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PROLOGUE: THE LEDGER OF WANTING

Every city keeps a book of the unspoken, and Moscow’s was written in frost on windows nobody wished to open. Somewhere beneath the weight of that January, in a room too small for its own furniture, a young man sat with a pen that would not move, and a debt that would not stop.

This is not where the story begins. It only feels that way to him.

The story, in truth, began a hundred and forty years earlier, in a counting house on the Nevsky Prospect, when a merchant named Illarion Vorontsov signed his name to a paper he did not read closely enough. He was told it was a loan agreement. In a sense, it was. The interest, however, was not calculated in rubles.

Illarion prospered. His grain barges multiplied along the Volga like a fever spreading through blood. His daughters married well. His enemies, one by one, discovered misfortune waiting for them in dark alleys and closed accounts. And in the privacy of his study, late at night, Illarion Vorontsov would sometimes catch himself standing before a mirror, searching his own reflection for something he could no longer name, and finding instead a stranger who wore his face with perfect confidence and no warmth at all.

He died rich. He died, by every measure the world understood, a success. The priest who gave his final rites remarked, privately, to no one who would ever repeat it, that he had performed last sacraments over corpses that felt less empty than Illarion Vorontsov did in his final hour, still breathing.

The paper he signed did not die with him. Papers like that never do. They are patient. They wait in vaults and drawers and the false bottoms of old desks, and they wait, too, in blood — in the certain shape of a family’s luck, which is not luck at all — but an account still open, an interest still accruing, generation folding into generation like pages in a ledger that no one alive has ever been permitted to read in full.

There is a man — if man is even the correct word, and there are reasons to doubt it — who has carried that ledger for longer than any nation currently drawn on any map has existed. He has worn many names. In Petersburg they called him Monsieur Levoir. In Vienna, before the wars scattered the old aristocracy like ash, he was known merely as the Baron, though no one could say from where his title came, or produce a single document proving it existed before he first appeared to claim it. In London, in rooms with soft leather chairs and softer voices, he answers, when he answers at all, to Lucian de Valmor.

He does not choose his names. He inherits them, the way a tide inherits the shape of whatever shore it happens to be drowning that season.

What he offers is always the same, dressed in whatever fashion the century demands. Once it was gold coin and a title. Once it was a ship and a trade route no rival could touch. Now it is numbers on a screen, numbers large enough to end all worry forever, numbers that can purchase silence, admiration, comfort, and the distinct, narcotic relief of never again fearing tomorrow.

He does not lie. This is, perhaps, the cruelest part of the arrangement — that everything he says is, upon close examination, completely true. He tells you that you will have wealth beyond imagining. You will. He tells you that doors will open that were sealed to you your whole life. They will. He does not mention, because he is never asked exactly enough to be forced to answer, what will close instead.

A soul, it turns out, is not taken all at once. That would be too easy to notice, too easy to regret before the ink has dried. It is taken in installments, the way a candle is taken by its own flame — a little at a time, so gradually that a person watching only their own reflection each morning might never notice the flame had eaten anything at all, until one day there is only wax, and no more fire, and a room gone dark around a wick that still, absurdly, holds its shape.

Illarion Vorontsov’s line did not end with him. Ledgers of this kind are rarely settled by a single generation; the debt, like the fortune it was traded for, has a way of skipping certain descendants wholly, waiting — patient as frost, patient as rust — for the one heir in each century poor enough, hungry enough, and talented enough to make the wager worth offering again.

In this century, in this city, in a room with peeling wallpaper and a radiator that worked only when it wished to, that heir is trying to write a sentence that will not come.

His name is Alexander Vorontsov, and he does not yet know that his great-great-great-grandfather’s signature has been waiting for him his entire life, folded inside a paper no living notary has ever witnessed, held by a man who does not age, who casts no shadow in direct sunlight, and who is, at this very moment, already crossing an ocean because a debt in Moscow has, at long last, come due.

He will not arrive as a monster. Monsters are easy to refuse. He will arrive as an answer to every prayer Alexander has stopped believing anyone was listening to, and that, in the ledger of wanting, has always been the most effective interest rate of all.

Turn the page, if you dare, and watch how easily a good man can be persuaded to spend himself into paradise.

There are older stories still, buried further back than Illarion Vorontsov’s counting house, further back than any name the ledger has worn. Scholars who study such things — and there are a handful, scattered across universities that do not advertise the subject on any syllabus — have traced the pattern through centuries of court records, bankruptcy filings, and the strange, sudden silences that follow certain deaths. A merchant in Genoa who woke one morning to find his rivals’ ships burned in harbor, and who could not, for the rest of his long life, remember what it felt like to weep. A woman in Vienna who rose from nothing to command the ear of an empress, and who buried three husbands without ever once raising her voice in grief. A banker in New York, in the gilded years before the crash, who built an empire from a single loan no one could explain, and who was found, decades later, sitting perfectly still in a chair by a cold fireplace, alive, breathing, and utterly, permanently indifferent to the fortune stacked around him like kindling no one would ever bother to burn.

The pattern is always the same, and always different enough that no two victims ever compare notes before it is too late. Wealth arrives first, because wealth is the least suspicious of gifts. It looks, in the moment, like justice — like the universe finally correcting some ancient imbalance, finally recognizing a talent or a suffering that had gone unrewarded for far too long. Only later does the recipient notice what has gone missing in its place. A capacity for tears. The ache of missing someone. The small, inconvenient guilt that used to keep them awake after an unkindness. One by one, these things vanish, so quietly that their absence feels, for a while, like peace.

It is never peace. It is only silence where a conscience used to live.

The paper Illarion Vorontsov signed carries no expiration, and the man who carries it — de Valmor, Levoir, the Baron, and a dozen names besides — has never once, in all his unaccountable years, been forced to break a promise. This is not because he is honest in the way the word is usually meant. It is because he has never needed to lie. Desire does the work for him. He has only ever had to wait, and offer, and watch as people build their own downfall out of wishes they were too hungry, too tired, or too heartbroken to examine closely enough.

Somewhere in that room with the stubborn radiator, a young man is about to stop waiting for the world to notice him, and start wondering, for the very first time, whether there might be another way to make it look.

He has no idea that the question itself is already an answer someone has been listening for.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE TWENTY-THIRD REJECTION
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The radiator in Alexander Vorontsov’s apartment made a sound like an old man clearing his throat before an argument it had no intention of winning, and then, predictably, it gave up entirely. He set down his pen, blew into his cupped hands, and watched his own breath hang in the air of the room for a moment before dissolving, the way most of his ideas did lately.

