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SHADOW'S NAME




‘TEAR OUT A sheet from the notebook. Squared paper is better. Tear out from the middle. Unfold the sheet and draw a large circle. Divide it into parts like a clock and write all the alphabet letters in its sectors. Now, take a needle and a thread. The red one is better. Insert the needle into the circle centre, saying three times, ‘Guest, come; guest, come; guest, come.’ 

‘And what’s next?’ Vika insisted, and her eyes shone like she was playing shogi. 

Four girls and two boys stood in a circle before the table, following Lesya’s actions. One of the boys wrote ‘squared paper’, ‘a black marker pen’, and ‘an old gnawed pencil’. 

‘Is this a stupid game?’ Susanna glanced at the magical circle, divided into eighteen sectors. 

 ‘I found out about it from my mum. It’s something similar to fortune-telling. It’s calling for a friendly spirit to answer a question or make a prophecy,’ Lesya shrugged. She carefully drew capital letters and wrote numbers from zero to nine below. 

‘Oh, cool! Let’s arrange our spiritual session.’ Vika shone and clapped her hands. 

‘If it’s the spiritual session, don’t we need a medium?’ Ermil shrugged his shoulders. 

Anton and Ermil left the other boys and gladly joined the mischief of their classmates. 

‘Yes! We certainly need it! Let Lesya be our medium. Right?’ 

‘If your mother taught you, I think it’s logical,’ Anton agreed. He smiled so widely and sincerely that his red freckles started smiling on his cheeks. Susanna snickered quietly and kept silent. Of course, she wouldn’t argue with Ermil’s best friend. Everyone in the class knew that Susanna was ‘secretly’ in love with Ermil. 

‘Okay, this stupid lesson is boring anyway.’ 

‘Everything’s ready. It remains to find a needle and a thread.’ Lesya announced, putting off the marker pen and the pencil. The circle resembled a target for darts now. 

‘Aw, that’s a joke—’ 

‘I! I have, have the needle!’ Vika took out a small paper square from the pocket of her green jacket. ‘Everything’s there. I always take it with me just in case.’

Susanna snorted and looked at her friend. ‘Weirdo,’ her bright red with lipstick lips whispered. Lesya opened the bag, pulled out the biggest needle and put a red thread into the eye. She inserted the needle into the circle centre. 

‘And now, we, perhaps, have to join our hands and sing a prayer.’ Susanna gloated. Inga gladly repeated Susanna’s chuckle, but Vika jumped with impatience. 

‘I need to concentrate. You don’t need to do anything. Just think about what you want to ask while I’m calling for the spirit. Remember, everyone has only one question.’

‘It’s a pity. Three questions would be better, as wishes.’ 

A wild smile twitched Susanna’s lips. 

‘Susie, you’re so evil. If you were a medium, you would call for a demon,’ Vika shook her head. Inga giggled in her palm but quickly straightened up and looked at her friend in fear. 

‘Hold your tongue, red trouble! And what? It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to fool you. I would be able to do it, too. Give me the needle,’ Susanna glanced at Vika with her look full of contempt and reached out to Lesya, but Ermil caught her hand in time. 

‘Wait! You shouldn’t interfere in the rite. Lesya has started it. So let her carry it out.’ 

‘Right! Didn’t you see how it happens in horror films?’ Anton interfered. ‘If you broke the ritual, you would become minced meat.’ 

‘I don’t watch such stupidities,’ Susanna glanced at the boy, and her green eyes glittered fiercely under her thick eyelashes. 

‘It’s a pity. I like thrillers.’ Ermil released her hand. Susanna finally shut up and almost clicked her jaw. 

‘Yes, you watched all eleven seasons of ‘The Walking Dead’. Am I right?’ 

Lesya closed her eyes. She didn’t hear the voices of her classmates because she stopped the flow of thoughts. She has done it more than once. A fire flared up somewhere deep under the heart. Her skin tingled slightly as if tiny needles were inserted into her palm. And a feeling of presence. As if someone stared at her back, it made her hair stand on end. A familiar feeling. Lesya whispered, barely breathing, ‘What’s your name?’ 

The needle quickly moved. It whirled uncertainly and then faster and faster, like a wild compass needle that looked for the true North. 

‘What’s going on?’ Vika bent over the table and clutched at Lesya’s shoulders. ‘A—SH—U.’ 

The needle stopped and froze near the letter ‘U’. 

‘This is its name.’

‘Whose name? Oh my God, what stupidity,’ Susanna snorted. ‘You make it up, obviously! What a stupid name! Ashu.’ 

The needle hung on a thread, almost falling on the blue squares. Lesya took the elbow of her right hand with her left one for convenience. 

‘So, who’s the first?’ 

The classmates elbowed each other, whispered and mocked. 

‘Let me try,’ Ermil volunteered. 

‘Only call him by name.’ 

‘Ashu, if you please, tell me—’ 

Ermil didn’t have time to finish because Anton bent over the sheet, ‘What's the name of Ermil’s girlfriend?’ he said directly into the circle as if someone hid a microphone under the table. 

The needle moved and started whirling clockwise. 

‘A—R—I—T—A,’ Vika read. ‘What a cool name for a young lady! It’s foreign, just like yours, Ermil. She’s probably an emigrant.’ 

Ermil smiled and shook his head, ‘I don’t know anyone with such a name.’ 

‘Never mind, you have your whole life ahead of you.’ 

‘Arita? What dullness,’ Susanna stomped with her heel. Of course, she had waited to hear her name. ‘It’s all fake! Admit it! You’re making it up now!’ 

‘You’ve lost your question,’ Ermil said calmly. Anton giggled louder. 

‘It was worth it, bro! If only you could look at your mug!’ 

‘I’m the next,’ Vika lifted her arm as if she wanted to answer. The smile didn’t leave her lips. ‘Oh, wise spirit with the awesome name Ashu, give me an answer: Will I get an ‘A’ for my algebra test? 

‘What a stupid question,’ Inga snorted, coping Susanna’s tone as always. ‘Every fool knows that no! Unless our maths teacher catches the flu or goes abroad.’ 

‘But the spirit says yes!’ Vika pointed at the magical circle. ‘Otherworldly forces know better!’ She ignored the quiet words ‘Such a fool’ and Susanna’s laugh. 

‘Thank you, Lesya. It’s a great game. So, who’s the next?’ 

‘Ashu, tell me, how many years will I live?’ 

The needle instantly came to life and ran in circles. 

‘Is it ‘K’ or ‘D’? Oh, no-no, I understood. Seventy-three,’ Vika said the numbers. ‘Is it good? Or bad? Not very little. My grandma is sixty-five this year. Oh, I’m sorry, Ermil.’ 

‘It’s just a prank!’ Susanna protested and pounded her hand on the table. ‘You move the needle. You do it! There is no spirit!’ she reddened with indignation. ‘I don’t believe such childish stupidities.’

‘Let’s check it!’ Vika jumped from the circle, lifted her arms to the ceiling and hummed. ‘Spirit! If you’re nearby, reveal yourself to us!’ 

The doors opened with a creak. Zynaida Trohymivna entered the classroom. Her watery, almost transparent eyes focused on the naughty children. Her thin lips turned into a line, and her thin eyebrows, which looked like seagull wings, flew up on her powdered forehead. 

‘What is happening here?’ She quickly approached the company. ‘What are you doing? I gave the task to everyone! Have you already drawn the diagram?’ 

Noticing the magical circle, the teacher stretched her plump pink fingers to it, grabbed the sheet and pulled it up. 

‘Martynenko, what is it?’ 

Zynaida Trohymivna turned the sheet and pushed the square glasses on her nose; her eyebrows-wings bent like an arc.

‘Is it a game? Didn’t you go to kindergarten? Return to your places!’ 

The teacher angrily pulled the red thread twisting in Lesya’s hands. She pulled it with such force that the needle detached from the circle and got stuck in Lesya’s forefinger. Tiny drops of blood fell on the letter A. Lesya gasped and quickly hid her hand. The scratched skin ached as if burnt. It couldn’t be! The needle was ordinary, sharp, cold, and thin. Zynaida Trohymivna didn’t calm down until the needle and the sheet appeared in her chubby hands. 

‘I confiscate it. Never do it again in my lessons. Do you understand me? Stop doing such stupidities, Martynenko!’ 

Lesya just nodded and looked at the finger. It was more offensive than painful. Very offensive and a little scary. The feeling of someone else’s attentive look increased. Lesya barely restrained herself from looking back at her classmates, whispering behind her back. She wanted to disappear immediately and didn’t want to hear their suppressed giggles and condemnation. 

Zynaida Trohymivna smiled contentedly, put the sheet under her arm and clapped her hands, loudly applauding her triumph. The classmates slowly took their places. Lesya sat down at the desk near Vika. Her finger hurt, and she thoughtlessly put it into her mouth. 

