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Part 1

			‘For what is here is a shadow.’ St. John Chrysostom

			



	

Chapter One

			Hermakivka, Tarnopol, 1940

			1

			The moment the shadow burst through the Blessed Virgin’s gate, Viktor jumped out of sleep. The swirling shadow rose from the rear gate and drifted across the graveyard. Then, it slipped through the farmhouse’s backdoor, and it wasn’t outside anymore. It was in Mother’s room.

			The shadow formed into a man.

			Viktor gasped. His eyes became moist.

			He thought, Where did this man come from? And why is he in Mother’s room?

			Father’s voice thundered in Viktor’s head.

			‘I am no longer there to protect the marital bed, Fool.’

			The man had silver locks. He crouched behind Mother in the bed.

			Mother’s eyes were open, but she lay still … waiting. It was as though she expected him and was prepared. She had welcomed him before.

			The man gripped her, pressing his hands around her thighs until her flesh surrendered under his giant palms. Then he slipped into her, like an eel slipping into a dark pool.

			Mother’s moaning echoed in his head. She voluntarily gave herself to the shadow. She welcomed his corruption and did not wince. Her wide eyes told of the pleasure that she relished inside her virtue.

			This was the same dream—a demonic attack.

			The cursed dream came again the following night, and the night after that. Sleep was no longer peaceful, not ever. There was no use getting in and out of bed. The dream would come, and with it the shadow, then the dust, sprouting inside Mother’s room, splintering the moonlight across the bed.

			Again, that cursed dream creeps beneath my skin, icing my bones. I must avoid sleep and rid myself of that dream, but staying awake brought the spikes in my stomach and the headaches.

			There was nothing to feel but the dream, nothing to see inside the room or outside the window but the dust. And nowhere to escape it but in the heaps with dead bodies.

			Should I tell Mother? How could I tell her? What would she say, or do? She would say I was demon possessed. Demons plant false visions in the mind. Then she would pack up and leave. But that would not be right. She was not only my mother, she was also the Spirit Mother, the spirit of the village, fixed, unmovable. That was how she had to be, just like the land.

			No matter that the land had become dust and swallowed its dead. What was the point of running away? No one could run away from death. Besides, running away is for cowards; that was what Father had always said.

			Where could we run? What else was out there?

			Maybe it was wiser to stay in the village. To hold fast, like the old trees, with roots so deep nothing could pull them free. Yes, that was better than to blow away to this and that village with no anchor.

			We had watched the last of our neighbors blow out of the village. It no longer breathed in harmony with the Blessed Virgin. The chapel, crowned by its silver crucifix, stood at the centre of the village. Its wooden walls stood intact, though dulled faintly against the grey backdrop of ash-filled air.

			We had watched them from our barn’s gaping hole where the front door once swung in the breeze. A rocket shell had ripped through, taking the door in one blast.

			Folks from the east had walked along the dirt paths that curved around the heaps, leading to the chapel ahead of them. The rest had walked from every direction and converged upon the chapel, trudging through the dead wheatfields like sick cattle, kicking up dust clouds off the cracked earth. Silent and steadfast, their shadows stretched long and distorted across the fields. Their skin color was no different from the barren stalks, bleached by the cold. They had whispered lies of rain that never came. They had whispered that the Nazis—those evil stragglers—would invade and kill the Commissariat.

			Their steps had slowed as they passed the chapel’s arched gate. The crucifix’s shadow loomed over them. Their faces had been etched with fear, a deep longing, a yearning for escape. A few tried to escape across the Polish border, but they were dumped in the heaps.

			But why had they walked the path to see the crucifix?

			They could have travelled miles out of the village and not seen it, for it faced the Carpathian Mountains in the west. They could have travelled in the dead of night, for the moment the sunlight peeked over the western hilly terrain, the crucifix beamed as a beacon from the roof, seen for miles outside the village. But that happened only on a clear day when the dust swirls were calm, and in those infrequent days, as many past days, the crucifix did not beam but instead cast its shadow east over the graveyard and west beyond the dead wheat fields.

