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Saint Petersburg, 1897

The velvet curtains breathed in and out like lungs, restless with the weight of the evening. Backstage at the Imperial Theater, the air was thick with candle wax, dust, and rosin. Every whisper folded into silence as Ariadna Rozanova walked toward the mirror.

She was twenty-five, the star of her generation, the ballerina whose name was printed on every poster across the city. Yet tonight, her steps were heavy, burdened by something larger than triumph. This performance, she knew, was not just another role. It was a farewell.

Her hands trembled as she lowered herself before the mirror. The lamps threw a halo of gold around her face, catching the shimmer of her dark hair and the sharp line of her cheekbones. Her reflection looked both familiar and foreign — the face of a woman who belonged entirely to the stage, and no longer to herself.

“Your crown, madame.”

The costumer’s voice wavered. She stepped forward with a velvet case, opening it to reveal the diadem. Silver, delicate, strung with pale blue stones that glowed like pieces of frozen sky. A collective breath seemed to gather around it.

Ariadna hesitated. She had worn jewels before, but never this. This piece carried stories whispered in corridors: that it had been forged for a duchess, that a ballerina once wore it and vanished, that its stones were colder than ice because they were set with secrets.

Her throat tightened as the diadem touched her hair. The weight was more than physical. It pressed into her scalp like a command, a reminder that her body belonged tonight not to herself, but to history.

Her reflection startled her. With the crown, she did not look like Ariadna Rozanova. She looked like someone else — a queen of shadows, a woman destined to be remembered and mourned.

“Five minutes!” a stagehand called.

The orchestra was tuning, strings shrieking softly, brass sighing. Ariadna rose, every nerve alive, every breath sharper than the last.

One final performance.

The overture began. Ariadna stepped onto the stage, the diadem catching fire in the gaslight, scattering fragments of cold light into the audience. The house held its breath. Then came the first note of her dance, and she was no longer herself.

She moved as though the diadem guided her. Her arms rose higher, her steps cut sharper, her body floating into impossible lines. She was both fragile and indestructible. She danced as if she were pouring her life into every gesture, as if there would be no tomorrow.

Applause erupted before the music ended. Flowers cascaded from balconies. Men shouted her name as though it were a prayer. Ariadna’s smile was faint, almost secret. The glory belonged to her alone — and yet it stung like poison.

When the curtain fell, the roar of the crowd chased her offstage. The diadem still burned cold against her head.

She collapsed into the chair before her mirror, chest heaving. Her fingers reached to unfasten the jewel, but then froze. Inside the central stone, she saw something. Not reflection, not candlelight — a flicker, a seam, a line so fine it seemed impossible.

Her nail pressed against it. The stone shifted. A faint click whispered through the silver setting. Her breath caught. She turned the gem, and for an instant it loosened, as though it could be removed, as though something waited inside.

The door creaked.

She straightened quickly, the diadem still in place. A tall figure leaned in the doorway — Count Orlov, her patron, the man whose fortune gilded the theater. His gaze raked over her like a hand.

“You were magnificent,” he said, voice smooth, threaded with steel. “With that crown, you are eternal. You belong to me now.”

Ariadna held his stare in the mirror. “I belong to no one.”

His jaw tightened, but before he could speak, another knock came. The costumer slipped in, pale and hurried. “Encore, madame. They demand you again.”

Ariadna rose, the diadem trembling slightly as she moved. The Count’s eyes narrowed, as if he knew she was already slipping from him.

The encore was brief. A whirl, a bow, the roar of devotion flooding the hall. She bowed once more, her eyes sweeping across the sea of faces — strangers, worshippers, enemies. And then, she turned away.

This time, she did not return to the dressing room. Instead, she slipped down a narrow corridor to the service stairwell. Her satin slippers whispered against the cold stone. The theater thundered above her, blind to her absence.

At the bottom, the shadows deepened. She paused, touched the diadem once more, and pressed the seam in the central stone. The gem shifted, revealing the faint outline of a hidden capsule. She felt its chill against her fingertips. Inside — something. A secret too small to read, too dangerous to reveal here.

Ariadna’s heart hammered. She replaced the gem, set the crown into its velvet case, and found a loose brick in the wall. Sliding the case into the hollow, she whispered, “They will not own me. Not him. Not anyone.”

Then she pressed the stone back and stepped away, her silhouette swallowed by darkness.

When the stagehands searched for her, they found only an empty dressing room. The mirror still fogged with her breath, flowers already drooping. The crown was gone.

Ariadna Rozanova had danced her last — and vanished into history.

But the diadem remained, waiting for the next hand bold enough to wear it.
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Saint Petersburg, 1914

The stage was colder than the streets outside, colder than the snow still clinging to the gutters of Nevsky Prospekt. It was a chill that crept up through the soles of the dancers’ shoes, through the grain of the boards, settling sharp and thin inside the bones. The air smelled of dust and rosin, of candle wax that had burned too low. Even the lamps along the footlights seemed reluctant to glow, their weak light trembling like nerves before a performance.

Anna pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, then forced herself to release it. She could not let anyone see her shiver. To tremble here was to be invisible forever.

The pianist struck the first notes of Giselle, brittle and bright. A collective intake of breath moved through the corps de ballet, twenty young women in practice skirts and worn shoes, their hair coiled into tight buns. They were a village on stage, a living fabric stitched together by counts and gestures. Anna stepped into her place, fourth row, center right, where the audience’s eyes would never fall.

Her chest rose with the music. One, two, three, four. Arms curved upward, feet sliding into their marks, bodies swaying as if they shared one heart. Yet Anna felt her own heart stutter, beating out of time, desperate to remind her she was not the same as the rest.

“Not blocks of ice,” the ballet master barked from the shadows. His cane tapped once against the boards. “You are peasants. Laugh with your legs. More life.”

The corps tried again, the movement warmer, brighter. Anna lifted her chin. She imagined sunlight in her chest, the warmth of summer fields she had never actually walked, only dreamed of. Her mother used to say, Move, my bird, move, or the cold will catch you. She heard those words now as if whispered at her ear, and the memory softened her body into the music.

Her eyes searched the floor, then the empty seats, then the dusty air above her head. If she thought too long about the other girls—how polished they were, how confident—her legs faltered. So she thought instead of breath, of how it filled her and spilled out again.

The wheel of dancers turned. A sudden misstep: Anna’s left foot landed too heavily, her balance sliding an inch to the side. Her stomach dropped. In that frozen second, she saw disaster—saw herself stumble, break the line, ruin the phrase.

Her heart slammed once, hard. She swallowed, pulled the weight forward onto the balls of her feet, corrected before the pianist reached the next measure. To anyone watching, it was nothing. To her, it was survival.

Don’t show it. Don’t show it.

She exhaled only when the phrase ended. Her fingers trembled inside their graceful curve, but her face was smooth, impassive.

“Better,” the ballet master muttered. His cane tapped again, softer this time, like reluctant approval.

Anna let the praise pass through her without touching her, as if it belonged to someone else. Yet under her ribs, something stirred: a spark refusing to be ignored.

The music carried on. The corps breathed and bent and swayed together. To the audience, should there ever be one, they would look like a single, flawless organism. But Anna felt every crack in the pattern, every heartbeat that didn’t match her own. She was afraid of being the weakest link, the one who betrayed the illusion.

Her calves burned. The cold pressed harder against her skin, as if the stage wanted to remind her: You do not belong. Not yet.

She gritted her teeth, forced her smile to stay on her lips, and let her body speak louder than her fear.

The music swelled, and with it the breath of twenty dancers. From the corner of her eye, Anna caught the shimmer of another figure, a presence too polished, too certain.

Vera.

Even in rehearsal clothes, Vera carried herself like the stage belonged to her. Her lines were clean, her arms flowing like silk poured from a jug. Every tilt of her head seemed rehearsed for admiration, and yet effortless. The ballet master barely needed to glance her way; Vera’s very existence was a rebuke to the rest.

Anna’s throat tightened. She knew the difference—how the air bent toward Vera, how whispers in the corridor always circled back to her beauty, her prospects, her rumored patrons. To stand near her was to be reminded of one’s own plainness.

They turned in unison. Anna tried to steady her breath, but Vera’s voice sliced through the music, low enough for only her to hear.

“Careful,” Vera murmured, lips barely moving as they crossed the stage. “You almost spoiled the line. Again.”

The word again struck sharper than a slap.

Anna kept her gaze fixed on the floor, her body obedient to the rhythm. But her pulse raged, echoing in her ears. She swallowed the retort burning on her tongue. To answer would be to stumble, to prove Vera right.

“Lift!” the ballet master barked. “All of you! The audience must see your hearts in your chests, not your shoes.”

The corps swelled as one, a living organism. Twenty spines straightened, twenty pairs of arms rose. They moved like a single creature, a body with many limbs. And yet Anna felt the fracture—her own fear, Vera’s perfect confidence. She was terrified of being the bone that snapped, the weak muscle that betrayed them all.

“Smile, little shadow,” Vera whispered again as they turned, her eyes bright with cruelty no one else could see. “Try not to vanish.”

Anna’s jaw ached from holding her expression steady. The music demanded sweetness, joy; her heart boiled with humiliation.

She drew on the memory of her mother’s voice, that quiet command: Move, my bird, move, or the cold will catch you. She forced the words into her muscles, into the sweep of her arm, into the breath that carried her. If Vera wanted her to break, Anna would not give her the satisfaction.

But inside, fire coiled.

The pianist struck the final chords of the sequence. The dancers froze in tableau, breathless, arms curved like branches in frost. For an instant, silence pressed over the hall. Anna’s chest heaved, but her face was calm, her eyes dry.

I will not be the weakest link.

She didn’t whisper it aloud. She didn’t dare. But the promise burned inside her, hot enough to melt the cold of the stage.

The final chords of the rehearsal reverberated through the hall, then dissolved into silence. Sweat clung to Anna’s skin, her chest heaving as she tried to tame her breath. Around her, the corps began to scatter—soft laughter, sighs, the scrape of shoes against the floor. Girls tugged at their skirts, shook out their cramped feet, exchanged whispers of relief.

“Enough,” the ballet master’s voice cracked like a whip. “All except...”

His eyes swept the group, sharp as blades, before settling on Anna.

“...you. Stay.”