‘It was interesting, right?’ Vika elbowed her in the side. The friend’s eyes shone happily.

‘Interesting,’ Lesya murmured and quickly straightened up. She felt the cold shiver on her back, and it made her hair stand on end. But she and Vika had the last desk in the row. Maybe, a classmate hid in the corner. Lesya looked at the doors. No one was there. 

‘Attention!’ Zynaida Trohymivna clapped her hands louder. ‘Martynenko, don’t get distracted. If I give you one more admonition, you’ll go to the headmaster.’ The teacher warned in a soft voice. 

Lesya sighed. It was such a terrible day! She had oodles of problems and without it. It would have been even worse if the headmaster had called her parents because of the stupid game. Then they would have scolded her and said, ‘you disappointed us, mediocrity, fool’. 

But no, of course, they wouldn’t say that. They had never said that. Just mum would stare at her with such a look as if Lesya had committed a terrible sin. She would press her lips into a line and lecture her again. Such a thought made Lesya feel cold in her chest. 

Lesya tried to listen to the teacher. She even made notes in the notebook. But the feeling that someone was watching her didn’t go away. It became so acute at the end of the lesson that it was painful to sit at the desk and wait. Lesya’s hand wrote four letters on the sheet again and again: A, S, H, U. 

The ring flew into the class, screwing into the brain. Lesya wished to cover her ears, but she had to endure it. She had to sit still, feigning obedience. When the ring finally stopped thundering, Zynaida Trohymivna clapped her plump hands for the third time. 

‘You’re free.’ 

Lesya grabbed a textbook, the drawn notebook, an old tablet, and a pencil case and stuffed everything into the backpack. She was the first to run out the door without waiting for Vika. The feeling that someone stared at her faded only in the evening when Lesya returned home from school. 

‘Children, calm down! I want to pay your attention,’ Olena Stepanivna stood in front of the interactive whiteboard—last year’s gift from the parent committee. Her long shadow stuck into the white screen and focused the attention of the whole class. ‘We have a newcomer!’ 

The class teacher smiled kindly at everyone. She was tender, young, beautiful and incredibly neat as always. She was the true embodiment of femininity. Lesya wanted so much to look like Olena Stepanivna. But no matter how much she looked at the mirrors, she didn’t see even a shadow of tenderness or beauty. It’s a pity. 

‘Meet your new colleague,’ she pointed at the closed white doors with a wide gesture. ‘Arthur Mirdeyan is from The Far East. He and his family moved from Armenia. I hope you’ll become friends.’

‘Hello to everyone!’ the black-haired boy said with a pleasant smile. Lesya shuddered, glanced at Vika and again looked at the doors. But they had just been closed! There had been no Arthur near the board. How could it happen? 

She blinked and rubbed her tired eyes. It was the fifth lesson, and she really wanted to sleep. The girls behind whispered and gigged, and Lesya stared intently at the notebook. She didn’t know why, but she was ashamed to look at her new classmate. She was embarrassed and a bit frightened. 

The notebook was opened, and a big black circle with sectors appeared in the middle—eighteen sectors with letters in each. There were numbers in the first ten sectors.

Lesya stared at the black writings appearing in her notebooks from nowhere.

‘There are some free places. Choose which one you like.’ 

‘I’ve already chosen,’ the newcomer said pleasantly. The whispering of their classmates accompanied his slow walk. He approached, and his thick shadow fell on the notebook and the black circle. Children’s voices instantly fell silent. 

The heavy premonition made her heart ache. Lesya didn’t want to look at her new deskmate. She lifted her eyes from the sheet, forced a smile and froze. Nothing stood in front of her desk. Shapeless and faceless darkness swayed heavily like ripples on black water. 

Lesya got to her feet, and the chair fell on its wooden back. The only sound quickly disappeared in the unbroken silence. She covered her mouth with her hand and backed away to the windows. 

‘What has happened, Lesya?’ The coral lips of Olena Stepanivna tipped up to the earlobes and formed a long smile. ‘Don’t you like your new friend?’ 

Lesya’s heart pounded so loudly in her chest that she barely heard her class teacher. 

‘Don’t you see? It’s a monster— monster,’ stuttering, Lesya mumbled. ‘A shadow.’ 

She looked at Olena Stepanisna, but a doll stood opposite the board instead of her class teacher. Her skin lost its colour and became pale like a notebook sheet; her red lips looked like a half-moon on her face; there were two vast chasms instead of her eyes, from where the darkness stared. 

‘Don’t I see?’ she laughed caustically. ‘You don’t see, child!’ 

Lesya looked around for support, but her classmates gazed at her with empty eyes. Their pale faces stretched into wild smiles. 

Run away. I should run away, Lesya thought. 

As if reading her thoughts, Olena Stepanivna stood before the doors, crossing her arms on her chest. Her evil smile said you won’t run away. The darkness as if pecked out her empty eyes. 

Lesya turned to the window because it was the only way to escape. She jumped onto the high windowsill without looking back, turned the handle down and pulled it. The second floor isn’t so high. 

Lesya looked down, but another window appeared instead of the narrow yard. She froze for a moment and then turned the handle down again. And everything repeated. 

Windows opened, and there were more windows behind them, more and more. 

What was going on? 

Meanwhile, the shadow approached and stood closely. Its wet and hot breath glided from Lesya’s nape to her neck. The strange premonition filled her chest with horror. Ice paralysed her arms and legs. Time stretched out, as if someone had slowed the world down for a dramatic shot. Lesya looked back, and at the same time, the dark Nothing swallowed her. 




Lesya screamed and opened her eyes in the dark. I’m alive, she thought, still alive. Her T-shirt, wet with sweat, clung to her cold back; the pillow was damp with tears. Lesya sat on the bed, rubbed her eyes and looked around in fear. The night reigned in the room; soft light from the neighbouring tower block broke into the room through the heavy curtains. 

I’m home, home, she thought. 

Her narrow bed was close to the doors, and it was easy to reach for the switch. She slept with her head to the north. Her mother carefully followed the accurate symmetry of north-south in the flat. Everything had to be according to feng shui. It was supposed to accumulate positive energy and ward off the negative. But today, mother’s feng shui didn’t work. 

Lesya jumped out of bed, tiptoed to the window and pulled the curtains with a single move. Yellow and white lights were on the black wall. It was an ordinary and careless night. The feeling of someone else’s presence faded but didn’t disappear. 

When Olena Stepanivna slowly entered the classroom, everything that could squeeze inside Lesya squeezed. The class teacher wore the same clothes as in the dream. She stood in front of the interactive whiteboard and smiled in a friendly way. 

‘Children, attention! A guest arrived at us from the Far East. His parents moved to the capital. I want you to greet Arthur!’ 

Déjà vu? But this time, the white doors opened as expected, and the black-haired boy entered the classroom. He was tall and athletic; freckles abundantly covered his pleasant face. Their eyes met, and Arthur smiled so sincerely as if he had met his old friend. The girls from the back desks giggled, and whisper spread across the classroom like waves. 

Arthur approached Olena Stepanivna. 

‘Hello to everyone. I’m Arthur. Nice to meet you.’ 

‘Hi, Arthur,’ rang out from everywhere. Their class was friendly (with a few exceptions), so Arthur was greeted with shouts of approval, applause, and smiles. 

He would become news number one for several weeks, a welcome guest of all companies; he would be desired everywhere like a new doll. Lesya mentally empathised with the boy. She felt uneasy, and memories of her nightmare came out of the depth of memory. 

‘Don’t you mind if I sit next to you?’ 

Lesya shuddered and looked up. Arthur was standing in front of her desk as in the dream. Although no, it was not as in the sleep. The ordinary boy froze before her now. He had grey eyes and human features. 

Lesya shrugged her shoulders. She felt the attentive looks of her classmates on her back. What trouble! Why had he liked her desk? What could be worse than getting into the centre of attention? 

The last time was when the teacher of History called her to an animated map to tell about the Hundred Years’ War. Inga and Iryna whispered behind her back. 

‘Why did she freeze? Come, say yes to him.’ 

‘Come, Lusia, don’t delay.’ 

Lesya forced herself to smile. She hated it when Susanna’s cronies teased her Lusia, or even worse Lusia-Dusia, or said ‘weirdo’ behind her back. 

‘Yes, sit down, of course,’ Lesya moved aside, although there was enough space for the new deskmate. Arthur landed on the chair and threw his fashionable backpack under the desk. 

‘I’m Arthur,’ he held out his hand, and Lesya hesitantly shook it. 

‘Un-huh, I heard it. I’m Lesya,’ she mumbled and stared at the notebook. Olena Stepanivna, meanwhile, started the lesson. The first images appeared on the board, copying the textbook page. 

