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“An intensely choreographed page-turner that left me as breathless as the ballerinas competing in this darkly twisted manor. Sapphic Black Swan with a deadly competition? Don’t threaten me with a good time! Gladwin has established herself as a superb new voice in the horror space—truly thrilling!”

—Hazel McBride, bestselling author of A Fate Forged in Fire

“Rich in atmosphere, dripping with menace, and offering an insider’s view of ruthless competition between would-be ballerina stars, The Finalist is a haunting story about how far some will go to win and what it costs them—whether they win fairly or not. It got under my skin and had it crawling.”

—Craig DiLouie, bestselling author of Episode Thirteen

“The Finalist is a showstopping debut, dripping with dread and dressed in blood-spattered tulle. The horror is delicious, and the atmosphere is en pointe. This book gives new meaning to the phrase ‘dance until you die.’”

—Luke Dumas, bestselling author of Nothing Tastes as Good

“The Finalist explores the psychological and body horrors that hide behind ballet’s graceful facade, in a sinister setting that looms as large and threateningly as a prima donna’s ego. This unique take on the gothic had me hooked to the blistering end.”

—E.L. Chen, bestselling author of Slasher Summer

“A terrifying and claustrophobic debut, Faith Gladwin’s The Finalist combines atmospheric queer horror with the brutal world of ballet in an unputdownable novel that will keep you up at night.”

—Annie Summerlee, author of The Book of Blood and Roses

“Sharp-edged, bloodthirsty, and beautifully written, The Finalist is as brutal as it is brilliant. A dark and vicious tale that reckons with the cost of ambition and the intersection of pain and desire. This book will absolutely ruin you!”

—Kelsea Yu, author of Bound Feet
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This one is for me.




Then suddenly you’re left all alone with your body that can’t love you and your will that can’t save you.

—Rainer Maria Rilke,
 Rilke’s Book of Hours:
 Love Poems to God
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Chapter 1

Idol

Eden thought she’d know when Leanora Karagianni arrived at the manor. Like gravity would shift or bells would ring through the mountains. She would feel Leanora coming, the very bones of the manor and the bases of the mountains readying themselves for her presence.

But Eden wakes to the muted buzz of her alarm, lost somewhere in the heap of blankets piled high on her narrow, stiff bed. It was her first night here, on a mattress that has to be ancient. The window behind her is smaller than the one in her apartment, but it still manages to be at the perfect angle for the rising sun to sneak through the burgundy curtains and strike right at her eyes.

None of this is abnormal: the same alarm, a little earlier. A different angle, same piercing glare.

Nothing is revelatory as Eden props herself up on one elbow to the tune of cracking vertebrae, and the chill that seems to be ever-present in the manor slips into her little pocket of warmth.

It is a winter morning and Eden is waking absurdly early to practice ballet, as has been her routine for seventeen of her twenty-one years.

Except those years have been building to today. The most important audition of Eden’s life.

She dresses quickly, trading thick flannel pajamas for a leotard and tights from the bottom of her suitcase. She hasn’t unpacked since they arrived last night, nothing transferred to the mahogany trunk at the foot of her bed.

The dorm is tiny. Two beds press against the walls with barely a meter between them, just enough room for the trunks and a matching nightstand by each. Their suitcases are stacked atop each other in a corner. The walls are paneled with dark wood until they meet rich red wallpaper, and an old radiator grumbles away by the door.

It’s not doing much to fight the early morning cold, and Eden bundles up quickly. She swings her dance bag, packed before she even got on the plane, over her shoulder with a notable thump.

Eden glances at her roommate. All she can see of Hazel is her long dark hair above the pile of blankets, almost a mirror of her own, though Eden’s is a bit lifeless and lank by comparison.

Hazel’s alarm probably isn’t set to go off for another hour.

Eden closes the door gingerly on her way out, holding her breath for any creaks of the floorboard or hinges, but nothing comes, and she exhales a slow sigh of relief. It’s not like she’s doing anything wrong, but she doesn’t need company.

She takes the spiral staircase slowly, steps muted by thick socks and a velvet runner that matches the curtains, faintly patterned with faded golden flowers, worn out under years of footsteps, dancers just like her rushing up and down.

Dancers better than her, legends of the industry.

The legacy lines the walls, the gravitas settling heavy in the air. Eden traces over the wood grain on the stair rail, like she can absorb the talent from ancient fingertips.

It’s an honor even to make it this far, Eden had said when she got the final callback. I’m grateful just for the opportunity, she’d say if asked for a quote.

But she’s not grateful. Being this close—she’s hungry. Being in the shadow of the greats isn’t enough. Eden wants to be one. Eden wants to win. She only wants it more when it’s this tangible, close enough to touch.

Hence, the crack-of-dawn wake-up.

The staircase opens to a common room, well-worn teak couches and an ostentatious fireplace in the corner. Shelves bracket either side of it, laden with old-looking cloth-bound books. Wide windows peer into the dark grounds, revealing nothing.

The property is intimidating, an austere old brick manor dropped into the mountains and ringed by dense woods. Owned by the Deveraux Ballet Company, it was converted from the home of the founder, Thomas Deveraux. His wife donated it after his death a few decades back, and it was made into something new.

The Deveraux Manor has three floors, with two wings stretching out on either side of the main body. An archway demarcates the east wing, where the seven finalists stay secluded from the rest of the manor. Eden slows as she passes under it, into a high-ceilinged atrium, the belly of the manor. On the far side, a matching arch opens into the shadowed west wing, but Eden can’t make out anything beyond it, sconces lining the walls unlit. Opposite a set of tall, heavy double doors that lead outside, three smaller hallways at the back of the atrium weave like cave pathways into unknown, unexplored territory. The dance studio is somewhere down one of them.

The manor is very still and very dark. Eden’s breath rasps loud, her heartbeat echoing thunderously inside her head. Nothing stirs. Even the estate is asleep at this hour.

And Eden’s not sure where she’s going.

Clare Corvir, the instructor leading the company retreat, handed out their room assignments and sent them away with a clipped, “Class will be at nine tomorrow morning, don’t be late.”