The word fell like ice into her stomach.

The others froze, then curiosity rippled through them. Who? Her? Vera’s lips curved into something between amusement and disdain. Someone snickered softly before being silenced by a glare from the ballet master. One by one, the dancers filed out, their chatter resuming in the corridor, leaving Anna alone in the cavernous space.

The stage lights hummed overhead. Shadows stretched long across the floor.

From the corner of the hall, Mikhail stepped forward. He had been there the entire time—watching, silent. The répétiteur’s presence carried a weight beyond his lean frame. He walked slowly, arms crossed, his gaze steady, unreadable.

Anna’s heart rattled against her ribs. She forced her shoulders back, though her body trembled.

“Dance the last phrase again,” he said simply.

Her throat tightened, but she obeyed. The piano struck the opening notes—one of the older accompanists had remained, waiting in patience—and Anna moved. She lifted her arms, traced the arc she had practiced countless times, felt the floor press back against her with each step.

But this time, she was not hidden among twenty others. There was no safety in the corps. Only Mikhail’s eyes, dissecting, measuring.

Don’t falter. Not now. Not when he sees you.

Her breath grew ragged as she spun, the turn sharper than before. The hem of her rehearsal skirt flared, catching the air like wings.

She finished in stillness, chest rising, her gaze fixed into the emptiness of the hall.

Silence.

Then Mikhail spoke. “Do you know what you did?”

Her lips parted, but no sound came.

He stepped closer, his voice low, deliberate. “You made me look where you looked. That—” he gestured lightly, as though sketching her movement in the air—“is rare.”

The words struck harder than Vera’s barbs, harder than the ballet master’s commands. Anna blinked, as though the light had shifted and blinded her.

Rare.

No one had ever said that of her. She had always been one more shadow in the line, replaceable, invisible. Now, here was Mikhail, telling her she had pulled his gaze—his—away from everything else.

Her pulse thundered. She didn’t trust herself to answer.

Mikhail studied her for a moment longer, then nodded once, curt, as though sealing a private verdict. “Do not waste it.”

He turned away, leaving her in the center of the empty stage, his words echoing louder than the piano.

From the corner of the hall, a shift of movement—a figure half-hidden in the wings. Vera lingered, feigning the act of adjusting her shoe, though her eyes burned with sharp envy. She had heard enough.

Anna felt it. The cold weight of that gaze.

But stronger still was the fire Mikhail had lit.

I have a chance. The thought terrified her. Because to have a chance meant she could lose it.

Her hands curled at her sides, trembling with both fear and hunger.

The spell of the rehearsal shattered the moment Anna stepped into the corridor. Heat, voices, and motion surged around her, the opposite of the echoing silence she had just left.

The air smelled of damp wool, chalk, and over-brewed tea. Costumers bustled through with armfuls of skirts, shouting to one another to mind the fabric. Somewhere down the hall, a kettle hissed and whistled, releasing a cloud of steam. Girls crowded around chipped cups, arguing over whose turn it was to refill, their laughter sharp, almost hysterical from exhaustion.

Anna pressed her back against the wall to let them pass, clutching her bag to her chest. Their chatter swirled around her—complaints about blisters, triumphs about pirouettes landed, whispers about who had caught whose eye. She felt both invisible and in danger of being trampled.

“Move, Anna,” one girl snapped, brushing past.

She murmured an apology, though she doubted the girl cared to hear it.

Further down the corridor, the sound of Vera’s laughter rang out. She stood near her dressing room door, a small crowd gathered around her like moths to flame. Her hair was already untied, tumbling in dark waves, and her cheeks glowed despite the hours of rehearsal. Behind her, the open door revealed her space: a wide mirror framed by lights, flowers wilting gracefully in a vase, the faint scent of powder and roses spilling into the hallway.

Anna looked away quickly.

Her own corner was nothing like that. She slipped toward the far end of the corridor, where the plaster crumbled and the draft seeped in from the black-painted exit door. Her little dressing nook was barely more than a closet, lit by a single flickering bulb. The cracked mirror distorted her reflection, the edges spotted with rust. She hung her skirt on a bent nail and sat on the narrow bench, feeling the cold through the wood.

The laughter from Vera’s circle carried faintly even here. Anna wrapped her arms around herself.

Today changed everything. The thought rose unbidden, frightening in its clarity. She had felt Mikhail’s eyes on her. Heard his words. For the first time, she was not only a shadow.

She wanted to cling to that spark. Yet doubt gnawed at her—what if it vanished tomorrow? What if she slipped back into invisibility, and today became only a cruel memory?

The corridor emptied slowly. One by one, girls left with their bags slung over shoulders, footsteps fading down the stairs. The hum of voices quieted, leaving the space hollow.

Anna sat still, caught between exhaustion and a strange, trembling hope.

A soft rustle broke the silence. From the adjoining room, the old costumer, Zinaida, shuffled into view. Her back was bent, her apron streaked with chalk and thread, a pair of scissors dangling from her neck on a ribbon. She paused when she saw Anna.

“You linger,” Zinaida murmured, her voice like fabric tearing.

Anna managed a smile. “Just catching my breath.”

The woman’s sharp eyes studied her for a long moment. Then, leaning closer, she lowered her voice. “Someone was watching tonight.”

Anna blinked. “Watching?”

“In the hall.” Zinaida’s lips curled knowingly, though she did not name him. “Not the répétiteur. Another. Sat very still. Eyes never left the stage. Eyes on you.”

A shiver climbed Anna’s spine.

She wanted to ask who, but the weight in Zinaida’s tone made her hesitate. The old woman only nodded, as if confirming some private suspicion, and shuffled away into the shadows of the wardrobe.

Anna sat frozen, her pulse drumming.

Not just Mikhail.

Someone else had seen her.

And for the first time, she whispered to herself: Today, everything truly changed.

The corridors had fallen silent. Even the echo of hurried footsteps had died away, leaving the theater wrapped in a peculiar hush. Anna found herself drawn back toward the stage, as if the boards themselves were calling her.

She pushed the heavy door and stepped into the vast, empty hall. The lamps had been dimmed, casting the space in shadows, yet the outline of the stage still glowed faintly, as though holding the memory of the rehearsal.

Her slippers whispered against the wood as she walked forward. The emptiness pressed close, amplifying the sound of her own breathing. She hesitated at center stage, gazing out into the dark rows of seats where an invisible audience might one day sit.

Mikhail’s words echoed in her mind:

You make people look where you look yourself.

Her throat tightened. Slowly, she lifted her arms and let her body fall into the movement he had corrected, guiding it once more with precision. The motion unfurled through her limbs, fragile yet radiant, like a ribbon released into air.

She repeated it again. And again.

Each time, her body grew steadier, her breath deeper, until the trembling of doubt began to give way to something else—something sharper, fiercer.

I am not a shadow, she thought. Not anymore.

Her heart pounded with fear and exhilaration. For the first time she could almost believe there was a place for her beyond the anonymity of the corps.

She lowered her arms slowly, the silence around her now different—no longer indifferent, but filled with possibility.

Then—

A faint creak.

It came from the darkness of the stalls, so subtle it could have been wood settling, yet it struck her with the weight of a presence. Her breath caught. The sensation of eyes pressed against her, unseen, unblinking. Watching.

Her pulse quickened. She scanned the velvet gloom, but the seats stared back, mute and black. Still, the prickling certainty remained.

Anna forced herself to stand tall, chin lifted. Fear slid into defiance. Let them watch. Let them see me.

A soft footstep broke the silence behind her.

She turned.

Mikhail stood near the wings, half-shadowed, his arms folded, gaze intent. For a heartbeat she thought he might vanish like a dream, but then he spoke, his voice low, almost secret.

“Remember this day, Anna,” he said. “It will matter.”

The words pierced deeper than applause ever could.

Anna drew a breath that felt like a vow. She was no longer only part of the corps. No longer invisible.

And yet, even as Mikhail’s presence steadied her, the sensation of that other gaze lingered—somewhere in the shadows beyond the stage, still watching, silent and unclaimed.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




Morning slid into the city like a pale coin under a door. Frost traced the windowpanes of the boarding house where Anna rented her narrow room; the glass hummed faintly with the tired breath of the street. Somewhere, a horse stamped and shook its harness, the bells giving a small, irritated chime. The world smelled of coal and cold bread, of soap that had not quite managed to be clean.

Anna woke before the bell, as she always did after a hard rehearsal. The ache had arranged itself neatly along her calves and the small of her back; she took inventory as if counting prayer beads. Nothing was broken. Everything simply remembered. She flexed her feet beneath the thin blanket, pointed and flexed until the tightest places softened. Then she swung her legs out of bed and set her soles on the cracked linoleum, the morning chill rushing up to greet the bones of her ankles.

On the chair, her practice skirt hung like a wilted flower; in the corner, her slippers waited with their sullen, useful patience. She braided her hair in the small mirror, fingers quick despite the stiffness, and pinned the coil flat with the blue-thread bundle of pins Zinaida had given her months ago “for luck that comes from work.” Steam from the kettle—her own, dented and stubborn—began to fuss on the spirit stove. She measured out tea leaves with a dancer’s economy, thinking of the stage, of the boards that were already becoming a map under her skin.

The post came with a thud at the door and a draft of sharper cold. Anna set the cup down and crossed the room, heart beating faster than she would admit even to herself. The envelopes slid forward like shy fish when she opened the door. One, two—both for the lodger downstairs—and then a third, addressed in a hand she knew better than the shape of her own shadow.

Sergey.

His name existed first as the slope of letters: steady, deliberate, a line that did not waver. She touched her thumb to the ink, as if the skin could read. Then she closed the door against the corridor and the voices that had started there—someone coughing, the landlady arguing with the coalman—and carried the letter back to the window where the light was gentlest.

She did not open it immediately. She set it on the sill and wrapped her hands around the warm cup until her knuckles forgave the night. The city made its slow metal noises, wagons threshing the snow into gray slush. Across the yard, a woman lifted a child in a blanket and kissed its crown through her scarf. The gesture undid Anna more than she thought it would. She breathed out and finally, carefully, broke the seal.

