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The rain hasn’t stopped all night. It needles the roof in cold silver threads, echoing through the abandoned district long after the city has gone to sleep. Down here, beneath street level, the sound is distant—muted by concrete, brick, and secrets. Nothing lives in this part of the city anymore. Nothing except the studio.

It used to be a warehouse. The skeleton of its industrial past still shows—steel beams, exposed pipes, cracked windows blacked out with paint. It should feel dead. Instead, it feels like it waits. Like it watches.

Elena Vale moves through its underground corridors in silence, her steps measured, barefoot. Her bag hangs from one shoulder; curls of damp hair stuck to her skin from the rain. She doesn’t turn on the lights. Nobody who comes here does. The neon sign at the far end of the hall glows faintly in blood-red letters: NO NAMES. NO PAST. JUST DANCE.

The rule isn’t written anywhere, but it’s understood this studio exists for people who need to disappear. She didn’t come here to be found.

She pushes open the door to Studio Three and breathes in the familiar scent of resin, chalk dust, and sweat an almost holy smell, if you believe movement is a kind of prayer. She used to. Before. Now she isn’t sure she believes in anything.

The room is lit only by the row of floor lights along the mirror. They burn low, soft golden halos against the polished wood floor. She drops her bag and pulls out the mask. Black lace. Simple. Tied with satin ribbon. Every dancer here wears one—full anonymity. Safety in shadows.

She ties it behind her head and looks at herself in the mirror. The woman staring back is not Elena Vale. Elena was eaten alive by headlines, thrown to wolves, and buried in courtroom transcripts that told a story she didn’t get to write. Elena Vale is dead.

Good. She would rather be a ghost.

She presses play on the small speaker she keeps hidden behind a loose floorboard. The music rises slowly a haunting piano line suspended over a heartbeat of strings. She closes her eyes and moves.

It starts small. A shift of weight. A stretch of spine. Her body unfolding into familiar language. She moves with the music, not performing but confessing—sorrow written in the arch of her neck, defiance in the cut of her arms. Here, alone, she lets herself feel. Here she cannot be punished for truth.

Dancing doesn’t heal. It doesn't mend. But it keeps her from drowning.

She turns sharply into a spin one, two and freezes.

Someone is watching her.

The feeling slams through her body like a cold knife. Her breath catches. She scans the room. The mirrors reflect only darkness and her own stillness. She listens. Nothing. Only rain, faint and far away.

Then a whisper.

No. A breath.

Behind the pillar.

She moves slowly, silently, crossing the room with controlled steps. Her heart isn’t racing—her training won’t allow it—but her pulse hammers through her wrists. She rounds the pillar.

No one.

The room is empty.

She waits, holding still, mask brushing her cheek as she listens to the silence. After a long moment, she returns to the centre of the floor, but the air no longer feels familiar. Something is wrong. Someone was here.

She walks to her bag and pulls out the ribbon that keeps the studio key around her neck. Only a handful of dancers have access after midnight. Fewer have a reason to spy. None know who she really is. They can’t. Not if she wants to keep breathing.

She should leave. Go home. Lock the doors and swallow another sedative until morning.

But then she sees it—light.

Very faint, flickering—beneath the far door. That hallway leads to Studio Five, the old room no one uses anymore. The mirrors in that studio were shattered in a fight last winter. Too much blood. Too many whispers. That room is supposed to be locked.

She should ignore it.

She doesn’t.

She follows the trail of light down the hall, her fingers brushing the damp brick as she listens. A low hum vibrates under the floor—someone left the power running in the far wing. A rule breaker. Or someone hiding.

She reaches the last door and hears it—movement. Something scraping. Something wet.

She pushes the door open.

For a moment she doesn’t understand what she’s seeing. The room is lit by a single bulb swinging from the ceiling. The shattered mirrors still hang in jagged shapes along the walls. And in the centre of the room—

A man.

He is on his knees, face hidden, shoulders shaking. His hands grip something on the floor. No—not something. Someone.

Elena freezes.

There is blood beneath the body.

The man slowly lifts his head. He wears a hood pulled low, masking most of his face. A leather glove and a red thread bracelet wrap his wrist. One detail burns itself into Elena’s mind: a silver symbol etched into the glove. A circle with a cut through the centre.

He looks straight at her.

They stare at each other.

His eyes are cold.

He doesn’t run.

He reaches into his jacket slowly, deliberately and pulls out a phone. Still staring at her, he turns the screen toward her. A message flashes across it:

YOU SHOULDN’T BE HERE.

Her throat tightens. Every instinct screams at her to back away. But her body won’t move. She can’t breathe.

He raises a finger to his lips.

A warning.

Then he points at the body on the floor.

A threat.

She doesn’t know how long they stay like that—seconds or a lifetime—but a sound breaks through the tension. A footstep. Someone else is coming down the hall.

She flinches and turns her head for half a second.

When she looks back, the man is gone.

