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Kuskaia Palace, St. Petersburg, 1850

He had deliberated long and hard before making a decision that would prove to be momentous for his life. Still seated on the couch, he awaited the privilege of being received. Closing his eyes, he exhaled sharply, then wiped his damp palm on the soft fabric of his shirt—moist with uncertainty. It was not the first time he had faced such a situation, and he had prepared himself thoroughly, yet he feared betraying impatience.

The door to the drawing room opened, and a butler in blue livery inclined his head. He was to be seen. Letting out a measured breath, he stood up, tilting his head first to one side and then the other, as if to loosen the tension in his neck. He heard the faint creak and stepped forward, toward the door that the servant held open.

The long, wide corridor, like everything surrounding it, was decorated with exquisite taste. Upon reaching the stairs leading to the second floor, he placed his hand on the wooden railing and flexed his fingers. He was too tense, and that was not good. He had come to seek aid for two people who needed it: the woman who had saved his life and one of his dearest friends.

Despite his nerves, he ascended the first step with determination. The servant preceding him carried the air of a man who did not permit himself the luxury of being perturbed by anything—a detail that unsettled him, for he felt intimidated despite his efforts to conceal it. He was young, but he was resolute in his objectives, and before him lay a singular opportunity he would not squander.

Many of the rooms on the second floor stood open. The majority of the curtains adorning the alcoves were of crimson velvet, reminding him of blood. He cleared his throat and forced his thoughts elsewhere. Suddenly, the butler stopped before two massive doors adorned with gold reliefs and knocked lightly with his knuckles. A woman’s voice responded from within, and he pushed one of the doors open. The young man stepped through the gap, and moments later, the door closed behind him.

He stood still, his expression grave—so much so that the woman before him scrutinized him intently, awaiting a reaction. Her mature face registered surprise, though she had recognized him as Alisa Guseva’s protégé. The young man took a single step forward, his gaze sweeping over her reddened, tear-streaked cheeks—a sure sign that she had been weeping. His eyes lingered on her thick neck, then upon the ample bosom beneath her garments. Doubt coiled in his gut, tightening into an irksome knot, yet his eyes gleamed with determination.

He was there for a singular purpose: Alisa Guseva, the woman who had saved him from death.

"An unusual hour for a formal visit," the woman remarked, her voice hoarse.

"I can help you," the young man replied, precise and unwavering.

The woman narrowed her eyes in suspicion. She had only just returned from Hasan mere hours ago. What could this boy possibly know about the assistance she had sought from the daughter of her only friend?

The young man’s eyes shone with resolve. Despite his youthful appearance, his solemn demeanor elicited a skeptical expression. A slight tremor passed through her body, though the fireplace in the room burned bright with a high, crimson flame. There was only one way to help her, and this boy could not possibly provide it.

"Do not be afraid," he said suddenly. "I know I can help you," he repeated, as if reading her thoughts.

The woman observed as he shifted a foot, the sound striking her as a deliberate provocation, heightening her wariness. She lifted her gaze from his movements, tracing the sharp lines of his face—the square forehead, the straight nose, the symmetrical cheekbones. Her eyes lingered on his bold jaw and the sharply defined chin, the most striking feature of his handsome visage. Then, she took note of his curling blond hair—too long, nearly brushing his shoulders.

He was so young!

"I am no one. I have no family. That is why I am the perfect candidate to assist her."

The woman recoiled slightly. She needed the help of a real man, not a boy who seemed barely past the cusp of adolescence. Yet his gaze and manner were not those of a child. On the contrary, he moved and spoke like a man determined to let nothing stand in his way.

"My name is Viktor Chernov, and I am the man who will help you."

Her sigh was inevitable, somewhere between incredulity and a fragile hope.

"How do you know what I need?" she asked in a whisper.

The young man stepped forward, deliberate and unhurried.

"I overheard you—unintentionally—during your visit to Hasan."

The woman’s eyes darkened with the weight of this revelation.

"And what do you expect in return?"

The man took a deep breath. She had just acknowledged his help. She must have been in her late forties, and she appeared as desperate as he was to aid someone he cherished with all his heart.

"I need rubles," he stated firmly. She had expected as much. "But they are not for me. They are to help Mrs. Guseva."

This declaration unsettled her, for Alisa had refused her assistance countless times.

"I have already offered Alisa money," she replied.

Viktor smiled, and when the woman saw it, she thought that was how angels must smile.

"She will not refuse what I bring her," he said with conviction.

"If I choose to accept your aid, I will require a contract of silence in return," the woman told him.

Viktor exhaled slowly. He had cleared the most difficult hurdle: gaining an audience with her.

"You know my name," she continued. "You know where I live. From this moment on, you hold my life in your hands."

