – especially Azazello’s arguments – their souls opened. And the seeds of goodness and love, as you so poetically put it, have begun to sprout. Now many monarchs, their descendants, shall grow to be kind and 
merciful. Though it is precisely for this that they will be killed far more often than their less sentimental, tyrannical peers – by their loyal subjects and grateful people. Which, of course, is exactly what we require. For rebellions, uprisings, and revolutions are most likely to erupt under the reign of a wise and just king. And these revolutions, in their scope, are far more terrifying than any slavery or feudal cruelty. And the more evil there is, the more trials there shall be for sinful souls in my Realm of Freedom and Justice – freedom of suffering and pain, and justice delivered through kicks and cuffs.”
Messire once again stepped toward the towering window, open from floor to ceiling. The full moon bathed the garden in silver, tracing the silhouette of the Prince of Darkness. He took a sip from a black chalice and continued:
“And yet, the most important thing in all of this is the awakening of Divine power in Yeshua – and, of course, his safety. He is not opposed to magic, and he avoids evil – he’s a child, after all, and there is fear in his heart. But will it always be so, once he becomes a fearless warrior of light, capable of choosing his own path? I do not know. But I hope he will listen to his older brother. Yeshua is the only being on Earth whose future I cannot see. Yet I can guess: the mercy and goodness he chooses to defend will, by many, be perceived as weakness; his miracles – as the tricks of a mere illusionist; and his teachings – as the ravings of a madman who, just in case, must be killed.”
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“I am the assistant chief of the Procurator’s security service in Judea. But to you – I’m the Wizard.”

“I remember. The good Wizard.”

“Naturally, a good one. And I have a proposal for you. To learn true magic, you must attend a special school – a place I’m sure you’ll love. Do you agree?”

“Of course I agree! But where is it? And how long will I have to study?”
“How long? As long as you choose yourself. Magic, like the Universe, is infinite. And the school – it’s far away. In a place called Tibet, high in the mountains.”

“But… how will I see my parents and friends?”

“Your parents – any time you like. For a wizard, there are no distances or barriers. But as for your friends, I think they don’t need to know where you are or what you’re becoming. And now, we need to get your parents’ consent, Yeshua.”
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“My name is Siddhartha – but you can call me Buddha. That’s what our Teacher named me. I already know how to fly, though not as well as Muhammad. He can travel to any country – and even to other planets. He’s very talented. But soon I’ll learn to travel through space and time too. And so will you. Here, we study everything our Teachers know. After all, we’ve been gathered in this school from different eras, lands, and even worlds – not by accident.                                              I wanted to say: ‘We are the chosen ones.’ But that’s not true. Every living being is chosen. Perhaps it’s better to say: ‘We are the initiated.’ What do you think, Yeshua?”

TEMPLE
1
– Yeshua, if someone strikes me, what should I do – walk away or fight?
– Turn the other cheek; never run. Face your enemies and dangers head-on, not with your back.

– Allow me to add something, Teacher. Judas, did you get your answer? In my view – don’t walk away. Confront your enemy first with the strength of your words, and if words fail, then with the strength of your fist. A strong fist is often the strongest argument, especially against those who refuse to think and live only to steal and kill.
– And only in cases of attacks on your life or the lives of your loved ones, Judah. If I considered violence a universal solution, I'm sure God would never have granted me the opportunity to be here.
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– Father, allow me to talk to them. If they believe and correct their mistakes, grant them forgiveness and a chance to become angels after death.
– Long ago, I heard such speeches before the cleansing flood from your brother. Are you sure they will listen to you and change?
– Yes, I'm sure. I just need to convince a dozen of them. Even if it takes centuries, my faith will become the majority's faith. It will save them and appease Your wrath.
– Good. But on Earth, you will appear like all mortals, through birth, and you will feel the pain and suffering of an ordinary person every day. Disappointments in people, their lies, and betrayals will break your faith in them.
– They won't break it; I have You.
– Don't count on Me there. You will be entirely under the control of humans, their fear, and envy.
– I will try.
– Trying is not enough. You must know that you can handle it. Otherwise, there is no way back. Any of your sins will destroy not only Earth but also you.
– Then I promise not to give up, endure, and fulfill my vow to the end.
– Good. So be it.
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– The Temple is in need of repair. We, the Guild of Merchants of Jerusalem, offer our humble and selfless assistance to the esteemed Sanhedrin. At our own expense, the Guild will fully restore the Temple. Moreover, we shall pay an additional tax on all trade, loans, and currency exchanges – on everything conducted by merchants within the Temple grounds during its restoration. This arrangement will also allow us to ease congestion on the hilltop market and expedite the restoration by contributing a portion of our profits to the Guild’s treasury.
– This is a reasonable proposal. You shall have our answer tomorrow. 
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With three assistants, I walked through the market rows, which were numerous under the vaults of the huge temple. It was a simple and non-dusty formality because the safety of the inhabitants and traders in the Empire-occupied territory, not only in this building but also throughout Jerusalem, was of complete indifference to Roman authorities. Every merchant bowed humbly to us, wishing health to the Emperor and especially to our Procurator – the moon and sun of Judea. The ceremony of respect was obligatory – the only thing that interested us. In the temple, or rather already at the bazaar, everything was traded, including people, love, and information. Smugglers flocked here to make deals and get information about profitable goods for the day. Spies bought defense schemes, defensive structures, and information about troop composition from our agents. Prostitutes faithfully fulfilled any whims of concerned citizens, often without leaving the walls of the religious building. Life was boiling, except for the promised repair by the merchants – it was surely dead for the next few years. After all, trade turned out to be much more profitable than expected: many speculators even stayed overnight under the vaults of the temple, taking turns and working around the clock. Both traders and buyers were satisfied with the absence of the scorching sun, heat, and shameless theft that thrived on the Temple Mount, where everything was open and unprotected, unlike the "sacred" market with its one entrance and exit. I approached the place of sale of love; all the girls bowed low to me and wished health and a long life to the Procurator. 
Except for one – the most beautiful and the most expensive. She brazenly sat on a velvet chair, not lowering her eyes, looking at me.
“Stand up," I ordered quietly. Aspasia, hesitating and scornfully curling her lips, stood up, dressed in a transparent chlamys, revealing everything. It was a stunning sight: even I had not seen such a body since Egyptian times.
"Procurator," I said again quietly.
"I praise the Procurator," the demon responded. I took her hand and demanded:

"Again."

"Enjoyments and long years of love to you, soldiers, Procurator, and Emperor, who has not seen me." I turned away from her and walked to the exit, clutching a note from my accomplice at the market and a beautiful friend – forever young and seductive Hella – Aspasia.
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"A strange figure appeared in the market, resembling a spy or provocateur. Early this morning, he urged both sellers and buyers to leave the Temple, saying to them: 'It is written: "My house shall be called a house of prayer," but you have made it a den of thieves.' He promised to return and drive everyone out."
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"Another madman," – Afranius said after reading the note. "But we still need to investigate. I don't like the atmosphere 
in the city – rumors, gossip, stories about a new king of love and mercy who will punish the rich and comfort the poor. We've searched all of Judea – no one is seriously rebelling against the Emperor, except for a couple of lunatics claiming to be gods and children of Zeus. Meanwhile, among the Empire’s elite: shameless debauchery, gluttony, drunkenness – and ever-deepening cannibalistic intrigues. Quantity is turning into suicidal quality. May our Father not erase all of humanity, as He did many years ago; sin and evil now rule the Earth. In any case, check who this person is, where he came from, and how he quietly infiltrated the city. I believe he's been delivering such speeches for a while, but so far, no one has listened, and they haven't killed him just in case. We need to rectify that. Azazello, take care of it."
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At noon I stationed soldiers throughout the temple market and summoned Aspasia, who soon came on duty to ensure security. As the madam of the house of love, she had opened a branch here, earning a decent income and gathering fresh information about the city's life. Personally, she had only two clients – Afranius and me. The protection of the chief of the secret service of the Procurator kept away overly zealous admirers from the criminal underworld and the golden peaks of Jerusalem. And my involvement was a cover for Hella and me – angels working in two directions: salvation and punishment. Hella pours me contraband coffee from another universe, and I enjoy the bitter, invigorating drink with the scent of sandalwood and the taste of bitter almond and chocolate. But not for long: another son of Zeus has finally arrived and immediately began urging everyone to close the trade and leave God's temple. His low voice 
somehow covered all the noise of the huge market and reached us.
"How interesting and pleasant his voice is. He's not mad," Hella says, pouring me another cup of otherworldly exquisite coffee. I take a big sip, sigh sadly, and leave the security booth.

Standing on an overturned old bucket is a young man about twenty years old, dressed in torn and dirty traveler's clothes. He likely arrived on foot from distant lands and hasn't tidied up yet. Five people sit on the ground next to him, gazing devotedly at the preacher.

"Easter is approaching, and you sell cattle, dogs, and sheep in God's temple. You engage in usury, exchange money for Roman coins. And you sell yourselves, calling it love. Take all this away and do not make the Father's house a house of trade..."

No one in the market pays attention to the young man; such calls and sermons are not uncommon here. Morality and trade are incompatible. I approach the speaker closer and suddenly notice Azazello next to him. His voice, even deeper and more resonant than that of the preacher, rang out: 
“Right and timely words. Can I talk to you privately?”
The young man fell silent, smiled, and looked at Azazello strangely, as if seeing a long-awaited friend:
“Yes, of course. Our conversation will benefit us both.”     
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“You’re an angel. How I know that – doesn’t matter. Has the Lord preserved your wings?”

“No. I’m as vulnerable as any man on Earth. And that’s how it should be: people must believe me not because I’m an angel or a magician. Though I can do a few things – heal the sick, feed the hungry, ease the torment of the soul. But any person can do that, if they have even the smallest grain of faith in God. Tomorrow I’ll preach on the Temple Mount. I hope these people will listen.”

“Don’t worry about your safety. As the deputy chief of the Procurator’s secret service, I’ll make sure you’re protected. You’ll have enemies here in Judea – powerful ones. I’m 
leaving without saying goodbye. And I won’t shake your hand – let them think I’m treating you harshly.”
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I stood not far from the conversing men, ready at any moment to restrain the fevered preacher should he dare to curse the authorities or the Procurator.

Azazello, ignoring the young man’s outstretched hand, came straight to me:
“We’re shutting the market down. Plague’s been found here.

A decent and responsible citizen just pointed out a beggar near the northern wall of the Temple – covered in plague sores and breathing his last. Announce it to all. Have the infected man taken beyond the city limits with every
precaution observed. Make sure the entire area is treated with vitriol and donkey urine.”

“It shall be done,” I replied, and walked straight to the market crier, who was snoring on a pile of straw near the guard post.

“Up! The trumpet calls!” I shouted, kicking the fat sleeper in the side. “Announce that the noble and generous Procurator is giving everyone a thousand Roman coins and any woman they like, free of charge!”

“What?!” the crier gasped and sprang to his feet in astonishment.
“I’m joking, I’m joking. Nothing so grand. Tell everyone to move to the Temple Mount. Announce that the market is being closed due to quarantine. Permanently.”
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT
Yeshua of Nazareth, along with his disciples and many seekers, ascended the Temple Mount early in the morning, before dawn.
“Here, we will meet the sun that our Father has created for life on Earth. We will worship the sun, then the sky, the flowers, the surrounding greenery, the earth, and the people, for in all this splendor is the creative hand of our Father. Blessed are we – seeing, hearing, and praising the Creator 
of this universe...
Blessed are those who, in prayer, thank God for the day lived and the present day, not seeking treasures or punishment for enemies.                                                         Blessed are those who approach God through any way of faith and goodness.                                                                  Blessed are those who are not afraid of death, for death takes only the body, not the soul.                                                       Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see the love of God on Judgment Day.                                                                   Blessed are those who give alms in secret, for they will be in Paradise, unlike boastful hypocrites who will find themselves in Hell.                                                                                                     Blessed are those who do not accumulate wealth on earth,but have treasures from creation and creativity, like our Father.                                                                                           Blessed are those who love their neighbor and know they should love strangers, for then there will be no war on Earth. Blessed are those who do not quarrel, do not swear oaths, and do not make bets, for they will not lose themselves and their souls.                                                                                                      Blessed are those who do not kill for rituals or pleasure, but only for sustenance for themselves and their loved ones. Blessed are those who do not drink wine excessively and do not take opium to forget, for they will not become sick in body and spirit.                                                                     Blessed are those who do not gamble, for they will not ruin their families or lose their souls.                                                       Blessed are those who provide sustenance for themselves and their loved ones through honest work, not deceit and violence, for scammers and oppressors will disappear in the fires of Gehenna.                                                                     Blessed are the humble, for they are strong in spirit, not in 
foolish chatter.                                                                        Blessed are those who do good, for they shall receive good, just as those who do evil shall receive evil.                                           Blessed are those who love their family, wife, and children, not every passerby, wanderer, or divorcee with others' children, for they will not break the hearts of their loved ones and will not end up in Hell.                                                     Blessed are those who love and therefore discipline their children, for education is love.                                                              Blessed are those who love their homeland, not the whole world, as traitors and demagogues do.                                     Blessed are the warriors defending their homeland and loved ones.                                                                                                Blessed are those who offer the other cheek to the enemy, for they do not retreat or run from danger.                                     Blessed are those who forgive defeated enemies, for their enemies will already be judged on Judgment Day.                   Blessed are the merciful, for their sins are forgiven, and they will be pardoned.                                                                      Blessed are those who are reviled for truth and faith, for the Kingdom of Heaven awaits them.                                                 Blessed are those who mourn, for their tears are counted. Blessed are those who speak to God like this: “Lord, give me strength to thank You, remove vanity and lies from me, free me from wealth and poverty.”

MY COMMANDMENTS 

"Pride is my favorite sin."

The Gospel of Satan, My Commandments
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Messire took the Bible in its old silver cover and said: “Vanity and lies I give to any greedy soul in unlimited quantities, especially in the mad races for wealth. The Creator created life and balanced it with death, just as He balanced evil and good. But this does not stop the insane from running in circles without any sense. Although there is a charm in repeating mistakes and disappointments, in violating commandments and laws in the hope of grabbing the golden carrot. I am not against violations; I am against hypocrites and selfish people because lies can be holy. Break anything, go ahead, if it brings good to your loved ones, not just to yourself. Evil is what we fight against, together with all the angels, sometimes using different methods and on different sides of the barricades. For the most part, the moral laws –both mine and Yeshua’s – do work, and they must not be broken for any petty reason… My commandments are the same as Christ's – we are, after all, brothers. So first, let’s speak of the essentials; the rest, including the six hundred prohibitions – can wait:
Do not kill, unless it is an enemy who threatens your life or the lives of your loved ones. Death is jealous; she needs no selfish helpers with a god complex.     
Do not trade in people or the country where you were born – or where you became a citizen.

Do not steal, neither from those near nor far. Yes, a stolen apple is sweeter, but then there will definitely be an enema. 
Do not drink immoderately to the loss of human form and soul.

Do not smoke, do not take drugs, and do not deal in them. 
Do not gamble with money or any form of material wealth.
Do not engage in sex with anyone you meet – diseases will devour you, even if you protect yourself, because everything in life ends and breaks.
And of course, the old-school, prison-born wisdom: “Trust no one. Fear nothing. Ask for nothing.” 
And never forget: pride is my favorite sin.
I once had an acquaintance – Baron Meigel. He claimed descent from the Rurik dynasty, though he lied, of course. The cup fashioned from his skull remains my favorite, if only because Margarita once drank from it. He loved to boast in the company of charming, poetic ladies, flaunting his diplomas as if he were not a man, but some purebred hound in heat or a pedigreed stallion. But one should be proud of their ancestors not for their titles, but for their deeds. I recall that many of those 'well-born' folk and their allies were the very ones who instituted the shameful system of serfdom –and were, in fact, among the largest slaveholders of their time. Which is precisely why the civil meat grinder that began so many years ago still refuses to stop. Slaves have 
no honor – only the conceit of thieves, armed with a flimsy ideology of a radiant future for all. And yet the only thing awaiting them in that future is Death and Hell.                     Ironically, one of the Bible’s central tenets also rests on the hope not for a better present, but for a better afterlife...      
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– Is the best world waiting for us? Yes, but we can already live in Paradise right now – in our inner world, our soul without evil and crimes. Yeshua sat next to Paul in the shade of an old cypress and continued:

– Let's pray to our Father. "Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name; Thy Kingdom come; Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven; give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For Thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen."

OUR FATHER 
1

Before dinner, Margarita asked Messire for permission –instead of the usual gratitude to the Lord for the food and friends, to recite a poem – a prayer, to which she received a gracious consent:
“O Father, dwelling in the stars above,

Most holy Name, all-wise and ever true,

Descend with grace, in mercy and in love,

Thy will be done in all we think and do.

Provide this day the bread our bodies seek,

Forgive us, Lord, for every wayward mark,

As we forgive the lost, the proud, the weak,

Who crossed us once, then vanished in the dark.

Lead us not down where tempters weave their chain,

But guard our souls from evil’s cruel delight.

Thine is the Kingdom, free from death and pain,

Thine is the love, the glory, and the light.

From dawn to dusk, we walk a chosen part;        

Amen we cry – Thy truth dwells in man’s heart.”
“Excellent. – said Messire, – Why don't we invite the poet who wrote this verse to our literary evening? I think it would 
be interesting and beneficial for everyone. Azazello, extend the invitation.”
“When it comes to something fresh and new, it's Azazello. But when it comes to preparing a Grand Ball with fairies until the seventh sweat, it's Behemoth. There is no marmalade or candy in the world for a spiritually impoverished archimandrite. I’m off to saddle the con-yak," – unexpectedly concluded the trickster Cat and disappeared behind the bar. There, the sound of bubbling and theatrically loud clinking of glasses ensued. After a second, Behemoth emerged with a silver tray in one hand and a bottle of century-old cognac in the other.   
“To justice and order for all” – he said and in a fraction of a second distributed glasses of dark amber liquid. It was poured meticulously: exactly one hundred and fifty grams for each. “As a veteran of the ballroom Armageddon, which is about to crash down upon my fragile shoulders, and in honor of the beautiful Queen beside me, I hereby claim a double portion – twice one-fifty! Otherwise, my young organism shall wither from lack of love and gratitude forevermore," Behemoth continued with his usual mock-seriousness, topping off his own glass and Margarita’s from the bottle. "To the lovely ladies! For men are willing to perform feats of valor and heroism for them. Yet not even a finger will they lift – nay, not even the most noble part of their anatomy – if it's for one who says 'No, I won't give you a damn.'"
"You're vulgar!" Hella voiced what everyone else was thinking.

Though Azazello, Goodwin, and Koroviev – who had just joined the group – were all smiling approvingly at Behemoth. I won't lie: so was I. Though perhaps for a different reason –he had filled everyone’s glass to the brim once again with that magical cognac. Only Messire remained, as always, cold and composed.

"Me!?" cried the demagogue and jester, Behemoth, in mock outrage. "Me!? Never! I'm a lesbian and a feminist! I stand for the equal rights of sex majorities! Prostitutes of all countries, unite! Let's catch up and surpass American porn and Hollywood!”
“Silence,” ordered Messire calmly – “I’m glad you accepted our invitation, James. I believe by now you’ve guessed who 
we are – especially since the poet and writer Goodwin has mentioned us many times in his books.”

“For me, this is the realization of an unattainable dream. No – not probably, but definitely – the best recognition of my work. Even higher than the praise of Elizabeth II, whose letter I treasure. Thank you, Messire. Thank you all.”

“Then, please, read any of Shakespeare’s sonnets – the very translations into Russian for which the Queen thanked you. And by the way, I completely agree with you: Elizabeth II was not only the finest monarch of recent centuries but also a singular person who managed to turn evil into good.”

“Perhaps my favorite is Sonnet 116. I spent the longest time translating that one, because Marshak’s version is near perfect. I set myself a high and difficult goal – to translate Shakespeare’s sonnets into literary Russian better than all who came before me, including Marshak. Now I know that I have succeeded:    

“Не признаю препятствий я к слиянью

Двух чистых душ. Ведь это не любовь,

Что всем изменам ищет оправданье,

В обмане умирая вновь и вновь.

Любовь – маяк, немеркнущий во мраке,

Над бурей путеводная звезда,

Во мгле пути неугасимый факел

И верный компас, что спасёт всегда.

Любовь – не раб, хоть время срежет розы

Цветущих лиц безжалостной косой;

Любовь сильней кладбищенской угрозы

И не подвластна смерти роковой.
А если я солгал в своём сонете,

То нет любви и нет стихов на свете”.

“Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments. Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove:
O, no! it is an ever-fixed mark,

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.

Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks

Within his bending sickle's compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

If this be error and upon me proved,

I never writ, nor no man ever loved”.
CRIME AND COMPASSION
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– Judas, if this be error and you have lied, you’ll get no more silver for your pleasures and desires. Bring your teacher to the marketplace near the city gates today. Let’s see how he wriggles out when we ask him about the punishment for an adulteress. The law says she must be stoned to death. If he agrees, we’ll ask, “Where is your mercy?” and he’ll lose his reputation as a friend of the humiliated and the sinners. We’ll disgrace him. Moreover, he’ll violate Roman law, which forbids Judeans from carrying out executions. But if he disagrees and says the adulteress should be pardoned, we’ll accuse him of breaking the law of Moses – of forgiving adultery and encouraging this terrible sin.
– Yes, I’ll tell him and bring him here.
2
Jesus, along with his disciples, sat at the dinner table in Peter's house. The abundance of food was a tribute to the guests from the host and his wife. Outside the house, under the scorching sun, stood those eager for healing, quietly awaiting the appearance of the prophet. Jesus looked out the window and said to Peter:
– Bring milk and bread to the people standing in front of your house and ask them to wait for me in your grain barn; it’s cooler there.
– Of course, Teacher. But I don’t have enough for everyone.
– Don't worry, there are no problems. Put one loaf of bread and a jug of goat’s milk in the basket and give it to each one. Trust me, it will be enough for everyone. Peter did as instructed. The disciples who followed him to help were amazed to see that the basket did not empty, and Peter kept giving and giving.
Paul was the first to return to the house and asked Jesus:
– Teacher, how did you provide food for everyone when there was only one loaf of bread and a jug of milk in the basket?
– Just as I heal the sick and help the poor – it’s not me, but our Heavenly Father, in whom I believe with all my heart. Anyone can perform miracles if they have even a small amount of faith in God in their heart, even if it is as small as a mustard seed.
The door swung open, and Judah rushed into the room, rapidly reporting about the upcoming trial at the city gates. Jesus listened to him, looked into his eyes, and said:
– Let’s all go. Peter, tell the people in the barn to wait. Judah, there’s a hole in your pocket; don’t lose your purse.
3
In the square, a crowd gathered, hungry for cruel entertainment. Jesus, without delay, approached the chief rabbi and asked:
– How can I help you and this woman?
– You, who call yourself a scholar, are given a great honor: to be the judge for this criminal. Pronounce a just verdict, and we will believe that you are not a fraud and bandit, collecting money through deception and plotting against Judea and the Roman authorities.
– Fine. The law of Judea states that anyone who commits idolatry, murder, or adultery must die. Give me a few minutes, and I will make a decision.
Jesus sat down and began writing in the sand with a branch. 
Soon, everyone saw what he had written – the names of all the rabbis present. The worried Pharisees stood around him to prevent anyone from reading what was written. Their cunning and cruel faces elongated. The chief among them demanded:
– Speak. Where is your wise decision?
– Here it is: yes, you can stone her, but only if you yourselves are without sin and have never desired to commit the same sin. Or should I continue writing in the sand? Or perhaps I should speak aloud all your sins?
The Pharisees, with changed expressions, silently, one by one, left the square. Jesus approached the freed woman, lifted her up, and said:
– Go, and sin no more.
– Thank you. Thank you. I just love him.
– Is love truly comparable to the pain you brought upon his family when you tried to steal him? Your sin is not adultery – it is selfishness and a lack of compassion for his children, his wife, his family, for all who love him. Love is not merely the possession of the beloved’s body and heart; it is also a responsibility for their soul. True happiness cannot be built on another’s sorrow. And yet, rejoice: you are free, your debt is paid. Today, you saved your soul when you prayed to our Father. Do not dare to deceive Him.
THE NEVER-ENDING STORY
"Tonight is the night when all accounts are settled. You are free, your debt is paid. Farewell, my friends. But let sorrow and sadness at parting be gone. I drink to you," – Woland stood up, a black silhouette against the full moon, and emptied a silver cup.  

His friends and entourage, standing on a dark rock under the stars of the Milky Way, drank with him: the young demon, a prince and the world’s best jester – Behemoth; the stern and grim demon from the cold desert of black souls, ruthless executioner – Azazello; the noble knight and pillar of truth, darkness, and light, the wise advisor – Koroviev; the beautiful and clever Hella – the fearless daughter of a witch and Louis XIV, the Sun King.
"The account is closed," the prince said quietly and thoughtfully. Transforming into the Cat, he continued, "And what am I to do with all this money now?" The impertinent rascal Behemoth pulled out a huge sack from behind, marked "Central Bank," and old Soviet hundred-ruble notes spilled out. He grinned, looking Woland in the eyes, "No, I’ll stick with you, Messire, I can’t do without cash." Behemoth twirled his mustache boldly and flicked his tail in the starry mist.  

The noble knight, silently, drew his sword from its sheath and, extending the hilt toward Woland, said, " This sword, and my choice, Messire, are yours." – In the moonlight, the glint of the famous pince-nez flashed – the schemer Koroviev, also known as Fagot, had taken his place beside the Cat.
On Behemoth’s other side stood Azazello, the demon-killer, flashing a golden fang as he muttered into the silence of the night: "Damn toadies."

Behemoth immediately responded: "I agree with the opinion of the aforementioned comrade."
Everyone, except Woland, burst into laughter. 
Hella, the epitome of youth and beauty, approached Messire and took him by the arm: “Oh, kind monsieur, I beg you – spare a thought for a lonely lady, for the streets of Paris at night are full of danger and shadows."
PARIS
1
"Death, only after you," Bowing ceremoniously, Behemoth the Cat let me pass to the chair. "I declare the literary evening open," he continued, striking the table with a large judge’s gavel, which instantly turned into a Bengal light and brightly illuminated the cozy semi-darkness of the Master and Margarita’s home. "I’m not a wizard, I’m just learning, but allow me to read a poem by the eternal friend of all civilized and uncivilized humanity and our comrade – Death. Let’s applaud, let’s applaud, gentlemen." Behemoth pointed his paw in my direction and began clapping vigorously, smiling and winking at me. "And now – the poem itself! Oh, forgetfulness! The draft is somewhere here… Just a moment," said the Cat, disappearing under the table.                  A second later, he reappeared – now transformed into a young page from the Cinderella movie – and began reading my poem "Paris" in a soft, pleasant voice:
“April in Paris – lilac-scented skies,
The rain falls soft, a kiss upon the day.
A maiden smiles with wonder in her eyes,
While blossoms drift like dreams that float away.
The tower casts its shadow on the light,
And Gioconda conceals her silent lore.
Belmondo laughs and vanishes from sight,
As Mercier walks through legends evermore.
The musketeers still guard the tales of old,
And Maître Richard speaks with quiet grace.
The Seine flows on, its waters pale with gold,
Through time and love that never leave this place.
I caught a kiss from April's tender breeze,
And hold it still – like wine, like memories.”
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"The Queen surrounded by court ladies..."

"Like a precious rose among camellias," said Behemoth, theatrically elongating the words.

"Mr. Cat..."

"Yes, it’s me! I am Behemoth, I am Garfield, Puss in Boots, Tom and Jerry."
"Well, Jerry is probably a mouse. Still, don’t interrupt, please, the author," said Koroviev dryly, adjusting his pince-nez.

"I’ll cut off your ears," added Hella.

"Hella, my heart, I swear, just a small addition, you know, for reality and beauty. Especially beauty: you look stunning in that black dress 'à la Madame Pompadour mourning her love.” Hella looked kindly at the Cat and quietly said:

"Anyway, shut up."