On the desk in front of him lay two hundred and eleven pages of a novel he had rewritten four times, and a single sheet of letterhead from Vashenko & Kirov Publishing that had arrived that afternoon, thin as an insult, folded into thirds as if to make its rejection take up as little of his life as possible.

Dear Mr. Vorontsov,

Thank you for submitting THE HOUSE OF UNBORN WINTERS for our consideration. While your prose demonstrates evident craft, our editorial board has determined that the manuscript does not align with our current list. We wish you the best of luck placing your work elsewhere.

Sincerely,

The Editorial Committee

He had counted them. Twenty-three now, if he included the two publishers who hadn’t bothered to reply at all, which he did, because silence was its own kind of rejection, arguably crueler for its economy. Twenty-three letters, each one different in its wording and identical in its meaning, each one a small, polite door closing on a room he had spent four years building with nothing but stubbornness and a laptop that overheated if he ran it for more than two hours at a stretch.

He was twenty-nine years old. He had told himself, at twenty-five, that twenty-nine was still young for a novelist — that Dostoevsky hadn’t published Poor Folk until he was twenty-four and had gone on to write for another six decades, that plenty of writers found their first real success well into their thirties or forties, that patience was just the unglamorous tax levied on anyone attempting something worth doing. He had believed all of that at twenty-five. At twenty-nine, sitting in an apartment that smelled faintly of damp plaster and the borscht Grisha had made three days ago and refused to throw out because throwing out food felt, to Grisha, like admitting defeat to the universe, the math felt less like patience and more like drowning slowly enough to mistake it for swimming.

“You look like you’re doing long division with your own soul again,” said a voice from the doorway, and Alexander didn’t need to turn around to know it was Grigory Sokolov, his roommate of six years, a man built like a filing cabinet and possessed of an emotional transparency that made him constitutionally incapable of subtlety.

“Twenty-three,” Alexander said, holding up the letter without turning.

“Twenty-three what?”

“Rejections. On this book alone. Not counting the first one, which never even got that far.”

Grisha crossed the room, took the letter from Alexander’s hand, read it with the certain frown he reserved for anything written by people he had decided, on principle, not to trust — which included most publishers, most politicians, and the man three floors down who insisted on watering his plants at two in the morning — and then folded it back along its original creases with unexpected care.

“They don’t align with their current list,” Grisha said, reading the phrase aloud with the flat, deliberate contempt of a man dismantling a lie one syllable at a time. “You know what that means? It means somebody’s cousin needed a job in the editorial department and they don’t know a good sentence from a grocery list.”

“It means the book isn’t good enough.”

“It means the book isn’t commercial enough for people who publish celebrity diet memoirs and self-help books written by men who sell essential oils on the side. There’s a difference, Sasha.”

Alexander almost smiled. Almost. Grisha had called him Sasha since their first year at university, back when Alexander had still believed, with the uncomplicated certainty of a twenty-two-year-old, that talent was a currency the world would eventually be forced to recognize, the way gravity eventually forces even the most stubborn object to fall.

He no longer believed that, precisely. He believed, instead, in something more exhausting: that talent might be real, and still not be enough, and that a person could spend their whole life proving the first half of that sentence true while the second half quietly, patiently, ate them alive.

“I have four hundred and twelve rubles,” Alexander said, because it seemed like the sort of thing that needed to be said out loud, if only so someone besides himself could hear how absurd it sounded. “Rent is due in eleven days. I owe Nadia at the bar forty euros I borrowed in March that I still haven’t paid back, which is humiliating, because she makes less than I do and she still handed it over without blinking. And somewhere out there is a version of me in a parallel life who took the accounting position at Uncle Fyodor’s firm four years ago and is, at this very moment, probably enjoying an apartment with functioning heat.”

“That version of you is also probably dead inside,” Grisha said, not unkindly. “You’d have killed yourself with a stapler by the second fiscal quarter.”

“At least I’d have died warm.”

Grisha sat down heavily on the edge of the narrow bed that served, in the evenings, as their only comfortable furniture besides the two mismatched kitchen chairs, and regarded his friend with the distinct seriousness he usually reserved for football scores and unpaid debts. “You want to hear something that isn’t going to help even slightly?”

“Always.”

“My cousin Dima says there’s a shift open at the warehouse near Kaluzhskaya. Nights. Pays decent, by which I mean it pays, which is more than I can currently say for literature.” He said the word literature the way some men said an ex-girlfriend’s name — with a tangled mixture of respect and resentment that had built-up over years of watching someone he loved suffer for it.

“I have a shift at the bar tomorrow.”

“You have a shift at the bar every night this week, and it still isn’t going to cover March’s forty euros, let alone eleven days from now.”

Alexander said nothing, because there was nothing to say that would change the arithmetic. He looked, instead, at the manuscript on his desk — two hundred and eleven pages that he still believed, in the stubborn, half-embarrassed way a person believes in something they’ve been publicly wrong about for years, contained something true. Not perfect. He knew its flaws better than any editor ever would, could recite them the way other men recited old grievances. But true, in a certain sense that mattered to him more than commercial alignment or editorial boards or the current tastes of a market that seemed to want, above all else, to be flattered rather than moved.

The House of Unborn Winters was a novel about a family that inherited a house they could not sell, could not burn, and could not leave, because the house itself had begun, slowly, to remember them better than they remembered themselves. He had started writing it during the coldest winter of his adult life, in a mood he now recognized, with the clarity of retrospect, as something close to grief, though grief for what just he couldn’t have said even then. His mother had died two years before he began it. His father had left so long before that Alexander’s memories of him had the quality of a photograph left too long in sunlight — present, technically, but bleached of any real detail. He had written the book, he sometimes thought, as a way of building a house that would remember him, since none of the actual houses he had lived in ever seemed to.

“I’ll take an extra shift,” he said finally. “This weekend. I’ll ask Boris if I can cover for Yulia, she mentioned wanting Saturday off.”

“And the book?”

“The book gets submitted to Ostrov Press next. They’re smaller. Might in fact read past the first chapter instead of having an intern skim it for keywords.”

Grisha nodded, though his expression suggested he had heard some version of this optimism before, more than once, in more than one apartment, about more than one manuscript, and had learned, out of loyalty rather than conviction, to nod anyway. “You know I believe in the book,” he said. “I’ve read it. Twice, in truth, though don’t tell anyone that, I have a reputation to protect. It’s good, Sasha. It’s better than good. But I also think you could believe in it and still starve to death, and I’d rather have you alive and mediocre than brilliant and dead. Call me sentimental.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“Consider the warehouse shift too. Just in case Ostrov Press turns out to have the same taste in literature as everybody else who’s rejected you.”