			They left after the Blessed Virgin no longer proved its strength. It no longer stood like an old tree. Its roots had rotted so deep that the slightest breeze could tear it down.

			The shadow and the dust could no longer be held at bay. There were many of the village’s dead in the heaps, and their young daughters’ virtues were ruined.

			So, they left. They had lost faith. Father had said that they were all cowards.

			Was he correct?

			Now autumn’s frigid dust swirled around the crucifix. The swirls swooped up in a tunnel, masking the sheen upon the crucifix’s silver frame that no longer peeked through the dark or even the light.

			The dust itched in Viktor’s nostrils and clogged in his throat, such that the ashy grains swept acid-like burns into his stomach.

			Viktor coughed. The air grew heavier, pressing against his chest. He turned towards the crucifix, its sheen dulled by the dust-created gloom. Again, Mother’s moans etched in his mind.

			Get out of my head. Go away. It did not happen. It was only a dream.

			Viktor shuddered. He ran through the rear gate and hurried back inside the chapel.

			Had Mother faltered? Had the shadow taken her?

			‘Enough,’ Father’s voice thundered in his head. ‘Think of something else now, Fool, or someone.’
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			It was almost Mother’s bedtime, and she would first visit the girls, well, more so, she would inspect them. Now Viktor pulled the chapel’s door bolts one at a time; the sixth one had rusted, and he pressed harder and unlocked it. The seventh bolt had not been fastened.

			Curses.

			Mother had insisted that the chapel’s doors be locked, though for years she had sworn that at no time should the chapel’s doors ever be locked. For years, at any hour, night or day, the doors had remained open, and she invited men, women and children to walk down the aisles, and directed them before the small altar behind the baptismal fountain, a symbol of purification, and as she had put it, of her ‘holiness’.

			The Blessed Virgin was her soul, and her home away from the farmhouse. She had a vision born from a revelation—a calling she had received from the Lord, who had told her to build His house, a chapel to lead His purified flock through the narrow gates to Heaven. She had prayed day and night and had preached door to door, saying, “This village must have a place of worship, a place to purify men and women. This will be God’s house, and God’s house must be holy and indwelt within such holiness was the care and craft carved from the finest minerals on Earth.”

			She stepped inside. Her pale, round face, freshly washed, glowed under the candlelight. Her sagging, heavy cheeks weighed her loose jaw further down her face. Hers was a permanent frown, a downturned mouth such that her lower teeth peeked out when she spoke. Her damp hair, streaked with gray, pressed against her temples, knotted in a single plait already doused in her fig-smelling cleansing oil. The ends were wrapped in a tight bun that smoothed out her wrinkled forehead. She had completed her daily cleanse and purification.

			She started getting to bed early after Father died. No need staying up late without him. He was no longer there to pleasure her. That was her weakness. She had grown to love backward kneeling for him. Maybe too much so.

			The day Father died, a sex demon haunted Mother. She had confined herself to the chapel that entire day. That first night, while the coroner prepared Father’s body, she had soaked holy water inside her virtue. She had said that the holy water would help her sleep in peace.

			But that night she screamed the Lord’s name.

			Viktor had bolted in her room. His head ached. She stared through the window and proclaimed that the demon was there. She had not felt that her trembling thighs drained her wetness onto the floor.

			Then, three nights after Father’s burial, she had wailed for Viktor.

			He had bolted in her room again. She screamed that the demon was planted inside her virtue, and she was unclean.

			His head ached again, but this time he felt nauseous.

			Mother fell apart. Her soul was under attack.

			I didn’t and still don’t know how to help her. I had warned her not to look upon his corpse.

			She had locked herself in her room for days, cursing the order of things, and as such, pleading for Father. When she finally came out, she prayed daily over his grave. She feared she would never be with him after their resurrection. And now, a year later, she cannot overcome her grief.

			Her prayers stressed the sins of the flesh, but the more she prayed about denying what her body craved, the louder her screams echoed in the night. Her eyes had become dark, and the whites had disappeared.