‘Hey, newcomer!’ Ira poked in Arthur’s back with a pencil. ‘Come on with us on the break. We’ll show you something interesting.’ 

‘Agreed,’ Arthur winked. 

Lesya snickered, looking at the squares of her notebook. Why did this Arthur bother her? He wasn’t a ghost, so that was something. She had a lot of hassle up to her ears. 

‘If Lesya comes with us,’ Arthur added, reaching for the tablet in his backpack. 




Vika joined them during the break, and Arthur agreed to inspect the school with Lesya and Vika instead of staying in the class with Susanna, Inga and Iryna (the cool trio). 

They chattered the whole break. Arthur appeared clever and funny, but Lesya didn’t have any illusions about her chances. The newcomer refused to stay with the cool trio either because of pity or because Iryna pocked him with the pencil for the entire lesson. 

The last place of the excursion was the ‘planetarium’ — the previous year’s gift to the school from the school’s graduates. Posters with planets, planetoids, and galaxies, star charts hung on the walls. An enormous screen board hung down to the floor like a real sheet, where images of the Universe changed with a quiet click. A large projector hummed and flashed with a red light under the ceiling. 

Finding the planetarium empty is incredible luck. Crowds of elementary school students were pushing here every day under the supervision of class teachers. 

‘We study astronomy here,’ Lesya waved her hand at the large room. ‘It’s my favourite place in the school.’ 

‘Yes, it’s a thousand times cooler than the laboratory where chemistry is taught.’

‘Snugly,’ Arthur went deep into the planetarium, examining the constellations. Vika stood in front of the poster of Mars. 

‘I wonder what it’s like not to live here. Not on the Earth.’ 

‘We’ll find out soon. Elon Musk is planning to send a manned ship with colonists to Mars in 2025.’ 

‘Who?’ Vika blinked. 

‘Don’t you know this man? He’s a genius of our times! Google about Mars Base Alpha or read about SpaceX on Wikipedia. He’s going to colonise Mars soon.’ 

‘Really? Teachers didn’t tell us about this,’ Vika looked at the sparkling red ball on the poster. ‘I would like to live on Mars! It’s so cool! There are neither school, parents, nor my annoying sister. There is only the desert all around and no neighbours.’ 

‘It would be better if someone invents a way to save our planet,’ Lesya sighed, ‘without conquering and littering someone else’s.’ 

This feeling appeared again as if an attentive icy look stared at her back. Her hair on the back of her head moved. The feeling was like someone was pulling her by invisible ropes. 

‘Well, it’s also the solution.’ 

Lesya habitually looked back, but it was empty near the white doors. Of course. The whole day she was turning back, but it was always empty behind her back. Although that time, it wasn’t completely empty. 

Lesya shrank. It either seemed to her, or there really was a shadow flickering on the screen. The grey shadow was in the starry sky. There were the outlines of the human figure, but without eyes and face. 

‘Ashu,’ the shadow whispered. 

The name was rough and dry like sand from the endless Martian desert, like a breath of wind wandering over the dead planet, the dead world. 

Ashu. 

Goosebumps crawled along her damp back. It was hard to breathe; the invisible grip tightly squeezed her chest. Of course, it wasn’t the shadow in the corner. Something just stuck to the projector, some glitch in the program. It wasn’t the whispering but just the humming of the device above her head. 

The air exploded. Lesya cried out, covered her ears and closed her eyes. The school bell announced the end of the break. 

‘It’s time to return to the classroom. We have the maths test,’ Vika grimaced as if she had eaten a lemon. ‘What sadist scheduled maths for us after lunch?’ 

‘Is it so bad?’ 

‘It can’t get any worse! The maths teacher is a true predator in human form! It is better not to be late for her classes because she can call our parents and send you to the headmaster. Come on, Lesya.’ 

Lesya wildly recoiled to the wall because of the careful touch. 

‘What’s up, sis? You’re so pale as if you have seen a Martian.’ 

‘What? No, everything’s fine,’ Lesya looked at the corner, but it was already empty. 

Five minutes passed, but the teacher didn’t appear. The classmates were talking louder with hope. 

‘If the maths teacher got sick and the test is cancelled?’ 

‘Uh-huh, keep dreaming!’ 

‘Children, silence! Attention,’ Olena Stepanivna shouted from the doors. She was unusually distraught, and her confused eyes wandered over the class. ‘Your teacher got sick.’ 

Cheerful sighs and ‘Yes!’ sounded from the back desks. 

‘Oh no, don’t worry. Nothing serious! She suddenly had a fever. Doctors say it’s just a cold.’ 

A groan of frustration. 

‘I know that you have a test today. So, you’ll do it with me.’ 

Disappointment with admixtures of joyful relief sounded. 

‘Wow,’ Vika leaned over the passage separating their desks. 

‘Wait! And that spirit— Remember, when we were telling fortunes yesterday, it said something like that.’ 

‘Attention!’ Olena Stepanivna clapped her hands. 

‘No, Inga said that the teacher would get sick.’ 

The feeling of someone’s presence suddenly intensified. Lesya couldn’t resist looking back. On the left, Arthur was attentively drawing something in the notebook; Ira and Inga were talking behind; Susanna was flirting with Ermil on the right. He answered her politely and discreetly. Nothing unusual. 

‘Lesya, are you well?’ Olena Stepanivna looked at her with the whole class. Lesya’s cheeks reddened up to the ears. 

‘Yes, everything’s fine.’ Lesya hunched up her shoulders. Ira giggled nastily from the back desk. Lesya wished the earth could swallow her up. 

‘Good. Then, please, remove everything unneeded from the desks. Leave only a pan and a pencil.’ 

Olena Stepanivna walked through the rows of desks, handing out A4 sheets with questions and tasks. The class teacher didn’t scold anyone and didn't stand near your desk. She just waited quietly for the class to finish the test. The ring filled the silence, grating on the ear. Everyone sighed with relief. 

‘Put off your pens and sheets on the desk edge. Nina, please, gather the sheets.’

The girl jumped to her feet from the first desk and skippingly ran through the classroom, grabbing the sheets. 

‘I have an incredibly good anticipation,’ Vika whispered and shone with pleasure. Lesya was silent. She didn’t want to speak because she had a mess in her head and who knew what was happening. When it was her turn, Nina grabbed the drawn sheet from Lesya’s hands, and the paper cut her finger. Nina jumped to the class teacher. A smile shone on the lips of the classmate.

‘That’s all, Olena Stepanivna!’ 

‘Well done, thank you. Children, you’re free,’ the class teacher didn’t finish when the chairs creaked, and the din of cheerful voices filled the room. 

Lesya looked at Arthur, and Petro appeared in front of the desk. 

‘Newcomer, don’t you want to go with us? The kids and I are going to play football. And you? Can you play?’ 

‘Of course,’ Arthur picked up his backpack by the black strap and got up from the table. 

‘Great, I won’t call anyone, then. Go to the gym; the PE teacher will show you a free locker. Do you have a sports uniform? Superb! Change your clothes and go outside. We’re waiting for you.’ 

Lesya met Arthur's glance. He smiled, shook his head, shrugged and went to the doors. And she seemed to be glued to the chair. He disappeared into the crowd of noisy classmates soon. And indeed, what had she hoped for? That she would find a new friend? Vika had been her only friend for nine years of study. 

‘Let’s go to the ‘Aunty Clara’ ’? Vika appeared before Lesya’s eyes so unexpectedly that Lesya jumped on her seat and almost fell. 

‘Yay, what’s with you? Let’s skip PE. I deadly want that pie with cinnamon.’ 

‘You’ve just scared me. Okay, let’s go.’ 




Lesya thought that passers-by glanced askance and looked back at her all the way to the coffee shop. The dismal premonition of trouble squeezed her chest. Lesya felt dizzy and almost fell with fatigue. 

‘Why are you so gloomy? I have good anticipation about my test. I’ll definitely get an ‘A’! Olena Stepanivna likes me, and she won’t give me less. You’ll see. You’ll see!’ Vika was talking unstoppably. 

Should she tell her friend about the shadow or not? But Lesya shouldn’t scare Vika as she didn’t know what was happening. 

‘What’s with you, Lesya!’ Vika elbowed her in her side. ‘Why are you so depressed as if you’re waiting for the rain? Tell me what you are thinking about. It’s because of the newcomer, right?’ 

Vika stopped, and Lesya stopped with her by inertia.

‘I see you’re walking around all day as if your parents have scolded you. Or have they really scolded?’ 

‘It’s after yesterday’s game.’ 

‘After yesterday’s fortune-telling?’

‘It wasn’t fortune-telling; it was a game! Calling,’ Lesya put her hands on her head. ‘I’m not happy that I suggested that stupid game. I have a bad premonition and different nightmares. I feel the whole world constantly staring at me and whispering something in my back.’ 

