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				For Michelle Andelman—

				You pulled me out of the slush pile

				and allowed me to follow my dream.

				I wouldn’t be here if not for your wisdom and encouragement.

				And for my mother, Rose Brown—

				Who believed I could do anything

				if only I’d just shut up and get to work.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Forest, Late Evening

				Anastasia

				I didn’t always dream about my family. Still, they haunted me for the longest time. Their smiles. Their voices. How they looked when they died. But of all the things I remember, the strongest memory is a story.

				Of the stories my mother told me, only one did I love hearing over and over. I had not known it would become my story—the one I would live day after day. Here in the small hut with its tiny windows and smooth, wooden floor. The small bed in which I sleep, its blue and red cotton quilt tucked neatly around me. My matroyshka nestled on the soft goose-down pillow. The matroyshka—the doll my mother gave me near the end, the one she told me to hold tight, even though she knew I was seventeen and far, far too old for such things. A wooden nesting doll, its figure repeated itself smaller and smaller, each hidden inside the other, the last one so tiny it almost disappeared in the palm of my hand.

				I understand now what it is to be hidden like that—so tucked away that no one even knows I am here.

				In the story, there was a girl. Her name was Vasilisa, and she was very beautiful. Her parents loved her. Her life was good. But things changed. Her mother died. Her father remarried. And the new wife—well, she wasn’t so fond of Vasilisa. So she sent her to the hut of the fearsome witch Baba Yaga to fetch some light for their cabin. And that was supposed to be that. For no one returned from Baba Yaga’s. But Vasilisa had the doll her dying mother gave her. And the doll—because this was a fairy tale and so dolls could talk—told her what to do. Helped her get that light she came for and escape. And when Vasilisa returned home, that same light burned so brightly that it killed the wicked stepmother who sent Vasilisa to that horrible place. Vasilisa remained unharmed. She married a handsome prince. And lived happily ever after.

				When I listened to my mother tell the story, I would pretend I was Vasilisa the Brave. In my imagination, I heeded the advice of the doll. I outwitted the evil Baba Yaga, the fearsome witch who kept her enemies’ heads on pikes outside her hut. Who rode the skies in her mortar and howled to the heavens and skittered about on bony legs. Who ate up lost little girls with her iron teeth.

				But the story was not as I imagined. Not as my mother told it. I am not particularly brave. And it was not an evil stepmother who sent me to this hut in the forest. I came because I believed him. The man I trusted with all my heart. The one who told me I was special. That I alone would save the Romanovs by letting him save me.

				Oh, yes, I believed. Even as the Bolsheviks forced us to the house in Ekaterinburg. Even as I sewed jewels into my clothing so no one would find them. And even on that July day when we were all herded like cattle down into that basement.

				Because that is what seventeen-year-old girls do. They believe.

				But that was all so long ago. At least, I think it was. In the hut, it is hard to say. Time works differently here. We are always on the move. The two hen’s legs that support the hut are always scrabbling for a new destination. Keeping us from whoever might be searching. If anyone still cares to search.

				At first, I thought I’d go mad. And perhaps I have. But most days, I convince myself that I do not mind it so much. I sweep and sew and fill the kettle in the fireplace and bring sweet, hot tea to Auntie Yaga. Auntie, who rocks in her chair, her black cat settled in her lap, and smiles with those great iron teeth—and sometimes, as my mother did, tells stories.

				“They don’t really know me,” Auntie says. She takes a long sip of tea and clasps the cup with two huge, brown, gnarled hands. It is those hands that scare me most—that have always scared me—and so my heart skitters in my chest. The fear is less now than it used to be, but its fingers still run along my belly until I want to scream and scream even though I know now that it will make no difference. That what I did, that what brought me here, made no difference. But that, of course, is yet another story.

				“They say they know what evil is,” Auntie Yaga continues. “But they do not. They think it is all so very simple. That I am a witch, and that is that. But it is not as they tell it. I am not what they think I am.”

				Listening to Auntie Yaga now, I really do understand. None of it is simple. It is not like the stories my mother told. Not like what he told me.

				“You will save them, Anastasia,” he said. “You just need to be brave. I’ll take care of the rest.”

				Only that wasn’t simple either. Or perhaps it was. A simple revolution. A simple set of murders. My family, destroyed one by one in front of my eyes. Their screams. Their cries for mercy. And a storm in a room where no storm could exist. A thick, black cloud that deepened and swirled and cracked open the ceiling. A giant pair of hands—the same hands that now clutch a cup of sweet tea—that closed about me and carried me here. And suddenly, I knew how not simple it all really was.
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				Sunday, 1:40 pm

				Anne

				I don’t notice him looking at me. Not right away. I mean, by the time Tess and I hike our way up to row 16, seats D and E, of the nosebleed section and squeeze past everyone else who’s already seated—because, obviously, they have their own transportation and don’t have to wait for my father to get done with his Sunday morning golf game to drive them downtown for the matinee of Swan Lake—it’s almost curtain time.

				So we’re already at our seats before I feel some sort of weird, prickly tingling on the back of my neck and turn around to find him standing there staring.