She’d given them brief, brisk directions—certainly no grand tour of the Deveraux grounds—but Eden was preoccupied, sizing up her competition, teeth chattering from the lingering cold, and the dull throbbing ache of stiff joints, protesting sitting through the cramped plane and the cramped van, overwhelming her travel-exhausted brain.

She’s not doing anything wrong—maybe if she repeats it enough it will sink in—but it feels like she’s trespassing.

“Get over yourself,” she whispers, breaking the cloying silence. “You have as much a right to be here as any of them.”

Insecurity isn’t attractive. It isn’t an option. Eden is good. She’s exceptional—she had to be, to make it this far. Last-minute nerves are unacceptable. Eden, more than any of the other six dancers competing for one solo spot, needs her head on straight.

She hitches her bag up on her shoulder, sets her jaw, and wanders down the closest of the three hallways.

It opens to an ornate dining room, and, when she cranes her neck farther inside, she glimpses a kitchen around another nook. The faint noises of staff moving around drift through the rooms, and Eden quickly retreats.

The next corridor is a proper hallway, and Eden chews her lip as she wanders down, past an absolutely decrepit laundry setup. It’s colder this way, despite the sconces lining the walls, reflecting off the set of glass doors at the end of the hall.

Beyond the doors, panels of a greenhouse catch the rising sunlight. No wonder it’s cold—one of the doors is ajar. A groundskeeper must have left it open; it probably takes a hell of a lot of upkeep in these temperatures, here in the snow-frosted mountains. An estate this large, dormant for most of the year—and many years before—would require maintenance.

Eden creeps closer, slipping her hands in her sweatshirt’s front pocket as goose bumps pebble up her arms.

“Hello?” Eden calls, piercing the quiet.

Only the short-lived echo of her own voice returns the greeting.

The back of her neck, bared by a pinned-up bun, prickles.

“Good morning?”

Eden whips around, cold shock lancing up her spine. Her bag falls from her shoulder with a thump, sending spirals of dust through the air.

A blond girl at the end of the hallway, eyes wide and eyebrows high, raises her hands slowly. “Sorry,” she offers, lips twitching. “I thought you knew I was here.”

Eden blows out a shaky breath. “No, I—” Thought you were a mysterious, ghostly groundskeeper? Eden will keep that one to herself. “Never mind. Marlowe, right? I’m Eden.”

She was in the van last night, but Eden doesn’t recognize her from competitions, just the rush of yesterday’s introductions. Marlowe looks more like a surfer than a ballerina, with golden curls and a perfect, freckled tan, despite the winter.

“Yeah.” Marlowe grins, wide and toothy, and bounces to close the distance between them. She has a lot of energy this early. She beats Eden to pick her bag up, holding it out to her like a peace offering.

“Thanks.”

Marlowe blows a loose curl out of her face, and dust motes swirl around the light with renewed vigor. Big blue eyes flick over Eden, up and down. “What are you doing?”

“Practicing? Or, I mean, I’m looking for the studio.” Eden waves a hand vaguely around the hall.

Marlowe whistles. “You’re really on it, huh? We don’t even know which solos we’re doing.”

Eden swallows. She doesn’t have any other choice. Eden’s working with a built-in disadvantage; she’s got to compensate for it somehow. Or at least minimize the damage.

“We’ve got some decent guesses, though. The company loves to put on the classics,” Eden offers. One of the older girls at Eden’s company back in the city came here, before the retreat auditions abruptly ended a decade back. After Eden bribed her with overpriced coffee, she said they performed solos from Giselle, La Sylphide, and The Nutcracker.

Eden’s been practicing them for weeks, since she heard she made the final callback, but she’s not telling Marlowe that. Eden needs every advantage she can get.

“Fair enough,” Marlowe says, nodding. “Studio’s in the next hallway over, if you’re really set on waking up this early to rehearse something we don’t even know yet.”

“Thanks.” Eden shifts her weight back on her heels. “What are you doing, waking up this early, then?”

“I’m from the coast. My body clock is messed up, different time zones and all. I tried to call my boyfriend, Seth, but it’s not going through. Cell service is really bad, I think.” Marlowe starts down the hallway and Eden falls in step with her automatically. “So now I’m exploring. It’s not like we got to see anything yesterday.”

She’s not wrong. They got in late last night, slowed by a proper reckoning of a storm that’s taken the mountains and the surrounding town. It was a crawl up the mountain to the manor in Corvir’s van, all seven of them packed in awkwardly, making hushed introductions and small talk. Formal introductions, that is: with the exception of Marlowe, they’re all half familiar with each other, a decade of the same competitions behind them, beating each other and losing out to the same faces.

And now they’re living together for a month.

Back in the atrium, Eden gets a glimpse of snow rushing past the great arching windows, half lit by the rising sun. It’s been snowing since they got in the car last night, the chill leaching in despite the thick brick walls.

“Down here.” Marlowe directs Eden into the last hallway, closest to the west wing. This one is lined with portraits, photographs of all the previous cohorts standing in front of the manor with a plaque under each one, etched with the names and year. Corvir is in the back row in nearly all of them, going back two decades. It’s a lot of eyes staring at them, a weight on Eden’s shoulders different from the tension of a strained muscle.

They pass another alcove, this one lined with shelves of spare pointe shoes, and beyond that, the studio.

The studio reminds Eden of a fishbowl, lit both by the glow of more sconces and windows that give a sweeping panoramic view of the backyards of Deveraux. Another set of windows looks into the studio from the hallway, bracketing the double doors in the middle. Maroon curtains are pinned back for now, leaving the view open. They’ve got a clear shot to the mirrors at the front of the studio, revealing their own reflections—and the other girl in the room.

Eden’s stomach knots.

“Damn,” Marlowe mumbles, “guess I did miss the sunrise rehearsal memo.” Her fingers close around the studio doors’ dainty golden handles, slightly tarnished.

Robin, stretching at the barre, glances up at the movement. In the mirror, her gray eyes light on Marlowe, then settle on Eden.

Beat you here, the quirk of her eyebrow says.

Great, not only does she have the new girl—who at least seems decent—she’s got Robin, of everyone here, keeping her company, because that’s just Eden’s miserable luck.