As he moved, Viktor’s gaze fell upon a delicate vase of flowers on a small table near the bed. He plucked a large red rose and stroked his chin, studying it enigmatically.

"Do not let my youth deceive you," he warned. "I know what I am doing, and I will be patient."

The woman folded her hands in her lap, gripping them tightly.

"This situation humiliates me," she admitted quietly. "But I am desperate."

"A natural sentiment for a lady."

Her cheeks burned, for at that moment, she did not feel like one.

"And I am afraid," she confessed, lowering her gaze.

"Let me help you, and you will not regret it," he swore.
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Trubestskoy Prison, St. Petersburg, 1855

The stench made him wrinkle his nose and tighten the handkerchief he held to his mouth. She had sprinkled a few drops of perfume on the thin cloth. Outside, the wind roared loudly as she leaned against the wall to avoid the iron bars that smelled of rust.

The guard counted the coins.

The woman turned sharply away to avoid looking at the rotting teeth and smelling the nauseating stench emanating from his mouth. She had come too close to the fat, filthy body.

"The boys are already loaded onto the cart," said the man, as she took another step toward Ivan Krásnaya, her assistant, who held her elbow to help her move forward. "I have found someone who may prove valuable to you as a protector."

Alisa shook her head. She had spent too much time in prison and wanted to get out and breathe clean air.

"His price is low, as he will be hanged in the morning."

Ivan's words caught her full attention. She looked at him with a gleam of interest that never faded.

"Follow me. I'll show you."

She accompanied him through the narrow corridors that dripped with damp and cold. He pulled his cloak even tighter around his body. Visiting the prison was very unpleasant for her. Ivan took her to the most isolated cell of all. It was dark and cold inside, and she could hardly see anything.

"Let me..."

The man lit the torch on the wall, and a soft yellow light began to flood everything.

The condemned man lay face down on a dirty, flea—infested mattress. He was not moving and appeared to be dead.

"He was beaten into unconsciousness," Ivan told her. "Like many others who never wake up."

She did not look away from the limp body.

"I've seen him a few times when I've asked around," he continued. "He has no family or friends."

"Why was he sentenced to death?"

"He is a free thinker. A dissident of the government and the Tsar's policies. A man who does not matter to anyone and who did not hold his tongue in the streets of Petersburg."

She decided it wasn't worth it. She didn't need any more complications.

"We're not interested," she said, turning around.

"At least think about it," the assistant insisted. "I have a feeling about him, believe me. I know what I'm talking about when I tell you he's a good choice."

"That one over there is worth a hundred rubles."

The jailer's voice came from behind them. Neither man nor woman had realized he was so close.

"You won't need to hang him tomorrow because he'll already be dead," the woman predicted in a voice as cold as ice.

"A high price for a dying man," Ivan dared to question, interposing himself between the jailer and Alisa.

"Fifty rubles," the jailer lowered.

She shook her head. She would never pay so much money for a death row inmate, let alone a man who was more dead than alive.

"What makes him different?" inquired the woman, narrowing her eyes despite the gloominess of the room.

The torchlight was behind her.

"His willpower," clarified the jailer. "He broke two of Jergen's ribs and Smirnof's chin," he continued. "We had to employ five men to subdue him."

The woman swallowed with a gasp because she knew what the subjugation of a prisoner in Trubetskoy meant. Something stirred inside her. It gave her a shiver of disgust mixed with empathy. If the jailer had not spoken, they would have left the prison and abandoned the condemned man to his fate.

"Twenty-five rubles," she offered in a firm voice, lowering by half what the jailer was asking for him.

Alisa thought he would die before he even got to the house. She couldn't pay many rubles for someone who was already practically dead.

"His price has not dropped," reiterated the jailer. "It is fifty rubles."

"He will die before dawn," the woman affirmed.

"Or maybe not," ventured the jailer, "and you will have, for fifty rubles, a strong man, not those wimpy children you take with you who die anyway."

Alisa stiffened her chin as she listened to him speak so disparagingly about the orphaned children who populated the streets of Petersburg, dying of starvation.

"I don't intend to give you more than forty rubles for a sack of bones. Take it or leave it."

Alisa had increased her initial offer by fifteen rubles.

"That sack of bones will regain his strength with good food, and he will be a good stable boy."

Alisa turned her face again and looked at the defeated body abandoned to death. She let out a long sigh and took a step to leave.

The jailer knew that the woman was not going to pay the fifty rubles he was asking for.

"All right, forty rubles," he reluctantly agreed.

After the jailer's words, Alisa looked at Ivan and nodded. The adjutant whistled, and two young men emerged from the darkness. It was clear that they were waiting for orders. The jailer took the iron ring where he kept the keys to the cells and opened the barred door.

"Tomorrow, I'll prepare the report," he announced.

But she shook her head repeatedly.

"Now."

"I have never gone back on my word."