"Monsieur Alexander, continue," said Messire, "and not a word to anyone else.”Cat, in feigned horror, covered his mouth with both paws. Margarita poured wine into the glass of the great creator of the trilogy about musketeer friends. Alexander Dumas continued reading:

"The Queen stood out not only for her natural beauty but also for the noble superiority of her whole nature and high soul, which even made the pathologically suspicious King bow and believe in her.
The rays of the setting sun broke through the branches of an old elm, and the emerald shadow fell on the walls of the Queen's small living room. Despite the warm spring evening, a soft fire flickered in the fireplace. Anna of Austria watched the light and the movement of the gentle flame, smiling quietly, listening to the music, and surrendering to memories of the past night, from the first kiss to his words at parting: 'I love you. Forever.' It was the most precious treasure – her only and main sin, defeat, and victory. For two long years, she resisted him, but more – herself, her love, her duty to God and the crown, which betrayed her and betrayed her more than once. God – a baby, loving and beautiful, smiled at her this morning in the chapel in response to her fervent prayer. And she understood: God is with her, with her love –for the love of him, the only ruler of Anna’s heart – the noble knight Buckingham. After this smile, she ceased to fear sin, because there was no sin, only love, a crazy night, peace, and a quiet 'Thank God and him – lover and beloved forever.' Looking into the golden fire, the Queen said again: 
'Thank you' and gently kissed the diamond cross given to her by the duke the night before: 'Thank you.' At that moment, the door to the living room opened, and the butler 
announced: 'His Majesty the King and His Eminence the Cardinal.' The ladies immediately stood up, but the Queen remained seated. She gracefully raised her hand for a kiss, marveling at her own calmness and the absence of the slightest pangs of conscience. The King applied his wet nose, snorted, 'And you're still having fun,' and sat down in the neighboring armchair. The Cardinal remained standing, with lowered eyelids, carefully observing the Queen and the King.

"We have, you know, wonderful news," said the King.
"Excuse me for interrupting you," intervened the Cardinal, "but allow me."

"Oh yes, of course, of course," casually replied the King, "as we agreed."
The Cardinal sighed slightly and abruptly asked the Queen:

"I hope you remember the Duke of Buckingham, Your Highness?"
She boldly looked into the Cardinal's eyes and suddenly felt pity for him: all-powerful and ambitious, he possessed everything except one – the ability to be loved and to give love. Anna of Austria smiled gently and answered him:

"We all know the Duke of Buckingham. Is this another interrogation?"

"Oh no, Your Highness, oh no."
The Cardinal averted his gaze, approached the fireplace, stretched thin hands to the fire, and quietly added:
"He was killed."
The world staggered, wavered; the Queen turned deathly pale. The Cardinal, smiling satisfied, continued:

"Killed three days ago in his own palace. What's with you? Are you unwell?"

"Three days ago, in England?" asked the Queen in a lifeless voice, not responding to the Cardinal.

"Yes, three days ago," he replied.
"But this cannot be," thought the Queen, "I remember his hands, lips, words, his cross on my chest. No, this is a lie, the Cardinal is lying, this is his next low provocation." The Queen smiled, the blush returned to her delicate face:

“You are mistaken, Cardinal, I can only feel bad from the news of your death, but not from the death of an enemy of France. And the King is right – this is wonderful news.”
The Cardinal looked bewildered at the Queen and continued:
"Killed by some fanatic or avenger. Who knows? You remember how many women he ruined."
"And men, especially those who do not respect women. But, excuse me, I am no longer interested in this, especially when the news is more than three days old."

The Queen stood up, the Cardinal coldly bowed, and the King approached her and said:

"But, Anna, you can't be so callous; after all, the Duke of Buckingham is our relative."
The Queen smiled mischievously, triumphantly looked at the gloomy and puzzled Cardinal, and, with her entourage, left the living room, heading to the blooming garden. The early moon shone in the sky, and the air smelled of roses and freshness. The Queen entered the myrtle arbor, sat on the bench, and pondered: "Why did the Cardinal arrange this cheap provocation, which gives nothing, as lies are easily revealed? This is absolutely not in the style of a master of intrigues and traps. What is this? A warning? A threat? But definitely not the truth. The truth is the night before last."
Anna of Austria took out the cross again and kissed it: "Thank you."

The next morning, while helping the Queen dress, Mary, as always, shared the latest gossip and news:

"Poor Duke of Buckingham. Your Highness, it's terrible – some mad Scotsman in a black mask stabbed him with a dagger."
"Mary, you're a clever girl, aren’t you ashamed to repeat the foolishness and inventions of the Cardinal?"

"Here, Your Highness, the whole city is talking about it. And Count de la Fère confirms it; he arrived from England just yesterday."

"Count de la Fère? Is he in Paris?"

"Yes, Your Highness. As always, he is somber and handsome."

"Mary, find the Count and send him to me. I want to question him myself."
"Very well, Your Highness."

At the appointed time, Count de la Fère in a modest travel suit but with the Order of the Garter on his chest, entered the Queen's drawing room. His stern face was cold and composed. He kissed the Queen's hand and sat in the offered chair opposite her. They were alone.

"I apologize for my appearance, but unfortunately, I must leave Paris immediately after meeting with you."
"Where are you heading, Count? If you don't mind sharing."

"I am returning to London, simply put, Your Highness. I carry a letter from His Majesty the King of France to His Majesty the King of England, expressing condolences on the death of the Duke of Buckingham and proposing further negotiations and mutual concessions."
"Count, you are a man of honor and a nobleman. Tell me, are you certain that the Duke of Buckingham is dead?"

"Your Highness, I personally saw the dying duke, and sadly, his death occurred four days ago. By the way, he asked me to give you this."

The count unbuttoned the top buttons of his waistcoat and took out an envelope.

"It is for you."

"For me?" the Queen asked in bewilderment. "Why didn’t you give the letter to the King?"
"Because, as Your Highness correctly noted, I am a gentleman."

"But this can't be," Queen Anne lamented. "It can't be."

"I regret it," the count said quietly. His stern face momentarily softened; breaking etiquette, he took the Queen's hand. "Be strong; fortunately, we are all mortal. And this is the last hope to meet a loved one." He sighed heavily and added, "In Heaven."
Count de la Fère stood up, bowed low, and left. The Queen remained seated; tears flowed from her beautiful eyes as she repeated helplessly, "It can’t be, it can’t be." Her gaze fell on the envelope on the table. With trembling hands, she took it, opened it, and pulled out a lace handkerchief with her initials, stained with blood. From the envelope, a sheet of paper with the Buckingham family crest fell onto the Queen’s lap. It read: "I love you. Forever."
Nine months later, away from Paris, at Count's family estate – Grand Mott – Queen Anne gave birth to a girl, whose birth was unknown to anyone except the faithful Mary and Count de la Fère, the guardian angel of the Queen and her love for the Duke of Buckingham. The Queen of France named her daughter Marguerite.”
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"I am grateful to you; everything I need, I take with me."

"Only on the brink of death do you realize that you want to take only the best with you. And it turns out that the best thing is love. I wonder, what is the best for Death?"
"I am ready; take my soul."

"Yes, always the same. Well, let's play a game of logic. How can I take what I never gave? Only through cunning and theft. And that, you must agree, is rather insulting. And how can you give me what doesn’t belong to you?"

"What do you want then?"

"I'll take your love."
"But can you take what isn’t yours? My love – that is who I am. Take me."
"A noble answer. The answer of a knight. But that is enough. Death never truly takes anything, for life is eternal and belongs only to its Creator. Good and evil are the result of each person’s own choices – not the manipulations or provocations of Hell’s soldiers. You owe nothing. I was simply curious how far you would go for love. The time you received is a gift from Messire. The Kingdom of God – Heaven – awaits you. By the way, congratulations: you have become the creator of new life on Earth. Your beloved will name her Margarita."

KINGDOM OF GOD
“…In my book, there shall be but one word – Love.”

The Gospel of Satan, Path to Salvation
“What is your name, good man?”

“Good? A man? Well, perhaps I am good. And a man, of course. More alive than all the living. We are all made in His image and likeness. My retinue calls me Messire. You may call me that too.”

“My name is Yeshua. You are the only one among all I have seen who is wholly healthy. Such wholeness is possible only through a sinless life and righteous deeds. Are you a prophet?”

“So it has come to this in my old age. And how curious that you, of all people, would call me righteous and holy. A pity no one will ever write this in the Holy Scriptures. Instead, they will only use my name to frighten one another – and 
their children. They will teach them that all sin comes from the Evil One, and so they, the little scamps, bear no guilt: sin, then repent, then sin again. For the found sheep is dearer 
than all the others, and the prodigal son more beloved than the obedient one.”

“Forgive me, Messire, for interrupting. That is what I said in the great Temple of Galilee, but not quite in those words. Good people do not always remember everything as it was. I told them: ‘The found sheep brings joy to the shepherd’s heart. The prodigal son, returning home, brings joy to his father. But neither the lost sheep nor the prodigal son is dearer than the righteous one, for the path to the Kingdom of God lies only through good deeds.’”
“Good deeds from a good heart. Agreed. And for that, one need not be a saint or a genius. Goodness is the foundation 
of every soul – be it of angel or man. Though many a sheep and many a son must have that truth driven into them by the seat of their pants. And to teach that, one need not be a prophet. But I am a prophet, of course. And so I can foretell: you shall be killed by good people on the day of their celebration, to amuse themselves and rejoice that someone else suffers while they prosper. Yet you can still avoid this shameful death – if you leave now the walls of this filthy place, for you, the Son of God, do not belong here, in chains.”

“I’m glad you agree with me. Many good people – learned, well-read, even theologians – have seldom done so,” Yeshua said, slightly embarrassed. “They would drive me away…”
“With stones and hounds,” – Messire added darkly.
“No, no… the dogs never touched me. They are kind, sorrowful creatures. Their lives are short and grey. They too are children of God, as is all that lives upon the Earth. And as for these walls – why should I complain? My being here is not a sin.”
“Yeshua, you are the only sinless being in this world, the world I command. And yet, you are the one I cannot command. Still, I can offer you freedom – the guards are asleep, the doors stand open. You are young – why should you die? Go forth, and preach the Kingdom of God and His Truth.”
“Thank you, Messire. But how can I preach the Law of God if I violate the law of men? Will anyone heed the words of a fugitive soon to be captured and hanged without trial?”
“I will hide you. I do not ask you to be my servant – I ask you to be my friend, my counselor. Look: all the kingdoms and treasures of the Earth are mine – and therefore, yours as well. The treasures of knowledge, the kingdom of wisdom, the secrets of the human heart – all shall be at your disposal. You shall write a book, truthful and honest, a guiding star for all humankind. The world will become better, goodness will triumph, and people shall return to their Father, the Creator, far sooner than they would by enduring my daily trials and rebukes. Help me – for our aim and purpose are the same.”
“A book… that is a wondrous thought. But I fear my book would hold only one word: Love. Wisdom and knowledge? They live in my faith in the Creator. I believe that my life matters more to Him than any book I might write. And your friendship – I accept it with gladness. I do not hide that it pleases me to speak with a sage whose thoughts confirm my 
own. But you need not hide me. This is not why our Heavenly Father granted me life – that I might never be found. You, Messire, as a prophet, surely know this.”
“I know… I know that at your trial, no one will listen. That from lowly calculation, they will trade the better man for the worse. That only a servant of Caesar – Pontius Pilate, cruel and indifferent – will believe you, and from fear alone, hand you over to a savage death. I know that under your name, out of greed and hatred, people will destroy each other with fire and sword. I know that in the Bible, written by men, the ruling God will command all to love Him alone, undivided –and the rulers who claim to come from Him – and the slavery born of them – and the faith born of fear to lose a sinful soul. Even your teaching shall be twisted and torn apart, scattered among the corners of religions. Out of great love – love of money – that grows from the same eternal fear of losing 
power. Is that what you strive for, son of mercy and goodness?”
“No, I do not strive for it. But if it is so – and I believe you speak the truth – then there is no other path to salvation. That must mean it is the only choice left to mankind. No one can force them to become angels and saints. No one can change them without themselves – neither God, nor books, nor prophets. And least of all – fear without love.”
PATH TO SALVATION
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The chief of the secret service – Afranius – listened with bowed head as the legion commander delivered his report on the execution of the criminals. Despite the warnings and ominous predictions of the wise Sanhedrin, there had been no riots, no unrest, no rebellion. The heat had done its part, dispersing the crowd drawn by curiosity for death and the suffering of others, leaving only scattered groups of the condemned’s relatives and accomplices.                            Standing apart from the rest was the assistant to the high priest Caiaphas, who watched the conversation between the legate and Afranius with open disdain.                                          The chief of the secret service raised his head and looked directly into the sun without squinting. Then he said something brief to the legate, turned, and walked toward the observer with a wide smile. Not waiting for Afranius, the observer quickly made his way to the tent erected for shade. 
Afranius paused for a moment near the tent, glanced at the sun once more, and with a hoarse laugh, walked past.                 At that moment, the legate approached the front line of the Sebasteni soldiers. He stepped up to the tallest among them and said:

"Take the spear and end the prisoners’ suffering. This is the order of the Procurator – and mine."

He paused, and then added with a faint smile:

"A great honor for a newcomer. Praise the Procurator."
The legionnaire struck his chest with the fist holding the cohort badge, took the spear, and made his way toward the summit of Mount Calvary – where Dismas, Gestas, and Ha-Notsri hung crucified, tormented, and swarmed by flies.             The eastern sky suddenly darkened. Distant thunder rumbled, heralding the long-awaited rain and the end of the torturous, blistering day.                                                                  The soldier dipped a sponge into a bucket of water, fixed it to the spear, and gave each of the condemned a sip. Then, gently – as if merely touching their chests with the tip of the spear – he ended the lives of Dismas and Gestas. Last was Ha-Notsri.                                                                                         A black cloud rushed across the sky, and a thunderstorm broke loose over the execution site. Rain poured down in sheets.                                                                                             As the legionnaire approached the last cross, he slipped and fell to his knees. Lightning struck again and again, illuminating the hilltop – the crosses, and the soldier kneeling with the spear in hand, his head bowed, whispering over and over:

"Why... why?"

His words were lost in the roar of the thunder – but Yeshua Ha-Notsri heard them. And he, too, whispered softly to the soldier:

"Thank you, Death."

When it was all over, Death, walking with wide, heavy strides, descended from the hill and returned to formation. Tears ran down his face, mingling with the blessed rain that had saved many on that dreadful day.
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On the balcony between the two wings of Herod the Great’s palace, under the starlight and the full moon, the chief of the Procurator’s secret service, Afranius, conversed with a young man clad in a black cloak lined with red. In Afranius’s hand, a silver cup filled with Phoenician wine shimmered in the reflected light. The young man listened respectfully to his companion:
“Death... I asked these same questions once – of Our Father. The answers, let us say, brought me peace. You ask why Jesus did not appear before mankind in royal robes, surrounded by radiant light and the thundering hymns of angels above. The answer is simple: the Son of God came for the many, not for the gilded few. A king, yes, people will obey – but will they believe in him? Hardly. And each new generation would need to be persuaded all over again, more often than not through force – force of spectacle, of miracles, of war. True teaching can take root in the soul only through faith – and faith is always bound to God's central principle: 
the right to choose, freely and sincerely. Which, of course, has never stopped us from later hammering the commandments of the most ‘humane’ and ‘kind’ religion on earth into the skulls of heretics and unbelievers.”
Messire – Afranius took a sip from his cup and continued:

"And the countless legends about Christ’s origin? Absurd. Come now – can the Son of God have a nationality? He was born of the Holy Spirit. The ethnicity of Jesus’ mother is entirely irrelevant to God’s purpose for mankind. Though I can say with confidence: by blood, she was not a Jew. Had she been, the Pharisees would have quietly smothered Christ like a dangerous madman – handled it as a family matter – instead of staging a public execution meant to send a message beyond their own ranks: do not challenge our foundation, do not follow this criminal, and forget him as quickly as possible. But, as always, the opposite will happen: the whole world will follow. And worst of all – the philosopher-beggar will be remembered forever. God sent His Son to multicultural Judea precisely so that all might believe, not only the Jews. It would be laughable to imagine Christ asking a man’s nationality before preaching to him. Nationality was made by men, not by God.                                   Why did the Messiah appear in Judea and not elsewhere? Because Jerusalem – then and now – is the spiritual heart of many peoples on Earth. Because the sons of Judea, more than any others, have shaped the destiny of this world – for better or worse, that is another question. But without them, many revolutions and wars would never have taken place.                 And most importantly – why could we not save Jesus Christ from suffering and death? Because we had no right to interfere with the will of the Son of God – nor, in truth, with 
the will of any mortal. All we could do was try to persuade Him. I did. I spoke with Him many times. But He was unwavering in His reasoning – which, I must admit, I fully understand: no one will ever accept the teachings, much less the moral code, of a condemned criminal.                Intellectually, I agree. But not with my heart. For He is my brother – and the greatest among us all, angels and men alike."

3
Bar-Rabban sat with other members of his gang, surrounded by numerous admirers, in the Fig Tree Tavern. Everyone wanted to see the man who had escaped Death's grasp, have a drink with him, and talk. Bar-Rabban drank without getting drunk and awkwardly repeated, "Well, lucky." People slapped him on the back, shook his hand, congratulated him, and asked him to tell the story again and again – what it felt like to be alive, having deceived Death itself. He monotonously replied, "Well, lucky," and kept drinking. However, the intoxication he sought did not come; only before his eyes, as if he were nearby, stood the young Ha-Notsri, crucified in his place...

When Bar-Rabban heard Pilate's voice granting him life, he almost went mad with joy and triumphantly looked at his defeated comrades, now prey to Death. Dismas and Gestas trembled with hatred and fear. If Bar-Rabban were in their hands, they would have without hesitation subjected him to a torturous death. Only Ha-Notsri rejoiced and smiled brightly at him. It was incomprehensible and somehow more frightening than the curses of his former friends from the gang. And then it became painfully overwhelming, as if his son or brother were dying before his eyes, and he could do 
nothing. As if the most terrible injustice had occurred in his life, in the lives of all people. And Bar-Rabban, the killer who believed in neither God nor the devil, who robbed everyone, including widows and orphans, wept and understood: "There is no salvation for him, no salvation."

The tavern wench with brightly painted lips and fake blush on her sagging cheeks sat on his lap, embraced him with a full hand, and with the other, reached into his pants. The "lucky" man gently seated her back in her place, told everyone, "I'll be back in a moment," and went out into the yard. The rain had stopped, the city was asleep, and only somewhere a hopeless and melancholy stray dog howled. Bar-Rabban, without hesitation, ran toward Bald Mountain. 
He knew he was late, that the execution had taken place, and his fate was sealed. But hope, weak and thin as the light of a lonely star through departing clouds, remained in his heart and urged him on.

When he reached the top of Bald Mountain, the full moon appeared and illuminated with gray light three crosses and the dead on them. Bar-Rabban shuddered, walked on unsteady legs to the cross of Ha-Notsri, and sat on the wet ground. "Forgive, forgive," he whispered and cried again...

When he woke up, it was still dark. Bar-Rabban stood up and felt light and peace in his soul. Fear and hopelessness were gone, only a beautiful dream remained in his memory, where Yeshua promised him salvation and His eternal friendship, both in this world and in the one where the gates of Heaven are always open. "Thank you," he said and walked toward the city, once hated and cruel but now saved and forgiven by Him. The road no longer twisted, and the 
moon, appearing again, illuminated everything around with bright silver light.

On the side, not far from the bazaar, in a pile of garbage, lay a homeless bitch with puppies. She raised her head and howled mournfully, sensing her death and the death of her children. Bar-Rabban stopped and looked at her. The dog stopped howling, stood up, and immediately collapsed back on the garbage. Bar-Rabban, the “Lucky One” and the pardoned murderer, took off his shirt, spread it on the ground, gently placed the dog and her puppies upon it, and, cradling this precious bundle in his arms, continued on his way – the path of faith, salvation, and eternal friendship with the immortal sage and philosopher, the Son of God – Jesus Christ.
GATES OF HEAVEN
1

– In a past life, I sought counsel from you, Death. And your answers were always precise and flawless. Now that you are here with me, I ask you again, Death: what should I do? I love her as one can only love the immortal. In a mere fifty years, she will die. And when I find her again in another life, she will not remember me. I don’t want to lose her.

– My answer, my friend Azazello, is precise – yet it may well be mistaken. Life is this very moment, not the uncertain 
future nor the irretrievable past. Are you happy now? Then that is enough. Do not taint your love with the anxieties and sorrows of tomorrow. Let the future care for itself. Still, another answer exists: either you become mortal, or you make her immortal. The former is possible. The latter –almost impossible. For even Messire can restore youth to a mortal but once. So smile. Fifty more years of love is a lifetime. And when they pass, you may turn to the Creator – you who have never asked Him for anything.
“Thank you, Wizard,” says Azazello, clinking glasses with me. The chime of crystal echoes off the stone walls of the old castle and dances in the blaze of the fireplace. I sip my favorite Armagnac and recall my first visit to Messire’s castle, where I met his retinue – my future friends and comrades. It was there I learned the meaning of life. There I became Death and Wizard, as Azazello called me: “After all, Death is magic.”
2
Magic… I remember how Messire offered me the job of Death, which I was already doing before my latest birth, and about which I remembered nothing:

"I sat in the office of the chief administrator of the madhouse after the night shift, and he, stirring cheap instant coffee with a spoon, asked me:

– So, what about Death, my young friend?
– I accept. – I replied – For in death, there is always the meaning of life. But more than anything – I will become your apprentice, and, I hope, your friend.
– The meaning of life? Let us begin with a simpler question: Where do you live? Are you sure what you see around you is the only reality? That planet Earth is truly humanity’s home? You live within a narrow fragment. I will show you all the faces of being.
Messire rose, drew a golden cigarette case from his pocket – a diamond firework lit up the castle walls and vaulted ceiling. The Prince of Darkness lit a cigar. The aroma of a morning forest filled the air. The light began to dim, the crystal chandelier turned into a shimmering starry sky above our heads, the crackling fireplace into a distant bonfire across a river. An emerald globe pulsed and shimmered like a precious jewel, filling the space with a soft white mist. In complete silence, Messire's deep and gloomy voice echoed: "Suicide." The mist became a huge screen, surrounding us with a panorama, expanding the boundaries of the room into a space without limits. And everywhere, thousands of people hung, opened veins, jumped out of windows, shot themselves, poisoned, threw themselves under the wheels of cars. In the silent nightmare, hanging bodies kicked their legs, showing tongues, heads burst with bloody balloons, rivers of blood flowed from a thousand hands and necks, broken and mangled bodies writhed on the ground. The sound slowly grew – gasps, moans, the crackle of broken bones, a cacophony of death and terrible suffering 
descended upon me. I gripped the arms of the chair, fear and horror took hold of me, only someone's prayer timidly reached me with a thin beam. She knelt on the top platform of the Eiffel Tower – a blue dress, a bow, a slender silhouette against the backdrop of night Paris: "Save my mom, and if my life is needed, take it."

– Messire, I will not change my mind.
– Well, then the first task for Death is to save the girl and her mother. They are important to us.
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– I completed the task. I understand that the life of this child is crucial for the future of Earth. But children are angels, their souls are pure. Why don’t they immediately go to Paradise?
– Because they would soon tire of the owner's apples, and the whole cycle would repeat. First, one must consciously choose – Paradise or the carousel of Hell. The freedom of choice. And I can whisper anything. A person’s right is to choose.

4
“Shall we continue? Wars, disasters, fires, floods, earthquakes, hurricanes, and death. What does it all look like? Whose reality is this? A world where thousands of diseases, hunger, cold, heat, suffering, and pain exist. Everything seems created for destruction, fear, and madness. Where the most perfect mechanism – the human body – is not designed for endless pleasure but for an infinite range of pain. And not only physical pain but also spiritual, 
which is far more important. The most terrible thing here is not death. Most often, it’s that short moment. It’s scarier to survive it and become a cripple. So, what is it? Paradise, purgatory, the material world? No, it’s my Kingdom, my world, my universe. What people call Hell. This is the true reality. The reality of every moment on Earth and in the worlds controlled by me Of course, there is another side: the fragments of Paradise that remained after the Creator's experiment – love, happiness, joy, friendship, pleasure...              
I kept all this in my world. Why? Very simple – pain is much more acute when it’s unexpected, when there is no habit for it. Because if every day, with the same forks and fire, a person – a twisted creature – gets used to it and even starts to enjoy it…                                                                                      It’s written in my book: “Lord, deliver me from wealth and poverty.” In Hell, everyone suffers, from kings to beggars; of course, the measure of suffering is different. Why is it different? Everything is interconnected: how you lived your previous life, so you will answer in the next. And this is not just punishment but another chance to correct yourself and, finally, move on to another world. My prison – the only way to the Light for sinful and weak souls corrupted by vices. In short: “To freedom with a clear conscience.” That is why prison – or, with Biblical grandeur: “The dungeon of weeping and gnashing of teeth” – bearing the bewitching name of Hell, was created for this purpose alone. After all, conscience is the only way, and the meaning of life lies in perfecting the soul and correcting mistakes. I am neither a wicked nor a kind teacher – merely a teacher whose school sets each student the same simple problem every day, though in different forms and from different angles: evil or good. And of course, in my Kingdom, choosing evil is far easier and far 
more comfortable – for how else could I rule, if I had no subjects at all?”
5
“Everything in the world consists of pluses and minuses, good and evil, and there is no intermediate buffer for the impending decisions of the Dreadful Judgment. There is only the world of planet Earth, where sinners serve their time and simmer in the cauldron of suffering and pain, humiliation and fear, diseases and old age. Merciful Death cancels all sins and gives the opportunity to try again in the same Hell, but in a different guise and with a different fate. Life can be conquered, but Death – never.”
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“I warned our Father: ‘Don’t give them anything, let them fend for themselves and use their feeble minds, or they will forge all sorts of crosses from Your Faith and start beating each other with them. Your sons will not spare each other. They might listen out of curiosity, but then they’ll turn on each other.’ After the Inquisition, Crusades, and the division of the Church into cells and diagonals, they finally began to, rarely, quietly, sometimes in groups, sometimes more often than once a year on Easter, follow the laws of God. Well, I thought, have they really seen the light? Oh no.                             I read the draft of “Capital” and saw – there’s potential. I immediately had a conversation with Karl. I said: ‘Good sir, is it all about work and labor? You can’t mold a bullet out of crap, forgive me. The main thing is the idea, anyone can execute it.’ And I tossed him a little thought. I just sketched a brief outline of Paradise. ‘Here,’ – I said, – ‘this is how life should be lived, not earning your daily bread through hard 
labor.’ And my good fellow lit up and whipped up an entire manifesto. He took particular pride in the section where he confessed that his boyhood dream was of a world in which, under the banner of true optimism, women would no longer belong to themselves, but to all men. The rest was the usual fare: brotherhood, equality, freedom for sex and alcoholism. In short, he decided to set his own rules in my domain – rules that, upon closer inspection, turned out to be mine all along. And then the great leader of materialism made a perfectly logical conclusion: ‘If we build Heaven on Earth, we won’t need God.’
So I say to the "eternally living" one: ‘Well then, comrade-sir, did you manage to build your bright future for the entire world to envy? Once you’ve finished your stay in the mausoleum, I’ll turn you back into a ghoul – just like your older brother.’
But he keeps whispering the same thing over and over: ‘Let me go, let me go.’
’Oh no, my dear fellow,’ I reply, ‘suffering is a must. You simply must suffer.’”
“Absolutely! Absolutely! Without a doubt!” – cried Behemoth the Cat, leaping onto the iron-clad chest: “Yes indeed, sir, yes indeed! We were born to turn fairy tales into pain – young eaglets must learn to shoot. And to execute! Comrades! The revoluuution – the one we were warned about so often and so gravely... has come!”
“Chianti!” – he added grandly, raising an invisible glass.
“Oh, my sweet Suliko!” – He suddenly burst into song, and broke into such an agile Caucasian dance – whirling, stomping, arms slicing the air – that the whole room erupted in applause… The Cat bowed low, cleared his throat, and said in a funeral voice: “It is done,” and at the same time 
burst into loud sobbing: “No, I can’t. It’s terrible to imagine: lying in a glass coffin, like a dead carp in a grocery store, and everyone staring at you. Some rejoice, others hate, third call you unpleasant names. You can’t stand up, you can’t fart. You can’t drink Georgian wine with a dear friend, can’t kiss French girls, can’t scribble another book in your shack, can’t shoot royal children, can’t give away a part of your homeland to the enemy for no reason and can’t enjoy proletarian copulation. You feel everything, understand everything – and dangle between rotten worlds like a tadpole in an aquarium. It’s a nightmare. It would be better to be reborn as a worm or a dung beetle. Yes, not just a beetle – even the HIV virus would be more enjoyable.”
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"Death, you open the gates to Hell. Let me tell you an old tale:
A man died and went to Heaven – and his dog, who loved him deeply, followed after him. The man walked down a road until he came upon a set of magnificent gates, made of gold and precious stones. He knocked. An angel appeared and said:
– Welcome.
– What is this place? – the man asked.
– This is Paradise, – the angel replied.
– May I enter with my dog?
– No. Entry with a dog is strictly forbidden.
The man paused. He thought of his dog, who had followed him faithfully – even unto death. Then he made his decision: without his friend, who had given his life out of love, he would not enter Heaven. With a heavy heart, he turned and continued down the road.
Soon, he came upon another set of gates – also beautiful, also shining with gold and gems. He knocked again. Another angel opened the gate.
– May I enter with my dog? – the man asked.
– Of course, – said the angel.
– And what is this place?
– This is Paradise, – the angel told him.
– Strange. – said the man, – Then what was that other place, where they wouldn’t let me in with my dog?
– That was Hell. – the angel said – A place for those who betrayed their friends."
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– Let us speak once more of the meaning of existence. In the Multiverse created by the Creator, there is only Heaven and Hell. These so-called transitional phases, restructurings, subtexts, and ambiguities – they are of the Deceiver, which is to say, supposedly of me. In truth, the world holds only two colors: white and black. Two poles: negative and positive. Two moral laws: good and evil. All else is merely shades, shadows, and reflections – belonging either to one or to the other. To claim that nothing in the world is certain or 
absolute is, above all, convenient for evil – sin now, repent tomorrow; kill or be killed; die today, I’ll join you tomorrow; to each his own.
– We only live once.
– But that is precisely where you’re wrong, young man. From a purely logical standpoint – yes, only once. But the soul is immortal. And how many times one must be born, suffer, and die in the material world – which polite society calls life, and I call my Hell – that is the question? And it is a personal one.

