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The Birth of Tatjyana Novikov



It started when I was asked for my name and realized I had none. I had done so well
until that point, adopting the guise of a noblewoman from distant Krone City and lying my
way past the guards at the gate in a stolen dress. I had walked like a lady through the
hallway, past the servants at the door and all the way to the ballroom. I stood frozen at the
top of the long staircase and could see the noblemen and women dancing far below. The
butler asked me again, "Your name, milady?"

I had no time to think as I opened my mouth to speak. Minding my voice, opening
crimson lips, I spoke the first name which came to mind. It was one I always held in
reverence, and its meaning held a particular edge. "Tatjyana." I remembered it was
customary to speak it in full, and plucked another beautiful name to accompany it. "Lady
Tatjyana Asya Novikov." Only the title 'Lady’ felt like a lie, the rest felt as if it had always
been true. I did not have time to savour the moment, within a moment I was announced to
the crowd below and their eyes were on me. A visiting noblewoman was not new, but my
name was. Confidence, poise, I took my first steps down those steps into the ballroom as
the crowd studied me. I knew how to walk like a young noblewoman, I had practiced it.
Grace, with a hint of vulnerability. Taking every step as easily as the last but with a blink of
hesitation. I was nervous, I had to ensure I did not look away from the crowd, chin up and
with a soft smile on my crimson lips. With my right I held the banister as if I had taken my
lover's hand, my left held my peach dress (not my first choice, but beggars cannot be
choosers).

It felt as if I had descended for an eternity when my heels clicked upon the marble floor
and I stood in the round ballroom at the foot of the crowd. If there was ever a moment of
truth it came then. A sharply dressed man approached me with his wife hanging on his arm.
I recognized him from the papers and introduced myself. Extending a remarkably steady
gloved hand to him, he took it and placed a kiss on the back of my hand as I curtsied low
and with head bowed. "Sir Korsakov." I made a similar curtsy to Lady Korsakov, minus the
head bow.

He was beings polite, but it felt akin to interrogation. "Lady Novikov... I do not believe
I've had the pleasure. What has brought you from so far away?"

Fortunately this I had forseen. "While I might be born across the sea, my blood ached to
visit my home. I hope I am not intruding."

When Sir Korsakov smiled, so did I. It was true to an extent, while I had not been born
away from Norden continent it was my home. Three particular features of myself proved
this, all three of which were studied in greater detail. He looked to my long bloody red hair,
at my soft alabaster skin and finally to my eyes, bloody red just like my hair and his. All of
these features Sir and Lady Korsakov shared, and so did the vast majority of the crowd. I
was born of Norden parents, both of whom pure blooded. The Norden trait was easily bred
out, becoming lost whenever a child was not of two pure bloods.

I had known exactly what to say, and I was welcomed to my home. Norden blood was
the closet thing to a nation in the world at that time. A Norden noblewoman living across
the ocean was an oddity to Sir Korsakov, and he asked me question after question about
Krone and Tsentr continent. Neither of which I had ever seen, aside from my dreams.

"Is it true that the entire city is built upon the mountain? From base to peak?"

"Yes, and you have not seen the world until you have witnessed it while sitting on a boat
offshore at dusk. Watching the electricity flow and make it a pillar of light."

"So electricity runs along entire streets?" He asked, as the crowd returned to their dance.

"Most, though I have not been to any place without it." I knew this because I had read it.
All of my life I had read the stories, comics, and it was even mentioned from time to time in
the chapbooks. I am sure that if the practice was more widespread Sir Korsakov would not
have asked, but it allowed me to establish my story. Growing more confident I looked above
us to the chandelier lit also in electric light, a rare sight in Norden and a symbol of wealth.
When my vision returned to eye level with Sir Korsakov, a young Norden man in a white
suit stood beside him.



He was relaxed, with a warm smile on his face. He rested his arm upon Sir Korsakov's
shoulder in a way that he must have been family. He was young, early twenties like myself
if I had to guess. I liked him. He dressed like no other, most of the men staying to safer
brown suits or black hat and tails. He bowed, took my hand and kissed it. Norden blood
rushed to my alabaster cheeks and turned them a familiar red. Sir Korsakov watched my
reaction and his, and it became obvious that this was his son. For a moment, I felt like I
was on the opposite side of the ball my father once brought me to years before.

Now my hand began to shake in his, he noticed. He took a step towards me, it was the
first in some time that I had to look up at a man. "You are nervous?" His eyes became sly
but friendly. "Do they not have balls in Krone?"

"None with such fine blooded young noblemen." Had I not been pure blooded myself, his
parents would have surely cast me out instead of leaving us to talk.

He smirked, laughed softly. "You are good."

"Obviously, I caught the eye of the host's son..." I was becoming more comfortable.
"Though I do not know his name."

"Juri, Sir Juri Vladko Korsakov. Charmed to make the acquaintance of the Lady Tatjyana
Asya Novikov of Krone." He kissed my shaking hand once more before letting me take it
back. "Now, I must ask. Why is it that you are truly here?"

My heart skipped a beat, did he know? "To visit my homeland, of course..." As more
guests began to arrive we began to walk around the ballroom. It was of a familiar style,
circular with pillars separating the central dance floor and the tables while holding up the
balcony. His suit matched the white marble floors, pillars, even walls. All shimmering in the
reflected electric lights.

The tables were littered with wine bottles, all red and of Norden vintages. Despite trade
being so uncommon, and Tsentr wines being expensive there was still Norden pride on
display. As he poured me a glass, he rejected my answer. "I haven't known a young lady to
visit all on her own. Not many see the world, especially the young."

I wondered if I should say it or not before replying, "I am certainly not your average
young lady." For one I lived in a destitute farmhouse hours outside of the city, but did not
feel particularly compelled to go into detail. Juri looked to the crowds, not many were
watching us. He stood toe to toe with me and noted my height.

"Five foot..."

"Six. Exactly." I corrected him.

"I always liked tall women."

I acted offended and did an awful job. "Bold, Sir Korsakov. Very bold..." We smiled at
each other. I had not expected this. Juri was a gentlemen surely, he did not touch me aside
from leading me and he kept his eyes in the proper places. Still he wanted to have fun and
made it clear to me in his tone of voice.