After Grisha left for his own late shift at the garage where he worked as a mechanic — a job he complained about constantly and, Alexander suspected, secretly enjoyed for the honest, tangible satisfaction of fixing something broken and watching it, undeniably, work again — Alexander sat alone in the dim apartment and read the rejection letter one more time, as though a twenty-fourth reading might reveal some hidden clause of encouragement he had missed in the previous twenty-three.

It didn’t.

He opened his email instead, more out of habit than hope, and found among the usual clutter of overdue-bill notifications and a single spam message promising him a Nigerian inheritance he had never once been tempted to respond to, an email from an address he didn’t recognize: a string of letters and numbers followed by the domain of a law firm he had never heard of — Bloch & Associates, Notarial and Estate Services.

Subject line: Regarding the Estate of Konstantin Radzian.

He almost deleted it. Almost. There was a peculiar species of scam email that preyed on exactly this kind of desperation — the promise of inheritance from a stranger, timed with cruel precision to arrive on the worst possible night, when a person’s guard was lowest and their need was highest. He had seen enough of them over the years to recognize the genre instantly: the vague but tantalizing subject line, the implication of unearned wealth waiting just one click away.

But something about the name stopped his cursor before it reached the delete icon. Konstantin Radzian. It meant nothing to him — no relative he could place, no family friend, no distant acquaintance from his mother’s side, whose surname, Vorontsova before marriage, he had inherited a curiosity about but never much information. And yet the name sat in his chest with an odd, specific weight, the way certain words do when they are about to become important to a life that does not yet know it, the way a stranger’s face sometimes seems familiar seconds before you remember, with a small shock, exactly why.

He opened the email.

Dear Mr. Vorontsov,

We are writing regarding the estate of the late Konstantin Radzian, who passed away on the fourteenth of this month at his residence outside Moscow. Our firm has been retained as executor of his estate, and our records indicate that you have been named sole beneficiary under the terms of his will.

We would appreciate the opportunity to discuss this matter with you at your earliest convenience. Given the scale and complexity of the estate, we would ask that you make yourself available for an in-person meeting at our offices as soon as possible.

Please contact this office directly to arrange a time. We understand this correspondence may come as a surprise, and we are prepared to answer any questions you may have regarding your relationship to the deceased and the nature of the inheritance.

Sincerely,

Semyon Bloch

Bloch & Associates

Alexander read it three times, the way he had read the rejection letter, though this time each reading deepened rather than exhausted the strangeness of it. Sole beneficiary. Scale and complexity of the estate. He had never heard the name Konstantin Radzian in his life, not from his mother, not from the handful of elderly relatives who still occasionally sent holiday cards from provincial towns whose names he sometimes struggled to place on a map, not from anyone.

He looked around the apartment — the peeling wallpaper the color of weak tea, the space heater that worked only when it wished to, the manuscript that thirteen — no, twenty-three — publishers had, in one polite phrasing or another, told him wasn’t worth their time — and felt something shift inside him that he would later be unable to name with any precision, something that was not quite hope, because hope had betrayed him too many times to trust so easily, but was not quite skepticism either.

It was, he would understand only much later, a certain sensation of a door opening in a wall he had never known contained one.

He typed a reply before he could talk himself out of it, keeping his message short, professional, wary not to betray either his desperation or the small, treacherous flutter of excitement he could feel building beneath his ribs despite every rational instinct telling him this was almost certainly some elaborate fraud designed to extract banking information from lonely, broke young men who wanted, more than anything, to believe that the universe might finally be paying attention.

Dear Mr. Bloch,

Thank you for your message. I do not recognize the name Konstantin Radzian, and I would appreciate any information you can provide regarding my connection to him. I am available to meet at your offices this week, at your convenience.

Sincerely,

Alexander Vorontsov

He sent it before the radiator could clear its throat again, before Grisha’s warehouse suggestion could reassert itself as the more sensible plan for the following morning, before the small, stubborn part of him that had submitted twenty-three manuscripts to twenty-three indifferent editors could remind him how foolish it was to hope for anything, ever, on any given Tuesday in January.

Outside, the snow had begun again, fine and relentless, settling over Moscow’s rooftops with the patient indifference of something that had watched this particular city freeze and thaw for centuries and felt no distinct urgency about any single person’s troubles within it.

Alexander did not sleep well that night. He told himself it was the cold. It was not wholly the cold.

He thought, briefly, of his mother, the way he sometimes did at moments when he felt most acutely his own smallness against the size of his ambitions. Yevgenia Vorontsova had died two winters before this one, in a hospital room on the outskirts of the city with a view of a parking lot and, if you stood at precisely the right angle by the window, a single birch tree that had somehow survived decades of exhaust fumes and indifferent city planning. She had been a schoolteacher for thirty-one years, teaching literature to teenagers who mostly wanted to be anywhere else, and she had never once, in all those years, stopped believing that stories mattered in some fundamental, load-bearing way, the way other people believed in structural engineering or the tensile strength of steel.

“A story,” she had told him once, when he was perhaps eleven and had asked her, with the blunt cruelty of a child, why she bothered teaching Chekhov to boys who would rather have been playing football, “is the only kind of house a person can build that doesn’t need a foundation, Sashenka. It only needs someone willing to walk inside and stay a while.” He had not understood what she meant at the time. He was beginning, in the years since her death, to understand it with an ache that felt less like comprehension and more like grief revisiting him in a new disguise.

She had never read The House of Unborn Winters, of course. He had begun it six months after burying her, in the fever of a person trying to build, out of language, some structure sturdy enough to hold a grief that refused any other shape. He sometimes wondered whether the twenty-three rejections stung so precisely because each one felt, in some irrational but persistent part of him, like a rejection of her as well — as though the editors who found his prose unworthy of their current list were passing the same verdict on three decades of a woman standing in front of restless teenagers insisting that Chekhov’s silences mattered, that unresolved endings were not failures of craft but honest reckonings with how life actually worked, refusing to hand out the tidy conclusions her students wanted.

He closed his laptop that night thinking not about Konstantin Radzian, whose name still meant nothing to him, but about his mother’s hands, chalk-dusted, marking essays late into the evening at their kitchen table while he did his own homework across from her, both of them working in a silence that had never once felt lonely. It was, he would later think, the last wholly peaceful memory he possessed before everything else began.

Three days later, he would walk into the offices of Bloch & Associates believing he was about to learn he’d been named in some distant relative’s modest will — an apartment, perhaps, or a small sum that might cover his debts and buy him another year of stubborn, unprofitable hope. He had no way of knowing, as he climbed the narrow stairwell to his own apartment that night and lay down beneath two blankets that had never quite been warm enough for a Moscow winter, that the paper waiting for him at that office had been drafted not for Konstantin Radzian’s convenience so much as for his — that its terms had been under negotiation, in one form or another, since a merchant named Illarion Vorontsov had put his signature to a very different document a hundred and forty years before he was born.