‘Huh, you just have stress and overactive imagination,’ Vika giggled and suddenly fell silent, looking behind Lesya’s back. 

A woman stood behind. She was wrapped in heavy black fabric from head to toe, bending over them like an evil bird. Her brown eyes wetly glistened. 

‘Oh, my poor child,’ the woman cried in a voice creaking like an old metal spring. ‘You’re in dire danger!’ 

Lesya shuddered and wrapped her hands around herself. That strange premonition writhed in her chest like a fat worm—ugly, wild and ferocious. 

‘What are you talking about?’ 

‘What have you done, child? I see around you— what is it?’ The witch stretched out her long thin fingers; the gems shone on her massive gold rings in the sun. ‘It is with you. I see it, yes, I see everything— A shadow.’ 

‘She has done nothing. It was just a game!’ Vika jumped forward and hid frightened Lesya behind her back. ‘We called the spirit to answer our questions. So what? We have done nothing.’ 

The woman shook her head. Her black hair flew over her shoulders like a shiny wing. 

‘A game, you say? It wasn’t the game, child, it wasn’t! You’ve done a bad thing. Do you understand? Very-very bad. And it’s impossible to fix,’ the witch said in a hypnotising voice. The worm dug into Lesya’s heart more fiercely because of the witch’s words. 

‘What are you talking about?’ 

‘That spirit you’ve called is near. Do you understand?’ The witch swayed forward and grabbed Lesya’s shoulder, pulling her towards her. ‘It is living inside you now!’ 

Lesya closed her eyes. The face of the woman was yellow and wrinkled as if moulded from the wax that had spread on the white candlestick. Her mouth stank of rot, and her eyes glistened fiercely. 

‘You’ve called it from another dimension, and it clung to you. It sucks your life out of you, do you understand? It hides in your shadow.’ 

Pain shot in her shoulder and ran down to her wrist like a sharp snake. Lesya froze in horror. The scream stuck in her throat, and it became very hard to breathe. 

For a moment, it seemed to her that everything wasn’t real, that she was just in another nightmare. Her body didn’t belong to her, and her mind hung between reality and fiction. 

‘You have to overcome your fear, child. You have to look at its eyes and call it by its name. The real name! Do you understand me, child?’ 

Lesya trembled. Vika hissed like a cobra and pushed the witch aside. 

‘Get off her! I’ll call the police now,’ Vika showed her phone to her, grabbed Lesya’s hand and dragged her. ‘Why are you listening to her? You see, she wants some money from you! Let’s go!’ 

Lesya looked back, but the witch stood with her arm stretched out. 

‘It has a name!’ she shouted in a squeaky voice. Surprised and outraged passers-by looked at them. ‘They always have names! Recall how it called itself!’ 

Vika quickened her pace and turned the street corner, but the witch's voice continued to sound in Lesya's head for many hours, ‘It has a name. Recall!’




This time she was standing in front of the board. The entire class stared at her with attentive looks, laughing and making fun of her. Someone just yawned indifferently. Lesya felt like the insect that was studied under a microscope. Tiny and ugly. The stomach squeezed threateningly. She shouldn’t be ashamed at least now when everyone stared at her. 

‘Children, attention,’ Olena Stepanivna clapped her hands. ‘We have a newcomer!’ 

Lesya didn’t hear her class teacher. All her attention was focused on the third desk in the middle row. Arthur was sitting there. He looked at her like the rest, though not with mockery and contempt but with interest. Everything was decided. 

‘Sit next to me,’ Arthur proposed. 

Her classmates’ smiles became vaster and longer when she passed by. Boys and girls turned to her the porcelain heads; their beady eyes glistened wetly. 

‘How funny she is!’ 

‘Look, look at her long neck. Giraffe, giraffe!’ 

‘Stupid and ugly. What rags is she wearing?’ 

Classmates laughed at her back, but no one intervened in their abuse. Black-eyed children enjoyed her shame, enjoyed her pain. The crooked and hideous smiles grew wider until they covered the porcelain faces. 

‘She ticks me off. You all tick me off,’ Petro shouted in a raspy voice. 

A gun appeared in his hand from somewhere, and Petro started spinning it, playing with it, aiming at the porcelain faces and imitating a shot, ‘bang-bang!’

Lesya stood in front of Arthur, trembling. He was the only one who wasn’t making fun of her but just waiting for her. The classroom emptied at once. The desks and teacher’s table disappeared with the students and Olena Stepanivna. The white screen remained with a sheet on the wall. A projector hummed under the ceiling. 

Arthur stood before the board. The projector light illuminated him with a white halo, but the boy’s eyes remained blacker than night. 

‘You’re the same as they are!’ 

Lesya backed to the window. 

Run away—Run away— Run away— these words thumped in her head. The icy wave grew in her heart, and her body slowly turned into ice. 

‘Are you going to run away again?’ Arthur approached her step by step, forcing her back to the wall. ‘Do you want to escape from all problems and hide from the bullies?’ 

Lesya jumped onto the windowsill and opened the window.

Please, let there be land— Let there be land!

But another window appeared behind the first window. She pulled the handle again, and the sweaty fingers slid across the jamb. A window behind a window, a window behind a window— 

She opened them one by one until a cold hand touched her shoulder. Lesya squinted and got ready for pain. 

‘You don’t need to escape from me.’ 

Fingers, sharp like talons, dug into the skin and tore the flesh, leaving bloody drops on the white shirt. Strong hands took her off the windowsill. Lesya almost hit the wall. 

‘Look at me!’ the loud voice ordered, sounding like a long echo in her head. 

Lesya obeyed and looked up. Arthur bent over her like a dark cloud; his face was white like a mask, and his black eyes shone like a crystal. As if hundreds of stars and constellations illuminated the cosmic void. The lad became one head taller, and his shoulders became wider. 

‘Who? What are you?’ Lesya stuttered; her tongue slid across her rough lips. ‘Is it a dream? Am I dreaming?’ she looked around the empty class. ‘You’re a spirit, right? I know— know— I called the spirit that time. Or a ghost? Or— a demon? Are you a demon?’ 

Tears streamed down her cheeks and dripped from her chin onto the shabby parquet. She didn’t doubt that she would wake up on her pillow on the cold bed. Arthur smiled and started speaking calmly and prudently like an adult. 

‘Did you think it was a game? Children’s toy? Draw the circle in the middle of the sheet. Divide it into the parts like a clock,’ his crystal eyes shone brighter. ‘No, it wasn’t the game. It wasn’t the fortune-telling. You opened a window through the space of dreams into the world of darkness, Lesya, into the world where not only benevolent spirits live but also the shadows of the doomed, ghosts and all kinds of primordial monsters. You opened the tiny window when you inserted the needle and sprinkled it with your blood. Everything dark, lost and evil, everything that lost its earthly name and human form can seep through those doors into the real world, into your world.’ 

Lesya froze because she couldn’t tear herself away from these dark eyes. 

‘You called me,’ he pressed his hand to his chest. ‘But don’t worry, Lesya. Not all of us are evil,’ he didn’t stop smiling and held out his hand for her, and his cold fingers touched her cheek. ‘I’m not evil.’ 

Arthur bent down and touched her cheek with his icy lips. As if electricity ran down her skin. Something popped in her head, and Arthur with the classroom, the school, and the whole world ceased to exist. The black Nothing sucked reality into its bottomless belly. 

 

‘Are you listening to me?’ Vika pocked her shoulder. ‘What Universe are you stuck in? I say I heard Inga telling in the toilet that Susanna had invited Arthur to her birthday party! Can you imagine it? And Arthur smacked Susanna on the cheek, and they’re dating now.’ 

Lesya felt terrible anyway. She didn’t want to hear that; she felt dizzy and almost fell. The usual laws of physics still applied to her tired body even if her mind wandered between alien worlds. 

Lesya hardly slept at night after that nightmare. She woke up at midnight and spent the rest of the time searching for the answers on the Internet. She found a book about people called oneironauts who wandered through the world of dreams and researched something there. Such wild nonsense! 

Adult men and women assured that they had discovered a new world between worlds, that bizarre monsters had lived there and, quite possible, intelligent beings. Maybe, she was such an oneironaut? 

It was a pity, but she didn’t know anyone she could discuss it with. Her parents and friends wouldn’t understand her. Perhaps, her brother would? Maksym could figure out what had happened. They used to gaze at the stars at night together, and her brother looked at them as if his eyes saw life up there. But Max had left six months ago. Her brother was too busy with his own life to pay attention to her problems. 

Suddenly, the world became black. There wasn’t pain but only the strange heaviness in the head and ringing. She heard a scream through the darkness. 

‘Hey, are you alive, Crow?’ someone’s voice sounded from afar; it was hard to imagine how its owner looked. 