Marlowe pauses, eyeing Eden and whatever expression has certainly soured her face. “Alright? Are we . . . going in?”

Eden clears her throat. “I’m fine, sorry.” And she is, really. She’s not intimidated by Robin, Eden’s made of stronger stuff than that, but this is not how she’d ever choose to start a morning. “Let’s go.”

She bites back a sigh as Marlowe pushes the studio doors open.

“Hey!” Marlowe chirps. “I didn’t think people would be practicing already!”

“I’m not here to sleep in,” Robin says dryly, sweeping through a low plié.

Marlowe shrugs, unfazed by Robin’s tone. “I wish I could,” she says, dropping down in the middle of the room.

“Robin.” Eden nods, lingering near the doors.

“Eden,” Robin drawls, in the same tone one might say raw sewage. She doesn’t deign to look at Eden, but her lip curls back from her teeth, the shadow of a sneer marring her face.

It’s even colder here, whether the chill is coming through the windows, looking into the sprawling dark of the backyards, or just from Robin’s presence.

Marlowe leans back on her elbows, legs splayed out in front of herself. She’s in leggings and a navy crewneck, a sharp contrast to Robin, stripped down to a leotard and slippers. “You two know each other?”

“Ah, yeah,” Eden says. “We live close enough that we run in the same circles.” That’s as diplomatic and vague as she can get.

Leaving her bag in the corner, Eden skirts around the room, taking it in. She can just about make out the faint outline of what must’ve been a door in the corner, but it’s sealed up: only the shadow blending into the lines of the wall, no handle to be found.

She picks at the edge of it, but there’s nothing left to grasp.

“It’s from the renovations,” Marlowe’s voice interrupts her efforts. “It used to lead to the basement.”

Eden glances over her shoulder. “Sorry?”

“Corvir was talking about it in the van last night. They did a bunch of renovations around the manor since the last time the retreat ran.”

It’s an eerie effect, coupled with the floor-to-ceiling mirrors lining the front wall, secret passages reflected all around them.

Eden backs away and folds herself down in the front corner, as far away from Robin as she can get.

No matter where Eden looks, her eyes are drawn back to the reflection of the studio doors, waiting for Corvir and Leanora Karagianni to walk through and change her life.

Her stomach flips, past nerves and heading steadily toward nausea, and she forces her gaze away, only to meet her own eyes in the mirror.

Her reflection is pretty enough, with dark hair and big eyes, a half-hearted blue that looks gray, like an overcast lake, set against small features. Her teeth are tucked in the cushion of a thin bottom lip, a flush staining her cheekbones, bright on her pale skin. Narrow-shouldered and sharp-boned, she fidgets with a bobby pin from her pocket.

She swallows, looking away and pinning up a loose lock of hair with muscle memory. Staring at herself is only drawing her flaws to the surface. It’s not helping the nausea. Self-critique is a necessary quality for a professional dancer, and a terrible quality to grow up with as a girl.

She squirms out of her sweatpants and exchanges her socks for ballet slippers, and to the tune of Robin and Marlowe comparing flight times, fishes her knee wrap from the bottom of her bag.

This ritual is meditative by now, the wrapping of her traitorous joints, part of her routine as much as pinning back her hair or tying her pointe shoes. It’s time to get your head in the game. The soft fall of snow in dim light and the quiet murmur of voices—even if one is Robin’s—are a soothing background despite the permeating chill, like wrapping her brain in gauze as she winds the elastic around her leg.

“I was supposed to fly out with Mei, but she was so impatient when we got delayed, she booked a whole new flight—You’re not actually practicing, are you?” Robin’s voice pierces through the quiet drone. In the mirror, her lips are pulled into a crooked smirk, pointed and acidic, below keen gray eyes and mousy brown bangs.

Eden’s not, actually. She’s not even warming up, just trying to stretch out her tangle of stiff joints. Practice is going to be hell today; she’s getting ahead so it’s not completely arduous from the beginning. Besides, class is hours off, and she’ll have to pause for breakfast anyway. She’d have to start over again.

Eden has to be smart about this.

But that gives Robin a ready-made target.

“What . . .?” Marlowe catches Eden’s eye in the mirror, head tilted, face open. She glances at the wrap, just for a second, before she meets Eden’s eyes again, but it’s enough. Everyone always looks at the brace first, looks for the weak spot.

Eden tries to keep her face blank, play unbothered, but her shoulders tense despite her efforts, until the sore nerve in her neck spasms. She forces herself to relax muscle by muscle. “I’m—”

“Oh, you haven’t heard what’s wrong with her?” Robin sounds gleeful, grinning, sharp teeth on display.

Eden groans, letting her head fall back. This is exactly what she was trying to avoid. Robin has stamina in every sense of the word: she can hold a grudge with the best of them. “Robin, I swear to God, we’ve been here for twelve hours—”

Robin ignores Eden, abandoning her warm-up to lean in conspiratorially. “She can’t actually do things.”

Marlowe’s eyes flick between them, golden brows pulling together, but she doesn’t say anything.

Eden’s stomach sinks.

“She’s got no endurance, for a start,” Robin explains, making no secret of how excited she is to share her gossip. “We went to the same summer intensives a couple years ago and she couldn’t rehearse all the time like we did. She’s half broken already.”

Eden’s knee gives a phantom twinge under its elastic wrap, and she stomps out the urge to adjust it.

“They’re wasting a spot; she won’t even survive the retreat, let alone the demands of a company spot—”

“Robin got silver at the YAGP junior semifinals six years ago,” Eden interrupts. The room goes silent. Even the howl of the wind outside cuts off. Robin’s knuckles go white around the barre. “Guess who won gold?”

Eden got a shiny medal to hang on her wall. It still lives in her apartment, in a place of honor by her bed. Robin’s had a chip on her shoulder and silver-tongued quips ready to launch at Eden ever since.

“So, y’know”—Eden shrugs—“clearly I can do something.”

Eden wants this. She deserves this; she’s earned her place here as much as Robin has.

She’s not going to let Robin ruin it, no matter what acid she spits.

Robin jerks away from the barre and Eden tenses, scrambling to get her feet under herself. Robin’s reputation precedes her; she’s not afraid to get physical if psychological warfare doesn’t work.

