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  Of all the cities in the great Russian realm, the city of St. Petersburg is without a doubt the most beautiful. It has been called the Venice of the North, the eighth wonder of the world. In its history, St. Petersburg survived revolutions and wars, not to mention three name changes. And through it all, the baroque splendour of its palaces and cathedrals remained untouched by the shifting tides of time. Over the centuries, the beauty of St. Petersburg has dazzled people from all over the world. But few outsiders know that beneath the gilded roofs and ornate facades there lurks an ugly underbelly, as young Natasha Palakovna was about to find out the hard way.




  When Natasha and her sister Irina first came to St. Petersburg, two peasant girls from the endless woodlands of the Taiga, they too had been bewitched by the city’s grandeur. They had been thrilled by the prospect of dancing beneath the glittering candelabra of the Palais Rashkov, overjoyed that their humble talent had caught the eye of a grand lady like the Countess Alexandra Rashkova, lady-in-waiting to the Czarina Catherine II the Great herself.




  And now Natasha sat huddled in the corner of a dank cell, the shivering form of her younger sister Irina cradled in her arms. There was no light in this subterranean dungeon, but Natasha’s eyes had become accustomed to the perpetual gloom by now. She glimpsed a flitter of movement at the edge of her vision, heard the incessant pitter-patter of tiny feet, dozens of them. Occasionally, she could make out a plump, longish shadow scurrying past, could see the pinpoint glow of eyes watching her from the darkness.




  Growing up in the country, Natasha had seen her share of rats. But never had vermin seemed so large, so vile, as the beasts inhabiting this dungeon. They seemed to grow bolder by the moment, shedding their instinctual fear of humans and creeping closer, ever closer, to the two girls. A particularly large and daring specimen crawled up to Natasha, vanished beneath the folds of her skirt and nuzzled itself into her naked thigh, rubbing its stiff hair against the girl’s skin. Natasha was just about to brush the creature away, when all of a sudden its vicious jaws opened and needle-sharp teeth sank into her flesh.




  Natasha screamed and began thrashing about wildly, trying to shake off the vile critter. But the heavy iron manacles encircling her wrists and legs made freeing herself from the rat’s vicelike bite nigh impossible. Irina came to her sister’s aid and finally succeeded in kicking the little beast back into the darkness. The rat squealed in protest. Squeals that quickly turned into death shrieks, as its companions fell upon the injured creature, driven wild by the scent of blood in their nostrils. Once they had devoured their unfortunate comrade, they would descend upon the girls in force. And this time, Natasha knew, they would not be able to fight them off.




  Natasha was twenty years of age, Irina but eighteen. Until last night they had been dancers in Count Rashkov’s ballet company. Now they were prisoners, rat fodder.
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