She rushes into the room. The body on the floor is a woman. Young. Unconscious—or worse. Blood seeps across the boards. Elena drops to her knees and checks for a pulse.

She finds one faint but alive.

“Help,” Elena whispers, voice barely sound. “Hold on.”

But she knows something vicious and permanent has just happened. She saw something she shouldn’t have. And someone saw her see it.

The door creaks behind her. She spins around.

A shadow looms in the doorway.

A man stands there, silent, watching her—but this one isn’t wearing a mask.

Not yet.
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Rain falls again before dawn. It has rained for three nights in a row and the city wears it like a dull sadness. The streets outside Elena Vale’s flat shine with quiet reflections. She stands at her window with a cup of tea she does not drink and watches the streetlights fade into the grey of morning. Her hands are steady. Her inside is not.

She did not sleep. Sleep means slipping past the thin line of control she keeps wrapped around herself. Sleep means dreams, and dreams mean the body on the floor of Studio Five. Dreams mean the eyes of the man who watched her see too much. She has not said a word to anyone. Not yet. She tells herself she will. Soon. When she knows who to trust. When she knows what she saw.

She sets the tea down and pulls her hair into a tight knot. The mirror catches her reflection. Her skin is pale from weeks indoors and her eyes carry shadows. She looks like someone who does not quite exist in daylight. Good. Daylight is not for her.

The phone on the bench vibrates once. No name. No number. Just a message.

Rehearsal tonight. Masks on. No names. No past.

The rules again. As if she needs reminding. She deletes the message.

She walks to the small wardrobe and pulls out her dance clothes. They look simple. Black tights. Faded jumper. Soft worn shoes. There is nothing simple about what they mean. They are the only proof she has that she is still alive. That something inside her still moves.

She dresses and steps out into the street. The rain settles on her skin in a fine mist. Her breath clouds the air. She walks fast. She knows someone followed her last night. She felt it in the quiet drag of fear across her spine. She checks behind her once, then again, slow and controlled, not obvious. The street is empty.

She keeps moving.

The underground studio sits in a forgotten strip of the city. Empty bars. Tagged windows. Graffiti soaked walls. It is a place that fell out of time. A place for people who do not want to be found. She pulls the side door open and steps inside.

The hallway is long and quiet. A faint low beat pulses somewhere far off. Someone rehearsing in one of the back rooms. The studio never truly sleeps. It exists in the space between yesterday and what people do not want to face tomorrow.

The receptionist desk is empty but a man stands near it with his arms folded. Broad shouldered. Black jacket. A stranger. He watches her in a way that is not casual. She slows. He does not smile.

He says nothing.

She walks past him without making contact. His presence follows her like a shadow. Who is he. Why is he here. She does not look back.

Inside Studio Three the air is warmer. The dancers stretch across the floor. Every face is covered. Some masks are lace. Others leather. Some only cloth. The body language gives more away than the masks allow. Tension is in the room. It spreads from one dancer to the next. Something is wrong. They feel it. They do not speak of it.

She warms up at the back of the room. Her body obeys before her mind catches up. She bends, extends, lifts, holds. Nothing exists except the control of movement.

The door opens. It is the same man from the hallway. He steps inside. His presence tightens the air. He does not wear a mask. That makes him more dangerous than everyone else in the room.

He crosses to the studio manager, Mira, who stands near the mirrors with a clipboard. They speak in low voices. Mira frowns. The man stands straight, shoulders hard, jaw cut with determination. He is not a dancer. He is a problem.

The music begins and rehearsal takes over. Bodies rise and fall in time. Elena works to hold her focus. Arms cut through space. Feet strike the floor. The mirror reflects a sea of masked faces. She stops watching the others. She watches him.

He watches her back.

Later when the dancers break, he steps toward her. She feels the shift before he speaks. People notice. They try not to look but they do.

He says her false name. The one she uses here. The one that keeps her hidden.

“Elena.”

Her blood goes cold.

She stares at him, mask still on. Nobody here knows who she really is. Nobody uses real names. Nobody should know hers. She says nothing.

He lowers his voice. “We need to talk. Outside.”

She shakes her head once. Slow. Controlled. He does not understand the rule. Nobody follows anyone outside. Not here. Not unmasked. This is a sanctuary built on silence.

He takes a step closer. He does not care about rules. “You were here last night.”

The air inside her turns to ice.

Her voice is soft. “You do not know what you are talking about.”

“Yes. I do.”

She turns to leave. He catches her arm. Not aggressive. Firm. Heat runs from his grip into her pulse. She pulls free but he knows he has her attention.

“I know you saw something,” he says. “You can either act like you did not, and end up like the woman on that floor, or you can tell me what you saw and we stop this before it finds you.”

She holds still. The mention of the woman twists something in her chest. He watches her reaction. He reads her like a map.

She steps closer. “Who are you.”

“Aiden Cross.” He says it with nothing behind it. No context. No life story. Just a name shaped like a closed door.

She lifts her chin. Her voice is level. “I do not know you. I do not owe you anything.”