				I elbow Tess. “Look behind us,” I whisper. “That guy. The tall one wearing the blazer. He’s watching us.”

				“Guy?” Tess is not whispering. Tess never whispers. I’m not sure she actually can. “Where?” She cranes her neck in the wrong direction.

				Tess is many things. Subtle is not one of them.

				“God, Tess. Lower your voice. About four rows behind us. To the left.”

				“Not us,” she says when she finally figures out where to look. “You. He’s staring at you, Anne. And he’s wicked hot.”

				I narrow my eyes at her as we plop down in our seats. “You promised,” I say. “I mean, seriously, Tess. No human being uses that word so much. Not to mention we’re in Chicago, not Boston. So enough already.”

				“Sorry,” she says—although she’s grinning, so I’m pretty sure she’s not. Tess visited her Boston cousins this summer and has developed a single-minded devotion to the Bostonism wicked. As in, “That test was wicked hard.” “That pair of jeans is wicked cute.” “Heather Bartlett”—who sleeps with any guy who can fog a mirror—“is wicked slutty.”

				Or, “Using a word so much that you kill the effect is wicked annoying.”

				Besides, I’m not sure I agree with her anyway. He’s cute and all, and the blazer look works on him, but he’s standing so still and looking at us so closely that I’m thinking stalker might be a better description than hot. And anyway, I’m surprised Tess thinks so. Tess is usually more about the piercings and the tattoos—the whole bad boy thing.

				I sneak another look.

				Stalker guy’s no bad boy. At least not the parts of him I can see. He’s about my age, maybe a little older. And he’s tall, a little over six feet or so, with this shaggy, brown hair that he really should brush off his forehead. He’s wearing khaki pants and a white shirt topped with the brown corduroy blazer. Pretty normal, other than the fact that he’s a guy and he’s at a ballet and he’s alone. Not that I’m judging or anything.

				But the thing is, he’s still watching me. Okay, make that openly staring. And even from here, I can see that his eyes are this fierce, startling blue.

				I stare back. He’s not flirting. But he’s not dropping his gaze either. And for a second, it feels a little more dangerous than flirting. More like crazy reckless.

				And then honestly, because I’m me and not my best friend, Tess—who’s blond and tall and has guys trailing after her like puppies—I’m just sort of irritated. Why can’t some normal guy find me attractive? Someone who just wants to go for coffee at Java Joe’s and maybe to a movie or something and not stare at me until I can actually feel my face getting a little warm?

				“Do we know him?” I ask Tess.

				She shakes her head. “Don’t think so,” she says as the lights dim, the music cues up, and Swan Lake begins.

				I swivel in my seat to look at Mr. Blue Eyes again, but the auditorium is so dark that all I can see is his silhouette, which is pretty neutral on the hot or not scale.

				On stage, handsome Prince Siegfried falls in love with the beautiful but doomed Odette. By intermission, they’ve danced their pas de deux, and old Sieg has promised to save Odette from her midnight-to-dawn swan enchantment—even though I seriously want to tell her to fly off and find some other guy who’ll actually manage to help her. I’ve seen Swan Lake before. Twice—because even though I hate the ending, there’s just something about it that makes me want to see it again. So I know the evil Rothbart has enchanted Odette. And that all Siegfried has to do is vow eternal love for her to break the spell.

				Only come the end of intermission, he’ll screw it up, just like always. Rothbart will enchant his own daughter, Odile, to look like Odette, and stupid Siegfried is gonna fall for it. He’ll pledge his love for the wrong girl, Odette will stay doomed, and the only way out of the whole mess will be for Siegfried to die for her.

				I mean, come on—how stupid is this guy that he can’t tell a black swan costume from a white one?

				The house lights flick on. Tess and I look behind us. Staring guy is gone.

				“Too bad.” Tess rummages through the little plaid Burberry bag she’d recently snagged from her mother’s closet. She fishes out bronze lip gloss and applies some to her already sufficiently glossed lips.

				“His loss,” she says as we snake our way to the lobby so I can plunk down four dollars for a miniscule plastic cup of Diet Coke. “Mr. Stealthy just doesn’t know what beautiful little birdies he’s missing out on.” She flutters her way—swan style—to the concession stand.

				I grin. Encouraged, she flutters some more.

				“Enough,” I tell her. If I don’t, the fluttering will go the same way as the whole wicked thing, and pretty soon, she’ll be fluttering everywhere because she figures I think it’s funny.

				“Tight-ass.” Tess makes a face. “And ooh, that reminds me. I wonder if he has one.” She waggles her eyebrows at me. “You so want to know. Admit it.”

				I just shake my head. I’m not admitting anything. Besides, he’d never turned around.

				“You know you do.” Tess grabs my cup and helps herself to a few swallows. Translate—she gulps down the rest of it.

				“Whatever.” I hold out my hand for my empty cup, sigh, and toss it into the nearby trash can. “It’s not like we’re ever going to see him again.”

				“You just never know,” Tess tells me as the house lights blink. “You just never know.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Sunday, 1:50 pm

				Ethan

				I know I’m too close. That I need to be careful. That I should look away.

