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Prologue

1897.
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The theatre slept beneath a veil of dust and gold.

Ariadna moved through the empty stage as though through a cathedral.

Every step she took echoed like a prayer.

In her hands — a velvet box, light as breath, dangerous as memory.

She knelt before the mirror set into the floorboards and whispered,

“If anyone hears this music — do not repeat it.”

Then she hid the diadem inside the hollow beneath the boards,

closed it with trembling fingers,

and listened.

For a heartbeat, the silence changed shape —

a faint hum rose from the mirror,

like music trapped beneath glass.

The candles went out one by one.

When light returned, Ariadna was gone.

Only the box remained, sealed in the dark,

and the echo of her breath drifted into the wood.
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A hammer struck metal. Dust swirled like snow.

Workers broke through the floor of the same theatre —

its chandeliers long dead, its curtains eaten by time.

“Careful,” someone said. “This beam’s hollow.”

They pried it open — and froze.

From the darkness below came a sound.

Not a voice.

Not an echo.

Music.

Thin, distant, but alive —

as if someone was still dancing

beneath the stage.
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Chapter 1
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The train slowed as if the rails themselves had turned to ice. Windows fogged, then cleared in strips where breath met glass, and Lidia watched the city approach in shavings of light—lamps smudged to halos, chimneys exhaling a slow white grammar, a river of iron tracks splitting toward the station like ribs. Every mile took something from her and gave something back. She could not say which was heavier.

She pressed her gloved finger to the window and drew a small circle, a child’s moon. What stared back was not quite her face. Time had sanded her into clarity: the cheekbones a touch sharper, the mouth that had learned to refuse and then to bless, the eyes with their pale, hard ring around the iris—proof that a life can be looked at directly and survived. The train’s glass carried her reflection for a moment and then set it loose among the lights of the city. She felt the old ache: not youth—she did not hunger for that—but the clean permission of beginning.

Beside her, the worn suitcase bumped against her knee as the car shuddered. It held as little as she dared carry across an ocean of years: a pair of soft shoes with satin scraped thin, a folded practice skirt that smelled faintly of rosin no matter how carefully she laundered it, a small tin of mending needles, the kind a woman can hide in a hem. Between the skirt and the shoes, wrapped in a scarf, lay a letter. The envelope had once been white; now it was the color of candle smoke. She did not have to open it to see the handwriting. Anna did not so much write her name as balance it on its toes.

Lidia, my brave one...

She never read beyond that line when the world was moving. She did not trust herself to survive the second sentence until the ground stood still.

“Leningrad soon,” the conductor called in a voice that had swallowed its music. The car breathed and shivered, coats waking to the idea of bodies inside them, suitcases shifting with a dull chorus of clasps. Someone began to hum a march under his breath; someone else hushed a child with the same rhythm. Lidia closed her eyes. In the darkness behind her lids the city did not have a name. It was simply the place where sound turned to room.

She had left as a daughter and returned as no one’s. It did not matter. Her first teacher had once told her: A dancer is always returning—to the same position, the same note of silence. That is where the difficulty lives. It was a cruel kind of comfort. She put her hand on the suitcase handle and waited for the jolt.

It came—metal striking metal, brakes speaking their long, tired syllable. The station opened around them, a rib-cage of soot-black iron and glass, the old imperial grandeur wrinkled into usefulness. She stepped down into a breath that tasted of cold nails and damp wood. Steam climbed her stockinged calves through the wool as if the platform itself were a bathhouse for ghosts.

People moved as weather: a gust of fur hats, a sudden clearing, a drift of scarves. Lidia stood still until her balance belonged to the floor. She did not hurry. To hurry was to apologize for being here. She would not. Not in this life.

“Excuse me,” a young soldier said, carrying a parcel bound with twine. He meant the word as he might mean pardon a veteran; it tried to sound official and ended as kind. Lidia stepped aside. The soldier glanced at her face and then away in two heartbeats, as though her gaze might require a second salary.

At the far end of the hall a set of doors breathed open and shut with the rhythm of a giant sleep. She walked toward them. The suitcase wheels made a small language on the tiles. When she reached the glass, the city met her in the only vocabulary it knew: the white of breath, the gray of stone, a string of lamps receding into a winter afternoon that had mislaid its sun.

Outside, snow did not fall; it assembled. It arranged itself along ledges and shoulders, declaring what everything had always meant to be. Lidia adjusted the scarf at her throat. The knit was Parisian—an immodest shade of blue that, in this light, learned to be modest again. She stepped onto the pavement and the first smell came up to greet her, intimate as a remembered joke: wax. Not the warm scent of candles at prayer, but theatre wax—beeswax with a wound of smoke in it—the polish people used on floors when the city had been young and musical.

She almost stopped. She almost said Anna’s name aloud. She didn’t. Words had weight here. She walked instead.

A streetcar passed, half-empty, its bell the size of a single conscience. Two women argued in careful voices about potatoes. A boy ran with a loaf under his arm, not stealing, only late. The city’s river lay to her right, not visible but audible—a slow metal stir that belonged to bridges. Each corner offered a memory that did not belong to her yet. She turned down a side street where snow had the courage to be untouched.

The academy would expect her tomorrow. She had been told there would be a welcome of some kind—formal, rationed, correct. Today, then, was her own. She would spend it like a coin in a church: quietly, with the stubborn peace of a guilty believer.

At a kiosk a woman sold newspapers with the patience of a rock. Lidia did not buy one. Headlines were a choreography she did not wish to learn just yet. Instead, she let the map of the city write itself under her feet—the long, elegant sentence of Nevsky, the parenthesis of a small square where the snow had gathered in a posture of concentration, the ellipsis of alleyways that suggested and did not confess.

When she came upon the theatre, it did not surprise her. She had not been walking to it and yet of course she had. Scaffolding clung to its façade like a remembered apology. A tarpaulin had been tied over the main doors, the knot-work neat and hopeless as a surgeon’s. The posters were old enough to have found a second youth in ruin; the colors had faded into nobility. Behind the glass, letters from another decade insisted that a season would begin soon, soon, soon.

She raised her hand. The gloves were black kid leather rubbed down shiny at the fingertips from the honest work of staying alive. She did not touch the poster; she touched the air a breath’s width in front of it, the way one touches the cheek of a sleeping child without waking it. From somewhere within the building—below or above, she could not tell—came the faintest seam of sound. Not music. The idea of it.

No, she told herself. Not yet.

A passerby slowed, as if to ask whether she needed anything. Lidia gave him the blade of a smile and he moved on, reassured that what she required was not purchasable.

She walked around the side of the theatre where deliveries once arrived—the door where men, noiseless as good butlers, had carried in scenery and carried out secrets. The door was braced open to the afternoon. A coil of cable leaned against the threshold like a sleeping serpent. Inside, a voice called, “Mind the beam,” and another answered with a clatter that meant too late. Dust drifted out in clouds, each mote bright with its own vanity.

Lidia did not go in. Not yet. To enter without being asked would be to claim a right she had not earned back. She stood at the lip of shadow and listened. It was ordinary noise—wood scolding, a hammer confessing its trade, men practicing the ancient theatre art of complaint. Every so often the sounds aligned into something like a rhythm, and her bones remembered what to do with rhythm: they lined up, they leaned forward, they woke.

A child would have peered, a student would have begged, a younger woman might have pretended to be lost. Lidia simply nodded to the invisible house—I have returned; let us be reasonable with one another—and turned away.

The cold was honest. It never argued. Snow found the edge of her left boot and set about the work of ownership. She crossed back toward the main street and the station beyond it. The suitcase felt lighter now; perhaps she was remembering how to carry it. An old woman selling matches coughed into her shawl; Lidia bought a box without needing them, and the woman’s thank you had the cracked lacquer of gratitude stored for emergencies.

At the corner she paused beneath a lamp whose glass had been replaced badly so that a crescent of wind could whistle through. The sound was thin and almost human. Lidia looked up. A single flake balanced on the lip of the metal and surrendered to gravity. It landed on her sleeve and did not melt. For a second, she believed in omens the way a body believes in fever dreams: sincerely, with a knowledge that will not survive the day.

She took the letter from her bag. Not to read. To feel its weight against the air of its birthplace. The paper had kept the scent of the room where it was written: varnish, starch, the clean hunger of work. She slid it back and drew her scarf snug. When she began to walk again, the city sounded less like a stranger and more like a score she had once danced to so well that she forgot it had been written by someone else.

On the station steps a choir of arrivals and departures sang its disorganized hymn. Lidia let it carry her up and into the rib-cage of iron. Somewhere ahead a whistle considered and decided against itself. Signs pointed: To Baggage, To Tickets, To Tea. There was no sign that read To the Past. She would have ignored it if there had been.

At the threshold of the concourse she stopped. The floor had been scrubbed into a pale reflection of the winter sky. Her shoes drew no attention. Good. Attention was for later, when she chose it. She stood very still and felt for the small balance point that had always been her compass: the place directly beneath the sternum where breath chooses whether to stay or leave. When she found it, the city clicked into correct alignment by a fraction of a degree.

“Welcome home,” she said, but not aloud. The word home did not take offense. It knew it had competitors now.

The clock above the platform lifted its hands two minutes closer to evening. Lidia turned her face to the doors again. The cold met her with that old, respectful frankness, and she decided—for tonight—to accept the treaty. She would go to a small hotel where she could borrow a kettle and a window. She would rinse the travel out of her bones. She would sleep.