My dear Anna, the letter began, as all his letters did. The words were simple, but he had the gift of writing them as if they were being said directly into the listener’s ear, not cast across a table. I hope the winter has not been too cruel to your lungs. Do not forget the wool scarf I brought you in the autumn—wrap it twice if you must. I found this morning a few early shoots near the barracks, brave fools, and I thought of your small hands, always colder than they should be, and of the way you laughed at me when I scolded you for not eating enough.

She smiled despite herself. She could almost hear his voice—patient, amused, a little bossy. He had a soldier’s tidiness in everything, even concern. The letter continued: news of a new posting that might not come to pass, of a comrade’s wedding that had ended in vodka and a broken button, of a market woman who swore her cabbages could cure melancholy. He wrote the world as if it were something one could mend with thread and good intentions.

The winter will not last, he wrote. I went to the church on my day off and lit a candle for your feet, though perhaps that is sacrilege, to pray for something so earthly. Forgive me if it is. I am not very good at right prayers. I am better at real tasks. This spring I will speak to my uncle about the small house I told you of—the one not far from the river with the apple tree that leans. I imagine we could paint the shutters, and you could have a chair by the window the exact height you like, where your embroidery won’t fall. There is room enough for a piano, if not a big one, and certainly enough for a table that will not wobble no matter how you lean on it. After the season, if the gods of directors permit it, we will marry. I have already put aside the money for the ring. I saw a plain one yesterday. It looked clean and reliable, and I thought: yes. That is what I want for us—clean and reliable.

A laugh rose and caught in her throat. Clean and reliable. It was a good wish, a solid wish. It was also a language from another country than the one she had lived in yesterday: the country of heatlights and boards that breathed and a voice saying Remember this day. She pressed her palm to the paper as if she might soften its edges, make it fit the map of the morning.

Sergey’s letter unfolded further, a river of steadiness. He asked whether her neighbor still insisted on singing while polishing boots; whether the landlady had repaired the draft under the window; whether she was still, he hoped, staying away from the girls who mocked the ones without patrons. His care was practical, the kind that made you eat a good apple even when you craved cake. Under the questions, his love lived like a stove: not handsome, not dramatic, but warming the whole house if you kept it fed.

I know the stage tires you, little bird, he wrote in the last paragraph, the nickname he had invented years ago when her waist had been no larger than his hands. It tires me just to think of its cold. When this season ends, we will have the wedding we promised each other, and you will not need to spend your mornings breathing dust. Perhaps you will still dance for joy in our rooms when the windows are open and the apple tree agrees to be generous. But it will be for yourself, and for me, and for the children who will shout at you to do the turn again because they did not see how your feet moved. Do not be angry at me for writing this. I am trying to say I want you safe. I am trying to say that my days are better with you in them, even in letters. Do write back soon. Tell me that the scarf is around your throat. Tell me that you have found a way to keep the winter out of your bones.

The signature at the end had the tiny flourish he always pretended was not a flourish at all: Sergey.

Anna set the pages down in her lap and stared at the window. In the alley below, someone laughed the way people laugh when they have decided to be cheerful regardless of the day. A thin cloud moved across the light and made the room look like a remembered place rather than a present one.

She loved him. The realization did not arrive with horns; it sat where it always sat, squarely, a warm stone in a pocket. She loved him for his plainness and his devotion, for the way he believed in houses and shutters and layers of wool. She loved him for writing little bird without a blush. But alongside the stone, something newly bright had begun to insist on being seen. She closed her eyes and, traitorously, did not see Sergey’s steady mouth or the tilted apple tree. She saw the stage: a rectangle of boards that remembered every foot that had trusted them, the darkness beyond the lamps where a chair had creaked last night with a watching body. She saw Mikhail in the wing, half-shadowed, his voice not quite a whisper: Remember this day, Anna.

She folded the letter carefully, smoothing the creases with the back of a fingernail, and slid it into the drawer where she kept ribbons and small bits of saved thread. The gesture felt guilty, like hiding a sweet from a child. She took it out again at once, angry at herself for that shame, and placed it on the table where the light could touch it openly. The room seemed to approve. Objects have their own opinions, and hers were loyal to kindness.

Her tea had cooled. She drank it anyway, the bitterness settling her. Then she opened the top drawer of the small chest by the bed and brought out the envelope already addressed to Sergey in her neat, careful hand. She had not known what she would write this morning when she prepared it the night before. Now she did not know again. She let the pen hover over the blank page and waited for the words to form like frost.

My dear Sergey, she wrote. The pen scratched pleasantly. The winter is long, but I have the scarf. I think it makes the people on the street kinder because they assume I am somebody’s beloved, and so they take care not to jostle me. Thank you for the candle for my feet; I am certain God prefers prayers for work to prayers for laziness, so it cannot be sacrilege.

She hesitated, then continued with the small news he liked: the woman in the second-floor room had finally found the missing cufflink under her pillow; the landlady had accepted a jar of pickled mushrooms as payment from the musician who was late with rent; a cat had appeared in the yard, indifferent to all loyalties and therefore cherished by everyone. She wrote him a morning worth reading.

Twice she almost wrote Mikhail said I made him look where I looked, but the sentence refused the page. Not because it was shameful, but because it felt like taking a seed out of the soil to show it to somebody—the showing might kill the growing. She held the sentence quietly inside and wrote instead: The work is hard, but some days it feels like there is a door in the air and I have my hand on the handle.

She finished with promises—to eat better, to wear the scarf, to write again soon. I am glad the house by the river has a tree that leans. We can tie ribbons to it in spring and watch if the wind accepts our hope. I like the idea of a table that does not wobble. The sentence made her laugh aloud, and the sound startled a sparrow from the eave. She signed her name with less confidence than she had meant to, then dried the ink with a page from an old program.

When she stood, the room made its small shift from private to public: she put on her coat, slid Sergey’s letter into the inside pocket, and fastened the buttons with the same care she gave to the hooks on her bodice before a performance. Outside, the stairwell smelled of damp wood and cabbage, and the light through the high window looked like thin soup. On the landing she met a neighbor, a seamstress with needles stuck in her sleeve; they exchanged the practiced nod of people who sustain each other by not making any more work of being alive than necessary.

In the street, the city was already working. A boy dragged a sled loaded with split logs, and a woman with lips like iron scolded him for dawdling. Anna tucked her scarf tighter—twice, as Sergey would insist—and set off toward the theater. The letter in her pocket warmed with her own heat until it felt like a living thing. At the corner, she passed the church where the icons glowed through candle haze; she stopped long enough to touch the door and think, without words, keep him safe, and then moved on because the day would not wait.

As her steps found their rhythm, the old world and the new walked beside her like two friends who did not trust each other. On one side: shutters to paint, a ring that was plain and reliable, a table that would not wobble. On the other: a space of boards, an invisible audience, a voice saying you are necessary to the air. She did not know yet which world would refuse to share.

Near the theater, carriage wheels had chewed the snow into seams of black water. She paused at the stage door, the iron handle cold enough to bite. For a moment she thought to press Sergey’s letter flat against her heart, to promise it something foolish and brave. Instead she only breathed until her shoulders felt useful again.

Then Anna opened the door and stepped back into the place that had taught her how to move before the winter could catch her.

The letter lay on the table still, as if it had grown roots there, a square of white among the chipped wood. Anna sat on the edge of the bed, unlacing her boots slowly, her body moving by habit while her mind played a double theater.

On one side of the curtain: Sergey. She saw him in her memory — shoulders squared in his officer’s coat, his gloves held properly in his left hand, his voice never hurried. He carried order with him like another piece of clothing. His world smelled of starch and ink, of uniforms lined in careful rows. He believed in laws, in ranks, in paydays that arrived as predictably as the turning of the calendar. He believed in her safety more than in her risk, and he loved her with the certainty of a roof beam.

On the other side: the stage. Not the real, dusty one with splinters and drafts, but the imagined one that flared alive each time she remembered. It had its own fragrance — resin on the floor, powder on skin, sweat turning to light under the lamps. It was chaos that somehow made harmony. A line of dancers breathing as one body. The strike of a bow on strings and the instant where a leap felt longer than gravity allowed. That world was not safe, not even kind. But it was a place where her name might grow louder than a whisper, where the air itself seemed to acknowledge her.

Her thoughts ricocheted between them, two nations with no bridge. Could I ever trade one for the other? she asked herself. To set aside the sharp hunger that came with applause, the trembling thrill when Mikhail’s eyes found her on the line — and instead choose shutters painted green, a child’s laugh, the comfort of being needed in a quieter way.

She pictured mornings in the house Sergey dreamed aloud. A kettle on a proper stove. Embroidery folded neatly in a drawer. A cradle, perhaps. Her body warmed at the thought, not with passion but with tenderness. Yet in the same breath, she pictured mornings at the theater: bare boards under her feet, laughter of girls in the corridor, the tension before the curtain rose, her chest tight with both terror and joy.

The two visions collided until she pressed her hands to her eyes.

Am I strong enough to give up the stage for peace? The question rose unbidden, merciless. If she said yes, then why did her pulse leap at the memory of a single phrase from Mikhail? If she said no, then what did that make of Sergey’s steady waiting, his house with shutters, his plain reliable ring?

She stood, restless, and crossed the room. Outside the window the city trudged through its winter. Horses snorted steam, women carried bundles, men barked to one another across wagons. Everyone seemed sure of their errands. Only she hovered between two lives that would not share her.

Anna pressed her forehead to the cold glass, closing her eyes. Perhaps one world will choose me, she thought. Perhaps I will not have to decide. But the thought felt like cowardice, and the word stung.

She pulled back, squared her shoulders, and faced the mirror. In its tired surface, two Annas watched her: one with a shawl and a cradle, one with a crown of wilted flowers and shoes ruined from rehearsal. She could not yet dismiss either. The weight of both sat inside her ribcage like two hearts that refused to beat together.

And so she let the conflict live, burning quietly, knowing it would not let her rest.

Anna sat on the edge of her narrow bed, the letter still folded neatly on the small table by the window. The paper seemed to glow with its own quiet weight, as if Sergey’s careful handwriting gave off a light she could not turn away from. She drew in a long breath, exhaled, and then heard a soft knock on the door.

“Anna? Are you awake?” The voice was hushed, playful, familiar.

It was Katya, her closest friend among the corps de ballet, a girl with auburn hair always pulled too tightly into a bun, freckles scattered like constellations across her nose.