"Juri. Call me Juri, Lady Novikov."

"Tatjyana." I corrected him once more. He had the manners to address me formally even
when I did not have to.

"Tatjyana." He repeated. "Why do you smile like that?" I hadn't realized how much I was
smiling when he said that word, my name. I had a tear in my eye that caused him to offer
me his handkerchief. I took it, quickly dabbed my eye clean and hastily gave it back to him.
My composure was all I had, I could not make a mistake. "I would ask if I have done
something wrong, but it seems the opposite..."

I turned my back to the crowd and looked to him. "I... It is nice to be feel at home." A
loaded statement.

"Have you truly never been home, Tatjyana? Did you not feel at home where you were?"

"Truly, never before now..."

Juri poured himself a glass and raised it to me. "To Tatjyana Novikov, a Lady of Norden
now and forever." He toasted me, we both drank. Juri drank his wine quickly, placing an
empty glass immediately down on the table. "To celebrate, might I have this dance?"

I was not to be outdone, but gulped and nearly stained my dress when he asked me. I



barely saved myself from coughing. He took the empty glass from me and I wonder if he
thought I was about to feint. I swallowed every drop and caught my breath. "Yes... Yes." I
had never been on the receiving end of that question before.

He teased, "And here I was thinking you were a creature of grace."

I took that challenge, "You should know, Krone has considered dance an endurance
sport." That is true, occasionally a Krone dance will gradually increase in speed until only
one couple remain. Though at the time I hoped I had not bought into fiction. I took his lead,
even that brought a smile to my face. He was a handsome young nobleman with young
noblewoman on his arm. He walked me to the center of the floor with such confidence
others couldn't help but watch. Every step in my heels was deliberate, my chin held high,
wrapping my arms around his. I did this perfectly, all the while going over every Norden
dance in my head.

He whispered to me, "Hopefully this will not bore you, I know Krone dances are more...
physical." Krone dances often clap to the beat, and require changing of partners while
Norden dances are more intimate. Truthfully, I had only practiced Norden dances.

"I know I will enjoy myself, Juri." We were all smiles. He motioned to the musicians to
begin another tune, a waltz. Taking my hands in his, Juri and I began.

When I took my first step, I felt as if I had stepped back into my cozy little room at home
practising to a tune in my head. On my second step, I felt as if I were in the city streets in
the evening, dancing to a tune which drifted from the fine shops my family could no longer
afford. On my third step, I wondered if it was real. The dance flowed naturally, every step
taken with delicate purpose and drawing me steadily closer to the body of the young
nobleman. I do not believe he minded. Not a single noble did, there was nothing to mind.
The two of us danced, sparks lit the air between us and there was a smile on my painted
lips for the first time that I could remember.

There was wine, conversation, more dancing into the early hours of the morning. I
weaved stories about my life in Krone, admittedly adaptations of my life before things
changed. I asked the right questions, spoke the right words, and even got a laugh out of a
few of them. All the while Juri and I carried on as if we were a couple, and truthfully I felt as
if the nobles wished it to be so. It was like the stories. The handsome nobleman, the
beautiful noblewoman, dancing in a fine ball and drinking only the best wine. It was the life
I had only read and dreamed of.

It was like the stories, and while the lives of the nobles within truly was romantic, they
was not without their conflicts. I dreaded knowing the conflict would come, pushed it from
my mind as long as possible but as the night wore on and the dance wound down. I knew it
was time. In some the noblewoman is a spy, in some she is secretly part of a rival family, in
others an assassin. In no story is the noblewoman like me. I do not say that as if no story
included a poor girl who disguises herself as the nobility, that certainly has been done. I
speak of the reason why what happened next should have been my right, but it would have
meant my death.

The crowds began to thin, and I was busy committing names to memory as if it
mattered. Juri's hand was with mine, standing together as he gave his farewells to each
guest. The sun would rise in an hour and it was time for many to stumble home, sober up
and return to keeping up appearances. Sir and Lady Korsakov stood opposite us, all of them
gracious hosts. The last of the guests had departed the ballroom and the servants had
begun to sweep and clean. Sir Korsakov turned to us, smiling and entirely sober. "Lady
Novikov, I won't have you staying in a hotel. I will have a guest ro-" He paused and was
looking to Juri. Though I didn't see the expression on Juri's face, Sir and Lady Korsakov
turned to one another and silently decided. "Lady Novikov, I hope you will join us for
breakfast." As they made their exit I curtsied, bowing my head to Sir Korsakov.

Juri and I were alone, and like the creeping truth that came the lights dimmed and the
black became suffocating. Juri leaned in behind me and whispered to my ear, "I remember
how you like it when I am bold." I felt his lips on my neck, his tongue cracing across my



alabaster skin, his hands on my shoulders and I wanted to give in.

'Only a moment... Just once...' I fought myself, and brought one hand up to run my
slender fingers through his hair and invite him in deeper. In my mind, I would scream at
myself for doing so. 'You have no right!' His hands were so warm, his body pressed against
me. He was a gentleman, I was not being taken despite knowing he had ability to do so. He
advanced because I was inviting him, my body was aching for his touch and the feeling of
his arms reach across me was intoxicating. I was loosing my composure and my mind
screamed to me that I was about to loose far more than that. He could not see my face,
struck with the realization that the dream was over and a nightmare was about to begin.

My moans at his lips suckling on my neck, my back pressing against his chest, the rising
heat of us together, all of it was my doing and all of it had to stop. Juri placed his hands on
my hips, holding me in place and pushing against my skirt to bring us closer. When he took
one hand, hesitated for me to say something, before starting to dexterously unlace my
corset, the other pressed and reached down between my legs. 'No..."' My mind began to
repeat, 'No. No..."

I began screaming. "No, please no!" I spun around, tearing a corset string from his
fingers and held my corset in place with one hand. Juri's face was in shock, mine was in
tears and neither of us knew what to say. I do not remember exactly what I said but I know
I nearly screamed it, "Please, I cannot. It's..." I studied the look on his face, my mind
screamed that it was so obvious now. I lost my composure, I lost my confidence and my
speech. I needed to run, I needed to run far away.