He fell asleep, eventually, with the rejection letter still on his desk and the strange new email glowing faintly on the screen of his laptop, and if he dreamed that night, he did not remember it in the morning. It would be one of the last dreamless nights he would ever have, and one of the last mornings he would wake up, uncomplicatedly himself.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MAN WHO CAST NO SHADOW
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The offices of Bloch & Associates occupied the third floor of a converted merchant’s house near Chistye Prudy, the kind of building whose nineteenth-century façade had been meticulously preserved while its interior had been gutted and rebuilt in the anonymous glass-and-steel language of modern professional respectability. Alexander arrived eleven minutes early, which he considered, given his relationship with punctuality, an act of considerable personal discipline, and spent those minutes sitting in a leather chair too expensive to be comfortable, studying a watercolor of the Moskva River that had clearly been chosen by an interior decorator rather than anyone who had ever really looked at the river in question.

Semyon Bloch turned out to be a small, precise man in his sixties with the certain nervous energy of someone who spent most of his professional life reassuring people and very little of it feeling reassured himself. He shook Alexander’s hand with both of his own, a gesture that struck Alexander as slightly excessive for a first meeting, and ushered him into an office lined with legal volumes that looked, on closer inspection, much older than the modern furniture surrounding them.

“Mr. Vorontsov. Thank you for coming so promptly.” Bloch gestured to a chair, then took his own seat behind a desk bare except for a single leather folder, closed, positioned with the kind of exactness that suggested it had been placed there intentionally, moments before Alexander’s arrival, rather than left in the ordinary clutter of an active desk. “I imagine you have questions.”

“A few,” Alexander said. “The main one being who Konstantin Radzian was, and why he left anything to a man he apparently never met.”

Bloch’s expression did something complicated — not quite a wince, not quite a smile, but some third thing that occupied the uncomfortable territory between the two. “Konstantin Radzian was a businessman. A very successful one, though you will find strikingly little about him in the press, which was, I understand, fully by his own design. He built his fortune across several industries — shipping, minerals, latterly certain financial instruments I confess I don’t thoroughly understand myself, despite having managed his affairs for the better part of eleven years. He was, by any conventional measure, one of the wealthiest men in this country, and almost nobody outside a very small circle knew his name.”

“And I’m supposed to believe he left it all to me. A man he’d never met.”

“That is precisely the difficulty, Mr. Vorontsov, and I want to be honest with you from the outset, because I find that honesty, however uncomfortable, tends to serve everyone better in matters like this than false comfort.” Bloch opened the leather folder, though he did not immediately look down at its contents, keeping his eyes instead on Alexander’s face with an attentiveness that felt less like courtesy and more like measured observation. “I did not draft Konstantin Radzian’s will. I inherited the responsibility of executing it eleven years ago, when the previous executor of his affairs retired rather abruptly, and I have administered his estate ever since according to instructions that were, even then, already in place and had been for some time. The will itself names you particularly — your full name, your date of birth, your mother’s maiden name, which I understand is Vorontsova, correct?”

“Yes.”

“There is a genealogical annex to the will. It traces your family line back through five generations, to a merchant named Illarion Vorontsov, who was, according to these documents, a business associate of Konstantin Radzian’s own great-grandfather. I want to emphasize that I have not verified every detail of this genealogy myself — that was not required of me as executor — but the documentation is extensive, and it is, I will say, unusually thorough for what is ordinarily a fairly simple legal instrument.”

Alexander sat back in his chair, feeling the distinct vertigo of a person being handed information too large and strange to process at the speed it was arriving. “So he — what, tracked my family for five generations, waiting to leave me his money?”

“The will was drafted, according to its dating, approximately forty years ago,” Bloch said attentively. “Mr. Radzian would have been a relatively young man himself at the time — younger, certainly, than I would have expected a man to be when planning an estate of this scale with such specificity about an heir who, as I understand it, was not yet even born. You were, I believe, born some eleven years after the will was executed.”

The silence that followed this statement had a physical quality to it, as though the room itself were waiting to see what Alexander would do with information that violated, in some quiet but fundamental way, his understanding of how time and inheritance and cause and effect were supposed to relate to one another.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Alexander said finally.

“No,” Bloch agreed, with what Alexander would only later recognize as real, if meticulously suppressed, unease. “It doesn’t. I have executed a great many estates in my career, Mr. Vorontsov, and I confess I have never encountered one quite like this. I would understand wholly if you found the circumstances suspicious. I would encourage you, in fact, to consult independent legal counsel before agreeing to anything, and I say that as the estate’s own executor, which I recognize is not typically advice one hears from this side of the desk.”

“But you’re telling me anyway.”

Bloch’s hands, Alexander noticed, had gone very still on the desk in front of him, the distinct stillness of a man consciously restraining a tremor. “There is a codicil to the will. A separate document. It requires that the estate not be transferred through my office alone — that a representative of Mr. Radzian’s, specifically named in the will, must be present to personally oversee the transfer and explain certain conditions attached to the inheritance. I have been instructed to arrange a meeting between you and this representative before any funds or properties change hands.”

“What conditions?”

“I don’t know,” Bloch said, and something in the flatness of his voice suggested this was not evasion but sincere ignorance, and that the ignorance itself troubled him substantially. “That document is sealed. I have held it in my possession for eleven years, and I have never been permitted to open it. My instructions are simply to arrange this meeting, and to advise you — and I do advise you, Mr. Vorontsov, as strongly as I am able within the bounds of my professional obligations — to consider very meticulously before you accept whatever terms are presented to you.”

“You’re the executor of an estate worth, presumably, an enormous amount of money, and you’re telling me not to trust the terms of the inheritance?”

Bloch said nothing for a long moment, his eyes moving, almost involuntarily, toward the window, where the grey Moscow afternoon pressed against the glass without offering any peculiar illumination. “I have handled Konstantin Radzian’s affairs for eleven years, and I never once met him in person. Every instruction I received came through intermediaries, through documents already prepared, through a structure so thoroughly established before my involvement that I sometimes felt less like an executor and more like a caretaker for a machine whose original engineer had long since departed. I attended his funeral, Mr. Vorontsov. There were perhaps six people present. I did not recognize a single face among them, and none of them spoke to me, or to each other, for the entire service.” He paused. “I am telling you this because it is the sort of detail that does not appear in any legal document, and because I believe, for reasons I cannot completely justify to myself, that you should know it before you meet the man who will be explaining the terms of your inheritance to you.”

“His name?”