“Yes, come in,” Anna replied, brushing the corner of her skirt as if she could smooth out her own thoughts with the fabric.

Katya slipped inside and closed the door, bringing with her the scent of stage powder and tea leaves. She looked at the table, at the letter placed so carefully apart from everything else, and raised an eyebrow.

“A letter? From him?” Katya’s smile was teasing, but her eyes searched Anna’s face.

Anna nodded slowly. “From Sergey.”

Katya leaned against the bedpost, folding her arms. “Well? Read it again. Out loud this time. You always make me guess.”

Anna hesitated, but something in her needed the sound of the words outside her own head. She picked up the letter, unfolded the crisp page, and read Sergey’s lines. His sentences were steady, measured, describing a house near the river they might buy, the children he imagined, the garden he would tend while she embroidered in the evenings.

When Anna’s voice faltered, Katya reached out and touched her arm. “And he wants to marry you after the season ends?”

“Yes.” Anna folded the letter carefully, as though any carelessness might bruise it. “He speaks of it as if it is already decided.”

Katya let out a low whistle. “Anna... do you realize what fortune that is? Most of us will dance until our knees give out and then—what? Fade into sewing costumes, or teaching spoiled girls who think pliés are a punishment. But you—you could have both: a future, a family, and still the memory of the stage.”

Anna looked down at her hands, fingers faintly red from practice. “It should feel like fortune. But it feels... like a choice that might end part of me.”

Katya tilted her head. “Because of the stage?”

Anna’s silence was answer enough.

Katya sat beside her, lowering her voice. “Anna, listen. I’ve seen the way Mikhail looks at you. You think no one notices, but I do. And last rehearsal—you were not just another figure in the line. He stopped the entire corps to watch you. That doesn’t happen. Not to us.”

Anna shook her head, but heat rose in her cheeks. “It was nothing. He only wanted me to correct a detail.”

“Don’t lie to yourself,” Katya said, firm now. “It was more. You’ve been noticed. And that is a chance you cannot let slip away. Do you understand how rare that is? For every hundred girls, maybe one will ever step forward. And yesterday, it was you.”

The words struck something inside Anna, something both thrilling and terrifying. She clutched the folded letter tighter, as if Sergey’s handwriting could anchor her.

“But Sergey—” she began.

Katya laughed gently. “Yes, Sergey. Strong, dependable Sergey. He loves you. I don’t doubt it. He will give you warmth and a house with shutters that close against the wind. But Anna, can you picture yourself watching from a window while another girl takes the role that could have been yours? Could you truly bear that?”

Anna’s throat tightened. She saw it too clearly: another dancer stepping where she had almost been, bowing to thunderous applause, while Anna sat at home, darning socks by lamplight.

“It feels like betrayal,” Anna whispered.

“Betrayal?” Katya frowned.

“Sergey loves me with certainty,” Anna said, voice trembling. “And I—here I am, doubting, hesitating, thinking of the stage even as he speaks of children. Doesn’t that make me faithless already?”

Katya reached for her hands, pressing them between her own. “It makes you human. It makes you honest. Sergey loves you for who you are. And who you are is not just a bride waiting for a veil. You are a dancer. That is not a sin, Anna. It is a truth.”

For a long moment they sat together, the letter between them like a silent witness.

Finally Katya gave a small, crooked smile. “If you ask me? I say take both while you can. Dance until you cannot. Love him if you must. But do not give up the stage before it has given you its gift. If you walk away too soon, you will never forgive yourself.”

Anna closed her eyes. The words sank deep, stirring the ache already lodged in her chest. Guilt pressed on one side, longing on the other.

“I don’t know if I can balance both,” Anna murmured.

“Then learn,” Katya said simply. “Isn’t that what we do every day? Balance. On pointe, on one foot, in life. We learn.”

Anna laughed softly through the knot in her throat. It was such a Katya answer—practical and poetic at once.

But when Katya left, and the door shut gently behind her, Anna stared at Sergey’s letter again. Instead of clarity, she felt only the widening of the gap inside her, as though the words had pushed her closer to both edges at once.

She placed the letter back on the table, but her fingers lingered on the paper. And in that quiet room, with the faint hum of the city outside, Anna admitted something she had not dared before:

She did not yet know which life was truly hers.

The morning sky over Petersburg was the color of ash, streaked with faint threads of light that refused to turn gold. Anna wrapped her coat tightly around her shoulders, her steps clicking over the uneven stones of the street. In the pocket of her coat, her fingers brushed the folded envelope again and again. Sergey’s letter. It had not grown lighter with sleep. If anything, its weight had increased, as if the words themselves had thickened in the night.

She felt it like a stone, a hidden anchor, tugging her toward the ground. Every line of his careful script whispered promises of warmth, of children, of permanence. And yet, with each step closer to the theater, Anna felt a different kind of current pulling her upward — toward sound, toward light, toward something she could not name without trembling.

Snow clung in brittle patches along the gutters. The city stirred with its usual mixture of clatter and silence. A vendor shouted about bread, a woman hurried with a basket tucked against her hip, carriage wheels rattled on the cobbles. Anna moved among them as though in a dream. To each passerby she was simply another dancer on her way to rehearsal, hair pinned, body straightened by habit. No one could see the storm that roared behind her ribs.

When the theater’s facade came into view, her pulse quickened. The building was both fortress and temple, with its columns stark against the pale sky. She paused at the entrance, hand slipping once more into her pocket, fingers closing around the envelope. Go home, the letter seemed to say. Choose peace. But as the heavy doors opened and the familiar smell of dust and resin reached her, another voice filled her — the voice of the stage itself, alive and irresistible.

Inside, the corridors pulsed with noise. Costumers bustled with armfuls of fabric, the air thick with the scent of starch and iron. Voices overlapped — complaints about sore ankles, laughter over a clumsy fall, a whispered rumor about who might be promoted next season. The world here was relentless, unpredictable, but it was hers.

Anna threaded through the chaos, heart pounding. She caught sight of Vera in the mirror-lined hallway, adjusting her bodice with calculated grace, speaking loudly enough for those nearby to hear. “A letter this morning,” Vera was saying with a bright smile, “from a patron in Vienna. He says he’ll come to see me in Giselle. Imagine — traveling all that way just for me.”

Several girls sighed with envy. Anna looked away quickly, her throat tightening. Vera’s beauty, her confidence, her unshakable poise — it all glittered like polished steel. Against it, Sergey’s words echoed dully, promising a home where curtains blocked the drafts.

In the rehearsal room, the piano struck its first notes, brittle and commanding. The corps lined up, a row of pale dresses and nervous breath. Anna slipped into her place, forcing her shoulders back, her chin lifted. The letter in her pocket felt heavier now, almost unbearable, as though it wanted to drag her down to the floor.

“Begin!” Mikhail’s voice cut through the chatter.

The room fell silent but for the music. Anna moved, feet pressing into the boards, arms sweeping as she had rehearsed a thousand times. Yet each step seemed divided — half bound to the pull of Sergey’s promises, half seized by the hunger of the stage. She tried to let the rhythm consume her, but her mind kept breaking into fragments: a cradle by the window... an audience holding its breath... a quiet supper with Sergey... a bow beneath the lights.

Her body wavered for the briefest instant. She felt the falter like a gasp, but corrected herself before the line could collapse. Still, her chest burned.

As the sequence ended, Mikhail’s eyes flicked to her. Just a second, but enough. The corner of his mouth tightened, not quite disapproval, not quite praise. It was acknowledgment. And Anna, despite the weight in her pocket, felt her lungs fill as if she had been starved for air.

The corps reset, and the pianist struck the keys again. Anna exhaled, willing herself to forget the letter, if only for a few measures. She threw herself into the next passage, legs cutting the air, arms reaching farther than her body believed it could. She heard the sharp intake of breath from one of the girls beside her. That sound fueled her, pushed her higher.

By the end of the rehearsal, sweat clung to her temples, her muscles trembled, and yet she felt more alive than she had in days. The weight of the letter had not vanished, but now it was countered by something equal and opposite — the light of the stage, the fire in her veins.

As the others filed out, chattering, Anna lingered. She moved to the center of the empty room, pressing her hand against her pocket. “You are not my chains,” she whispered to the letter. “You are only paper.”

Her reflection stared back from the mirror, flushed and uncertain. She lifted her chin. For a moment, the pull of both worlds was unbearable — home and theater, Sergey and Mikhail, warmth and fire. But when she drew a breath, the answer came not in words but in sensation: her heartbeat syncing with the echo of the piano, her breath aligning with the imagined rustle of an audience waiting.

This, she realized, was her true pulse. The stage was not just a place she stepped into; it was the air she breathed. And no letter, no promise of shutters against the wind, could strip that truth from her.

The city lay muted under a blanket of night. From Anna’s window, the lamps on the street flickered like trembling stars, their glow barely holding back the thick darkness. She sat at her small table, a single candle casting its fragile circle of light. The flame bent and swayed each time she breathed, as though it too carried the weight of her indecision.

The letter lay open before her again. She had already read it twice that evening, but her eyes were drawn back to it as if to a magnet she could neither resist nor escape. The ink caught the candlelight, Sergey’s precise handwriting standing tall and steady, every letter like a soldier at attention.

Anna traced the familiar strokes with her fingertip, hearing his voice with each word.

“My dearest, I dream of the day when the season ends and we no longer live apart. I will build a life for us, simple but firm, a house where no draft will trouble your shoulders, where your hands will be warmed by the fire, not chilled by the boards of a stage. I long for the moment when you will be my wife, and the shadows of cold rehearsal rooms will be only memories behind you. I wait for the day when you will smile not for strangers in an audience, but for me alone.”

Her lips trembled around a smile that refused to form. The words should have wrapped her in comfort, in the promise of safety, but instead they pressed on her chest until her breath came shallow.

She whispered the last line aloud, almost inaudible: “I wait for the day when you become my wife and forget the cold stages...” The candle hissed faintly, as if in protest.

Forget the stage.

Her gaze lifted from the paper to the shadowed corners of her small room. The walls seemed to lean inward, too close, too silent. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine that promised life: herself seated by a fire, embroidery in her lap, children’s voices beyond the door. A warmth in her bones, a roof that kept the storms away.