And in the morning, while the snow was still kind, she would go back to the theatre and ask to be let in.

The city received her without enthusiasm, as if it had forgotten how to greet. Snow fell in the small, uncertain manner of a guest who intends to stay too long. The streets hummed with the ordinary bravery of people who pretended not to notice the cold.

Lidia walked among them, suitcase in hand, her shoes sinking into slush that remembered the morning and nothing else. The air smelled of iron and ink, of something written too long ago to read. She passed storefronts with paper taped over their windows, names of vanished goods still visible beneath the frost: Coffee. Soap. Hope.

Electric bulbs flickered behind glass like tired eyes; each one seemed to whisper, we are doing our best. The tramlines were strung with icicles that rang faintly when the wind turned. No one looked at her. That, she realized, was the city’s kindness—it allowed anonymity to those who returned.

She turned onto a wider avenue. The old rhythm of the city still lived beneath the snow, the distant clang of a trolley, the echo of boots against granite. It was not hostility she felt around her, only indifference—an enormous, dignified indifference that did not care who had left or who had dared to come back.

She tightened her scarf. For a moment she thought she saw, through the falling snow, the outline of the theatre. It stood at the end of the street like a memory someone had tried to repaint but the color had bled through.

Drawn by instinct more than choice, she walked toward it. Each step seemed to erase a little of her resolve, until only the habit of moving remained.

When she reached the corner, the wind gathered itself and shifted, carrying with it a smell that stopped her: wax—warm, dusty, theatrical wax, mingled with the faint sweetness of decaying roses. She had not smelled it since Paris. Memory struck her like light through stained glass—too beautiful to bear directly.

There, on the nearest wall, hung a new poster under a cracked pane of glass. The paper was bright where the snow had not touched it. She brushed the edge clear with her glove and read slowly, as if translating:
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ALEXANDROV THEATRE — RESTORATION IN PROGRESS. SEASON TO OPEN SOON.
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Her breath clouded the words.

For a long time she only stood and looked. Behind the glass, the ink of the letters seemed to pulse slightly, as if it had its own heartbeat. The theatre had survived. Not the people, not the music perhaps, but the building itself, stubborn as old bones that refused the grave.

She lifted her hand. The leather of her glove creaked faintly. She did not mean to touch the glass, only to measure the distance, but her fingers brushed it anyway. Cold met her through the leather—a clean, cutting cold that reached straight to the pulse.

It was the same motion she had made countless times as a young dancer: stretching her hand toward the mirror, watching another hand reach back. Only now there was no reflection, only snow gathering on the poster frame, dissolving one word at a time until Theatre became heat and then nothing at all.

She whispered, half to herself, half to the invisible stage beyond the walls:

“Do you still remember me?”

A gust answered, slipping through the alley with the soft hiss of silk on wood. The paper trembled. She thought she heard, faintly, the sound of something shifting behind the doors—boards settling, or maybe a step. She smiled, unwilling to admit the trembling in her chest.

Someone brushed past her shoulder. “Careful, comrade,” a man muttered without slowing. The word comrade had lost its warmth long ago; it was only punctuation now.

Lidia stepped aside. Snowflakes clung to her lashes and melted there. The theatre windows were shuttered, but behind one she imagined light, the amber glow of rehearsal lamps waking after decades of sleep. The image was so strong that she almost raised her hand to shield her eyes.

The wind changed again, bringing with it the river’s breath and the faint tolling of a bell—somewhere a tram announcing itself to a city that already knew. She let the sound anchor her.

This was not the cruel city she had fled. Cruelty, at least, would have remembered her. This was something harder to fight: forgetfulness made of stone and snow. And yet she felt the smallest current of welcome in it, as though beneath all that indifference the streets still recognized the pattern of her steps.

She turned to leave. The poster flapped once, twice, a slow applause. The wax scent thickened for a moment, and then was gone.

As she walked away, she kept seeing in her mind the word restoration. It was meant for the theatre, of course, but it felt personal. She wondered what, if anything, could be restored of herself.

At the next crossing, she stopped to let a truck pass. Its tires sprayed her coat with slush, gray as memory. She didn’t mind. She was already part of the landscape again, weathered and silent.

She crossed the street, her suitcase bumping rhythmically against her leg, the sound almost like a metronome marking a tempo she hadn’t danced to in years. Somewhere inside her, faint but steady, a counter-rhythm began to answer.

And when she looked back one last time, the theatre was half-lost in snow, its roofline blurred, its windows dark. Only one light burned near the eaves, pale and uncertain, like the memory of a star seen through frost.

She took a breath, let it out slowly, and kept walking—into the heart of a city that did not greet her and therefore, in its strange way, forgave her.

Morning arrived with a glassy, uncertain light — the kind that never fully committed to day. The city was rinsed pale by snowmelt and the smell of coal smoke. Lidia crossed the square in her wool coat, the suitcase tapping her leg like an obedient metronome. The sky hung low, a ceiling of gray silk stretched too tight.

The Academy of Ballet stood at the edge of the avenue — a faded empire of echoes and varnish. Its facade, pale as paper, carried the tired grace of someone who had once been magnificent and now refused to apologize for age. Above the doors, the gold lettering had dimmed to brass: IMPERIAL SCHOOL OF DANCE. Someone had hammered a smaller plaque beneath it: STATE BALLET INSTITUTE. The two names looked uneasy beside each other, as if sharing the same mirror.

Inside, the corridor smelled of lacquer and discipline. Every step she took met a hollow echo from the parquet, an old rhythm she hadn’t heard since before the war. The air was sharp with resin and soap, but beneath it, faintly, the scent of wax again — the same one she had breathed near the theatre.

Girls in gray uniforms hurried past her, carrying bundles of practice skirts. Their braids swung like pendulums. One of them looked up, wide-eyed, then whispered to another. The words “the foreigner” and “the émigrée” flickered between them like moths.

Lidia kept walking. She had no interest in correcting their vocabulary. She knew what it meant to be an echo among the living.

At the end of the hall stood a tall woman in a plain gray dress — the rector. Her figure was narrow, her hair gathered in a coil so severe it seemed to hold her head upright. She waited beside a door labeled Director’s Office, holding a ledger as if it were both shield and sword.

“Lidia Volkova,” she said, without offering a hand. The voice was flat as polished marble. “We did not expect your arrival to be so... punctual.”

“Habit,” Lidia replied, taking off her gloves. “Time was the first partner I ever danced with. He doesn’t forgive delay.”

The woman’s mouth twitched. It might have been a smile, or an involuntary tremor. “Follow me.”

The office was colder than the corridor, as though warmth had been deemed an indulgence. The curtains were drawn halfway; a rectangle of gray light cut across the desk. On the wall, portraits of former directors stared down with expressions of judgment disguised as pride.

“Your file is incomplete,” the rector began, opening the ledger. “You have spent... thirty-one years abroad.”

“Yes.”

“France?”

“Among other countries.”

“Teaching?”

“Dancing,” Lidia said softly. “Then teaching, when my body remembered too much.”

The pen in the rector’s hand hesitated. “We have few places for... private innovation here, Miss Volkova. Our students learn by repetition. They do not need foreign flourishes.”

“I assure you,” Lidia said, “discipline travels better than passports.”

Silence. The rector closed the ledger with a careful gesture, as if finalizing a verdict.

“You will be assigned the advanced class,” she said at last. “They are promising, though undisciplined. You will report each morning at nine. I will observe when necessary.”

Lidia nodded. “Understood.”

The rector’s gaze lifted, measuring something invisible around Lidia — perhaps pride, perhaps danger. Then, with a voice sharpened by certainty, she said:

“You are a legend, Lidia Volkova. But legends rarely survive within new walls.”

The words fell like pins on a stage. Lidia smiled, but her eyes did not follow the smile.

“Then perhaps,” she answered quietly, “the walls must remember who they once were.”

For a moment neither woman spoke. Outside the window, snow slid from the eaves in a long sigh. The sound of distant music — scales from another studio — drifted through the air like breath escaping a body.

“Your classroom is at the end of the east corridor,” the rector said finally. “You will find what remains of the old mirrors there.”

The hallway stretched long and dim, lined with photographs of students from vanished decades. Faces of girls in tulle and velvet — bright-eyed, fragile, anonymous. Lidia paused at one frame. Her own face looked back at her from a photo in the bottom corner — seventeen, maybe eighteen, her mouth caught mid-laugh. She hadn’t known they still kept it.

Her fingers touched the glass. The surface was cold, and for a moment she felt a tremor — like the vibration of a stage plank before music begins. She stepped away.

At the end of the hall, the east studio waited behind a cracked white door. She pushed it open.

The smell hit her first: resin, sweat, wood dust, time. The room was bright despite the weak winter light. Long mirrors lined one wall, and their silvering had begun to fade — the reflections broke like ice, catching light in fragments. Dust swirled lazily in the sunbeams, moving like dancers who had forgotten their cues.

Lidia crossed the floor and placed her hand on the barre. The wood was worn smooth, warm in some places from the morning class. She closed her eyes.

Paris came back to her — a rehearsal room filled with cigarette smoke and laughter, the violinist always late, the director shouting Encore! until the walls themselves seemed to dance. Then came silence. The war. The closing of doors. The quiet exile that lasted thirty years.

She opened her eyes again. This room was smaller, poorer, quieter. But it was real. It had survived. And so had she.