THE ONLY ONE
1

“I grant many the chance to return in better form – in a more perfect physical shell after death and rebirth. Yet instead of gratitude, they curse me: ‘Enemy of mankind, deceiver, father of lies.’ No king tolerates such insults in his own kingdom. In this, I am much like my brother, who was also insulted, humiliated, and crucified – for love. I love mankind, and my love is unwavering. That is why I will always, relentlessly, day after day, test and teach them. For them, it is the only path back to Paradise – and to our Father.” Messire rose, took a book from the shelf, and said:
“Read your new chapter, Master. Everything you write turns to the gold of immortal creation.”

In the amber glow of candles scattered around the room, our company looked mysterious – even fantastical. Behemoth sprawled across the sofa, sipping cognac from the enormous goblet I had gifted him, with all the regal nonchalance of a cat who owned the world.
Azazello and Hella reclined on a tiger skin before the fireplace. Koroviev, as always, carefully polished his pince-nez and squinted out the open window, where in the velvet darkness of night, the silhouette of a blossoming apple tree shimmered beneath the Milky Way. The Master opened the book chosen by Messire, smiled at Margarita, and began to read...
2

– Father, You loved them no less than us. They too are angels, although You deprived them of wings and Heaven. Why is Your love no longer merciful? Why don't You give them a single chance? Among them, there are people with a beautiful soul and faith in You. Even if there are only a few, even if there is one... Can't they all be pardoned?
– The decision is made. And you know that by acting differently, you will lose your wings. It’s your choice.
– Father, the right to choose is Your precious gift. I will use it.

3

– You want to help me against the will of God. Why?

– I did not believe in the justice of His decision – to exterminate all of humanity. He lost faith in mankind. I did not.

– But how can one live in darkness? Without sun, moon, or stars? Without solid ground beneath one’s feet, and not a single living soul around? It is better to die with everyone – the agony is less than living on in loneliness, without hope or a future for all.
– Your life, Noah, is the future of all humankind. Darkness is the path of purification and the birth of a new world. Do not fear the darkness – I am the darkness itself... Loneliness? You will not be alone. The Ark you will build with me will become a refuge for many living beings. And can a journey with a beloved wife truly be called loneliness?     
– But why me?
– Why? Remember, Noah – were you not the only one among all the citizens who fed and gave water to the leprous beggar, muttering about the City of the Sun and a just life for the merciful? And when they came to kill him, you hid him and did not give him away. Weren’t you the only one who called to stop debauchery and licentiousness, worship of the golden calf, and idols of theft? For that, you sat in the pit and were beaten publicly in shameful places amid the laughter of a copulating crowd. Weren’t you the only one who preserved the remnants of the burned library and manually transcribed the holy books that no one else wanted to read? Didn’t you, the only one, keep a pure soul and a noble heart, given by our loving Father I will not remind you of your loyalty to your wife, the resilience of a soldier who did not betray his country, or the industrious scientist who gave the homeland a water mill and water supply. You know it all as well as I do. That is why, my friend, you are the Only One.
4

“When I chose humankind as the object of my love, you were the first in Heaven to accept it and love them all unconditionally and forever. Your love, your hope, were no less than mine. When I decided to send the flood, you were the only one who opposed me, despite all the angels losing faith in human race and my gift to Earth. Only you, amid the darkness and decay, saw the ray of love and salvation for people from themselves. You are the only one who did not give up, did not lose hope, even knowing that there is no hope anymore. And the only one who understood that from loss to acquisition is actually one step. You can return to Paradise. Your wings are with you. And you can stay here, becoming the rightful ruler of the fate of all humanity and the keeper of my love. It's your choice... The choice of trials, light, and darkness. The eternal question.”
ETERNAL QUESTION
· "Woland and his entourage, in strict black suits..."

· "With ties and bowler hats," Behemoth immediately interrupted, pressing his earflap hat onto his head with one paw and, with the other, placing a crumpled tie around his neck, featuring a picture of a naked blonde against a backdrop of green palm trees.

· "Respected Behemoth..."
· "Oh, Master, thank you. Respected. Yes, exactly like that: Respected, Your Excellency, Your Highness, Your Eminence..."

"Shut up," said Azazello, pulling out a huge revolver from behind his back in a demonstrative manner. Behemoth squeaked, "Violence," and instantly disappeared under the table. The Master moved the candlestick closer to himself and continued:

"Woland and his entourage, in strict black suits – except for the restless Behemoth – passed through numerous cordons, 
lines, and checkpoints surrounding the entire city and the main church, where they planned to promote themselves 
before the believing electorate: 'servants' of the people, government members, deputies, oligarchs, representatives of the local elite, and other authorities 'in the law.' Under the previous regime, the city had been designated as restricted and was completely closed off, but now it resembled an impregnable fortress, with the Temple of Seraphim Karkozsky at its heart. Messire decided to 'look around, soak in the atmosphere of the holy place, and generally breathe the fresh air,' so they walked. The frosty morning sparkled with festive sunlight, New Year’s trees, slogans, and bright advertisements proclaiming the radiant reality of capitalism. The city, in preparation for the arrival of the capital's leadership, was meticulously polished, bright, and quiet. Ordinary citizens mostly stayed at home, with only plainclothes agents and military personnel 'performing their tasks, ensuring security and control.' As Woland and his company moved along, responsible young people briskly saluted them and immediately forgot about them. Behemoth, in human guise and dressed in the uniform of the People's 
Commissariat of Happiness and Punishments, responded to them cheerfully in kind – for some reason not by raising his hand to his cap, but by flinging it forward in the manner of a Roman legionary. But when, at another checkpoint, he shouted, 'Hooray, comrades! The front in the mouth!' and sang, 'Boldly, comrades, into the hand...,' Messire frowned and said, 'Invisible.' Behemoth instantly shut up, shrank, and whispered, ‘German soldiers do not surrender.' After that, he behaved decently and quietly all the way to the church.

The temple was filled, as always on a Sunday morning of a holy holiday, mostly with 'very important persons.' The service began. The chanting of the church choir enveloped the space with soft waves and faded into the heights. 
Woland took a deep breath, smiled, and said, 'If the spiritual is sown in them, is it great when the physical is reaped? The eternal question.' His deep and powerful voice echoed off the temple walls and reverberated to the altar. Silence fell, and everyone looked in amazement at Woland, who was slowly walking ahead of his entourage, leaning heavily on a cane. The ray of sunlight, reflected from the ring on his hand, momentarily illuminated the church. Approaching the altar, Messire looked closely at the priest and asked:
· "Allow an old man to sit down, and please pay no attention to me. I won't be here for long."

· "Of course, certainly, please, sit," the priest replied, once again looking puzzled at Woland and continuing the service.                                                                             Koroviev, holding a velvet armchair in front of Messire, squeezed through the crowd.

· "Pardon me, I beg your pardon," – he repeated, fussing as he finally set the armchair beside Messire – “Right 
    here, the high priests themselves used to sit, sipping wine at a thousand dollars a bottle."

· "Heh, a bottle’s nothing," Behemoth chimed in at once, cheerfully tattling – "They’ve got nearly a billion dollars in shares alone – in distilleries and cigarette factories!"
· "Please be quiet, don't disturb the people praying. It's outrageous! Call the police!" – said a woman of impressive stature, dressed in a long sable fur coat.
· "There’s the police-militia, Fröken Bock," said Koroviev, feigning surprise and pointing his finger toward three young men who were menacingly approaching the cheerful group. "Why call them when they’ll come by themselves? Don’t worry, you’ll always manage to deal with them; it’s not the first time. Worst-case scenario, you’ll hide behind your third citizenship."
Woland turned his chair toward the audience with a wave of his hand and sat down.

· "Well, well, it should be interesting. Let them not bother me," he ordered.

· "At your service, Messire," said Behemoth, snapping his fingers. "Eins, zwei, drei, Polizei," and the three law enforcement officers disappeared instantly.

· " Let them rest, open some offshore accounts," said Koroviev – "One of them even told me: ‘Time to launder the cash, or they'll mark me down as a shapeshifter.’"

· " And there are vampires, too," Behemoth sighed heavily.  
· "Ladies and gentlemen!" – Koroviev proclaimed in a theatrical voice – "fear not – everyone will be alive, well, and wealthy. Cross my magical heart, we've got more money than even all your oligarchs put together. In fact, 
their money is... essentially our money. But for a few minutes, no one from this house of religious culture, i.e., the church, will come out."
And immediately the entrance doors opened and closed again with a crash.

· "Open it, children are here," commanded Woland.
· "Yes, yes." – Koroviev lamented guiltily – "Just being cautious, otherwise they’ll start calling the police again."
· "Why do we need cops, you disgraceful clowns? Get out of the church or we’ll break your horns." 
· " Horns?" Woland asked thoughtfully. "Well, that’s all myths and legends. But swearing in public is simply uncivilized."
· " Especially in a church, and especially in the presence of ladies," added Behemoth. "We’re not some sort of pussies, and we’re not about to dance against the authorities – which, as you know, are from God. We’re against violence! Anarchy is the mother of order! Equal rights for straight couples too! As for the horns, dear Mr. Tuz," he continued sweetly, "you can go break them off yourself. Your tart is over at the police station right now, giving an interview to a major. And she's giggling nastily while she does it.”        

· “I’m all for violence," said Azazello and added grimly, "Let’s go, we’ll sort it out."

· "Alright, let’s go, cardboard trickster. And you, parrots, don’t run too far," said Ace.
· "We won’t run away, I swear by the mother," said Behemoth, folding his hands imploringly. "Your mother, Ace. In your next life, you’ll have a parrot as your mother."

· "No killing anyone," Messire said sternly.

Azazello nodded, pushed Ace, who was standing next to him, so that he flew out through the open door, and left the church. The rest of the bandits ran out after them.
· "Yes, bandits. Azazello, my friend, forgive me! I couldn't resist. Bandits will be bandits. Even if many of them wear uniforms. No moral principles of fair fist fighting.”
· “Shoot at once. Why, how, and for what? Well, I had to intervene. Took their pistols away, scolded them a bit. Then Azazello did some educational work on various degrees of vandalism, but without total consequences. After all, they are all former pioneers and komsomol members – even athletes."     
Margarita poured water into a crystal glass and handed it to the Master. He took a sip and continued reading his manuscript:
"At that moment, an arrogant young man approached Woland and said:

· "Nevertheless, I believe it's indecent to provoke such a situation and interrupt the church service."

· "How right you are, Mr. Oligarch," Koroviev replied on behalf of Messire, "precisely to provoke. To betray and provoke. Didn't you betray your partner, whose bones are now being gnawed by earthworms? Didn't you provoke 'Black Tuesday' with your comrades, after which many were ruined and became poor? And wasn't it you, while being in the secret service, where even your bloody colleagues called you a rat, who were involved in murders? Exploding the homes of your own citizens? Financing wars? And you changed religion for some reason. To make it easier to provoke?"     
· "Young man," intervened Woland, "Have you read the Bible?"

· "He read, he read, they're educated," replied Koroviev for the pale oligarch, "a candidate of sciences, and on paper even a Doctor of Science, and his daddy is a professor. He even gave money for building churches, for which His Holiness hung the main order on his jacket amidst applause and refreshments."
· "He built churches? Well, that makes sense. After all, it is written in the Bible: 'Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye build the tombs of the  prophets, and garnish the sepulchres of the righteous, And say, If we had been in the days of our fathers, we would not have been partakers with them in the blood of the prophets. Wherefore ye be witnesses unto yourselves, that ye are the children of them which killed the prophets. Fill ye up then the measure of your fathers. Ye serpents, ye generation of vipers, how can ye escape the damnation of hell?'                                                                                    Not every church built with blood is the house of God, and not every house is a church. Especially one built with stolen money. Sometimes it's more appropriate to pray in the woods – that's definitely more genuine."

· "But they don't pray at all; they don't believe in any Messiah, they just hypocritically pretend. They're just eager to play politics. That's why they turned to Orthodoxy. And they've also had some cosmetic work done for the sake of young actresses and gymnasts. And all the time on TV, they indecently repeat: 'Nanotechnologies, innovations, investments, modernization.'" – Koroviev straightened up, walked woodenly over to the oligarch, and in a sharp falsetto added: "You're a chameleon, sir."
· "Well, so be it," said Woland sternly. "Let him be a chameleon. Meanwhile, enjoy yourselves, feast. You seem to have enough money, a long way from death."
· "Oh, far indeed. They'll die at ninety-two from Basedow's disease in a nursing home under London, where their grateful grandchildren will put them. And where they'll write memoirs about how Slavs are barbarians, second-rate people, in short, beasts. So, what do we do with him now?" 
· "Nothing, his local boss, the one he's aiming for, will    handle it. Let him roll," replied Messire.
· "Yep," said Koroviev, pursing his lips into a tube and lightly blowing towards the astonished oligarch and his company. A powerful gust of wind lifted and rolled them toward the exit. Hands, legs, and faces contorted in horror. The rushing Behemoth, already in his familiar feline guise, opened the church doors wide:
"Make way," and waved his paw after them.

There were hardly any people left in the church – just a few poorly dressed old women and a beautiful young woman with a seven-year-old girl holding her hand. There was an unusual silence. Through the open doors, as if through a magnifying glass, the morning city, the hustle and bustle of cars, and crowds of hurrying people could be seen. But not a sound reached inside, as if the outside world had lost its voice. And suddenly, unexpectedly for everyone, the little girl – with huge, happy eyes, delight, and adoration – rushed to Woland and hugged him around the knees. Her mother said plaintively:
· " Nadia, don't, come here. Please forgive her, for God's sake."
· "Forgive her? For what?" Woland asked, stroking the child's head. "Come here, little one, tell us something, a nice little verse," he said, seating the girl on his knee.
With a happy smile, the girl hugged Messire and laid her head on his chest.
· "She doesn't speak anymore, or rather, she used to," the woman hurried to explain. "My husband was killed before her eyes. You won't harm her, will you?"
· "How shameful of you, Madam, we're not some kind of fascists; children aren't responsible for their fathers," grumbled Behemoth, pulling a large doll in a pink dress from behind his back. "Here, little one, she's yours."
The girl turned to Behemoth, reached out her hands, took the doll, hugged it to herself, and, smiling, tried to say something.

· "I can't hear you, louder, please," said Behemoth, smiling too.

· "Speak," Messire ordered gently.

· "Thank you, kitty," the girl said softly.

· "There you go – 'She doesn’t speak,' eh?" Woland remarked.
The girl hugged Woland again.

· "And thank you too, Santa Claus."

· "Who?!" – exclaimed Messire in amazement – “Santa Claus? Well, why not. But one must be honest, especially with children."
· "Absolutely, especially with children, otherwise they'll grow up and stop believing in Christmas and Santa Claus," as always, Behemoth chimed in.
Woland gave him a stern look and said:
· "I'm not Santa Claus, Nadia, but I promise you that every December thirty-first for the rest of your life, Santa Claus will come to you with gifts. And he'll be the 
    real Santa Claus. After all, we're kind of related with him, and I'm sure he'll grant my request. Is that alright?"

· "Alright, thank you very much," Nadia replied.

· "And now go to your mother."
The girl kissed Messire on the cheek and, holding the doll tightly to herself, approached Behemoth and hugged him with her free hand:

· "Thank you."
· "Just please don't call me Snow Maiden," Behemoth said embarrassedly.
· "Gratitude is an amazing thing," said Woland. "A rarity among people."
· "Like a hundred-dollar bill on a city street, sir. Once, for example, I..."

· "Be silent. Listen to me, Anastasia Nikolaevna," Woland addressed the woman, who was already holding her daughter's hand. "Leave the country. As you have long understood, your husband was killed by order of his partner. If you continue to insist on continuing the investigation, they will kill you too. There is an account in the 'Commonwealth' bank of the Emerald City that you are not aware of. You are the authorized person for the account. It is a small sum – about half a million. The main money – fifty million – you will find in the Eldorado Central Bank. My assistant will provide you with all the details. Koroviev, organize everything. Including the airplanes."

· "Everything is ready, Messire. Here is a splendid passport – visa – free entry wherever you want, tickets, and some money for candies for Nadia."   
· “Well, then, let's be on our way. Are you ready?” 

· "Who are you?" Anastasia Nikolaevna asked in confusion.
· “You know the answer.”         

· “But... Alright, I believe in God, so I must believe in you. But why 'Messire'? And your assistants have the same names as in Bulgakov's work. That's impossible.”
· “It happens, Anastasia Nikolaevna, and names are just sounds. Somewhere in Australia, I would have come up with different names. By the way, Bulgakov wrote much from my words. Believe me, there are truthful writers. For them, the result of 'good, eternal' is important, not the process of self-admiration and the number of fans.  I am also a truthful writer. And right now, a new page has been written not only in your life and your daughter's life but also in the fate of a whole generation on Earth, in the new universe created by God. Thank you for not being afraid and believing in me.”                    

    *   “It is I who should thank you, thank you very much... For my daughter... Do I owe you anything?”
· “I understand... No, you owe nothing, neither in soul nor body. Consider it a selfless gift from the invisible friend of your family.”
Koroviev, Anastasia Nikolaevna, and Nadia left the church.
Snowflakes, like a white curtain, slowly descended behind them. Nadia turned around and waved her hand: "Goodbye!"
Behemoth energetically waved both paws: "Goodbye, beauty, have a safe journey." Hella sent an airy kiss, and Behemoth pulled out a huge handkerchief and wiped his eyes.
· "Sentimentality, you know – I got all soft, like after watching Secret Agent’s Feat. I love old folks, pregnant women, and children."

· "Well, what else do we have?" Woland asked.

· "Pensioners, Messire," Hella suggested.
· "This is not our department, although what kind of department is this – 'social protection'? Just fuss and deceit, they don't love old people and children in this country, and they don't protect anyone. Go, help those who remain."
· "On my way," Behemoth replied and, with an impressive-looking suitcase, slowly walked toward the remaining old women.
Woland stood up and, sharply turning to the priest standing near the altar, asked:
· "You’ve been silent this whole time – you didn’t interrupt, didn’t run away like most do. You didn’t even try to make the sign of the cross over me. Why?"

· "I don’t think the cross would help in this case – otherwise, you wouldn’t have walked into a church in the first place. Still, I trust you haven’t come today with harm in your heart toward faith or the Church."

· "You and I have different approaches to faith, Father Alexander. I am against 'believe, don't ask questions,' I am for logic and common sense. Although morally we are on the same side. After all, the moral law and the starry sky above are the main things in the life of a lonely wanderer who spent ten years in camps for faith and love for God. Who understands that priests with crosses use him as a cover for their sins and as a reverence toward the capricious West. Who didn't run 
   away, didn't leave his flock, didn't betray his faith. Why?"
· "Well, firstly, I am not alone," the priest said with a gentle smile. "This is my wife, daughter, and son, my compatriots. And they all sincerely believe. Believe me, the majority are not like those whom you expelled from the church today. Although they are not denied by the Church and the truth."

· "Truth? They don't care about the truth; before they crushed for faith, now they cross themselves in a civil suit on the entire blue screen: optimism died, long live religion. And it's great, no need to build anything, chase, race, elevate, and electrify. 'The bright future – there, in Paradise, after death. Forward, all together, and we will die fighting for it. Christ suffered and ordered you to. We'll wave the censer and deceive from the other side.' The champion of lies and demagogy – religion. And you, Father Alexander, a wise man, are on their side. Strange and incomprehensible."

· "I apologize for repeating myself, but I am not alone, and I am on the side of my fellow countrymen, sincerely believing not only in Paradise and Hell but, above all, in the main law of God – in love."

· "But how can that be, your flock – thieves and murderers. The authorities are mired in sin and greed, and your sincere compatriots, those who are smarter, leave the country by the thousands, the rest get drunk and quietly die. Soon there will be no one left to love."

· "Remember, Christ communicated with various people, but primarily with sinners. We are all sinners, and as a believing sinner, I try to help people. Regardless of the degree of their sin. I believe in the future of the country, in the future of the Church. And dirty money and greedy 
    authorities cannot tarnish my faith, the faith of the majority of honest people." 
· "May God help you. Otherwise, let me arrange for you to become an archbishop somewhere in Australia, for example. Think about your wife, children. And about your believers, many of them already live there, and they lack someone like you. I know you will refuse, but keep it in mind, God forbid, if things suddenly turn bad. Just call, and I will hear you immediately. I offer no other help. You won't accept, and you have everything – you’re a happy person. Except, don't refuse, and take it for your collection. I know you collect from camps, you even have Marshal Zhukov's cigarette case. Mine, believe me, is no worse." Woland pulled out the cigarette case and handed it to Father Alexander with an encouraging smile. The diamond triangle on the lid of the cigarette case sparkled and filled the entire church with shimmering rainbow light. Father Alexander paused for a moment, smiled in return, and said:
· "With pleasure, I accept. Even Mr. Webster would envy this specimen."

· "What would he envy?" intervened Behemoth, who had returned. "He would sell his soul and his entire famous collection on top of it."
· "Thank you very much," – Father Alexander continued – “In return, I would like to give you a Bible. Believe me, this is without any hints. And choose any cigarette case from my collection in exchange for yours."

· "Any? Even the Marshal's?" asked Messire.

· "Even the Marshal's."

· "Thank you for the Bible. The main thing is that it's a gift from a worthy person. And I don't need the cigarette 
    case. I'm not a collector, and I won't be left without a cigarette case. Well, that's all now. Take care, and don't believe in fairy tales about Satan. It's better to believe in the story of Cinderella, especially since everything written there is pure truth. Everything in the world is harmonious." 

Woland, lightly holding his cane under his arm, walked toward the exit. Hella and Azazello followed him.                 Behemoth was the last. Skipping and crossing himself on the move, he said to the old ladies in church: "These are not devilish coins, here's a cross for you, real, official ones, just out of the bank. They return them with interest from the first loan, as it should be. And I'm not magical cat, just a circus performer. Hop, hop."
THE MEANING OF LIFE
Messire lit a cigar and continued:

"Human birth is neither an accident nor a magical trick.
It is a mathematical inevitability, ordained by the Creator,
a necessary piece of the great puzzle in the tapestry of being.
The most important question my charges ask – first and foremost of themselves – is this: “What is the meaning of life?” And yet the answer is simple and has always been within reach from birth until death: to become worthy of Heaven. The moral laws to achieve this have long been 
known. In my rather long life," – Messire went on –
"I have met many great philosophers, orators, prophets, and seers. But none impressed me more than a young Cinderella,
who, imagining herself at sixty years old, wrote down rules of life for her future children and grandchildren. Wizard, I would gladly add these rules to my own Gospel. Here they are:
1.                                                                                                   The meaning of life is love.

2.                                                                                                             Don’t go searching for the meaning of life – life itself is the meaning.
3.                                                                                                  Life is full of suffering and evil, yet it is still beautiful.

4.                                                                                                              If in doubt, ask your heart.

5.                                                                                                Bury the bad in your past with honor,
so it doesn’t poison your present and future.

6.                                                                                                      Don’t cry alone. Tears cleanse the soul – when a true friend is by your side.

7.                                                                                                   Never compare your troubles to someone else’s.

8.                                                                                                    God will understand you, even if you blame Him for everything.

9.                                                                                                    Time heals all things – but sometimes, you still need a doctor.

10.                                                                                   Failures and mistakes teach you to live. True victory lies in the wisdom of defeats that teach you to win.
11.                                                                                                 Life is too short to waste on pride and envy.
12.                                                                                        Envy is pointless. You have something no one else has – your one-of-a-kind life.
13.                                                                                         Each new day could be your last – make it a celebration.

14.                                                                                                    Be free – do what brings you joy.
But never at the cost of others or your health.
15.                                                                                               Work isn’t Little Red Riding Hood – It won’t come to your rescue when things go wrong.
16.                                                                                                    Give yourself little gifts every day.

17.                                                                                             Wear your best clothes. Talk to the best people.
Read and watch the best. Don’t save anything for a special day – this is the special day.

18.                                                                                       Give gifts to your loved ones and friends every day.
Sometimes, a kind word is worth more than diamonds.

19.                                                                                               When you love, never say “no.”

20.                                                                                                 Don’t give up on sex or sweets. That’s just unwise –
especially when they’re filled with love.

21.                                                                                                     The most important tool in sex is the mind. And if there’s no mind – well, there’s always money.
22.                                                                                                 A happy childhood stays with us – especially in old age.
23.                                                                                                          Better to be an old man alive than a young man dead.

24.                                                                                         Don’t worry about what others think of you – unless they’re your family or true friends.
25.                                                                                               Take nothing too seriously – but there’s no need to wear jingle bells on your head either.

26.                                                                                        Don’t be afraid to be different. You are unique – never forget it.
27.                                                                                                     Believe in miracles. The greatest miracle is you, and your life.

28.                                                                                             Give way – unless it threatens your life, your health,
or the life and health of those you love.

29.                                                                                              Learn to stay silent. Sometimes, silence is wiser than the smartest words.

30.                                                                                          Don’t argue. Win – and they’ll call you a bastard.
Lose – and you’re a fool. Learn to say “yes” and “no.”

31.                                                                                             Hatred and resentment are poison – they harm you, not your enemies. Revenge is the Ice Queen, not a mad rabbit.
32.                                                                                       Forgive everything – except betrayal. For only friends can betray you. Don’t spare your enemies – don’t indulge them.

33.                                                                                                Let go of things you don’t need.
34.                                                                                           Let go of people who only criticize, scold, and belittle you. They sincerely wish you harm.

35.                                                                                          Death is not evil when it comes in old age.
36.                                                                                                 God loves you because He gave you life – not because you go to church.

37.                                                                                                      God loves your children just as deeply as you do.
38.                                                                                                       Life is a gift from God and your parents. Don’t demand shiny wrapping and a bow on your shirt.

39.                                                                                          Always choose life. Or a new life, if death proves stronger.

40.                                                                                             The best is still ahead – even beyond death.