It was sweet. It was real. And yet—

She opened her eyes, and instead of embroidery, she saw her own hands curved in memory of a gesture, fingers recalling the arc of a movement Mikhail had praised. She heard the echo of the piano in her ears, the thunder of silent applause that existed only in her imagination. Her pulse leapt, betraying her.

Anna leaned back, shutting her eyes tightly. “Sergey,” she whispered, “I do love you.” Her voice cracked. “But how can I leave what keeps me alive?”

The candle guttered as if it understood her confession. The flame leaned low, stretching, fighting not to die. Shadows lunged across the room, and in that shifting dark, she thought she saw boards beneath her feet, the vast emptiness of a stage stretching outward. Not Sergey’s arms, not the imagined garden, but the yawning, intoxicating void of performance.

The thought startled her so deeply she rose from the chair. Her bare feet brushed the wooden floor, cold seeping upward, yet her body remembered heat — the heat of lights, of eyes watching, of her own soul burning.

She pressed a hand to her chest, as if to calm the heart that no longer obeyed her. The letter waited on the table, steady, patient, unyielding. The stage waited in her mind, wild, dangerous, alive.

At last, with trembling fingers, Anna pinched the wick of the candle and smothered the flame. Darkness swallowed the room, rich and absolute.

For a moment she expected Sergey’s face to come to her, as it always did in the silence of prayer before sleep. But it did not.

Instead, in the thick dark, she saw a single beam of light breaking onto an empty stage. She saw the outline of herself stepping forward, alone, as if the world were holding its breath.

Her throat ached. Her heart answered.

And in that secret hour, Anna understood: it was not Sergey’s image she carried into her dreams, but the hunger of the stage itself.
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Chapter 3
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Morning had scarcely shaken the frost from the roofs when the corps filed onto the stage, skirts whispering like reeds in a winter wind. The lamps along the footlights burned with a meek, stubborn glow; beyond them the auditorium yawned—velvet, gilt, and darkness. The pianist flexed his fingers, then struck the opening measures of Giselle, brittle as ice in a basin.

Anna took her mark, fourth row, center right. The boards felt colder than yesterday, as if the stage resented the dawn. A draft slid from the wings, lifting the tiny hairs at the nape of her neck. She breathed through it, smoothing her shoulders, recalling the precise weight of the phrase Mikhail had drilled into her bones. Remember this day, his voice had said last night. The words had followed her into sleep and out again.

“Livelier, my geese,” the ballet master called. His cane touched the floor once, a warning. “You are villagers, not icons. Let the audience see the pulse under your skins.”

They began. Twenty bodies rising and tilting as one. Anna let the music enter her, turn her arms to branches, her feet to saplings bending. The morning’s stiffness groaned, then yielded. She felt the thrilling terror of balance, the brief argument with gravity before surrender.

A whisper passed along the front row, quick as a draught under a door.

“Who?” someone mouthed.

“Box,” came another breath. “Left.”

“Which left?”

“Yours, fool. The patron’s box.”

Anna kept her gaze where it should be—in the middle distance, just above the stalls—but the words lodged in her ribs. A box occupied in morning rehearsal meant something. Patrons did not linger in cold auditoriums without reason; they sent notes, or servants, or simply awaited the new season’s gossip to choose their favorites. To come in person—so early, so quiet—was a kind of declaration.

She felt it then: that pressure from the dark, as if the air itself had turned an eye. She did not look. To look would be to admit hunger, and hunger showed.

“Arms! Not laundry lines!” the ballet master snapped.

They reset; the pianist began again. The corps breathed on the downbeat. Anna’s arm curved, wrist soft, fingers alive. She willed the sensation of watching out of her mind. But it persisted, steady and certain, like the smell of rosin that never left the floorboards.

At the end of the phrase, a small mistake rang out behind her—someone’s heel clicked too hard. The ballet master made a tsk with his tongue but did not stop them. They continued, a river that refused a stone.

When the sequence finished, he lifted his cane. “Hold.” The piano fell silent. “Again from the entrance.”

They moved to their places. Anna risked a breath toward the darkness. The patron’s box to their left wore its usual velvet—wine-dark, heavy as a curtain in a church. In that pocket of shadow, something gleamed: a shirtfront, perhaps, or a signet ring catching a wanderer of light. No movement. Only the sense of a presence fitted into the space as neatly as a hand in a glove.

Vera slid into position beside Anna, perfume faint as a memory. Even in rehearsal skirt and faded bodice she carried a sort of shine, the effortless gleam of someone who had been told often enough that she shone. She smiled without warmth.

“Careful,” Vera murmured, lips hardly moving. “He’ll like you best if you don’t look like a frightened rabbit.”

“I’m not frightened,” Anna said, though her pulse told another story.

“Of course you are,” Vera said sweetly. “You breathe like it.” She lifted her chin toward the left-hand box. “Do you know who sits there?”

“No.”

“Count Orlov. Lives more in Paris than in Petersburg, but his money remembers us. They say he decides who floats and who sinks.” Her lashes flicked. “Do try to float.”

Before Anna could answer, Mikhail’s voice cut across the stage. “We repeat. Ready.”

The music began anew—those brittle notes she was coming to love for their cruelty—and the village assembled again. Anna moved inside the pattern, the patron’s box pricking at the edge of her sight like a star she refused to name. She felt the steadiness of Mikhail somewhere behind the wings: a knowledge more than a sight, the way one feels a familiar person enter a room.

Halfway through the sequence, Vera drifted a fraction forward, stealing a sliver of the front line. It was a dancer’s sin too small for a cane, too large for innocence. Anna adjusted, not yielding the moment but not breaking the thread either. The line held. The ballet master noticed—he always noticed—but said nothing. His silence, like most of his speeches, had meaning.

“Better,” he said when they finished. “Not good. Better. Again.”

Sweat had begun to find Anna’s temples despite the cold. She drew breath to the bottom of her ribs. The sense of watching intensified, a pressure as palpable as a hand between her shoulder blades. She wondered what the man in the box saw: faces like flowers on a single branch? Or the fracture lines—the one girl breathing too quickly, the other taking a grain more space than was hers?

The third repetition felt the truest. Fear had burned itself into focus. Anna’s body found the phrase that belonged to her and set it down cleanly. When the final chord faded, a hush held for a heartbeat, a shaped silence.

From the auditorium came the softest sound—two knuckles upon wood, not loud enough to be applause, but not nothing.

Vera’s eyes flashed. “He clapped,” she breathed. “For you?”

“For us,” Anna said.

Vera’s smile sharpened. “Don’t be naïve. If it were for ‘us,’ he’d bring the orchestra.” She touched the corner of her mouth as if wiping away kindness. “Do be careful, Anna. Your sort break easily when men like that take an interest.”

“My sort?”

“The sort who think interest means salvation.” Vera’s gaze remained fixed on the dark box. “It means a different kind of work, that’s all.”

“Enough birdsong,” the ballet master barked. “We are not here to chatter.” He flicked his cane toward the front rows of the stalls. “Since we have an audience, you will behave as if you deserve one. From the entrance to the first village set. Mikhail, watch the second rank; they slouch like farmhands after market.”

They began again. This time, Anna gave the darkness nothing to feed on—no furtive glances, no tremor at the corner of her mouth. She danced the way Mikhail asked her to: so that the eye would go where she sent it. She thought of water finding its path between stones. At the turn, she caught a stillness in the box, the kind of attention that does not blink. It thrilled and frightened her.

When the pianist’s hands finally fell to his lap, the ballet master let the silence stretch. Then he coughed—authority disguised as a human noise.

“Good. We will bow,” he said. “If a gentleman wastes his morning on our labor, we will waste a moment on his pleasure.” His mouth twitched. “Girls to the front.”

A rustle of skirts. The corps arranged itself in a shallow crescent. Anna stood where she was placed—two bodies from center, enough to be seen if one wished to see her. The footlights hummed. Dust drifted through the beam like snow in a cathedral.

“Curtsey.”

They sank together. As Anna rose, she allowed herself at last to bring her eyes to the left-hand box. The darkness there was not complete. A man sat slightly forward, elbows on the velvet lip, gloves in one hand. His hair was iron-gray despite his youthfulness of posture; his face, when it emerged from shadow, was almost handsome, but too composed to be kind. A signet flashed as his fingers turned. He did not smile. He studied.

Their eyes met. The moment was not long—no longer than a bowstring holds a note—but it altered the weight of the room. There was something proprietary in that gaze, a measuring that did not ask permission. Anna felt it travel over her with the intimacy of a touch she had not granted.

She dropped her eyes first. A chill crept under the bodice stays, surprising her with its suddenness.

“From the ladies,” the ballet master announced, “thanks.” His voice managed respect without servility. “We will continue.”

The man in the box inclined his head a fraction—the kind of gesture that assumes the world will notice.

As the corps turned away, Vera’s voice slid like a knife along a table. “You see? I told you not to tremble. He dislikes trembling.”

“I didn’t,” Anna said, though her hands had dampened the ribbon at her waist.

Vera’s gaze traveled lazily over Anna’s face, not so much admiring as assessing how far it might travel. “Careful, little swan,” she murmured. “Some lakes freeze solid.”

“Ladies,” Mikhail said quietly from behind them. He had moved closer without sound; he always did. “You dance now, or you talk? Choose.” His eyes flicked to Anna—not softness, exactly, but acknowledgment. If he had noticed the box, he did not show it.

They chose. The music came again, harsher now, less forgiving. Anna put the man from her mind by returning to the work that had gotten her this far: the alignment of hip and rib, the precision of the first position, the stern kindness of breath placed exactly where it belonged. Around her, girls chased beauty and approval; she chased exactness. It steadied her. It also, she sensed, drew the eye in a way Vera’s glitter could not.

Still, the awareness of that gaze did not fade. It became a second rhythm under the music, persistent as a drum heard through a wall. Each time she moved through the phrase Mikhail loved, she felt heat on her skin, as if the darkness itself leaned closer.

At last, the ballet master dismissed them for five minutes’ rest. The stage broke into murmurs and the creak of benches. Someone fetched a kettle; steam sighed like a tired horse. Anna retreated to the wings, lifting her skirt to fan her calves. Her pulse refused to settle.

Katya found her there, cheeks pink, eyes bright with gossip. “Did you see?” she hissed. “They say it’s Orlov—the Orlov. He sent flowers to Odette last season and diamonds the season before, and now she bows to him like he owns the river.”