				But I don’t.

				She brushes some of her auburn hair out of her eyes, then leans over and whispers to the tall blond girl next to her. And then, as though she feels my gaze, she turns.

				She’s the one, I realize as we look at each other. After all these years, after all the times I’ve been wrong. This sixteen-year-old girl with the laughing brown eyes and the posture of a prima ballerina—she’s the one.

				Of course, there is only one way for me to know for sure. Until then, I can only go on instinct. And here, two weeks after I’ve first begun to follow her, that instinct is telling me I’m right.

				Her instincts are telling her something too. Even in the darkness once the lights have dimmed, I know she is still looking at me, still wondering why I’m looking at her.

				And for a few seconds, Brother Viktor’s words echo in my mind.

				“There will be a girl,” he had told me. I was not called Ethan then, but Etanovich. “The books say she will bear our bloodline. She will be young, and she will be fiery. She will not know her destiny. But when you look into her eyes, when you touch her, the signs will be clear. You will know she is the one.”

				Just before intermission, I slip away. To stay now that Anne—that is her name, Anne, which surprised me at the same time as it seemed fitting—had seen me would be too dangerous.

				So I will just keep watching. Soon it will be time to find her again. Time to know for sure if what the documents say is true. Time to know if my long, long wait is finally about to end.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Sunday, 7:30 pm

				Anne

				Thanks for the pizza,” Tess says to my mother. She’s flopped next to me on the family-room floor, her empty plate in front of her.

				“Sure thing, sweetie.” From her seat on the couch, my mom gives Tess a smile, then goes back to watching whatever it is she’s watching on the Travel Channel—something about the top-ten romantic getaways, which is a bit of a stretch these days since my parents aren’t exactly on a romance kick. My father is currently out on his post-dinner jog while my mother is curled up on the couch with the show.

				The two of us—Tess and I, that is, since both my parents are avoiding wheat, and pizza is far off their list—just chowed our way through most of a medium Lou Malnati’s cheese and tomato. This means we’ll be sluggish and heavy when we tie on those pointe shoes tomorrow afternoon at Miss Amy’s, where we’re both in advanced ballet—but Lou’s pizzas are worth it.

				At least that’s the story I’m telling myself.

				But I’ve got some kind of crazy nervous energy zipping through me, and I think my metabolism is going to take care of most of the excess calories anyway. I’ve felt this way ever since Swan Lake that afternoon. The feeling stayed with me on the drive home from the city and didn’t even go away when Tess and I worked on our world history homework while we waited for my dad to come back with the pizza. Which surprised me, because normally, world history is not exactly a subject that makes me do handsprings. Not that I don’t like knowing about the stuff. I actually do. But Coach Wicker—who pretends to teach the class when he’s not too busy figuring out football plays on the computer—is the most singularly boring individual I’ve ever met. He can take something that I find interesting—like, say, Henry VIII and all those wives—and turn it into something so ridiculously dull that suddenly, I can’t remember which wife he divorced and which one he had beheaded, and I really don’t care in any case.

				“She looks good,” Tess says after we’ve carried our plates into the kitchen and I’m wiping up the stray strands of cheese that dripped to the counter when I plated up the pizza from its Lou to-go box.

				“Who?”

				Tess frowns. “Who do you think?”

				“Oh.” I realize she means my mother. “Really?”

				“Yeah,” Tess says. “Not so thin, maybe. Not so—I don’t know, fragile.”

				I shrug. “Maybe,” I tell her.

				It’s something I try not to dwell on. Not that I’m successful at it or anything. But I do try, just like I’ve been trying for almost two years, and sometimes, it is getting better. Except for the part where my older brother, David, is no longer my older brother, because he’s dead from cancer, and the rest of us—my mother, my father, and me—are still trying to pick up the pieces.

				Which is why it helps to have a friend like Tess who can shift from where she’s been—talking about how my mother barely eats anything these days—to where she heads now, so quickly, actually, that it takes a few seconds before I catch up with her.

				“Well, anyway,” Tess says. It’s one of her favorite ways to jump topics. “He really was hot, wasn’t he?”

				“He who?”

				“Ballet guy,” she says. “Thick hair. Blue eyes. Serious studly goodness going on there.”

				I shrug again. “I guess,” I tell her. “But that whole staring thing—what was up with that?”

				“Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t diminish him on the hotness scale. Note, by the way, how I did not just say wicked hot?”

				“Progress. That’s good. Maybe you do have a learning curve.”

				“Funny. You are oh so funny, Annie. But I mean it. There was just something about him.”

				“Something annoying, maybe.”

				“You mean it? You didn’t find him, like, way attractive?”

				“I didn’t find him not attractive. But it’s not like he’s going to keep me up nights. Like I said—all that staring. And his posture. He was so—I don’t know, straight. So formal or something.”

				“Huh,” Tess says. “Hadn’t thought about that. But you’re right. He was standing up pretty straight. Geez, Michaelson, give me a break. No wonder you ended things with Adam Green three months ago and haven’t replaced him with anyone. You are seriously too picky.”