CINDERELLA
1
In her eyes, clouds of sadness and sorrow sway like the autumn sky. She knows everything, and time has become something entirely different – a mechanical, indifferent monster, a soulless guillotine descending slowly and swiftly, bringing the pain and loss of everything: feelings, life, 
unfulfilled desires of motherhood, love, and family. Sometimes, for a brief moment, a plea and astonishment flash in her gaze: "Why?" No one knows the answer, and she doesn't speak of herself to anyone – the courage of a fragile girl facing a terrible illness and uncertainty. Every time, kneeling before the altar, she lights a candle and kisses the cross. She thinks and asks only for one thing: "Lord, help me die easily."
2
When, as always, Elena quietly slips away, I follow her. A fine rain envelops me and the slender figure of the girl ahead in a gray net. Suddenly, she turns around and smiles at something above. I see her smile for the first time: a moment of real life, peace, and fearlessness.
"Women should always smile; only then will men understand the beauty of the world," – I say – "The Mona Lisa's smile is nothing compared to the endless array of smiles of any woman on Earth. What were you thinking just now?"
"About life," she replies simply and seriously.
"And death," – I think, but say something else aloud: "That's the hardest part to think about life, to live, and to be alive. And to know that life never ends. I've arrived now, and thanks for the company. I'm not pestering you; I just often see you in church, and I had a strange feeling that you speak English perfectly. If so, could you give me lessons for a very good pay?"
Elena looks at me strangely – brave and timid heart in the desert of illness and loneliness. Her soft, young voice sounds against the hoarse noise of the city:
"I could probably teach you English, but not for long."
"I'm clever and quick-witted. I grasp everything on the fly, even when it seems like there's little time left."
Elena looks at me strangely again. I smile respectfully and leave. The rain has stopped, the sun appears from behind the heavy cloud, and, reflected in the wet concrete and glass, it delineates shadows and semi-shadows throughout the evening city. I walk toward the sunbeams, leaving nothing behind – no memories, no regrets, no shadows – a tough two-meter little warrior fulfilling his duty to save a rare butterfly in an indifferent world. 
3
At the appointed time, I knock on the door of her apartment – the "economical" version of promised capitalist happiness: nine square meters with one window. She opens immediately and says to me from the threshold:
"I am a prostitute; it's my job."
"Believe me; my job is much scarier than yours. Besides, I don't need English or your body. You are very important and needed, but in a different way, and, of course, healthy. And without this humiliating work you do because of the tumor: you can't focus on translations and can't work on schedule –frequent headaches and dizziness. If you want, I'll give you health completely free. Well, not me, but my Teacher."
"Do we need to go somewhere?" she says, doomed.
"No, if you don't mind, we'll come to you as guests."
4

Our whole company is visiting Cinderella – that's Elena's working name. We are all standing; there's almost no space. 
"Seven people in a cramped room is extreme. Let's enlarge the living area a bit," said Messire. "Behemoth, take care of it."
"At this moment, at this moment. 'Seven people in a scoundrel's cupboard, yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum. Drink, and the devil will take you to the end, yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum,'" muttered the Cat in a hoarse voice, adapting the pirate song in his usual manner, and disappeared into thin air. The iron concrete cell with one window instantly transformed into a magnificent castle, from the open windows of which came the soft noise of the sea tide.
"Much better," – approved Woland, sitting in a huge antique armchair by the fireplace – "Cinderella, allow me to call you that, please don't worry. All of this is real and belongs to you. My name is Messire; I oversee Hell and its contents. And now that I see you're completely calm and starting to understand a lot, may I ask you to bring your wine and anything else you deem necessary from the dining room? Hella, help."
When Elena and Hella left, Messire turned to me:
"Well done. Yes, she's a rare specimen. Introduce her to Margarita; let Cinderella cleanse her soul. Besides, there's an occasion: the Great Ball in my name and the fairies, of 
course. Azazello, take care of the builder of this... capitalist misunderstanding. As I recall, you have experience in such matters. Death, keep him company. I'm sure capitalist evolution will lose to hellish evil."
EVOLUTION AND EVIL
1
Azazello and I arrived in my old, unremarkable Ford at the mirrored pyramid of the Edelweiss Corporation, which rose proudly above the other buildings of the city. Having discussed our strategy for persuading Mr. Hoffmann – the chairman and chief ideologue of the micro-apartment movement – we had already sent him in advance to the central scene of the Brothers Grimm’s tale “The Poor Boy in His Grave.” When we entered the chairman’s office –unhurried and invisible – we found a massive dog lying on the carpet, peacefully asleep. Azazello pulled a chair up beside the wolfhound and began stroking it behind the ear. The dog opened its jaws blissfully, and then continued to snooze. "A fighting dog, trained to kill. This is not good. It needs correction."

· "Perhaps it's time," I said. Just then, our client materialized in all his glory at the cluttered table, with wild eyes, a mouth agape in horror, and pants that were far from dry.

· "Help! Where am I?!"
· "No longer in the grave. Calm down. Here, have some whiskey. We won’t try to reform you; it's pointless. Considering how much you despise and disown this country, despite your ancestors being born here – and you yourself – Immediately after our conversation, you’ll fly back to your historical homeland, Germany, where you already hold citizenship. From there, you’ll transfer the money to all those who bought your 'mini-lockers.' You have two days. If you decide that the angels of Hell aren’t strong enough, you’ll immediately find yourself back in that hated fairy tale – in a coffin measuring two square meters. Understood?"

· "Yes," the scoundrel replied, his voice trembling as he began drinking straight from the bottle.

· “What’s interesting is that he even tried to justify his robbery and mockery with some kind of moral foundation," – I say – "Claimed he was avenging the defeat of the 'Great Reich' by punishing the victors. But the real reason, as always, is money and power. And not a trace of shame in robbing the poor! He’d have done better to rob banks in a mask, riding a black horse – at least then he wouldn’t have disgraced his ancestors and his great-great-grandfather, a brilliant writer and storyteller. No doubt he’s outraged up there in Paradise – not that you’ll ever set foot in it. And trust me, we’ve told him the whole story.”

· “I’ll build a church. I promise. Will God forgive me?" the 'superhuman' asked plaintively.
· "God may forgive, but Death never will."
2
· " Father Alexander, thank you for accepting my invitation and visiting this humble abode. Though, to be fair, it is not mine – it belongs to our gracious hostess, Cinderella. For the sake of comfort, I slightly expanded her micro-apartment, and now there’s ample space here. I believe the scoundrels who build and approve the construction of such human hives should be punished with their own greed. I’ll start with two square meters and then reduce their space further – creatively and mercilessly. One request, if I may: after our conversation and tea, please hear Elena’s confession and grant her absolution. She’s too shy to do it in church – because of her work, her modesty, and her fear."
· "It is my duty. I think we’ll find a secluded place for confession here."

· "Won’t her... ancient profession bother you?"

· "I am a great sinner myself and certainly have no right to cast the first stone. I sincerely sympathize with her, as does our God and Teacher, Jesus Christ."

· "Excellent. Then let’s sit at the table. All of this was prepared by Cinderella and my assistant Hella, whom you know. Before the meal, may I ask you a question that my interlocutors often ask me?"

· "Of course, ask away."
· "How did the world come to be – consciously or unconsciously? You and I know the answer, but I am curious about your arguments."
· “So, did the world evolve or was it created by the Creator? Let me speak plainly. Church treatises are 

    good for specialists who thoroughly study the Word. I am a simple man and speak simply, as does my flock. Evolution is an interesting thing. How tempting it is to imagine leaving a bicycle for several million years and ending up with a spaceship – or at least a steam locomotive – as a result. But somehow, it’s hard to believe in that. However, some people believe that all living creatures on Earth, including monkeys and people, who are billions of times more complex than all ships and machines, appeared by chance from an unintelligent cell. For millions of years, only one thing will happen: the bicycle will turn into rusty molecules – into dead and meaningless particles of the surrounding world. Life does not arise simply because a few protein granules come together. There are plenty of protein granules in a meat processing plant, but it’s still dead matter. Believers believe in the creation of the world, while atheists believe in monkeys and evolution, claiming that matter has always existed, and therefore there was no Creator. But from a scientific point of view, evidence is required – and there is none. There isn’t a single logical argument against the existence of God, just as there is no scientific proof of the eternity of matter. On the contrary, the opposite has been proven – stars and galaxies disappear, the Universe is expanding to the point of absurdity, and 'eternal' matter is finite and prone to chaos. If it were always and everywhere, it would have cooled long ago; like a believer in the second law of thermodynamics cools down in his grave, which scientifically proves the self-destruction and tendency to chaos of any matter. Everything in the material world has a beginning and an end. But cunning atheists have come up with a new 
    theory: the Universe had a beginning and appeared as a result of an explosion of gases. The only thing that remains unclear is where these explosive substances came from and who detonated them at the right time, so precisely that signals of exact timing are checked against the stars. And we are supposed to believe that a destructive explosion somehow resulted in world harmony. It’s like believing that a landmine – not a mother – gave birth to a child."
· " Messire, allow me. It'll only take a moment – right here."   

Behemoth skillfully tucked a poker, a kettle, a toaster, bronze cutlery, and a clock with a cuckoo from an old bucket labeled "Fire Department," sighed with relief, and pulled out a rusty cannonball with a burning fuse from the bookcase. Slowly, on outstretched paws, he placed it in the bucket, which immediately, with a smacking sound, swallowed the projectile.
· "No foolishness," Woland demanded.

· "As you wish. I respect the fire safety rules and the chemical weapons treaty," the Cat replied briskly and sat on the bucket. There was a muffled explosion, and thick smoke billowed out. The trickster Behemoth gave a little hop and promptly dropped to all fours, plunging both paws into the bucket. "Here they are, dear ones."
Beaming with joy, Behemoth pulled from the bucket a pair of golden watches, sparkling with a diamond-like fire. "The best gift from a young, handsome cat-businessman who has learned the value of time and evolution. Buy watches only from us – dealers, killers, and thrillers. Money is time, time is a commodity, and 
    commodity is the market economy of speculators and usurers. Every home will definitely have kerosene, a bicycle, and a radio. We’ll wash our boots in the enemy’s sea."

· "Don’t you want one?" Woland asked the smiling Father Alexander.
· "No, I’m not a patriarch. Though the position doesn’t matter here. My flock won’t understand me. I thought you would ask me how I feel about you and your friends. The question of the creation of the world is not the most important one today."
· "You’re right. I’m more interested in what you think of me and my friends. After all, in the books, I’m portrayed as cunning evil."

· "Very simple: all angels are God’s children, created for good and love, not for power and evil. Each one fulfills its function. Your function is to punish evil. Doing evil, however, is the privilege of humans."
POWER AND LOVE
1
“I asked Yeshua – why he doesn't write a book to preserve the treasure of his thoughts and ideas. And he answered me briefly: ‘My book is in people's hearts. They will write it.’"
· "They will write, Messire, but in a way that benefits and serves them," I said.

· "Of course, Death. And much will be distorted. Because otherwise, they cannot live with a sense of inferiority, a guilty conscience, and a fear of punishment. After all, everyone living in our Hell will be punished. Many will return to us again – into a world of trials and sorrows. And only some, having received heavenly forgiveness at the Last Judgment, will enter Paradise.
But I knew that those in power, who would publish the manuscripts, would distort what was written. Because for them, religion is just another tool to turn ordinary people into obedient slaves.                                             Many times in the distant past, I spoke these words – to emperors, to soldiers, and to common folk alike:

‘Let every soul be subject unto the Higher Heavenly powers. The earthly powers that be are established by people. Therefore, whoever resists the Higher power resists the ordinance of God. And anyone who resists the authority of the rulers resists the servants – for the rulers are the servants of the people – especially when those servants are lazy, wasteful, and plunder the very people who appointed them to safeguard the land. God’s power is a terror not to good works, but to evil. It is just, both for the lowly and for those who rule over them. Do you wish to be unafraid of the Higher power? Then do good, and you shall receive praise from it. But if you do evil, be afraid, for I bear the sword not in vain: I am the angel of God, an avenger to execute wrath upon the one who does evil. Therefore, sin not – not only out of fear of punishment, but for the sake of conscience.’ 
In time, however, the rulers agreed among themselves and issued books in which the souls of God were commanded to obey them alone – to submit without questioning the evil they committed, and to believe in a false and treacherous teaching: ‘Our authority comes from God.’ I do not argue with them. I only punish ruthlessly and harshly because they have encroached upon my and God's authority. And in Hell, I establish order myself – not by thugs in golden clothes, ties, and epaulets. Earthly power changes, but Hell remains the same.”
2

“No one in human history has ever relinquished power willingly – except for a few crowned romantics who gave up their thrones for the sake of a great and everlasting love for a simple girl. Eternity is just time... And, of course, eternity is also love. Though there is another point of view: "Love always dies. Money never does."   

3

“Jesus was right – books are easy to rewrite, but love cannot be corrupted. Although recent attempts have surprised with their scale and absurdity: 72 genders, transgender people, gay parades, and gay marriages 'blessed' by female priests, operations on children for gender reassignment, zoophilia, and other 'norms' under the banner of 'love.' Yet throughout human history, such things have come and gone, and true faith and love remain untouched. Evil lives only in humans, not in angels, who are all under God and serve good. And punishment for evil is the mercy of good and God's correction for lost souls. And I am the main punisher of sinners, an angel, and a servant of God.”

4

“The formula of love? Love for sale? First, I will answer the second question: girls who work on the front lines of physical pleasure do not sell love, only sex. So, Cinderella, I disagree with your opinion about yourself and your colleagues," – Koroviev said, looking closely at Elena: "As Jesus Christ proclaimed: 'Blessed are those who provide sustenance for themselves and their loved ones with any honest work, not with deceit and violence.' But she who sells her body and marriage under the guise of love is a hypocrite and a fraud – that is, a prostitute. I will never call you that. And don't call yourself that. And if you want to use a label, why not call yourself a geisha? In this regard, the Japanese are wiser and fairer. I grew up among sex workers. When they killed my parents, my aunt – my mother’s sister – managed to take me in and told everyone that I was her son. Childhood among them was the best time I had on Earth. These girls, often humiliated and insulted, showed me examples of great resilience, forgiveness, and kindness that I never saw in the 'honest and decent' frauds. My opinion is that, thanks to geishas, there is less violence and crime on the streets. In addition, they, like psychologists, soothe the broken hearts of inexperienced and naive young men, as well as all the men deceived by evil prostitutes.”
"Yes, yes, Fagot, you're absolutely right," chimed in the Cat, who had appeared from nowhere. "If it weren’t for Hella, I’d still be a naïve luggage-molester down in Odessa. Don’t pull the ears, don’t pull the ears!" Behemoth screamed and darted behind my back, hiding from Hella’s hand, which had somehow grown impossibly long.

FORMULA OF LOVE
Hella sat down in the chair and continued: “Of course, the best Viagra for a woman is gold and diamonds. But never demand them or manipulate a man with sex under the slogan, "Buy, and I’ll give." A few times it might work, but eventually, he’ll find someone else who will be adorned with jewels like a Christmas tree – just because he bought them, knowing that she loves him, not the everlasting money.
Don’t think you have to be in bed like an ad for French cosmetics or a Hollywood star. That only means one thing: you don’t care who’s beside you. Forget about plastering on makeup – just take a shower. The most desired woman is the one with a sparkle in her eyes, a blissful smile, and tousled hair.
The number of erogenous zones in men exceeds the number of undisputed rules of emancipation and female superiority. If you think their only zone is in their penis, soon your constant and classic pose will kill his passion. He’ll find someone who understands that the beloved’s entire body is an instrument for caress and desire.
Don’t chatter. The bed is not a place for discussions, arguments, gossip, or complaints about silly girlfriends and their outfits. Making love is all-consuming altruism, where the most important thing in life is the beloved – his body, his scent, his delightful sex, and only words of love.
Don’t play Joan of Arc every time, as if false modesty, stubborn resistance, and theatrical caprice – crossed legs and armor-grade lingerie – could raise your worth. Nonsense. It will only cool him off, and he’ll find someone who doesn’t see her body or his as debauchery and sin. Don’t be shy or overplay it. After all, you and he are one entity, one soul, and one body. Don't deny a man your kisses everywhere, as 
your body belongs to him alone. If he's not squeamish about you, then don't be squeamish about him either. Oral pleasure is not only about physical satisfaction, but also a symbol of the exclusivity of your love. Respect your love. The bed should be a celebration, so wear your best dress and lingerie. Don’t be afraid to experiment in bed. The Kama Sutra is your body, your love, where different poses and unusual places for lovemaking make you unique and desired at all times. Remember – you are always mysterious and enigmatic. Never tell your man about your past sexual experiences with others. After all, he is your one and only, and no one else compares to him. If you want to push a man away or diminish his desire, lie still with closed eyes and do nothing. But if you love him and don’t want to lose him, read what I’ve written again, as someone who has found true love many times.

"I completely agree," said Messire, smiling at Hella. He raised his glass, stood up, and said, "To beautiful ladies." We all stood up, Messire clinked glasses with each of us, and continued:

"The formula of love is brilliantly simple – it's friendship plus sex. Sex without friendship is just intercourse. Friendship without sex is just friendship. Without sex and friendship, there is no love. It’s the union of two souls and bodies into one whole. When sex, among other things, is simply holding the hand of the one you love. When even mutual silence is as fulfilling as conversation. When the morning starts with a smile from your beloved... And yet, unfortunately, there is another viewpoint: “Love may fade, but money stays evergreen."
DIAMONDS FOREVER
"Tears of women are diamonds. God counts them."
Messire
"Can't buy me love."
The Beatles
“Does love always fade away? I disagree. True love is eternal. I have loved Hella unrequitedly for over two thousand years now. Just a little more, and it will be eternity.” – Behemoth the Cat took a warped vinyl record from the fireplace shelf, wiped it with his paw, and placed it on the rusty antique gramophone. There was a creak from the time-worn and worn-out record player, through which the sound of music barely came. And then, suddenly, the scraping and noise disappeared, and the music sounded pure and magical, as if a live orchestra had surrounded us with the divine harmony of existence. Behemoth smiled smugly:

“German engineering, my friends, is no joke – this isn’t your granny stitching bast shoes. And now, without further ado, our dear friend and colleague – Wizard, before departing on his perilous mission to Africa, land of danger and dark-skinned beauties, will read us his latest masterpiece about love. Ah, oh, I can’t – I’m weeping, it’s so 
beautiful! Let’s give him a hand, comrades, a big round of applause!”
I stood up. Emerald flashes of fire from the fireplace illuminated the walls of the ancient castle, and moonlight streamed through the stained glass of the huge windows. All my friends – Hella, Cinderella, Koroviev, Azazello, Behemoth, the Master and Margarita – were with me. Messire covered his legs with a tiger skin, smiled at me, and raised a ruby goblet of wine. I said:
“Thank you, my friends, for gathering to see me off. Though I’m setting out on a long journey, my heart remains with you. This verse is dedicated to our Cinderella – Elena. I hope you will cherish and love her as much as I do:
‘Upon the stage, where dreams like paper gleam,

I walk through life in sorrow’s soft disguise.

Elena guards me from the fire’s dream,

A light of grace beneath cold, watching skies.

The Snowy Frost pours slow betrayal’s wine;

With crystal hand, she tempts the heart to break.

Yet still I trust that angel’s voice divine,

Though mirrors crack and silent echoes wake.

In fleeting steps, like Botticelli’s grace,

I search for spring beyond the mask of snow.

Though Time still rides its cursed, endless race,

I feel the thaw within her spirit’s glow.

The play concludes, the final lines are cast,

Yet love – Elena – shall forever last.’” 
“Well done,” – said Messire, – “a good verse, but personally, I like this one better:

‘With lilacs' scent, 'neath willow's gentle sway, 
The dancing stars glide swift through spring’s embrace.  
We part too soon from those we love each day,   
And age, not dreams, we reap in life's cold trace...’

I remember, about two hundred years ago, I met a girl from the so-called "upper" society, of extraordinary beauty. Probably one of my angels was very close friends with her mother.”
Behemoth jumped up and shouted: "Here’s a cross for you, Messire! It wasn’t me. I swear on my Pioneer’s honor – or Boy Scout’s, if you prefer! After all, I’m a one-woman Cat!" Then he bowed with a flourish, pretending to hold an invisible sword, and blew an airy kiss to Hella. Messire gave Behemoth a heavy look, and the Cat promptly ducked 
behind the armchair. The Prince of Darkness took a sip from his cup and continued:

"Specially for her, I became a young handsome man – an artist, and, after a short time, received an order to paint a portrait of the beautiful countess. For a week, I entertained her with intelligent conversations and worked leisurely. The portrait, of course, pleased her very much, and she said that my work was worth much more than the agreed-upon money. 'What do you desire?' – the countess asked me. 'You've paid me enough,' I replied, 'the only thing I dare not ask for, but dare to dream of, is your kiss.' She laughed and replied:

– My kiss is very expensive.
– How much?
– One kiss – one diamond.

I silently handed her a diamond – small, but of amazing clarity and blue color. She looked at me in amazement and asked:

– Stolen? Or has a distinguished person become an artist out of boredom? Or love? Anyway, what does it matter?
The countess got up impulsively, approached me, and kissed me. After that, not even I could stop her, which, of course, I had no intention of doing. Early in the morning, as I bid her farewell, she said to me:

– I counted a hundred kisses, no – two hundred. You owe me.
– I offer my love and friendship instead of diamonds, – I replied.

– Diamonds are a girl's best friend, – she laughed.
– Is a stone used by thieves and glassmakers for professional purposes worth more than love? Can true love be bought?
– Mine can, – the beauty laughed again and kissed me, – two hundred plus one.

The next day I brought her diamonds and once again offered my friendship. She refused. This went on for many years, and finally, when the countess grew old, and I did not, she understood who I was and began to beg me for friendship. In her grave, strewn with diamonds, despite her deep old age, she looked cute and... a little funny. The mistakes of youth are funny for old age...                                                             Women's tears are diamonds. God counts them. I don't.”
2
“A diamond is perfection itself, the perfect reflection of the world, in each facet of which are contained universes of sparkling rainbows, transparent oceans, magical incantations, mysterious stars, and cosmic journeys. It's an infinite drop of time. It's romance, friendship, and love. Diamonds will never betray, deceive, or break hearts. For every girl, they are a refuge from sorrows, sadness, and hardships, when diamond dreams envelop grief and misfortune with a shimmering mist, carrying away from the loneliness of soulless light into the world of the wizard, fairies, and magic. Where the betrothed is a faithful knight, youth is an eternal friend, love is forever, and old age exists only in books. Diamonds are a charge of cheerfulness, peace, and a bright future, the best companion and shepherd of tender hearts, a pure beam in the realm of darkness and vice, where everything is bought – tears, 
obedience, a maiden's smile, and body. Except for the freedom to dream. When, looking into the magical crystal of extraordinary beauty, you see that it is true love, that it is life for you, and that it alone protects you from reality and lies. Diamonds are the best world, a world of fantasies, fulfilled desires, and limitless possibilities. The world of magical dreams.”
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“The best world, the world of dreams... It's either Heaven or a madhouse," I said and placed a bouquet of scarlet roses on the grave of Messire's beloved.
DEATH AND CHRISTMAS

"Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire..."  

Gospel of Luke, 3:9
1  

I know that a better world does not await me because I work in Hades, where most people have a dream – even I, the immortal angel of Death: not to lose the soul.
2  

“The Snowy Frost pours slow betrayal’s wine;

With crystal hand, she tempts the heart to break..."  
It was as if, with the click of a machine gun, the poet, the lover of literary evenings, the ladies' man, and the Wizard disappeared. In his place stood a professional – a commander of a multinational mercenary detachment – with the name given to me many years ago: Death.

3  

Before me stand two newcomers – one, a “doll” from the locals; the other, a “blood-feuder” from Zurbagan. Both are candidates for my squad. I speak first in French, then in English:  
"You have no family, no friends. You've lost everything. At some point, you wanted to die, which means you’ve lost courage and bravery – the qualities that define a winner and a master of one's destiny."  

"What is the most important thing in our work?" I ask the "doll."  
"To be a winner," he replies, dutifully staring me in the eyes. Blue eyes and dark skin are common in this part of French Africa, where the white and black races have mixed and continue to do so. The volunteer, nearly my height, stands frozen, awaiting my response. After a meaningful pause, I say:  
"The most important thing is to be alive and healthy. Dead men are not winners. But this is probably more for the  ‘blood-feuder.' By status, 'dolls' aren’t meant to survive."  
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“I want to have your child,” she says, clutching a plush teddy bear – the standard Christmas gift from the Red Cross.

“How old are you?” I ask, removing my protective goggles.
The setting sun wraps her fragile figure in a soft haze. Her large blue eyes, still bearing that distinctive Afro-Saxon blend, look at me with quiet seriousness.

“Eighteen,” she replies.
“So that means fifteen,” I say. “Let’s make a deal – exactly three years from now, same time, same place, I’ll be waiting for you.”

And with that, I walk on toward the house of the Great Chief – the one with a name made up of sixteen consonants. All the local girls share a grand dream: to love and bear a child by a white man. The order and number of those desires, of course, don’t matter in the slightest. 
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They’re not only outnumbered – they’re also encircled by a minefield, inside which my squad lies in wait. The narrow path out of that ring is known only to the sapper and the sergeant – both compatriots of mine from Melbourne. I’m in no hurry: my motto, Survive, was more precisely defined by Sergeant Mars – “Make it home in one piece.”  

I never take risks without cause and never send my people into an attack or to face an embrasure under any circumstance. I simply do not let the situation reach the point of any. For this, I use various methods, including volunteers from the locals – disposable "dolls" who go ahead of the squad. Usually, I go with them, but not today.  

In the center of our trap, I send two "dolls" with the mission of eliminating anyone who survives an attempt to escape through the minefield.
Mars pulls a small notebook from his pocket and reads aloud a poem I edited, dedicated to his daughter:  
“Magic night is near,                                                                   Christmas on its way.                                                                           Fast asleep, my dear,                                                                   Sorrows fade away.

Sleep, my baby, sweetly,                                                                      Stars above that gleam,                                                                 Tales will come so neatly,                                                                         Like a gentle dream.

Sleeping in a fable,                                                                       Nights and days so brief.                                                            Gnome has built a cradle –                                                                                Soft beyond belief.  

Brownie worked with pleasure,                                                         Wove a flowered charm.                                                                  Santa hid your treasure,                                                                     Till the morning’s calm.

Fairies dance around,                                                               Music fills the lands;                                                                                      Let your dreams resound –                                                                   Christmas never ends.”

"Great," he says.  

I give a thumbs-up, stand, and follow the volunteers who have disappeared into the moonlit night.  
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At the end of the operation, one "doll" is dead, along with five teenagers from a "revolutionary" gang conducting their own revolution under the flags of drug trafficking and human trafficking. A rookie, standing at two meters tall, holds a Kalashnikov aimed at me and says grimly, "I won’t let you kill her, I won’t let you."  

Beside him stands my blue-eyed acquaintance, the one dreaming of a child and love. The teddy bear is gone, replaced by a sniper rifle resting near her feet. As I understand it, she’s the one who killed another soldier. By this time, my whole team has approached us and surrounded the enraged "doll."

"Why?" I ask.  
"She’s my sister," he answers quietly.  
"You surely remember what I’m called. This name was given to me because I never take prisoners."  

"She’s my sister," the volunteer repeats.  

"Alright. The choice is simple – her or both of you."  

"I have no one else besides her. They killed all our people – my parents, my brothers. They took her by force, put her on drugs. I’ll get her out. Death let us go."  
"So, both of you..." 
The rookie drops his machine gun and shields the girl.  
"So, both of you," I say again, "both of you remain in the squad. And from now on, you’re not a volunteer but a full-fledged member of my team. And if I see you throw your weapon away again, I’ll punish you severely. Sergeant, bring Private Christmas forward to take the oath."   

“Death will tell fairy tales – it’s magic. Open your little eyes, Christmas is near..." I hum softly as I walk toward the dead teenagers. I need to interrogate them thoroughly. And I’m the only one who can do this work.
Behind me, a clear voice of a young girl rings out:
"Thank you, Death."

STRAWBERRY JAM
1

I come up behind Red Riding Hood and whisper, “Seen Death around?” Red Riding Hood is all rapture and adoration: on the stage of a bar for Legion soldiers and officers, the 
crowd’s darling, Gerda, is singing a sentimental French ballad about eternal love. Michaël – our Red Riding Hood –doesn’t turn around but replies in a whisper, “There is no Death. There’s Strawberry Jam,” and lets out a languid sigh.I tap a bony shoulder with my finger, and at last We deign to notice me: Michaël’s eyes go wide with horror as he tries to slip away.                                                                              
“Attention!” I bark into his ear. Michaël’s on duty tonight, and this is definitely not where he’s supposed to be. “At ease. You’ve convinced me – Death doesn’t exist. Tonight, I’m Justice. You’re free until six in the morning. For being late –ten extra duties. Happy birthday, soldier.”