Awakening from that state of shock and confusion, Juri followed me. "Tatjyana?!" I was
in the hallway when he reached the top of the stairs. He could run far faster than me, as I
had to hold my skirt and loosened corset up. It was a straight line: out of the ballroom,
down the hall, through the doors and onto the long driveway. "Tatjyana?!" He was catching
up. I did not believe he would take me, but I knew any explination would lead to the same
conclusion. My feet ached, my dress was heavy but I would soon be gone. Throwing open
the doors, slamming them shut behind me, I headed for the shadows at the end of the
driveway and wanted desprately to dissappear into the night. The last time I saw Juri he
was standing at the doorway, our eyes caught for a moment when I looked back, before I
rounded the stone fence and returned to reality.

I am not a thief. I never took more than I earn. As the sun began to rise, the gentle click
of a lock picked echoed through an alleyway occupied by only one. I knew the dress shop
would not open for another hour or so, I had time. I was not fast, I was not graceful, I
slogged through untying my corset. I pushed the dress down, and I swept hair wet from
tears and sweat from my brow. I did not look in the mirror like I had at the start of the
evening, and I admit that the dress was returned askew. Before returning to the brown wool
dress I had placed in a corner, I stood and looked around the shop. I remembered that as a
child I used to marvel at the pieces, I remembered that two years prior I could have
afforded them. When my eyes graced across my reflection in the mirror I remembered why
that was. It hung between my legs, still begging for Juri's touch like a whining dog. Strips of
flesh, marking me forever as undesireable, insane and a fake; a Fiela. Old tongue name no
one cared to investigate, but a name I had heard yelled to me until the drugs helped me. A
name which marked me and would have to be declared. No matter how far I would come.
No matter how many injections of the drug Fiela-Marin would flow through me. No matter
how strong or beautiful. My phallus would mark me now and forever always, Fiela.

Our hotel was narrowly placed between two shops and close to the market where my
sister and I sold what we could. It was cheap, but the owner's heart was in the business so
it was cleaner and friendlier than most. Certainly safer. Before it had been me, our father
and several hands in far better accommodations. No one would have bothered us then. Now
it was two women alone and that changed things. I do not know what I expected when I
opened the door to our room, it was past dawn and my sister Nadedja would be and was



awake. Worried, angry, but smart and with no need to ask me where I had been, she knew.

Tossing the paper from the day before with the article announcing the party in front of
her, she sat with legs crossed on the bed and scolded. "You could have gotten yourself
killed! What would you have done if they found out? I never believed you would have
actually followed through with this..."

Despite her frustration, the memories of the night had left me smiling. In my defense, "I
did." My body was tired, my feet ached but I couldn't deny that I had lived my dream for a
night. "I did, Nadejda... I borrowed a dress, lied past the guards, told them my name and
spent the evening in the arms of Sir Juri Korsakov." I missed him already.

Nothing gets past my older sister. "You have a name? You've chosen a name?" She had
been patient, I went through lists of them but could never pick the one which felt like me.
Only when my back was pressed against the wall did it become so clear. I told her, and she
sat considering it. Turning it over in her head, and I know she weighed the fury of my
actions with the fact that I had not been arrested for impersonating a noble. She's smart,
she knew that if I had not been suspected that night, it was unlikely that they would figure
it out in the morning. We were not famous, they would not know of my true stature. When I
looked to Nadejda, I could see the lines under her eyes and knew she had been up all night
worrying. The fury subsided, and the worry was pushed away and my big sister got to her
feet and walked to and embraced me. "Tatjyana..."

I held her close, "Yes?"

Pulling back and with a movement so fast that to this day I cannot match it, I was
delivered a stinging slap straight across my left cheek. "Never again." She turned so quickly
that brown curls flew in my face and went to pack. Neither of us wanted to stay in Kust City
longer than needed, our two youngest sisters were hours away at home in the care of our
mother; who had not been the same since father left. This did not mean the lecture was
over. As we packed trowels, axes, spades to replace the broken beyond repair at home.
Nadejda spoke of how she could have lost me, along with the family. She told me that
suspicions were now raised, that I had been lucky not to be found out. When I told her
about Juri, that he wanted to bed me and how I had won his parents over; she did not
believe me.

When she lectured, she spoke from worry and not anger. It was always worry for my life
and for loosing me. There was worry that I could not blend in, that my impression on Juri
was fleeting and lucky. I grew frustrated, I chose to misinterpret her words and ask why she
did not believe I could be attractive. It was my dream and she did not understand. I
thought she would. After buying milk, cheese and spending precious money on sweets to
gift our young sisters; we passed the hole in the wall bookshop where I spent my allowance.
When we took what we had to market, most of the profits were spent on restoring
equipment, and necessities we could no longer produce. When you looked at what was left,
not much, we put a crown away to save. What was left, half went to my sister and half to
me. We barely scratched by saving a pound, but Nadedja insisted on doing so every trip.
Moreso as this was one of our last for the growing season. We made one trip in the winter
to sell spare preserves, but for the most part this would be our income for the year.
Nadedja never wanted anything, she always tucked it into a purse under her woolen dress
and cloak then waited for me to spend mine. We always made a trip to an unnamed
bookshop, so small you had to be searching for it. With three shillings in hand I browsed the
books no one would acknowledge. Cheap paper but filled with wonderful tales of nobles,
adventure, duels and incredible sex. In honour of the night before, I decided on a novel
based around a woman trained to be the finest of courtesans and all the noblemen she
would encounter.

Nadejda studied the cover drawing of the woman with a handsome nobleman. Surprising
choice considering my history. "She's with a man." The worry returned to her. "You're not
looking for a repeat of last night?"

I paid quickly, it was three shilling exactly and walked out of the shop with my sister.



Defeated, "Only in text." A single horse drawn cart exposed entirely to the elements
awaited us. I tired to convince her, "But this is more than fiction, much of what I read
proved useful." She did not want to hear it, silently wrapping a scratchy blanket around me
to keep me warm in the cold northern air sweeping through the streets.