"If you don't prepare the report, there will be no payment."

Ivan and the two servants carried the condemned man out with some difficulty. They led him down the narrow aisle to the wagon waiting at the door with the rest of the load.

"Lady Caramel..."

The woman blinked furiously.

"Don't call me that!"

The stout jailer tensed his shoulders because he did not like her peremptory tone.

"Prepare the report!" she ordered him.

So did the other. The dark cell remained empty, but she could not help taking one last look. Trubetskoy was the most horrible place in Petersburg. An infamous and inhuman place. She turned on her heel and began to walk toward the small room that the jailer used as an office, a bedroom, and a dining room. In that room, he used to prepare the death reports of the condemned. She needed the report of the man she had bought so as not to have problems later.

​***

They made their way back in silence. The dimly lit streets were empty. That hour of dawn was the most dangerous of all. Ivan skillfully drove the wagon through the puddles. They had secured thick tarpaulins to cover their load. When they turned onto the tree-lined road leading to the Jasan mansion, he breathed a sigh of relief.

The rest of the male servants were waiting at the front gate, ready to unload the wagon as quickly as possible. Inside the house, high stretchers had already been prepared for those in need of care. A total of three had been set up, with the dying man occupying the last one.

"My God!" exclaimed Olga Doronina.

She was the woman who assisted Alisa in treating the various injuries suffered by the house’s inhabitants. In the past, she had been a well-respected midwife.

"I know, they are very young," he admitted in a weary voice.

On the first two stretchers lay two boys, one fifteen years old and the other twelve. They were so thin that their skin looked like paper stretched over bone.

"They barely have any flesh on them," said the midwife.

"They are street children. Little delinquents. Boys nobody wants, who are seen as a nuisance in the city... like so many others."

The midwife carefully examined their wounds. Aside from the lash marks and severe malnutrition, the boys did not appear to be seriously injured. Ivan and two other servants began removing their tattered clothes, washing them, and disinfecting their wounds. Meanwhile, Alisa and the midwife turned their attention to the third stretcher.

"Who is he?" asked the midwife, holding a gas lamp to cast more light over the body. A moment later, she set it down on a side table.

"A tramp who was going to be hanged in the morning," Alisa replied.

"This is a man, not a boy!" the midwife exclaimed.

Alisa understood the warning. However, something about the man’s helpless posture inside that filthy prison hut had compelled her to save him.

"I don’t think he’ll survive," she admitted.

The midwife closely examined a knife wound dangerously close to his lung.

Alisa ran her hands over his body, checking for broken bones. Her suspicions were confirmed when she examined his right leg—it was fractured in two places and had healed poorly. It was likely an old injury, and she doubted he would ever walk properly again. He also had two broken ribs.

"I'll undress him," Ivan offered, having left the boys in the care of the other servants.

With a sharp dagger, he cut away the prisoner's threadbare clothes until he was completely naked. Alisa narrowed her eyes as she watched.

Ivan, aware of the women's scrutiny, spoke to Alisa without looking at her.

"I told you he was unique. Look at his bone structure."

"He doesn't look like a tramp," Olga remarked, narrowing her eyes. "He's... well endowed, no doubt."

She was right. The man was blessed with a thick, long penis. Even flaccid, it was impressive.

"Let's turn him over."

Ivan carefully grabbed the man's shoulder and hip and rolled him onto his side, revealing his battered back.

Alisa examined the deep bruises and the wound between his buttocks, which was still oozing blood.

"He's been torn apart," she whispered. "And from the amount of dried fluid, it must have happened several times."

His back was a jumble of scars, so superimposed it was impossible to tell where one ended and the next began.

"A man this big and strong doesn't break easily," the midwife said in a soft but sharp tone. "He must have fought hard."

Alisa remembered the jailer's words - it had taken five men to subdue him. He had been beaten to death. When he woke, he might wish he hadn't.

"We will tend to his injuries as best we can and leave the rest to God's will."

Both women went to work. His wounds were so extensive that they took the rest of the night to treat. The two teenage boys were put in the same room. The man, however, was put in a separate room, further away.

By dawn, the healing room had been scrubbed clean of blood and fluids. The house fell silent again.

​***

He opened his eyes, and the flash of light sent a whiplash of pain through his skull. He groaned and tried to sit up. He couldn't. He was in an unfamiliar place. Was it a hospital? It could be.

The alcove held only one bed—his own. The elegant furnishings made him squint in suspicion. As he took stock of his condition, he noticed his leg was in a splint, his torso tightly bandaged, and an excruciating pain radiating from his rectum. The sensation was much like being bitten.

"It's the stitches," a gentle voice said, making him turn his face too quickly. A fresh wave of pain struck him, leaving him dizzy.

"Where... where am I?" he asked hesitantly.

