
	Ashes in the Stranger’s Eyes

	In the half-dark room, where light slipped only in narrow slits through tightly closed shutters, dust motes drifted in the air like tiny dancers. Everything seemed frozen: the blurred outlines of the furniture, the old vanity darkening in the corner. Only one silhouette, moving slowly across the room, disturbed the stillness.

	She stepped to the window, loosened the shutters — and at once, the room was flooded with blinding light. From the window spilled a fragment of the street: shoes flashing beneath trouser hems, wheels of a cart spinning rhythmically out of sight.

	The woman stood with her back to the window. Her figure was flawless: thick black hair fell to her waist, and the white nightgown barely reached her knees. Slowly she crossed to the vanity in the shadowed corner, sat, lifted a comb, and began to draw it through her hair. Her face was almost hidden — only sometimes her large dark eyes appeared between strands against her pale skin.

	She set down the comb, lifted her nightgown, and slid black silk stockings up her legs. Then, unhurried, she pulled the gown over her head. At that instant she turned — as if toward a lens, some unseen eye. A shy smile bloomed on her face. Instinctively she covered herself with her hands, then suddenly began to flit about the room, vanishing from sight.

	At last she seized the nightgown and, playfully, tossed it toward the “lens,” veiling it with a curtain of cloth.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hotel “Night and Wine”

	Philip paused before the door of his room. Tall, elegant, with a face worn but resolute, he hesitated a moment before sliding the key into the lock. A fine watch gleamed on his wrist. It was late. Outside, the city hummed dimly, like some enormous creature asleep.

	“Good evening,” murmured a voice nearby.

	Philip turned. A guard — broad-shouldered, in a dark jacket, eyes dulled with fatigue.

	“Care for a girl?” the man asked softly, but in the practiced tone of business.

	Philip didn’t answer at once. He glanced around — no one. Then back at the guard, speaking evenly:
“Brunette. Under twenty. When?”

	“Fifteen minutes.” The guard shrugged and walked away.

	Philip checked his watch, opened the door, stepped inside.

	The room was spacious but austere. He slipped off his jacket and sat at the edge of the bed. A few swallows of cognac from the bottle — then he moved to the window. From the dark glass his own reflection stared back. The dusk in the room was thick, almost suffocating, like a dream pressing down.

	A knock — light, tentative.

	Philip set the bottle on the sill, walked unhurriedly to the door, and opened it.

	A girl stood there. Alarmingly young, almost childlike. Cropped hair, dusky face, a clumsy adolescent awkwardness. She held a short fur jacket and a small purse. Her outfit — a red dress, white knee-high boots — looked both brazen and unsure.

	“Hi,” she said, uncertain. “I’m Zhenya…”

	Philip said nothing. He studied her, like a photographer measuring a subject. His silence stretched. Nervously, she stepped inside, sat at the sofa’s edge, glanced at the clock.

	“So… what do we do?” she asked, forcing cheer into her voice.

	“Need to think,” Philip replied calmly.

	“You don’t know where to start? Pay for the hour, and we’ll see.”

	He silently handed her the money. She tucked the notes into her purse, slipped off her boots, peeled the dress over her head. Left in white underwear, she looked at him — uneasy, questioning.

	He only stared. Long. Intently. Almost hungrily.

	“Something wrong? If you want… something special, it costs more.”

	Zhenya unclasped her bra, lay down on the sofa, watching him with wary eyes.

	Philip smiled faintly, stepped closer, leaned in, studying her face, her fragile body.

	“Don’t move. Yes… perfect. You look like… Who do you remind me of?”

	Abruptly he grabbed a camera, firing shot after shot. The click of the shutter tore through the silence.

	“I knew it! You’re police!” Zhenya snatched her clothes, bolted for the door.

	“Calm down! I’m not a cop, I swear… Come back! You haven’t earned it yet!”

	Trembling, she stood in the doorway, clutching her things.

	“Fine… but no more photos.”

	She returned to the bed, stripped the rest away, lay down.

	“I need to go soon… please, make it quick.”

	“Enough talking. Stay still… Want a drink?”

	“No, thank you…”

	“As you like. I’ll drink.” He drained the cognac.

	“How old are you? Not school yet, are you?”

	“Eighteen and a half… Why do you keep asking?”

	“There’s something uneasy in you… strange. Like a child. Why did you come here?”

	He undressed, lay beside her. Zhenya shut her eyes.

	“No. Give the money back. Leave. Tell them to send another.”

	“No, don’t! I’ll do anything… just… turn off the light.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Fire and Ash

	In the darkness, voices grew muffled, distant — as though through a wall. Twilight wrapped everything: the furniture, the curtains, the faces. Only the gray outlines of bodies blended with the half-light, like shadows on an old photograph.