				“First, it’s not like I’m ever going to see this guy again. And second, I ended things with Adam because all he was interested in doing was feeling me up and hoping I’d let him do more. Which, let me say, is not what I consider even slightly romantic.”

				“Someone’s standards are awfully high.”

				“Ha, ha.” I reach into the pocket of the jeans I’d changed into once we got back from downtown and pull out my cell phone. “Should I get Neal on the phone? Tell him you’ve changed your level of expectation?”

				Neal Patterson is Tess’s ex. If she had her way, he’d be ex to the entire world as well. Their breakup was, in a word, legendary.

				“Whatever,” she says. “But the guy at the theater was cute. And he’s got that whole mystery man thing going for him. That’s gotta count for something.”

				“Only if he drops back out of the sky and starts stalking you next time.”

				“It could happen.”

				“Oh, yeah,” I tell her. “I’m sure. You want to study some more before my dad gets back and drives you home?”

				“If we have to,” Tess says.

				“Thought you bombed that last quiz. That one on all the royal families?”

				“Who can remember all that crap? Plus it’s sort of sick that they were all, like, intermarried to each other. That was one small royal family tree they had going there in Europe.”

				“Nothing like keeping it in the family,” I tell her. And then we get back to work.
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				Tuesday, 5:55 am

				Anne

				Anne.” My father bends over my bed, gently shaking my shoulder until I open my eyes. He’s turned on the lamp on my nightstand, and I can see that he hasn’t combed his hair yet, so it’s standing up all spiky. He’s still in a T-shirt and the plaid Old Navy sleep pants my mother bought him so he wouldn’t wander around in his boxers and make us both uncomfortable, even though with all the jogging and avoiding wheat, he’s in decent shape.

				“You were screaming,” he says. “You must have been dreaming.”

				“Don’t know,” I tell him. “I don’t remember.”

				My father studies me, but he doesn’t push the issue. “I’m going to shower,” he says eventually. He gives my arm a rub, lets his hand rest there for a bit. “And your alarm is about to ring, so you might as well get up. You sure you’re okay?”

				“Absolutely,” I tell him. I sit up and give him my best smile. And then I keep smiling until he walks out of my room and back down the hall. Until I hear him turn on the shower in the master bath and hear the TV click on in my parents’ bedroom, which means my mother is watching the news or whatever while she gets dressed.

				And then I stop smiling and concentrate on getting my heart to stop racing in my chest and my pulse to stop doing the cha-cha in my veins.

				But I know that’s not going to happen anytime soon. It never does. Not when I have the dream—the same dream I had Sunday night after Tess went home. The same one I’ve had too many nights to count in the past three years since I first had it, right after we found out David was sick—which doesn’t even make much sense, since it’s not a dream about him.

				Truth is, I’ve always had strange dreams. Particularly because sometimes—a lot of the time, actually—when I dream, I’m not me. It’s like watching a movie through someone else’s eyes or something. While I’m saying stuff and doing stuff, I’m pretty clear that in the dream, I’m this other person, not myself.

				Once, I even dreamed as a guy—not that I woke up with any stunning insights about the male psyche or anything, which certainly doesn’t surprise me. Tess says with guys, it all comes down to three things—sports, sex, and food. Not necessarily in that order. For example in junior high, I was trying to write a short story, and I asked my brother David what he and his friends said when they thought a girl was hot. His response was, “I’d do her.” Then he grabbed the bag of Cheetos, snagged the remote, and flipped between ESPN and ESPN 2 for the next thirty minutes.

				But these past few nights, I’ve just been her. The girl who haunts my dreams but whose face I never see. The one who refuses to leave me alone.

				As always, I was trapped in this little cabin. That’s the way it goes in these dreams. A pattern I’ve grown used to—like how I know Adam Green can never carry on a conversation with a girl without his eyes straying to her chest, or how my father simply cannot make it through dinner without checking his Treo, as though his law firm will simply curl up and die during the time it takes him to eat a plate of meat loaf.

				And as always, I felt like I’d been there a while—days, maybe longer. I knew every inch of the room: tiny little windows, wooden floor, huge stone fireplace with a massive rocking chair next to it, and, tucked into the far corner, a bed with a quilt, a pillow, and a little wooden doll with red painted lips. Same stuff I always saw. The same feeling of watching it through a stranger’s eyes.

				She’s so damn lonely. That’s what I felt when I was her—this emptiness inside me, like someone’s fist had burrowed its way into me and left a gaping hole. Like I’d done something—or had something done to me—that was so brutal and so awful I couldn’t even think about it. I just felt sad. And sometimes, when I dreamed I was her, I woke up with my face wet with tears.

				Normally, that’s pretty much it. Which is probably why I’ve never told anyone about it. I mean, what would I say? That I keep dreaming I’m some girl I can’t really see and I’m trapped somewhere and I feel sad? Yeah, right.

				But this time, the dream changed. This time, she was doing the dreaming. And it was a dream she was struggling not to have. But let me say, she was spectacularly unsuccessful at stopping it. And so was I.