His throat burned as if it had been scraped raw. When he ran his tongue over his lips, he found them cracked and scabbed. The inside of his cheeks was also cut and stinging.

"You're safe," she replied.

"I want to get up," he tried, but he was too weak. He abandoned himself to the bed, exhausted to the point of fainting.

"Try to eat a little."

He thought that would be impossible.

"You need to regain your strength," she urged.

Suddenly, she brought a spoon to his lips, coaxing him to open his mouth. When he did, the liquid flooded his wounded mouth, and he couldn't suppress a groan.

"It's just a little soup," she reassured him. "For now, we can't give you anything solid until you've healed."

His eyes burned. He knew exactly which wound she was referring to.

In prison, he had been treated like garbage. Repeatedly and mercilessly violated. Reduced to a rag of a man, stripped of pride and hope. He was a man who should be dead.

"Why am I still alive?" he asked, his voice raw with infinite rage.

"All your questions will be answered. For now, you need to regain your strength—and for that, you must eat."

Another spoonful was offered. He opened his lips automatically, despite knowing the pain it would cause. The soup burned its way down his throat like red-hot blades. He gagged but did not vomit. He forced himself to keep the meager food inside.

"I was going to die," he said, never taking his eyes off her. "In a few hours."

"Ah, but you are alive—and for that, you should be grateful."

The middle-aged woman offered the faintest hint of a smile.

It was the first warmth he had encountered in months.

"I want to—"

She didn't let him finish.

"Eat," she commanded, bringing another spoonful to his lips.

Feeding was an ordeal, though a lesser one than the constant beatings and subjugation he had endured in prison.

"Who saved me?" he asked, forcing himself to swallow.

"An exceptional person," the woman replied.

"I have no rubles to pay them."

She fed him several more spoonfuls in quick succession, keeping him from speaking. But when she offered the next one, he turned his head away, refusing.

"I have no family to pay a ransom... I'm worthless."

The midwife disagreed. She had seen him naked, and despite his emaciated state, his bone structure, height, and masculine attributes contradicted his grim declaration. He would prove very useful in the household. She just didn't know how yet.

"You're not here for money," Olga informed him.

His eyes narrowed.

"Then why...?"

"Rest," she ordered. "I know you have many questions, but all will be answered soon. Believe me."

She didn't wait for a response. Taking the bowl with the remaining soup, she walked steadily away from the bed. A servant opened the door for her.

For a fleeting moment, he thought it was another jailer. His stomach clenched, and he had to force himself to relax, the tension sending fresh waves of agony through his body. He closed his eyes and let exhaustion take him.
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Alisa stroked the boy's forehead and smiled at him. The boy returned her kind gesture by kissing her hand.

"Thank you, thank you!"

Her eyes welled up with tears, but she managed to hold them back. So many children were dying unjustly!

"My name is Alisa, and I'm glad you're both feeling better."

The younger boy looked at her in awe, while the older one gazed at her with deep appreciation, though there was also a questioning look in his brown eyes. They both knew who she was—her reputation as a pious lady was well known among the homeless poor who struggled to survive on the streets of Petersburg. The unwanted.

"I didn’t steal from the shopkeeper," the younger boy clarified, "nor did I beat him."

She had already suspected as much. The streets were full of abandoned children, driven by hunger and desperation. Most of them ended up locked away like animals, only to be hanged later.

"You may stay here," she said. Both boys nodded in unison. "You will be treated with respect and kindness."

"Aren’t you afraid that we might harm you or steal from you?" the older one asked, his voice filled with doubt.

He was so used to mistreatment that any act of kindness seemed suspicious.

Alisa took a moment to consider her response. The two boys were still too weak to stand, though she was relieved that neither had suffered fractures—this would make their recovery much quicker.

"I am not afraid because I know you are good boys," she said gently. "But you need a chance to prove it." She hesitated for a moment before continuing. "If you ever feel tempted to run away and take something of value to survive on the streets, I cannot stop you. But it would only be a brief relief, and you would eventually end up on the same path I tried to save you from when I rescued you from Trubetskoy."

A shiver ran through the younger boy’s body. Alisa felt the need to calm his fears, though she knew that only time and kindness would help them trust and smile again.

"They call me Oleg," the little boy said, "though I don’t know my last name."

Alisa gave him a warm smile.

"My name is Buk," the older one interjected. "Buk Ivanov. My mother was a prostitute from Rogozin. She died of consumption last year."

Rogozin was a well-known brothel in the slums of Petersburg.

"Welcome to your new home," Alisa said softly.

"What will we do here in the house?" Buk asked.

Alisa stepped away from Oleg’s bed and took a step closer to Buk. She clasped her hands in her lap slowly, knowing how skittish rescued boys could be.

"I need a strong and determined footman," she said. Buk’s eyes sparkled with interest. "And a stable boy willing to train as a coachman’s apprentice."