Marlowe jumps up too, fingers splaying across Eden’s shoulder. “Okay, no, let’s—”

The thud of a door falling shut cuts her off.

All three of them freeze in place. Even the fire behind Robin’s eyes sputters out as she whips around to stare at the studio doors.

Voices, impossible to make out, carry through the manor.

“You don’t think . . .” Marlowe whispers.

“Corvir said she wasn’t arriving until tonight.” Even as she says it, Eden darts across the room. She presses close to the doors, almost afraid to open them now that the specter of everything Eden wants is so close.

Robin huffs, elbowing past her. “Well, somebody’s here,” she hisses, and flings the doors open.

Eden and Marlowe trail after Robin, right on her heels down the hallway, until Robin ducks into the corner, staying out of sight and peering around the arch into the atrium. Eden rolls her eyes and stands on tiptoe to see over her shoulder, wrinkling her nose at the cigarette smoke lingering in Robin’s hair.

And her breath catches.

Backlit by the sunrise coming through the tall windows lining the front wall of the atrium, Leanora Karagianni is untying a long black jacket, enveloping her like a cloak.

Leanora Karagianni is the idol, the ideal. A leggy five-foot-five inches of bronze skin, dark hair falling in waves around her ribs. Eden can’t make out much of her face, turned away from them as she exchanges words with Corvir, taking off a snow-dusted coat behind her, but Eden’s mouth still goes dry.

Dust motes glitter brightly in the rays cutting through the window.

The air is crisper in Eden’s lungs, like they’re properly out in the mountains with the pine, not inside a stuffy manor stuck among them. Even the shrieking wind is drowned out by Leanora’s presence for a minute.

Robin, eyes still on Leanora, is trying to neaten her terrible sloppy bun. Marlowe straightens up, fixing her posture. As Eden adjusts the straps of her leotard so it sits smoother, more put together, Marlowe catches her eye.

It’s like all of them—Eden, Marlowe, Robin, the very estate itself—woke up at her arrival.

Leanora Karagianni is here.

The competition starts now.

“You have a few hours to settle in. You’re staying in the staff wing this time,” Corvir is saying. “You remember how everything runs.”

“How could I forget?” Leanora’s voice is low but clear, lilting up at the end. She almost sounds amused, like there’s an inside joke there, but there’s no humor in the sharp look Corvir shoots her.

Corvir catches her arm, and no matter how much Eden strains for it, she can’t hear whatever passes between them before Leanora tugs her wrist free.

“I know,” Leanora says, clipped to curtness, and gathers her suitcase up. “I know what I’m doing, Clare.”

Corvir’s eyes narrow. “You better. This was your idea.”

Leanora steps back, thick coat swishing around her ankles like a curtain—and Eden’s breath hitches again.

As Leanora Karagianni disappears down the hall to the shadowed east wing, she’s limping.

Corvir stays behind, staring after Leanora for a long moment before shuddering, clutching her coat tightly around herself. She scans the room, tension in her jaw clear even across the atrium, and goes stock-still at the sight of them.

Shit.

“Uh-oh,” Marlowe whispers as Corvir stalks toward them, closing the distance at speed.

Corvir is a beady-eyed woman in her fifties, silver streaking through her dark hair, pulled into a severe bun at the nape of her neck, damp with a sprinkling of snow. Her face is just as pale, bloodless, with bruises sweeping under her eyes.

“What are you doing?”

Robin and Eden say, “Practicing,” in the same moment Marlowe admits, unabashedly, “Exploring.”

Corvir glowers at Marlowe. “Do not,” she says, through her teeth. “You do not need to explore the estate. Stick to your wing and the studio. The kitchen, for meals. The Deveraux Manor is . . . It’s old. The staff won’t appreciate you lot sneaking around.” She tugs at her jacket again, eyes flitting about, darting around the corners and the fading shadows, until they linger on something over Eden’s shoulder.

Eden follows her gaze automatically. She’s staring through the hallway windows to the studio; if Eden had to estimate, based on the height difference, the angle . . . Corvir is staring at the closed-up door to the basement.

If there was any color left in her face, it’s gone now. Corvir clears her throat, blinking hard. “And stay out of the staff wing,” she adds, steadying her voice, visibly stepping back into her role as instructor, reserved and severe. Her coat is wrinkled when she finally pries her fingers loose. “It would be inappropriate.”

Eden can’t help craning her neck for another hopeless glimpse of Leanora.

“Now.” Corvir claps her hands together—all three of them flinch at the crack, Eden’s shoulders jerking up to her ears so hard her neck spasms—her lips pressed pale and thin together, the ghost of a smile. “Why don’t you go get some breakfast before class? The staff should have it ready.”
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Chapter 2

Practice

“Wait, you saw her?” Hazel’s jaw drops, and she freezes halfway out of her cover-up cardigan. Her hair is swept back into a bun, tawny skin paling. “I thought she wasn’t coming until tonight.”

Eden nods. “She arrived with Corvir like an hour ago.”

The other four girls trailed in over time, and everyone had the same reaction as Hazel, snapping to attention at the mention of Leanora’s name and rushing to warm up, desperate not to get left behind.

“She didn’t get a cab?” Mei wonders aloud, twisting her leg behind her head until she bumps her sleek ponytail.

Robin rolls her eyes. “I don’t think cabs come out this far.”

Most of the audition process had been in the city, hours away, until the final seven made it to the last callback. There was even an interview with Corvir, where Eden desperately rambled along about how wearing a brace doesn’t make her any less of a dancer, something out of an afterschool special, until Corvir finally redirected her to ask about her experience as an understudy.

It was an old ritual for the Deveraux Company, bringing finalists for the solo auditions out to the manor, up in the mountains for a month.

The company calls it a retreat.

Eden calls it where no one can hear you scream.

They stopped holding it for a while; the last retreat ran ten years ago.

Leanora Karagianni—before she was Leanora Karagianni, before Eden had posters of her on her wall—won the soloist position that year. Not quite a decade older than Eden’s twenty-one years, she’s an icon of the ballet industry. Or, she was.