				I was in a bigger room then, packed with people—adults and children. All talking a mile a minute in a language I couldn’t understand. All clearly frightened out of their minds. And there was this one girl in particular, with long, brown hair and a white dress. She was my age, I think, sixteen or seventeen, or something close. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Or rather, the girl I am when I have this dream—she couldn’t. Because she knew she was looking at herself. That whatever was about to happen to the brown-haired girl and all these other frightened people actually happened to her, and now she was dreaming about it, even though she’d clearly rather not. And honestly, neither would I. But I did.

				My pulse quickened, and my heart started to beat so fast that I thought it was going to hammer up my throat and out my mouth. And then the shooting began. Men—some in uniforms, some in regular clothes—were shooting and shooting, and the people—they were screaming and falling. And there was blood everywhere—rivers of it running slick over the floor.

				I kept watching the girl in the white dress, knowing it was me I was watching, even as a part of me knew I was dreaming as someone else. She screamed, then tried to run, only she saw she had nowhere to go. Nowhere, that is, but into—and this is the part that still has me feeling like I was sucked into a Stephen King novel or something—a giant pair of hands that swooped down out of a black cloud and scooped her up and out of the room.

				Normally, this would be where I’d wake up. Or where the dream would finally change, and I’d be eating Thai food with Adam and he’d refuse to let us order extra spring rolls. Or I’d be making out with Johnny Depp in the frozen-foods aisle while my mother asked him to pass her the Lean Cuisine sesame chicken, because the sign said they’re five for ten dollars.

				But this time, I just kept on dreaming.

				And things shifted back to the tiny little cabin.

				There was an old woman sitting by that huge stone fireplace. She was rocking and sipping something from a mug. Her skin was brown and wrinkled, and she was wearing a long, brown dress that brushed the wooden floor as she rocked. She had some kind of red kerchief thing tied around her head and a black cat curled up in her lap. And compared to the room where everyone was getting shot, this seemed rather tame. The girl whose head I just couldn’t exit seemed to know the woman. She wasn’t exactly happy to see her, but she didn’t seem frightened anymore either.

				And that’s when it happened. When the old woman in the rocker looked up. And suddenly, dream girl and I separated. I wasn’t dreaming as her anymore. I was me, and she was standing next to me. But I didn’t have time to look at her, because I was too busy looking at the woman in the rocker, who was now staring straight at me, her dark eyes burning, each pupil a tiny skull.

				She smiled. Her teeth were metal—iron maybe, or silver. And then her mouth sort of dropped down and unhinged. Opened wider and wider, those metal teeth gleaming, until, just as I was sure she was going to swallow me whole, I finally woke up.

				Which is why I’m sitting here in my bed, my heart still flopping around in my chest like a hooked fish and my T-shirt plastered to my back with sweat.

				I’d like to blame it on the sushi we ate last night at that new place on Central Avenue.

				But I can’t.

				So I do what I’ve done before. I get out of bed, pick out some clothes, and start getting ready for school.

				And then I head into my bathroom, close the door, strip off my sweat-dampened T-shirt and underwear, climb into my shower, and hope that eventually the hot water will take the chill off my skin.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				My dearest Alexei—

				I am putting these words to paper to prove that beyond all reason and beyond all understanding, I am still here. I am still alive. I have pieced together what has become of me and why. And in telling each of you, my family, my dear ones, I will help myself understand—or, at least, that is my hope.

				You will note, by the way, little brother, that I am writing in English, even if this sometimes makes my words clumsier than I would like. It is a tribute to our dear mama, who made sure we learned that language, and although this first entry is for you, the words honor her too, and let her live on in that way. She was at times a foolish woman, but her heart was good. And as our blood goes back on her side to the English and Queen Victoria, it seems fitting.

				Blood, my Alexei, is of course no laughing matter to you. And certainly, there was more than enough of that at the end, but I’m certain I do not need to remind you of that. It is why Mama trusted Father Grigory—the one the people called Rasputin—because he promised that he would cure you. And it is, I realize now, the blessing and the curse of your birth, because, as we learned, hemophilia is passed down from mother to son. So it happened with you and Mama, even though she had prayed and hoped for a boy to join us girls and had finally gotten her wish.

				But I digress. Or rather, I have yet to get to my true point. There is still more to say about blood—not yours, Alexei, and not mine—and I will try to say it here. And as we should with all good stories, I will attempt to start this one at the beginning.

				The first memory I have of him was when I was about five. You were just a little, little boy then, two years old and toddling around after me. Father and I were walking in the park that afternoon, and this young man—a boy still, really, although I suppose at fourteen, most boys think they are men—with his dark hair and dark eyes came up to us.

				“Hello,” he said to me, and he reached out to shake my hand.

				“Hello,” I told him back, and I remember that suddenly I felt very shy, which, as you know, is not like me at all but really more like you. Remember how we always said that sometimes you just seemed to know things? Well, that was how I felt then—that this boy was important, even if I didn’t understand how. I tucked myself behind Papa and clung to his legs and waited to see why this boy was here.

				“Hello, sir,” the boy said to Papa, and he held out his hand to him as well.