"I can be an excellent coachman!" Oleg exclaimed enthusiastically.

Alisa turned to look at him. That child filled her with indescribable sorrow. If only she could save more children!

"I have no doubt about it," she replied with conviction.

"This house must have many servants," Buk noted with a weary tone.

"I must correct you," she replied. "In Hasan, there are only two footmen: Vassily and Boris. Both of them are preparing to work in more prestigious houses. They are completing their training here."

As if on cue, the two young men entered the bedroom upon hearing their names, following the ritual of introducing themselves to the new household members. Oleg and Buk observed them closely, unaware that these were the same boys who had helped Ivan bring them to the house.

"They look very young," Buk observed, narrowing his eyes.

"Vassily is nineteen," Alisa informed him, "and Boris is eighteen."

"Did you rescue them when they were young? Like you rescued us?" Oleg asked.

Alisa nodded, signaling for the two footmen to leave. They had fulfilled their duty of introducing themselves.

"Vassily was fifteen, and Boris was fourteen."

"And they never wanted to leave?" Buk asked.

Alisa shook her head serenely.

"They are part of the family, as I hope you will be if you choose to stay in Hasan."

"But they’re awake!"

Alisa and the two boys turned their attention to the woman who had just entered the room. She walked confidently, dressed in elegant clothing. To two ragged boys who had lived on the streets of Petersburg, her appearance was astonishing, to say the least.

"I present to you Olga Doronina, the most important woman in Hasan," Alisa said.

The motherly-looking woman stood between the two beds, studying the boys intently.

"Is she really the most important woman in Hasan?" Oleg asked, his curiosity piqued.

The woman took only a moment to respond.

"I am the nurse—well, actually, I’m a midwife and a cook," she said without smiling. "Housekeeper, governess, and the one in charge of keeping an eye on hungry little thieves like you."

Oleg's eyes widened. He wondered if one person could truly hold so many different roles.

"I’m hungry!" he suddenly exclaimed.

"That's why I'm here. Olga said matter-of-factly. "So Mrs. Guseva will allow me to do my job: feeding you."

Alisa looked at Olga and nodded in approval. The midwife clapped her hands twice, and Vassily and Boris entered, each carrying a tray of delicious-smelling food.

"This time, I will allow you to eat in bed," Olga warned, "but starting tomorrow, you will dine with the rest of us."

The two boys leaned back, balancing the trays on their laps. Each contained a chicken breast in mustard sauce, mashed beets, boiled carrots, soft bread with butter, and a glass of milk.

Oleg was starving, and he imagined Buk was too.

"I'll let you eat in peace," Olga said. "I'll come back later to check on your wounds."

Alisa and Olga left the boys' room, leaving Vassily and Boris in their care. The two convalescents were so focused on their food that they didn't notice the women leaving.

Alisa headed to the library, trusting that Olga would follow. They had much to discuss and many decisions to make. Once they were seated across from each other, Alisa waited for Olga to speak first.

"He will recover," Olga stated, followed by a deep sigh of relief. "But he will not stay."

"Why do you assume that?" Alisa asked.

Olga carefully considered her words before responding.

"He is not just any vagrant. I can see it in the way he looks at things, in his gestures. He is respectful, even though he doesn’t understand why he is here or who saved him."

"Explain yourself, because I don't understand."

"He is wounded in a way no man should be," Olga continued, "and yet he hasn’t lost that strength of will. That very strength almost cost him his life in Trubetskoy." She paused. "He will not agree to stay."

"You may be wrong in your assessment."

Olga shook her head. She had years of experience. She understood men—their thoughts, their actions. No, the man in the light blue alcove was not going to stay.

"He wants answers."

"And we want him to recover as soon as possible."

"He won't be satisfied with what I can give him.

"Then I will go to him and offer mine."

"When he learns why he is in Hasan, and what we expect from him..." Olga trailed off.

"I will talk to him and convince him of the advantages of staying with us."

"It's not a good idea."

Alisa looked at her blankly. Olga's words seemed contradictory. She didn't know what to think.

"You should wait until he's stronger."

"I admit I was hasty in buying his life," Alisa admitted, "but I trust Ivan's intuition. A man of his strength can be of great help to us in Hasan."

Olga knew exactly what kind of help Alisa needed. But she had left out one important truth - Alisa had saved him because she couldn't bear to see him so broken, so humiliated. She hadn't considered that he might not be grateful.
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Alexei pulled back the linens covering him and sat up on the bed. His bare feet touched the cold floor. His leg was no longer in a splint, but the weight of his body remained concentrated on his buttocks, and a painful moan escaped his throat. Despite the days that had passed and the care he had received, that part of his body was still so sensitive that he cursed under his breath.