	“Don’t think about the time. I’ll pay you more,” Philip whispered.
“Stop trembling. I’ll warm you. Or maybe… is it your first time?”

	“None of your business… Please, quieter…”

	“Hey, who’s serving who here? What is this — aikido? Either relax, or get the hell out! That’s it… Yes… Better now…”

	Hours later, the hotel corridor lay silent. From Philip’s door, Zhenya emerged slowly, bracing against the wall. Her face was pale, streaked with tears. She moved with effort, pressing a hand to her chest.

	In the lobby, the weary guard noticed her.
“Hey, they’ve been waiting for you—”

	“I… I need nitroglycerin… my heart… it burns… Please, help me… let me call…”

	“You high on something? Get out. I don’t need trouble!”

	Suddenly the girl sighed, as if with her last breath, and collapsed. The guard lunged forward, catching her in his arms.

	A black car, as dark as night, sped down the street. On the back seat lay Zhenya, eyes closed, body motionless. In the front, two men spoke in clipped voices:

	“What do we do with her? She’s gone, no doubt.”
“No doubt. We need to get rid of her.”
“Don’t get it… the client? Did he—?”
“Heart. Who can say for sure?”
“What was her name?”
“Who remembers all of them? She was new. Stop here.”

	The car pulled onto a snowy roadside. Two shadows hauled a plastic-wrapped bundle from the trunk, dragged it toward a ravine. Below, smoke rose from a dump. The load tumbled down, leaving a trail in the snow.

	Morning. The hotel. A telephone trill cut through silence. Half-asleep, Philip fumbled for the receiver.
“Good morning… Yes, breakfast… In five minutes…”

	The floor was cold underfoot. Parquet, a nightstand with ashtray and stubs. Philip reached for a cigarette, switched on the bathroom tap. Suddenly — he froze. His eyes locked on the bed. On the white sheets — dark crimson stains. He ripped them away, sniffed. His face tightened in shock. He flung open the window — icy air rushed in, mingled with the roar of cars, the cry of a gull.

	Philip lit a cigarette. His gaze was filled with unease… and sorrow.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Dikanka”

	The evening city lay beneath a white shawl of snow. Outside the neon sign “Dikanka”, a large tour bus pulled to a stop. Its doors opened — people poured out, laughing, chatting, carrying their impressions. From inside came a woman’s voice over the microphone:

	“Dear friends! Our excursion is complete. Thank you for your attention. Have a pleasant evening and a delicious meal at the ‘Dikanka’ restaurant!”

	Last off the bus was Philip.

	He walked slowly inside, glancing around. The restaurant was styled after the bohemian 1920s: stone walls scrawled with lines from Gogol’s stories, wooden benches, tables laden with food, torches flickering.

	Only one free seat — across from a woman. He approached.
“Excuse me, is this seat free?”

	She looked up. Almond-dark eyes, black hair cascading to her shoulders, long earrings catching the light. Around thirty. A knitted light dress. Her smile — warm, ironic.

	“You’re always the last… Sit down.”

	Philip frowned in surprise.
“Do we know each other?”

	“You were always late — to the bus, to the museum. I remembered you.”

	“Oh! Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. You’re our guide.”

	“Not quite. But thank you for noticing.”

	“I’m Philip. Forgive me again.”
He extended his hand.

	“Maria,” she replied, holding his hand a moment too long.

	“May I invite you to dinner, Maria?”
“Try me.”

	Philip grabbed the menu, scanning quickly, frowning.
“Cherry soup with groats… Offal pies… Beef tripe… Capon in mayonnaise?! What’s a capon?”

	Maria laughed.
“A castrated rooster.”

	“Horrible! Why would they—”

	“To fatten the meat. You really don’t know old cuisine. Allow me — I’ll order. Waiter!”

	A server in embroidered shirt and sash appeared.
“What will the gentlemen have?”

	“The Gogol set,” Maria said with a smile.
“Right away!”

	Philip leaned back, struck by the atmosphere.
“Of course! Dikanka — Gogol! But… Seems today is not my day.”

	“And what are you on your good days?”

	“Not sure yet. Maybe they’re still ahead.”

	Maria studied him.
“Why the excursion? Surely not love for Gogol?”

	“You’re right. Wanted to kill time. And you?”

	“And I… I see dinner’s already here.”

	The waiter returned with a steaming tray. The food’s aroma filled the air.

	 

	Later, in a taxi, Philip stared out at the snowy city.

	“You’re a strange man,” Maria said. “I entertained you all evening, and you didn’t even ask me to dance.”

	“I didn’t know you liked dancing. But watching you was more… interesting. The way you licked caviar from the blini… my imagination gave way.”