				But Papa wouldn’t shake it. “You cannot be here,” Papa told him. “You simply cannot.”

				“I am strong,” the boy said. “And I’m smart.”

				“Even so,” Papa told him, “it does not matter.”

				“She sends you her love,” the boy said then. “She knows you have another son now. And she’s heard he is ill. She wishes you only the best. And the boy too.”

				“And she sent you as her messenger?”

				“So you could see me,” the boy said to Papa. “So you could remember that I am here also.”

				“You do not exist,” Papa told him. Then he took my hand, and we walked across the park, back to the Imperial Palace.

				“Who was that?” I asked our father.

				“No one,” Papa said. “It was no one, Anastasia. That is all you need to know.”

				But of course, that was not the truth. And although many things have passed from my memory, that day has not. “Another son,” the boy told our father. Another son. And I think if I am honest with myself, those two words were truly the beginning of the end.

				But I do not want to get ahead of my tale, Alexei. And I want to write to the others as well. So I will close this for now and leave you what I have left, which is just that I remain

				Your loving sister,

				Anastasia

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Tuesday, 10:45 am

				Anne

				Skin, Anne, skin.” Mrs. Kaplan, my freshman-year biology teacher, who’s four-foot-eleven and so old she probably debated the theory of evolution with Darwin himself, jabs a bony, formaldehyde-smelling finger at my midsection. Actually, what she does is poke me in the belly button—which, by the way, is completely covered by my sweater—but I let it go since, let’s face it, anyone who has supervised the dissection of so many frogs is probably a little loony at this point.

				It’s passing period between third and fourth, and I’m trying to get to chemistry. I still can’t get the stupid dream out of my head, which is not like me since, as I say, I always dream weird stuff, and normally, it doesn’t particularly bother me. But right now it’s like I’ve hit a mental repeat button or something, and the images just won’t leave me alone—the girl in the white dress and the old woman with the metal teeth. That jaw unhinging and trying to swallow me whole…

				Maybe that’s why I have no patience for Mrs. Kaplan freaking over my belly area just because there’s a miniscule gap between the bottom of my new J. Crew caramel-colored sweater and the top of my honestly-not-so-very-low jeans.

				Or maybe it’s because I just spent thirty minutes listening to Coach Wicker attempt to explain the political complexities of Colombia and the sugarcane-ethanol industry—which, let me say, he is totally incapable of doing—followed by another ten minutes of copying the gross national products of South American countries off the overhead, the charm of which wears thin after, oh, three-and-a-half seconds. Why the administration would allow someone to teach honors world history who mispronounces Bogotá and can’t find Tierra del Fuego on a map because he thinks it’s in Peru is a mystery to me.

				“Skin,” Mrs. Kaplan says again as I dodge out of range of her finger. “Pull that sweater down, dear.”

				“Okay,” I tell her. I give the sweater a little tug, and when I realize she’s still frowning at me, I tug at it again—and see, to my dismay, that the right side now hangs lower than the left.

				“That’s better.” Kaplan smiles. “Thanks, dear.”

				I don’t smile back, but at least she’s no longer jabbing me in the navel, and I’m able to snake my way a little farther down the hallway.

				The chemistry and physics labs sit in a row around the corner from the biology classrooms. Their positions used to be reversed until last spring when Kelly Owens tried to create her own death ray in AP physics, and the ensuing explosion caused the science folks to rethink classroom placement. Now, the labs are closer to the courtyard at the center of the building, allowing a hasty mass exit should someone try to blow up a classroom again.

				“Hey, Michaelson!” The voice belongs to Adam Green, who’s walked up next to me—he of the blond hair and brown eyes I used to find absurdly attractive until I realized that his conversational skills were a little less honed than his ability to unhook my bra with one hand while still holding his bottle of Corona with the other. Not that I didn’t appreciate the dexterity or anything—just that he never seemed to want to do anything else, and after a while, the novelty had worn thin.

				“Do you know your sweater’s a little crooked?” He grins at me so I know he’s just seen my one-on-one with Kaplan.

				“Funny,” I tell him. “You are so hilarious.”

				“Knew you missed me,” he says. He flashes me another grin.

				“Not that much,” I tell him. “But thanks for the info about the sweater.”

				“You coming to the game Friday?” he asks. Adam is nothing if not persistent. He also plays cornerback on the Kennedy High football team. We’ve had a mixed season so far, but Adam’s been playing well, which I have to give him credit for, even though last week, he made sure to put the moves on Brittany Selby—the cheerleader fly girl the other ones fling into the air when they do those basket tosses—in front of me while we were all standing around right after the game.

				“Maybe,” I say. “Not sure yet.”

				“They’re doing that tribute thing,” he says then.

				“Like I said,” I tell him as my stomach does a little clenching number that I’m not particularly happy about. “I’m not sure yet. I’ll let you know. But you do good out there, okay?”

				I realize I do mean that last part. As for the rest of it, I’m a little less certain. Once a year, the Kennedy High Warriors do a pre-game salute to the best of the past players. We used to do it at Homecoming, but added to crowning the king and queen and the special band performance, halftime got too long. So someone decided to move it earlier in the season.