The trains did not service our tiny village to the south, but it would only be three hours
ride. Nadejda insisted on steering, and was adamant that I stay wrapped in the blanket.
Perhaps she feared I would run off to find Juri, I could not tell for certain but she certainly
wanted me safe and quiet. The first snowfall of the winter was gently falling, bringing a
sense of peace to a long morning. Looking back, I know that my letters must have
frightened her beyond what she admitted. I know what happened next convinced her in
small part that this was the life I was born to lead. Kust City was surrounded by simple but
impressive stone walls, in a state of decay for the last thousand years; and all roads led out
through them. Usually passing through the stone was uneventful, the private guards of
nobles would only stand watch if they had been stolen recently. That day we saw a private
guard of a noble standing in the cold, but without a sword and without support. He simply
held a piece of paper. The man wearing a crest depicting the mountain ash tree waved to us
and requested, not demanded, that we stop.

I did not see much, instead resigning myself to the warmth of the blanket and knew
Nadejda would speak anyways. I heard the man's footsteps approach us and a scratchy
voice ask, "Pardons miss, but do you know this woman?" I heard the paper rustle as it was
presented to her.

I knew whose picture adorned it when Nadejda asked nervously, "What is she wanted
for?"

I didn't dare show myself now. The guard explained, "Don't worry, nothing like that. It
seems Sir Korsakov's son fancied a woman who ran out on him, so much so that he had her
picture drawn up and been lookin' for her since." Impersonating a noble is a serious crime,
and knowing the influence of the Korsakovs it would have meant death. I kept my head
down, and did not say a word. "Wouldn't expect you to know her, she's from Krone probably
headed back there now but... Well the belle of the ball who ran is all the Lords and Ladies
are talking of this morning and some of us boys are gettin' a reward to findin' her... So-"

Nadejda spoke cold, "I'm sorry, sir. I don't run across many noblewomen from Krone."

The guard took a step back and I assume waved us through. "Didn't think so, but if you
do run across her... I think she might like to know the Korsakovs want her back. Good day."

For a time there was only the horses' hooves on the dirt path to break the silence.
Nadejda needed some time to think and I would not interrupt her. Warm in my cocoon, I
could not watch the morning sun climb into the sky, I could not tell how much time passed.
Nadejda's voice was calm but filled with more worry. "Why did you do it?"

I opened my cocoon and felt the cool breeze on my face. "I needed to indulge in a bit of
fantasy."

Nadedja steered the horses down a gentle incline, towards the valley our village rested
in. "You haven't given me a straight answer. You don't need to put yourself at risk like
that."

I could not find the words to answer her, but I tried. "I needed to know what it was like. I
lived on one side and longed to know what it felt like." I motioned to imply that I was trying
to answer her as best I could. "I was the young man of the family, father took me to meet
eligible young ladies. I would do what was scripted, court them and build a name for myself
under his watchful eye. The women were beautiful, but I could not go on knowing I needed
to be one of them instead of their suitor."

Nadedja had not heard the whole story. "Is that when he broke your nose?" It had healed
completely, but when the weather became cold it still ached. I realized I had been rubbing
my finger along the bridge of my nose the entire time. "You were at one of those, weren't
you?"



"My first suit, my first ball. All of the farm owners around Kust came, to network and for
the fathers to pair their children up. Would you believe it was his fault? He made a joke
earlier as I was being fitted for it!" The memory was crystal clear. "He joked, 'Cheer up,
why the down face? You're like a damn Fiela.' as the tailor worked on me and I could only
stare into the mirror and wonder if my reflection would be my life." Like a ghost, he still
haunts me, haunts Nadedja and our family. "I asked him, what a Fiela was, and he told me
they were the perverts, the insane men who would dress like little girls. Who wanted to be
and lived as one." It hadn't been explained until that day. The name Fiela comes up here
and there, but it was never discussed. "And I was reminded of those nights you asked me
why I wept, those days confused as to what made us so different. I worked the fields, I sold
with him, and with every trip he left you behind and took me to find a wife." Some people
believe in ghosts, spirits which linger behind, a memory which cannot be put to rest. I
believe a ghost to be the uncertainty, the confusion, which stalked me every day whether I
acknowledged it or not. It was not until it had a name where I turned and first saw it, and I
swear it had the face of me. The face of who I should be. It was not haunting me, it tried to
help, as the mask I wore suffocated me. "That night at the ball I drowned myself in beer
and the first indisputable truth was clear, I could not live wearing that mask anymore."

"How did you tell him?"

"Father," I could not see the dirt road, only his face. "I cannot be your son, would you
please let me be your daughter?" And after the silence, "I am a Fiela, I am your daughter! I
cannot live wearing a mask any longer." The mask shattered, the light came through as
pain and blood. The mask shattered to his fist, of a man who had far too many daughters
and a worthless son to use. I did not hear the screams, I did not watch him leave, I held my
face on the floor as blood dripped down and took a breath.

Nadedja spoke after a few more moments of silence. "That isn't the only reason. You
were a noblewoman from Krone last night." I was holding my nose as if I could feel the
blood run down my alabaster face. "It was as if you played out your stories." I nearly did.

"Some paint, some cook, and I love the thrill of the dance." I knew she wanted a definite
answer. "I do not know, it is how I am, how I dream to be. To be Lady Novikov, or even
Mellissare Novikov." I spoke the title Mellissare, a title given to the few women said to have
been born with the masculine traits of ambition, intellect and courage. "To indulge in such
fantasy."

"You don't want to be Mellissare, most are courtesans." I did.

"I could. I was belle of the ball, I had the eye of a handsome young nobleman and am a
quick study. Tradition, ettiquite, speech, dance and touch." Almost arguing now, "They are
my gifts, I proved it!" I ignored Nadedja's gradual indifference to what I had to say. "And
we would not be under control anymore! To be a Mellissare is to make your own way, even
as a courtesan they make good money. To be in control, not at the mercy of a man who
sells our home acre by acre from who knows where!"

"You would be a whore."

