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      The final notes of Chopin dissolved into silence, and then the studio erupted. Applause crashed against the mirrored walls as Serena held her closing position. Her arabesque en pointe, arms curved like swan wings, chest barely rising despite the grueling forty-minute rehearsal.

      "Perfection incarnate," someone whispered.

      "Absolutely flawless."

      "How does she make it look so effortless?"

      The praise washed over her like tepid water. Serena lowered her leg with practiced grace, offering the company dancers a serene smile that never quite reached her steel-blue eyes. Each compliment felt like another brick in the wall she'd built around herself. It was beautiful, pristine, and suffocating.

      "Thank you." Her voice carried that familiar honey-over-glass quality, sweet enough to accept gratitude but cool enough to discourage lingering conversation.

      The dancers dispersed in clusters, their chatter filling the space as they gathered water bottles and towels. Serena remained at the barre, pretending to stretch her already perfectly warmed muscles. The truth sat heavy in her chest: she felt nothing. Not triumph, not satisfaction, not even the burn of physical exertion that should have followed such an intense rehearsal.

      Just emptiness wrapped in satin and acclaim.

      Her reflection stared back from the mirror. Her porcelain skin flushed pink, dark red hair still immaculately pinned despite every leap and turn. Even her exhaustion looked elegant. The woman in the glass was everything the Meridian Ballet Company could want in a prima ballerina: untouchable, ethereal, perfect.

      And desperately hollow.

      Twenty minutes later, Serena descended the narrow stairs to the costume atelier, her rehearsal bag slung over one shoulder. She needed the alterations on her Act II costume checked before tomorrow's dress rehearsal. A legitimate excuse to escape the lingering dancers upstairs who still wanted to dissect every arabesque and grand jeté.

      The basement smelled of starch and satin, familiar and oddly comforting. Racks of tutus created shadowy alcoves between the fitting areas, and bolts of silk caught the warm lamplight like captured moonbeams. The space felt separate from the rest of the company. It felt quieter, more intimate.

      "Well, well." Theo's voice drifted from behind a rack of corps de ballet costumes, rich with amusement. "The ice queen graces us with her presence."

      Serena didn't flinch at the nickname. Half the company called her that, though never to her face.

      Theo emerged from between the hanging garments like a cat from velvet curtains. His ink-black curls were tousled, a measuring tape draped around his neck like expensive jewelry, and his olive-toned fingers were already stained with fabric chalk. The eyeliner he wore made his dark eyes appear even more mischievous.

      "Let me guess, more alterations on a costume that already fits like a second skin?"

      "The bodice needs tightening." Serena's tone remained neutral, professional.

      "Everything about you needs loosening." Theo circled her slowly, his gaze appraising but not unkind. "You're too stiff for a woman draped in silk, darling. All that perfection must be exhausting."

      The words hit closer to home than Serena cared to admit. She lifted her chin slightly, a gesture that would have silenced most people.

      But Theo Vale had never been most people.

      "I'm not stiff. I'm disciplined."

      "Discipline and rigor mortis aren't the same thing, though I understand the confusion."
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      Theo's laugh rippled through the atelier, warm and unrepentant. He moved to his workstation, fingers dancing over scattered sketches until he found what he wanted.

      "Speaking of discipline. Wait until you see what I've designed for the new season." He held up a series of drawings, each more daring than the last. "These aren't your grandmother's tutus."

      Serena stepped closer despite herself. The sketches showed costumes that defied every convention she knew. Bodices that curved like liquid mercury, skirts that suggested rather than concealed, backs that plunged to reveal the dancer's spine in motion. Each design was exquisite, but they were also dangerous. Vulnerable.

      "The board will never approve these."

      "The board hired me to push boundaries." Theo's fingers traced the edge of one sketch, a costume that seemed to be made of shadows and starlight. "Besides, isn't vulnerability what great art demands? All that technical perfection means nothing if the audience can't see your soul."

      "My soul isn't part of the performance."

      "Isn't it?" He set the sketches aside and pulled her Act II costume from its protective garment bag. The traditional design suddenly looked prudish, almost Victorian in comparison to his new creations. "When did you decide that feeling was the enemy?"

      Serena didn't answer. She couldn't explain that feeling had become too dangerous, too unpredictable. Control was her lifeline, and these costumes, these barely-there whispers of fabric, would strip away every defense she'd carefully constructed.

      "Come on then." Theo gestured toward the fitting area behind the tall velvet curtains. "Let's see what needs adjusting on this monument to modesty."

      She followed him into the enclosed space, the curtains falling closed behind them with a soft whisper. The fitting area felt smaller than usual, intimate in a way that made her pulse quicken inexplicably. Theo moved with fluid efficiency, helping her out of her rehearsal clothes with the casual professionalism she'd grown accustomed to over the years.

      But something had shifted tonight. Maybe it was the sketches, or the way he'd looked at her when he mentioned souls and vulnerability. His hands, usually quick and impersonal during fittings, seemed to linger as he lifted the costume over her head.

      "Arms up." His voice had dropped to barely above a whisper.

      The silk settled against her skin like cool water. Theo circled behind her to work on the bodice fastenings, his breath warm against her neck as he concentrated. His fingers brushed her spine as he adjusted the fit, and Serena felt something ignite low in her belly. It felt unfamiliar and entirely unwelcome.

      "The shoulders need to sit differently." He slipped the fabric down her arms, fingers trailing along her collarbone. "You're too tense here."

      "I'm not.”

      "You are." His hands settled on her shoulders, thumbs pressing against the knots of tension she hadn't realized were there. "See? Like marble. Beautiful, but cold."

      The massage was gentle, professional, but heat bloomed under his touch anyway. Serena caught her reflection in the small mirror mounted to the fitting room wall. Her cheeks flushed, lips slightly parted, steel-blue eyes darker than usual. She looked almost human.

      Almost alive.

      "Better." Theo's hands stilled, but he didn't move away. "Much better."

      The silence stretched between them, thick with possibility. Serena could feel the warmth radiating from his body behind her, could smell his cologne. Something woodsy and expensive that made her want to lean closer.

      Instead, she stepped forward, breaking the connection.

      "Is the fit correct now?"

      Theo's smile was knowing, dangerous. "Getting there."
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