			Her walk had become brisk, no longer burdened by the leftward lean. Now she moved with an arched back, pushing out her breasts.

			Each day we cursed the demon. She must not be overpowered into fleshly ruin.

			She was in a spiritual war. Her daily battle was to soak in the Blessed Virgin’s holy fountain. Her baths were twice in the morning before she gathered the worms, after which she did three baths in the afternoon and three at night.

			She would tie her hair in a knot, wearing Father’s scarf. She would wash and rewash the scarf several times over. Her baths would purify inside her virtue, and with inside her virtue purified, she would arm herself against the demon. Each time she emerged from the ceramic tub, her wet skin reflected the chapel’s stained-glass windows.

			But the frequent baths in the holy fountain had not halted the screaming in the nights. It was then that she started cleaning the house and the chapel. She also washed and rewashed her bed sheets. Before bed each night, to seal her virtue, she stuffed Father’s scarf inside.

			Viktor had to sleep in the chapel from then on. She said he could better watch over the girls. He didn’t mind. Her screams at night disturbed him. She had hammered in the windows, except that her bedroom window frame had begun to rot. So, she had used sheets, pinning them across the window.

			A part of her died, and the part that lived could but live for her house chores and prayers, praying against the shadow’s works, and like everyone else in the village, fearing death, and not life. So, she kept both the farmhouse and the chapel clean. She had preached that her living body must be dead to impurities, so that in death, her soul would be blameless.

			Now she wore her usual white frock, the one that covered her boots. She had two others that reached only her ankles, so she wore high boots to keep her flesh hidden. She wore only the white frocks, owned only the three, and had worn nothing else since Father died.

			She has washed and rewashed them after every wear, and she had hung them on the wire line at the side of the house, but she had stopped. A messenger from God, she had said, told her that clothes hung outside on a line were vulnerable to demonic spirits. Instead, she hung them inside. But once the shadow sent the drought, she could no longer wash from the well, and after the Dnieper River dried up, she could no longer wash them.

			“Viktor, tell me why that bolt was not locked.” Now, the dim light barely revealed her wincing.

			Curses. I missed that one. But how? I didn’t go outside.

			Father’s voice thundered again. ‘But you did go out, Fool. Every night you go out to the farmhouse and watch what happens in her room. This time you missed locking that one bolt. Tell her.’

			No. Those were all dreams. I will tell her nothing. She would, of course, probe. I must not encourage her.

			‘Tell her what you saw, Fool.’

			No. She would start packing our things.

			‘Then lie to her, Fool.’

			No. There is a way not to lie. Lying corrupts the soul.

			‘Fool, the lust fests you witnessed were not dreams. You lie to yourself. So why not lie to her about the unlocked bolt?’

			No, they were dreams.

			‘Fool, lie to her as you have always lied. What’s in a lie?’

			“I did mean to lock it.” Viktor patted his coat. He pulled his bunch of keys. He looked down at the keys, weighing heavily in his hand. Yes, the seventh key was there. Fixed on the iron link. “I have all the keys, Mother. I only missed locking it in the dark.”

			“Where was your head? You must be careful and lock them all. No more errors. We must keep inside here safe and clean.”

			“Yes, Mother,” he said and stuffed the keys into his coat.

			Beside the altar, candles had been set about two ceramic cherubim—each two feet tall, with wings that spanned three feet at their peak. Each had Psalm chapter fifty engraved in italic scribbles. She had said, “The cherubim must have the light of Scripture emanating from them and scourge any corruption that comes here.” Though at that time, she did not know how that would have been achieved. All she had known was that the Lord had told her that was how they should be.

			The candles were set east of the sphinx windows. The light flickered in a sharp hiss. Its flames murmured secrets, splintering through frosty glass at the front repentance pews. Now she examined the pews, prodding every corner starting at the front. Her every step forced a whining creak from the floor. She stepped close to the altar and the cherubim, crossing her chest while chanting her prayers. A trap door had been built beneath the altar. She had built a similar trap door in her bedroom. It opened to a basement where she could protect herself from the dust.