She’s a myth now. Eden was already planning on auditioning for the company—she tried once and didn’t make it, and she’s never forgotten it, but she’d be a fool not to try again—even before it was announced that Leanora was involved with the return of the retreat. That sent shock waves through the ballet world.

This close to what she wants, Eden still can’t quite believe it. The Deveraux Manor tucked in the middle of the mountains hardly feels real.

All she has to do now is win. If she doesn’t, nothing changes, but going back to the city, her teeny-tiny apartment, her company, and the half-pitying, half-smug eyes of everyone who’d know Eden got so close but just couldn’t quite make it—that would be unbearable.

And Eden would never forgive herself.

Eden’s joints protest against the way she’s contorted on the hardwood and she grimaces, rolling out of her hip-flexor stretch to straighten her knee.

Marlowe, stationed conspicuously between Eden and Robin, bumps her elbow. “You good?” she asks under her breath.

Eden bristles but swallows the instinctive defensive retort rising from her throat. Thanks a lot, Robin. This is exactly what she was trying to avoid, being the weak girl, the girl with the brace, any of the worse names that have followed her career.

She just wants to compete like the rest of them. It’s a futile dream, considering she’s already strategizing how the hell she’s going to keep up, but Eden wants to be seen as an equal, not written off—or worse, pitied.

Marlowe doesn’t even know what’s wrong with Eden—and that’s all well and good, Eden didn’t feel like bringing out the technical terminology when Marlowe watched her dry-swallow a handful of pills at breakfast.

“I’m fine,” Eden whispers back. It’s the truth: a little stiffness from sitting still too long isn’t worth the breath it takes to complain.

“You’re from the same city.” Isla, next to Robin at the barre, turns to Eden, dark eyes intense. Isla’s a bit of a phenom, well-known in the dance world already. Marked as a future star, a dancewear model, Isla’s reputation precedes her. Perfect, glowing, made for the stage, Isla makes Eden’s nerves go taut, unpleasantly aware of all of her own shortcomings; it’s hard not to feel like Isla’s already won, before the audition has even begun. “Have you met her?”

“Ah, not really, no.” Eden drops her gaze to her shoes, laces wrapped up around her ankles. She pretends to adjust one, in case Isla could read the lie on her face. “I’ve only seen her onstage.”

“Damn.” Isla sighs, pushing her coiled curls back. “I want to know what to expect.”

“She’ll be expecting us to dance up to her level, I guess,” Daria says, voice wavering. She’s a frail little thing, in well-worn dance clothes; hand-me-downs, Eden thinks, eyeing the fraying strap of her bag, or maybe she just can’t afford to replace them. “She won the last retreat and she’s, like, the surprise assistant—they never did that when auditions ran before.”

Robin huffs. “And she’s the one we’re trying to replace—”

Footsteps echo down the hall and Robin’s jaw clicks shut.

Eden jumps up, stripping her sweatshirt over her head, tossing it in the corner with all their bags piled together. The others are right behind her, until they’re down to ballet slippers, tights, and the Deveraux-issued plain black leotard.

They’re falling in line, reflections staring back at themselves, as the studio doors open.

The whole room shivers, a ripple effect of dancers turning heads and straightening shoulders, then it stills. Even the forest and howling wind outside go quiet.

Two moments blur together for Eden: a spotlit stage, a ballet studio in a manor in the middle of nowhere.

The stage revolves around the prima ballerina.

And that gravitas never goes away.

Eden’s heartbeat sears through her—bruised toes to carefully arranged hands—to throb at the base of her throat.

With perfect posture, hands folded behind her back, Leanora’s sharp black eyes survey the room from the doorway, lighting on each one of them. She’s beautifully bird-boned, from her high cheekbones down to her elegant fingertips.

Despite the chill, Leanora’s wearing a gauzy black dress, neckline dipping to her sternum before it disappears under a thin white wrap sweater, tied around her waist. Freed from the coat, her skirt swishes around her knees, revealing the edge of an intimidating black brace.

Leanora’s not in a cast anymore, but the scars up and down her right leg, sneaking under the brace, tell the story of the end of her career.

Corvir is right on her heels, but she gives Leanora a wide berth as they step through the doors. Like every ballet teacher who’s come before her, Corvir has a sharp, unforgiving air, but it’s tempered by the hunched tension of her shoulders, arms crossed tightly in front of herself.

Leanora crosses the room slowly, taking measured steps. Eden’s familiar with that gait: she’s trying to hide her limp. It’s not working.

Eden shifts her weight again, her own knee aching with sympathy. She fidgets with the wrap around it, retucking the edge as she tries to stretch her leg out subtly. The frost painting the windows isn’t helping her stiffness.

Leanora passes each of their reflections in turn, wide-eyed faces staring back at themselves in the mirror until she and Corvir halt in the corner, leaning their heads close together as they speak.

Corvir gestures to them, going down the line: Mei, Isla, Robin, Marlowe, Eden . . .

Leanora pauses at Eden.

Leanora looks at the wrap on her knee—and then looks Eden straight in the eye, dark pools catching the light.

Sweat pricks on the back of her neck, but Eden keeps her breath steady. The room goes quiet around her, Eden’s awareness narrowing to the shadows Leanora’s eyelashes cast across her cheekbones and the rush of blood in her own ears.

It’s not that a ballerina wearing a visible brace is unusual—though none of the other girls here do, Eden couldn’t catch that break—it’s what Eden’s covers. It’s not an injury, not a battle scar earned from decades of hard work at her craft, perfecting herself. That would be fine.

No, it’s just Eden’s body, her own worst enemy. Eden comes with weaknesses before the pointe shoes even go on. Leanora would’ve seen it in her file as part of the audition committee: the medical records detailing the chronic illness slowly desiccating Eden’s joints from the inside out.

It means less stamina, shorter career, riskier investment.

Eden has one month to make a better argument than two decades of medical records.

Do you remember me? Eden wants to ask.

Leanora holds Eden’s gaze for another second, before following Corvir’s finger to Daria, standing on the other side of Eden.

The room expands around Eden again, so clear it’s almost dizzying. The wind outside, the sweat pricking the back of her neck. She can almost feel her lungs burning, like coming up for air after being underwater—Oh. Eden hadn’t realized she was holding her breath.