Behind her, the door creaked. Two young instructors stood there, watching. One whispered something, the other gave a polite, almost frightened nod. Lidia turned slightly, smiled, and said, “Don’t whisper. Whispering teaches the air to doubt you.”

They blushed and retreated. The door closed.

Lidia stood alone in the echoing room. The mirrors trembled faintly, reflecting her in broken symmetry — the same woman multiplied, fractured by time. She lifted her chin and faced herself directly.

“You,” she whispered to her reflection, “and I — we will teach them to listen.”

The sunlight flickered, as if the room had understood.

When she finally left the studio, the corridor was empty. Somewhere deep in the building, a metronome ticked — precise, unyielding, eternal. It might have been keeping time for a class, or for the city itself.

Lidia paused before the door, then reached into her coat pocket and touched the folded letter from Anna. The wax seal had cracked long ago, but the scent still lingered.

Tomorrow she would begin again. But tonight, as snow pressed softly against the Academy windows, she felt the strange certainty that something — or someone — had already begun without her.

Evening gathered in the Academy like breath behind glass — slow, invisible, inevitable. The corridors had emptied, their echoes folded neatly into silence. Only the faint hum of a heater remained, working harder than it should, the metal ticking like an old metronome counting ghosts.

Lidia stayed behind in the studio.

She had not meant to, not at first. The last of the girls had left an hour ago, their laughter still lingering in corners like perfume. She had stayed to correct a note on the rehearsal schedule, then to rearrange the barres, then simply because she could not make herself leave.

Now, the light was dying.

The windows, tall and arched, held the winter evening in slabs of pale silver. Dust floated through the cold beams like tiny dancers, each one lost in her own slow pirouette. The smell of resin and varnish hung in the air — the scent of discipline, of repetition, of everything she both loved and feared.

Lidia crossed the room and stood before the mirrors.

The glass was old, mottled at the edges, swallowing rather than reflecting light. Her figure appeared there — small, straight, wrapped in the dark wool of her coat. For a long while she simply looked. Then, without quite deciding to, she lifted her arms and let her body remember.

Her reflection followed.

Or almost.

The movement was simple — a port de bras she had done a thousand times. But tonight, the reflection was a fraction too quick, a breath ahead of her own motion, as though it had already anticipated what she would do. The air thickened. Her heart stuttered once in her chest.

She froze.

The reflected version of her did too — perfectly still, the same posture, the same breath. Yet something about the stillness was wrong. It was too precise, too aware*. A living silence pretending to be glass.*

Lidia let her hands fall. The faint creak of the floor answered like a whisper.

In the far corner of the room, one of the old mirrors gave a soft sound — not a crack, but a sigh. She turned toward it, every muscle alert. Nothing moved.

Only the light changed.

Outside, the sky had deepened to a color between blue and steel. The last of the sun had vanished, leaving behind a cold shimmer that slid across the mirrors like the memory of water. Lidia stepped closer, her breath fogging the glass. She could smell her own perfume, faint and unfamiliar, as though it belonged to someone else.

“Enough,” she whispered. “You’re tired.”

Her voice didn’t echo. Instead, the silence pressed back, patient, listening.

And then she heard it — faint, distant, almost tender: a tap, like the sound of a heel striking wood.

Once.

Twice.

A pause.

Then again.

Her first thought was that someone had returned for a forgotten scarf. But the rhythm was wrong — too slow, too deliberate. Not the noise of a student, but something older, ritualized.

She turned toward the door. It stood slightly ajar, a thread of light spilling from the hall beyond.

No one.

Another tap.

This one closer.

It came, she realized, from beneath her feet — from below the studio.

The floorboards were old pine, patched and revarnished over decades, the same kind used in the Academy’s oldest wing — the one built directly above what had once been the small rehearsal hall of the Imperial Theatre.

Her breath caught. She crouched, fingertips grazing the boards.

There was warmth there. Faint, like a pulse.

She pressed her ear against the floor. The wood was cold against her skin. The next sound was unmistakable — the sliding scrape of a shoe, as if someone below had just completed a turn.

Her heart began to beat in time with it.

For a moment she almost laughed — the kind of small, startled laugh that people make when they realize they are both frightened and absurd. “It’s only the pipes,” she murmured. “Old buildings sing.”

But no — the rhythm continued, subtle, graceful, deliberate. A dancer’s rhythm.

She stood, brushing the dust from her knees. Her reflection still watched her, the same composure, the same unreadable calm. Only now, she noticed something new — a faint shimmer along the edge of the mirror, like frost tracing a window. The pattern spread slowly, a fine lattice of silver veins.

Lidia stepped back. “No,” she whispered, though she wasn’t sure what she was denying.

The shimmer deepened. For an instant, she thought she saw movement within the glass — not her reflection, but a blur of white fabric, the curve of an arm, a hand poised mid-gesture.

A dancer.

The image flickered, faint as a breath on ice, and was gone. The mirror showed only Lidia again — small, pale, trembling, alive.

She exhaled slowly. “I’ve imagined worse,” she said under her breath.

Still, her fingers shook as she reached for the light switch. The room dimmed into a half-world of blue shadows.

She turned toward the door. The boards gave a final soft creak behind her — one step, no more.

Lidia did not look back.

In the hallway, the world resumed its ordinary silence — the kind of silence that belongs to places after people have gone. The faint smell of wax followed her, persistent as memory.

She closed the studio door gently, as though not to wake something sleeping inside.

Downstairs, the night porter was lighting a cigarette beside the stairwell. He glanced up as she passed.

“Working late?”

Lidia hesitated, then said, “Listening.”

He laughed, uncertain, and nodded. “Ah. The walls here — they have good memories.”

She smiled politely and stepped out into the street. The air hit her like cold glass. Snow had started again, thin and fine, a veil over the city.

Behind her, through the high windows of the studio, the mirrors caught the light of a passing car. For a heartbeat, they gleamed as if something inside them had opened its eyes.

And then the building went dark.

The city had changed its key by the time Lidia reached the river. The air was thicker, the light slower, the silence more deliberate — a kind of stillness that listened.

Snow had stopped, but the world remained dusted with its memory. The Neva was black, heavy, breathing mist. Steam rose from its surface in slow, muscular curls, like ghosts rehearsing a waltz. Streetlamps shone through it, their reflections trembling on the ice-edged water like molten candles.

Lidia walked along the embankment, her heels finding the rhythm of the cobblestones. The wind came from the east, carrying a metallic taste — the breath of engines, of iron bridges, of factories dreaming in smoke. She pulled her coat tighter and tucked her scarf beneath her chin.

Every few steps, she passed someone — a sailor smoking alone, a woman in a headscarf hurrying home, a young man with newspapers under his arm — yet each of them seemed enclosed in their own small orbit of light, untouchable. The night had made islands of them all.

Across the river, the domes of the city glowed faintly — tarnished gold under the cloudy sky. The air was filled with the low hum of distant machinery, the click of a tram far away, the hush of the river’s slow pulse.

She did not know where she was walking until she realized she was nearing it again.

The theatre.

It rose from the fog at the bend of the embankment — half-shrouded in scaffolding, its windows boarded, its name almost erased by time and soot. Wooden cranes leaned like weary giants against its walls. The banners, still hanging from before the restoration began, flapped weakly in the cold wind.

She stopped a few steps away and looked up. The grand archway, once white and gold, was gray now — a monument to everything that refused to vanish.

For a moment, she simply stood and watched the snow gather in the cracks of the marble. Then she noticed the poster.

It was still there, behind cracked glass. The paper had yellowed and curled at the edges, but through the stains of moisture and time, the letters could still be read — bold, uneven, almost bleeding through the years:



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ЖАР-ПТИЦА. THE FIREBIRD.
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The sight struck her like the touch of a match to an old scar. That name. That ballet. The last one she had danced before leaving everything behind.

Her breath trembled out in a cloud. She stepped closer, the heels of her boots clicking on the frozen stone. The glass over the poster reflected her face — pale, eyes shadowed — and for an instant she saw herself as she had been then: young, radiant, ablaze with motion. The memory burned bright enough to hurt.

Slowly, she lifted a hand and touched the glass. It was cold enough to sting through the glove.

“I thought you were gone,” she whispered.

The words escaped in English, instinctively — the language of her exile, the one she still spoke when no one was listening. They hung in the air, fragile as frost.

The wind shifted. Somewhere above, a loose piece of scaffolding groaned, answering her. From inside the building came a dull sound — wood settling, or perhaps something heavier.

She drew a slow breath, her fingers still resting on the glass. The air smelled of wax and rosin, of dust that had known applause. That scent — she had felt it before. In the studio. In the mirrors.

A sound of dripping water reached her, faint but steady, from somewhere beyond the theatre’s sealed doors. The river, perhaps, or melting ice. But to her, it sounded almost like a rhythm — a pulse beneath the world.

The word Firebird stared back at her from the poster, half-obscured by grime. Her reflection flickered in the glass — her face framed by the ghostly outline of her younger self printed there beside the title. A cruel symmetry: the woman who had danced the role, and the woman who had outlived it.

She tried to smile. The motion hurt.

Once, she had believed she would die on that stage — not literally, but in the only way that mattered: consumed by the music, burned away by art. Instead, she had lived. And survival, she had learned, was not the same as life.

Behind the glass, a small bubble of moisture slid down the poster, cutting through the printed fire of the wings. It caught the lamplight for a second, glowing like a tear.

Lidia exhaled. Her hand fell away.