“Lucian de Valmor.” Bloch said the name the way a person might describe weather they had once been caught in without adequate shelter — with care, and with the exact respect reserved for things that had proven, in the past, capable of doing real damage. “He will meet you here, in this office, tomorrow at eleven. I would ask that you come alone, per the terms of the codicil, though I understand if that request troubles you.”

It did trouble him, though Alexander was against every instinct that six years of poverty and disappointment should have sharpened in him, agreeing to the meeting anyway. He told himself, walking home through streets gone the specific blue-grey of a Moscow winter afternoon surrendering early to evening, that curiosity alone justified the risk — that a man in his position, four hundred rubles from insolvency, could hardly afford the luxury of turning down information simply because its delivery had been strange.

He did not tell Grisha the full extent of what Bloch had said. He mentioned the inheritance, watched his roommate’s face cycle rapidly through disbelief, excitement, and finally a wary, protective concern that reminded Alexander, not unpleasantly, of an older brother he had never in fact had.

“You’re meeting some mystery man alone, in a lawyer’s office, about money from a guy nobody’s ever heard of, who apparently planned to leave it to you before you were even born?” Grisha said, over the reheated remains of the borscht neither of them had yet worked up the courage to discard. “Sasha, that’s not an inheritance, that’s the plot of every horror film we watched in university.”

“It’s a lawyer’s office. Broad daylight. What’s the worst that happens?”

“I don’t know, that’s rather the point of horror films, isn’t it? Nobody ever knows until it’s too late to know anything useful.”

Despite Grisha’s misgivings — which Alexander privately shared, though he would not have admitted it aloud — he returned to Bloch & Associates the following morning at ten fifty-eight, having walked the long way to steady his nerves and arrived, despite his best efforts at composure, with his hands faintly unsteady in his coat pockets.

Bloch met him in the reception area, looking, if anything, more anxious than he had the previous day, and led him not to his own office but to a smaller, windowless room at the end of the hall that Alexander had not noticed on his first visit — a room with a single table, two chairs, and nothing on the walls at all, as though the space had been kept purposefully, almost defensively, empty.

“He’s already here,” Bloch said quietly, and there was something in his voice — not quite fear — but adjacent to it, the particular caution of a man who had learned, over eleven years, precisely how much distance to maintain from something he did not understand and had stopped trying to. “I’ll be just outside, should you need anything.”

Alexander opened the door and found the room was not, in fact, empty at all, despite every impression the hallway had given him. A man sat at the small table, already settled, already waiting, in a manner that suggested he had been there for some time, though Alexander had passed the closed door only minutes before and heard nothing, no sound of arrival, no scrape of a chair.

He was, Alexander’s first impression insisted, an unusually handsome man, though the impression resisted easy cataloguing — dark hair, pale eyes that seemed, in the flat overhead light, to shift between grey and something closer to silver, a suit of a cut and fabric that belonged to no decade in distinct, expensive in a way that transcended fashion. He looked perhaps forty. He looked, in certain angles of light that Alexander would only fully register in retrospect, significantly older, and in others, disconcertingly, not quite any age at all.

“Mr. Vorontsov,” the man said, rising, extending a hand with a smile that arrived at exactly the correct moment, neither too eager nor too reserved, the smile of a man who had performed this greeting countless times and refined it, across those countless performances, into something close to perfect. “Lucian de Valmor. I’ve been looking forward to this meeting for quite some time.”

Alexander shook the offered hand — cool, dry, the grip exact — and took the seat across the table, aware, without quite understanding why, of a faint wrongness in the room that he could not immediately locate. It was only several minutes into the conversation, as de Valmor gestured toward the window to illustrate some point about the estate’s holdings, that Alexander realized what had been troubling him since he entered the room.

The overhead light was directly above the table. De Valmor’s chair, his outstretched arm, the fine wool of his sleeve — all of it should have cast a shadow across the pale surface of the table between them.

It did not.

Alexander told himself, in the calm, reasonable voice he reserved for moments of quiet panic, that it was a trick of the fluorescent lighting, an angle he had misjudged, a shadow merely too faint against the pale wood to register properly. He told himself this several times over the following hour, as de Valmor explained, in the same warm, unhurried tone one might use to describe a pleasant inheritance of modest family silver, the true scale of the fortune Alexander had been named to receive — a figure so large that Alexander’s mind, still calibrated to the arithmetic of rent and rejection letters, simply refused, for several seconds, to process it as a real number rather than an abstraction.

“There will be, of course, certain conditions,” de Valmor said, once the figures had been laid out, once Alexander had absorbed enough of the shock to form questions again. “Nothing burdensome, I assure you. Konstantin was a man who understood that great wealth, unaccompanied by great purpose, tends to corrode rather than fulfill. He asked only that his heir make full and generous use of what he leaves behind. That the gift not sit idle, gathering dust in an account somewhere, but be spent — lived — in the fullest possible sense.”

“That’s it? Spend the money?”

“Spend it,” de Valmor agreed, with a smile that Alexander, replaying the conversation months later, would come to recognize as containing an entire universe of things left deliberately unsaid, “and wish for the things you have always wanted, and been denied. That is all Konstantin asks. That you finally allow yourself to want, without restraint, everything you have spent your life being told you could not have.”

“Why me?” Alexander asked, before de Valmor could rise from the table, the question arriving out of some instinct he did not entirely trust but could not suppress either. “You said Konstantin Radzian drafted this will before I was born. He can’t have known what kind of man I’d become. He can’t have known I’d need this. So why me, specifically, out of however many descendants Illarion Vorontsov must have by now?”

De Valmor considered the question with what appeared to be genuine thought, though Alexander would later wonder whether that appearance of consideration was itself just another performance, refined across whatever span of years or centuries had taught this man to make even spontaneity look convincing. “Konstantin believed, as I understand it, that certain qualities run truer in some branches of a family than others. Talent. Hunger. A particular refusal to accept the smallness of the life one has been given.” He tilted his head slightly, studying Alexander with an attentiveness that felt, for just a moment, uncomfortably thorough, as though he were reading a manuscript rather than a face. “You have spent four years writing a novel that twenty-three publishers have rejected, and you have not stopped writing. Most men would have stopped at three, Mr. Vorontsov. Most men would have taken the accounting position and told themselves, quite reasonably, that talent unrecognized by the age of twenty-five is plainly talent that was never quite sufficient to begin with. You did not do that. Konstantin valued that specific species of stubbornness above almost anything else a person could possess. He believed it to be rare, and rarer still in a world that rewards compliance so generously.”

“You make it sound like a job interview I didn’t know I was taking.”