“Hush,” Anna said, though her voice held no conviction.

Katya peered at her. “He looked at you. Don’t bother denying it. Everyone saw.”

Anna swallowed. “Looking costs nothing.”

“From men like that,” Katya said softly, “it costs everything.”

Before Anna could answer, the ballet master clapped his hands. The corps assembled, chatter falling away like cut thread. The pianist lifted his fingers. The footlights steadied their small, relentless flames.

As they took their places again, Anna let her gaze rest once more in the middle distance, where the audience would be. She did not glance toward the box. She did not need to. The air already told her what lived there: money, choice, danger. If Mikhail’s words had lit a candle inside her, this gaze threatened to cup it—and perhaps, if displeased, to snuff it out.

“From the entrance,” came the order.

They danced. And while the others thought of steps or of favors, Anna thought only of sending the eye where she wanted it to go, of making even a man like Orlov look where she looked. It was the smallest rebellion she could muster. It felt like a beginning.

The rehearsal pressed on, each repetition shaving the roughness from the morning until only bone and breath remained. The lamps along the footlights hummed like insects trapped in amber. Dust lifted and fell with every step, a pale weather of its own.

“From the village entrance,” called the ballet master. “Do not perform—work. The audience is a reward, not a habit.”

They took their places. Véra glided to the front edge of the line with a serenity that made the move look innocent. It was not. Her chin sat a fraction higher than the rest; her shoulders floated as if she had been born with strings attached to the ceiling. Even in a faded rehearsal bodice, she carried the sheen of someone accustomed to being looked at.

Anna found her mark two bodies behind, precisely where she had been told. She willed herself into quiet: ribs held, breath soft, the stern economy Mikhail demanded. The village music began—brisk, bright, unforgiving. The corps rose together, a field of white stems bending to the same wind.

Véra brightened the combination by a hair—nothing a layman would notice, everything a dancer would. She flicked a wrist like a ribbon, turned the head a heartbeat slower than the count, letting her profile linger where the light caught. A pretty crime.

“Not lacework, Véra,” Mikhail said, without raising his voice. “Cornbread. Feed us.”

He paced the wing, hands behind his back, eyes everywhere. When the phrase ended he clapped once. “Again. You—” his chin indicated Anna “—come forward. End the diagonal.”

A murmur rustled the line. To end the diagonal was to be seen whether one wished it or not; it was where the eye naturally fell when the pattern spent itself. Anna stepped into the space Véra had been nursing all morning. She felt the heat rise along her neck and held it down with a practiced breath.

“Good,” Mikhail said, as if the placement were nothing at all. “The rest of you, do not stare at the last step like cows at a gate. You move to it.”

They began. The diagonal traveled, each girl offering her measure and stepping aside. When Anna reached the final beats, the world narrowed to the count and the angle of her shoulder. She chose simplicity: no sugar, only line. The foot found the floor without conversation; the arm drew the air where Mikhail had taught her the eye would follow. She held the pause for exactly what the music allowed and no more.

Somewhere in the auditorium a chair creaked. She did not look. She released the breath on the first note of the next bar and stepped back into the mass as though she had never left it.

Véra followed with a brightness that bordered on glare. She added a tiny rise—there, between two counts, a polished hesitation that said, See me. It was beautiful, and it was theft.

“Once more,” Mikhail said. He did not look at Véra. He did not need to. His attention landed on the whole like a net.

They ran the entrance again. The pianist’s hands hopped lightly; the melody sharpened as if he, too, had become interested. Zinaida the costumer shuffled past the wings with a basket of mended ribbons and paused to watch, lips pressed, eyes kinder than her mouth. From the flies above, a lampman coughed into his sleeve and adjusted a reflector, making a narrow blade of light on the floor where the diagonal would end—right where Anna now stood.

The line traveled. Anna felt the blade of light approach like fate. She stepped into it and held still. The light sliced her from the crowd and asked a question: Do you keep the center, or do you give it back?

She kept it. Not by holding longer than the count—that would have been greed—but by making the stillness so clean that returning to motion looked like her gift to the music rather than its command. The moment ended and the scene continued, and if there was approval in the darkness, it said nothing.

At the cut-off, Véra’s smile had become glass. She dabbed her lower lip with the back of her hand, a gesture that looked like charm and tasted of fury.

“Better,” the ballet master allowed. “You begin to resemble villagers rather than chandeliers.”

Véra tittered on cue. “We try our best to be peasant bread, sir.”

He ignored her. “Again from the harvest—no ornaments, no favors. Bodies first. Anna, keep the end.”

The corps reset. Sweat stitched Anna’s temples; she pressed her fingers to the back of her neck and felt the uneven hammer of her pulse. She thought, absurdly, of Sergey’s ring—plain and reliable—as if the thought of it might steady her. It steadied and unsteadied her at once.

The next run bruised into place. Véra, denied extra sugar at the front, began to take it at the sides: a turn through the shoulder here, a ripple of skirt there. Two girls copied her and were immediately worse; imitation always is. Mikhail stalked like weather.

“Enough embroidery,” he said finally. “We are sewing sacks today, not wedding gowns.”

A small laugh trembled through the line. Véra’s smile did not move.

During the short pause for water, Katya slipped up behind Anna with a tin cup. “You are making her chew nails,” she whispered, eyes bright.

“I am doing what I was told,” Anna said.

“Exactly,” Katya grinned, then sobered. “Hold that place. Do not apologize for it.”

Before Anna could answer, Véra’s perfume—something floral and thin—drifted close. “How lucky,” Véra said quietly, the tilt of her head polite as church. “To be placed at the end today. It suits you.”

“It was assigned,” Anna replied.

“Oh, everything is assigned,” Véra said, and the words managed to include the stage, the morning, the man behind the velvet, and fate itself.

The bell for places rang; the talk broke like glass. They took the entrance once more. Near the coda, Véra made her largest play yet, sliding a breath early into the diagonal, angling her body to steal the blade of light. It would have worked on a lazier morning.

“Stop,” Mikhail said, not loud but final. The pianist’s hands froze above the keys. “Miss Véra, if you prefer to choreograph, I will fetch you paper and pen. Otherwise, join the corps.”

He let the words hang, not cruelly, but with a weight that made the air respectable again. Véra’s throat moved. She curtsied, a tiny cut of silk surrender, and returned to the rank.

“Once more,” Mikhail said. His eyes found Anna, then moved on as if nothing had happened. “And this time, end as if the earth belongs to you.”

She felt the sentence like a hand along her spine. As if the earth belongs to you. It was not vanity; it was permission.

They ran it. When the diagonal finished, Anna stepped into the stillness and let the floor claim her. Her weight settled—light in the chest, rich in the feet—exactly where the wood remembered dancers better than dust. For a heartbeat, the line of girls behind her became a landscape and she its tree. Then she yielded the moment back, turned, and became the landscape again.

From the auditorium, nothing. No rustle, no chair, no cough. Silence with attention inside it. It felt stranger than applause. It felt like terms being set.

“Enough,” the ballet master decided at last. “Drink. After that, we will run from the waltz to the first exit. Mikhail”—he tilted his cane toward the wing—“watch the second rank; they think about soup instead of steps.”

The stage dissolved into a less disciplined noise. Someone argued quietly about the new shoes; someone else cursed a blister. Véra stood alone for a moment at the edge of the light, her profile a medal. She looked toward the velvet darkness, and whatever she read there did not please her. When she turned, her eyes brushed Anna not as an equal but as a problem to be solved.

Katya returned with the tin cup. “You kept it,” she said.

“For now,” Anna managed.

“And how does it feel?”

Anna considered. The honest answer tasted dangerous. “Like a theft I was asked to commit,” she said at last.

Katya’s smile flickered, then warmed. “Then steal until they put your name on it.”

The bell rang again. As Anna moved to her place, she allowed herself one thought of Sergey, gentle and square as a hearthstone. Forgive me, she told the thought, for wanting something that has no roof. Then she set the thought aside the way she set aside a shawl before class—folded, not discarded.

“Ready,” Mikhail called.

They were. The music began, and with it the old argument inside her. But the body, when well-taught, is loyal. It took the side of the work. She let it.

When the run was done, the ballet master seemed to make a decision. He rapped the floor with his cane. “Ladies, compose yourselves,” he said without ceremony. “We will show a bow for our... guest. After the next passage.”

A thrill—sharp, metallic—moved through the corps. No one whispered. There was nothing to say.

Anna stretched her fingers until they stopped trembling and lifted her head. If a bow was to be made, she would make it without apology. The morning had written its terms. She would sign them with her breath and nothing else.

The rehearsal of Giselle drew to its end, sweat-dampened ribbons slipping on ankles, breath coming in quiet gasps that echoed faintly in the cavernous hall. The pianist slowed her fingers, allowing the final notes to linger, trembling like a ghost in the air.

“Line up,” called the ballet master, his sharp voice carrying across the floor.

The girls hurried into formation, skirts brushing against each other, faces glistening under the cold, pale light. The routine of bowing was familiar—an etiquette drilled into them since the first days of their training. Yet today, there was a murmur among them, an awareness of something different.

“Someone’s in the box,” whispered a dancer at the end of the row. Another nudged her elbow, eyes darting upward.

Anna followed their gaze.

At the shadowed edge of the theater, half veiled by the crimson curtain of the balcony, sat a figure. Even in the dimness, his presence was undeniable. The outline of a man, seated with one hand resting on the carved rail, the other hidden in his lap. He did not fidget, nor lean forward, nor turn his head as lesser men did when curiosity overtook them. He simply was, like an unmoving stone in a river that forced the current around him.

The girls bent into their bows, skirts rising and falling like a tide. Anna dipped low with the others, her heart pounding.

When she rose, his eyes were on her.

It was not imagination. She felt the weight of it, a line drawn through the space between them, taut and unbreakable.

Her breath caught.

It was not the indulgent glance of the audience, not the fleeting admiration she had sometimes glimpsed from the scattered patrons who attended rehearsals. This was something else—piercing, burning, deliberate. It fastened on her as though he had been waiting, as though every movement she had made until now had been measured, studied, recorded.

“Do you see?” hissed Vera beside her, keeping her lips stiff, her smile intact for the bow. “You think it’s for you? Don’t hope too much.”