			She removed her boots and kneeled by the painted celestial windows. The windows were fixed on either side, set between the wooden walls that framed the altar and the ceramic fountain. She braced herself between the walls, on either side, sprawled at the feet of the cherubim.

			She lit three lamps surrounding them and carried one. A dark mist waded across the embedded crystal cherubim, covering their glow, which flickered at first, eclipsing the inner lamps just enough to transform the cherubim’s smiles into screams.
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			The trap door beneath the altar had a short ladder. Mother’s hips narrowly squeezed through, though the edges would lift her frock just enough to expose her ankles, to which she gasped in horror and hurriedly pulled the frock down.

			She stepped down the short ladder to the basement. Her long frock, which was now a dark grey, swept the floor, flowing about her bare feet. With her slow steps down, the hem of the frock floated down the steps, swishing along the columns. As usual, the air smelled musty, mingled with the lamp’s oil. She raised the lamp, and the surrounding wooden walls seemed to lean towards her as though to push her out.

			The light lit the girls’ front door. Their faint voices echoed from the other side of the door. The sound of prayers was certain, save for the occasional creak of their bed springs above the rattle of their window. They were praying, as they should be before Mother’s visit. Their every waking moment should be in prayer to the Lord, according to Mother.

			It was good that she could hear them praying. That means she will not linger in their room and suffer them through another lecture.

			The light floated over the door’s silver crucifix and skirted the corners, lighting the guarding cherub that perched beside it.

			Yes, it was best to think of the girls, especially Katia.

			That one could quench any man, fulfilling every thirst with her breasts, so plump and perfect.

			‘Ask her to show them tonight, Fool.’ Father blared.

			Yes, but she was tough to break through. She is always with her sisters, her needy little insects that flock around her.

			‘Fool, make this night different, things will change.’

			Yes, she did promise tonight will be the night. She promised to be taken aside and be alone. That was what she wants for sure.

			‘Once her sisters are put to bed, sneak her out the room. She will submit.’

			Oh, yes.

			‘Katia likes to talk, so talk, she likes to laugh, so make her laugh. She will be in a favourable mood. So, ask for a squeeze, maybe a kiss. Then she will want more. She will show her virtue … eventually.’

			Yes.

			‘Go direct and ask her to show her breasts. Yes, Fool, start there.’

			She kept her balloons wrapped tight, shrinking them beneath the frock, but she will show them tonight.

			Yes, she will unwrap them, and their fullness will unfold, showing her plump and firm nipples. Tonight, her breasts will not want to be wrapped up; they are too pleasant to be kept hidden underneath her frock.

			Those lively nipples need to break out.

			She wants to show them off, for sure.

			If she wears that black frock with the mesh at the front, then for sure she wants her nipples touched tonight.

			She wears that frock to show off her deep swelling cleavage.

			Yes, and she likes to be looked at, in the way that her dark eyes glint, begging for her breasts to be touched.

			And no matter how tight she wraps them, she makes sure her nipples bulge through the frock. Yes, she will wear that black frock.

			She wants to be touched and to be sucked.

			Yes, tonight will be the night.

			‘Stop daydreaming, Fool. First, get Mother out and get the girls to sleep.’

			“Viktor, stop staring into space,” Mother shouted.

			She scrutinized him with a deep, penetrating stare, from his feet upwards. She scrutinized his massive build, his broad shoulders and long wavy hair. The decrepit coat and pants had been worn by Father in his youth. Then she had met Father when her pleasure fountain gushed plenty. She did not see Viktor, but Father, not her son, but her husband in his youthful prime. She would not see Viktor, only the specter of the man she once loved.

			Viktor stiffened and clenched his jaw. “I’m sorry, Mother.”

			She tore her eyes away from him. “You are becoming a man now. I am afraid of what goes on in your mind. I am sure it wasn’t on prayers,” Mother said.

