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I had always dreamed of leaving my backwater hometown, lost somewhere in the vastness of Russia — or better yet, leaving the country altogether. I was irresistibly drawn to the shores of Foggy Albion, to the land of Shakespeare and Byron, where everything breathed history and grandeur. That is why, at school, I worked hard, throwing myself into English with such zeal as if my whole life depended on it. I graduated with a silver medal and with a good, solid command of British English. This helped me get into and graduate from the London School of Economics and Business. Five years flew by like a single moment. I had several tempting offers to stay in Great Britain and work for financial companies. But over those years, having gotten to know the country and the locals more closely, I rather unexpectedly found myself disillusioned with it — and I no longer wanted to stay on that big but so prim island. When I received an offer to work in the Moscow office of a major international firm, I agreed joyfully, without a moment’s hesitation.

Moscow met me not at all as I had imagined. Not with crystal towers and Kremlin stars, but with endless concrete jungles, gray panel high-rises, and irritated faces of people in the subway. But I did not complain — it was my choice, my step into a new life.

In Moscow, I was given a large, bright studio in a new development on the outskirts of the capital. It served not only as housing but also as a place to work. Basically, I was supposed to handle translations of financial documents from English into Russian and back. For that, I did not need an office — just a laptop and fast internet for remote work. This arrangement suited me perfectly: finish the work — and you are free to go. A dream job, and with a decent, more than comfortable salary. I thought about getting a car, but to begin with, so as not to get stuck in Moscow traffic jams, I bought a nimble motor scooter. In Moscow, I had no one to socialize with yet — no friends, no acquaintances, no work colleagues, all of whom were older than me and married. In my free time, I zipped around the capital and its picturesque outskirts, enjoying freedom and speed.

Sometimes, returning home after such rides, I caught myself thinking that loneliness is not the absence of people around you, but the absence of someone to whom you are ready to open up. In London, I had casual flings, fleeting affairs, but none of them left a mark. And here I was — in a city of millions, among thousands of unfamiliar faces — and I felt more alone than ever.

One day, during another visit to the office, my boss summoned me. Maxim Ivanovich, a distinguished man with gray at his temples, gestured me to a chair.

“Daniil!” he said, adjusting his glasses. “How do you like working at our firm? Everything satisfactory? Nothing pinching?”

“Thank you, Maxim Ivanovich, everything is fine, everything is completely satisfactory!” I replied, slightly puzzled as to where this conversation was heading.

“And the salary?” he squinted slyly. “Wouldn’t you like a raise for some extra work?”

“Of course, I am ready to take on extra work!” I rejoiced, feeling my heart skip in anticipation. “And what exactly needs to be done?”

“The extra work is not with our firm,” he explained. “An old friend of mine approached me — a highly respected man. His daughter is planning to apply to an English university, and he is looking for a tutor who can really drill her in the language and set her pronunciation right. He is a very wealthy businessman, lives on Rublyovka, and is willing to pay whatever top rate you name. Interested?”

“Yes!” I answered, briefly but with enthusiasm.

“Excellent! Here, take this business card for his secretary — he is in the loop and expects your call.”

I left the office with the business card in my hand and a strange premonition. It seemed to me that this conversation was not just a coincidence. Something told me that this side job would change more than just my schedule.
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Chapter 1. Fairy and Angel
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That morning turned out unusually warm for Moscow. Puddles sparkled in the sun after the night rain, and the air smelled of dampness and freshness, like a park after a thunderstorm. I stood by the window of my studio, sipping cold coffee, and watched the city slowly wake up behind the glass. Somewhere below, a car honked; a janitor rhythmically swept the asphalt with his broom — ordinary sounds of an ordinary morning.

A couple of days later, right on time, a white, simply gorgeous Mercedes pulled up for me, gleaming in the sun. Seeing that limousine, I involuntarily recalled an old pun: “Who cares what car, what brand, what year, what color... the main thing is that it’s a brand-new white Mercedes!” Settling onto the cool milky-white leather of the back seat, I greeted the driver. He turned around, and I saw his face — black as pitch, with a wide, dazzling white-toothed smile that seemed to illuminate the entire cabin.