Anna’s hands trembled as she straightened. She wanted to believe Vera was wrong. She wanted not to care. And yet she could not free herself from that stare.

The ballet master stepped forward, breaking the silence with the authority of a man who knew his art was being weighed by moneyed eyes. He raised his hand to Anna. “Stay,” he commanded.

The line of dancers shifted, rippled, then dissolved. The others, some curious, some envious, filed toward the side of the stage. Vera lingered, her lips pressed thin, before she too turned away.

Anna remained in the center, her pulse hammering against her ribs. The air seemed colder now, though her skin flushed with heat.

“Again,” said the ballet master curtly. He gestured for the pianist, who struck the keys with a brisk command.

Anna lifted her arms. Her body obeyed the familiar pattern, but her mind rebelled. She could feel it still—that gaze, fastening her in place, stripping away every defense she thought she had built.

The floor creaked faintly. From the shadows, another voice spoke, low and resonant.

“She has life,” the man said.

The words carried easily across the stage, not loud, but with a kind of gravity that silenced even the piano.

Anna froze mid-movement, her breath rushing out of her chest.

It was not a compliment. Not exactly. The tone was not warm. It was an observation, a claim. As though she were a specimen he had identified, not a girl who had worked herself raw to reach this point.

The ballet master cleared his throat, bowing slightly toward the box. “Yes, Lev Dmitrievich,” he said quickly, smoothing his waistcoat. “She is... unpolished, but spirited.”

The name flickered among the girls at the edge of the stage—Orlov. A whisper that shivered with awe and fear.

Anna’s knees weakened. She almost faltered in her step, but forced herself upright. Her arms extended again, though they shook.

Lev Orlov leaned forward at last, and though his face remained in half-shadow, his eyes caught the light. They were sharp, metallic, like the glint of steel before it strikes.

Their eyes met.

For a heartbeat, she was no longer on the stage. She was suspended in something larger, stranger—caught in a promise she had not agreed to, tethered by an invisible cord she could neither cut nor embrace.

A voice echoed in her head—Sergey’s gentle, careful script from the letter she had hidden in her bag: “I wait for the day you will be my wife, when you will leave behind these cold stages.”

And yet here, now, her blood surged not with warmth, but with terror.

Not because she had been chosen, but because she knew this choice was not hers to make.

She finished her movement with mechanical precision, bowing once more as the pianist ended on a trembling chord.

“Enough,” Orlov’s voice cut through the silence. He leaned back, vanishing deeper into the shadows, but the mark of his gaze did not release her.

Anna lowered her head, unable to steady her breathing.

She had been seen. Truly seen.

And it frightened her more than it thrilled her.

The rehearsal ended with the scrape of chairs and the shuffle of slippers retreating from the stage. The heavy velvet curtain descended slowly, swallowing the last echo of the piano. Behind it, life burst back into chaotic motion—girls tugging at skirts, exhaling laughter or curses, voices overlapping in an eager storm.

But today the storm had a new subject.

“Did you see?” a girl hissed, her words sharp as pins. “He was looking at her. Only at her.”

“Orlov,” another whispered the name like a forbidden prayer. “He made his choice. Everyone knows what that means.”

The crowd of dancers buzzed, feeding on envy and awe. Hands adjusted bodices too tightly, voices pitched too high, eyes darted to Anna as though she had suddenly grown taller, brighter, more dangerous than the rest.

Anna pushed her way toward the corner, clutching her shawl. Heat rose to her cheeks, not from pride, but from the sting of their glances. She felt them like nettles, burning wherever they landed.

Vera’s laughter sliced through the air. “A little mouse,” she said sweetly, tying her ribbons with exaggerated care, “and yet he noticed her. How amusing. Perhaps Lev Dmitrievich has grown tired of polish. Perhaps he prefers accidents.”

The girls tittered, cruel in their delight. Anna bit her lip. She had expected Vera’s venom, yet the words still pierced.

A hand touched her arm. It was Katya, her roommate, her closest confidante in the company. Katya’s eyes were wide, troubled, her whisper low enough to vanish beneath the clamor.

“Be careful,” she murmured. “Men like him... they don’t choose by chance. When they look, it is because they already intend something.”

Anna’s breath caught. “But I didn’t—”

“I know.” Katya squeezed her arm. “That doesn’t matter. What matters is that he saw you. And now everyone else sees you, too.”

Anna glanced around. She saw it in their faces: jealousy, yes, but also fear. As though her sudden elevation cast a shadow that threatened to change the fragile order of their world.

The wardrobe mistress pushed past, muttering about lost gloves, her arms laden with tulle. Stagehands hurried by with ropes and pulleys, the air thick with dust and sweat. But even in this ordinary bustle, the whispers slithered, circling Anna’s name like snakes.

“She will get the solo.”

“She will be invited to supper.”

“She will not last a month.”

Anna’s chest tightened. The letter from Sergey, folded and hidden in her bag, felt heavier than ever. His steady promises—of a quiet home, of children, of mornings untouched by rivalry—pressed against her, demanding loyalty. And yet here, in the theater’s smoky corridors, another kind of future pulsed, wild and terrifying.

She leaned against the cold wall, letting the chill seep into her skin.

Could she carry both worlds at once? Or would one devour the other?

Vera swept past, her perfume sharp with bitterness. “Enjoy it while it lasts, Anna,” she said softly, her lips barely moving. “A glance is not a crown. And his favor is not forever.”

The words dripped like poison, and Anna could not tell whether they were meant as warning or curse.

Her heart pounded. She wanted to answer, to defend herself—but what defense could she give, when she herself did not understand what had happened?

Katya tugged her closer, shielding her from the others. “Listen to me,” she whispered urgently. “You are in danger now. Attention is a gift, yes—but also a weapon. Do not trust it.”

The noise around them swelled: laughter, chatter, footsteps pounding up the staircases. Yet through it all, Anna heard only the echo of Katya’s words. Danger. Weapon. Do not trust.

She realized, with a jolt that made her stomach twist, that she was no longer invisible.

She was visible. Chosen.

And with that came not only possibility—but peril.

The rehearsal hall had long emptied, leaving only the hollow creak of the stage settling into silence. Anna slipped her shawl tighter around her shoulders as she stepped out through the side door of the theater. The evening air of St. Petersburg struck her immediately—sharp, metallic, biting at her lungs. It was the kind of cold that could peel the flush from a dancer’s cheeks within seconds, and yet she welcomed it. After the fever of the stage and the suffocating whispers behind the curtains, the night air was almost merciful.

Her slippers scuffed against the stone steps as she descended slowly, her body aching from hours of repetition. She paused on the last step, her fingers brushing against the iron railing, the frost slick beneath her touch. For a moment, she let herself breathe.

The city stretched before her—gas lamps glowing faintly through the mist, the crunch of carriage wheels echoing down Nevsky, the distant bark of a dog. Life moved on as if the theater were not a crucible of ambition and envy, as if her name had not been whispered a hundred times that afternoon.

Anna tilted her head back, almost against her will. Her gaze slid upward to the great façade of the Mariinsky. The building loomed with its solemn grandeur, its windows catching faint glimmers of light. Her eyes rose further, drawn irresistibly toward the darkened curve of the balcony where the patron’s box was nestled.

And there—framed in shadow, outlined faintly against the glass—stood a figure.

Her heart stumbled.

Lev Orlov.

He did not move, yet she knew with the certainty of instinct that he was watching her. His presence filled the stillness more completely than the winter air. He stood as if rooted to the earth, as though he had always been there, waiting for her to look up.

Anna froze, her hand tightening on the railing. She told herself it was coincidence—that any silhouette might have been mistaken for him—but something in the poised stillness of that figure, in the weight of its gaze even across the distance, told her otherwise.

He was waiting.

For her.

The thought frightened her more than the jealous stares of the other dancers, more than Vera’s sharpened tongue. This was not the fleeting attention of a rival or the careless praise of a teacher. This was deliberate, heavy, binding.

She lowered her eyes quickly, but the image burned in her mind—the outline of a man who could shift the course of her life with nothing more than a glance.

Anna stepped down onto the cobbled street, her shawl pulled tight as though it could shield her from that invisible thread that seemed to bind her gaze to his. She walked faster, boots slipping slightly on the icy stones, yet the echo of his presence followed her, persistent and inescapable.

For the first time, she understood that the stage was no longer a sanctuary. It had been hers—her refuge from the confines of home, her escape from the demands of Sergey’s warm but ordinary dreams. On the stage she had breathed freely, danced as if the world belonged to her.

But now...

Now it belonged to someone else as well.

The thought pressed itself into her, dark and undeniable.

From this day forward, the stage no longer belonged only to me.

The wind lifted her shawl, snapping it like a banner as she disappeared into the fog-thickened streets, carrying with her the certainty that everything had shifted. The stage, the theater, her very future—they had all been seen, claimed, by eyes that promised both power and peril.
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Chapter 4
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Morning crept into the theater the way frost creeps across a window: quiet, patient, impossible to ignore. The porter yawned, rubbed at the brass knob of the side door, and let the girls file in with their bundles of skirts and shawls. The corridor smelled of damp wool and rosin; the floorboards kept secrets underfoot.

Anna was among the first. She had slept little. The shape she’d seen last night in the patron’s box—the way it had stood still, as if measuring her from a distance—had followed her into her dreams and out again. Now the faint sting of winter came through the cracked window and steadied her better than tea could have done.

Katya fell into step beside her, pulling off one glove with her teeth. “You heard?” she whispered.

“Heard what?”

Katya tipped her head toward the rehearsal hall. “They say there will be a casting. Today.”

A loose pin pricked Anna’s scalp. “Already?”

“Things move quickly when certain eyes are watching,” Katya murmured, not unkindly.

They entered the hall. Pale light bled through the high windows and flattened every color to a single winter shade. The pianist, a small woman with smart eyes and a shawl knotted tight, was already flexing her fingers. Girls gathered in clusters, rubbing warmth into their wrists, marking steps with small, anxious taps. Conversation was not conversation so much as the hissing exchange of air—rumors, clipped and sharpened, passed from mouth to mouth.

“Today? — So soon? — Not all of us are ready for a—”

“Of course we are. We must be.”