	“Don’t flatter. Still — the evening wasn’t wasted. Even with a silent man, one can gain experience.”

	“You sound like a woman of wisdom.”
“Don’t be dull. Admit it: you only killed time.”
“Well, now I know what Gogol ate.”

	They both fell silent. The city outside wilted in snow and quiet.

	“It’s cold,” Philip murmured.
“Are you freezing?”
“Not anymore…”

	“When I was little,” Maria said softly, “I once climbed a fire escape to the roof. Bitter frost. But I couldn’t climb down — my hands froze. My friends ran away. I sat on a pipe, crying. My tears froze on my cheeks. Then pigeons came. Cooing, circling me. I felt warm…”

	“What were you arguing about?”
“I don’t even remember. Some nonsense. Stop here. Goodbye, Philip.”

	“Goodbye. Thank you for the evening.”

	Maria slipped out quickly. Philip tried to call after her — too late. She vanished around the corner. Suddenly, he told the driver to stop, jumped out.

	“When’s your next excursion?”
“Perhaps never. I’m no guide. Filled in for a friend.”
“A pity… a real pity.”
“She only has a cold.”
“Do you live here?”
“It’s time. Goodbye, Philip.”

	She disappeared into a doorway. The taxi pulled away, but Philip’s eyes lingered on the building long after.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Larisa

	The sun leaned toward the horizon, casting golden flashes across the sea’s surface. Along the steep rocky shore drifted a pedal boat, slow and lazy. Two women in swimsuits sat upon it, wide-brimmed hats shading their sunglasses. Between them — a small wooden table with fruit, drinks, cigarettes, and a phone.

	Maria lounged with a glass in hand; Larisa held a cigarette.

	“Well, did you sort things out with your men?” Maria asked, a note of amused irony in her voice.

	“Zhorik was a disaster. Called me Violetta in bed. I told him, goodbye, baby boy, and he ran back to his ex in St. Petersburg. And Yuriy Oleksiyovych? An idiot.”

	“That sounds more interesting. What did he do?”

	“He doesn’t want to change anything. No kids, no marriage — won’t even be seen with me in public. At night he sneaks in, lies in the dark… does some tongue work, though not the kind you think,” Larisa snorted, though her eyes carried a shadow of fatigue. “Says he’s a public figure. Soon he’ll be Iron Felix himself. And me? Back to the convent?”

	“Or maybe you should just see it differently,” Maria said calmly. “It’s all predictable: the handsome ones cheat, the rich ones are impotent, the officials are cowards. Generalizations, but accurate enough.”

	The cliffs gave way to a sandy beach with pines, laughter, music, children at play. In the distance, a campsite glimmered. Maria and Larisa turned their boat toward shore.

	“You know, Masha, you’re right,” Larisa said, staring into the distance. “But… when you fall in love so hard that your skin tingles, logic flies straight to hell. You look in the mirror — and you see Him. You hear a song — you hear Him. And your legs carry you whether you want them to or not.”

	“That’s chemistry, not love,” Maria replied. “A smart woman stays in control. Either she sends him away… or scratches behind his ear.”

	“That’s why it’s easy to be with you. You’re mature beyond your years. But in love? You’re still a girl, Mashenka. Don’t deny it. You don’t yet know what true feeling is. When his dreams scent your own, when you whimper like a puppy.”

	“And what then?”

	“Then you’ll come running to me — to put out your fire…”

	“Well, well…” Maria smiled. “For now, a man is only an accessory to me.”

	“Where did you pick that up?”

	“Not my thought. But close enough.”

	They docked. A tanned lifeguard came to help them ashore. Slowly they made their way into the woods. Behind them, young men followed with longing glances. Larisa looked back.

	“If you’re such a feminist, what about the woman’s question? You won’t want to wake up alone forever.”

	“And if I do?” Maria shrugged. “Better than asking: Do you still love me, even a little? and knowing the answer. I’m not waiting for domestic happiness. I’m waiting for something else. Awakening. Mystery. An upheaval inside.”

	“You mean love?”

	Maria froze. In her voice there was a spark — almost excitement.
“No. It will be closer to fatal passion. Like lightning. One look, one touch — and I’ll know who I am… on the far side of feeling.”

	“My dear…” Larisa whispered with quiet longing. “Don’t complicate life. A beautiful tale is only a dream. Though… maybe hope remains.”

	Maria looked up at the sky.
“Don’t believe me. I don’t even know myself. Let’s go. Rain’s coming.”

	They reached a small yellow car and vanished from sight.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Mask

	The shop Seven Samurai looked more like a shrine than a store. A two-story space with spiral stairs breathed mystery: incense smoke hung in the air

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