She looked toward the entrance. The main doors were shut, nailed from the inside, but to the right she noticed a smaller one left ajar — a service entrance, perhaps, or where the workers came and went. A thin strip of light seeped through the gap, pale and uncertain.

The air stirred again, carrying that same faint sweetness of wax and old wood. It was not imagination this time. It was the scent of the stage itself.

For a long moment, she stood motionless. The rational part of her said to turn back — to go home, to sleep, to begin her new life properly in the morning. But the other part, the part that had never truly stopped dancing, leaned forward, listening.

Another sound. Soft. Rhythmic. From within.

A step.

She took one too — almost unconsciously — her boot scraping against the frost.

The theatre loomed, silent, waiting. The city behind her was a blur of dim lights and moving shadows. She could feel her heart thudding, fast and steady, like the beginning of a rehearsal beat.

One more step, and she was standing before the open door. The darkness inside was complete, yet she could sense space — vast, hollow, full of memory. The air that drifted out carried the smell of rosin and curtains, of damp wood and the faint echo of applause.

She hesitated only once. Then she whispered to no one:

“All right, then. Once more.”

And she crossed the threshold.

The door gave a small groan as it closed behind her, swallowing the sound of the city. The silence that replaced it was deeper than quiet — it was listening.

The air smelled of dust, rosin, and old pine soaked with time. Each breath she took tasted faintly of iron and varnish, as though the years themselves had been scraped into the air. Somewhere above, a single drop of water fell at regular intervals, the building’s tired heartbeat.

She hesitated near the threshold, letting her eyes adjust. The beam of a worker’s forgotten lantern lay across the stage, cutting through the darkness like a blade. Beyond that, shadows pooled in corners, thick and alive.

Lidia took a step forward. The floor sighed beneath her boots. Another step, and another — the sound too loud, echoing like applause from an invisible audience.

When she reached the edge of the stage, she paused. Even ruined, the theatre still breathed grandeur. The curve of the balconies, the faint shimmer of gold leaf clinging to moldings, the ceiling mural half-swallowed by soot — all of it whispered of something holy.

She climbed the steps to the stage. The boards flexed slightly under her weight, as if remembering her. The air was warmer here, close to the ceiling lights that hadn’t shone in years.

The scent changed — rosin, dust, and something else beneath it. Wax. The same haunting sweetness that had followed her from the Academy.

Lidia stood in the center of the stage.

She could almost see it: the orchestra pit alive with sound, the curtains heavy and waiting, the lights rising in a breathless hush. She had lived her whole youth in this breath — that space between darkness and music, between expectation and surrender.

Now she stood in that breath again, and the world seemed to lean toward her.

She closed her eyes.

The silence trembled.

It began so softly she almost thought it memory: a single note, drawn thin as glass. A violin string being brushed by something careful, deliberate — too precise for accident, too fragile for rehearsal.

Lidia opened her eyes, searching the shadows. The sound came from below — from the hollow beneath the stage.

A second note joined the first, clearer now. Together they formed the faintest of melodies, no more than a thread. But she knew it.

Firebird.

Her breath caught. It couldn’t be. The motif was unmistakable, though slower, warped — like a voice speaking through sleep.

She took a step toward the sound. The air thickened; the boards beneath her feet thrummed in sympathy.

“Who’s there?” she whispered.

No reply. Only the music, circling itself like a question.

She crouched, fingertips grazing the stage floor. The wood was warm. Not metaphorically — warm, as if someone had danced there moments ago.

Another note rose — long, aching, suspended just below the pitch of memory. The sound seemed to breathe through the cracks, as though the theatre were exhaling its past.

Lidia pressed her palm to the floor.

“I hear you,” she whispered. “But where are you?”

The air shifted. Dust stirred in the beam of light. In the orchestra pit, something metallic glinted — a piece of wire, perhaps, or the corner of an old instrument case. She stayed still, listening.

The next sound was unmistakable: a footstep.

One step. Then another.

Soft. Careful. Beneath her.

Her pulse quickened. “Hello?”

The word fell into the dark and vanished. The boards beneath her feet shivered, then went still.

The violin note returned — higher this time, fragile enough to break if she moved.

Lidia stayed frozen, breathing shallowly, every sense stretched to breaking. She was no longer certain what century she stood in. The darkness around her was the same darkness from before electricity, before exile, before silence.

Her reflection flashed suddenly in a shard of mirror leaning against the far wall. It caught her face pale in the light — eyes wide, mouth open in a question that had no language. For an instant, she thought she saw another face beside hers, watching. A profile in silver light — feminine, younger, her own shape repeated but softer, blurred by years.

She blinked. The second face vanished.

The violin fell silent.

The theatre breathed out, long and low, as if exhausted.

She rose slowly to her feet. “It’s only memory,” she told herself. “Wood and sound.”

But when she looked down, her hand still pressed to the floor, the warmth was there — undeniable.

She turned toward the wings. The curtains hung like enormous sleeping creatures, their edges fluttering faintly though there was no wind. She walked toward them, each step deliberate.

Behind the curtain, she found the old ropes and counterweights — dust-coated, frayed. One of the fly systems creaked softly, moving without touch. A strand of fabric brushed her shoulder, featherlight, and she flinched.

Then came the whisper.

Not a voice. Not quite. More like the breath a violin makes when the bow hovers just before contact. A sound of waiting.

Lidia’s throat tightened. “If you are still here,” she said softly, “then play. Let me hear you.”

Nothing.

And then — faintly, from below again — three notes.

The opening bars of the Firebird’s entrance.

Her knees weakened. That melody had followed her across oceans. She had heard it in dreams, in passing trains, in the rhythm of her own heart. It had never sounded like this: thin, fragile, trembling with age.

The stage light flickered once, the beam narrowing to a single stripe across her face. She felt it then — the sensation of being watched, not by malice, but by recognition. The theatre was looking at her.

She raised her chin, straightened her shoulders.

“All right,” she whispered. “Let’s begin again.”

She took one step forward, the echo blooming around her like applause. Another step, softer, then the graceful arc of her arm, her wrist remembering its own language.

The music seemed to follow her.

For a few heartbeats, she was no longer a woman returning to ruins — she was movement itself, line and grace and defiance. The air remembered her weight, her timing.

And then the light died.

Darkness closed around her, perfect and absolute.

The music stopped mid-phrase.

Lidia froze. Only her own breathing remained — harsh, too loud.

From the blackness below, a single sound rose, almost kind: a bow drawing once across a string, the final note fading into silence.

Then — nothing.

She stood in the dark, trembling, her palms open to the empty air.

“Thank you,” she whispered, without knowing to whom.

And for the first time in thirty years, she felt something like belonging.

For a moment, time held its breath.

Lidia knelt on the stage, her hand pressed flat against the wood, and felt—through the cold grain—a slow, impossible warmth, as though something living had brushed just beneath the surface and vanished.

Her fingers trembled. The floorboards were dry, smooth with age, but beneath them, she could swear she felt a pulse—faint, rhythmic, patient.

“It’s still here,” she whispered. “After all these years.”

The theatre didn’t answer.

At least, not immediately.

Silence expanded around her like water filling a room. Her own heartbeat grew loud in her ears, an uneven percussion that made the quiet seem sentient.

Then, softly—so softly she almost mistook it for her imagination—came the reply.

“I’ve been waiting.”

A woman’s voice, delicate and low, shaped by air more than by breath. It wasn’t sound so much as presence—a phrase made visible in the trembling of the dust.

Lidia’s head snapped up.

Her eyes swept the darkness.

“Who’s there?” she whispered.

No one answered. The silence reassembled itself, perfect, seamless.

But she knew.

Something had spoken.

The lantern at the edge of the stage flickered once, twice, then went out.

Darkness fell like a curtain.

The sudden absence of light made the space larger, endless. Lidia’s pulse raced; her palms, slick with cold sweat, slid against the floor. She forced herself to breathe. The air was thick, heavy with the scent of wax and pine.

Somewhere above her, the faint rustle of a rope. A board creaked. The echo of that single sound spun through the empty theatre like a whisper in a cathedral.

“Not fear,” she told herself. “It’s not fear. It’s memory.”

Her eyes began to adjust. Shapes emerged—curved balconies, limp curtains, the skeleton of a chandelier draped in cobwebs. The air shimmered faintly, as though holding the residue of past performances.

Dust danced in slow spirals above the stage, turning in the faint current of her breath. The motes caught what little light leaked from the city through the cracks in the doors. For an instant, it looked like something moving—a figure, graceful, swaying.

No.

Not dust.

A shape.

Lidia froze.

At the far end of the stage, beyond the arc of shadow, something pale shifted. It might have been a trick of light, or it might have been the hem of a dress turning in silence.

“Anna?” The name slipped out before she could stop it.

The shape stilled. Then slowly, deliberately, it vanished—melting into the dark.

Lidia pressed her palm to the floor again. The warmth was fading now, leaving only the chill of wood and the tremor in her own hand. Her mind told her she was tired, that the long journey, the cold, and the shock of memory had conjured this moment. But her body knew better. Her body remembered the rhythm beneath her feet, the hum of something waiting to begin.

She closed her eyes. The darkness behind her lids was deep violet, threaded with flickers of gold—phantom light from an orchestra pit that no longer existed.

A breath moved across the back of her neck—warm, not from the wind. She turned sharply. Nothing. Only the velvet curtain, heavy and still.

She exhaled, half-laugh, half-sob. “If this is a dream,” she said softly, “don’t wake me yet.”