"I would make you proud. Mellissare Novikov, tall Norden beauty bedding the finest Lords
and Ladies to put food on her family's table! I would be of use."

Nadejda shrugged it off. "You are of use, here."

I told her. "I am the reason he left." I felt cold, and my words echoed in front of me. "I
am the reason for this." Nadejda shook her head, she not once made me feel guilty.

"It isn't your fault, and we don't need him. He wasn't good for us." What I really wished
was for Nadejda to tell me it was my fault, to acknowledge that I was the reason father left.
I told her of my fault, I told her of my gifts. Despite never growing up doing so, she took to
farming better than me. While I could only plow a field and spent my days reading and
practicing noble arts she sewed, fertilized and managed the fields. I wanted to help, but it
was not my gift. Perhaps being forced into it since I was young, my mind saw it as a sign of
my slavery to the life he had decided.



When we pulled along the isolated road, past the fields which used to be ours and to the
farmhouse at the end of the line. A ghost haunted us in the form of a old balding man we
knew all too well. Nadejda did not say a word, she leapt off the cart and left me to attend to
our horse. I took the reigns but stood to watch. My sister ran along the overgrown grass,
passed the worn porch and to a fence where the man stood. He was from the bank, father
had sold one of the last pieces of our home.

Nadejda spoke with him like she greeted me that morning. "What do we have left?! We
need this! Do you expect me to feed this family from a tiny backyard?!" The fence had been
marked as sold, with a new one being constructed straight through our tiny garden. It ran
from right beside our home, down to the cliff side with the ocean roaring just beyond. I took
our horse to the tiny stable beside the farmhouse, walking farther into earshot of the
exchange.

The man from the bank looked back at the workers finishing the fence and motioned to
our tiny stretch remaining. "Be thankful he left you the house. It's his land after all. If he
wants it sold, it's sold."

"At least tell me where he is. Where is this money being sent?"

The man shook his head. "You know we don't give out that information, sweetheart." He
was looking at a clipboard, casually brushing my sister off while he confirmed the
measurements. "You've got the house."

"Is that all? You know how we live! How are we going to make it through the winter?"

I believe the man from the bank enjoyed this. It took a particular kind to casually take a
destitute home. "You're not the only girl to have this problem, and they work out just fine."
His hand brushed against my sister's dark curls, lingering far too long. I knew that look in
his eyes, he had waited months for this opportunity. It was ignored.

Nadejda pointed to the crops which had been split with us being left with a fraction of the
bounty. "At least let me and my sister harvest."

The man laughed, at me as his hand still lingered. "Miss... I'd save yourself some money
and put the Fiela in a loony bin. Hot meals two times a day I hear, and all the drugs that are
necessary." And Nadejda hit him, clean in the jaw. I dropped the reins and ran towards
them. The man from the bank countered, but Nadejda was fast. She dodged but soon his
hands were on her he pressed his weight down on her against the wire fence. I reached him
as Nadejda was struggling. I pulled on his shoulder and heard him taunt. "Now, I ain't ever
hit a lady, son." His elbow nearly cracked my rib as I stumbled back. He threw Nadejda into
the fence and came for me. Aged and slow but I could not put up a fight. He bruised my
shoulder and pushed me to the ground. "Now that's assault. Maybe I'll call the men in white
myself, tell them the Fiela attacked me. Wouldn't take much of a story."

Nadejda's voice behind him. "The story of how a farm girl took you down?" The next
thing I heard was the man yelp as Nadejda delt a blow to his leg from behind, and circled
over to put herself between us. He came at her, but Nadejda was far more prepared than
last time. She grabbed his wrist, forced him down, he stumbled and she dealt a swift
uppercut to his belly. She jabbed his ear, knocking him to the ground and finally lifted her
skirt to bring her foot down on his chest. "Now the way I see it, my sister didn't throw a
punch and you got taken down by a farm girl. Go and tell the asylum, lie, they can come
back here and learn first hand who your assailant was. Unless you bein' beaten by me is a
little too embarrassing. In which case I say you have your land, take it, and get off of
mine."

The man stumbled to his feet and took short, shallow breaths. "You'll whore. They always
do. You got nothing left." Nadejda stood shorter than him, but held her ground and didn't
flinch when he motioned that he would try to strike her again. The men who built the fence
were watching us from a carriage down the road which the man stumbled to.

I felt Nadejda's hand on my back, guiding me into our home. "Are you hurt? I'll make you
some coffee... Tatjyana." I felt so useless, my name could not bring a smile to my face.

It was quiet until nightfall. Our mother kept to her bed upstairs, saying very little and still



mourning the loss of a man whom she believed loved her. I reassuringly patted the bloody
red hair of our sisters Julija and Uljana who would soon be asleep in their tiny room. I went
and sat by the kitchen table, reading in the flickering lantern light and listening to the last
crackling embers of the fire lighting the living room behind me. Nearly everyone was as
they had been nearly every night since father left, except Nadejda. She usually spent her
nights laying on the couch behind me, resting after a long day. I kept looking over my
shoulder to see the couch laying bare. The guilt stayed with me, a companion I could not
grow to ignore. It was when I heard the stairs creek, and familiar footsteps gradually come
towards me that I knew she had taken time to think long and alone. I did not want to seem
indifferent, gently folding the page to mark my place and setting the novel down onto the
table as Nadejda came into the light. She quietly pulled out a chair and sat so that I could
see her.

She looked to me, brown eyes peering through the black. There was gravity, but I could
not tell what she was feeling. Still, I took a guess. "I would go, if you decided." I started
before she could speak. "It is true, two hot meals, doctors to fix me..." I picked up the novel
and showed it to her. "They would allow reading material, as long as I told them I wished to
be the ma-"

As it was that morning, she slapped me across my right cheek moving faster than I could
respond. I placed the novel down, sitting confused and silent. When Nadejda spoke, she told
me plainly and tried to hide the hint of a smile on her face. "If you're going to fight like this
afternoon, and if you're going to let me strike you like that, then you aren't going to make it
as a courtesan." Those words stunned me more than the strike. "Despite what you think
Tatjyana, life as a courtesan can be dangerous. Even more so for a Fiela. Besides you're not
the only Fiela to try and become one and you're just not going to be as prized as other
women. So it's time for me and you to figure this out."