Daria’s visibly twitching, white-blond baby hairs escaping her bun and catching in her eyelashes. She looks like she’s going to faint.

But Daria doesn’t warrant an extended moment of evaluation, nor Hazel next to her, before Leanora, not Corvir, finally addresses them.

“Auditions are going to be a little different this year,” Leanora says. Jumping right in, no delays for niceties, but there’s still something sultry in her voice. Or maybe only Eden hears that. “Usually, you’d learn solos from a few ballets the company would be performing next year. You’ll still be learning three solos, one from each of three acts, but they’ll be all new to you. Because this is a new ballet, choreographed by me.”

Eden sucks a breath through her teeth, a sharp shock of delight almost popping her lungs. Whispers and frantic glances kick up around her. Leanora Karagianni as an instructor never crossed her mind. She’s never choreographed anything before—well, not as far as Eden knows. Maybe that’s what she’s been doing for her two years of silence. Eden assumed she was here as a . . . consultant. Mentor. A distraction in the form of Eden’s waking dreams.

Not the person making the call on Eden’s future.

The seven of them are all plenty accomplished, sure, but the Deveraux Company is the crème de la crème. Made up of world-renowned talent, producing world-renowned talent. It’s the golden ticket of callbacks, only made more enticing when the golden girl herself was announced as attending the retreat.

Whoever wins will join the company as a soloist, jumping the line of working through years in the back in the corps de ballet that a transfer would usually necessitate. That’s what makes this retreat audition so special.

And now . . .

“You’re not only competing for a company spot.” Leanora smiles. “You’re competing for the lead. In a brand-new ballet.”

Anyone would die for the chance.

Hell, the way Robin’s eyeing them all up, Eden’s pretty sure she’s contemplating murder.

“Are you ready?” Leanora asks, hands folded expectantly behind her back. “Let’s warm up.”

“You’re . . .?” Even Robin seems stunned into silence, left on the back foot by the sudden change in plans.

“Corvir will still be teaching you technique in the morning,” Leanora explains. “I’ll have you for choreography in the afternoon, but I want to see where you are right now.”

Leanora asks them to plié through positions, set to classical music that crackles from her phone over ancient speakers.

She gives little critique or commentary, staring them down as she instructs them through a standard warm-up routine.

Corvir just watches from a stool in the corner. She’s shifty, always looking over her shoulder even though she’s against a wall, visibly tense. It makes Eden nervous in turn, for no real reason she can put a finger on. But Leanora seems perfectly comfortable, poised but relaxed, posture honed like a knife. Her eyes never stop moving, like she’s looking at all of them at once.

She’s unignorable; Marlowe’s back is to Eden, facing Leanora and the mirrors at the front of the room, but her head keeps twitching to check on Leanora.

Eden’s so aware of it only because she’s doing the exact same thing.

Leanora claps her hands together and the sound echoes cleanly off the walls. “Get your shoes on, let’s work through some actual steps.”

Leanora Karagianni moves fast. Eden’s hardly wrapped her head around the new rules, the new stakes—not only a solo, a lead—let alone moving through warm-ups and practice, all while sharing the same air as Leanora. It’s dizzying.

“Soutenu into chaîné,” Leanora orders once they’ve changed, lined up against the back wall, “into attitude en dedans, but really bring up that extension in the final pose.”

It’s easy to visualize, a variation Eden’s known for years: tightly turning counterclockwise steps across the studio, into a pirouette with the leg elegantly arched back. The show of flexibility and control at the end is completely Leanora’s forte.

Eden steps into it alongside the rest. It isn’t hard, and with the momentum, she swings right around into the turn—

She falters, her ankle twinging—

Eden drops out of the turn early, back to her heel with a stumble. The music cuts off and Eden has to close her eyes, embarrassment more palpable than any throb of pain.

Of all the fucking mornings.

“Mei, Eden,” Leanora says, behind the dark of Eden’s eyelids. “Front.”

Eden bites back a groan, keeping it in her molars, and opens her eyes and steps forward to be front and center with Mei.

Eyes burn on the nape of her neck and Eden risks a glance at the mirror. Robin looks right back at her. It’s always Robin.

“You’re both off on that. Eden.” Leanora steps into Eden’s space. She smells like pomegranates and ozone, heavy and sweet and lingering, the smell in the air before a storm arrives. The promise of change threatening the horizon.

“Back to the extension,” she murmurs, and Eden repeats the movement, arching her leg around again, and rocking back up on pointe to hold it. “May I?”

Eden swallows, nodding. Leanora’s fingers ghost along the back of her knee, where her wrap meets skin—and Eden gasps, pulling away. She steadies herself with a hand on the barre as her leg falls.

“I—Sorry—” Oh god. Hell of a first impression. “Your hands are cold,” Eden whispers, face flushing in mortified contrast to the chill of electricity that sparked up her leg. The ghost of Leanora’s touch still lingers.

Leanora arches a brow over molten dark, unreadable eyes, and drawls, “Apologies.”

“Sorry,” Eden repeats, stepping back and quickly swinging her leg up into an extension again. Her knee is still complaining; she’ll have to ice it longer after class. “What were you saying?” she redirects.

Focus, she orders her traitorous, enraptured brain.

She’s here because she wants to be the next Leanora, not because she’s all atwitter about her. That’s extremely counterproductive. Leanora’s very attractive, but Eden’s danced with very attractive people for nearly two decades.

But none of them were Leanora Karagianni, her traitorous, enraptured brain reminds her.

And, horrifyingly, her breath still hitches when Leanora touches her knee, even when she’s prepared for the shock.

“You’re relying on prerotation to get that around,” Leanora says. “You can cover it if you come straight down, but you don’t have control to finish the turn like that.” She taps Eden’s knee again, and Eden lets it fall. “Take a beat after finishing the chaîné, then set yourself up properly for the turn. You lose the momentum, but if you still rely on momentum to do an attitude turn at this level, you shouldn’t be here.”

Eden’s face burns.

Robin’s eyes glint in the mirror, cold as the frost lining the windows.

Eden has to be smart about this. She doesn’t have it in her to run repetitions until she gets the corrections down.