				All of which would be neither here nor there except for one thing—my brother David had played football. He was the top varsity receiver his sophomore year, when both Adam and I had still been in eighth grade. Things were a little less glorious his junior year, of course, since that’s when the cancer was diagnosed, and things kind of went downhill after that. But he’d been this absolutely phenomenal player—the kind who probably goes on to get college scholarships and maybe even has a chance at going pro, if he wants to.

				Unless, of course, he dies before he even takes his SATs.

				I’d seen the tribute invitation on the kitchen counter a few weeks ago. Neither of my parents had mentioned it beyond that. Two years might be a long time for some things. But for this, for them, it was more like two seconds.

				Adam nods, and we kind of look at each other for a few moments while all this goes through my mind and some of it possibly goes through his.

				“I’m gonna be late,” I say eventually, and even though it’s true, it sounds sort of lame. But honestly, what else is there to say?

				There’s a break in the crowd, so I make a run for it. I’ve hooked my backpack over just one shoulder in my rush to leave Coach Wicker’s class, and it’s starting to slide off, so I yank it a little higher. But then something sort of catches on my already crooked sweater, and I turn my head to see what it is as I round the corner to chemistry.

				So I don’t notice the tall, leather-jacketed boy until I’ve smacked into him hard enough to cause my backpack to crash to the floor, smashing a couple of my toes in the process.

				I mutter a couple of words that, were she still in earshot, Mrs. Kaplan would find just as objectionable as the length of my sweater. All I want to do is get to chemistry, and this idiot is blocking my way.

				Only then I look up at his face. And realize it’s him.

				The guy from the ballet. The one Tess calls Mr. Stealthy.

				My toes—the same ones I’m going to have to shove into pointe shoes this afternoon—are screaming, but he’s standing there with that same annoyingly perfect posture. And staring at me with those sky blue eyes.

				Lots of things happen here at good old Kennedy High. But having my blue-eyed—and, okay, lean and definitely packing some serious muscle under that leather jacket—stalker appear out of thin air was not something I expected.

				We eyeball each other for a few seconds. And then a few more. He shoves his hand through that slightly shaggy, chestnut hair, like maybe he’s a little shy or nervous or possibly just aware that he’s kind of freaking me out with all the staring.

				“I—uh, I saw you the other day,” I say finally. Maybe Mr. Stealthy is actually mute or overdosing on lithium or something. “At the ballet,” I finish lamely when he continues to say nothing. “You know, Swan Lake? I’m in pointe class this year, and we have to go to at least one ballet each semester so that we can…”

				I dry up. There’s no point in babbling if he’s only going to stare. Even if maybe Tess was right and he is sort of hot. But then I remember Adam and remind myself that guys who can’t carry on conversations usually try to express themselves in other ways that eventually get boring and repetitious.

				“I’m Anne,” I tell him. I have no idea why I’m telling him, except that it’s been an odd couple of days with the dreams and all, and maybe my defense system isn’t what it used to be. “Anne Michaelson. And you are—?” I flash him a smile and hope it will finally encourage him.

				Amazingly, it does.

				“Ethan,” he says. “Ethan Kozninsky.” He smiles back and opens his mouth as if to start another sentence, except the warning bell bleats and cuts him off just as things are finally starting to get somewhere.

				I bend down to retrieve my fallen backpack. But Ethan bends down too, and we sort of smack into each other again. And his arm brushes—hard—against mine as we both grab the backpack at the same time.

				We both jolt backward. A rush of something that feels like energy courses through my arm, flashes upward until I feel it in my face like a fever. Ethan holds my gaze with those blue eyes. And then he smiles.

				“Some static,” he says mildly.

				“Static?” I grab the pack from him. Pain still spikes through my arm so intensely that for a few seconds, it’s hard to collect my thoughts. “That was more than static. I don’t know what it was, but it was way more—”

				The bell rings again. A few feet in front of us, Mrs. Spears’s door is still open. If I sneak in now, I can escape getting another tardy.

				“Anne,” Ethan says. And then he pauses.

				“I’ve gotta go,” I tell him. I make a dash for the room. But something makes me stop just as I’ve got one foot in the door. I turn around.

				And realize that once again, Mr. Stealthy is gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Tuesday, 11:00 am

				Ethan

				Dude.” A girl with a ring through her eyebrow and a small stud right at the top of her lip steps out of the bathroom as I head down the hallway, now mostly empty. “Can I bum one of those? I’m all out.”

				It’s only then that I look down and realize I’ve yanked the pack of Marlboros out of my pocket.

				“Uh, sure,” I tell her.

				Clearly, I haven’t grown any more articulate in the last thirty seconds.

				Or any brighter, as she continues to stand there until it occurs to me that I need to pull a cigarette or two out of the pack and hand them over since that’s what I’ve offered.

				“Thanks, dude,” she says, and then I hustle myself out of the building before I make an even bigger mess of things than I already have.