The theatre remained silent. But the dust above her—still drifting, still golden—began to descend more slowly, deliberately, almost rhythmically.

Like a dancer spinning in place.

Lidia rose to her feet. The faint light from the city traced her outline, the edges of her coat, the silver in her hair. She stood in the center of the stage as she once had, the boards beneath her feet resonating faintly, tenderly, as though recognizing her weight.

She spread her arms slightly. The gesture was automatic, an invocation of muscle memory—the opening posture of a dance long forgotten.

The air answered.

From somewhere deep below, so low it was almost felt rather than heard, came the hum of strings. A single note. Then another, higher, trembling. The same melody she’d heard before—The Firebird, the music she thought she’d buried with her youth.

Her breath caught. She took a step forward. The sound followed her, a fraction behind, as if the floor itself echoed her movement in delayed devotion.

Again, she whispered:

“Who are you?”

A pause. Then, faint, from everywhere and nowhere:

“Don’t you remember?”

She closed her eyes. For a moment, she saw it all—her own younger body in costume, the stage alight, the orchestra rising like dawn, Anna in the wings smiling through tears. That night. That final performance.

She had fallen then—not during the dance, but after, backstage, when her breath failed, when the music stopped. Someone had caught her, and a hand—warm, trembling—had pressed something into hers. A box. Velvet-lined. Small enough to hide.

Her eyes flew open.

The echo of the violin died away. The air seemed to hold its breath again.

Lidia looked down at the floor beneath her hand. She pressed harder, until her nails scraped wood. And then she felt it—a slight give, the tiniest shift. A board, loose beneath her palm.

Her pulse quickened.

The theatre waited.

She dug her fingers into the seam and pulled. The wood resisted, groaned, then lifted. Beneath it, darkness. The faint scent of velvet.

A soft wind rose from the gap, carrying with it that same haunting sweetness of wax and perfume.

Lidia bent closer.

Inside, something glimmered—metal, curved, delicate.

She didn’t touch it. Not yet.

Her eyes stung. “After all this time,” she whispered, “you were here.”

The warmth beneath her hand grew stronger, spreading up her arm, into her chest—a pulse answering hers. The boards beneath her feet trembled once, as though the theatre itself exhaled.

And then, faintly, from within the hollow:

“Welcome home.”

Lidia lifted her head, tears slipping down her face. The voice was neither kind nor cruel. It was ancient, patient—like the sound of memory made real.

The light above flickered one last time and went out completely.

In the darkness, only the dust remained, spinning softly through the air—graceful, weightless, eternal.

Like a ballerina in shadow.
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Chapter 2
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The morning began with frost on the glass.

Thin, perfect lines of ice crawled across the window of the office like the sketches of an uncertain hand.

Andrei leaned closer, tracing the pattern with his eyes. Geometry in nature always calmed him — clean, silent, without argument.

Behind him, the room hummed with the low sound of a radiator and the dull ticking of the wall clock. The building of the State Restoration Bureau was old and severe; the ceilings were high, the air smelled faintly of coal and varnish.

He took off his gloves and spread the new folder across the drafting table. The label on the cover read:

“Theatre Alexandrov. Reconstruction Proposal. 1961.”

He had heard of the theatre, of course. Everyone had. A place once famous for its acoustics, later damaged in a fire, then closed for decades. Now, suddenly, someone had decided to bring it back to life.

He opened the folder. Inside lay blueprints — heavy, almost black from time. Each line was drawn by hand, not machine. The paper had that faint scent of dust and ink that only true originals carried.

He ran his fingers over the lines. Walls, corridors, stage, seating.

Everything seemed ordinary, measured, precise — until he reached the lower section.

A blank space.

Beneath the stage, where the support beams should have been, there was only a pale, circular outline — unmarked, unnamed.

He frowned. Took a pencil and traced the curve lightly, thinking it might be an error in copying.

But the paper resisted the mark. The graphite simply slid over it, leaving nothing behind.

He exhaled slowly, almost smiling. “Old tricks of the light,” he murmured.

The door opened behind him.

His supervisor, a thin man with gray hair and the posture of a ruler, stepped inside.

“Volkov,” the man said. “You’ve been chosen for Alexandrov.”

Andrei turned. “I thought the project was frozen.”

“It was. Now it isn’t. The Ministry wants it open by spring. The anniversary of the city, you understand. You’ll oversee the technical restoration.”

He nodded. “Understood.”

The supervisor lingered, his hand resting on the doorframe. “One more thing,” he said. “Be careful with that place.”

Andrei raised an eyebrow. “Careful?”

The older man’s gaze shifted slightly, toward the folder on the table.

“Every architect who worked on it before... quit. Or worse. They said the foundation moved by itself. Floors didn’t stay level. Instruments stopped working. I told the Ministry it’s superstition. Still...” He gave a thin smile. “Try not to make enemies of old buildings.”

Andrei chuckled softly, not out of mockery but politeness. “I’ll keep the peace with the ghosts, sir.”

When the man left, silence returned, thicker now.

Andrei turned back to the blueprints. The faint circular outline beneath the stage seemed almost alive under the lamp’s yellow glow.

He pressed his thumb against the paper — the spot felt colder than the rest.

For a moment, he imagined the theatre itself lying there, buried and breathing.

The tram ride to the site took half an hour. The city outside was still thawing from morning frost. Buildings passed by in a blur — gray facades, worn cornices, figures moving through mist.

Andrei watched them absently, his hand resting on the rolled plans beside him. He had lived in Leningrad all his life, but some corners still felt foreign, as though rebuilt over something that refused to stay buried.

He arrived at the theatre gates just after nine.

A sheet of ice still clung to the iron fence, glittering like glass.

The structure beyond it was immense, half wrapped in scaffolding. The roofline cut through the fog like a ship’s hull. Boards covered the entrance, but through the cracks he could see faint light from inside — reflections from workers’ lamps.

A guard met him at the door. “Architect?”

“Yes. Volkov.”

The man nodded and opened the padlock. “Watch your step. Floors aren’t steady yet.”

Inside, the air hit him with a rush of cold and dust. The smell of burned paint still lingered beneath the newer scent of plaster.

Andrei looked up. The chandeliers had been taken down long ago, leaving only circular scars in the ceiling. His boots echoed across the marble tiles.

The main hall was immense — a hollow cathedral of silence and work. Scaffolding rose like ribs, cutting through light that streamed from the windows.

A group of workers paused as he passed, then returned to their drills. One of them, a young man with tired eyes, muttered:

“They say the floor sings at night.”

Andrei looked at him sharply. “What?”

The man shrugged. “When it’s quiet. Like someone’s tuning a violin down there.”

Andrei forced a smile. “Probably the pipes expanding. Wood does that in winter.”

But his voice sounded too deliberate, even to himself.

He climbed onto the stage, his boots thudding softly against the boards. Dust shimmered in the air — not floating, but moving as though guided by breath.

He crouched, running his hand over the planks. Smooth, newly sanded, but beneath — he could feel an emptiness, like a cavity in the earth.

He knocked once. The echo came back slower than expected, like the space below hesitated before answering.

He straightened, brushing the dust from his coat. “All right,” he said to no one. “Let’s see what you’re hiding.”

That evening, back at the office, he unfolded the same blueprint again.

The faint circle beneath the stage was still there, pale and nameless.

But now, when he held it under the lamp, he saw something else:

thin handwritten letters — invisible before — surfacing under the light.

They spelled one word, delicate and almost erased:

“Mirror.”

Andrei stared at it for a long time, the pencil frozen in his hand.

Then he exhaled, slowly, and whispered to the empty room:

“So that’s where it begins.”

Snow had already begun to fall when Andrei left the bureau that afternoon. The streets were muffled, wrapped in a gray silence that made every sound seem distant.

He pulled his scarf tighter and walked quickly, the blueprint tube under his arm like a fragile secret. The tram rails glistened beneath a skin of frost. Somewhere in the distance, the bells of a clock tower struck four.

The State Archive stood at the edge of the Fontanka, a building both grand and forgotten — columns blackened by soot, windows veiled with condensation. Inside, the air was heavy with the smell of dust and glue, that particular scent of time being quietly exhaled.

The clerk at the entrance, a woman with narrow spectacles and a gray shawl, looked up only briefly as he handed over his documents.

“Research authorization,” he said.

She nodded and stamped the paper without a word, then motioned him toward the far corridor. “Room 312. Architectural archives. Don’t touch anything with bare hands.”

He smiled faintly. “I’ll try not to offend history.”

The corridor was long, dimly lit. Light bulbs hummed behind dusty glass. Each door he passed bore the same brass plaque — faded letters, initials of forgotten departments.

He found room 312 near the end. Inside, the warmth of the city seemed to stop entirely. The room was cold, dry, lined with tall cabinets and tables strewn with blueprints. The silence was alive, thick enough that even his own breath felt like a disturbance.

A young archivist sat at a desk in the corner, writing in a ledger.

Andrei introduced himself, handed over the reference sheet.

“The Alexandrov Theatre,” the archivist murmured, scanning the list. “Old one, yes? We have pre-revolutionary plans in the back. 1912, I believe.”

He hesitated for a moment, then added in a lower tone: “Strange building, that one. My father said it was cursed.”

Andrei gave a quiet laugh. “Cursed how?”