“Hi! I’m Jean!” he said with a slight, barely perceptible accent in which I detected something French.

“Daniil!” I introduced myself, curiously examining the black driver. In London, where I had lived for five years, that was common, everywhere — but here in Moscow, you don’t often see a black man in a white Mercedes. On the way, we struck up a conversation. The chauffeur turned out to be very sociable and cheerful. He told me that he had been living in Russia for ten years, had come to study from Senegal, had graduated from the Peoples’ Friendship University, but had traded his engineering specialty for a simpler and more lucrative driving job. For several years now, he had been managing the household in this house, tending the garden, sometimes helping in the kitchen, and of course, driving. I asked Jean why he himself could not teach the owner’s daughter the language, since he was a foreigner. He grinned again:

“But I’m from Senegal — French is official there! My English isn’t good.”

When we pulled up to the massive wrought-iron gates, I felt an electric jolt of anticipation run across my skin. Jean got out first and with an almost aristocratic grace opened the door for me, as if I were not a modest tutor but an ambassador of a foreign state. I got a better look at him. Towering, close to two meters, broad-shouldered, with powerful arms, about thirty-five, with a slightly flattened nose on a wide, good-natured face. The estate that spread before me was simply luxurious — a real palace, like many on the famous Rublyovka, but this one stood out even among them with its particularly refined architecture, blending classic and modern.

Inside the house, a subtle scent of expensive perfume and fresh flowers lingered. Somewhere in the depths of the mansion, classical music played softly — Chopin, I think — and that sound, mingling with the rustle of curtains in the draft, created the feeling that I had stepped into another reality. One where time flows more slowly, and money, apparently, does not matter at all.

In the doorway, she met me. A real fairy. I knew, of course, that fairies only exist in fairy tales, but if they did exist in reality, they would look exactly like her. Simply a model who stepped off a glossy magazine cover. Young, incredibly beautiful blonde, no older than twenty-five. A red miniskirt, barely covering her buttocks, revealed slender, long, tanned, perfectly shaped legs in breathtaking red stilettos. A tight red jacket hugged her high, prominent chest, which seemed about to burst free from its confinement. Moderately plump, sensual lips, a small neat nose, large green eyes fringed with the longest lashes — all skillfully, tastefully emphasized by expensive, unobtrusive makeup. I simply could not tear my eyes away from this perfect, stunning beauty.

Her perfume — something oriental, tart, with notes of vanilla and musk — hit my nose as she stepped toward me. That scent mixed with the aroma of fresh flowers standing in a huge vase by the entrance, creating a cocktail that made my head spin. I blinked, trying to gather my thoughts, but her image had already imprinted itself in my memory — down to every line, every curve of her body.

“Alice!” she introduced herself, and her gaze — bold, appraising — swept over me from head to toe, as if weighing me on invisible scales. “You’re Daniil, the English teacher?”

“Yes... Daniil... Very nice to meet you, Alice!” I stammered, enchanted, mesmerized, still staring at her, and thought to myself that this beauty’s real name was probably plain old Sveta or Olya, but that foreign, mysterious name suited her incredibly well.

“Come in, make yourself comfortable on the couch in the living room, my husband will be here in a moment.”

She led me through the hall, and as I followed, I could not take my eyes off the sway of her hips, the way her stilettos clicked on the marble floor, echoing in the high ceilings. I felt like a boy who had entered Ali Baba’s treasure cave for the first time — everything around seemed unreal, almost theatrical.

She led me into a huge, light-filled hall and sat me down on a large, soft leather couch in the center. Before I could properly take in the lavish interior with columns, stucco, and antique statues, an elderly, lean, trim man with an authoritative face entered the room with a confident, firm stride. He was at least twice as old as his young, blooming wife.

“Maxim Ivanovich!” he introduced himself, extending a dry but strong hand. “Very pleased to meet you. I hope for a successful and fruitful collaboration. Victoria speaks English fairly well, but she needs to learn to communicate, as they say, perfectly, without an accent, at a native speaker’s level. Alice, please call her here.”

Alice, swaying her hips, left the room. I followed with my eyes her round, intriguingly swaying bottom, and my heart beat faster. At that
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