				I’m still dying for a cigarette, but as I’ve finally remembered that I’m supposed to be an eighteen-year-old senior standing on the sidewalk outside his public high school, that’s pretty much out of the question. So is the dying, for that matter, but that’s quite another story—one to add to things I’ll eventually impart to Anne. Once, that is, I figure out a way to stop actually acting like the tongue-tied schoolboy I seem to be.

				So I have to wait until I’m well out of sight and headed down the street to where I’ve parked my car before I fish the Marlboros back out of my jacket pocket, light one up, and take a few deep drags.

				I realize that I could smoke the entire pack and still be what Anne would call me if she knew the word.

				Zalupa. As in, Russian for dickhead. As in, the guy who waits and searches for decades for this specific girl and then when he finds her, stands there like an idiot and just stares. As in, the guy who is me.

				Ethan Kozninsky. Zalupa.

				Maybe the words froze in my throat because suddenly they were too big, too monumental, too important to say. Or maybe it was because, in truth, there is no way to prepare her for a destiny about which she knows nothing—and a task I’m fairly certain she will reject as impossible or crazy or both.

				Maybe I’ve always been the wrong one to tell her, but it’s far, far too late to do anything about that. I can only keep walking to the car that I’ve parked a fair distance from the school because it’s the Mercedes sedan I’ve always favored, and I figured it would stick out in the student parking lot. Only I’ve clearly underestimated the conspicuous consumption of the North Shore Chicago suburbs and have realized with one glance around the lot that the Mercedes is actually a lot less flashy than I thought.

				Now it’s occurring to me that smashing her to the floor in between classes in order to inform her that she is the girl who alone has the power to save the Grand Duchess Anastasia Romanov from the hands of the witch Baba Yaga is just possibly not the best plan I’ve ever had.

				Like I keep saying: zalupa.

				I slip the Mercedes key out of my pocket as I cross the tree-lined street, flick the remains of the Marlboro to the pavement, and click the remote to open the door. Then I strip off my jacket, toss it in the back seat, and lean against the car while I roll up my sleeve.

				My breath hitches a little as I see it.

				The mark—round and red—sits on my forearm, just where it brushed against Anne. It throbs as I run my fingers over it, the pain radiating up my arm. But it is there, this physical marking that connects her to me—the sign for which we have all been waiting for so very long.

				Ever since that day in 1918, when I truly was the person I still appear to be. Since the time even before that, when Brother Viktor pulled me aside in the small stone chapel and told me what was coming.

				“There will be blood, Brother,” Viktor had said. “Blood and suffering and destruction. The Romanovs are on the brink of destruction.”

				His words did not surprise me. The troubles in Russia had been brewing for a long while. The scandal with that crazy bastard they called Rasputin—who died of poison or bullets or drowning or maybe even the darkest of magic, depending on whom you chose to believe. The obsessions of the tsarina and the weakness of the tsar. All of them had led to this moment.

				But what he had said next—well, that was a different story.

				I did not have to understand, he said. I simply had to do what I was told. The Romanovs must survive. They were believers, like us. That is why the Brotherhood existed. To protect them from those who wished them destroyed.

				Still, what he had proposed shocked me. I had seen many things in the years I’d spent in the Brotherhood, learned many spells. But always there had been one rule: the natural order of life could not—must not—be disrupted.

				Until now.

				When I was a child, my sister Masha and I had loved the old Russian folktales—tales of the gigantic witch, Baba Yaga, who would eat us if we strayed too far from home. Of the pure and innocent Vasilisa, who traveled through the forest to the witch’s hut and who alone knew how to outwit the hag. But until that day, they had just been stories. Nothing more.

				Only I was wrong.

				And I think now as I roll down my sleeve, climb into the Mercedes, and turn the key in the ignition that perhaps there’s another reason for why I behaved so ridiculously with Anne. Because how do you tell someone that a fairy tale is real? That Viktor found magic old enough and powerful enough to hold back death? That Baba Yaga, the witch from those childhood stories I loved, truly existed? Our magic had compelled her to save a Romanov. And until Anne, like Vasilisa the Brave, could find a way to reach Baba Yaga’s hut, that same Romanov would remain trapped.

				In truth—and it is occurring to me that this type of truth is not something I’ve explored for a while—I must admit that there is more to this tale—a tale that is mine and real, not something from a child’s storybook.

				How will I tell Anne that I should have wondered more at what Viktor told me? That I should have questioned, even as I was afraid? But I was young, and I did not know the things I do now. I had little idea about history and still less about destiny. Even now, I’m not sure that I know enough.

				I only know that back then, I was willing to pledge my life. Anastasia Romanov is not the only one who is trapped.

				But all that seems about to change. I’ve found the girl who can reverse what happened that July day so many years ago—the day the Romanovs fell in a rain of bullets and blood. The day I watched as the air stirred and darkened and Baba Yaga’s enormous hands—the hands I believed were just part of a child’s fairy tale—reached down and closed around the tsar’s youngest daughter, Anastasia, and swept her away. The day the world believed she died.

				Through my sleeve, I touch the mark on my arm once more. I think again of Anastasia, held captive for so long. We will come for you, I tell her, even though I know she cannot hear me. Anne and I. We will be there soon.

				But only if I can stop being such a zalupa.
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