			“Yes, Mother, I was thinking about how the Psalmist—”

			“Liar. Listen to me. After the girls’ cleanse, get them straight into bed,” Mother said. “Do not linger in the room talking with Katia.”

			“Mother, do not start.” Viktor hung his head.

			Here we go. Not now. Not tonight. Be agreeable. That way, she will not start a lecture. Katia was certainly ready to show it all.

			“Do not think that I do not notice how you stare at her. I am not blind. I see how she has sprouted up these years, but I warn you, Viktor, to avoid the flesh. You are only sixteen, so beware, the demonic forces will blind you to what is virtue and open your eyes to the unclean. Yes, her young flesh will first taste sweet as honey and milk, but it is afterwards that the bitterness will certainly sour your mouth.”

			‘Only sixteen,’ she says. I am a man. Why does she torture me? What she says makes no sense. How can honey and milk taste sweet, then taste bitter? It’s the demon inside her that is confusing her mind. She is tired. Best not to argue and she will go off to bed.

			“Yes, Mother, I will do as you say.”

			“And I see how she looks at you.”

			“Mother, I will get the girls ready for bed. Nothing else, I swear.”

			She fixed her stare at him, her eyelids lowering and lifting in synch with her brows.

			“The Spirit showed me a vision.”

			Viktor sighed. Do not tell it. Please, God, don’t let her tell …

			“I saw you soaked in mire and dung, drenched in a pool of dead bodies. Be on your guard tonight, Viktor.”

			Viktor frowned at her.

			Curses. Her sagging cheeks shook, and now her lower teeth were in full view. She was gearing up for a lecture, a long one. Do not probe. Do not ask what she means. Do not dare to ask her to interpret her nonsense vision. That would be a two-hour lecture, at least.

			“Yes, Mother, I will be on my guard.” He looked down at the floor. “I will do as you say.”

			“Viktor, take Katia out of your mind. She will lead you to your grave. Helms would flay you alive … and me. God help us. That dark-hearted man will bring down hellfire on us … if you touched her.” Mother wailed. “Trust me now as you trust God. Helms will not be satisfied with chopping the limbs from us, not ceasing until our heads are indeed handed to him.”

			Viktor gulped. Helms had learned that one of his soldiers had made a comment about Katia’s breasts. He forced a live rat down the man’s throat.

			Viktor raised his cheeks and forced a closed-lip smile. “Mother, I would not risk crossing that madman. You can go to bed, I will—”

			“My visions are never wrong, Viktor. The Holy Spirit never lies.” Her large, hardened, dark eyes glared fiercely, much fiercer than most men. The twist in her mouth exposed her lower teeth. “Please, obey me, Viktor. Do not touch her. Fight the soul, not its shadow. Otherwise, the consequences will be hellfire.”

			“I promise, Mother.”
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			Mother pushed the girls’ bedroom door. It banged against the wall in a violent crack. She marched inside. Her lamp lit the room’s hearth, the bed beneath the window, along with the old wooden shelf where a single lit candle wafted the seeping wax.

			The girls were not yet asleep. They will not sleep until after their cleansing. After which, Katia will help settle them in bed. Tonight, the girls should sleep quickly.

			“Girls, I have prayed over the fountain. It is time for you to cleanse,” Mother announced. Her shadow crawled across the low ceiling, twisting against its single wooden beam.

			Katia guided Anya up the ladder to the front altar.

			Curses. Katia did not wear the black frock with the mesh at the front.

			Alongside the windows, the two knelt before the baptismal fountain, clutching their Bibles within their bony fingers. They tied their hair. Katia’s dark curly hair was always unruly, and those unruly curls caressed her succulent, plump cheeks. Anya had long hair. Not sure what color. It would look grey in the daytime, but under the candlelight it would take on a silver sheen.

			They grabbed their hymnals and kneeled in the fountain’s light-speckled water. They chanted their confessions of sinful thoughts and deeds while covering their faces within the hem of their frocks. Their frayed frocks soaked within the swirling water, as they dipped their faces beneath it.