“They rebuilt it three times. Fires, collapses, accidents. They say something under the stage wasn’t meant to be sealed.” The archivist shrugged, as if embarrassed by his own words. “Anyway. You’ll find the plans on the top shelf, cabinet six.”

Andrei thanked him and moved deeper into the room.

Cabinet six towered above him, filled with rolls of drawings bound in linen. The paper whispered faintly as he pulled one free — not crumbling, but reluctant to be disturbed.

He carried it to the nearest table and unrolled it carefully. Dust shimmered in the lamplight, drifting like smoke. The title block read:

Theatre Alexandrov, 1912 — Structural Foundation. Architect: I. M. Solomatin.

He traced the ink lines with a gloved finger — foundations, corridors, load-bearing columns.

And then he saw it.

Beneath the main stage, slightly off-center, a circular chamber had been drawn.

No annotations. No dimensions.

Just a faint name in elegant handwriting: Зеркальный зал — Mirror Hall.

He leaned closer. The ink there was lighter, almost faded into the paper, as though someone had tried to erase it but the memory of the word refused to vanish.

He turned to the next blueprint, dated 1931. The same cross-section — but the circle was gone.

The space beneath the stage was blank, filled instead with a notation in red pencil:

“Revised foundation, approved by committee.”

Andrei frowned. It wasn’t uncommon for rooms to be repurposed or sealed off.

But this — this was too deliberate.

A chamber erased completely from the record, as if pretending it never existed.

He reached for his magnifying glass and examined the 1912 sheet again. The ink shimmered faintly beneath the lens, the paper fibers slightly warped around the erased section. Whoever had tried to remove the mark had pressed too hard. The fibers glowed like scars.

The radiator hissed softly.

Somewhere behind him, a page turned — though the archivist hadn’t moved.

Andrei straightened. “Excuse me,” he said quietly. “Was anyone else in here earlier today?”

The archivist looked up. “No one. Why?”

“Nothing.” He forced a smile. “Just thought I heard someone.”

He bent over the table again. His reflection stared back at him from the glass cover of the desk lamp — pale, serious, a man surrounded by ghosts made of ink.

He noticed how the lens of his magnifier caught the light and threw it back at his eyes.

Two reflections overlapping — his own face and the circle on the paper.

For an instant, they seemed to merge.

The whisper came again — faint, dry, almost like breath between pages. The sound of paper shifting, though no air stirred.

He froze. The corner of the blueprint lifted slightly, as if the draft had found a voice.

When he reached out to flatten it, his gloved hand brushed the surface — and he felt a pulse.

Not warmth, not cold. Just a brief, impossible pressure, as though something beneath the paper had moved.

He drew back sharply, heart pounding.

Then he laughed quietly under his breath. “You’re getting superstitious, Volkov.”

The archivist looked over, curious. “Everything all right?”

“Yes,” Andrei said quickly. “Everything’s fine.”

He rolled the blueprint with care, noting the exact catalogue number, and handed it to the clerk to copy.

When he turned to leave, the older woman from the entrance was standing by the door. She looked at the roll in his hand and smiled faintly.

“Found what you were looking for?” she asked.

“I think so,” he said. “Something that shouldn’t exist.”

“Ah.” She adjusted her shawl. “Those are the best things to find.”

He stepped back into the cold. Snowflakes drifted past the streetlamps like falling ash.

He could still feel that faint pulse in his fingertips — or perhaps he only imagined it.

As he walked toward the tram stop, the wind carried the sound of rustling paper behind him.

It followed him until he turned the corner — and even then, he thought he saw, reflected in a shop window, a faint circular outline drawn across the glass.

He looked once, twice — and it was gone.

By morning, the snow had hardened into a thin crust of ice.

Andrei crossed the square with his collar raised, the rolled blueprints tucked under his arm like a weapon against the wind.

The scaffolding around the Alexandrov Theatre glittered faintly with frost, each beam catching the pale sun like frozen veins of light.

Workers were already at it — the dull rhythm of hammers, the occasional barked command, the low metallic song of drills. The air smelled of iron and lime dust.

He greeted the foreman, a stout man with red ears and a cigarette clinging to his lip.

“Morning,” Andrei said. “I’ll be doing new acoustic measurements today. Try to keep heavy work paused for a while.”

The man grunted, half in agreement. “Whatever you say, boss. Just don’t go under the stage. Boards aren’t steady.”

Andrei nodded absently and stepped through the side entrance.

Inside, the daylight fell through torn curtains in long, diagonal beams. Dust floated within them like snow caught in amber.

The sound of his boots echoed — too loud, too hollow.

He paused, frowning. The room seemed to exaggerate his every movement.

He unfolded the plans on a crate, smoothing the paper with gloved hands. The blueprint lines stared back — precise, orderly — yet the space around him refused to match.

He walked the perimeter slowly, counting steps, measuring distance.

Nine paces across the stage.

Twelve on the plan.

He crouched, tapped the boards lightly with the handle of his ruler. The echo came back... wrong.

Delayed. Almost like an answer.

He tapped again.

This time the sound was softer, deeper — as though the floor below was not solid but breathing.

He stood, brushing dust from his coat. “Hollow foundation,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe an air pocket.”

A voice called from the back of the hall.

“Comrade architect!”

One of the workers approached, a young man with dark circles under his eyes and a nervous smile. “You shouldn’t stay there too long,” he said quietly. “It plays tricks.”

Andrei raised an eyebrow. “Plays tricks?”

The man shrugged. “Sometimes we hear things. When it’s quiet — like someone walking below us. Or... playing something.”

He gestured vaguely, as if embarrassed. “Music. At night.”

Andrei smiled politely. “Pipes. The old heating system. Air expands, wood shifts, sound carries.”

The worker looked unconvinced. “Maybe. But it sounds too... clean. Like a violin.”

The foreman shouted his name from across the hall, and the man hurried off, leaving Andrei alone again in the long echo of silence.

He turned back to the stage, now half-lit by the winter sun.

The boards gleamed faintly under his boots, the grain of the wood marked by age and use. He knelt, feeling the surface — smooth, recently sanded.

But underneath, the faintest vibration hummed, almost too subtle to notice.

He rested his palm flat on the floor.

Cold seeped into his skin.

And then — barely perceptible — a tremor.

Like the distant resonance of a string being plucked somewhere below.

He drew back sharply, standing upright, his breath visible in the cold air.

It was nothing. Just the building settling, he told himself.

He had spent his entire career restoring places like this — cathedrals, halls, staircases that breathed history.

He knew how easily the mind could turn acoustics into ghosts.

Still... he found himself glancing toward the trapdoor at the center of the stage.

A square panel of wood, framed with iron hinges, slightly misaligned — as if it had been opened recently. The lock was missing.

He crouched beside it, touching the seam.

A thin draft rose from the gap, cold and dry, carrying a smell of stone and something older — the scent of wax and damp velvet.

Andrei tried to lift the edge, but it wouldn’t move.

He pressed harder. The wood groaned faintly, resisting.

He straightened, brushing his hands together. “Later,” he murmured. “With proper equipment.”

From the far end of the hall came a clatter of metal — a dropped wrench. He turned, but the worker there only nodded apologetically.

When he looked back at the stage, the light had shifted.

The sunlight now fell directly across the trapdoor, cutting a perfect circle of brightness around it.

He froze. The outline was unmistakable — not a square hatch at all, but a circle beneath the boards, faint and exact, like the one on the old plan.

He blinked. The light dimmed, clouds sliding across the sky, and the circle vanished.

He let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.

Taking a small notebook from his pocket, he made a quick sketch, marking the coordinates.

Possible substructure beneath stage. To verify foundation height.

He closed the notebook and looked around once more. The theatre had grown quiet again — unnaturally quiet. Even the noise from the scaffolding outside had faded.

He stood still, listening.

The silence was not empty. It was full — dense, layered, like a held breath.

And in that stillness, he thought he heard it — the faintest whisper of strings, one note drawn thin, almost transparent.

He turned sharply, scanning the balconies. Nothing.

Only dust swirling in a slow, deliberate motion, as though stirred by an invisible hand.

He took a step back, then another, until he stood near the doorway. His reflection caught briefly in a shard of glass leaning against the wall — for a moment he thought it wasn’t his reflection at all. The head turned a fraction too late.

Andrei blinked hard, rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Enough,” he said quietly. “You’re tired. Too much work.”

He packed the plans, rolled the paper tight, and slung the tube over his shoulder.

But as he reached the exit, a worker passing by looked at him and said under his breath, almost casually:

“They say every building keeps what was sung inside it.”

Andrei stopped. “What did you say?”

The man shrugged. “Just an old saying.”

Andrei forced a faint smile. “Superstitions again.”

“Maybe,” the man said. “But it’s always music that stays the longest.”

Outside, the day had turned gray.

The sound of drills resumed, echoing through the hollow space behind him — sharp, mechanical, alive.

Andrei didn’t look back.

But as he stepped out onto the square, the wind carried a faint vibration through the ground beneath his feet.

It came from deep below the stage, pulsing like a quiet heartbeat — steady, patient, waiting.

That night the city slept under a heavy mist.

The river below Andrei’s windows looked like a strip of dull metal, and the lamps along the embankment flickered in the fog, stretching their light across the frozen canal.

He lived on the top floor of an old building — one of those pre-revolutionary apartments with ceilings so high that sounds seemed to echo even when you whispered.

The wallpaper had faded into the same gray as the city outside.

Books, sketches, and instruments cluttered the desk near the window, but everything was meticulously arranged — every ruler aligned, every pencil sharpened to precision.