“Perhaps it was,” de Valmor said, and there was something in his smile then — brief, almost fond — that Alexander would spend a great deal of time trying to interpret in the months that followed, without ever quite arriving at an interpretation he trusted. “Life has a way of interviewing us continuously, Mr. Vorontsov, long before we understand that any certain conversation was ever an examination at all.”

He rose then, smoothing the front of his impeccable jacket with a single unhurried gesture, and Alexander watched again, more attentively this time, for the shadow that should have fallen across the pale wood of the table as the overhead light struck the fabric. There was nothing. Not a faint smudge, not the ordinary softness of indirect lighting diffusing an edge — simply nothing, as though the light passed through de Valmor, or around him, in some manner Alexander’s eyes refused to properly register even as they looked directly at the empty space where a shadow ought to have been.

“You’ll want time to consider,” de Valmor said, extending his hand once more. “That is only reasonable. Mr. Bloch will provide you with the necessary documents. Read them at your leisure. Ask whatever questions occur to you. I am, I assure you, in no particular hurry — I have found, across a great many years in this line of work, that haste rarely serves anyone well in matters of this scale.”

“And if I say no?”

The question seemed to really interest him, in a way that little else in the conversation had. “Then you return to your apartment, and your rejection letters, and your bar shifts, and I trouble you no further. The choice, Mr. Vorontsov, has always belonged entirely to you. I only ever open the door. What a person does once they see what lies beyond it — that has never once, in my experience, been my decision to make.”

It sounded, Alexander would think later, lying awake in his cold apartment turning the conversation over and over like a coin whose true value he could not quite determine, like the easiest condition any inheritance had ever attached to itself. He did not yet understand — would not understand for months, through a slow, seductive unfolding of gifts and their quiet costs — that easy conditions, in certain kinds of ledgers, are merely the ones whose true price has not yet been itemized.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE FIRST WISH
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Nadia Orlova had rejected The House of Unborn Winters eleven months earlier, in a letter kinder than most, one that had actually mentioned specific passages she admired before explaining, with evident regret, that Ostrov Press just did not have the budget that season to take a risk on an unknown author, however promising. She was, Alexander had always thought, the sort of editor writers dreamed about and rarely found — someone who read closely, argued honestly, and cared, in some fundamental way that had nothing to do with her salary, whether the books she rejected in truth deserved rejection or had simply arrived at the wrong moment.

He had not planned to tell her about the inheritance. He had gone to the small café near Ostrov Press’s offices, where Nadia sometimes took her lunch, intending only to ask whether the press might reconsider the manuscript given some minor revisions he’d made in the months since her rejection. But three days of turning Bloch’s documents over in his mind, three days of reading and rereading a will that named him heir to a fortune he still only half believed existed, had left him unable to hold the secret entirely to himself, and Nadia, of everyone he knew, seemed the safest confidante — removed enough from his daily life to offer perspective, invested enough in his writing to understand what such wealth might really mean for a person who had spent his adult life scraping together rent from bar shifts and freelance advertising copy.

“You’re telling me,” Nadia said, setting down her coffee with the certain care of a woman deciding whether to take someone seriously, “that a billionaire nobody’s ever heard of left you his entire fortune, and the only condition is that you spend it.”

“That’s what he says.”

“And this ‘he’ — the lawyer?”

“No. The lawyer’s just the executor. There’s someone else. A — I don’t know what to call him. A representative of the estate. His name’s Lucian de Valmor.” Alexander hesitated, then added, because it had been sitting in his chest for three days demanding release, “He didn’t cast a shadow, Nadia. I sat across a table from him for an hour, direct light overhead, and there was nothing on the table where his shadow should have been.”

He expected her to laugh, or to suggest, gently, that grief and financial stress had a way of playing tricks on a person’s perception. Instead, Nadia’s expression went cautiously neutral in a way that struck him, even then, as somehow worse than laughter would have been. “You should be careful,” she said, after a long moment. “I don’t know anything about shadows, Sasha, but I know something about deals that seem too generous to be wholly honest. My grandmother used to say that the devil’s contracts are always written in beautiful handwriting, precisely because he never needs to hide the terms — he only needs you to be too hungry to read them meticulously.”

“You think I’m being scammed.”

“I think,” Nadia said with care, “that I’ve read your manuscript twice, and I know how badly you want the world to finally take you seriously, and I worry that wanting something that badly can make a person agree to things they’d never agree to with a clearer head.” She reached across the small café table and squeezed his hand, briefly, with the distinct warmth of someone who had spent years being kind to writers whose talent exceeded their circumstances and had never quite learned to stop caring about the ones she couldn’t help professionally. “Whatever you decide, don’t let anyone — living or otherwise — convince you that money is the same thing as being seen.”

He thought about her words for the rest of that week, turning them over the way he turned over sentences in his own drafts, testing them for weaknesses, and found, uncomfortably, that he could not altogether disagree with them and could not, either, make himself walk away from the fortune waiting in Bloch’s sealed documents. He was twenty-nine years old. He owed Nadia’s own bar forty euros he still hadn’t repaid. He had eleven days, now down to four, before rent came due on an apartment with a radiator that worked only when it wished to. Twenty-three publishers had told him, in one form or another, that his talent was not commercially viable, and here was a fortune vast enough to make that verdict permanently, gloriously irrelevant.

He signed the papers on a Thursday afternoon, in Bloch’s office, with Lucian de Valmor seated across from him once more, watching with an expression of quiet, patient satisfaction that Alexander, still riding the vertigo of the moment, mistook for warmth.

“You’ve made a wise decision,” de Valmor said, once the signatures were complete, once Bloch had gathered the documents with hands that trembled slightly despite his evident effort to control them. “Konstantin would have been pleased. I am pleased.” He rose, buttoning his jacket with that same unhurried precision. “There is only one further matter. A formality, really, but Konstantin was exact about it, and I have always honored his instructions just so.”

“What formality?”

“A wish,” de Valmor said, as though the word required no further explanation. “The first of many, I expect, though the frequency and nature of them will always be entirely your own choosing. Konstantin’s condition was simple: that his heir make a wish, freely and especially, before the funds are formally transferred. Not a wish for the money itself — that transfer is already settled, already yours by right of the will. This is something else. A wish for anything at all you desire, granted immediately, as a demonstration of what this inheritance can truly do for a man willing to want without restraint.”

Alexander laughed, a short, disbelieving sound. “You’re telling me I get to make a wish. Like a fairy tale.”

“Fairy tales,” de Valmor said, with the faintest suggestion of amusement, “generally understand the mechanics of wishing rather better than people give them credit for. There is always a cost. The stories plainly prefer not to dwell on it, because audiences prefer their transformations uncomplicated.” He watched Alexander’s face carefully as he said this, and something in his tone suggested the remark was not wholly a joke, though Alexander, still dazzled by the scale of everything happening to him, did not press the point as closely as he might have on any other day of his life. “But this is not a fairy tale, Mr. Vorontsov. This is merely how Konstantin structured his gift. Wish for something. Anything. I promise you, whatever it is, it will be granted before you leave this building.”