			They rinsed their virtues, smelling their fingers until satisfied that they were fresh and clean. Clean virtues ensure that they were shielded from the outside, the order of things. They mimicked Mother’s posture, dropping their faces close to the water, shouting the Bible verses, not boisterous by any means, only loud and disjointed, especially Katia, whose mellow voice rang hollow.

			Prisca knelt behind Anya and Katia by the altar in the next row. She had dark, curly hair. Only that her curls were grainy, always fuzzy. She would mimic them as they mimicked Mother, who led the prayer verses. She had her back turned against the windows with her face hidden between the walls on either side of the cherubim. She completed her prayers and cleansing first and stepped back down the ladder inside the bedroom.

			In the first year, it appeared Prisca had no memory of her life before. Mother had said that her memories did not matter, and it was good that she did not remember and could start a new life. Mother had told her that Katia and Anya were her true sisters and that Helms was her father, being that he was Anya and Katia’s father. Why did Mother choose Helms, a mercenary? It did not matter. Why crush the lie if the lie kept us all living? Prisca was now better off than most, since none of the wandering girls had fathers, except fathers who touched their daughters’ virtues. She was to be kept pure, innocent, and good.

			Mother inspected their virtues as she always did. If she was not satisfied, she would tell them to rinse again. This night, they only had to rinse once, and now satisfied, she left the chapel. The proof of which was the receding tapping of her feet against the floor. Her words tend to linger in the mind like dust in the belly.

			Curses, she was old, and she could talk her nonsense.

			She had done her cleanse and prayers, but her sleep would be difficult. Worse, in a matter of weeks, it would be the first anniversary since she has been sleeping alone. She had admitted that she would never grow comfortable with the abnormality of sleeping alone in her bed, or with being without Father in the house.
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			The trap door’s last bolt clicked into place, and the girls settled in the bedroom. Anya ran her fingertips along the wooden shelf. Its cracked wooden joints creaked under the weight of her fingers as she felt for her latest painting. The painting was scribbled with black ink and marked with zigzagged lines. She had painted a field of dots and circles, set in swirling circles of dark dots and lines that hovered above the only drawing without dots and lines—a rectangular box, with fewer blots than the other paintings she had lined across the shelf. It was always best to hold the painting and ask her questions.

			“I see you painted a new picture. What is this one?” Viktor asked. He caressed her shoulder. His hand brushed against her damp hair, which looked silver beneath the candlelight.

			“Can you feel it?” Anya frowned. Her nose brushed against his ear. She wiped a drop of water from her forehead, then tossed her tresses to the side of her face.

			“Yes, I feel this is crazy,” Viktor answered.

			Prisca laughed.

			“Be quiet, Prisca.” Katia scolded.

			Viktor side glanced Katia. Curses. Why didn’t she wear the black frock with the mesh at the front?

			“What is this painting, Anya?” Viktor snickered.

			“It is a marking on someone. It’s not done yet.”

			“Who is it?”

			“It’s a girl. I don’t know her,” she said. “But she will change you.” Water dripped from her hair’s curled ends.

			“Anya, no girl can change me. Do you know where you are? We are in the chapel. You are in a room with a bed.”

			“Oh, be quiet.” Anya shook her head. She pouted her fleshy lips. “Besides, this room, or this chapel, is not where we really are …”

			Viktor’s brows furrowed. There was a riddle in her words. Though odd, she was honest about her thoughts. What an odd girl. I wonder where she thinks she is.

			“I promise you that we are in the chapel.” Viktor snickered.

			“I saw a young girl in my dreams. She was younger than us. I saw this poor child falling slowly into ashes, sinking deeper into a pit. We tried to pull her out, but her arms thrashed about …” Anya paused and put a hand to her throat. “I also dreamt we were drowning in rotted corpses, pulling us further into a ditch. We were trying to climb free, but the ditch was too deep, and the corpses pulled us in. There were hundreds, even thousands of them …”

			“Stop it, Anya. I don’t want to hear any more,” Prisca cried. She covered her ears and curled herself in the corner of the bed.