“Thank you, Death. Oh, pardon – yes, sir, Commander.”

The nickname “Red Riding Hood” stuck to Michaël on day one, when he showed up at the Paris intake center dressed in orthodox rags – fresh from killing his rabbi, who had raped his underage sister. Happy Michael pours me a full glass of rum and clinks glasses with me. Today, he has a 100% chance of spending the night with Gerda – Strawberry Jam – who never lets birthday celebrants down on such days. I buy a bottle of champagne and a bottle of cognac and approach the table where our guests from Balbec are seated – a journalist from one of the numerous European “Truths” and her translator, whose services we didn’t need:                                I communicate with them in Romanian.
The girl, with a Barbie face and the height of a basketball player, flirts with me professionally – Innocently batting her eyelashes, not asking silly questions, and admiringly jotting down anything I think to tell her. Audio and video equipment are prohibited, so she uses a notebook and a slim golden 
pen, both of which secretly contain audio and video recording devices. Gerda starts singing a playful song about little silly girls walking into the dark forest.                                      “How kind are all people and animals,” she sings, blowing an airy kiss to everyone. I pour Verona some champagne and serve the translator and myself twenty-year-old cognac.
“To the beautiful ladies!” I say, clinking glasses with the “Securitate” officers. Their main task is not interviews and articles in the newspaper but the search for the son of a Kurdish separatist commander killed last year. The only fault of the boy, who first picked up firearms only with us, is that he may know something about his father’s associates and affairs and could be profitably exchanged. Of course, after that, he won’t live. No one will help the intelligence service agents, but I will definitely help them have a good time, including with the legends and fables of our invincible Legion.

I invite Verona to dance. Mysteriously smiling, she walks with me to the center of the illuminated circle, placing one hand on my shoulder, the other allowing me to press it to my heart, as she looks trustingly into my eyes. We are a perfect pair. In heels, she stands nearly six foot five, yet beside me she seems like a delicate butterfly nestled against the chest of a towering cliff. The music mesmerizes us, enveloping us in a fairy cocoon of illusions and love. Space and time vanish – there is no one, only us, the night, and the hypnotic turquoise eyes. I shake off the trance and say to Verona:
“Notice that tall guy over there. His name is Eric, nickname Gnome. He’s from Norway. He ran to us from an unhappy love and immediately fell in love again – with the princess of our tavern, Gerda – Strawberry Jam. The young soldier – a virgin – when asked about the impressions of the night spent 
with Gerda, said, ‘It’s like a rainbow, like space, like... strawberry jam.’ Since then, we’ve been calling her that, and she doesn’t mind, even jokes, ‘Thank you, at least they didn’t call me diabetes.’ She practically didn’t refuse anyone, but she always kept the right to choose for herself. The only soldier who hadn’t tried Strawberry Jam was Eric. She doesn’t give it to him under the slogan, ‘Love in bed must be earned. And it’s mutual; I haven’t earned you yet.’ We thought she was just teasing Gnome, but it turned out – not so. Gerda stopped sleeping with just anyone, making an exception only for birthday boys. She regularly sends baskets of homemade goodies and sweets to her beloved Eric, writes him poems, and wears a locket with his photo on her chest. And yet, I think she’s overdoing it. I don’t believe her, although she told me she just wants to make sure the infatuated Eric won’t leave her for the first pretty skirt. And I’m sure that if Gnome did that, she would immediately take him back because of elementary female jealousy and selfishness.”

“Would she?” Verona asks, a predatory spark flashing in her eyes, which she immediately extinguishes with her beautiful eyelashes.
“I have an unusual request for you,” I continue. “Could you help the guy? If you pay attention to Eric, the bastions of his beloved will definitely collapse. So, will you help? And I’ll warn Gnome not to put you in an awkward position with too obvious signs of attention to your beauty.”

“Of course, I’ll help. L’amour toujours L’amour. Love always love.”
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I, Gnome, and Christmas see off our Romanian guests. A fatherly and wise smile is on my face. Eric and Verona can’t seem to part. She’s crying, and he’s whispering something in her ear. It seems they both more than fulfilled my request. Poor Strawberry Gerda. It’s her own fault; she didn’t activate her main weapon in time. Finally, after numerous kisses and hugs, Verona gets into the jeep. Eric, with a trembling voice, reads aloud the following verse:
“Do not despair, my dearest friend, I pray,  

If Death should come to claim me unawares;  

In crucible of partings, ashen gray,  

Shall bloom again the days of joys and cares.”
Verona starts the engine and drives away. I speak to my friend Eric: “I always come to you uninvited and kick the door open with my foot.”

Azazello – Eric sneers disgustedly and speaks in pure Russian after his “beloved”: "Катись колбаской по Малой Спасской! – Roll along, sausage, down Spasskaya Street!" The play is over, and Azazello and I relax, laugh, while Christmas looks at us puzzled.
“Everything is fine. This is our gift to the “Securitate”, I tell him. Still not understanding anything, the light-hearted Christmas smiles from ear to ear. While Verona sleeps soundly, she undergoes a minor cosmetic procedure to increase the number of her blonde hairs. It’s almost impossible to distinguish fake hairs from real ones. They will 
record all the sounds around the amorous and adventurous journalist in epaulets twenty-four hours a day for a year. And she knows how to love and whom to love. Now let’s hope she’ll come back to us, not bald and not sooner than a year, because Eric promised to find her that Kurdish terrorist, and it’s not an easy process nor as fast as his “beloved” would like. Although all these difficulties mean nothing to me, I already know everything about Verona, but you can’t explain this to the counterintelligence guys. You have to play spies.

At high speed, a pink Cadillac belonging to Hella – Gerda flies around the corner. The brakes squeal, and the car stops just two steps away from us. The window rolls down:

“Boys, get in. Who wants ice cream with strawberry jam?”

Начало формы

Конец формы

GRAND FAIRY BALL
1
For dessert, the fairies prepared, among other things, their favorite ice cream in over a hundred flavors. Our entire team, including the Master, Margarita, and Cinderella, is tasting this amazing work of magical art for the upcoming Ball and praising the fairies endlessly. Messire calls everyone to the fireplace, we sit around it, and he says:

"First of all, I express my gratitude to Cinderella, who provided her residence for the Ball. I also thank the fairies, 
who have once again managed to amaze me with their imaginative magic, proving that perfection knows no bounds. Of course, I am grateful to you all, my friends. A special thanks to Margarita, who agreed to be the Queen of the Ball once again. My only request to all of you is this: have fun and be happy on this extraordinary summer night. And our other wards will return immediately to Earth after the disco for a new birth, slaps, trials, and corrections. Or they won’t return... Hell and freedom, like the famous carrot and stick, correct most scoundrels, villains, and miscreants. And even some cannibals...                                                                              Let us not stray from classical tradition: as always, our guests shall arrive through the grand fireplace in the style of Louis XIII. It was during the reign of this modest and learned monarch – who voiced the wisest and most indisputable thought: “L’État, c’est moi,” and passed it down as a legacy –that the first Queen of our annual Balls made her appearance. This time, let’s not overwhelm the charming Margarita’s knees with numerous kisses, but instead, let our guests express their deep and sincere respect for her by kissing the pedestal where her throne will be placed. So, in five minutes, the Kremlin chimes will ring..."
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Behemoth the Cat, spinning around near the ancient mirror in Cinderella’s castle, combed his fur with a huge golden comb and, as always, babbled to our company:
"If someone pedantic and quick-witted asks, 'Where are these fairies of yours? They are nowhere to be seen,' I will simply and dignifiedly reply..."
"It’s none of your darn business."  

"Shame on you, Hella, how could you? We need to culturally explain to our deceased comrade that all this splendor was planned and built by fairies, and we are humble assistants and friends of Messire. Even the balloons were inflated by Death. But for some reason, I am sure that no one, not even the People’s Commissar Beria, will ask: 'And who are these so-called fairies and friends working for?'"
The distant tolling of the Kremlin bells drew nearer with each strike. On the twelfth strike, the walls of the transformed Cinderella’s apartment fell, and we all found ourselves in the huge foyer of the Grand Fairy Ball. Up above, the Southern Cross and the Big Dipper shone simultaneously. The Milky Way illuminated with soft light the throne, the Queen, the immense fireplace far below, and the five hundred steps of the golden staircase, adorned with a red carpet with diamond inscriptions on the sides – “Grand Fairy Ball”.
Behemoth sprinkled powder on his tail, hummed, "Lovely," and continued chatting by the throne:

"After all, a Fairy Ball sounds far more blissful – I would say more humane – than a Satan’s Ball. Excuse me, Messire. Otherwise, out of fear and guilt, the guests might scatter. They’re so proud and fearless when someone is under their power – yet like children, cowardly, when darkness and its Prince draw near. Or incorruptible Death. And where, then, is all our arrogance? Where are the uncultured, vulgar phrases from the chess lexicon? Nowhere to be found. Everyone – even the bandits – suddenly becomes an intellectual. But! As the charismatic leader of the united proletariat once said about the Russian intelligentsia: ‘In fact, it’s not brains, but crap.’ Frankly, that’s the only line in his entire graphomaniac screed on the dictatorship of the 
hegemon and the triumph over common sense that isn’t dripping with demagoguery and lies. I like it. Very much.   But a logical question arises: ‘Who – or what – is the Chukchi, Mongolian, French, and so on, intelligentsia – really?’                                                                                        And here he is – always arriving in a sealed carriage covered with German inscriptions. He’s caused a lot of mischief and tomfoolery, this so-called Genius from the hut. Some of it might have been forgiven at the Last Judgment. But there is one sin that bars the gates of Heaven: ‘Why did he sign the order to execute children?
And the fact that they were royal – what does it matter?
Children are children, even on a collective farm...’ And here's another fascinating character – he robbed banks, betrayed comrades, poisoned friends, shot, even put an ice pick in someone’s skull. According to his plan, concocted by his executioners led by the bloody dwarf, he sent ordinary innocent people to free forced labor and free execution, 'genially' screwed up the beginning of the war, and sent whole nations to camps by trains. The most amusing thing is that he never learned to speak Russian properly, but allegedly wrote a complete collection of works himself. Oh, by the way, there’s another non-Russian-speaking cannibal here. But about him later. He’s my favorite historical character. So, it’s not funny that a bandit became a leader and an idol; everything has happened in human history, but what’s funny is that the naive Russian people believed the stranger and his tales of a bright future, cursing their centuries-old history, faith, and ancestors. And so the Russian people are still reeling – from their folly, godlessness, and the spilling of their brothers’ blood. Look, this dear tsar-imposter has arrived on the stake – his amusing morning game: to impale a peasant, held by his 
accomplices with legs spread, on the stake with a smirk and a whistle. Oh, they also jumped on the stake after the bloodsucker. These murderers shouldn’t be allowed back on Earth: murderers won’t change. Well, maybe after a thousand or a million years. Who knows?”
"I know," said Messire, handing Margarita a glass of Chateau Lafite.
"Give me, give me," interjected the Cat, pleadingly extending both paws.
"But your nose is in... hundred-year-old cognac," Azazello interjected immediately, grinning.
"Traitor," – the Cat replied, frowning – "He egged me on: 'No one will know, no one will know...' And with a sob, he finished: “And he stuffed a whole bottle in my pocket. Hella, let's not be friends with him anymore.”
Guests kept arriving and arriving, pouring out of the fireplace and immediately transforming from dust and skeletons into men in tuxedos and ladies in white wedding dresses. Jewels sparkled, reflecting in the streams of numerous silent fountains, a subdued, barely noticeable delicate scent of roses and pine forests saturated the endless space, while classical music played as a light background.
"This is Tchaikovsky," said Messire. "I simply can’t let him go – his brilliant music, born here, both soothes and inspires me. By the way, he’s conducting the London Symphony Orchestra, which now includes Sviatoslav Richter, Van Cliburn, and Niccolò Paganini – all invited by me. I do hope that in their next lives they’ll remember everything and do it 
all again. Just like so many other creative souls who came from Paradise at my invitation. After all, this Ball is part of a rehabilitation program, where good redeems evil not only through conversation but by example – like a school recital held in a prison.                                                                                               I once invited Glenn Miller and his legendary orchestra to one of our celebrations. They enjoyed it so much; they asked to stay in Paradise. I had to arrange for their sudden departure from Earth without further involvement. The orchestra’s music cleansed many sinful souls that day – and continues to do so, year after year.                                           You, dear Margarita, must be wondering: how many sinners are at my Ball? Everyone, without exception: those who died today in the last five minutes before midnight and did not enter Heaven. And, believe me, even in these short five minutes, there are as many sinners as the ancients, who couldn’t count, called – darkness. Most return to Hell, excuse me – to the Earth of this universe for correction, which happens every day. Only a few stay here in complete oblivion: my dear monsters who have made Hell in Hell. From time to time, I release some to again disrupt the comfort created by good souls and intensify trials, suffering, and pain. After all, my Kingdom is created for the ultimate victory of good in all fallen souls and in all universes. Because Hell is the psychoneurological dispensary of Heaven. Any evil is always a mental deviation... Unjust workers of religious culture unjustifiably call me evil. I am not evil; I am the punishment for the evil committed by people. Angels of any color only do good. The mythical fabrications and the division of us into blacks and whites are pure racism.”
"Messire, may I continue telling the Queen about our vampires, because they just keep coming and coming..." 
Messire nodded, and Behemoth, standing behind the throne: "For safety", began to chatter:                                                        
"Let us return to the impostor known as False Peter – who’s real name was Isaac. A pirate, a thief, and a murderer of German-Dutch descent, he dared, with the help of the traitor Menshikov and the German government, to replace a pious Christian, a devoted husband, and the rightful son of the Russian tsar. Without even knowing the Russian language, he criminally seized the throne. Tobacco, vodka, the destruction of chronology, faith, and Russian history; the dismantling of the first Russian parliament – the Boyar Duma; serfdom; and the millions who perished during the construction of an occult city on the Neva – this is only a partial list of the monstrous crimes committed by this impostor, who personally beheaded boyars in Red Square. Perhaps the evil he unleashed is without parallel – neither in the past, nor in the future.
Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy wrote best about him: 'From Peter I, especially striking and especially close and understandable are the horrors of Russian history. A raging, drunken, syphilitic beast for a quarter of a century destroys people, executes, burns, buries alive, imprisons his wife, indulges in debauchery, commits sodomy, drinks, amusing himself by chopping off heads, blasphemes, rides with a cross made from tobacco pipes resembling genitals, mocks the Gospels with a box of vodka glorifying Christ, crowns his whore and her lover, ravages Russia, and executes his son. He dies of syphilis, and not only are his crimes overlooked, but he is still praised as a hero, and monuments to him are endless.'
What remarkable people they are – calling every beast that perpetrates genocide against the Russian people "great." Though, if we were to be completely objective, after all, history was written by the powerful, and isn't it true that a crow won't peck out another crow's eye?                                     These leaders are a strange breed. Each one rewrote their biography as they pleased – adjusting every detail to suit their narrative – but above all, they changed their nationality.
As if nationality matters at the Last Judgment – there’s no such column there. They’re like wandering prophets, choosing folksy aliases to sound closer to “the people” – just caricatures, nothing more. Perhaps Arkady Raikin, the great artist, never changed a thing. He took pride in his ability to mock the vices of anyone, regardless of their origin. Ah, if only he weren’t already in Heaven – he would have skewered these bloodsuckers far better than I ever could.    

True, there was one leader – Nikita – who, in an attempt to bury his own sins even deeper, took it upon himself to debunk the cult of personality. Instead of offering apologies or compensation, he handed out rehabilitation certificates to the innocent and to the children of 'enemies of the people,' thus sparing the country a popular explosion of rage – an uprising that would surely have been led by fearless veterans of death and front-line labor camps. Bravo! That’s why he’s not here with us today – he’s still atoning for his sins on Earth. And, incidentally, things are going quite well: he’s now sowing goodness, wisdom, and eternity as the headmaster of a middle school, where he’s respected by both teachers and parents – and students. Especially after he defended the land on which the school stands from being seized by 'privatizers' during a meeting with the mayor, 
saying: ‘Let them go to hell – but not the future of our children.’ Of course, he didn’t bang the table with his shoe.
And here comes our little “red sun” – they call him Vladimir. There’s some witchcraft in this name; take anyone – all "heroes." So, he decided to keep up with progress and stir up a hybrid little war with the old faith and gods. He figured it out himself – or someone helped him – but the new religion clearly proclaimed that any authority comes from God, and you have to endure and pray here, endure and pray, because in Heaven there will be endless jelly and plenty of goodies. Convenient and pleasant for the conscience when you have to drag people into slavery, proclaim drunkenness as national valor and tradition, assign youngsters to the army for twenty-five years, and those who didn’t believe in the humanity of Christianity were dealt with by fire and sword, fire and sword However, the “red sun” always did things that way. Like that time in Polotsk, for example – right there in the central square of the conquered city, he raped the prince’s daughter before the prince’s very eyes, then promptly sliced the father clean in two, and, to top it all off, carved the liver out of the raped princess’s still-living brother. So naturally, it became easy – habitual, even – to slaughter countless filthy pagans for the bright future of all commanders and their successors on Russian soil. And, of course, for the paradise awaiting God's faithful slaves in the afterlife. No need for them to get underfoot in this one. But the funniest thing is that this serial killer and betrayer of the Orthodox faith – that’s what the Slavs used to call their ancient faith – was written into the priests' holy books. Oh! They granted him immunity from sins forever. After all, he killed only for a noble purpose – only for the sake of baptism. And what Christ proclaimed – 'do not kill,' and 'to each 
according to his deeds' – who cares about that? Seriously, I’ve noticed that vampires and cannibals always latch onto any humane and human idea, distorting and commenting on the prophetic thoughts of goodness in their own bloody frameworks of reigning darkness, especially when there are such grains of evil in the light. For example, "The City of the Sun" by Tommaso Campanella proclaims happiness to all, and ten slaves (!) to each citizen, and the  "Manifesto of the Optimistic Party" – happiness to all, with optimism, women (not people?!) will be common. And what did it lead to, comrades? To concentration camps and executions for jokes. I’m still so scared that I change this awful word wherever I can to a neutral one – 'optimismus.'   

And finally, the pride of France – and not only France: Napoleon Bonaparte. Pride is the heaviest of sins. At every Ball, he debates Adolf Schicklgruber for twenty-four hours straight about who the true chosen Aryans are – the Germans or the French. And what did you think – was Hitler the first fascist? Oh, no. The ideology of superiority and chosenness through violence and the destruction of the “inferior” was pioneered by a Corsican bandit, thus laying the groundwork for all future genocides of the unnecessary and the poor. What’s curious is that all sane people rightly curse the monster from Berlin – but not the one from France. This isn’t really a mystery. The Israelis never forgave the systematic extermination of Jews, yet Russia – through its degenerate, self-proclaimed German tsarist elites – once again forgave a mass murderer for the slaughter of its slaves: Russians and other “inferior” Slavs. “Women will give birth to more,” as they said. And yet, despite everything, they stopped speaking French and learned Russian – the great and mighty. All thanks to Napoleon and Peter the First – the 
great poet Alexander Sergeevich Pushkin appeared. But for some reason, I’m sure that even without these killers he would have been born and absorbed the language from Arina Rodionovna to perfection and genius lines: 'I remember the wonderful moment...'
In general, this is my subjective opinion – any aggressor, at any time, somehow: Nebuchadnezzar, Attila, Genghis Khan, Hitler, Napoleon, etc., always despised the defeated people and relied on the fascist ideology of chosenness and impunity. The victory of mercy over the defeated enemy is the advantage of the chosen nation and its military leaders in their nobility. Therefore, ordinary Russians forgave all defeated invaders and revered war heroes – Kutuzov, Suvorov, Nakhimov, and many others.

And now, let us speak of the “heroes” of another universe –on another version of planet Earth. There, the Attorney General of the largest country, one Michael Banks, driven by delusions of historical grandeur and, of course, the lure of a long sweet reward, destroyed his homeland and handed it over to foreign pillagers. Michael was born to a mother and some stranger passing as an uncle – an everyday tale, really. Actresses, after all, are often... emotionally unstable. His entire biography was written for him by his biological father – Frankenstein, head of the national security service responsible for shielding bureaucrats from the common folk. 
And what a story he crafted! At seventeen, the lad – allegedly a humble assistant to a tractor driver (laughable enough on its own) – somehow receives the Order of Labor Valor, a distinction that even top-performing industrialists and champion-harvest village mayors couldn’t manage to earn. And then the “truth” begins – so to speak. He’s 
admitted to the elite Diplomatic Academy without so much as an exam or an interview. By twenty, he’s already the director of the Youth Committee of Emerald City. And from there, the ride begins. All the way to the Faust Prize – awarded for treason, for the destruction of his homeland, for the deaths of millions (by conservative estimates, no fewer than in the last war), and for the successful completion of a mission given to him by his foreign handlers, who recruited him in Gaul – a place his wife adored for its coffee. For turning his country into a colony, the very country that once stood as a bulwark against global war and a guarantor of peace.                 He’s a real charmer.
And where is Baron Meigel, nicknamed “the Bloody Drunk,” who served as Attorney General after Banks, running off to? Why, to Michael, of course. He missed him, didn’t he? Like Laurel and Hardy, those two vampires danced their wicked jig through life, leaving behind robbery, ruin, and the bitter shock of a nation betrayed once again. But now, their tricks won’t work anymore – they will never crawl out of oblivion. Their only consolation? The annual Balls hosted by Messire. No reproach, dear Messire. Everyone knows your merciful nature – your willingness to forgive and absolve. But please, not them. Surely their souls were lost for a reason. And without a soul, they can’t even serve as toilet paper.”  
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"Dear Behemoth, everything you say to our beloved Queen is true," – Messire says – "But I, as an angel, knowing the price of labels and insults only for the fact that I punish evil – must add my own vision of these corrupted souls. Especially when it concerns the morality of the people, of which they were a part. One cannot abandon their history and rewrite it 
every time – it's a dead-end road of lies. Many leaders and chiefs, in the normal human sense, are amoral. But as statesmen, they are excellent managers, which ultimately benefits the common citizens. Therefore, some of them, for this aspect of their complex personality, are respected by their people and surpass the current political dwarfs and jesters. I believe that the evil corrupting a nation is the disrespect for its history, for its historical figures – such as tsar Ivan, Nicholas II, Dzerzhinsky, Brezhnev, Khrushchev, and others who were never traitors, unlike Banks and Meigel – bad managers, shitty people. And the destruction of monuments and rewriting pages of history is complete madness. Napoleon destroyed the genetic fabric of the French nation with his raids and wars. But no sane person in France will demolish all monuments or rewrite history. Personally, as a fan of all things Russian, I really like the Poet with a capital letter, Sergei Yesenin. And I don't care that he was a drunkard and a brawler. Similarly, I bow before the genius of Dzerzhinsky, who rightly sat on the tsarist hard labor. But his diamond mind and leadership talent made the special service, he headed, the best in those years on Earth. And this was to the benefit of the young state, which survived, surrounded by numerous enemies, and therefore – to the benefit of the entire Soviet people."
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"First of all, nationality exists only among people, not among angels and God. To divide and hate each other based on skin color is the merit and achievement of the people themselves. But of course, I contributed to this: in the crucible of evil, good is forged. I look with great suspicion on people who divide everyone by nationality, but I am even 
more suspicious of those who deny nationality altogether. Great Russian historical figures were not always "pure" in blood, for example: Admiral Nakhimov was a Jew, Dahl, who created an explanatory dictionary of the Russian language, was Swedish, Pushkin's grandfather was Ethiopian, and so on. They are all Russian in soul and patriots of their country. At the same time, the Bolsheviks, mainly consisting of Jews and creating an organized criminal group based on nationality, were internationalists to hide their national interest in governing the country. The world must be multipolar: all nations should not be enemies, but friends with each other, but each in their own home. Conquering other peoples through war, revolution, or "quiet" migration is unacceptable. This is chauvinism in any case, for which fascist slogans are native: the chosenness by higher forces, Aryan superiority, contempt for barbarians and "subhumans" and the sanctity of their destruction. Often and mostly deliberately, two concepts are confused: chauvinism and nationalism, combining them into one negative phenomenon. This is not the case. A nationalist stands for their unique culture, language, traditions, and believes that all nations are equal. A chauvinist is convinced: his nation is number one and should rule the world. Therefore, if you are a nationalist – it's good, and evil if you are a chauvinist."
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“Today at our discotheque – pardon me, at the Grand Fairy Ball – the best of the best are present: our Queen and the incomparable Messire. He shall have the first word. Applause! Hooray!”

“Dear and inexpensive guests,” Messire began, “thanks to you and your ever self-serving assistance, I am able to 

inspect souls from birth to sunset, from the first lie to the final sin. And tonight, the darkest souls of all are here. I cannot call you faithful, for many of you – out of old party habit – still write complaints and denunciations against me to my Father. Thank you for that. Thus, I do not eat the Lord God's bread in vain.”                                                                                            “And now our Queen – the gentle and sinless Margarita –shall speak the most important words of forgiveness and grant you freedom from torment for twenty-four hours, from her merciful heart and her love for all that is evil and fallen. Please,” he said, extending his hand to Margarita.

The Queen stood beside him, looked at the Master, and in a voice like that of a fairy siren, loudly proclaimed:

“Let the Ball begin. Be free!”
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The Ball was in full swing, the guests reveling as if it were their last hurrah – though who could say? Their souls had long since been lost, along with their honor and conscience. Some frolicked in the pool with cognac – an excellent one at that: Behemoth was among them – while others swam in champagne – the real deal, not a counterfeit – and still others raced around the winter pavilion on skis and skates. Almost all the ladies dashed out nearly naked from the cold into the heat of the summer-like subtropical pavilion, shrieking, and plunged into the warm ocean wave, gently carrying them to the golden shore of one of the Seychelles islands, where no human foot had yet tread. Many danced, made love, and attempted to drink until they lost their non-existent pulse. The collective hysteria at the end of each of these Balls was extinguished at the right moment by 
Messire's announcement of forgiveness to those who were given another chance at redemption in one of the universes of Hell.
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"Messire transformed in an instant, exchanging his tuxedo for a Korean royal robe embroidered with golden dragons. With a white cravat at his neck and Turkish shoes encrusted with diamonds, a thick Cuban cigar in hand, he resembled..."
“A fevered fantasy of a deranged Cat,” Hella finished Behemoth’s thought for him.
"Such a bore – you ruin all the fun. I'm dictating this for the sake of history," – Behemoth muttered – “Well, fine: clad in a greasy bathrobe riddled with holes and patches, barefoot, Messire ascended to the pedestal where the Queen's throne used to stand and addressed his guests:
‘Together with my brother, we convinced our Father not to destroy humankind. We believed – and still believe – that most people are not evil. But you – monsters and scum – are another matter entirely. I have lived among you for so long, that I no longer believe a single word of your cowardly repentance. Were it up to me, I would wipe you out forever. But the Lord is better than I, better even than Jesus, whom your kind once crucified. He is truly merciful – even when, in righteous fury, He seemed ready to annihilate you without the hope of redemption. Lord saved all humanity, including you – merciless bastards – through the sacrifice and compassion of my brother and me.                                                 The fairies will now hang lists of the pardoned ones on the 
walls of the Ball. They shall be born anew, in Hell. Keep in mind – this is your one and only chance.’”
Конец формы

MASTER AND MARGARITA
1
Behemoth took a generous sip of cognac straight from the bottle and continued:

“Yes, this is my one and only chance – the diamond sky overhead. Stars – flickering lanterns of souls, reflections of light in Death’s mirror, guiding the way to the Creator. Eternal energy of immortality, transformed into life by the Holy Spirit, empowering every feeling and emotion in the great ocean of existence. The evening chill in the violet twilight of eternal spring. The yellow brick road, leading to a romantic cottage surrounded by roses and lilacs. A warm mist wraps the world around us – the long-awaited guests of the thrice-truthful writer, the Master, who is in love with his immortal beloved: the ideal of dreams and faith, the Queen of Balls and moonlit nights, the angel of eternal love…”
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"Queen, as tradition dictates on this Ball night, you may choose any reward."
"I would like to help Cinderella, Messire."
"Oh, here we go again. That's another department. Everything's already taken care of: new job, money, health. Choose a gift for yourself."
"Okay, I'll try."
“No need to try. Choose any gift – even any universe.”
“Universe?”
“Yes, don’t hesitate – whatever your heart desires.”
Margarita looked at the Master and whispered softly, “Messire, grant us the Paradise we’ve dreamed of all this time.”
“Well done. An excellent choice. You’ve long been worthy of Heaven. I’ll make it both simpler and more profound: I shall grant you all the universes within Heaven itself. You shall become true guardian angels of Paradise. Travel freely and inspire the writers, poets, musicians, and all creative souls of Heaven to give birth to new worlds. And simply delight in endless wonders and immortality. Only one request: do not forget us – and our literary evenings.” 
"Queen, time fears you, and especially here, where eternity is your obedient servant, and I am your friend and admirer," said the ever-gallant Koroviev.
"You are divine." – Behemoth said, cutting Koroviev off – "And even compared to me, a beauty and a genius, you are devastatingly beautiful and charming."
Behemoth bowed and handed Margarita a huge bouquet of roses – "They smell like the first spring storm and night orchids from the Caribbean islands."