Alexander thought, in that moment, of twenty-three rejection letters folded in a drawer at his apartment, of Nadia’s kind but in the end unsuccessful advocacy for his manuscript, of four years spent building a novel that no one beyond a handful of friends had ever properly read. He thought of his mother, dead two winters, who had believed so fiercely that stories mattered, and who had never lived to see her son’s name on the spine of a single published book.

“I want The House of Unborn Winters published,” he said, the words arriving before he had fully finished thinking them, propelled by some need too large and too long-denied to wait for cautious deliberation. “Not self-published. Not some vanity press nobody respects. I want it published by a real house, properly, the way I always dreamed it would be. I want people to actually read it.”

De Valmor’s smile widened, slow and satisfied, the smile of a man watching an attentively laid plan proceed exactly as anticipated. “Consider it done.”

Nothing appeared to happen in that moment — no flash of light, no dramatic shift in the room’s atmosphere, nothing that would have signaled, to any observer, that a transaction of cosmic significance had just occurred rather than an ordinary business meeting concluding on schedule. Alexander left Bloch’s office feeling faintly foolish, wondering whether he had simply humiliated himself in front of a stranger by wishing, like a child at a well, for something a really wealthy man could now just purchase outright — hire an editor, pay a vanity press’s fees, buy his way onto a bestseller list if he wished to, without needing to frame any of it as magic.

The call came four days later.

“Mr. Vorontsov?” The voice on the other end of the line belonged to a senior editor at Kirov & Sons — not Vashenko & Kirov, the house that had rejected him with such polished indifference eleven months before, but its larger, more prestigious sister imprint, the publisher of two Booker shortlists and, Alexander knew from years of obsessively tracking industry news he could not otherwise afford to participate in, one of the five most respected literary houses in the country. “This is Pavel Rudenko. I’ve just finished reading The House of Unborn Winters, and I have to tell you, I haven’t been this excited about a debut manuscript in years.”

Alexander sat down slowly on the edge of his bed, phone pressed hard against his ear, certain for a moment that he had misheard, or that this was some elaborate continuation of the strange, dreamlike week he had been living through since Bloch’s first email.

“We’d like to offer you a contract,” Rudenko continued, apparently unaware of the silence stretching on the other end of the line, or perhaps plainly accustomed to writers going quiet with shock at moments like this. “A significant one. We’re thinking a first printing of fifty thousand copies, full marketing push, the works. Frankly, I don’t know how this manuscript has been sitting unpublished for as long as it has. Someone at another house made a serious mistake letting this one go.”

Alexander thanked him, agreed to a meeting the following week, and hung up the phone with hands that would not wholly stop shaking. He sat for a long time in the darkening apartment, the manuscript that had built-up twenty-three rejections now suddenly, impossibly, the object of a major publisher’s enthusiastic pursuit, and felt a joy so large and so long-denied that it arrived almost as pain, a pressure behind his sternum that made it briefly difficult to breathe.

The meeting with Kirov & Sons took place the following Tuesday, in a glass-walled conference room on the fourteenth floor of a building near Tverskaya, and Alexander arrived in the single decent jacket he owned, feeling, despite four days to adjust to the news, still faintly like an impostor about to be discovered and quietly escorted back out to the street. Pavel Rudenko turned out to be a broad, energetic man in his fifties with the enthusiastic manner of someone who had built an entire career on the conviction that literature could still, occasionally, change a reader’s life, and he spent the first twenty minutes of the meeting quoting passages from The House of Unborn Winters back to Alexander with an accuracy that suggested authentic, attentive reading rather than a cursory skim.

“The scene where Yulia finds her grandmother’s letters sealed inside the wall,” Rudenko said, tapping the printed manuscript in front of him, “that’s unusual work. The way the house’s memory becomes almost a character in its own right — I haven’t seen a debut handle magical realism with that kind of restraint in years. Most young writers overexplain the magic. You trust the reader. That’s rare.”

Alexander accepted the praise with a gratitude that felt, in the moment, utterly uncomplicated, and it was only walking home afterward, contract terms already agreed upon in principle, publication scheduled for the following autumn, that the earlier unease resurfaced, more insistent this time. He stopped at a payphone — one of the last few remaining in the city, a relic he’d always found faintly comforting in its stubborn obsolescence — and called the general line for Vashenko & Kirov, the house that had sent him rejection number one of twenty-three, eleven months before.

“I’m calling about a manuscript I submitted last year,” he told the assistant who answered, keeping his voice as casual as he could manage. “The House of Unborn Winters. I wanted to confirm it was in fact reviewed by your editorial board, and not an intern.”

There was a pause, the sound of typing, and then the assistant’s voice returned, faintly puzzled. “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t see any record of a submission under that title. Are you sure it was sent to this address?”

“I have the rejection letter. It’s dated eleven months ago, on your letterhead.”

Another pause, longer this time. “I really can’t explain that, sir. Our submission records only go back three years, and I’m looking right now — there’s simply nothing under your name, or that title. I’m sorry I can’t be more help.”

Alexander stood in the cold with the receiver still pressed to his ear long after the line had gone quiet, turning the impossible discrepancy over in his mind. He had the letter. He had read it more than twenty times over eleven months of accumulating disappointment, had memorized its careful, indifferent phrasing well enough to recite it verbatim. And yet the house that had supposedly sent it had no record of ever receiving the manuscript at all — as though the entire rejection, and perhaps the ten months of waiting that preceded it, had merely never happened in the version of events the world now agreed upon.

He did not mention this discovery to Grisha, or to Nadia, when he saw them later that week to share the news of the Kirov & Sons contract. He told himself the omission was simple pragmatism — that raising an unprovable and faintly insane-sounding discrepancy about a phantom rejection letter would only invite the kind of worried scrutiny he did not, in that triumphant week, particularly want to survive. But some quieter part of him understood, even then, that the omission was really about something else: a reluctance to examine too closely the exact mechanism by which his lifelong wish had been granted, for fear of discovering that the answer troubled him more than the twenty-three rejections ever had.

Grisha, for his part, greeted the Kirov & Sons news with an explosion of heartfelt, uncomplicated joy that Alexander found almost unbearably moving after so many years of watching his friend absorb every disappointment alongside him without complaint. “I told you,” Grisha kept repeating, gripping Alexander by the shoulders as though to confirm he was real and not some elaborate hallucination brought on by exhaustion and unpaid bills. “I told you the book was good. Didn’t I tell you? Fifty thousand copies, Sasha. Fifty thousand. You’re going to need a bigger apartment just to store the author copies.”