			It took a long time to calm Prisca. She was this scared before she had run away a few weeks back. She had been gone many nights and was found in a ditch, muddy and bruised, gasping for breath, as though she was drowning, but she was not drowning in water; there were corpses surrounding her in the ditch. She told Mother she tried to climb out, but the ditch was too deep. Exactly how long had she struggled to stay alive? Not even she knows. Later, she had said she was hiding. She had suffered a sprained ankle and several cuts on her hands and legs. Prisca had said, crying, “I was afraid.” But Mother had prayed with her, and with a spark in her eye, she had said good came out of it. Had she not been found that night, she would have died.

			Mother had examined her. She had made sure that no one had defiled inside her virtue. Mother then had asked her if at any time she had allowed anyone inside her virtue in exchange for bread. Prisca had said no. It was likely that she had told the truth, a truth that Katia and Anya had been silent about.

			Mother purified Prisca that night and had vowed that she would protect her so that she would never willingly exchange her virtue for bread. In fact, Mother had vowed the same for Anya and Katia. But vows in the order of things blow away like chaff.

			“Your mind has taken a bad turn,” Katia cried.

			Prisca settled into a bout of prayers. “My mind is good. It is your mind that has taken a bad turn,” she said.

			“Why are you praying, Prisca? Prayers did not stop the wheat seeds’ rot in the earth,” Viktor said. “Your prayers are either make-believe talks about hope, the virtue of all virtues, or collections of imagined talks wrapped up in wishes for shiny things.”

			“Do not say that, Viktor,” Prisca said.

			“Oh, be quiet,” Katia said. She turned back to Anya. “But will this painting give you nightmares tonight?”

			“No, as long as I do not leave it in my head and paint it, I won’t.”

			Viktor leaned the painting back on the shelf with the rest—each painting more haunting than the last, transforming the small bedroom into a gallery of dread.

			“Well, come now, girls, it is time to sleep,” Viktor announced.

			“It is too early to go to bed, Viktor,” Katia said. She yanked Prisca’s curly tresses in tight knots, then tied two grey ribbons at the tips.

			“Can you read me a story, Viktor?” Prisca asked. She had been staying up past midnight for the past few nights, demanding stories after her prayers. Darn that girl. She has made late nights a habit.

			“No stories tonight. You already cleansed. Go to sleep.”

			“But it is so early. Please, I want to hear the story you told last week about the rat.”

			“I said no. Now go to bed before I smack …”

			“Viktor …” Anya said, alarmed.

			“What is it? She irritates me. How many times must I say no?”

			“He is not so tough. Anya, put a ribbon in his hair,” Prisca said.

			Viktor rolled up his coat sleeve. “If you dare come near me with—”

			Katia sprang on his back and grabbed his hair. “I will do it.”

			Yes, this feels good. Katia is in a good mood. Let her stay on my back. Soon, I will be lying on hers. She was not heavy, but her slender body carried excessive weight in the air balloons between her shoulders. Those balloons could lift a cat to the Carpathian Mountain peaks. What could fill them so? It could not be air. Maybe milk? What would that milk taste like? Sweet?

			“Why not? The ribbon suits you,” Katia laughed. Her smooth cheeks rested against his face. Nothing can be so soft.

			“I don’t like grey,” Viktor sighed.

			“It’s not grey. It’s pink,” Prisca screamed in laughter.

			“Well, wear it or tell the story.” Katia wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled the plaited ends of his hair.

			A tug in his groin swelled up. Her air balloons massaged themselves into the deep grooves in his back and rolled against his shoulders. Her nipples rubbed his neck.

			Oh yes, that was her nipples. How large are they? How large would her breasts swell once released from that cursed blouse? Oh, yes, tonight she will want to be touched. For sure, she will.

			“Curses, I will tell the stupid story,” Viktor yelled. “But afterwards … sleep.”