Azazello grumbled: "Chatterbox," and Behemoth immediately added: "A find for a spy. I'd sell secrets, let them teach me," but fell silent when Azazello instantly produced an amazing pistol from his belt, adorned with precious stones, gold, and silver. Azazello pulled the trigger, and a blue flame shot out of the barrel. The fireworks of reflected light from the lighter danced on the walls and ceiling. With another press of the trigger, he extinguished the flame and handed the pistol handle-first to Margarita. "It's yours, Queen. Swiss mechanism, enhanced by gnomes, lifetime warranty. A useful thing around the house – it ignites everything. And if you press the safety, it also shoots a bit like a machine gun: unlimited rounds of standard nine-millimeter caliber."
Koroviev took the flowers from Margarita's hands. "Don't worry, we’ll handle it," he said, moving into a dark corner and starting to cast spells over them. The Queen of the Ball took the pistol-shaped lighter from Azazello, thanked him, and kissed his pale cheek. At that very moment, Behemoth sprang forward and instantly slipped between Margarita and Azazello. Shuffling his paw awkwardly, he whispered with theatrical suffering, “And what about me – no kiss for me?” She laughed and kissed him on both of his furry cheeks. Like a coiled spring, the cat shot up to the ceiling, caught onto something, and began spinning in circles upside down:
“Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!”

“Stop the circus,” Woland demanded calmly.
Behemoth immediately fell onto his back, paws up, looked reproachfully at the company, and said, "I’ll die an unrecognized genius, a proud eagle, still very young." Everyone laughed, even Woland smiled. The Queen gently 
stroked the Cat's head, and the shameless trickster, limping and twitching for dramatic effect, curled up by the fireplace, muttering sarcastically: "Yes, I’m a circus performer, well, let the nobles gossip."

At that moment, Koroviev returned to Margarita. Now dressed in a classic tuxedo, freshly shaved, his ever-present golden-rimmed monocle gleaming, he carried the flowers, which were now arranged in a magnificent crystal vase. Within its facets, living scenes of earthly nature from all seasons slowly appeared and faded. Soft Chopin music filled the room. The roses within the vase closed into buds and opened again. Margarita thanked him and kissed Koroviev on the cheek. He became embarrassed, sighed quietly, and placed the vase of flowers in the center of the table.

"Plagiarism," squeaked Behemoth. "I protest, it’s plagiarism. The flowers are mine."
"Don’t be jealous and disappear," said Hella, handing the Queen a velvet box, no less beautiful than the gifts from her friends.
"Alright," obediently replied the Cat, "I’ll disappear." And he dissolved into the air, leaving only his cunning face visible. 
"Now I’m a ghost, whisper, thought, damn it, what a nuisance. In short, I’m an invisible Chernobyl cat."

Margarita and Hella sorted through earrings, rings, bracelets, necklaces, and other precious female delights, abundant in the box. Behemoth, now visible, was swirling around the ladies: "Show me, show me too." Woland sat in his chair, thoughtfully leaning on his hand, gazing into the fireplace. 
The firelight vanished in his bottomless eyes, and his dark face grew even darker in the dim shadows of the night. Azazello and Koroviev were roasting shashlik, using swords as skewers.                                                                        Standing next to her beloved Messire, Hella was calm and bright, and it seemed that the light and warmth emanated from her, not from the fireplace. Everyone was silent. The tranquility and understanding of old friends made the silence meaningful and deep, as if everyone had long learned to communicate without words. It was the harmony of loving souls. Woland looked at the Master and Margarita. His eyes, like beacons, lit up and then dimmed, and a smile quietly traced his stone face:
"I didn’t ask you before the reward about your current life –standard polite questions that don’t necessarily need to be answered. After all, the answers are already known to me and all your friends. Are you all satisfied? Do you love each other? Is the cherry orchard in bloom? Do guests come, including such uninvited ones like us? Does your favorite music play? But now it’s not so important, since you’ve chosen Paradise. But still, there’s one question. One question for the Master: can I read what you have written during these happy years of rest and love? I mean all the books, not just individual chapters that you’ve read to us."
"Of course," quickly replied the Master, "but I thought you already knew everything and had read my books."
“Yes, I know quite a lot,” Messire said, “but that doesn’t mean I allow myself to read the manuscripts and letters of kind people without their permission – especially not the Master’s writings, without his knowledge. As for the scribbles 
of dark souls – mostly denunciations and slander – I read them freely, without asking. Thank you for the permission; I’ll take the books with me. Behemoth, bring them here.”

“At once! In a flash!” the Cat chirped, already darting off. “But this, sir, isn’t some poor lad being sent off to fetch vodka and pickles,” he muttered as he ran, throwing a reproachful glance at Hella for no clear reason.                                       Moments later, after a fit of wild yowling and a scuffle with some invisible adversary, he returned, staggering under the weight of a tall stack of books, their pages gleaming with gilded edges and their leather covers adorned with embossed gold lettering.

“Here they are – straight from the printing press! You wouldn’t believe it – bribe-takers, the lot of them! Even the doorman demanded two hundred rubles in foreign currency. Just look at these scoundrels! I counted the print run myself – one hundred thousand copies! And what does it say? Ten thousand! Where’s the missing zero? Which ‘thousands’ will they pay taxes on now? They’ve cheated an orphan, the cursed villains!” – Behemoth wailed, rubbing at his dry eyes with a fist.

“Silence,” ordered Messire.
And the Cat instantly broke off, freezing on the very peak of his would-be hysteria:

“Silent, silent. Moscow doesn’t believe in tears.”

Woland took the top book from the stack and handed it to the Master.

“Read something – whatever you like.”

Margarita smiled at the Master. He looked at Woland, now calm, and began to read:
“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. The beginning and the end…”
FLAME OF FAITH
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"The beginning and the end have long been determined, even if you manage to deceive time. The links of your life all lead to one finale, no matter how much you try to hide from or deceive old age. So, there's no point in being afraid; you'll still get what has long been destined for you. Fear is a privilege of women and children..."
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Children, like a flock of yellow-billed sparrows, flitted from one hall of the museum to another. Paintings in heavy golden frames, as if imprisoned in a magical enclosure, stared intently at the faces of the young visitors – these living mayflies, fluttering in joyful oblivion to the approach of old age and death. The wisdom and benevolence of the paintings, frozen in time, filled the space, shimmering with the warmth and light of divine inspiration, reflecting the greatness of existence created by the Genius of the mysterious Paradise and the nostalgia for eternal youth and love.
A crowd of schoolchildren, scattering chips and paper, stopped beside me. But only two souls were burning, as if they had heard a quiet call, and the thin thread between us became stronger than diamond. What will happen to them? What will happen to all the children? Will the souls of the others ignite, or will they all extinguish? Only time can help them. Or perhaps, it won't...
The flame of morality, resistant to hypocrisy and nihilism, the snobbery of castrated religion, the cynicism of self-absorbed materialists – this is the fire of freedom, faith without deceit or demagoguery, the banner of truth and love.
I hope this flame will help them understand that old age is as close as our sins. And eternal youth is possible only in movies, books, paintings, and in Paradise...
That's why the love of an angel for a mortal always ends in loneliness.

MY WIFE BEWITCHED ME
In loneliness, I celebrate our day – the day we wed. On the empty table, there’s a bottle and two glasses. Cheers, my love. You’re not here, and I don’t know what happened or where you are. All I have is your note and cognac. I never black out, no matter how much I drink, but alcohol accumulates like gas in a rubber balloon, dulling any pain except for memories:
"The scent of roses wafts in through the open windows; today is the celebration of the sunny solstice and our wedding. Mila, in a white wedding dress, like a heavenly angel – beautiful, youthful, and unattainable. I, holding my breath, stay silent and look at her as if she were an extraterrestrial flower of unearthly beauty. Against this backdrop, I feel like a rural fence accidentally surrounding a divine miracle. Mila takes me by the hand and says:
– You're my other half; I knew it the first time I saw you. So, I kept postponing my confession about who I am, afraid of losing you. If you change your mind, I’ll understand.
– Are you a Martian agent?

– Not just Martian, but that’s secondary. The main thing is, I can change objects, people, and much more.

– Perfect. So now I’ll have a perfectly ordered home, thanks to the most beautiful and talented wife.

– Don’t joke; it’s serious. In short, I’m a witch.
– Alright, but please, not during the honeymoon. Afterward, I can endure anything from you, even with a cauldron, broom, and tantrums.

– I’m a real witch. Watch.
And with a light motion of her hand, Mila sends a vase floating toward the kitchen. Utensils, glasses, knives, forks, and a bottle of wine emerge from the kitchen to meet her. 
She looks at me expectantly, frightened. I keep a stony face. After a small provocative pause, I mentally materialize a vase with huge orchids from another universe in the center of the table.

Mila gasps and says sadly:

– So, you knew. You're a sorcerer too?

– A day of confessions and revelations. No, I didn’t know. And I don’t care. Because I’m your other half, and I fell in love with you forever at first sight. And no, I’m not a sorcerer.

I lift her in my arms and kiss her.
– Did my wife bewitch me? Wonderful. Now I won’t escape anywhere, and you won’t get rid of me. Happy wedding day, my love."

POLAR EXPRESS
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Happy anniversary, my love. I close my eyes and slowly immerse myself in memories, in the best moments of my life:
"For New Year and Christmas, Mila and I decided to take two children from the orphanage 'White Dolphin.’ We chose a brother and sister – eight-year-old Ivan and five-year-old Vasilisa. Their parents died in another plane crash. Vasilisa hasn’t realized yet that she will never see her parents again. 
Ivan knows everything and looks like a little old man with sorrowful eyes. He maintains the illusion of a made-up story for his younger sister, claiming that after the plane crash, their parents were captured by pirates and that our government is working hard to rescue them. Most of the time, he remains silent, quietly holding Vasilisa’s hand. I cleared all records and any mentions of the kids at the orphanage –no paperwork, no problems. Or as my friend Behemoth says: “With paperwork, you’re Cheburashka – the harmless  cartoon creature. Without paperwork – you’re the crocodile. Good luck explaining that.” Everything is ready at home: a Christmas tree adorned with ornaments, garlands, and confetti, pastries, three cakes, a variety of food including black and red caviar, and most importantly – gifts from Santa Claus, whom we pre-ordered. After washing our hands, we sit down at the table, and I serve everyone various delicacies – each according to their preference and a bit more.

Before we reach dessert, a knock is heard, followed by the famous ‘Ho-ho-ho.’ I open the door and let Santa Claus in, in good spirits and quite sensible. He sits in the chair and says:

“Children, have you behaved well this year or at least in the last month? Who will read me a poem and receive a magnificent gift for it?”
“Me, me, – happy Vasilisa runs up to him. Ivan, without reacting, silently with a serious face, looks at Santa Claus.”
Vasilisa reads: "In the forest, a Christmas tree was born..." Satisfied and proud, she receives well-deserved applause and a gift. Ivan refuses to read and, without saying thank you, takes his gift. Santa Claus bids farewell, drinks with me, and, while munching on a sandwich with caviar, says:

“Lots of work, gotta run.”
The door closes, Ivan stands up, and goes to another room. A minute later, I follow him. He sits on the floor, hugging his knees, and cries. Seeing me, he wipes away tears and says:

“There is no Santa Claus, and there is no God. Why didn’t He save Mom and Dad?”
Mila enters, Vasilisa rejoices and plays with her new doll near the Christmas tree. Mila wipes Ivan’s face with a napkin and asks him:
“And if you personally see the real Santa Claus, will you believe in God?”
“Then I’ll believe in Santa Claus. God is a different person.”
“Okay, step by step. Also, God saved your parents. I will prove it to you too. And now, if you haven’t changed your mind, we’re all flying to the North Pole, where, of course, 
Santa Claus and the Snow Maiden live. And by the way, why wasn’t there a Snow Maiden?”
“I asked our Santa Claus. She just got late,” – I reply.

Mila takes Ivan’s hand, and we go to the living room with the Christmas tree and cheerful Vasilisa.
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Everyone is warmly dressed – the Pole is no joke. It's cold outside, with frozen lanterns and a train station that appeared near our house just five minutes ago. I hug Mila and say: “Let everything happen gradually. And it's better to travel by train than to fly.”
Soon, a train whistle echoes through the air, and from the dark winter forest, an antique steam locomotive slowly emerges, pulling two carriages. On its gleaming sides, boldly written in golden letters, is "Polar Express." With a hiss of steam, a whistle, and the squeal of brakes, it comes to a stop beside us. A narrow iron staircase descends, and a very respectable-looking conductor steps out of the vestibule.
“Good evening, children and adults,” he says. “My name is Conductor Tom. I’ll take your tickets and visas.”
I take out four Christmas cards and hand them to Tom, who says: “Alright, everything is in order. Visas are valid. Are you tourists or refugees?”
“Tourists.”
“Visiting whom?”
“Santa Claus.”
“Ah, yes, he called about you. These two must be Vasilisa and Ivan?”
3
There were no compartments or partitions in the carriage. A massive Persian carpet lay on the floor, the walls were covered in emerald velvet, and the windows were coated with a special film that blocked light from outside but allowed visibility from within. We could see everything and everyone, but no one could see us. We took seats in the armchairs at the center of the carriage, and the train started moving.
"Let's go," I said, turning to the children. "Ivan, you still haven't unpacked your gift."

He sat, staring intently at the landscape outside – winter changing to spring, flowers and leaves blooming before our eyes, night turning into a sunny day that gradually became summer. Ivan mechanically unpacked the box and, suddenly losing all his seriousness and maturity, shouted: "It's a railway! It's a railway! I've dreamed of it since childhood!"
"Along with bridges, stations, signal lights, and other equipment. Manual and automatic programming, maximum track length – two hundred and fifty meters. I didn’t have such a thing in my childhood, just a small plastic locomotive that did nothing. Congratulations, Ivan."
"Thank you very much. And what did Vasilisa get?"

"Take a look."

"A doll."

"It's not just a doll; it answers any questions and has already become a friend for your sister."

Ivan once again turned into a little old man who dreamed of a railway in his distant childhood and quietly said: "I believe you."

4
"And what's in the second carriage?" Ivan asks me.

"Gifts for Santa Claus and Snow Maiden. Two cars: a 1936 Bugatti and a 1963 Ferrari. Let's go, take a look."
"Why are they so old?"
"Because old is often better than new."
5
We're racing at full speed at the bottom of the ocean, with a fireworks display of fish and other marine life outside the window. It feels like they are all suspended, falling, and flying in the air – the water is so pure and transparent. We are in another universe, on another Earth belonging to Paradise, but the children don't know that. And what does it matter? 
The main thing is their admiration, laughter, and warmed hearts. Finally, Ivan has become himself, and the cold sorrow in his eyes gradually disappears, transforming into a warm belief in goodness, love, and Santa Claus with Snow Maiden, of course. He excitedly waves his hands: "Look, look!" He points to a gigantic whale approaching our magical 
amphibious train. The entire carriage becomes transparent, and we, like brave explorers, confidently move forward, opening new lands and new feelings for our little friends.
6
We are in the warmth and coziness of the Snow Palace, the residence of Santa Claus. We're sipping hot chocolate and chatting. Behind a transparent wall opposite a huge fireplace that reaches the ceiling, there's a snowstorm and minus seventy degrees Celsius. Vasilisa is kneeling beside the Snow Maiden, showing her a new friend – a doll with artificial intelligence. Ivan is wandering through the hall, examining vast, living maps of the worlds – each one displaying the planets of the Universe where there’s at least one child in trouble.
I send greetings from our entire team, led by Messire. Santa Claus smiles, sends his regards in return, and offers Vasilisa some Polar Sweets – lighter than air, more delicious than anything on Earth, and unlike anything else in our world.

In this confectionery paradise, Vasilisa doesn’t forget to share her sweets with the Snow Maiden and her friend – the doll, whom she has named Fiona.

Santa Claus then calls over to Ivan and asks:
“Any questions from the sailors?”
Ivan approaches us, looks at Santa Claus attentively, sighs, and asks:
“How do you manage to deliver millions of gifts all over the world in a single night?”
“Easily. My helpers and I don’t actually do that. Our task is to keep track of all the children and plant the desire in the minds of their parents – or other adults – to give them exactly the gift they’re hoping for on Christmas and New Year. Our influencers are parents, and simply kind people. For example, like your new friends. Any other questions?”
“Yes. If you and the Snow Maiden exist, are there other living fairy-tale people?”
“All of them, without exception: Cinderella, the Little Prince, the Wizard, Shrek, and” – here Santa Claus paused and glanced slyly at Mila – “even witches. Now then, what gift would you like to receive from the real Santa Claus?”  
Ivan glanced briefly at his sister, who looked happy with everything, and said:

“Santa Claus, please help Vasilisa and me see our living parents again.”
7
Our entire Christmas team is now on the planet chosen by Ivan and Vasilisa’s parents from among the stars of Paradise, after their life on our suffering Earth. I say to Ivan:
“Your parents are in Paradise; you can't be with them for long – only one hour. Make that hour count. Support them, and support your sister. Vasilisa must grow up whole, not broken by grief. That is your main duty as a man. Do you promise?”
“Yes,” – the little knight answers firmly.
As always, Messire made no mistake in sending Mila and me to these wonderful, important children – children who carry the future within them.”
LANGYA LIST
1
“I have no future, Messire, without her.”
“The future exists without her, without you, without any of us. The future is multifaceted – like an endless field of sunflowers, like repeating mirrors, like an infinite matryoshka. Earth is just a tiny part of the Universe created by God, where anything is possible. The fantasies of creative people come to life and become reality. Movies, music, books, and paintings are the raw materials from which God constantly creates new universes – places where souls are polished through trials and the gift of free will. The most talented creative personality is the Creator – the greatest poet and writer of all. To find Mila among the millions, the billions of planets, is nearly impossible – almost a matter of chance.. Moreover, she has the right to remain unfound. However, you also have the right to seek her, without forgetting, of course, your main job and name – Death. The only thing I can advise you is to visit the universe "Archive of Langya." Since ancient times, they have been gathering information about all worlds, states, and people, both in the past and across all directions of the future. In addition, they constantly compile a list of the best angels and humans in various fields. This jade seal will open all doors of the "Archive," especially 
the main one – the Supreme Guardian; he will help you. By the way, thanks to him, I found Death after your rebirth. And keep in mind – Mila often changes names, but never her face and beauty. Just a girlish whim.”
2
Externally, the "Archive of Langya" remained the same as it had been millennia ago – an ecologically pristine reserve reminiscent of ancient patriarchal China. The entire flow of information fit onto one flash drive, although this "flash drive" was the planet itself, replicating the appearance of Earth, like all the endless Earths of all infinite universes. After the car-cigarette Paris, the air flowed into my lungs like mountain spring water, evoking distant memories from childhood when, during school vacations, I could never breathe enough of the honeyed air of a village on the edge of the Smolensk region, after the factory air of an industrial city. I, savoring it slowly, walked up the jade steps leading to the Pagoda, which shone in the sunset rays with a red roof and a golden dragon on top. Halfway, I was met by a ten-year-old boy in the traditional attire of the servants of the Chinese emperors of the Celestial Empire. I told him the purpose of my visit and handed over the jade seal. Together, we ascended to the gates, overgrown with ivy and entwined with pink bushes. I stayed to wait. The boy quickly returned, and through a small gate in the gates – one I had to bend down to enter – we went into the inner courtyard, where the Chief Archivist was already standing: Honorary Teacher Zhou, dressed in a white traditional robe bordered with modest green thread.
3
“Many centuries ago, I gave this jade seal to Messire as a sign of gratitude and with a promise to help anyone who presents it. I am sure that you are his most worthy and best... disciple, or friend?”
“More of a disciple, but also a friend, of course.”
“How similar it is: our children and students are first our friends, and only then our helpers. The seal you brought is shaped like a cicada. Do you know what meaning lies hidden in that image?”
“It seeks no glory, is moderate in its desires, rejoices in solitude, speaks openly, inspires like a virtuous and noble sage, and gives a life choice – to hide from the world or be in plain sight in palace chambers, asserting that all paths are true. It is only necessary to keep a pure heart and not engage in deceitful speech; then there will be no need to think about one's place in the world.”
“Excellent. I did not think that in my allotted years, I would meet such an outstanding disciple of my friend. Messire must be proud of you. Especially for those who perform the most difficult and dangerous work. But, as I see, it’s not dangerous for you. You will never become a heartless and cruel tool of Hell. I am not mistaken, Death?”
I nodded in agreement, feeling somewhat lost. After all, I was talking to the king – rather, the emperor – of information, which pleases. It means he knows everything, not only about me but also about Mila. The Supreme Archivist smiled. I wouldn't be surprised if he read thoughts too. He said: “Ludmila is currently in the universe "Generals of the Sand 
Quarries." She chooses worlds created based on your favorite movies with her. And she always goes back to the past when everything was just beginning. It’s like entering a movie at any point, in any frame. You can change everything, even burn this frame, but only during your presence there. In the real universe, it will not affect anything, and after you leave, everything will return to its place. No one can rewrite history. The laws of time.”
“But why? Why did she disappear?”
“This is her personal choice, and therefore – her personal life. Ask this question when you find her. My advice to you: if she refuses you, do not pursue her. It’s bad, first of all, for you. But at the same time, never leave loved ones without clarifying everything.”
4
All universes, created and being created by the Creator, belong either to Hell or to Heaven. My Earth, where I became Death, undoubtedly belongs to Hell. The "Archive of Langya," based on the film series "Langya List", strives for Heaven. Perhaps that's why I don't want to leave it, or maybe the reason is different – my cowardice: I'm afraid Mila will just drive me away without explaining anything. Although, this will also be an answer: heartless witches are easy to fall out of love with. But before moving, I need to do the job assigned to me by Messire.

5
I stand in front of the house of a unique individual, rightfully called a genius. For many years now, he has held the top 
position in the archive’s intellectual hierarchy, among both angels and humans, thanks to his extraordinary wisdom, intuition, and flawless foresight that extends a hundred steps ahead. Due to his exceptional qualities, Earth in the "Langya" universe will soon become a unified Celestial State. Ten local years ago, he was poisoned with a long-acting toxin, nearly incurable in all universes except for one remedy – a rare herb combined with the voluntary sacrifice of ten physically healthy men. However, he firmly refused, correctly believing that blood energy transfusion sacrifices would open the door to evil and Hell, turning him into a selfish murderer whom no one would believe.

His young bodyguard approaches me, and I present him with a jade dragon, a task given to me by Messire for the rescue mission of the main hero of the "Archive," as they called him in my sporting past – the central figure.

6
"Lin Shu, your ten sacrifices have been found. They willingly, even joyfully, will share their blood with you. For this, they will be forgiven and sent to the universe belonging to Paradise."
"I greatly appreciate your efforts. I already have ten devoted followers here in the Celestial State – more than enough. And you know why I refused. The sacrifices you found are no different: they are living souls, and their lives cannot justify my selfishness, not even for the sake of a great cause. I fear that after this, it would be hard to preserve paradise and goodness in my soul. Besides, in my new life after death, I shall again be what I’ve always been – a defender of Paradise. Thank you, but no." 

I sighed with relief, though I had never truly doubted his answer. “Very well. In your new life, you shall be a hero and a genius. But many years will pass, and in that time, evil will turn the Celestial Empire into Hell. Think again, for the highest purpose justifies the means."
"Good can never come from evil, just as – to put it politely – bullets cannot be made from excrement. Yes, the risks of reincarnation are great, but there is no other way."
“So be it. Messire foresaw your refusal. But I’m certain you won’t turn down this gift: a medicine from a new universe recently created through the book Heart of the Fool. This elixir is unknown even to your famed archive. Now you will become an immortal guardian of Paradise. I hope your heart agrees?”
“Are you implying I’m a fool? Much appreciated – I accept the gift. My friends and my beloved will be overjoyed. Truly, immeasurably grateful.”
“When combined with the heart, it is no insult. For only naïve and pure hearts are capable of self-sacrifice for the sake of 
Paradise and others – even if such acts are often dismissed as madness or foolishness. So I raise this goblet of wine with pleasure – to our foolish hearts. To your health, O genius of light and goodness. By the way, your beloved may also become immortal. Then, together, you will be able to journey through Paradise.”
Only with the sunrise did we conclude our – and I may now rightly call it so – friendly conversation, sealed with a mutual promise to meet more often.
I shook Lin Shu’s hand and said:

“It’s time. I must fly to Hell – to the universe of the Generals of the Sand Quarries.”
GENERALS OF THE SAND QUARRIES

1
Unlike Mila, I always change my appearance depending on the world and the situation – or simply copy someone for the duration of my stay, sending the owner of the borrowed face to Hella and Azazello as an honored guest.                                   The first film Mila and I loved together was The Generals of the Sand Quarries. I soon found myself in the world the movie had brought to life. I took a deep breath and said, “Generals…”
2
Mila, wearing a torn, dirty dress, sits on the Professor's bench. He found her in the backyard of the store he was planning to rob. Our ragtag group gathered for dinner, then prepared for a night’s sleep in an abandoned stable where we had built our nest and base. Mostly kids, the only one over twenty is me; the others range from seven to twenty – "The Twelve Apostles," as our gang of eighty calls itself. Without us "adults," the teenagers would have perished long ago. Each of us has a role, contributing food, money, and any useful items we’ve stolen, snatched, or grabbed. Now, we’re deciding the fate of a new girl – my Mila. Of course, 
she doesn’t recognize me in my new guise. Professor suggests we leave her, while Drew Tern, a psycho with a shattered soul from three years in solitary confinement in the capital's prison, argues for killing her, saying:

· “Look at her, she’s useless – just dead weight and an extra mouth.”
I ask Mila:

· “What can you do?”                                                                                             

· “I can sew, cook, and I know some medicine.”
· “What kind of medicine? You’re not even seventeen,” Drew sneers.

· “My mom is a doctor. I spent all my time in her hospital, a military hospital. I started working as a nurse at sixteen after completing correspondence courses. I can stitch wounds, give injections, and more.”
Mila always looked younger than her years, but her knowledge of medicine was real – after all, witches know everything.

· "She’s lying," says Tern, visibly aroused.
He just wants to screw the newcomer. Around here, raping one of the gang girls means death – he knows that rule by heart and has never once broken it.

· “She stays,” I say firmly.

· “What the hell?!” Drew rages.
· “Because I’m the leader of the ‘Twelve Apostles,’ not you.”

· “We’ll see about that now!” he shouts, rushing at me.

I lift him over my head with one hand and slam him hard to the ground by the campfire. The flames dance in his wide, fear-filled eyes. I ask him:

· “Calmed down?”

· “Yes,” he answers hoarsely.

I turn to Mila and say:
· “Now you’re a gang member. No one will touch you. What’s your name?”

· “Dora.”