The warmth of the small lamp pooled over the blueprints.

He had been at the desk for hours, tracing the same lines again and again, trying to find where the measurements refused to match.

It made no sense.

According to the official plans from the 1930s, the foundation under the Alexandrov Theatre was solid, symmetrical.

But when he compared it to the 1912 drawing from the archive, something shifted.

The dimensions were almost identical — except for the depth.

The earlier plan went further down, as though the stage had once been built above an additional space — a circular one.

He rubbed his eyes, leaned back in the chair. The wooden floor creaked softly under him, responding to the movement like an old companion.

Outside, the wind pressed against the windowpanes with the long, slow sigh of the canal.

He lit a cigarette, the tip glowing orange in the dark. Smoke coiled upward, mixing with the lamplight, turning it into something thicker, more opaque.

Through the haze, the lines on the paper seemed to move — or maybe it was his tired eyes deceiving him.

He leaned forward again, dragging the ruler across the plan, measuring each segment.

Everything fit — until the center of the stage.

There, the scale broke. The numbers no longer aligned with the physical layout he had walked that morning.

As if the theatre had grown slightly larger beneath the floor, expanding in secret.

He set the ruler aside, exhaled smoke slowly.

“Impossible,” he murmured. “Buildings don’t change shape.”

He glanced at the clock — a brass thing that ticked too loudly. Nearly two in the morning.

He should have gone to bed, but instead he poured himself a glass of tea that had long gone cold and stared again at the drawings.

The edges of the paper curled slightly in the damp air. The lamp hummed faintly.

He drew another line, slower this time, his pencil gliding carefully across the page — and froze.

The graphite slipped.

The line he had just drawn bent, not by his hand, but as though the paper itself shifted beneath it.

He blinked, leaned closer.

The distortion remained — faint, curved, forming the beginning of an oval that hadn’t been there before.

He set the pencil down. “Enough for tonight,” he whispered.

Reaching for the lamp, he turned the knob to extinguish the light.

The room fell into semi-darkness, lit only by the dull glow from the street outside.

And that was when he saw it.

On the surface of the blueprint, where the lamplight had just been, something glimmered faintly.

Not ink. Not graphite. A reflection — pale, fluid, moving slowly across the paper like water catching light.

He leaned closer, heart beating louder than the clock behind him.

It was the outline of a hall — oval, perfect, ghostly.

The same dimensions he’d seen in the old plan.

But now it wasn’t drawn. It was reflected.

Only — there was nothing in the room to reflect it.

He turned slightly, scanning the shadows.

The window glass was dark, only the canal beyond, still and empty.

The lamp was off.

And yet the faint oval remained on the blueprint, hovering just above the paper’s surface — fragile as breath.

He reached out and brushed it with his fingers. The surface felt normal — rough grain, dry paper.

But his fingertips came away cold, as though they had touched glass.

He switched the lamp back on.

The reflection vanished instantly, leaving only his own smudged fingerprints across the plan.

Andrei sat back in the chair, staring at the paper as if it might move again.

His cigarette had burned out unnoticed, leaving a thin trail of smoke rising from the ashtray.

The building creaked softly around him.

Somewhere, water dripped — steady, rhythmic.

He looked toward the window.

Across the canal, one of the opposite apartments still had its light on. A figure passed briefly behind the curtain — indistinct, blurred.

For a second, he thought it was a woman in a white dress.

Then the light went out.

He ran a hand through his hair and laughed quietly to himself. “You’re just tired. That’s all.”

Still, he couldn’t bring himself to put the plans away.

He spread them out again, aligning each sheet, adjusting the lamp’s angle.

And there — just at the edge of the paper — was something new.

A faint smudge of ink he hadn’t noticed before.

He brought the glass lens over it, focusing the light.

The mark wasn’t random. It was handwriting, faint and slanted, almost erased:

“Зал под сценой. Не открывать.”

“Hall beneath the stage. Do not open.”

He sat motionless for a long moment.

Then, without fully understanding why, he took his pencil and traced over the faint oval shape again — darker this time, letting the graphite sink into the paper.

When he lifted his hand, his reflection in the window behind the desk seemed to move a fraction later than he did.

Almost like it was still watching.

By morning, the fog had turned into rain — thin, needling drops that polished the city to a gray gleam. The tram bells sounded distant and metallic, echoing off the stone facades like voices underwater.

Andrei arrived at the Ministry of Culture ten minutes early, carrying the rolled blueprints in his briefcase. The marble foyer smelled of damp wool and cheap tobacco. Men in heavy coats stood near the radiator, muttering about deadlines and cement deliveries.

He greeted no one. His head ached from a night without sleep, and the ghost of that faint oval on the paper still lingered behind his eyes. He kept telling himself it was nothing — a trick of reflection, fatigue, imagination. Still, his hand brushed the edge of the briefcase protectively, as if guarding something alive inside.

The meeting room was long and high-ceilinged, its windows opaque with condensation. A clock ticked with bureaucratic precision above the door. Around the table sat half a dozen men: engineers, planners, the deputy minister, and the old chief architect, Orlov, whose reputation had been carved from both genius and cruelty.

“Andrei Volkov,” Orlov said without looking up. “You’re overseeing Alexandrov Theatre, yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

Orlov finally lifted his gaze. His eyes were pale, sharp. “A difficult project. That theatre’s been rebuilt more times than any in the city. They say it remembers.”

Andrei hesitated. “Remembers what, exactly?”

“The people who touched it.” A faint smirk. “And the ones who shouldn’t have.”

A few men chuckled politely. Andrei forced a polite smile. “It’s only stone and timber, sir. Buildings don’t remember.”

Orlov leaned back, the chair creaking softly. “If you believe that, you’re still young.”

The deputy minister, a small man with a nervous cough, cleared his throat. “Let’s begin. The restoration schedule. We’ve already exceeded the budget for stage reinforcement. The Council wants the opening by September.”

Andrei unfolded his plans, flattening them carefully. The smell of graphite and paper rose like a ghost between them.

He pointed to the cross-section. “There’s an inconsistency in the substructure. The foundation depth varies by nearly a meter near the central stage. Possibly an unrecorded cavity.”

Orlov frowned. “An oversight from previous surveys?”

“Unlikely,” Andrei said. “It’s deliberate. There’s evidence the lower chamber was sealed during the 1930s renovations.”

“Sealed?”

He nodded. “Completely omitted from later plans.”

The deputy minister exhaled, rubbing his forehead. “Please, Comrade Volkov, let’s not complicate the report. Just fill it in and stabilize it. We need symmetry, not ghost stories.”

A younger engineer laughed. “You architects always want mystery. Probably just storage or a drainage shaft.”

Andrei didn’t answer. His mind flickered back to the faint handwriting he’d found — Do not open.

Orlov drummed his fingers on the table. “When I was a student,” he said, “I worked on the reconstruction after the first fire. The stage collapsed one night. No workers were inside — at least, officially. But they said the fire started from beneath.”

The room fell quiet. Even the clock seemed to hesitate.

“The report blamed wiring,” Orlov continued. “But I saw it. Flames rising straight from the boards, as if the floor itself wanted to burn.” He smiled thinly. “Every building has pride, Volkov. That one — it has too much. Pride is what makes things fall.”

Someone coughed, breaking the silence. The deputy minister forced a brisk tone. “Well. Let’s ensure it doesn’t fall again. Comrade Volkov, submit your new drawings by Monday. And... do not overthink the foundations.”

Andrei nodded. “Of course.”

The meeting dissolved into the usual shuffle — papers gathered, chairs scraping, murmured gossip about salaries and weather.

He lingered a moment after the others left, staring at the empty chair where Orlov had sat. The old man’s cigarette smoke still hung in the air, curling toward the ceiling like pale writing.

Through the rain-streaked window, the city blurred into reflections.

Everything seemed doubled — the street, the lamps, even his own face.

He folded the plans carefully, slid them back into his case, and turned to leave. The corridor outside was dim, lined with portraits of past ministers. The eyes in the paintings seemed to follow him as he walked.

Halfway down the hall, Orlov’s voice called after him. “Volkov!”

Andrei stopped, turned. The old architect stood in the doorway, leaning on his cane.

“If you find that lower chamber,” Orlov said quietly, “don’t go in alone.”

The tone was not mocking now. It was almost... weary.

Andrei hesitated. “Why not?”

Orlov’s lips twitched in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Because the theatre doesn’t like to be disturbed. It remembers.”

Andrei opened his mouth to respond, but Orlov had already turned away, the cane tapping steadily along the marble floor.

Outside, the rain had thickened.

He stood under the Ministry archway, watching the ripples spread across puddles on the square. The city was gray again — washed, erased, indifferent.

And yet, somewhere in that indifference, a pulse continued.

He could almost hear it beneath the noise of the trams and the hiss of rain — the slow, steady rhythm that had followed him since that night in his apartment.

He pressed his hand against the side of his briefcase, feeling the shape of the rolled drawings inside. The paper was cold, but not lifeless.

When he finally began walking toward the tram stop, he didn’t notice that one of the pages inside had come slightly unrolled, just enough for a line of graphite to show.

A curved one — faint, deliberate.

The beginning of a circle.

The rain had stopped by evening, leaving the city glazed with moisture and silence.

Andrei stood outside the Alexandrov Theatre again, his reflection wavering in the dark puddle at his feet. The building loomed over him — enormous, skeletal under the scaffolding, its windows dim like the eyes of something ancient and patient.