The ringing grew louder and quieter. 

‘Don’t call her so!’ it was Vika. 

‘Have some respect, bro. It was you who clouted her with the ball! Is she alive there?’ the third voice intervened. Anton? Ermil? 

‘Why are you tinkering there, fools? Call for a doctor! Lusia feels bad.’ 

It was definitely Susanna. Lesya would recognise this sweet voice in any condition. Lesya opened her eyes; the world was blurred, pixelated like a video on a site with a weak Internet connection. She blinked. Susanna’s worried face slowly became more visible. 

‘Oh, she opened her eyes,’ the beauty rejoiced. ‘Lusia, do you hear me? Do you remember me and where you are? 

Lesya moaned and tried to sit but immediately touched her head. The world was still spinning, turning into a bright carousel. Her classmates’ faces were blurring, pixelating and disappearing. 

‘Wait, I’ll help you.’ 

Vika put her arms around Lesya’s shoulders, and one of the boys held her back. They helped her sit up together. 

‘Yes, yes, little by little.’ 

The class teacher was already running to the playground, ‘Oh my God, what has happened to you? Is it blood?’ 

‘Everything’s okay. Lusia just fell. We need a doctor.’ 

Lusia just fell—

A sudden surge of hatred covered her with darkness. If Susanna had stood closer, Lesya would have certainly smacked her with the fist. 

‘Lesya, can you walk?’ It was Vika. She supported her on one side, and Arthur—it seemed to Lesya that it was him—on the other side. Lesya tried to turn her head, but a sudden pain paralysed her body. 

They led her by the arms. Then, everything was a bit foggy: corridors, whispers of students behind her back, a hospital bed, and the worried face of the nurse. 

It seemed that she had fallen asleep, but it passed without dreams. There was just emptiness and calmness. 

Lesya woke up cheerful as if she had slept all day, not a few hours. Her head wasn’t buzzing, and nothing hurt. Busy parents hadn’t come to pick her up, the nurse said. She had to return home on foot. 

‘I got used to it.’ 

The lessons ended, and the classmates went outside to play, have a rest and gossip. 

‘Lesya!’ someone shouted behind. Lesya looked back and jumped off the parapet. Arthur ran towards her. His back hair was sticking out in all directions as electrified; his pale cheeks were a bit ruddy, and the white shirt crumpled. 

‘Is it yours?’ he handed her a pink backpack, breathing heavily. 

‘Oh, yes! What a fool I am.’ 

Lesya took the backpack that was heavy because of textbooks and notebooks. Arthur didn’t release the strap. 

‘Listen, are you going home alone? Maybe, I should walk you?’ 

Lesya froze for a moment and then forced herself to answer with an uncertain hum. 

‘That’s good.’ Arthur threw the backpack on his shoulder. ‘So let’s go.’ 

Lesya noticed Susanna and her ‘fun club’ near the flower beds from the corner of her eye. The girls were whispering, repeating a bit louder, ‘Lusia, Lusia is going. Now, she is certainly hit in her head.’ They giggled behind her back. 

Lesya looked down and stomped away as quickly as she could. Arthur followed her and smiled every time she turned back.

The silence was oppressive, as if a giant stood on her shoulders and pressed her to the ground. 

‘How’s your head?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘You’ve got a trauma, no?’ Arthur tapped his temple with his finger. ‘With the ball. No?’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ Lesya tipped over, barely keeping balance. She automatically touched her occiput, expecting to find a dent there. 

‘Does it still hurt?’ 

Lesya mumbled, and the oppressive silence fell. It was more irritating than the girls’ whispering behind her back ‘Lusia, Lusia’ and ‘Crow, crow’ from the boys. 

‘Are you worried about something?’ 

Arthur stopped, and Lesya glanced back and reddened. Her classmates’ jokes finally died down in her head. 

‘Tell me. You know, I’m your friend.’ 

Something squeezed in her chest because of his watchful gaze. The shadow spread behind Arthur’s back. It was long, black and thick as if drawn with black acrylic. 

‘Lesya!’ 

‘Yes, I’m sorry. I freeze a bit,’ she said in a hoarse voice and coughed to clear the throat. 

‘So unfreeze.’ 

Arthur’s gentle smile immediately dispelled all doubts. 

‘You see, it’s all my dreams,’ Arthur went on. Lesya jumped onto the parapet and stepped next to him. ‘My dreams are quite strange lately. It’s like our school and not our school at the same time. Our classmates have terrible eyes; their faces are white like doll ones. And there is this shadow,’ Lesya stopped, pressed her hands near the chest and whispered, ‘It talks to me. It reaches out to me, wants to seize me and eat me. It looked like you yesterday.’ 

Lesya looked at the lad but found neither surprise nor mockery. She had been so scared that Arthur would start making fun of her like others, but he didn’t. Arthur silently listened to her with a serious expression on his face. There wasn’t any hint of disgust in his silver eyes. 

‘You had a really bizarre dream,’ he finally answered and tilted his head like an owl. ‘You see, I believe in the kingdom of shadows. It’s something from mysticism. Nav is a kingdom where the Lord of Shadows rules.’ 

‘Nav?’ 

‘Slavs call it so. But this place is in many myths. It’s like the world that exists nearby. It’s an invisible world. Shadows of ancestors and other different creatures, wonderful and horrible, live there.’ 

‘Wow, you know so much,’ Lesya smiled and put a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Mythology is so interesting.’ 

‘Yeah, I have strange tastes.’ 

‘Me too,’ Lesya rejoiced. 

Relief covered her like warm hugs. She felt like she had met someone long-lost, as if she had found her own brother in the alien and hostile world. Would she finally have a real boyfriend? 

Her cheeks reddened. Arthur bent down to her, and their eyes appeared on the same level. 

‘I like you,’ he said in a quiet but severe voice. 

‘I like—’ Lesya stumbled and sighed. ‘I like you too.’ 

Their lips met quickly. But the kiss seemed cold, even a bit icy, as if Lesya kissed a dead stone. Tiny needles prickled her lips. 

When Arthur straightened up, Lesya was the happiest creature in the entire world. She was again dizzy, but it wasn’t scary because the butterflies flew in her stomach. 

Arthur threw the backpack on the other shoulder and smiled. 

‘You shouldn’t be afraid of dreams, Lesya. All of us are someone’s dream. I don’t think you see something evil. Try talking with that creature. Maybe, it doesn’t wish evil on you. So, let’s go?’ 




She didn’t run from the shadow anymore. On the advice of Arthur, when the classroom emptied, they were left alone. Lesya stood in front of the ghostly black-eyed lad, raised her head high and looked at the porcelain face. 

‘Enough! I’m tired of running away from you; I’m tired of being afraid of everything!’ she poked the boy in the chest and uttered clearly and calmly. ‘You’re Ashu! You’re my shadow now, and I’m not afraid of you!’ 

Black fingers reached out to her and touched her cheek; the black eyes shone with crystal flame; bizarre Arthur smiled happily. 

‘Remember this feeling,’ he whispered gently, bending down. ‘Fear exists only in your head.’

This time, Lesya woke up not at night but in the morning and not because of her scream but because of the alarm clock ringing. 

Was it all over? Acknowledge your fear, meet it, look at its eyes (black like the first night of creation) and was that all? Everything was so easy. Lesya jumped out of bed, jumped up and clapped her hands. A quiet knock on the door stopped her mad dance. 

‘Lesya!’ her mother’s tired voice called her gently. ‘Wake up, dear. It’s already seven. It’s time to go to school because you will be late again.’ 

All enthusiasm blew away like air from a balloon. A school was a prison for mind and soul. Why couldn’t Lesya overcome all her problems, just acknowledging their existence? 

She sighed bitterly. 

‘I’m cooking pancakes with apricot jam.’ 

She felt easier, and her mood scale slowly moved up. The morning didn’t seem doomed anymore. If only classes were cancelled! 

The shadow under her feet swayed and blacked the longer Lesya stared at it. A slight chill touched her cheek, and then an invisible hand clung to her shoulder and pushed the girl. 

The body didn’t belong to Lesya. Like a bystander, she watched herself leaping away from the wall. A ball flew over her head, slammed into the place she had been standing and fell into her hands. The limbs stiffened, and tiny needles poked her skin. When she unfroze and looked back, her classmates who had been playing football stopped and stared at her. 

‘Good reaction, Crow.’ 

Petro cawed and shook his arms, imitating wings. The boys picked up that ominous ‘Caw, caw, caaaw!’ 

Lesya bristled up and gnashed her teeth. Why did her classmates make fun of her? Had she done something to them? Was she doomed to be bullied until the end of her studies just because she had allowed them to caw earlier? 