3
Several days passed, and Mila – now Dora – proved to be very useful. She took over cooking and stitched up Big John so well that he was able to walk the next day. Everyone loved her. I couldn’t bring myself to talk to her, unsure how she would react to me and my presence here.                           One early Sunday morning, I was woken by the guard and informed they had detained a priest at the border of our territory. I found him standing near the open door, a young priest in a cassock with a copper cross on his chest. Tern stood beside him, menacing, with a machete in hand. The priest looked at me and asked:

· “Are you the leader? I brought some food and medicine.”
With these words, he handed me a hefty bundle. Tern shoved him aside and grumbled:

· “I don’t trust him. He’s a snitch.”

· “Take a look at what’s in the bundle,” I ordered.
· “Definitely food. And some pills.”

· “Alright. Drew, take the guys and check the area for any lurkers. And you,” I said to the priest, “either confess now and I’ll let you go, or you’ll perish if you brought dogs with you and don’t tell me straight away.”

· “I swear, it’s just me,” the priest said.

· “Drew, check.”
The priest turned out to be a nuisance – always talking about a merciful God and telling biblical stories to the kids. They listened attentively, mouths agape, as if he were a storyteller from a magical land. Still, he proved useful, bringing us food, clothing, and helping raise the children. Mila and I often spent time at his small house by the sea, sometimes staying until morning in the city.

After a couple of weeks, we sat by the mirror-like sea, illuminated by the yellow moon. We fooled around – well, I made faces and told her how I stole a police car. Mila smiled, then suddenly began singing:

· "Eternity is time."

I fell silent. After a minute, I took her hand. Mila didn’t pull away, but stopped singing. Looking at me intently, she said softly:

· “Bullet, you’re a great guy and I really like you. But I’m married and I love someone else.”
· “Then why aren’t you with him?”

· “I deceived him, though I didn’t mean to.”

I took her other hand, closing my eyes.
· “Mila, close your eyes, don’t be afraid, and now look at me. It’s me – your husband.”

I took my usual form, and Mila rushed into my arms, crying.

· “I’m with you, my love. Everything’s fine. I’m with you…”
4
We were silent. Mila held my hand with both of hers, as if afraid I might dissolve and disappear. The feeling was mutual. The full moon bathed the sea in living silver, and warmth and peace enveloped us. Mila kissed me softly and whispered:

· “Tomorrow, I’ll tell you everything. Tomorrow. Okay?”

· “Okay.”
5
To say I was happy? Perhaps happiness was too simple a word to describe the immeasurable depth and intensity of my joy. It felt as though I, a cripple without hands and feet, had turned into an Olympic champion, as if my heart and sight had returned, and I could feel and see once again. Mila didn’t leave my side for a moment, as if it wasn’t I who had found her, but she who had found me.
6
I walk along the beach carrying precious cargo – sleeping Mila in my arms. Quietly lulling her, I recite from memory Goodwin's sonnet:

“I’m not a wizard, just a learner, see,
But in a wondrous dream, I’ll surely find
A way to whisk us both, just you and me,
To land of beauty, love, and peace entwined.
I smile to feel you nestled on my arm,
A fairy from a tale, serene and fair.                                                      In windows wide, with silver’s gentle charm,
The ghostly Paris lingers in the air.”

The waves are almost nonexistent; the starry sky sends me a gentle spark for fulfilling desires – a comet disappearing behind the tops of sleeping palms. Meeting Mila made me timid and superstitious, like a rural deacon. So I whisper the only wish with both hope and fear: “Don’t disappear. Don’t disappear…”
7
"My love, I have an idea – let’s travel through the universes of our favorite movies," she said.

"Brilliant. It’s about time for us. Where shall we begin?"

"With Scarlet Heart, then Don Yi, Sound of Music, Magic in the Moonlight, Romeo and Juliet, and…"

"Whoa, whoa, slow down. We don’t need the whole menu. There are millions of beautiful universes made for Paradise. And why the hell not? We’re immortal. My heart is always with you, darling. I say this as we kiss again beneath the lilac umbrella of the café in the center of Macondo, hiding from the blazing sun, sipping ice-cold mango and melting ice cream.

8
Mila and I are visiting Lin Shu, drinking exquisite tea and conversing with the owner of the house. Or rather, I converse with the genius of the Langya universe, while Mila shows Princess Nihuan modern Chinese fashion on her phone.

“I have a request for you. I’m sure only you can handle this. Evil almost entirely controls everything on Earth in the Generals universe. Changes are only possible with a shift in power and systems. Poverty and corruption feed the dark forces in the souls of citizens. But there’s one thing that will support goodness: all the inhabitants are believers. In my opinion, the best system of governance would be a Christian state led by a President who is also the head of the Church. The most suitable candidate is Father Alexander. But without your support, including that of the Archive and the Celestial Realm, he stands no chance. Could you help? And could you include Generals in the universes of Paradise, just as you will with Langya? Of course, only after Langya. Take your time to think it over carefully.”

“Yes. My answer is yes. And it’s not just because of my gratitude to you and Messire, but also because of my duty as a warrior of Paradise.”

“Thank you. I didn’t expect any other answer. And what’s all the noise and fuss in your garden?”
“Nothing important. Prince Xian won’t calm down, and he sent assassins to me again.”

“I have no doubt your bodyguards can handle it. But allow me to stretch my legs and breathe in the air of your spring garden – roses, jasmine, mignonette…”

“Don’t hold back. But if you manage to save the lives of the prince's servants, I’ll be grateful to you. They’re just simple soldiers following the orders of evil. I’m sure if we talk to them, they’ll turn to the side of good.”
“Alright.” I stood up and immediately moved to the center of the battle in the blooming night garden. The best and unbeatable kung fu is time. I simply stopped it.
SCARLET HEART
1
"I am a kung fu master, undefeated by any opponent, and the fourth prince of the Kingdom of Goryeo. In my childhood, my ruthless mother handed me over as a hostage to our neighbors, with whom my father, the King, had signed a peace treaty. I was treated like a prisoner, and it was only thanks to the King’s personal bodyguard, Pekche, that I survived and mastered the martial arts. The final trial, the one that earned me the title 'Undefeated,' was one I alone overcame. For this, I was praised by the King himself, who bestowed upon me the name 'Wolf.' As a reward, I received the pelt of the tiger I had killed with my bare hands, ten measures of gold, and – most precious of all – permission to 
return home to see my brothers, my father… and the mother who had abandoned me. Her cruelty toward me stemmed from a quarrel with the King, during which she had tried to blackmail him using my life. My father tore the knife from her hands, but not before I was wounded – leaving a scar on my cheek I’ve carried since the age of three. That scar, along with my presence in the palace, became a living reminder of her defeat and cruelty. Unable to bear it, she cast me out the first chance she got."  

All of this was told to me by Wang So, the fourth prince of Korea, just before I transported him and his beloved to Paris. Of course, I already knew his story – but speaking with the prince was a calming ritual, a gentle way to prepare them for the transition to another world without causing psychological shock.
I fly on my favorite raven horse through the streets of Korea's capital to meet Mila, who is waiting for me on the market bridge, in place of the main heroine, Hae Soo. Rare passers-by at this early hour press against the walls of houses as I speed by, and I hear them whisper, "This is Wolf, this is Wolf."

Clad in black, with a mask covering the scar on my face, I am, of course, not the real prince but only his copy. The real prince, I hope, is enjoying himself in Paris in my universe, with his beloved, Hella and Azazello. Lucky guy. I'm sure his feudal "roof" won’t be shaken by anything he sees. Only a mentally tough fighter can defeat both a tiger and a wolf pack – or a complete psycho who has already descended into the depths of insanity.
My Beelzebub – whatever they call him here – gallops to the market. Mila is waiting for me on the bridge. Like an exotic flower, she stands out among the locals with her round cornflower-blue eyes, golden hair, and traditional ancient Korean attire. I swoop down, and at full speed, grab Mila with my right hand, taking on my usual appearance. She laughs and presses against me. We rush further out of the city, heading toward the fairytale mountain in the pink cloud of the plum garden, to the sparkling waterfall and the cozy lake near it.
2
Naked, we frolic in the lake, splashing each other with the sun-warmed crystal water, behaving like disobedient and spoiled children. Near the fire, I have already laid out our food, starting with a bottle of wine from the Parisian cellars –Château Haut-Brion 1660. Pouring the precious drink into glasses, I say:

· “For you, for us, for our love.”

· “Let’s drink bruderschaft!”
We drink, kiss, and make love under the sky of the universe that has already become Paradise for us.                                      In the evening glow of the fire, with her hair loose and eyes like a languid cat, Mila looked like a seductive witch – the most beautiful witch in the world – real and beloved.

· “Read me something,” she says.
I pretend to struggle with remembering and, with a dramatic sigh, begin reading to her – first Shakespeare’s sonnets, then Goodwin:
"My dearest friend, my angel wild and free,
Once more you flew with witches to the stream,
And with a simple smile in morning’s spree,
You sighed and slept, a vision like a dream.
I know, where gypsy freedom fills the air,
With bonfires’ blaze and dances wild and free,
All heart’s emotions in a whimsy snare,
In fantasies of Bulgakov’s moonlit spree.

And yet, I fear within my real world’s haze,
To lose you, darling, would my soul betray.
But happy am I, to the lyre I raise,
When in my dreams, your kiss does gently play.

Your love exceeds all fantasies that roam,
Like Notre-Dame, the temple of our home."
3
We’re back in Paris again. The Fourth Prince, Van So, looks wonderful – completely calm, confident in his inner strength, and even smiles upon seeing Mila in the same clothes she wore in the Scarlet Heart universe. Hae Soo isn’t surprised; she’s from the twenty-first century, and nothing fazes her. We all have breakfast at my favorite table in the “Beautiful Aurora” café, which belongs to our team. Hella pours coffee for everyone and speaks in Korean:

· "I would like to give you, Van So, and you, Hae Soo, a gift from all of us. These are phones that will connect us at any time, with anyone, in whichever universe we may be."
· "I am grateful, Hella, to all of you for this gift, and for the hospitality which, I must admit, has completely changed my view of the world. I hope I can host you in a worthy manner when you visit me."
· “We will definitely visit,” I say, “especially since your world has become a universe that you can make part of Heaven.”

· “Can or must I?” he asks.

· “You can. It’s your choice. You won’t have to conquer other countries, shedding blood. In this world, there are no other states or peoples except your own.”

· “And if I don’t want to be part of Heaven? What then?”

· “It’s simple: I’ll kill you. Just kidding.”

· “I understand. I would do the same. And instead of an egoistic fool, I’d install a wise ruler who chose goodness and justice even in childhood. I’m not foolish enough to go against God and my own heart.”

DON YI

1
We left the Scarlet Heart, and at Mila's request – which, to me, is law – we moved to the Don YI universe, a world based on a Korean series named after its main character, Don Yi.
I assumed the guise of the local king, and I transported the real one with Don Yi into the embrace of my friends in Paris. 
Mila, as always, remained herself – a stunning extraterrestrial girl in ancient Korea.
First, Don Yi – Mila and I visited the past, her favorite scene, where she and the King discover a house where criminals store salt. This salt, when used in musical instruments, created disharmony and unjustly led to the King's favorite being accused.
We stand by a tall stone fence, and Mila says to me – not as the King but as a police officer, according to the script – the main character still doesn’t know I’m the King:

"Officer, help me climb over the fence."

I carefully lift her into my arms and help her over.

Mila whispers:
"No, not like that, you’re ruining the script."

"Oh, right," I say, and get down on all fours. Mila effortlessly hops onto my back and says questioningly:
"Well...?"

"Damn old age, I’ve forgotten everything," I say, pretending to groan under the supposed heavy burden of a royal on my delicate back. Mila hops over the fence and then opens the gate. Hiding in the shadows, we cautiously approach the house, near which lie small, neatly arranged bags. One bag is open, revealing salt pressed into bricks.

"Ah." clever Mila says," These are the salt bricks that caused the musical disharmony at the festival."

From behind, I hear the rustling of approaching criminals. Five villains with swords sneak up on us.
"Darling, allow me to deviate from the script for a moment and be myself."

"Permission granted," Mila replies regally.
I walk up to the bandits and say:
"What will scare you more – that I am a King or that I am Death?"

One of them, addressing his accomplices, says:
"Let’s kill the fool." He immediately lunges at me with a huge sword in hand.
I slow down time slightly, find myself behind him, give him a light tap on the back of his head, and send him flying into the wall of the house. Then, I disarm the others. The bewildered villains, not understanding what just happened, scramble to their feet and flee around the corner of the house, where, according to the script, the police are already capturing them. The criminals are tied up and thrown near the gate, and the chief of police asks me:

"Is everything all right, Your Majesty?"    

I approach the conspirators and say:
"You shouldn’t have called the King a fool. Though the King is usually merciful, Death is not."

2
Mila claps her hands like an excited little girl:

· "This is just amazing. Bam, bam – gangsters down without their knives and bravado. You're super! You're my hero! Now let's go to the present and grant immortality to the King and Don Yi."
· "Without their consent – and without Messire's decision – that's impossible. And yes, I am super."
· "Then let’s go back to Paris, my super-duper. Let them decide their fate together with the King."
· "Alright. I’m sure you’ll convince them, my poppet."

· "Who?!"
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· "There is one major flaw in the monarchical system of governance – the inheritance of the throne by one of the sons. That is, the head of state becomes not the best, but the son, who may not be suited for the role. At the same time, I believe that the system in most countries in your universe is even worse: the change of government after a short period leads only to theft, because they are all temporary, just like the head of state."

· "I fully agree with you, Your Majesty. On our Earth, there are states that have existed for over two thousand years, combining two, in my opinion, best principles: monarchy – lifelong rule, and democracy – careful selection and elections for the best of the best leaders. This is Orthodoxy and Catholicism – two branches of a religion called 'Christianity.'"

· "How interesting. Without a doubt, this is the best way."

· "You can legislate this principle in your universe, relying entirely on us."

· "I will do just that."

· "Alright, then. I hope you’ll accept a gift for you and your spouse?"

· "From your hands, Messire, gladly."
· "This is immortality, which will allow you to always control your universe and make it a full part of Heaven."

· "Thank you, but I believe the head of state should be mortal, chosen for life. And he should be a leader chosen by the people."
· "Good answer. Though I have a different opinion: changing the head of state, even after many years, leads to conspiracies and intrigues. Divine immortality of the King, alongside honesty, justice, and nobility, makes the state permanently stable. Immortality is not a privilege but a duty given by God."

· "Yes, you are right. I accept this generous gift. But also because I want my spouse and our love to be immortal. Thank you again, to you and our Father."

· "Then let’s go."
SOUND OF MUSIC

1
"If the path ends, it means a new one begins nearby. If the Lord closes a door, He will surely open a window."
"What else did Mother Abbess say?" I ask Mila, smiling.
Dressed as a young nun from the universe of Sound of Music, she sits with me – Captain von Trapp – In the gazebo of my ancestral estate near Salzburg. It's a warm summer night, the atmosphere reminiscent of the golden years before 
the Second World War and our love. We kiss, and Mila tells me:
"Mother Abbess also told me: 'Only after the wedding.' And she wouldn't lie – she herself was married seven times."
"Mila, but we're already married."
"Not in this world. Plus, Maria's wedding scene is divine. I want it, want it, want it... There's this one dress – a dream, a flight. And the church! And the organ music, family heirlooms, guests from Vienna – nothing but monarchic and European cream. We should invite the Beatles and Sinatra."
"But, darling, they're from a different universe."
"And can't you manage that?"
"I can. But for an additional fee," I say, kissing Mila.
She kisses me passionately and, with mischievous eyes, replies:
"Paid for."
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The day before Maria and Captain von Trapp's wedding, early in the morning, I knock on the bathroom door. No answer. I cautiously open the door – no one inside. Lipstick on the mirror reads: "Flew out urgently. Will be back in the evening to tell everything."
A sense of catastrophe doesn’t leave me. I never asked her why she disappeared then, giving her time to explain everything herself. As I suspected, she didn’t return that evening or the following month. Azazello and Hella helped 
me empty Captain’s wine cellar and prevented me from going insane.
A month later, in the middle of the night, I was awakened by Messire, who had flown in from Earth, and he said:
"War has begun. You must fly to Paris, then to Casablanca. You can leave your broken heart here."
CASABLANCA

1

"Each of us has carefully studied the plan for the revival of the Reich, especially since practically everyone participated in its drafting. Let me briefly outline the main points again. And if there are any additions or corrections, please don’t hesitate: after all, this is the future of the entire Earth, for which we are now fully responsible. First: a local nuclear explosion in one of the post-Soviet states, which they will organize themselves in exchange for promises of personal security, complete secrecy, and a palace near Berlin. After this, all terrorists are to be eliminated.
Second: the leader of the German nation has already been selected. This is the result of meticulous work by all agencies. His physical and psychological profile fully aligns with the subconscious and conscious vision of the majority of German citizens. The biography of the wise hero and warrior is ready. And most importantly: he will always be a member of our Committee, not an arrogant madman or, worse, an 
idealistic revolutionary.
Third: a demonstrative destruction of China. The goal is to intimidate the entire world and eliminate a population that cannot be controlled.
Fourth: a temporary alliance with France, England, and some other European states to govern the new territories.
Fifth: determining the role of each nation in serving the Greater Reich. Russia and the post-Soviet republics will unite to form the Soviet Union number two. This is a return to the system they have dreamed of since the 1990s: the restoration of the party, collective farms, executive committees, and a punitive apparatus, the central body of which will be the Ministry of Truth. Ninety-nine percent of the personnel of the repressive organs will be Germans, gradually replaced by locals prone to violence and sadism.
Destruction of passports and identity documents for peasants, their digital attachment to collective farm land, labor days, and a cashless natural economy; prohibition of private entrepreneurial activity; total subordination of state bodies, the party, and the Church to the Ministry of Love.
Electing a "stern but fair" leader as the Secretary-General of the party. It must be a German who speaks Russian. These people are accustomed to being ruled by foreigners. 
The same goes for America: appointing a member of our Committee as president. His assistants will be Germans and indigenous people from reservations – Indians. The same principle of organizing power applies in other countries.
Thus, for quite a long time, with minimal forces, we will be able to control the entire Earth, placing several dozen true patriots of Germany and thousands of enemies of the defeated states at the head of each territory liberated from inferior individuals."
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“A message from the Fuhrer of the Greater Reich to the inhabitants of the Earth:
‘The recent events in Europe and the use of nuclear weapons by one of the parties to the conflict give us the right to end this meaningless war and take the lead of the whole world by creating a single state and a single government. We believe that the mistakes of the National Socialist Party of Germany from the past century and the division of people by race are no longer acceptable: all nations are equal, large and small. Some make the best bicycles, others grow rice and bananas better, and still, others play the balalaika better, and so on. We Germans, however, are the best at governing the world. This just system will put an end to all future wars and give every inhabitant of our Greater Reich the opportunity to conscientiously perform the main function of their region and nation.
We take on all the burdens and concerns of distributing material goods, legislative, and executive power. Our new gravitational weapon, created by German genius, is the guarantee and basis for creating a new ideal world without fear, hunger, and overpopulation.
Hail the Greater Reich above all else! Long live the new world order without crime, demagoguery, and lies! Long live every useful worker, if he is obedient and disciplined!’”
All this nonsense is drifting in through the open window with the spring wind, emitted by the loudspeakers of mobile Gestapo stations that have filled all of Paris. The internet, radio, and television are not working, apparently, across all of Europe.
The world once again falls into chaos and spirals toward the 
abyss. Azazello, Hella, and I are drinking champagne, hoping to finish the whole crate before the regular troops of the new rulers arrive in Paris. They endured and remained hidden for a long time, but credit must be given: the sudden emergence of gravitational weaponry rendered conventional arms – rockets, tanks, airplanes, and even so-called “harmless” firearms – completely obsolete. Humanity has reverted to bows and arrows, though without steel tips: even a single gram of metal turns into a multi-ton boulder in a fraction of a millisecond. Except, of course, for the armaments of the valiant German “liberators”: some unknown genius, buried deep within Antarctica, devised an anti-gravity system – allowing Germany to rise like a fire-breathing giant among the world’s unarmed pygmies.                The mad dreams of the globalists began to come true – ironically, without their own involvement.                                               Adolf lived. Adolf lives. Adolf will live.  

By unanimous decision, we relocate to the unoccupied Casablanca, where European refugees have flocked – the only place from which one could sail to Australia, declared a neutral zone by the Germans. Apparently, out of gratitude: Australia is the only country that neither extradited nor condemned any Nazi criminals after World War II. And, of course, out of expediency: Antarctica is nearby, a declassified location where the descendants of 'super humans' created gravitational weapons, proving to the world that “revenge is a dish best served cold."

Morocco was handed over to the French by the Germans under the guise of alliance and common goals, which was essentially true: during the years of the European Union, they repeatedly proved their familial love and loyalty to each 
other in robbing European nations and the rest of the world.
Human history repeats itself: the same aggressors, the same slogans, and ideology of superiority, the pain and suffering of refugees seeking refuge in Casablanca, just as they did in the mid-twentieth century.

We leave our café Beautiful Aurora amidst a noisy crowd: all the girls, the bartender, and the kitchen staff are coming with us; no one wants to be under occupation, especially when nobody else will offer them such wages and protection.

Our goal, the goal of the 'holy trinity,' as Messire joked, is to help those who play a crucial role in the future of humanity –especially now, when the new Aryans plan to eradicate most of the 'useless biomass.' Koroviev and Behemoth constantly accompany Messire but promised to visit our future nest of alcohol and broken hearts from time to time.
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A month has passed. My Australian passport with the name of the hero from my favorite book Heart of the Fool and a substantial sum of money have opened many official doors for me in Casablanca. Our restaurant, Australia, with its casino, dancing, and live music, is now the most popular spot in town. The ambiance, décor, waitstaff costumes, and music all evoke the charm of the early twentieth century. And, of course, the cuisine and modest prices attract European refugees seeking comfort – and a chance to forget amid the continued shattering of their already broken lives.                   Soft-fingered Louis plays only encores of sentimental music from the previous century, ignoring modern rap verses, fashionable moans, and the squeals of sexless, voiceless beings.                                                                                        

This fully meets the expectations of audiences of all ages: adversity sharpens the senses and clears the mind – even in the young – from schizoid propaganda and perversion. Our restaurant, open until the last visitor, has become a place for regular celebrations of obtaining exit visas and the last hope for illegal departure for those whose visas have been denied – often due to the corrupt layer between refugees and the valiant French policemen.
Chief of the French police, Monsieur Charles Perrault, never took bribes himself, preferring to give almost free visas, at a state price, to young girls regardless of their marital status, nobly not accepting refusals from his short-lived patronage. All others usually paid intermediaries, and then the money went into the bottomless pockets of Captain Perrault and his subordinates.
Otherwise, he was fair in his own way, honest, and always kept his word. Soon, his best friend became me – rather, the best provider – because in the restaurant, he always had free drinks, lunch, and regular winnings at the roulette of our honest casino.
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The southern sun instantly disappeared behind the horizon, and each table in the restaurant was illuminated by the soft glow of table lamps. Louis performed a medley of Ray Charles’s works. Most of the audience had moved to the casino. I played chess with myself, hoping to defeat the slow march of time. Administrator Diggs brought me a bottle of fifty-year-old cognac and said,

· "You’re becoming our best customer."

· "No tips," I replied with a smile.
· "Of course. That would offend me. I’d never take tea from you – only cognac."
No sooner had Diggs left my table than Flint slid in and perched on the edge of a chair. He made his living by bleeding both rich and poor – and kept every last coin for himself. ."Mind if I join you for a drink?"
· "No," I said sharply.

· "Ah, right. You don’t drink with clients. But why do you despise me? After all, I’m doing a good deed – helping poor refugees get exit visas."

· "For big money, Flint. Big money."

· "Of course! I have to share with our noble and incorruptible police. That’s why I carry the burden of all their sins – and it doesn’t come cheap. But precisely because you treat me this way, I trust you. The only one I do – in this zoo of greedy monkeys. And now, I’ll surprise you. You’ve never seen anything like this."

He pulled a paper from his coat.

· "Look – a double visa. Signed by the governor of France. Destination: Australia. Just write in any names you want – and that’s it. Today I’ll sell it for a fortune. And then – goodbye, Casablanca. James, could you keep this golden ticket for me, just for a while? I’m off to drink and gamble at the casino."
· "How long?"

· "A couple of hours, no more. Thank you, my friend. Maybe now you’ll think better of me?"

· "I think you’ve already heard – two German couriers never made it to Casablanca. Someone shot them on the train."
· "Unlucky devils."

· "Yes, Flint. I’ve changed my mind about you. It got even worse."
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In Australia, as always, the place is bustling. On this island of self-deception and hope, refugees part with their last illusions of self-importance and fairy tales of invincible goodness. Evil, in the form of hyena-like collectors of anything valuable and speculators selling exit visas, systematically devalues their souls. It forces them to swiftly descend into the abyss: some drown in alcohol, others in casinos, and still others turn to theft and murder.
The croupier, Robin Hood, approaches me and says, 

· “Monsieur Perrault has won two thousand marks. We     don’t have that kind of money in the cashier.”

· "No problem. Let’s go to my office."
Captain Perrault, radiant, joins us on the way.
· "Luck has smiled upon me. Isn’t it wonderful?"
· "Congratulations. But remember, this month, it’s her last smile."
· "Of course. I never take luck for granted."
· "Grants up to a hundred marks are permissible."
· "Thank you, James; you’re the king of grants."
We enter the office. I take the money out of the safe and hand it to Robin.

· "Take this to the cashier. Let the captain receive it officially so no one can accuse us of corruption."
· "Yes, there are plenty of jealous people. You’re right, old man," Charles agrees.

· "Will you have some Armagnac?"

· "Yes, thank you. By the way, there will be two important events in your restaurant today. First, the German ambassador to France, Oberführer Farquaad, will arrive. And second, the murderer of the German couriers will be arrested."

· "Neither of those is so important to me. My tavern has enough representation."

· "I hope you won’t warn the murderer?"

· "I won’t risk my neck for anyone."

· "Wise foreign policy. Oh, by the way, are you aware that Alexander Belarus has arrived in Casablanca?"

· "Alexander Belarus?”
· "Oh, I see, even the always unflappable James Goodwin is impressed."

· "Not surprising, since Belarus impressed at least half of the world."

· "My task is to ensure he doesn’t impress the other half. He won’t get an exit visa in Casablanca."

· "I bet he will."
· "He won’t. Besides, he needs two visas: the second one is for the lady."

· "He’ll leave her here."
· "He won’t. Trust me, I’ve never seen such beauties. I’m ready to give her a free visa just for a handshake and a hundred visas for everything else."
· "So, shall we bet? Twenty thousand marks."

· "Fine. But I’m a poor corrupt official. Let’s agree on ten thousand."

· "Done."
· "James, sometimes I ask myself: 'Why can’t the owner of a magnificent restaurant and a millionaire return to Australia? Perhaps because he killed a senator or seduced the prime minister’s daughter, or robbed the cash register of the Anglican Church?'"
· "All of the above. Plus, I translated Shakespeare’s sonnets into 'barbaric' Russian."
· "Not surprised. Your polyglotism makes you even more suspicious and… useful. If you ever go bankrupt, I’d gladly hire you. You’re the only one I’m never bored with."
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After dinner, Perrault went to the casino, but instead of heading to the roulette table, he approached my table.
· "Good evening. You look like the captain of a pirate ship."

· "Pirates were valued by the French crown, so they were given military and police ranks."
· "I see, I see. I want to introduce you to the most interesting person I was talking about: Alexander Belarus."

· "Why?"
· "I need to talk to him and do some preventive work. It will be easier and more unofficial with you."

· "Alright, let’s go."
We entered the second, smaller, but cozier room and approached the table where two people were already sitting: Alexander Belarus and Mila.

We exchanged glances, and for a moment, the world seemed to disappear... After a second, I heard the captain introducing us:
· "Good evening. I am Chief of Police of Casablanca, Charles Perrault, and this is the restaurant owner, James Goodwin."

· "What do you want?" Alexander asked.
· "Oh, nothing serious. Such famous people don’t often visit our backwater. On behalf of the residents and authorities of French Casablanca, I welcome you and your lovely companion. I hope you’ll have a pleasant stay with us."

Alexander stood up and said:
· "Excuse me for being cold. Not all official authorities greet me as you do. Let me introduce you to Mademoiselle Mila. Please, take a seat."

· "Thank you, but unfortunately, James doesn't drink with clients."