Even if she refused to smile, I did. "You wish for me to whore?"

"I wish for you to be Mellissare Novikov of Krone. I thought it was a dream my sister
had."

I did not know what to say other than, "It is!"

Nadejda tapped her finger on my novel. "It's like this, only dangerous. They won't
respect you as a person, so you are to make them respect you as a Goddess. You know
what that is?" Of course I knew what a Goddess was, I read the fairy tales. "You were
probably different when you lied your way past the guards, more confident. You'll need
that." I nodded to her. When I lied my way into the noble's ball, it all came together. I was
in my element, brimming with a confidence I had not felt before. "Tatjyana, you have a gift.
It's a gift that might give you the life you deserve, even if I know it will have its share of
heartbreak. It's a gift you are going to refine. While you caught the eye of the nobility last
night you're not going to hold it without help." Nadejda looked about the kitchen for a
moment, considering her options while I sat and watched. Truly, I did not know quite what
to say. Nadejda continued in the meantime, "You know how to dance, you know how to
make yourself appealing but you need something to make them remember you by,
something you can offer that others might not." She looked to me. "And you know what
that is."

I raised an eyebrow and wondered, "I do?"

Nadejda reached out and took my hand, examining it before feeling up my arm. "You lost
a bit of muscle when you started injecting Fiela-Marin, but we can get it back." I let her,
admittedly still in shock from her change of mind. "You will start that tomorrow. It would
work, both as defense and for domination."

"I am to become a mistress?"

"Don't pretend you weren't thinking it. Tatjyana, I've seen your collection of books. I've
seen you have a taste for things far more taboo than merely sex." My big sister knew me
well. It was not something I held proudly, but I was drawn to what was only referred to as
'dark sensuality'. I had been since I was young. I had a love of those stories which offered
me something deeper. I felt connected, I felt loving, I felt powerful, loosing myself in the



fantasies of the noblewoman with tastes she dared not say to another. It was something
that I had never told a soul, but Nadejda knew and I suspected she had always known. She
continued to speak as she rose from her chair and walked to the counter. "I know exactly
what you'll do." She slid the finest knife from its block and returned to the table with it,
placing it down beside the novel in the light. "This is how you'll leave your mark."

I ran slender fingers over the blade, a common kitchen knife but my mind raced at the
possibilities. In an odd way, seeing it in this light caused myself to latch onto it as a very
possible reality. I think Nadejda watched me curiously as I stroked the instrument, casually
at first but with an odd sense of respect. It was new to me, but it felt as if it was somehow
meant to be. "You've always known..." I remembered the story of the courtesan who used
such a thing, nicer than a kitchen knife but to make her clients loose themselves in the
agony. The blood, I wanted to see the blood.

I felt Nadejda's hand on my alabaster cheek, her thumb stroking under my eye. "You are
a true Norden girl, you know?" I tried to swoop my hand under the hilt, carry the blade up
in a graceful fashion but failed. Though I wondered why I tried to show off a skill I did not
have yet. "It might save us."

Taking the knife from the table this time, I held and felt its weight in my hand. I
wondered if Norden blood aches for this. Nordens build their ballrooms of white marble, the
highest among us dress in white. We drink bloody red wine and turn our bodies into perfect
dolls who bleed bloody red hair. No one knew why, no one cared. It was simply how we
were. It was as if we tried to indulge in a primal desire that had long been deemed
unacceptable. However this is not spoken of in polite society, or any level of society for that
matter. The thought of drawing that blade as a courtesan of Krone excited me, enough that
I was forced to hide the growing bulge in my skirt which Nadejda pretended not to notice.
To watch a client bend to me, to shudder at the sight of and ache for my blade. It was to
indulge in a longing, a perfect bit of fantasy.

She spoke, "There it is. There's Tatjyana Novikov..." She later told me that she had
watched the look on my face as I held the knife, how a lifetime of repressed desire began to
shine through. She thought it to be the glimmers of her younger sister becoming a woman.
I always considered it was indulgence in being a child. Perhaps a strange mix of both. "How
much do you know about using one of those?"

"Only from what I have read." Though seeing how successful I had been already, I had
confidence that this I would make a reality. Still, there was the question. "Why did you
change your mind?"

She only spoke half the truth, "A Mellissare can make a fine living, even I suspect if she
was Fiela. We need the money."

I might not have been as intelligent as her, but I knew there was more to that. "You
speak enthusiastically, I dare say you delivered this knife with a smile."

Nadejda went to light a fire for the stove and filled a kettle of water for tea. Waiting for it
to boil she came back to me and spoke, "It's probably time, isn't it? You deserve to know
why father adopted me."

I was ten years old when father brought a fifteen year old girl home to live with us. This
was years before the first of our two youngest sisters were born. I did not ask many
questions and only asked them for the first few days. Wondering where Nadejda had come
from, why she didn't have any parents and if she wanted to have a little sister. The answer
to all three were short. 'The city, dead and yes.' Over the years as we grew together it was
as sisters and building that relationship was our only concern. Nadejda was a gift. A soul
whom I might have still been ashamed to discuss my confusion with, but a kind soul who
helped me feel less alone. I did not question it, and she seemed to have no desire to explain
her past until that night.

Nadejda started from the beginning. "My family was poor and like so many other children
when my parents became sick, they could not afford to get well. First my father, when I was
three. I barely remember that. Then my mother when I was seven. I don't want to



remember that. Neither were Norden blood, neither had ties anywhere else. It was the
exhaustion from the factories and the rats, I don't remember what happened only that one
day they got sick. A few days later, they just stopped moving. A sad story but one that
wasn't new." I was about to learn Nadejda's hesitations, and why she was so quick to
caution me against the life of a courtesan. "I was seven years old. Your father adopted me
when I was fifteen. I didn't live in an orphanage, Kust City didn't have room and no money
to provide more. Alone, I needed to survive. I got work at the same factory my parents
worked for, slaved there for years but children are paid with promises of work once they can
'pull their weight'. Even as I turned eleven the factory offered me nothing but a couple
meals a day, with the promise of paid work once I was large enough to demand it. It was
food, but I didn't have shelter. The apartment I had lived in was eventually rented to a
family which could pay. With no money I practically slept beside the factory." At times,
Nadejda would pause and look off with eyes unfocused before picking up a few moments
later. "One night after my shift, my boss followed me out and around, to a space between
the brick walls where I slept. He took out ten pence and tossed it to my lap, kneeling down
beside me. It was enough for some real food, I couldn't believe it. Then he asked me, what
I would do to deserve it." She paused, as her hand reached out and flipped through the
pages of the novel. She opened her eyes and as the kettle started to scream she took time
to listen to it, before insisting on going to make tea.

