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      The velvet curtain brushed against Callie's shoulder as she pressed herself deeper into the wings, notebook balanced on her crossed legs. Her pen moved in quick, precise strokes. Marking counts, noting arm positions, sketching the arc of a leap that had just carved through the stage lights. The principal dancers swept through their pas de deux twenty feet away, their bodies speaking a language she desperately wanted to master.

      Five, six, seven, eight⁠—

      She mouthed the counts silently, her free hand tracing the choreography in miniature. As understudy, she lived in this shadow world. Close enough to touch greatness, invisible enough to be forgotten. The other corps members barely acknowledged her existence, but Callie didn't mind. She absorbed everything: the way Isabella's port de bras flowed like water, how Marcus landed his tours without a sound, the precise timing that made the impossible look effortless.

      "Again from the top of the variation."

      The rehearsal director's voice cut through the studio. The principals retreated to the edges of the stage, leaving the marley floor empty except for one figure.

      Ethan Reyes stepped into the light.

      Callie's pen stilled. She'd watched him perform from the audience twice, both times he'd commanded the stage like he owned it. Up close, the effect was even more potent. His warm-up gear clung to the powerful lines of his frame, and when he lifted his arms to prepare, every muscle seemed to coil with potential energy.

      The piano began, something haunting, minor-keyed. Ethan's first movement was deceptively simple: a slow developpé that stretched his leg toward the ceiling while his torso remained perfectly still. Then the music shifted, and he exploded into motion.

      Callie's breath caught. This wasn't just technique, this was storytelling written in flesh and bone. Each leap seemed to suspend gravity, each turn defied physics. When he landed a double tour en l'air and immediately flowed into a deep arabesque, she found herself leaning forward, notebook forgotten.

      The variation built to its climax, a series of grand jetés that ate up the stage space in four powerful bounds. On the final one, Ethan's body stretched into a perfect line, his face tilted toward the lights with an expression of such raw longing that Callie felt her chest tighten.

      He landed in silence, chest rising and falling, sweat gleaming on his collarbone.

      "Beautiful, Ethan. Take five."

      The spell broke. The other dancers began chattering, reaching for water bottles and towels. But Ethan remained center stage for a moment longer, his gaze sweeping the wings, and finding her.

      Callie froze. Those dark eyes, still holding traces of whatever emotion had driven the solo, fixed on her small figure tucked behind the curtain. She waited for him to look away, to dismiss her like everyone else did. Instead, his expression shifted. Curiosity replaced intensity. One eyebrow lifted slightly, as if he was asking a question she couldn't quite decipher.

      The moment stretched between them, principal and understudy, star and shadow. Callie's fingers tightened on her notebook, her pulse hammering against her throat. She'd been invisible for weeks, content to observe and learn. Now, pinned by Ethan's steady gaze, she felt suddenly, breathtakingly seen.

      "Callie."

      Her head snapped toward the voice. The ballet mistress stood at the edge of the wings, clipboard in hand.

      "You're needed for spacing rehearsal. Act Two, corps de ballet entrance."

      When Callie looked back toward center stage, Ethan was walking toward the barre, towel draped around his neck.

      As Callie stepped out from the shadows, aiming to head toward the studio for the corps spacing, she felt a sudden presence beside her. Turning slightly, she found Ethan matching her stride, his steps in tune with hers.

      He moved with a casual grace, always an extension of his performance self even offstage. His eyes held a trace of that earlier curiosity, as if he were dissecting an intriguing puzzle. His hair was slicked back, revealing the sharp contours of his cheekbones that seemed to catch and sculpt light in the hallway.

      “You’re Callie, right? the new girl?” His voice wasn't booming. It was more of a velvet whisper that sought her ears rather than the echoing walls around them.

      “Uh, yes. I am.” Her voice came out steadier than she’d expected, though there was a faint scrape of disbelief that Ethan Reyes knew her name.

      “I’ve noticed you. In rehearsals hiding off to side stage.” His gaze flicked toward her notebook, its pages frayed from constant flipping. The corner of his mouth lifted in what might have been a smile, subtle yet sincere. “Taking notes like your life depends on it.”

      She mirrored his smile, a thread of warmth unfurling in her chest. “It kind of does. The more I write, the more it sticks.” Her fingers skimmed over the scribbled choreography, a testament to her pursuit of precision in a world flooded with fleeting motions.

      Ethan nodded, understanding threading through his eyes with a depth that suggested his own past filled with similar struggles for perfection. “It’s a good thing. That dedication.”

      “Thanks.”

      There was a moment of silence, punctuated by the muffled beats of pointe shoes tapping on marley. Her pulse seemed louder, but not in an uncomfortable way, more like a drumbeat edging her forward.

      “I remember when I started here. It can be…” Ethan searched for words, fingers tracing the seam of his towel. “…overwhelming.”

      Callie nodded, biting back the torrent of anecdotes about her own whirlwind entry into the Meridian Ballet Company, stories that echoed the growing pains of Ethan’s shadowy past. She didn’t want to recount those tales just yet. Not in this corridor, not while she swam in the pool of his presence.

      A small group of dancers brushed past, carrying the electric energy of pre-performance nervousness. They weaved around Ethan, offering nods and quick glances, the hierarchy of the company ever-apparent.

      “Hey,” Ethan paused, drawing her gaze back to his. “Don’t be a stranger. If you ever want to run through anything…”

      The unspoken offer danced between them like a pirouette in mid-spin. Callie nodded, words failing her against the sudden swell of gratitude.

      “Act Two doesn’t wait,” she managed, a half-apologetic grin surfacing.

      “Go nail it.” Ethan’s voice held a gentle encouragement but beneath it, something steadier. A promise of guidance where shadows met light.

      As she moved toward the rehearsal space, Callie glanced back once to see Ethan watching her, the small smile still present. The corridor widened, and her steps fell into rhythm again.
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      The sound hit the studio like a gunshot. A sharp crack followed by Serena's intake of breath, not quite a scream but close enough to freeze every dancer mid-movement. Callie watched from her corner as the prima ballerina crumpled, her porcelain features twisted in pain, one hand clutching her ankle.

      "Don't move." The ballet mistress rushed forward, her voice cutting through the sudden silence. "Someone call the medic."

      Serena's steel-blue eyes flashed with something between fury and devastation. She'd been executing a series of fouettés, each turn pristine and controlled, when her supporting leg simply gave way. Now she sat on the marley floor, her perfect French twist slightly askew, looking more human than Callie had ever seen her.
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