“It doesn’t feel entirely real yet,” Alexander admitted, and meant it more literally than Grisha, still laughing and pouring the last of a cheap bottle of champagne they had scraped together the money to buy in celebration, could possibly have understood.

Nadia’s reaction, when he told her over coffee two days later, was warmer than he expected but shadowed, still, by the caution she had voiced at their previous meeting. “I’m happy for you,” she said, and he believed her, could see the genuine gladness in her face even as something more guarded moved beneath it. “The book deserves this. It always did — I told you that myself, eleven months ago, right before I told you Ostrov Press couldn’t afford to publish it. But Sasha, I have to ask. Did this happen because Kirov & Sons finally recognized good work, or because someone — that man, de Valmor — made it happen for you?”

“Does it matter?” Alexander asked, and heard, even as he said it, how thin the question sounded, how much it resembled the kind of self-serving logic he would have recognized instantly and rejected in one of his own characters.

“I think it might,” Nadia said quietly. “I think there’s a difference between being chosen and being purchased, even if the end result looks identical from the outside. And I think you’re the only person who’s ever going to know, for certain, which one in truth happened to you.”

He did not have an answer for her, then or in the weeks that followed, as the contract was finalized, as an advance larger than anything he had ever imagined earning from his writing landed in a bank account Bloch’s firm had helped him open, as the machinery of his old, precarious life began, piece by piece, to dissolve into something unrecognizably larger and stranger than anything he had allowed himself to want, even in his most private, most desperate late-night imaginings. He only knew that the joy remained, undiminished by Nadia’s caution or the unexplained mystery of a rejection letter that had, apparently, never officially existed — and that beneath the joy, quiet and persistent as a held breath, something in him had already begun, without his full awareness, to change.

It was only later that night, lying awake long after Grisha had gone to bed, replaying Rudenko’s words and that specific warmth in his voice, that a small, cold thought surfaced beneath the joy, quiet but persistent, the way a single wrong note persists beneath an otherwise perfect chord. Rudenko had said someone at another house had made a mistake letting the manuscript go. But Alexander had submitted The House of Unborn Winters to Kirov & Sons himself, eleven months ago, and had received, from that very house, one of his twenty-three rejections — a form letter, he now recalled with unpleasant clarity, nearly identical in its wording to the one from Vashenko & Kirov that still sat folded in his desk drawer.

He told himself it didn’t matter. Manuscripts got lost in slush piles. Editorial assistants made mistakes, overworked and underpaid, skimming submissions too quickly to recognize what they held. Perhaps the manuscript had just landed on a different desk this time, been read by different eyes with different tastes.

He told himself this several times, with the peculiar insistence of a man building an argument he needed very badly to believe, and eventually, exhausted by four days of impossible news arriving faster than he could properly absorb it, he slept — a deep, dreamless sleep, the kind that had grown steadily rarer since Bloch’s first email, and that he would not completely understand, for many months yet, as the first small symptom of something being quietly, permanently subtracted from him in exchange for everything he had just received.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE ESTATE OUTSIDE MOSCOW
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The estate that had belonged to Konstantin Radzian occupied nearly forty hectares of birch forest and manicured parkland an hour outside the city, behind gates that required, Alexander discovered, three separate codes to open and a private road half a kilometer long before the house itself came into view. He had expected something grand. He had not expected the certain quality of grandeur the house actually possessed — a nineteenth-century manor rebuilt and expanded so seamlessly across successive renovations that no single era of its architecture dominated the others, as though the building had simply continued accumulating wealth and taste the way a tree accumulates rings, indifferent to which century happened to be passing through it at any given moment.

Semyon Bloch met him at the entrance, looking, if possible, even more uneasy than he had in the Moscow office, glancing repeatedly toward the tree line as though expecting something to emerge from it. “The staff have been retained,” he explained, leading Alexander through a marble entrance hall large enough to swallow his entire Moscow apartment several times over. “Housekeeper, groundskeeper, a driver should you need one. They were all part of Mr. Radzian’s arrangement and their contracts transfer automatically with the estate. I would encourage you to keep them on, at least initially — they know this house far better than either of us ever will.”

“How many rooms?”

“Forty-one, not counting the outbuildings. There’s a separate guest house, a library that I’m told rivals some university collections, and a wine cellar that our appraiser valued, on its own, at a sum I’d rather not repeat aloud in case it sounds like I’m exaggerating for effect.” Bloch’s attempt at levity did not entirely mask the strain beneath it. “Mr. Radzian lived here alone for the better part of thirty years, as far as I’ve been able to determine. No wife, no children, notably few visitors of any kind. I’ve spoken with the staff, of course, in the course of settling the estate, and I confess their descriptions of him were consistently — vague. As though even the people who served him breakfast every morning for decades struggled to describe, with any specificity, what he was really like.”

Alexander moved through the house slowly, room by room, aware of Bloch trailing a watchful half-step behind him, aware too of something else — a quality to the silence that felt less like the ordinary quiet of an unoccupied house and more like the distinct attentiveness of a space that had plainly been waiting, patiently, to be inhabited by someone new. The library, when they reached it, stopped him wholly: three stories of shelving accessed by a spiral staircase of dark iron, volumes in Russian, French, German, Latin, and languages Alexander didn’t immediately recognize, first editions shelved alongside contemporary novels with no apparent organizing logic beyond, perhaps, some private system only its original owner had ever understood.

“He read all of this?” Alexander asked, running a finger along a shelf of leather spines gone soft with age.

“According to the staff, he spent most evenings here. Housekeeper says he’d sometimes be found asleep in the reading chair by the east window come morning, a book still open on his chest.” Bloch paused at the base of the spiral staircase, looking up at the towering shelves with an expression that might have been admiration, might have been something closer to unease. “She also mentioned — and I include this only because you should have the complete picture, Mr. Vorontsov, however strange it sounds — that in his final years, Mr. Radzian rarely spoke above a whisper, even when fully alone. She’d hear him some nights, through the library door, talking as though in conversation, though she never once found anyone else in the room with him when she checked.”

Alexander felt something cold move through him at this detail, though he could not have said precisely why a lonely old man’s habit of talking to himself should trouble him more than any other strange fact he’d absorbed over the preceding weeks. “Did she know who he was talking to?”

“She assumed, for years, that he was rehearsing business calls, or perhaps merely thinking aloud, as solitary people sometimes do. But she mentioned one detail I haven’t been able to stop thinking about myself, and which I offer you now with the caveat that I have no way of verifying it, and every reason to suspect
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