Unlike Susanna, she had never run to the class teacher to complain when her classmates had skipped the lessons or when they had smoked behind an old linden tree. No, she had always been quiet and kind. And is this her thanks for sympathy? 

Lesya physically felt all skewers that boys were sticking into her heart with every ‘Caw’. Her eyes became filled with tears, but Lesya didn’t cry; she just gnashed her teeth more fiercely. The shadow under her feet was already blacker than night. It stretched out like the clock hand, pointing at Petro. 

‘Hay, watch where you hit, fumbler!’ Lesya growled, burning a hole with her gaze in the surprised yob’s mug. 

The boys instantly shut up, and Lesya caught the chance. 

I faced a real demon from the Shadow Kingdom. I looked at the eyes of my shadow!

‘If you screw up like that, you’ll never get to the championship!’ 

Her voice became louder and louder, and a strange warmth covered her heart. Happiness. A triumph. 

Lesya squeezed the ball, and the gum creaked under her fingers. It seemed to Lesya for a moment that someone else took possession of her body and spoke with her lips. She hit the ball with her foot with all her might, aiming at the very centre of the goal past surprised Petro. 

‘That’s how you have to beat, remember?’ 

The boy’s jaw dropped, and the rest of the classmates blinked in surprise. 

Inspired by her victory, Lesya flew through the yard to the exit from the canteen. Maybe, Petro would want to revenge, but Lesya didn’t care. The feeling of integrity and power grew in that place, where the emptiness, awareness of her worthlessness and shame had been accumulating for many years. 

She looked at the eyes of her fear, she overcame the shadow, and now she could overcome it again and again. 




Three lessons left when heavy black clouds covered the grey sky. Thunder struck; lightning flashed, and it poured down like a waterfall. 

Olena Stepanivna, pale and worried, flew into the class. 

‘There was a storm warning. Please, do not leave the premises. The administration will notify your parents. You all stay at school!’ 

Dissatisfied hisses swept through the class as if Olena Stepanivna stuck a stick into the snake’s nest. 

‘What’s with them?’ Vika amazed. ‘Is it so bad to hang with friends for an hour?’ 

‘Everyone wants to go home. They aren’t like you, Vika. They aren’t interested in classes.’ 

The rain didn’t stop for two hours but only intensified. The quiet howl of the wind turned into the bear’s roar. Big drops were hitting the glass with such force that windows were shaking. 

The light in the class flickered and went out several times. Someone cried from the back desk every time. 

Twilight spread across the classroom like black water. Lesya almost choked when the light went out for the third time. It got noticeably colder, and stupid thoughts appeared in her head. Finally, the cool girls got tired of staying in the room. 

‘This flood will never end. Let’s go and have fun,’ Susanna commanded. The girls jumped up and stomped after the leader. Passing Lesya’s desk, Susanna stepped on her foot. 

‘What’s up, Lusia? Your boyfriend ran away from you?’ she shook her head, pointing at the empty place. ‘Poor thing. We were so happy when you had finally found someone as calvish as you are.’ 

Susanna turned and went to the board. Inga and Ira, giggling, stomped after her. 

‘Susie is very angry with Arthur because he has walked you home yesterday,’ Vika leaned towards her. ‘They gossip about him.’ 

Lesya clenched her fists. She didn’t care what Susanna gossiped about; she wanted that mad fan club to stop nagging at her. Right? 

The well-known feeling burnt her chest so fiercely that Lesya was barely breathing. Why should she be silent and obey Susanna? Did it matter that she was famous? Who had created that popularity scale? 

‘Where are you going?’ 

Lesya got to her feet and looked around. The classroom was half empty; students spread across all floors and crowded the corridors; boys ran to the gym. 

‘I want to stretch my legs. I’m tired of sitting.’ 

‘I’m going with you!’ 

Lesya shrugged her shoulders. She almost ran to the doors, bypassed the crowded corridor and stopped when she caught up with Susanna and her friends. 

‘You shouldn’t mock the absent one. If you’re so brave, Susie, tell Arthur to his face everything you think about him.’ 

Vika screamed in surprise. The fan club of Susanna fell silent in shock. 

The feeling of victory inspired. Now it was clear why Susanna was fond of mocking her classmates. Lesya looked Susanna up and down contemptuously and ran to the stairs. Vika followed her. 

‘What has got into you?’ she giggled in her palm and looked back at the pale trio. ‘I didn’t know you could do it!’ 

‘I’m already sick of them.’ 

The feeling of excellence gradually faded in her chest, and Lesya’s usual mousiness returned with strange worrying. 

They wandered through corridors and halls. Lesya listened to the students’ conversations and looked for the familiar face. She didn’t hear what Vika was chattering behind. Lesya couldn’t think about anything else. What if something had happened to Arthur? 

The premonition didn’t go away but only intensified with every minute. Something pulled her with the invisible thread tightly tied to the chest. The thread became shorter and stiffer with every breath. Lesya jumped up the stairs into the hall on the second floor. She stood in the emptiness and looked around in a minute. Vika got lost in the crowd. 

‘What’s wrong— What’s wrong?’ Lesya chaotically moved her gaze from door to door in search of the other end of the invisible rope. She froze for a moment, trembled, straightened up and stared at the white doors. She found it! 

The classroom of Technologies. The doors were opened. 

Lesya swallowed the lump stuck in her throat and slowly tiptoed to the door, sneaking like a predator. 

Girls’ voices and giggling sounded from the classroom. Lesya even heard swear words from time to time. Susanna laughed louder than the others. 

‘What a stupid game,’ the girl exploded. ‘How did Lusia even create it?’ 

‘She said her mother had taught her this, didn’t she?’ Inga intervened. 

‘Pffft, she invented everything! Of course. She did it to boast in front of boys. Stupid lying Lusia. I don’t believe a word she says. We should remind her who’s the queen in this school. Never mind, we’ll catch her in the toilets, and she’ll regret that she dared to open her dirty mouth.’ 

The girls laughed. What would Ermil have said if he had heard how Susanna was talking when no one could see her? 

‘What’s on the needle?’ Inga surprised. Lesya seemed to see how the beauty grimaced, and her French nose raised with disgust. ‘Is it her blood? Phew, what an abomination!’ 

I must stop them, Lesya thought. Her insult, shame, and pain—everything was instantly forgotten. But determination also suddenly disappeared. Lesya’s feet stuck to the parquet; everything floated before her eyes. 

Lesya froze and couldn't open her mouth to shout to warn the girls and to stop them. 

‘Guest, come— Guest, come— Guest, come!’ voices of Susanna, Inga and Ira came to Lesya as if from a cellar. 

No, stop! Do not do this! She begged mentally, and her body was paralysed.

‘It’s writing something, writing!’ 

Cold spread in the chest. It was late. 

‘BA-BA,’ the girl read in one voice. A shout and a frightening long moan flew from the room. Rumbling, lamentation and cry sounded then. A human couldn’t make such sounds. 

Lesya opened the doors. She was paralysed again by what she had seen. 

‘Oh my God— Oh my God! Susie, your arm! Where’s your arm?’ Inga yelled, cowered against the wall and covered her mouth with her palm. Streams of blood flowed down her white paper-like face. 

Susanna was standing near the desk, firmly pressing one arm to her skirt and the other— 

There wasn’t the other hand. There was a smooth stump instead of it that started from the shoulder. It seemed she had never had the right arm. 

The squared sheet with a circle drawn on it lay on the table in front of her. The bloody needle stuck from the centre; the wet thread, like an exposed nerve, hung to the floor; the arm holding the needle disappeared. 

Susanna shuddered from the top of her head and swayed to the table; her knees buckled, and she fell face down on the dirty floor like a felled tree. 

Inga cried louder; Iryna crawled under the nearby desk like a child under a bed, hiding from The Babay. Lesya sighed quietly and took a few steps forward. 

‘What has happened here?’ she whispered. Her tongue barely moved in the mouth. Finally, she found the forces to approach Susanna lying under the table. Her golden curls scattered over the shoulders, covering the bare stump. 

Lesya squatted down, grabbing the classmate by the uninjured shoulder. The girl collapsed as if she had a fit, hitting her face on the floor. 

‘Susanna, hold on!’ 

‘Help—’ the girl moaned in a hoarse voice. 

The fingers of her only hand dug into Lesya’s wrist. Susanna turned on her side and stared at Lesya; however, there were horror and despair in her extremely wide eyes. She was so weak and scared, as if she wasn’t Susanna at all. The girl closed her eyes, her head rolled to the side, and she lost consciousness. Susanna was also just a child, the frightened and now injured child. Lesya’s heart hurt with compassion. 

‘What has happened?’ she looked at Inga white as a sheet. ‘Where’s her arm?’ 

Inga stared at one point and kept shaking her head. Ira whimpered under the table. 