His side was still bandaged, though the wound no longer hurt as much. For the first time in weeks, he felt a ravenous hunger. His stomach clamored for venison roast and warm bread. He thought he had tried every possible way to eat beets over the past days—soup, broth, mashed, roasted, whipped with butter. He swore to himself he would never eat them again.

When he stood to his full height, a wave of dizziness hit him, a consequence of the weakness that still plagued him. A man of his constitution couldn’t survive on broths, soups, and purées alone. His leg throbbed with pain, forcing him to shift his weight to the other. The old fracture had suffered under the countless blows he had endured during his imprisonment.

He closed his eyes and waited for the dizziness to subside. Taking a tentative step forward, he halted when a strong retch jolted his body, though he managed to suppress it. He took several deep breaths, trying to steady his pulse and the unease in his gut. Slowly, he advanced toward the large windows, veiled by fine lace curtains, flanked by much heavier drapes. Running a hand along the fabric, he found the opening and pulled it aside, peering outside.

He did not recognize the place. A vast grove of trees stretched across the landscape, covering most of the land. No houses, no remnants of the city were visible on the horizon. He imagined he must be somewhere in the countryside, on a large estate far from Petersburg.

For the first time in months, he could see daylight. Nature in all its splendor, albeit fading into the early winter. He closed his eyes, torn between gratitude and hatred in equal measure—gratitude for his savior, bitter hatred for his captor. The man he had sworn to kill.

For days, he had wrestled with countless questions, none of which had yielded answers. A charitable soul had saved him, and he was anxious to see the face of his deliverer. Perhaps an acquaintance of his father? A retired military man with enough influence to bribe government officials? Why, then, was this person hiding? What was he waiting for?

Alexei turned from the window, surveying the room once again, just as he had done countless times before.

The house’s owner must have been a nobleman in decline or a moderately successful merchant. Everything was large and ostentatious, yet the deterioration of the walls, furniture, and decorations was undeniable.

The sound of the door opening made him turn slightly. A stout-looking man entered, carrying a tray of food. If he was surprised to see Alexei standing, he did not show it. He simply walked toward the bed and placed the tray on the bedside table.

Alexei glanced at the contents and could not hide his grimace of disappointment—mashed beets and boiled carrots. His stomach growled loudly despite his distaste.

"I'd like to eat something more solid," he ordered, then hesitated, realising the tone he had used. "Please."

Ivan narrowed his eyes at him, but after a brief pause, took the tray and, with a slight nod, walked out the door.

With the door ajar, Alexei took the opportunity to investigate. He moved slowly, wary of the dizziness that still lingered. When he reached the threshold, he hesitated - he was not a man to back away from a decision.

The corridor was wide and well lit, blinding him for a moment. He blinked and stepped forward. The house was two-storeyed, with several closed doors lining the corridor. At one end, a tall window overlooked a garden, letting in sunlight; at the other, a passageway led to stairs that descended to the lower level.

There was laughter coming from one of the rooms - children's laughter. Without meaning to, his feet carried him towards it.

Children meant life, the future. Their laughter stirred something deep within him, heightening the sense of loss he had carried for so long. He pressed his forehead against the warm wooden door and listened to the cheerful voices.

Without realising it, he turned the handle and the door opened slightly under his touch.

A boy and a girl stood before him, staring at the stranger in the doorway. They were fully dressed, unlike him, who was still wearing a white nightgown that came to his knees. He was tall, though much thinner than before. Months of deprivation had reduced him to little more than skin and bone.

"And who are you?" the youngest asked, eyes bright with curiosity.

Alexei cleared his throat, surprised by the child's voice. For a moment, the blond hair and light eyes reminded him of someone dear to him - someone who had been brutally murdered.

He did not answer. Instead, he turned and closed the door as silently as he had opened it.

Remembering was an agonizing exercise. It tore at his heart, shredded his soul. With slow steps, he made his way to the staircase, suddenly overwhelmed by the urge to flee the house and the children within.

As he reached the first door, he heard the voices of two men. Moments later, a woman's voice - a voice he recognised. The motherly voice that had forced him to swallow his first spoonfuls of soup when he was too weak to feed himself.

Alexei had many questions. He wanted answers. Before he could question himself, he reached for the handle and pushed the door open.

The interior was stark and sober, much like the bedroom he occupied.

Six pairs of eyes were fixed on him, taking in his pitiful appearance.

"So you finally decided to get out of bed! Bravo!" the woman exclaimed, her voice warm and familiar.

"We're glad you're feeling better," said one of the men, rising in respect as a soldier would at the entrance of his superior. The other followed shortly afterwards.

"My name is Viktor Chernov," said the bolder of the two.

"Yuri Dolgoruki," the other interjected, his tone more reserved.

"You shouldn't have been on your feet for so long," the woman admonished as she approached. "You've been very ill."