I sat, wondering why she did not let me do so. The story bothered her, I could see it in
her unfocused eyes. I did not want her to continue, so I simply asked, "Is that how you
survived?"

"Yes." She put a teabag into each cup, and brought them to the table. I realized why she
hated the idea of me becoming even a courtesan, and how she knew so much without
sharing my taste in literature.

"Why did you change your mind? And what happened with father?" I became so curious,
and thought it would be a happier change of pace.

Nadejda held the hot cup in her hand, nearly gripping it. "I changed my mind when I
knew it was not my right to deny you this. I was not going to bring another into this life,
regardless if you would service wealthy clients instead of poor though they are all the same.
But, I decided that you have gifts. That maybe if I taught you how to defend yourself,
helped you become a Mellissare if that is even possible... I'd be able to put that nightmare
to use, and help you live happier. Though, Tatjyana... I will say that a large part of this is
knowing that we do not have any more options left to us."

I appreciated her honesty, even if meant she still did not completely embrace this idea.
With those cards on the table, I asked her how she met father and she was happier to
speak on that. I was not expecting her preface however. "Guilt and fear are powerful forces.
It was a cold spring and I was then living along a poor side street which was known for
prostitutes. Kust City allows it, but in the same fashion we all treat that's taboo; pretending
it does not exist. Then men who walked that street inspected every one of us. Some had the
courage and gall to gawk openly, others just buried themselves in their coats. Your father
was walking down the middle of the road seeming to mind his own business." Another
pause, but this time Nadejda only seemed at a loss for words. "I- I don't know why he came
over to me. Obviously I was fifteen and clearly so, the other women I lived beside were
older. Some by a few times. When he walked up to me I was cold, taking time to rest
against a stone wall and huddled with a thin blanket around me. He didn't know how to
speak to me, his voice quivered and his eyes seemed confused as to what to do." Nadejda
was finding the words. "He was guilt stricken."

"About what-" I paused, I knew. "He had been married for years..." I realized what
Nadejda said. "He did not... You said guilt and fear, did he take you in for that?"

Nadejda shrugged. "I never asked. I didn't care at the time. I don't believe it was his
intent at first. Mostly he just spoke of how I was so young, and asked what I was doing
there. He didn't get a reply. Whether he truly wanted to know or whether he was acting
innocent I couldn't tell. He was nice. He insisted that I come with him and that he would



buy me a sandwich." Nadejda was tiny when she first came home, I remember that clearly.
"I did not have anything to loose, I didn't care anymore. I went with him, and was surprised
that he did give me food. He bought soup too, and I sat down on nearby steps slurping it
up. He acted strangely, I believe you were right. I know that was not his first time looking
for one of us, and I know he feared it catching up with him. He ate beside me, asking about
my family and I was more willing to oblige. I would have been afraid for my life if I simply
did not care anymore, when he asked me to come to his farm. Girls had disappeared so
often, Tatjyana. Murdered by nearly the same offer, I know, I heard their John convince
them to follow as they stood beside me." There was that look in her eyes again, and I
reached out and placed my hand on hers. She gripped my fingers, steadied herself. "I
thought that was how it was, that's how they kept the streets clean of us and that my
number was up. I went with him, with his stories of a small family and a big farm. How he
and his wife had a son and now wanted a daughter. I knew there was fear and guilt in his
voice. I did not know it was because he was there looking for sex and not a girl to clean
from the streets. He packed up a lunch to go and we rode down the same dirt road home, I
sat as a shell for hours." Her hand was shaking, she held onto mine and she looked to my
eyes. "But when we arrived, I found you. Smiling, wondering... wanting to meet hi- her new
big sister." A teary smile.

It was a random act of kindness, born from fear and guilt. Writing this now, I wish that it
always worked that way. Now that I have withessed how instead it twists a man into
something far the opposite. Father was the first, abandoning us out of fear of a loss of
prestige, a wife he did not love and a Fiela for a son. Maybe even a whore for a daughter,
lingering in his mind, though of that I cannot be certain.

She pulled me up and embraced me, as I warpped my arms around her. She told me, "I
learned how to defend myself, I learned how they think and if we are going to do this then
you will know it too. I need to know Tatjyana, that you will promise me to pour your heart
into the coming months. Physical strength, technique with a blade, crop and whip from the
stable. And I want you to read everything, take it with a grain of salt but you did so well last
night. I did not say it then, but you risked everything to live your dream. I was never
prouder of you, even if I could not show it." Nadejda kissed my cheek. "But I need to know,
is this who you wish to be?"

Mellissare Tatjyana Novikov of Krone, the first Fiela to earn the title. Courtesan to nobility
in one of Kolybel' largest cities, revered for her pleasurable blade. I liked that, I wanted and
would take it. Whispered, indulging in the fantasy. "Absolutely."

Nadejda took a step back, taking the knife and clearing my cup. "Off to bed. We might
not have a garden anymore but you're to be awake at dawn so that we can begin. We don't
have enough money to draw this out, I'll have you on a boat in three months."

I could see that her hand still shook. I did not understand then the extent of the
adrenaline which still flowed through her. I asked her, "Will you be coming?"

Nadejda took a seat back down at the table, and thumbed down the pages of the novel.
"I- I need some time... Good night, Tatjyana Asya Novikov." I love my sister.