			They all laughed, except Anya, whose face crumpled in the prelude to sleep. She got up and felt her way across the bed to the shelf. She ran her fingers along the shelf’s edges and picked up another one of her paintings. She then settled back in bed under the covers. The sides of her chalky cheeks lifted, broadening her pimple-sized nose.

			“Tell her the rat story,” Anya groaned. “Tell her a scary story. She will want that.”

			“No. The scary story might rile her up too much and she will never sleep.”

			“We want to hear what goes on outside. Pity we are so spoiled, not seeing what is outside.”

			“You are spoiled,” Viktor said.

			Of course, this room shielded them from those Nazi stragglers outside, who lurked in the dark corners or wandered around the train stations pretending to be homeless drifters. But they were hunters, and they hunted the young girls. They must never find them in here.

			The room was a shield, as much as it was a prison.

			Katia fixed Anya’s blankets. “I heard Spirit Mother praying one night about the shadow.”

			“Yes, what is the shadow?” Prisca’s dark eyes beamed.

			“It is a very scary story about hell.” Anya painted a few dark lines, filling in the few meagre white spaces with her watercolours.

			“Do not frighten her with such stories, Viktor.” Katia’s smile broadened. “Or I will tie another ribbon on you.”

			“I will tell, but not the scary parts. Get her under the covers.”

			Prisca jumped under the covers, giggling.

			Why doesn’t Prisca go to sleep and stop giggling like a stupid young girl?

			‘Well, wait,’ Father’s voice boomed in his head. ‘She is a young girl. They are all young girls, you Fool. They are young buds, only that their faces thinned out, and their eyes darkened much in the last few months. Their smiles did not brighten their cheeks but served only to swell up their dried-out skin.’

			Viktor sat at the edge of the bed. He fixed their worn-out blanket over their shoulders and tucked them in tight. “From the beginning of time,” Viktor began. “The Shadow and the Light were at war over men’s souls.

			“The Shadow said, ‘Let us blind them. They will only know darkness.’

			Then the Shadow blinded them, and for one thousand years, man lived in darkness and knew nothing else but the Shadow, and darkness crept into man’s heart, and he became evil. And men loved the darkness.”

			Viktor leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and studied Anya and Prisca’s expressions. They were burrowing deep into their beds moments before the flickering light painted their trembling lashes.

			“Then the Light said, ‘They no longer wish to know light.’

			So, the evil in men’s hearts rejected the Light, and men were like dust dunes in the fields, sprinkled with ash.

			Then the Light said, ‘Let us send a Book of Light to the kingdom of darkness, and only those who yearn to read the Word will see.’”

			Outside, the wind carried the faint echo of squawks, a stir out in the fields. Viktor shifted his gaze to the window. The darkness stared back at him. It would be kept out … for now.

			“And for a thousand years …” Viktor continued reading, “The Light removed the darkness from the hearts of a few.

			Then the Shadow said, ‘Let us destroy this Book of Light, for within it—’”

			“What’s that world of darkness like?” Prisca asked.

			“Hellfire,” Viktor answered.

			“Can they run away and escape that world?” Prisca asked, jumping off the bed.

			“No one escapes, Prisca,” Anya mused. “Remember?” She felt her way across the bed again and rested her painting back on the shelf. There were no more white spaces left for dark circles.

			“I want to hear another story,” Prisca whined.

			“No, no more stories. Lie down and settle,” said Anya.

			“Good girl, Prisca. Now all of you snuggle in and get to sleep.”

			Katia turned to the window. Her face crumpled.

			“What’s happening outside?” She pointed across the wheatfields. Her cheeks dulled under the moonlight. Ravens swarmed about the yard. They flew along the wired fence inside the chapel’s backyard and perched their shiny black swollen guts against the windows. Their gleaming marble eyes reflected the arid wasteland residing beneath their feathery, pin-sized heads.

			The gusts scraped against the windowpanes, carrying the birds’ squawks inside the main chamber. Katia grabbed the candle, opened her Bible, and hung her crucifix around her neck.

			No, no. The story’s gotten them riled up.

			Prisca
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