“Do you think it’s true he sat in the box? I didn’t see—”

“You never see. But it was him. Who else would the master bow to from the stage?”

Vera made her entrance not like the others, but as though she were stepping into a portrait: shoulders set, chin high, the hem of her skirt falling at exactly the right length to sing of discipline. Her hair shone too perfectly for morning. She moved as if the mirrors were already full of her.

“Look at them,” she said to the girl nearest her, not bothering to lower her voice. “Like chickens when the lid is lifted.” Her eyes found Anna. “Some of us are very eager to be fed.”

Anna felt the heat climb her throat. “Good morning, Vera,” she managed.

“What an honest greeting.” Vera’s smile was thin. “May your luck be as honest.”

The ballet master strode in then, snuffing the last of the whispers. Mikhail trailed him by a step, carrying a stack of scored pages that looked as if they might fly from his arms. The master clapped once, a crack loud enough to stop the pianist’s quiet testing of the keys.

“Ladies.”

They drew themselves into order. Slippers aligned, backs lengthened. Anna’s heart thudded, though nothing had been said yet; the air knew before their ears did.

“As you all have heard by now,” the master began, his accent cutting each word precise as a knife, “we will prepare a new series of performances of Giselle. It is a matter of the theater’s honor that our cast be chosen not by gossip, but by work. Therefore, today we begin the trials. There will be no favorites. Only results.”

A wave ran through the line—excitement for some, dread for others. The master lifted a hand and it stopped at once, broken against his palm.

“The rules are simple. First, ensemble. I want to see the body of the corps as it should be seen: breathing together. Then variations. Solos for those called. If your name is not called, you will still dance. The stage does not ask if you are ready.”

He glanced at Mikhail. “Be sharp.”

Mikhail nodded once, his eyes moving over the line, pausing on faces the way a physician might study pulses. When they reached Anna, they did not soften. If anything, they sharpened more; she felt flayed and put together in the same instant.

The pianist struck a chord. A rustle went through the skirts, a whispering sea. They began.

Barre was not gentleness but a verdict: plies scrubbed clean of vanity, tendus that carved the floor, balances that told the truth. The master’s cane clicked out the counts. “No softness there. Heels under you. Breathe. Breathe.” He gave corrections like pebbles tossed into a pond; the ripples reached everyone.

When they moved to center, the tension grew. The great diagonal—always a small battlefield—looked longer today. Girls who were friends at the mirror became rivals when that line opened.

“Vera,” the master said. “Lead.”

Vera’s smile was a slice. She took the corner like a queen taking a throne. Her sequence—small jumps as neatly stacked as coins, a turn that finished exactly where it was meant to—drew a collective sigh. She did not look at Anna, but her cheek held an expression of satisfaction that did the looking for her.

“Acceptable,” the master said. “Again, with less pride.”

A twitch—almost imperceptible—passed through Vera’s mouth.

“Anna,” Mikhail said quietly. Not loud, not dramatic; simply a name placed in the room like a candle that would either light or gutter.

Anna stepped forward. The floor felt different under her than it had an hour ago, as if it had grown older and slicker while she warmed her ankles. She took her breath, just as her mother had taught her to do before crossing a street in winter: once, deep and serious. Then she went.

The first two steps were obedient. The third was honest. The silence of the hall met her without resistance; she moved into it as a swimmer moves into water, uncertain for a heartbeat and then certain in spite of herself. A turn carried her farther than she had expected—it should have annoyed the master, but it did not. She held it without showing the strain, then landed soft, a whisper of rosin dust lifting at her feet.

Mikhail’s voice, low: “Do not rush the breath before you rise. The breath is the rise.”

She tried again. The correction fit into her bones as if it had always been there. This time, the jump did not look higher; it looked inevitable.

When she finished, she did not expect praise and therefore did not miss it. The lack of disparagement felt, absurdly, like a blessing.

But calm is a poor tenant in a room shared with envy. As they moved through combinations, Vera’s comments became more pointed and more polished; she could stick a pin without bending it.

“Careful, Anna,” Vera murmured as they crossed paths, a duet forming and unforming among the lines. “If you fall from attention’s height, the ground has no pity.”

“Please,” Katya hissed from behind them, “save your poetry for the solo.”

Vera didn’t glance back. “Some things do not need an audience to be true.”

The master clapped again. “Enough. We proceed. Variations.” He named a short list. As he spoke, each name left a mark in the air.

Vera, of course.

Two other girls.

And then—“Anna.”

Her own name sounded like something she had borrowed and might have to return. She stepped forward before doubt could pull at her skirts.

Mikhail came closer, close enough that she could see the threadbare patch at the cuff of his sleeve. He spoke for her ear only. “Do not present yourself to them,” he said quietly. “Present the music. Let them watch the music through you.”

She nodded, though the words frightened her. To be watched as herself was already enough; to be the glass through which something brighter was observed—who could stand that?

The pianist began. The first notes were shy and then sure. Anna moved. She did not think of Orlov; thinking of him would have broken her. She did not think of letters or kitchens or the stitching of a peaceful future. She thought only of the simple, radical fact of weight and how to deny it.

Midway through her phrase, a ribbon loosened at her ankle. She heard the small gasp from the line, not from herself. She angled, gentled the landing, tucked the ribbon without breaking shape. The master’s cane tapped once—not in rebuke but in acknowledgment.

When the variation ended, the room held very still for a beat, as if considering what it had seen. Anna’s chest rose and fell. She did not look to see if Vera was watching. She knew.

Vera stepped out for her own turn with a little lift of chin that said winning and deserving were the same word. Her technique was a clean blade. Where Anna had been breath, Vera was edge. The final pose—beautiful, cold—made a couple of the younger girls actually clap before they shrank from the master’s frown.

“Both,” he said after a moment. “Each in her way.” He did not smile. “We will work.”

A line from the back: “Master, is it true, then—about Giselle?”

“It is true that the theater requires a Giselle worthy of its name,” he replied. “And it is true that you will all work until you are.” He glanced toward the high shadowed boxes as if he could see through walls. “No one dances for a single pair of eyes. Remember this.”

The words struck Anna with a strange double feeling—rebuke and protection. She found Katya’s hand and squeezed it. Katya squeezed back.

Vera gathered her shawl, adjusting it so that the fringe fell like a fringe of medals. As she passed Anna, she spoke without moving her mouth. “Once the door opens, dear, it never swings only one way.”

Anna lifted her chin. “Then I shall learn to keep my balance in the wind,” she said, though the bravado burned her tongue.

Mikhail’s voice cut across them. “Enough talking. Again from the beginning. Let us see if rumor makes your feet clever.”

The pianist began anew. The girls took their places, the line resetting like soldiers at parade. Outside the windows, a pallid sun troubled the clouds and failed to break them. Inside, the room grew warmer—not with comfort, but with work: the honest kind, the kind that left marks.

By the time the first hour ended, the gossip had thinned, replaced by sweat and intent. Yet under everything—under the counts, under the clicks of the cane, under the starch and the rosin—ran the bright, hard thread of certainty: the trials had begun.

Anna felt it binding her to the floor and lifting her from it in the same breath. Whatever choice had been made in the dark, another would be made here, in the light, step by step. She was afraid. She was alive. She bowed her head at the master’s gesture and prepared to dance again.

The air in the rehearsal hall thickened as names were called. Each girl stepped forward in turn, the wooden floor groaning beneath pointe shoes that had already suffered too many hours of work. The long mirrors seemed crueller today, reflecting not only bodies but every flicker of doubt.

“Vera,” Mikhail announced.

Of course. It was always Vera first. She moved forward with a serenity that was half performance, half possession. Her face showed neither nerves nor eagerness; she carried herself as if the role had already been hers from birth, and the rest of them were merely witnesses to a coronation.

The pianist’s fingers began to coax the opening notes from the keys. Vera inclined her head, an elegant gesture that looked almost like mockery, and then she was in motion.

Her lines were perfect. Too perfect, Anna thought, as she watched. Vera’s back was a ruler, her arms carving faultless arcs. Her jumps sliced the air like knives sharpened on glass. Nothing wavered, nothing revealed fatigue. She was cold brilliance made flesh, the embodiment of discipline.

The ballet master’s cane clicked softly against the floor with each correction, but his words to Vera were different. Not indulgent—he was never indulgent—but carrying an unmistakable edge of respect.

“Higher, but you know that,” he said curtly. “Do not show them effort. Hide the fire.”

Vera’s lips curved almost imperceptibly. She adjusted instantly, and the next leap seemed effortless, as though she had been born without weight.

Behind her, whispers rippled among the girls.

“Look at that turn.”

“She doesn’t even breathe.”

“Cold as ice, isn’t she?”

Katya, standing close to Anna, muttered, “She thinks she is already on stage in front of the Tsar himself.”

Anna didn’t answer. Her throat had gone dry. The more perfect Vera became, the more Anna felt herself shrinking into shadow. Every girl who followed Vera would be compared to her—and what comparison could survive such ruthless precision?

Vera finished with a devastating flourish: an arabesque that stretched like a blade, steady as if carved into stone. When the pianist struck the final note, she held the pose for a heartbeat longer than necessary, as if daring anyone to look away first.

The master’s cane tapped again. “Good. Sharp. But—” He raised a finger. “Remember that a knife can glitter and still leave an audience cold.”

A murmur stirred through the corps, quickly silenced. Vera bowed, lips pressed into a tight, victorious line, and retreated to her place with the grace of a queen returning to her throne.

Anna could feel the heat of Vera’s glance even without meeting it: Try to follow that.

The next girls stepped forward in sequence, each trying desperately to outshine the ghost of Vera’s performance. One stumbled in her turn, recovering with a red face. Another pushed too hard, forcing her extension beyond beauty into something strained and awkward. The master’s critiques fell like stones: “Control your breath. Do not hurry. You are not iron, you are flesh—show it!”

Anna clasped her hands tighter, fingernails pressing crescents into her palms. Her stomach twisted as though she had swallowed ice.

Always Vera. Always her name first. Always her shadow across me.

She remembered Sergei’s letter, folded and hidden in her bodice as if it could steady her. His neat words had spoken of a warm home, of peace, of children. He had no understanding of this world, this sharp and glittering battlefield where a single gesture could make or unmake a future. And yet here she stood, tethered to both lives, neither of them offering her rest.
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