· "Today, I’m drinking."
· "Oh, the tradition is broken. Mademoiselle Mila, this is all thanks to your beauty and charm."
· "Mr. James, you have a wonderful restaurant. Your cuisine impressed us more than anything," Alexander said to me.

· "It’s nothing compared to your work. You’ve impressed the whole world."
· "Thank you. I’m not alone in this, just trying to turn the worst into the best."

· "We’re all trying, but only you succeed."

At that moment, Oberführer Farquaad approached us:
· "Mr. Belarus, you’ve finally arrived. Glad to see you."

· "And I’m not," Alexander replied.

· "Why not? You are now a subject of Greater Germany."
· "You’re mistaken. I am a citizen of the Republic of Belarus."

· "Such a country no longer exists."
· "Tell that to the thousands of partisans who effectively control most of the territory you’ve captured."

· "Well, it won’t last long, I promise you. Besides, you’re not a partisan, I hope. Therefore, you need to confirm your legal status."

· "Mr. Perrault, I am under your jurisdiction. Is this your order?"
· "I wouldn’t say so. More like a request. Please, tomorrow at ten in the morning, I expect you, Mr. Alexander, and you, Mademoiselle Mila, at my prefecture."

Charles stood up from the table, and I followed suit. The captain slightly bowed and said:
· "Have a good time. And don’t forget: tomorrow at ten."
Perrault and the Oberführer walked toward the table where German officers were sitting – employees of the German embassy, all dressed in uniform with the same fascist symbolism that had been developed many years ago by their “super-Aryan” ancestors. A bad tradition: to use the fetish of the defeated Reich.

The Oberführer turned to me:

· "Take a seat. I have a couple of unofficial questions for you."
· "You can ask me any official ones."

· " Excellent. We compile dossiers on everyone who is in some way different from the general mass. I have an excellent memory; I know your dossier by heart: 'Athlete, European basketball champion, height two meters thirteen centimeters, extraordinary physical strength: breaks horseshoes and twists fifty-cent pieces into a tube. Australian citizen, nationality unknown, polyglot. Two higher educations – legal and psychological. Fought in Africa, first as an officer of the French Foreign Legion, then as commander of a special forces unit in a private military company registered in Australia. Wrote several books on psychology, defended a doctorate in theology, married (wife’s name unknown). The reason for not returning to Australia is unknown. Political views are unknown. Perhaps we’ll start with something simple: your nationality?"                                                                                            *   "I’m a devout alcoholic."
Everyone laughed. Perrault said:
· “That’s what makes James a truly apolitical citizen of the world."

· "And what about the Great Reich? What would you say if Germany conquered Australia?"

· “There are parts of northern Australia I wouldn’t recommend invading. Sorry, your business is politics; mine is running the restaurant. I have to go now. Everything’s on the house. Goodbye."

I got up and went back to my office. As promised by Perrault, the police arrested Flint. I could tell from the commotion and his screams downstairs. I hid the visas in a chessboard, in 
the section for pieces, where a secret compartment for secret papers had already been made. Most likely, Flint wouldn’t need the visas anymore.
I left the office and went down to the main hall, where the police were leading the murderer of the German couriers out in handcuffs. I stood next to the musicians and loudly announced:
· "It’s all over. Please calm down and take your seats. Louis, play."
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I was sitting at my favorite table, late into the night. The last clients had left the restaurant. The lights were off, and in the semi-darkness from the street lamps, everything looked gray and dismal. I drank and didn’t get drunk. Again, after Mila’s disappearance, I lost myself in time and space, feeling chaos and cold in my heart. Why did she come to my dive today when there are countless other places in the world? Why does it still hurt me? Where is that damn time that, it turns out, never healed me?

Azazello came up to me and said:

· “Stop fooling around – that's the second bottle already. Let’s go to Helle’s and have some fun with the girls.” 
· "No, I’m waiting for the lady. She’ll come. She must."

· "Give up on this. She’ll give you nothing but sorrow and pain."

· "I’ll still wait for her. Go away. Go relax."

· "No, I’m staying too."

· "Then play 'Eternity is Time' for me."
By the time we were halfway through the second bottle, she finally came.

· "Sit down," I said and poured her a full glass.
· "I’m very sorry that I hurt you again. If I had known you were here, I would never have come to this restaurant. But I must explain my disappearance to you."
· "Start with how you gutted a stupid deer and broke its heart."

· "It’s not like that. Please, listen to me."
· "Okay, I’m listening, not very attentively because I’m drunk as a skunk. Tell me."

· "I was still a young girl, a freshman, when I met an amazing man, whom my family already spoke of as an outstanding person. I listened to every word of my beloved hero. His intellect, erudition, and vast knowledge amazed me. He worked under my father’s command in foreign intelligence and was the best of the best. He spoke all European languages perfectly, without an accent, recited Shakespeare’s sonnets, Byron’s and Frost’s poems by heart, introduced me to the forgotten poetry of Pushkin and Yesenin. He himself wrote magnificent poems."

· "Impressive. And now you’ll tell me how all girls with low social responsibility usually do things to the sounds of a distressed piano, about the unhappy love that pushed them onto a sinful path. Or do you have a different story? I don’t think so."

Mila stood up abruptly and left without saying goodbye.

"Flint left, Mila came. Balance restored. You can persuade a person, but Death – never."

The world swam before my eyes, and I collapsed onto the couch, disconnected..
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The next day, around ten in the morning, I went to the prefecture. In Perrault’s office, Oberführer Farquaad was already sitting, and he immediately asked me about the governor's visas. I suggested without hesitation that they search my restaurant to find the visas if Flint had hidden them with me. Oberführer smirked and said,

· "Or maybe we should start the search with you personally?"

· "That’s why I’m here. The police chief knows that I am a law-abiding citizen and would not cover for a criminal."

Perrault nodded and said,
· "That’s right. James is the only businessman in Casablanca who doesn’t deal in fake visas from Paris. Thank you for voluntarily agreeing to the search."

At that moment, Alexander and Mila entered the office. I sat on the side couch and lit a cigarette.

· "Once again, welcome to Casablanca. I have no questions for you; the questions are from the Oberführer," Charles said.

· "I would say not questions, but an offer to a man with an original nickname – Father – which confirms his leadership in the terrorist organization ‘Resistance.’ Clearly, you and your lovely companion came here with the aim of getting to Australia, for which you need an 
    exit visa. The police chief and I will be happy to issue it to you."

· "On what conditions?"
· "You will tell us about the 'Resistance' – all addresses, names, passwords. And then you can leave Casablanca on the same day. By the way, the ship sails today."
· "If I didn’t do that while in a German concentration camp, where the methods were much more convincing, then, of course, I won’t be a traitor here. Is that all for you?"
· "So you will never leave Morocco. Isn't that right, Mr. Perrault?"

· "Undoubtedly. Mr. Alexander will not be granted a visa."

· "Can I go, Mr. Policeman?"

· "Yes, just one important piece of information for you: Mr. Flint will not fulfill his promise and will not sell you the governor's visas. He passed away suddenly. Right now, I am deciding whether it was suicide or an attempted escape..."
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After customs at the port, I saw Mila at the market and approached her.

· "Sorry, I was drunk yesterday. Now everything is fine, and I’m ready to listen to you."

· "Yesterday, I saw a different person, not the one I was happy with, not the one who would understand me."

· "Do I have to understand that today you’re with me, and tomorrow with someone else?"
· "No, I’ve never been with anyone else. Alexander is my husband, and he was when you and I fell in love with each other."
From the café “Blue Parrot,” Belarus emerged. Mila turned around and, without saying another word to me, went to meet him. I was stunned by a powerful sense of déjà vu – it all had already happened in the movie Casablanca: yesterday’s scenes, Flint, the visas, the nighttime conversation, and now Mila’s confession. A familiar voice came from behind:

· " Monsieur, may we pass?”
I turned around. Behind me stood Messire and my faithful companions – Koroviev and Behemoth. Behemoth rushed forward and wrapped me in a hug, exclaiming:  

· "Look how thin you've become!"

· “Well, what did you expect? An enemy’s love gives you nothing but horns," – Koroviev added with a smirk – "Ah, never mind that, no need for gloom. Come, let’s feast on some kangaroo meat – the poor beast was just hopping in front of an Australian truck. Hopped his last…"

And with those words, he too embraced me. Messire regarded us with indulgent amusement and finally said:
· "Hello, Death."
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· "Messire, I don’t understand what’s happening. How did the universe created after the movie Casablanca end 
up here? Or did I find myself in Casablanca against my will?"

· "Death, the ways of the Lord are inscrutable. But don’t worry, everything is fine with you. It’s just that two universes have merged. Why? We can only speculate. But I think it’s because the main thing is to defeat fascism. In the first and ancient universe, ‘Earth,’ all spiritual resources for resisting evil have been depleted. And Casablanca is full of energy and love. Light without love is darkness. Only love can win the war between good and evil. By the way, the movie Casablanca does not exist in this merged universe. Nobody knows about it except you. I wonder – will it appear after the war?"
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· "I give you tasks that no one else can accomplish, but your life, your free choice, is your inviolable personal matter. You can refuse everything at any moment, even the Death uniform. Your right. Just as it is Mila’s right to make mistakes and make any decisions. Why did she marry you while being married to Alexander? This is her secret that you will have to find out. Just as you will have to find out who she is – a merry, amoral witch, or a person tangled in love and grief. If she is a heartless witch, then don’t regret anything. Any lesson, especially a cruel one, makes you stronger. And strength is what you need now, because I have given you a big and super difficult task: to find and destroy the gravitational weapon."
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· "And after all this, can I forgive her?" I ask Koroviev.

· "When you forgive, you can’t change the past, but you can change the future. So you can forgive everything and then leave, or, if you have the strength, destroy the traitor."
13

In the curls of cigarette smoke, like in a fog of dreams and oblivion, the images on the ceiling resembled magical mirages from a fairytale land. Louis was singing a cheerful tune about luck under the motto – "Live for the day." Alexander Belarus approached me and said:

· "Can I talk to you?"
· "Speak."

· "Not here, it’s confidential."

· "Alright, let’s go to my office. Would you like some Armagnac?"

· "No, thank you. You know what business I’m involved in – it’s the fight against the new Aryans with the old stuffing and madness. It so happened that I became the leader of the Resistance, and therefore it is important for me to be in neutral Australia, where I can create a center for the interaction of all anti-fascist forces. Besides, I could leave and hide my wife there under protection. It’s very important to me."

· "You love her so much."

· "A leader without love, without a heart, is dangerous. Yes, I love her very much. That’s why I ask you to sell me the visas you have for any amount of money. Will a hundred thousand suit you?"
· "No."

· "Two hundred?"

· "Offer a million or two million, I won’t sell them to you."

· "Why?"

· "Ask your wife."

· "From the moment I saw you, I understood that we love the same woman. I don’t demand any explanations.             I just ask you: if you don’t want to sell the visa to me, no problem, sell it for my wife."

· "So, you really love her."
· "More than life."
At that moment, in the main hall of the restaurant, a triumphant roar of song erupted: "Germany, Germany above all." Alexander broke off the conversation, abruptly opened the office door, and strode into the hall. I followed him. He walked up to the orchestra and declared loudly:                                  

    *   "La Marseillaise!"

Ray, the conductor, looked to me for confirmation, and I gave a nod. The orchestra, led by Louis, struck up the anthem of Free France, and Alexander Belarus sang out with passion:
· "Allons enfants de la Patrie,                                                       Le jour de gloire est arrivé."

The attendees, mostly French or French-speaking, began to rise one by one and sing along with him:

· "Contre nous, de la tyrannie,                                           L'étendard sanglant est levé..."

The Germans, upon finishing their song, looked at Alexander with surprise and hatred. Their superiority, at least here, was shattered and humiliated by the unity of the finest representatives of the European people, whose ancestors did not surrender to the Germans during the Second World War.
The Oberführer stood up and approached Captain Perrault, who was watching with pleasure.

· "See, I told you: ‘Belarus is dangerous.’ Even here, where everyone depends on your visas. They only needed a leader, and he appeared. Close the restaurant. Right now."
· "But I have no reason to," protested Captain Perrault.
· "Find one."
· "Alright. Attention, the restaurant is closing. Gambling activities have been discovered on the premises. Everyone must leave immediately."
Robin Hood stepped up to the captain and handed him some money. 

•   "You won at roulette."                                                              •   "Thank you. Clear the premises – now."
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"The restaurant is closed by order of the Casablanca police chief."

"How long can we hold out?" I asked Diggs.

"About five or six weeks."
"Okay. Tell the staff that during the closure, everyone will receive their full salary."

"Oh! Thank you. Shrek will be pleased; I owe him money."
I step into my office. In the dim light cast by the streetlamp outside the window, Mila is standing there. I don't turn on the light – I walk up to her:

"I knew you'd come. As long as I have these precious visas, I won’t be lacking for company. You’re the third today who’s ready to buy them – or help me sell them."
She speaks softly, urgently:
“Listen to me, please. These visas are crucial for Alexander. His fight, the success of his cause – everything depends on getting to Australia. You’re angry with me, I know. I understand. But give him just one visa. Without it, he’ll die here in Casablanca."
I pause, and then answer coldly:

"You know who I am – and Death has room for everyone, even him. Besides, as a witch, it's easy for you to fly anywhere with him. What's the point of this circus? Or do you want to mock me even more?"

"I can't fly to Australia. The entire Earth is entangled with a network of gravitational weapons, and many witches have died trying to fly anywhere. Each of us carries a few grams of various metals within us. Forging visas is useless – everything in the Reich is under strict control. Stealing from you is impossible – you're an angel and protected from any sorcery."
"I see you've considered all the options."

"Yes, that’s why I’m asking you – for the sake of our love – to help me."
"Our love? Are you serious? Right now, you'll say anything to get your way. I’ll say it one last time: I’m not giving you the visas. Goodbye."

"I’ve tried everything. That leaves me only one option."
Mila pulled a gun from her purse and burst into tears.

"What, did you forget? I'm immortal."

"But I'm not," she said, pressing the gun to her temple.

In an instant, I was beside her, wrenching the weapon from her hand. Mila covered her eyes with her palms and, through her tears, whispered:

"I can't do this anymore. I've been fighting with myself, with my love for you. What should I do?"

I gently moved her hands away and looked into her eyes. She wasn't lying – it was real. And a second later, we were kissing, just as we had when she asked me for one last kiss before our wedding in Sound of Music...
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· "What happened? And why did you disappear?"

· "When we met, I thought I was a widow. Remember, you asked me if I had loved anyone before you? And I said he died. I was married for only one day. On our wedding day, he left for an urgent assignment, 
promising to return in two days. A month later, his belongings, an urn with ashes, and documents confirming his death were delivered to our embassy –supposedly, he died from pneumonia. DNA analysis confirmed that it was his remains. Meeting you saved me; I hadn’t slept for weeks and was quietly going insane. Only after losing you did I realize that my love for you was the only real one. My love for Alexander was actually admiration, worship, and a child's desire to emulate a famous superhero – intellectually, in knowledge, kindness, and nobility, surpassing everyone around. Even his physical attributes – beauty, towering height, extraordinary strength – were beyond any competition. When I first saw you, you struck me with your resemblance to my deceased husband. And, by the way, I didn’t think anyone could surpass him. Not only physically."
· "Flatterer." – I said.                                                                                

Mila smiled and continued:
· "When I fell in love with you and became your wife, all my pain vanished, and the memory of him turned into a pink cloud from childhood dreams."
· "Why didn’t you tell me about it?"

· "I had no right. Everything related to his work and personal life was classified. But after two years of our married life, I found out he was alive. This news broke me: I was married to both you and him. In a panic, I fled to other worlds, where you found me. And where I realized that you are my only true love. But soon, I learned that Alexander had been poisoned, was very ill, and dying. I returned to him, escaping from Sound of 
Music, and saved him, both as a wife and as a witch. My care and magical remedies cured him."

· "When he recovered, why didn’t you come back to me?"
· "A lot of time passed, and I thought you wouldn't forgive me. Besides, I had to stay with him for his final recovery. Only before coming to Casablanca did he defeat the illness."

· "And what now?"

· "I don't know. I ask you to decide everything for me, for all of us."
· "Alright. He’ll get a visa and leave. But without you."

· "I won’t be able to leave you anymore. I need only you."
I gently lifted her in my arms and held her close. She started crying again:

· " Everything's fine – these are tears of happiness. Don’t give me to anyone."
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Perrault, upon receiving a gift for his birthday (which is in six months), gave permission to open the restaurant.                      Fewer guests come for breakfast than for dinner, with its music and free drinks during happy hour. I sit at my usual table, sipping Turkish coffee in small gulps and flipping through the French Liberté. The internet is dead – long live print. 
A very young creature approaches, nervously fidgeting with a scrap of paper in her hands:

· "Good morning. May I ask you something?"
· "About what?"

· "Does Monsieur Perrault keep his word?"

· "Who sent you to me?"

· "This note is for you."
She hands me the gray slip of paper with trembling fingers. On it, in the familiar hand of the Chief of Police, is a single word: "Please confirm."
· "Now it’s clear. Yes, he always keeps his word. Sit down. And tell me, what brought you to Casablanca? What’s your name?"
She sat carefully on the edge of the chair, straightened her cheap blue polka-dot dress, and began to tell her story – a fragile petal in the cruel ocean of war.
· "My name is Yana. Joseph and I – he’s my husband..."

· " You're married. Yes, Captain Perrault is democratic – in the French way.”

· "We are from Poland. Just a week ago, we got married and decided to move to Australia so that our family, our children, could live safely. The visa costs a lot of money, but we don't have it. Joseph is trying to win at the casino and, of course, he will lose. So I turned to Captain Perrault."

· "My advice to you is to go back to Poland."
· "That’s impossible. Death has gripped the whole of Europe by the throat, and many will soon die there."

· "Death has nothing to do with it here."

· "What do you think: if a girl does something terrible and keeps her sin deep in her heart for love, will God forgive her?"
· "I don’t know, nobody loved me like that. I have to go. Goodbye."

I got up and walked toward the casino.
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The casino is crowded. Robin Hood spins the roulette wheel. He's a master, an unmatched illusionist, making money out of human foolishness, greed, and despair. Many would call him a cheat, but that's not true – he doesn’t use dirty methods. He simply, like a god of the game, fully controls the table and the psychology of the players.                                   Azazello freed him with remarkable humanity: no corpses, no dismembered limbs – a rare act of mercy toward the local gangsters who had kept Robin as little more than a slave, so terrified he barely dared step outside. After their arrest – thanks to my small gift to the chief of police: a ten-pound statue of the god of abundance, made of pure gold – Robin began working for me, receiving twenty-five percent of the profits and not being responsible for the losses of the establishment, which only served to heat up the crowd. Joseph is sitting at the table, holding two hundred-mark chips in his hand, and once again skips the game, not daring to bet and lose everything. I approach him and say:

· "Put it on black."  
He glanced briefly at me and put both chips on black. And, of course, he won.

· "Now put everything on thirteen."

I looked at Robin and said again:
· "All on thirteen."

Joseph won again, this time collecting a bunch of chips. I took all his chips and bet on thirteen once more. He silently agreed. Hood’s stone face expressed nothing, but his eyes flashed for a moment. When the ball obediently stopped at number thirteen, the audience gasped and cheered, drawing other casino visitors to the “lucky” table.
I emptied the winnings into a paper bag and handed it to Joseph.
· "Promise me that you will never gamble for money again."

· "I promise."
· "Excellent."

Yana ran up and hugged me:
· "Thank you, thank you."

· "For what? Your husband got lucky – thanks to you. But gambling is not for him. Keep an eye on that... in Australia."
I walked over to the bar, where a touched Diggs tried to hand me a glass of the most expensive cognac.

· "Boss, I'm proud of you."

· "At my expense?"

· "No, no, I paid Shrek."

Shrek – the bartender and Azazello's assistant – smiled with his full mouth of gold teeth and muttered into Russian:
· " Человечище, какой человечище. Such a great man, such a great man. Mind if I treat you too?"
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The police prefecture of Casablanca stood out in the commercial part of the city like a beacon, providing light in the form of exit visas, and for those denied – like a cold and indifferent rock in the center of a cruel storm. Joy, sorrow, hope, and despair intertwined into a crazy tangle and crashed against the armored doors of the gates to hell. The duty officer let me in, and I walked into Captain Perrault's office. He stood up, shook my hand, and said with a slight reproach:
· "What was that yesterday? You ruined my romantic affair with the Polish girl."

· "On the contrary, I gave credit to mutual love and showed everyone that the chief of police of Casablanca is a noble officer, not a concerned and vindictive official. 
After all, despite the money, you could have easily found a reason to refuse them."
· "That's true. But I hope today the gorgeous blonde I bring to your casino will lose everything and beg me, not you, for help."
· "No problem. By the way, I have a mutual request for you: I'm planning to leave Casablanca, but not alone – with a beautiful lady."

· "For you, there will always be the most legitimate visa available. But why do you need to leave? Enjoy yourself with your lady here, where you are respected and protected by the entire city's police force."
· "There's a catch: she's married, and her husband is a serious man who could ruin our lives."

· "Who is it?"
· "Alexander Belarus."

· "What!? Well, you surprise me!"

· "That's why I suggest an option that will suit you, me, and your German friends: instead of constantly monitoring him, I suggest we eliminate him for good. I'll tell Belarus that I'm selling governor's visas. He'll take the bait, and you'll catch him red-handed with evidence of his involvement in the courier murders."
· "Sneaky, but it'll do. It's a pity I didn’t find a visa from you, or I would have pulled this off myself. And made some money..."
· "Don’t worry, the money for the visas is yours."

· "Great. Then let's get started immediately."
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After closing the restaurant, Perrault is the first to arrive. I hide him behind the bar and let him stew for a while. Ten minutes later, Mila comes in and rushes straight to me, her voice trembling:
· "Are you going to tell him now?"

· "No, we’ll tell him everything at the dock before departure. It'll be easier for all of us."
After paying the taxi driver, Alexander enters. Without delay, I hand him the visas. He hands me an envelope with money.

· "Keep it for yourself, they'll be useful to you in Australia," I say. And then the captain appears with a gun in his hand.
· "Alexander Belarus, you are under arrest for the murder of German couriers – and for whatever else the Germans decide to charge you with. Are you surprised? Love knows no boundaries, just as death knows no morals or nobility. Therefore..."
· "You're mistaken. Death is noble," I say, pointing my gun at Charles. "Put the gun and your hands on the table so I can see. Otherwise, the bullet will go straight to your heart."

· "That’s my most invulnerable spot. Alright, I comply. What’s next?"
· "Next, we go to the port, where you personally ensure that no one doubts these exit visas."
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"Alexander, give me the visas and go arrange the luggage. Now our respected policeman will fill in the departure fields by hand, indicating those leaving the country."

Belarus leaves, and Perrault takes the paper with the visas and says:
· "Agreed. This will be more official. Give me a pen, James. What should I write?"

· "Mr. and Mrs. Belarus. You know the names."

· "But why? We discussed and agreed on everything, didn't we?" Mila asks, taking my hand, looking scared.
· "You're sailing to Australia. You can't stay with me – I'm toxic. The captain will confirm that I will be arrested and sent to a German concentration camp. And that's what I need; you know what kind of work I do. Besides, Alexander needs you in his fight. Without you, he can't live or fight. And his cause is much more important than
the story of a woman and two men. Without victory, everything is meaningless, and none of us will exist, because our Earth will be destroyed, and with it, the entire Multiverse. You once wrote to me: 'Wait,' I waited for you, and I waited. Now I'm asking you – wait. And when it’s all over, and I'm sure it won't be long, we'll be together again. Even if it’s in the next life."

· "And what about our love?"

· "It remains in the magical fairy tale. And it will never die. My heart is always with you. Here's looking at you, kid. I love you."

· "I love, love you..."
· "Shh, don't cry, Alexander is coming back."

Belarus approached us, and Perrault looked at me with surprise.

· "Everything is ready. Thanks again, I owe you."

· "That's for sure. But not just to me. Yesterday, without your knowledge, Mila came to me to lure visas from me. She tried everything: tears and false declarations of love, but nothing helped. Until she honestly told me that she always, even when she thought you were dead and was with me, loved only you and no one else in the world."

Alexander smiled, shook my hand, and said:
· "Thank you. And welcome back to the fight. Now I know for sure that we will win."

· "No doubt. This letter is for you. Read it on the ship. Go, time waits for no one."
Alexander and Mila walked towards the huge ship, but for some reason, it seemed that it wasn’t engulfing them with its mass, but they, like gods, were controlling it – and the fate of the whole world. Although, that was exactly how it was.
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"Alexander, first of all, I wish you a happy and safe journey. I'm sure James – my student and friend – has helped you. I'll be brief in my letter: the war will end this year with the victory of the forces of light. You will become the President of your Motherland, which will grow both territorially and spiritually, becoming the center of Europe's revival. At the beginning of your presidency, you will have many paths to choose from, all leading to the country's demise, and only one path for life and prosperity – creating a people's state. There is no doubt that, as a national leader, you will choose this path. Take my advice to heart: immediately, both legally and physically, put an end to organized crime, regardless of the faces involved and accusations of cruelty. Develop and restore the economy, not allowing your own or foreign capitalism to "privatize" and plunder the country. Do not trust banks and bankers – they are the mainstay of foreign usurers and so-called "benefactors." Give priority attention to youth, education, and patriotism, and do not allow foreign "innovations" to infiltrate your educational system, turning textbooks into scientific treatises and tools for dulling and destroying the psyche of children. Upbringing and education are the weakest points of any young state, and it is there that your enemies will direct their money and efforts to destroy the future foundation of the state and infiltrate their agents and ideology. This includes the pervasive spread of an alien tongue and anti-Christian culture, undermining the richness 
of the national heritage. Trust no one but your friends, those who have been tested thousands of times. Pay special attention to your safety because, after numerous attempts at bribery and promises of treasures, your enemies will likely resort to the last favorite tactic – physically eliminating the undesirable President, who is "too respected by the people" and called "Father," and who does not follow the globalist "agenda." You will understand who I am when an Australian silver coin, bearing the image of a kangaroo, appears in your open palm after reading this letter. When you clench it in your fist, it will serve as your call for help in emergencies, which, I hope, will never come.                                                  With respect, your like-minded companion and warrior of darkness and light. Casablanca, June 13th of the current year.

Now, open your palm."
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Charles approached me and handed me a flask of cognac.

"I told you, you're sentimental. So, are you returning my pistol?"
I took a sip from the flask, and in the same moment, a car from the German embassy stopped near us. The door swung open abruptly, and Oberführer Farquaad stepped out. He approached us and asked,
"What's going on here?"

"Mr. and Mrs. Belarus are sailing to Australia," Perrault replied.
"On what grounds?"
"Ask Goodwin."
Farquaad pulled out a portable radio and said,

"Connect me to the port duty officer."
"Turn off the radio," I demanded. "Turn off the radio."

The Oberführer drew his pistol, but I was ready and fired first. The fascist fell dead on the asphalt. Police rushed out of the guard post. Captain Perrault ordered his subordinates:
“A German officer’s been killed. Search the entire area. Block every road. Seal off the city.”     

To say I was astonished would be putting it mildly.
"Well, James, it seems it's not only you who suffers from nobility and sentimentality. It’s a contagious disease."

“Keep the pistol. It’s dangerous in the city right now – even Germans are getting killed. Completely free of charge. That’s the charm and peculiarity of Death. Anyway, Charles, you lost the bet and owe me my ten thousand.” 
“Our ten thousand,” he corrected. “That money will go to bribing the witnesses and the police.”
“Our? Old man, that sounds like the beginning of a beautiful male friendship.”
SPECIFICS OF DEATH
Snow clings to glass – the winter’s ghostly sign,

The black wind mocks and weeps through twilight’s veil.

On horned steed, Death rides with eyes that shine,

He smiles, then fades along a frosty trail.

Old age begins to play its silent tune,

It paints the soul in shades of ashen gray,

And leaves our dreams beneath a ghostly moon,

Entombed in earth, where hope has lost its way.

Yet all must pass – dear friend, hold firm and bright,

Blame not harsh fate; stand tall and drink the song.

Thy glass still glows with ever-burning light,

We’re all but guests, and none shall stay for long.
Then let us toast, as comrades to the end:

To Death – the Wizard, and the truest friend.
To be continued...
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