While Leanora critiques Mei, Eden closes her eyes. It’s an old trick-turned-skill, something she cultivated early on in her dance career, before it even was her career: Eden has excellent visualization.

The chaîné behind her eyes is perfect, tight turns high on relevé, told through her body as she draws two fingers across her chest, middle finger crossed over her index. They unlink for the plié—and her mental recital pauses. The problem started with the plié.

Think about what Leanora said. Apply your corrections.

She recrosses her fingers. Back to the chaîné. Come out slower—breathe—her shoulders lower and reset in her head too. She pulls her fingers apart, straightening them before curling her knuckles to her hand. Finish with the attitude extension. Eden curls her hand, drawing a half circle in the air with her thumb, and holds it.

Seven, eight, done.

Her knee never hurts in her mind.

Eden opens her eyes.

“Do it again, from the top, both of you.” Leanora leans back against the mirror, folding her arms.

Eden and Mei cross back to the corner and Leanora restarts the music.

Eden takes corrections well, but she’s had to get creative with how she applies them. She has no other option, lest she fail to conserve her body and end her career before it begins.

Eden swipes her thumb in a circle.

Leanora counts them in.

Eden lifts into the chaîné tight and neat, and this time, echoing her visualizations with Leanora’s instructions in her ears, she slows down, finishing the movement of the plié, through to the turn—and her knee hurts her knee doesn’t hurt—and holds the extension.

“Mei, no, you’re still breaking the line when you come down. You’re too eager. Don’t cheat it with your flexibility, get over on your supporting leg properly.”

“Eden—” Leanora pauses. Her head tilts, sharp eyes lancing through Eden. She twirls a finger and Eden starts from the turn again, from the deeper plié. It almost feels like a waste of a repetition, though one won’t make a difference, won’t chip away at the joint anymore, it’s the principle of the thing. But it’s not a waste, because as she stands there, heartbeat in her fingertips, knee throbbing, Leanora Karagianni says, “Good, Eden. Good.”

It’s worth the pain.

Hours burn away like that, with Leanora watching them narrow-eyed. They get a break for lunch and then they’re back for more.

“Oh my god.” Eden doesn’t so much sit down as slide to the floor when Leanora finally cuts the music for good, her back sweat-slick against the cold hardwood of the studio. She’s hyperaware of her body, from the sweat burning her eyes and sticking her hair to her damp face to her trembling legs and throbbing feet.

Every cell in her body aches—and it sings. It’s a good pain.

God, how she loves this.

Marlowe flops beside her in a heap, head between her knees. “Make the room stop spinning.”

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Mei gasps around deep, gulping breaths.

Even Robin’s bravado seems to have failed her, two splotches of red high on her sweat-beaded face.

“If this is basic training, what the hell is learning choreography going to be like?” Isla wheezes, bent at the hips. Her curls cling to her forehead and the nape of her neck.

Eden doesn’t even want to think about it.

“There’s a greenhouse.”

Eden jerks to sit up so fast her head spins. She’s not alone; the sweat-damp bodies of the other girls swivel like their heads are on strings to face the doorway.

Eden thought Leanora left already. Instead, she lingers in the door, watching them over her shoulder as her long fingers tap rhythmically against the doorframe. Her face, pretty and closed off, gives no hint of what she made of the rehearsal that just chewed them all up and spit them out across the studio.

Leanora continues, “In the next wing. It should still be set up for ice baths, if you’re interested in a cooldown.” Her lips quirk up. “It’s tradition.”

There’s something in her tone, like being let in on a secret, but Leanora slips around the corner before Eden can peel the paint off her words.
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Chapter 3

The Greenhouse

The greenhouse is a shrine to dead things.

The seven of them flock in front of the golden-framed doorway, still in leotards and varying layers of cover-ups. Eden is itchy, her sweatshirt sticking to the drying sweat on her skin.

The double doors, paneled with delicate, frost-webbed glass, do little to insulate them from the chill. The thin glass is a sharp contrast to the dark wood and heavy stone of the rest of the Deveraux Manor. A weak point.

Daria’s the one to step forward, pointe shoes padding against the hardwood, and push the doors open, blue-veined hands forcing the reluctant handles down.

The doors swing wide with a groan, and the glare of sunlight off the lawn of hardened snow spills through, blinding Eden.

By the time she blinks it away, Mei and Robin are in the octagonal greenhouse, poking around.

Eden caught a glimpse this morning, but it didn’t do the greenhouse justice. It’s like stepping into a golden wire birdcage, elaborate glass frame curving up to a teardrop-sloped ceiling. Potted plants along the ground line a winding path of precisely laid, smooth, flat stones; the plants filling the greenhouse were probably lush at one point, but they’re browned and dead, limp vines and leaves crumpled in the cold that chills the sweat under Eden’s tights. Some even hang from the ceiling, shriveled vines reaching for the floor. The soil they’re planted in is dry and crumbly, uncared for despite the staff running around the manor. Eden’s sure the greenhouse was beautiful when it was blooming, but it’s little more than a graveyard now.

Between the plants is a clearing at the center of the greenhouse, swept free of the debris floating around the rest of the room. A spindly iron bench sits at the edge of the circle, rusted at the feet. The stone path carries on at the other side of the clearing, ending at a set of doors matching the ones Eden stands between, facing the snow-blanketed yards at the back of the manor.

The snow has calmed enough to see the mist-shrouded mountains looming past the tree line, and a snow-dusted spiral of a hedge maze pokes through the yard. The lawn dips in the far corner, a hill leading down out of sight.

“Cooldown,” Robin scoffs. Her breath blooms white in front of her face. “It’s cold enough to freeze any water solid.”

Isla wrinkles her nose. “Isn’t the whole point of places like this that they’re temperature controlled?”

“The manor isn’t exactly well maintained,” Eden points out, edging around the last curve of the path. Crushed bits of twigs and petals stick to her shoes. Roses, only the thorns left. “But I don’t understand what Leanora meant by—Oh. Never mind.”

Apparently set up for ice baths means two steel tubs tucked behind the iron bench.

“Well,” Robin drawls, “that’s a bit grim.”

“There’s a hose outside,” Marlowe calls, leaning through the outer doors she just forced open. “Do we still want to . . .?” She glances between the lot of them.