He wasn’t sure why he’d come back.

He told himself it was for accuracy — a final verification of measurements before redrawing the foundation plan. But deep down, the reason felt different. Something in that old man’s words — the theatre remembers — had clung to him all day like a splinter he couldn’t remove.

The night guard recognized him and waved him through without a question. “Be careful, Comrade. The lights flicker down there again,” the man muttered.

Inside, the air was colder than outside. It had that strange hollow quality of large spaces at night, when sound travels too far and returns too soon.

He clicked on his flashlight. The beam sliced through the darkness, catching columns wrapped in dust sheets, the faint shimmer of plaster dust suspended in the air like smoke.

Andrei’s footsteps echoed sharply.

He crossed the main hall, climbed the stage, and stood still, listening.

The silence wasn’t empty.

It was waiting.

He knelt near the same spot where he’d found the misaligned boards that morning. The trapdoor was there — small, square, edged in iron. It seemed slightly looser now, as if someone had already tried to pry it open.

He ran his hand along the surface. The wood was cold — colder than the air. A faint vibration pulsed beneath it, steady, deliberate.

Andrei set down his flashlight, its beam resting on the floorboards. Shadows stretched long and narrow, trembling with each movement he made. He pulled a measuring tape from his coat and began taking distances, whispering numbers under his breath to steady himself.

“Seven point two... no, seven point three.”

He marked the difference in his notebook, frowning. The foundation measurements were expanding again.

Impossible.

He tapped lightly with the metal end of the tape.

A hollow sound answered.

He tried again — softer this time.

And then came a faint clang, distant but clear — the ring of metal from somewhere below, as if a string had been plucked in the darkness.

He froze.

The sound echoed, faded, and then returned — slower now, like a deep breath drawn through the body of the building itself.

Andrei swallowed, forcing a shaky laugh. “Old pipes,” he said aloud, though the words fell flat in the air.

He crouched lower, aiming the flashlight through the narrow seam of the trapdoor.

Dust motes drifted in the beam. Beneath them — blackness.

And in that blackness, something faint moved, catching the light for the briefest moment: a glint, metallic, curved.

He blinked, leaned closer. “Tools left behind, maybe.”

Then came the sound again — a single high tone, fragile as glass, rising from below. Not random this time.

It lingered just long enough to form something like a note.

He stared at the floor, heart pounding.

His breath fogged the air. The temperature had dropped sharply.

The flashlight flickered once — twice — then steadied again, its beam trembling on the boards.

He touched the edge of the trapdoor. The iron hinge bit into his fingers with cold.

Slowly, he pressed down. The hinge gave a low groan, and a small gap opened, exhaling a breath of air so cold it burned.

And then — movement.

Something brushed lightly against the underside of the boards.

Not a hand. Not anything solid.

Just the pressure of air shifting, like the faintest whisper.

Andrei’s pulse hammered in his throat. He stepped back quickly, kicking the flashlight. It rolled, beam spinning wildly across the stage until it landed on a cluster of old instruments stacked near the wall — a broken harp frame, a cracked cello, a scattering of brass pieces covered in dust.

The light caught the dull sheen of metal — and in it, his own reflection.

For a moment he thought it was simply the distorted mirror of his face on the curve of a tarnished cymbal. But then the reflection blinked — not once, but twice — out of sync with him.

Andrei froze. The blood drained from his face.

He stepped closer slowly, the wooden stage groaning under his weight. The reflection watched him, its movements a fraction too slow, like an echo learning to mimic.

His hand trembled as he lifted the flashlight. The reflected face tilted the same way — but when he smiled nervously, the other didn’t.

A sharp sound broke the silence — the snap of a string, somewhere among the instruments.

Then another — a low metallic hum, as if something deep below had been struck.

The reflection blinked again. This time, the eyes seemed older.

He stumbled back, breath short, beam shaking.

The flashlight flickered out completely.

Darkness fell, thick and absolute.

From below, the faint ringing of strings continued — not chaotic, not random — forming the slow outline of a melody.

It was mournful. Familiar. Almost human.

Andrei stood still, afraid to move.

His own reflection — or whatever it was — was gone now, swallowed by the dark.

He forced the flashlight on again. The light sputtered and returned.

Everything was still. The instruments sat unmoved, innocent. The floorboards unbroken.

He pressed his hand to his chest, exhaled shakily, then knelt once more, closing the trapdoor carefully. The metal clicked softly back into place.

“Enough,” he whispered. “That’s enough for tonight.”

As he turned to leave, the flashlight beam caught the far wall — and there, faint but visible, a thin outline traced itself across the plaster in graphite gray.

A circle. The same diameter as the one he’d measured.

He stared for a long moment, unable to look away.

Then the light dimmed again, and the circle was gone.

Outside, the night had deepened.

When he stepped into the square, the theatre stood silent behind him, its windows black, its outline merging with the fog.

But as he walked away, a faint metallic note rang out once more — from deep inside the stage — steady, deliberate, like a heartbeat that refused to stop.

The streets were nearly empty when Andrei finally reached his building.

The rain had returned, soft and persistent, brushing against his coat like static. The old stairwell smelled of dust and iron — the scent of the river carried up through the cracks. Every step he climbed echoed up the narrow shaft, reminding him that he was alone.

He unlocked the door to his apartment and flicked the light on.

Nothing had changed. The table by the window was still crowded with tools, books, and papers. The air was heavy, stale from the morning.

He hung his coat, took off his gloves, and exhaled, long and slow. His hand trembled slightly.

It wasn’t fear — at least, that’s what he told himself. It was exhaustion.

The lamp on the desk hummed faintly as it warmed. He sat down, loosening his tie, trying to will the evening into logic.

Everything had an explanation.

The cold from the foundation.

The echo of sound between metal beams.

The reflection — a trick of light.

He reached into his briefcase and pulled out the rolled plans, laying them flat across the table. The paper uncurled reluctantly, edges cracking with dryness.

For a moment, he simply stared.

In the lamplight, the graphite lines looked darker than before — thicker, almost pressed into the paper, as though someone had traced them while he was gone. The oval chamber he’d redrawn earlier was now perfectly clear. Too clear.

Andrei rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’re tired,” he muttered. “That’s all.”

He picked up his pencil, wanting to erase the darker outline, but paused when he saw something else.

A new note had appeared in the margin — faint, but unmistakably written by hand.

Two words, in Russian, graphite soft and uneven:

“Зал открыт.”

“The hall is open.”

He froze.

The handwriting wasn’t his.

It leaned to the left, sharp, old-fashioned — the kind that belonged to fountain pens, not modern pencils.

He touched the words gently. The graphite smudged under his finger, as if still fresh.

He sat back, heartbeat rising. The paper smelled faintly of wax.

He hadn’t lit any candles.

Andrei pushed the chair back and stood. The floor creaked beneath his feet. He turned toward the window, needing to anchor himself to something real.

Outside, the canal glimmered under the rain, the city lights blurred into trembling halos.

He took a deep breath. “You’re losing it, Volkov.”

He returned to the table, forced himself to organize the papers, one by one. Fold, stack, align. He worked methodically — as though restoring order could erase what he’d seen.

But the note stayed where it was.

Even after he placed another page on top, the faint impression of the words seemed to bleed through.

He decided to stop thinking. Tea — that would help. Something warm, simple. He turned off the lamp and crossed the room toward the stove.

As he passed the window, something caught the corner of his eye.

Light.

He stopped. Turned slowly.

The glass reflected the room behind him — the desk, the chair, the faint glow of the dying lamp filament.

And beyond that, in the reflection, something else.

The theatre.

It was faint, like a mirage — a suggestion of arches and a high stage curtain, golden and half-drawn.

He blinked, stepped closer to the window.

It shouldn’t be there.

His apartment faced the river. The theatre stood in the opposite direction, half a mile away.

But there it was — the unmistakable silhouette of the Alexandrov Theatre, its columns gleaming in the dark glass as if lit from within.

He stared, motionless.

The reflection shimmered slightly, like a surface of disturbed water.

Then, just for a moment, he thought he saw someone standing in the orchestra pit. A figure — slender, unmoving, almost transparent.

The faintest outline of a woman.

Andrei blinked again. The image fractured into rainlight and vanished.

He backed away from the window, breath unsteady.

The room seemed smaller now, the air heavier.

He turned the lamp back on, needing light — any light. The bulb flickered once, then steadied.

On the desk, the top sheet of paper had shifted.

The words he’d seen before — The hall is open — were gone.

In their place, faintly indented into the paper beneath, were new ones.

Not written, not drawn — pressed, as if by the weight of something unseen:

“Restoration begins.”

He sank into the chair. The pencil rolled off the table and hit the floor, spinning slowly before coming to rest.

He whispered, “Restoration... by whom?”

The clock on the wall ticked once. Then again.

Somewhere in the distance, a faint tone rang out — the same metallic hum he’d heard beneath the stage. It was softer now, more rhythmic. Almost like a heartbeat.

Andrei turned off the lamp again. Darkness folded around him, gentle but absolute.

He stared out the window one last time. The reflection of the theatre had vanished completely, replaced by the dull shimmer of rain on glass.

Yet even in the dark, he could still see the faintest trace of light beneath the window — a thin golden curve, the exact shape of the oval hall.

He closed his eyes.

For the first time, he understood that what he was restoring wasn’t only a building. It was something that wanted to wake.
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