‘It’s here— It’s here—’ 

The girls stared at Lesya with horror as if she was the Babay who had come for their souls. 

‘I’ll call for help.’ 

 A quiet slap interrupted her words. Lesya looked up, and the needle stuck in the circle moved; the thread, red with blood, stretched as if Susanna’s hand pulled it. But the girl was laying unconscious, barely breathing with wheezing. 

Lesya got to her feet and looked at the circle. The needle moved again; the thread stretched and spun, stopping at the printed letters. 

‘BA-BA-U,’ Lesya whispered. 

‘Do not do this!’ Inga shouted and clung to the wall as if she wanted to climb to the ceiling. The needle stood still like a hand of a sundial; the thread loosened a little and fell on the table. 

‘Who called me?’ it thundered from everywhere. The voice wasn’t human, as if two iron beams rubbed somewhere under the ceiling. It creaked like an old radio. Ira whimpered under the desk and crawled to the next, pounding with hands and feet. 

‘Oh my God— Oh my God—’ Inga mumbled. All the colours disappeared from her filigree face, and the girl looked like a vampire. 

‘Who called me?’ the question was repeated. The voice buzzed overhead but came from nowhere. Lesya looked for the sound source. However, there were only four of them in the room. 

‘Was it you, little tadpoles?’ it crackled and rattled under the ceiling. ‘Didn’t your mothers teach you not to play stupid games?’ 

There was something over their heads. Something invisible. Something terrible. 

Maybe, it was a dream, and she would again wake up in her cold bed? How could what was happening in the classroom be a reality? 

‘Lesya!’ a completely human voice called from the doors. 

Arthur appeared in the classroom. Lesya felt relief, meeting his eyes, but happiness passed quickly. Something was wrong with her friend. 

Where did he come from if he had been absent all day? But the quirks didn’t end: Arthur’s eyes were black, and his face was porcellaneous. It was just like in her nightmares.

‘Run away!’ Arthur ordered and pointed at the doors with a commanding gesture. ‘Come to me immediately!’ 

‘Ashu,’ it cracked from the ceiling as if through radio interference. It became darker in the room; the air was getting colder and thicker; dark shadows jumped on the walls; black wet fog spread under the ceiling; it seemed like a patient had spat out a huge clot of blood. 

‘Oh, you shouldn’t have played with someone else’s needle,’ Arthur clicked his tongue. ‘But never mind, we’ll cope with it. I’ve wiped and more terrible ones.’ 

The boy rolled up his shirt sleeves and resolutely headed for the clot. 

The closer he came, the more noticeable his features changed. His face became completely pale, and the black hair remained the thick fog that chaotically fluttered behind his shoulders. Arthur stood in front of the table and looked down. 

Lesya wiped her eyes. It seemed to her that the reality had finally gone mad. Now she knew what happened when you got hit in the head with a ball. She whimpered. 

‘Oh my God, I really went crazy!’ 

The bloody clot moved under the ceiling, hissed and pounced on them, shooting with hundreds of black tentacles in all directions. 

Lesya shouted and pressed unconscious Susanna to her chest. Arthur slowly raised his hands, and the fog jumped back from the invisible barrier with a crack and spread across the room without touching anyone. 

‘There’s no need to disturb higher forces. I’m enough to cope with everything,’ a smile appeared on the porcellaneous face. 

The black tentacles were falling from the ceiling and growing from the walls, but they couldn’t touch Arthur, Lesya and Susanna. 

‘So you’re Ashu?’ 

‘Yes, I’m Ashu. I’m the one you called a few days ago. Please, concentrate, Lesya. You have to help me to defeat the dark.’ 

He held out his left hand. Lesya hesitated a bit and clung to his wrist. 

‘What’s— what is it?’

‘His name is Babau. You know him as Babay. It’s just a creature from the dreams dimension. A Mara. A weed, small malice that loves to cause some troubles to mortals. It brings nightmares to children at night, grows in weak people, makes them evil and aggressive and slowly eats them. It seems to me that he had been living inside your friend for a long time,’ Arthur looked at half-dead Susanna and snorted quietly. ‘But it isn’t important now.’ 

‘What should I do?’ 

‘Do you see the drawn circle and the needle?’ 

Lesya glanced at the table. Yes, it was her circle. She recognised the handwriting and italics of capital letters. They were soaked in blood and were moving now, changing form, turning into bizarre squiggles. 

The needle with the red thread was sticking out in the circle centre. The thread was very long, stretching to the ceiling, pulsating every second and remanding a vein pulled out of the arm. 

‘Your circle is the gate through which Babau entered this reality. The thread keeps him in your world. You must cut it off.’ 

Lesya reached for the sheet with the circle; her fingers touched the bespattered paper, but a terrible guess made her stop. 

‘But Arthur— Ashu. If the thread connects him to us and it’s my game, so—’ 

She didn’t finish; the words stuck in her throat, scratched her lungs and stopped breathing. Lesya looked at the boy with the porcellaneous face and the eyes from black crystal. 

‘It isn’t scary, Lesya. Come on!’ 

She looked again at the long thread. It was wet and alive, wriggling like a worm. Lesya didn’t want to touch the thread, but she needed to find scissors somewhere. 

Lesya quickly looked around the classroom. The big silver scissors waited on the teacher’s table. She carefully released Susanna from her knees, took a deep breath and concentrated. 

Nothing terrible is happening, she thought, it’s only a marathon. Imagine that the finish is waiting for you in front of the table. 

Lesya jumped up and ran. The black fog noticed her without eyes and pounced at her with an angry hiss. 

‘Little fool!’ the fog screamed in a high girl’s voice—Susanna’s voice. ‘Where are you going? Did you listen to Ashu, traitor Ashu?’ 

‘Carefully!’ Inga shouted. 

Lesya grabbed the scissors. The cold burnt her back as if she had fallen on the ice. The angry hiss became louder. Lesya closed her eyes and pressed the scissors to her chest, but nothing happened. The black clot hung before her face so close that she saw Susanna’s blood in it. The tentacles slide to the right and to the left in the air without touching Lesya’s skin. The terrible enormous jellyfish through which the white doors could be seen. 

‘Come on, I’m holding it,’ Arthur hurried her. ‘Cut that damn thread!’ 

Lesya unfroze and ran to the table. Inga yelled behind, and her voice buzzed with pain. Her scream wasn’t subsiding but only growing and covering them like a wave. 

‘Look at me!’ Arthur ordered. 

Lesya hesitated, tipped over her foot and almost fell on the scissors she held in her hands. 

Crunching and chomping sounded through the painful lamentation. Inga sobbed for the last time and bubbled. 

Lesya concentrated only on him. What was going on with Inga? Lesya’s imagination drew horrible things. Lesya seemed to see the monster rushing to the wall, hanging over the girl like a cloud, and the enormous maw, full of sharp fangs, appearing from nowhere. She seemed to see this maw grabbing Inga across the abdomen and crackling her. Blood spurted out from a thousand holes, and then, Inga’s spine crunched, and she finally fell silent. 

‘Oh my God, no—Oh my God, no—’ Lesya stumbled and covered her ears. 

‘Do not turn back!’ Ashu warned her; his black eyes focused on Lesya. ‘Come to me! Quickly!’ 

She obeyed, jumped up, flew to Arthur in a few steps and fell on his chest. 

‘What’s there—what?’ she was shaking; her shirt stuck to the wet back. 

‘Don’t look there,’ Arthur repeated, closely watching what was happening to Inga. ‘We have to get out of here.’ 

‘But—’ Lesya stumbled; her throat tightened with such force that she couldn’t speak. She hadn’t imagined that the fear could be so powerful, that it could really paralyse. No, it didn’t live in a head. It was like a virus. It took possession of a body and dug into a brain. 

She grabbed the sheet with the magic circle with her weak hand. At the same moment, Arthur took her elbow and pulled her to the doors. The boy pulled them out into the dark empty corridor and led them to the stairs. 

The light went out in the school. Flashes of lightning were sparkling behind large windows. Shadows with long arms, long necks and empty eyes were leaping out high under the ceiling every time. 

‘Wait— Wait!’ Lesya resisted on the last step and looked back. 

Where had all the students gone? What had happened to the light? Why was it so cold? What were those shadows? 

The questions tore her brain, but she just muttered, ‘We mustn’t go without Susie and Ira! That monster will eat them.’ 

‘Everything will be okay with them.’ 

 Lesya swayed as if someone had hit her in the back. 

‘No, what are you talking about? I saw! Susie doesn’t have her arm, and Inga— that monster ate her!’ 

‘Everything’s okay,’ Arthur repeated slowly and restrainedly. ‘Babau just fools you and plays with your consciousness. Inga is alive, and Susanna’s arm is in its place. Babau amuses himself and scares in such a way. What can you do with these children? Everything will be okay with your friends when everything is over. I promise.’ 