It won’t be pleasant, an ice bath can’t be, but, “If Leanora’s group did them . . .” Eden lets the words linger in the air.

A murmur rolls across the room, an exchanging of glances. If Leanora Karagianni said she drank the blood of virgins to dance, an impromptu ice bath is nothing.

Hazel tilts her head, long hair falling out of its bun. “Eden,” she says gently, liquid dark eyes wide and pitying, “you don’t have to do it all the way, you can just put your legs in.” Her eyes fall to Eden’s wrapped knee, teeth in her lip.

Eden rolls her eyes so hard they damn near fall out of her skull. “I’m not made of glass, Hazel,” she grouses, even as she shifts her weight on her throbbing feet.

If she wasn’t planning on it before, she has to get in the bath now. The notion that Hazel—that anyone—thinks she can’t is acid in her stomach, eating her from the inside out.

Isla and Robin drag the tubs out to the clearing, and Marlowe unravels the hose, shaking off the snow, and the pipes creak to life, ancient and unhappy about being roused.

The tubs take ages to fill, water spitting violently against the metal. Robin rubs her fingers together as they wait—her smoker’s tic Eden’s seen for years, since she was way too young.

“Keep your cigarettes out of here,” Eden warns.

Robin gives her a pointed eye roll.

“It’s not really an ice bath,” Daria muses, but when she crouches to swish a hand through the water, she recoils with a hiss, flicking her fingers against Mei’s arm. Mei tsks. “It’ll do,” she admits.

“We can get ice from the kitchen next time,” Isla suggests. She’s hopping around on one foot, contorting to get her shoes untied.

Just looking at Isla makes Eden’s feet ache; how she still has that much energy is a mystery. She sits on the delicate, cold bench to strip down instead, peeling her sweatshirt off and hauling one knee to her chest to start unraveling her laces. Her ankle is hot to the touch, and when she rotates it, the underside is soaked through with dark crimson.

“Oh, damn,” Eden mumbles. Brand-new shoes and they lasted all of one class.

No wonder her feet hurt.

As she eases the shoe off, blood trickles from the satin and her toes in equal measure, dripping to the stone in an unhappy stream. She grimaces back at the hallway into the belly of the manor; she probably tracked blood all through the atrium.

It’s not uncommon for dancers’ feet to bleed after practice, Eden’s certainly familiar with it, but she’s never wounded herself quite so badly before.

“Whoa,” Mei says, eyes wide. Eden glances up, only to find everyone staring back at her, and she stifles another groan. She’s the center of attention again.

The blood smeared up the ball of her foot all the way to her heel, starting to smudge around her Achilles tendon. She didn’t lose any toenails, at least, but the knuckles of her first three toes sting, the thin skin ripped up, flesh shiny and raw. It throbs in time with her heartbeat.

“Is that related to, like . . .?” Hazel waves a hand at Eden’s general person.

God, how have the comments started already? She’s pretty sure it has less to do with the elastic cradling her knee and more with Robin right behind her shoulder.

“No, Hazel, I don’t have a bleeding disorder,” she snaps, dropping the shoe, only to start untying the other. “I must have popped a blister or something.” They’re from the friction of rapid, repeated movement for hours. Eden thought she’d padded her shoes well enough. Clearly not.

Her other foot is just as bad, pitter-pattering blood against stone. She twitches her toes and hisses at the sting. Blood beads at the torn skin, fresh among the drying smears.

“On both feet?” Robin raises a brow, skeptical. “Yeah, that’s not normal.”

“Intense practice.” Eden shrugs, faking nonchalance. She can’t deny she’s a bit unnerved by all the blood too, but the last thing she needs is for this to become another ordeal. She doesn’t have anything on hand to stanch the bleeding, but she dares to press her hand against the torn skin—and hisses at the sting of sweat in an open wound. The blood seeps past her fingers, hot against her palm.

“So . . .” Robin drags out the word, happy to redirect the conversation away from Eden this time. Eden is happy to let her. “What do we make of . . .?” She kicks her leg out to the side, a mockery of an extension Leanora will never be able to do again.

“Robin,” Marlowe snaps, eyes wide with reproach.

“I can’t blame her if this is what she has to do to get some closure,” Mei says. “I don’t know what I’d do if I was in her shoes. Nothing pretty. A career pivot and choreographing a ballet is tame.”

“Who the hell is letting her do that anyway?” Robin demands. “Some random ex-ballerina gets to choreograph an entire new show? For the Devereaux Ballet Company?”

“There’s got to be a story there,” Isla agrees. “I have friends at Devereaux; no one just shows up and gets handed a production.”

“But Leanora Karagianni isn’t some random ex-ballerina,” Marlowe counters. “And clearly she knows what she’s doing.”

“Yeah.” Mei snorts. “Torturing us.”

“If all of Leanora’s teaching is like that, we’re in trouble with choreo.” Eden groans. “Especially if it’s new.”

So much for Eden’s dedication to rehearsing the classics. She tries not to think too hard about the wasted hours, the late nights with her own pale, exhausted face staring back at her in the mirror, strapping ice packs to her joints under sweatpants on the midnight subway rides back to her apartment. The memories are already starting to sour, not a proud, impressive mark of dedication, but a fermenting waste of time.

“What do we do about it?” Robin kicks off her shorts and shoes in the same motion. “Trying to learn three solos in a month is insane.”

Not just learning them, perfecting three brand-new solos in a month. Leanora teaches at a breakneck pace, but she has to, if they want to cover all that choreography.

Eden lifts her hand gingerly, cringing as it peels back covered with a tacky layer of blood. At least the flow has slowed, the evidence smeared over her ankle. Her feet smart against the cold floor as she walks like a baby deer to stand by Marlowe, pain shooting up her legs with every step. She’s the last one to circle around the tubs, filled three-quarters with water promising a winter-cold bite. Blood mixes with the water runoff under her feet, trailing out in watery rivulets across the uneven ground. Marlowe shifts away, but Mei doesn’t notice as it edges under her foot.

It’s a bit gross.

Ballet is only pretty onstage.

“Who’s first?” Robin kicks the tub and the water-deepened clang rings hollow around the
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