She took his arm and gently urged him to leave the room.

Alexei took in his surroundings, trying to remember the occupants of the house - the children, the men, himself.

He reluctantly followed Olga, though exhaustion weighed heavily on him.

"Is this a private school?" he asked.

The woman shook her head, unable to hide a small smile.

"It could be, but it isn't," she replied evasively.

"Then what is it?" he pressed.

"You will know in time," she replied firmly. "For now, concentrate on regaining your strength."

"I won’t do that eating only purées and soup," he grumbled with unintended arrogance.

Olga took his complaint as a positive sign. For days, they had feared for his life.

"I think it’s time to increase your meat intake," she conceded with a touch of humor that Alexei did not expect. "And perhaps add some sugar—to sweeten that sharp temperament of yours."

Alexei halted as they reached his bedroom door, regarding her with a questioning look.

"I demand answers."

"First, you will eat," Olga replied. "Then, Ivan will bring you proper clothes so you can join us for dinner tonight."

Endless possibilities opened before Alexei. His gratitude warred with his curiosity. He accepted the unexpected gift Olga offered—the chance to feel human again, to share a table with the other men in the house.

"Thank you," was all he said.

​***

Alisa, together with Vassily and Boris, continued selecting the fruit and vegetables that they would later bring to the house. She did not like going near Petersburg, but the negotiation with the bank could not be handled by anyone else but herself. She had to manage matters on her own. She had once had an advisor, but after her husband's death, she had been left alone with her fears and debts.

Petersburg had splendid avenues and grandiose buildings. It was comparable to major European cities such as London, Paris, or Rome. The government had hired aeronautical masters of English origin to teach Russian sailors navigation and commerce. Some French nobles who had settled in the city tried to incite the Russian aristocracy to adopt their frivolous fashions. It was undeniable that the Russians had decided to emulate Italian architecture in their homes. They also admired the music of German masters. Petersburg was Russia's window to Europe.

Alisa looked around with a mix of curiosity and doubt.

The people of Petersburg were an incredibly diverse mix, including Siberians, Tatars, and Cossacks. However, she had discovered how cruel people could be when they were afraid of strangers.

She finished selecting the goods and nodded to the two young men to load the groceries into the wicker baskets. The three of them headed for the carriage, which stood a short distance from the market. Alisa remembered that, in the past, she had been a happy girl mingling with the Russian nobility. She recalled with some longing the celebrations, gatherings, and games. The outings in the countryside and the sleigh rides. The carnival, the dances...

Alisa let out a sigh of regret. She had lost everything.

The rich nobles were guilty of excessive pride and arrogance. They imitated the customs of the European aristocracy at the expense of their own traditions, without a hint of modesty. Their ostentation was reflected in their elegant salons and lavish cabinets, furnished with expensive pieces imported from India and Japan. Their luxurious tables displayed exquisite products from the most distant and diverse places: fish from the Volga, veal from Arkhangelsk, mutton from Astrakhan, grapes and melons from the warm Mediterranean lands. Lean cattle from Urals, pheasants from Hungary, and prized wines from France. All this while the majority of Russians lived in vastly different conditions. The country belonged to a small elite: the nobles, who enjoyed extensive privileges, while the rest of its inhabitants were subjected to a cruel and inhumane system of servitude. They were bound to work for the benefit of their lords their entire lives, subjected to the authority of the aristocracy. Most Russians lived in miserable houses, with few belongings, in unhealthy conditions. The streets of Petersburg were full of orphans dying of starvation.

She had also been haughty and carefree in the past, and now she regretted it so much that she could no longer bear the coldness and indifference toward anyone who did not belong to that select group of privileged people.

She could clearly hear the murmurs of two ladies passing by her. Their eyes followed her every step. Unintentionally, she pursed her lips when she heard the insult that followed her wherever she went: Lady Caramel. For that reason, she was glad to live far from the city and the weasels who fed their egos with gossip about those who had fallen from grace, like her. A circumstance she had not sought, yet had come to haunt her past.

She quickened her pace, eager to reach the carriage as soon as possible. Once inside, she removed the veil covering her face. She looked out the window as the wheels of the carriage began to roll.

She both loved and hated Petersburg in equal measure.
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CHAPTER 4
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Alisa looked at the pile of letters she didn’t want to open. She had let them accumulate because she didn't feel ready to know their contents. She held four more in her hands, which she tossed on top of the others. One envelope with a blue rim stood out from the rest, and she pushed it to the center so she wouldn't see it.

A gentle knock on the door made her look away from the silver tray holding the mail. Ivan Krasnaya didn't wait for permission; he opened the door and preceded the man she had bought in Trubetskoy. He wore a loosely fitting shirt and pants that didn't quite reach his ankles. His shoes seemed to fit well, though the overall outfit looked rather pathetic. Alisa imagined the clothes belonged to Ivan’s assistant, who was shorter and stockier than the man before her.