Lesya took a deep breath through her clenched teeth. She choked with cold and the strong smell of ozone. 

‘Come on,’ Arthur pulled her down.

They kept going and almost ran along the long and dark corridors, looking for the doors, but they suddenly disappeared whenever Arthur and Lesya reached for the handle. The school really turned into another nightmare. 

It was getting darker and colder; new and new shadows appeared on the ceiling—the shadows of adults and children. The thick darkness sucked all colours and all warmth. 

Sniggering, laughter and giggling of children’s voices sounded from behind. Then Lesya heard a crunch and wet chomping. Those sounds made her sick. 

Shadows rustled, ‘dullard, dullard!’ 

‘Stupid Lusia, where are you going?’ 

‘Tell your parents to buy you decent clothes!’ 

Her classmates whispered behind her back in the first days she had transferred to this school. Why did they hate people so much? 

Shadows, shadows, shadows crept after them, spreading in a long intermittent plume. Hoarfrost covered the high windows. A thunderstorm in winter is a great joke of the subconscious! 

She went down to the basement. The gym doors appeared to be the only existing ones in this endless corridor. They flew inside. Ashu finally stopped and looked around the room. There was empty like everywhere in the school. The ropes were ugly fat anacondas that were hanging from the black ceiling, writhing and hissing. A pile of dirty mattresses looked exactly like steaks on the meat counter. At least no shadows were seen, and no whispers heard. 

‘Okay, it’s safe here,’ Arthur-Ashu released her hand. ‘Do you have the needle?’ 

‘Yes,’ Lesya muttered, chattering her teeth. She wrapped her arms around herself, but it didn’t become warmer. February cold reigned in the room. 

‘We must destroy it,’ his bee eyes shone brighter than flashes of lightning. 

Lesya worriedly looked at the red thread. It was writhing between her fingers, twitching as if alive. Its end disappeared behind the door in the corridor. Lesya sighed, swallowed saliva and looked up at the boy. 

‘But what will be with you, Arthur— Ashu?’

‘Don’t worry,’ he put his cold pale hand on her shoulder and smiled. 

‘I don’t understand anything— Who are you? You aren’t human, are you? And what is that monster? Is that babay? You said it was living inside Susanna?’ Lesya mumbled. 

‘Yes, Babau lived inside your classmate. Judging by his size, I assume he had been feeding on her emotions for years, savouring her fear.’ 

It was hard to imagine that such a giant clot of hatred, hunger, and fear had fit into a fragile schoolgirl! Maybe, similar Babau was sitting inside Lesya? 

‘And you?’ 

It was strange that she looked so calmly at the porcellaneous face and didn’t feel horror and disgust. She almost went crazy just a few days ago after hearing the fortune-teller’s words, but now her heart squeezed painfully with the thought that they would have to say goodbye. 

‘I’m not human, Lesya. It’s true,’ Ashu sighed, and the white cloud of his breath hung in front of his face. His eyes shone mysteriously. ‘Creatures like me are called neighbours, others, or strangers in your world, also maras, quiet people, ancient people. We live close to you, however, you lost the ability to see us. It’s for the better. Humanity has known us for thousands of years. Our world is always near, but your fears feed such creatures as Babau. That’s all that you need to know. That is safe to know.’

The opened doors slammed loudly. It rumbled and hummed overhead like water in a clogged pipe. 

Ashu quickly looked back and glanced at the corridor. The thread twisted livelier between the fingers, breaking away from the magic circle. 

‘We don’t have time. It’s already here. You must break the thread, break its connection with your world. Break our connection.’ 

Lesya hesitated. Maybe, Ashu wasn’t human, but Arthur was kind to her. Yesterday they were kissing, so is she capable of doing this? 

The black and red clot floated through the door. A wide toothy jaw hung in the middle. The bubbling in the corridor became louder. The thread was no longer twitching but pulled Lesya into the darkness. If Ashu hadn’t been there, she would have flown straight into the monster’s jaw. 

‘Oh, you’re here, little foundling,’ Babau bubbled. Inga’s golden hair hung between the fangs. ‘Did you think to hide from me?’ 

‘Okay—’ Lesya sighed heavily, closed her eyes and focused on the thread. The terrible monster roared and hissed. 

‘Faster!’ Ashu insisted; his voice seemed to sound from afar, though Lesya felt his strong hand on her shoulder. 

She took the wet thread and pulled it with all her might. It resisted and dug into her fingers, rubbing the skin. Lesya pressed her lips, enduring pain, and opened the scissors. She felt bitter cold and emptiness coming to them from the corridor with her back. 

‘Lesya, come on!’ 

The scissors clicked; the thread cracked. Something cracked in Lesya’s soul; she swallowed a bitter sigh; the night absorbed the world; it was silent and starless. No thought, no sound, no form. Everything turned into nothing. 

‘Hey, Lesya, why are you frozen? Why did you stretch out your hand?’ 

Lesya looked back in fright when someone pushed her shoulder. Boys in sports uniforms crowded behind. 

‘If you want to play with us, you should change your clothes first.’ 

Petro smiled defiantly. There wasn’t the usual arrogance in his voice but rather a caution. So, he learnt his lesson. 

Ermil and Anton were standing in front of mats. Ermil friendly waved his hand. The rest of the boys paid no attention to her. Arthur wasn’t among them. He disappeared with the red thread, the sheet, the circle, and the monster. 

The gym hummed with cheerful voices. No shadows, no ghosts, no babay. 

Lesya jumped out into the corridor. The thunderstorm had passed, and the sun shone behind the high windows. The stairs and corridors were crowded as usual. 

Lesya ran to the class of Technologies, stood in front of the white doors, held her breath and looked inside. Susanna, Inga and Ira were standing near the table, giggling and playing with the contents of colourful cosmetic bags. Susanna’s arm was in place, and the girl was putting on her lip gloss, staring attentively at the mirror. 

Like nothing happened. 

‘Lesya, you're here!’ 

Lesya jumped up and looked back. Vika was waiting behind, smiling and cheerful as always. 

‘I called you again and again. Didn’t you hear me? You’ve dashed off as if you were late for the test! What’s interesting there?’ Vika looked into the classroom and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Is Susanna fooling around? Listen, let’s go outside and jump in the puddles?’ Vika clung to Lesya’s arm and pulled her into the crowded corridor. 

‘Maybe, we should call Arthur?’ 

Lesya still couldn’t come to her senses. She felt like the astronaut who found himself in weightlessness. 

‘Who?’ Vika scratched the back of her head. ‘I don’t know this boy. Is he from another class? Listen, you met someone and didn’t tell me? Wow, our shy Lesya isn’t shy anymore!’ 

‘No, you didn’t get me,’ Lesya stumbled. 

It took a few minutes for Lesya to put in order her chaotical thoughts. There wasn’t Arthur. It’s obvious. Vika didn’t mock her. She just didn’t remember him. 

‘I’m confusing someone. Let’s jump in the puddles.’ 

Lesya grabbed Vika’s hand and pulled her to the stairs. She tried not to look back, so her friend wouldn’t notice her tears. 




Lesya was waiting for the night like for a confession. She drank her hot milk with honey to sleep better and, when the clock hand stopped at 9.30, jumped into her bed. She fidgeted between the pillows but still fell asleep. 

Ashu didn’t come. She saw Christmas trees, purple unicorns, well-dressed ladies and oodles of unknown people in her dream. But there wasn’t Ashu among them. 

She woke up because of the terrible feeling of loss that squeezed her chest. 

It was dark and calm in the room. No movement. Only car headlights were sliding along the dark walls. No shadows. No one looked from the dark corner. Ashu left this world and took Babau with him. And she wasn’t an oneironaut at all. 

 

Lesya nodded off all the time at school and didn’t pay attention to her classmates. Susanna, Inga and Ira didn’t pick on her on breaks. When the girls were passing by Lesya’s desk, Susanna slowed down and looked at Lesya. They glanced at each other, and there were questions and understanding in Susanna’s eyes. The girl carefully shook her head and quickly jumped out the doors. Did she really remember what had happened? 

Lesya knew she had nothing to fear, but the strange devastation reigned in her soul. She overcame her fear, of course, but she paid a terrible price. She lost her friend. 

The break passed as if it had never happened, and the ring rang. Olena Stepanivna entered the room. The class teacher clapped her hands. 

‘Children, attention!’ 

Lesya scrolled indifferently on the social network under the desk, hiding the headphone under her hair. She had no mood for new surprises. 

The waves of whispers, gigging and jokes went through the class. And all suddenly fell silent then. 

Someone stopped in front of her desk, casting a strange thick shadow on the empty seat. Lesya raised her eyes. 

‘Hi, I’m Arthur. May I sit next to you?’ 

 ***
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