The reason I was headed to Krone was two-fold. To make it as a courtesan, even one of
dark sensuality, would mean that I would be servicing clients. If I stayed in Kust or even
around Norden my status as a Fiela and of being destitute would become known, and I
would still be put to death for my crimes that first night. The second is because of the
Mellissare. The title was traditionally given by the city councils to women who rose through
the social ranks by force, publicly as a way to honour them for their masculine qualities.
Privately, it was to isolate them and claim that they were not truly women. The public
explanation was accepted across Kolybel, rejected by a single woman who built a movement
in Krone. I did not know that this woman pioneered the belief that all women were just as if
not more capable than men, only that she had organized the Mellissare in Krone. Mellissare
Lorelei Maier of Krone was granted by the Krone City Council the privilege to appoint



Mellissare at her discretion. As a Fiela, I had no hope to become one by a city council's
decision, they would never see me as a woman. Our hopes rested on the faith that Lorelei
Maier would. As a Mellissare of Krone, I would have some measure of protection. More so
the title was needed to elevate myself to service the nobility. Without it I would never hope
to raise enough to support the five of us. Nor would there be any money to buy back our
land from those it was sold to. Nor would my dream become reality. It was a long shot, at
times I would loose faith, but Nadejda wanted nothing but for me to be happy; and truly we
had no options left. After the night we spoke of her past, I resolved never to allow Nadejda
return to it. Better me in her stead.

Neither of us were expecting the coming months to be filled with hope. Our meals were
still meager, money scare and the days increasingly cold, but we took the first steps to
being in control. We struggled to survive, but with a purpose in mind greater than simply
that. Nadejda focused on our young sisters, and our mother. She took care of the
household, and allowed me to work and study. I loved the time we had together. I plowed
half of our small field over and over again while she tended to the garden in the second half.
I felt that there was nothing we could not share, we were close before but she had laid
herself bare. It reminded me of the day I told her I was a Fiela. The Fiela-Marin in my blood
made gaining muscle slow, and I knew once it was on I would have to work consistently to
keep it. Accomplished easily enough during the days, when I would work the field. Easier
still when the last of the harvest had been taken in and I had the entirety of our now small
property to train.

Every morning I would wake, eat a small breakfast of oats and head immediately outside.
Plowing the field, push ups, logs used as weights. I did everything I could think of to add a
lovely muscle tone to my body. We had worked out when I would stop and simply maintain,
after all overly muscular and I would not be thought a lady. In two months time I had
reached a balance. Anyone who saw me would know I was physically conditioned, it gave an
air of dominance but still a far cry from the body builders I would see at the shows in Kust
City.

In the afternoon, I practiced technique. Nadejda would teach me what she had learned in
her youth. How to throw a proper punch, how to kick, how to dodge. She was not well
versed in holds, but we practiced how to grab someone and force them to the ground. How
to properly hold them once there. She even at times allowed me to practice my knots and
restraints. In the evening I sat reading. The newspaper if we were in town that day, but
mostly my novels. Fantasies of every kind, and stories of powerful feminine women were
divine inspiration. After dinner came the darker arts. I knew how to walk, how to speak, I
practiced and learned how to command. For these we isolated ourselves in father's old
study. Often Nadejda watched patiently as I splashed the kitchen knife in alcohol and used
it to torture my flesh. I needed to know what it felt like and I needed to know where I would
poke, where I would flick the blade and where I could send a faint steak of blood across a
client's body. It was difficult at first, I found no pleasure in it but Nadejda insisted a
tolerance for pain would be advantageous. Admittedly it was remarkable. The first time I
pierced my skin with the blade's tip and watched a drop of blood run down my leg, I sat
stunned. I had seen blood before but this was different. This was intentional, this was good
and it was hope. Nadejda sat and watched, she smiled so much those days. She told me
that a spark in my eyes returned every night.

I began to feel powerful, I began to feel in control. I had felt similarly, when I first
injected myself with Fiela-Marin. The aches in my muscles, the increase in strength, the
knowledge I gained and the dream to be achieved; I felt connected to both body and mind.
The knowledge that I was Fiela would still haunt me. The feeling of my phallus shift between
my legs an ever present weight. I could not ignore it, I could not run from it, but I felt that I
could at least do something about it. I tried to consider my phallus an asset, for all the
problems it would cause it would still make me exotic. It was relief that every month we



would travel to Kust City, and purchase another injection of Fiela-Marin to keep the beast in
check. Marin itself was prescribed to women for a multitude of reasons, most notably to turn
a masculine woman into a lady. Or to treat aging. Or to increase fertility. Regardless it was
legal. However it was well known that it was not designed for a woman such as myself. It
was not designed to keep my testicles from having power over my body. For that, it needed
to be altered and mixed with another drug, and that made it illegal.

When I decided to change my body years before Nadejda and I visited an asylum, the
only place with a Fiela program. I would be prescribed Fiela-Marin, but only under the
condition I gave myself up to study. To spend days of every week in a cage with other Fiela
as doctors looked on in curiosity and disdain. There would be alternate drugs, new ones
which 'eased' the mind and forced us to spend those days in a haze. Those drugs were not
entirely effective, and barely tested. Still they feel they can cure it. At the time I nearly
believed them. When it came time to make a decision about it, Nadejda silently took my
hand and walked me out of the building.

We then spent hours in the streets of Kust City searching alleyways and shops Nadejda
had known in her youth. Finally we found someone who could help us. At the cost of a quid,
he produced a silver syrigne filled with a golden liquid. Fiela-Marin, black market and
expensive. A whole quid, and I needed to inject once a month. Nadejda insisted. I started to
believe I was an addict, we sacrificed so many luxuries to cover the expense. No new
blankets, paint or tools. Everything in our home became refurbished, old and vital. Nadejda
still kept her share, month after month and never spending a penny on herself.

I remember sitting in the kitchen with the first injection in hand, knowing it was my fault.
Everything for a drug. Like a good addict the injections lessened the weight on my mind and
kept the beast at bay. Month after month I would inject, and gradually I began to
experience the effects. I was young when I first started, my body did not have time to
complete my transformation into manhood and I stopped it dead in its tracks. I remember