"I'm glad to see you sufficiently recovered," she greeted him cordially.

Ivan stepped in front of the man.

"Olga thinks it would be good for you to have a conversation with our guest."

Alisa had had a tiring day. The bank transactions were exhausting. She could barely get by with the money she had left, and maintaining such a large house required substantial expenses. Ivan nodded at her and left, carefully closing the door behind him.

Alexei looked at the petite woman who met his gaze with interest. She was dressed in black, as if in mourning. Her face was heart-shaped, and her large, slightly slanted eyes studied him intently. He was struck by her youth—she looked no older than twenty-five.

"Please, sit down," she invited him.

Alexei hesitated, still in shock. Finally, he took a seat at the wide table, trying to settle in as best he could, as he still wasn't able to sit comfortably.

Alisa sat as well, though her small frame made the large carved chair seem even bigger. For several long moments, neither of them spoke. They simply studied each other. Alexei's nostrils flared as he caught a gleam of admiration in her eyes—not the kind directed at a handsome man, but the kind reserved for a fine racehorse.

"I mistakenly thought I would be dealing with a man," he said suddenly.

Alisa was prepared for his reaction.

"I"m sorry to disappoint you."

Alexei shifted uneasily.

"Please don't be. I owe you my life" he said in a humbled tone. The woman continued to stare at him unabashedly. "I swear I’ll repay every last ruble you spent on me."

Those words moved her.

"I didn't save you for the money," she replied enigmatically.

Alexei blinked several times, absorbing her answer. Alisa fixed her gaze on his sapphire-blue eyes. His face was distinctly masculine, with abundant blond hair, clean but streaked with gray at the temples. Despite his precarious condition, he carried himself with incredible posture. Sitting before him, she felt as if she were facing an officer.

"And then...?" he prompted.

"Ivan believes you could be of good service in the household."

Alexei glanced around the library with interest, trying to determine in what way a man like him could be useful. Alisa realized he knew nothing about her or the house.

"This is the Hasan House."

If she expected any sign of recognition from him, she was mistaken. Alexei showed no reaction to the name or its significance.

"Tell me about yourself," she began. "Why were you sentenced to death?"

His sharp eyes clouded for a moment before regaining the eerie calm that often precedes a storm.

"I was born in Smolensk into a family of non-commissioned army officers. I studied at Moscow State University, and when I finished my studies, I enlisted in the cavalry corps."

A military man! Now she understood his bearing.

"Did you desert?"

That would explain his death sentence, Alisa thought. However, something didn't quite fit—if he had been a deserter, he would have been tried by a military court and executed within the army.

Alexei sensed that she didn't know his rank.

"I was a captain and was accused of treason, although I have always been faithful to my oath to serve Russia. I have never betrayed the Tsar," he assured her.

Alisa felt a pang of concern. Buying the life of a vagrant was one thing; buying the life of a traitor to Russia was another. But what was done was done.

She rifled through a leather portfolio, looking for a particular document. When she found it, she handed it to him. He took it, unaware of its contents. As he read the words, he exhaled sharply. It was a legal death certificate.

"It was the only way to save you," she explained in a low, soft voice. "Alexei Yakov died in prison."

Alexei suddenly found himself in an unexpected situation. If he no longer existed - if he had already died - who was he now? He didn't know how to deal with this change of circumstances. Alisa handed him another document.

"From now on, your name is Grigori Orlov," she explained, not taking her eyes off his pale face. "You were born in Vologda, the illegitimate son of Pavel Primakov, an admiral who died at the Battle of Navarino."

Alexei swallowed hard. The Battle of Navarino was a naval engagement fought in 1827 during the Greek War of Independence.

"Admiral Pavel had no family and no fortune," she continued. "He was a friend of my father, Robert Andrew Caramel."

Alexei was still absorbing the information when a spark of recognition lit up his memory.

"Robert Andrew Caramel was an English diplomat," he said.

Alisa sighed. If the man sitting in front of her had been younger - or a child - this would have been easier.

"That's true," she admitted. "My father was an English diplomat."

"I remember he was ambushed by Mykolaiv Aleksandrovka's troops from Ushguli while he was concluding a negotiation in Georgia, correct?"

"You're right again," she confirmed. "My father was sent to Russia because England opposed the forced Russification of Georgia."

"As always," Alexei remarked dryly, "Britain decides the fate of others."

His words irritated Alisa and she pressed her lips together in barely concealed anger.

"Don't take my words as criticism," he added, "but remember that under the Treaty of Georgievsk, Russia placed part of Georgia under its protectorate. Since that treaty, the government has imposed the Russian language through a process of Russification. It introduced reforms that were resisted, and the people were silenced by terror and death.
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