“You owe the next person who bleeds,” he says.

Her eyes darken behind the lace. “Leave.”

He looks at her like he sees straight through the mask. “I cannot do that.”

He walks away and leaves her standing there with a storm gathering inside her chest. She does not move for a long moment. She does not breathe. She should run. She should vanish again and never set foot near this place. But she does not. She ties her mask tighter and returns to the floor.

She will not let anyone take this from her again. Not fear. Not threat. Not a man with serious eyes who thinks he can force her to speak.

Not even if he is right.

When rehearsal ends the dancers leave one by one. Some speak in hushed voices. Others vanish without a sound. Elena lingers by the far mirror and collects her things. She waits. Watches the studio manager. Watches the exits. Watches that man called Aiden Cross who now seems to be part of the studio whether anyone wants him here or not.

He remains near the door. He does not approach again. He watches her. Patient. Certain. He is here for one purpose and he does not intend to leave without it.

She slips into the side corridor that leads to the old stairwell. The door sticks and scrapes across the floor. She closes it quietly and descends into the dark alone. The stairwell smells damp, like cold stone and rust. She moves without sound, every sense awake. She knows he will follow. Men like him always do. He does not disappoint.

The hinge creaks and the stairwell door above opens. Footsteps follow. Slow and measured. He is not trying to hide it. She reaches the bottom floor and steps into the wide corridor below the main studios. It is silent. Too silent.

Her breath pauses. Something is wrong again.

The corridor stretches ahead with doors on either side. Some lead to storage rooms. Some to practice rooms. One to Studio Five. That door is still broken at the latch from last night. She notices everything. A dancer survives on detail.

She is not alone.

A shape moves at the end of the hall. For a heartbeat she thinks it is Aiden but it is not. The figure is smaller. Thinner. Wearing a hood. A mask. They stand still, looking straight at her.

Her skin tightens with dread.

The masked figure raises one hand and points to Studio Five.

No.

She takes a step back.

The figure tilts their head and then runs. Fast. Straight into Studio Five.

Elena does not want to follow but something stronger than fear pulls her forward. She reaches the studio and pushes the door open. It squeals in protest. The room is empty again. No one inside. No sound. No movement.

Only something new on the wall. A message written in red.

YOU WERE SEEN

Her stomach twists. That message last night on the phone. Now this. Someone is playing with her. Someone knows.

A voice behind her makes her spin.

“Elena. Do not move.”

Aiden stands in the doorway. His voice is steady. Calm. His eyes go straight to the message on the wall and for the first time she sees something flicker in him. Concern. Then anger.

He steps inside and closes the door behind him.

“We are out of time,” he says. “You need to start telling me the truth. Right now.”

She stares at the red words on the wall. The warning runs through her bones like a cold river.

Maybe she thought she could outrun her past. Maybe she thought she could hide behind a mask and disappear. Maybe she was wrong.

She looks at him. For the first time she does not see a threat. She sees the only person who might still be able to keep her alive.

But trust is not something she gives. Trust is something that was broken long ago and buried. Trust is something used against women like her.

So she says nothing.

He steps closer. His voice is low. Dangerous. Controlled.

“If you do not trust me yet then understand this. I am not here to ruin your life. I am here because someone else already decided to.”

She turns to him and speaks the first truth she has allowed past her lips in a long time.

“I did not see a killer,” she says. “I saw a message.”

His eyes narrow. “What message.”

She stares at the wall.

The message is not just a threat. It is a promise.

She turns back to him.

“The message,” she says quietly, “was for me.”

Aiden steps closer but Elena steps back. The space between them is small and charged but her guard remains high. She does not flinch. She does not show weakness. Control is survival. Fear is forbidden.

She walks past him and leaves Studio Five without another word. He follows. She feels his eyes on her as she moves through the corridor, but he does not touch her this time. He does not speak again. He knows pushing her now will only drive her deeper into silence.

She reaches the stairwell and climbs. He stays behind her. Quiet. Relentless. She reaches the top floor and heads down the hall to retrieve her bag. Dancers have already left. The building is nearly empty. The air feels wrong again, as if something poisonous lingers behind the walls. She wants to leave more than she wants to breathe.

She grabs her bag and heads out the side door, stepping back into the rain. The sky hangs low, heavy and colourless. She moves fast along the street, not looking at him but aware that he is still behind her. Watching. Studying.

Finally she turns, anger flashing in her eyes.

“Why are you still here.”

He stops a metre from her. Rain glistens in his dark hair. He does not blink. “You know why.”

“No,” she says. “I do not.”

“Yes. You do.”

Her voice tightens. “You think you know me. You know nothing.”

He steps closer. “I know you are hiding something and I know it is going to get you killed.”

She holds his stare without fear. “Everyone is hiding something.”

“But not everyone is being hunted.”

A truck passes on the street and the sound breaks the silence. He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a card. Plain. Unmarked. A number and nothing else.

“When you are ready,” he says. “Call.”

“I will not call.”

He meets her eyes. “You will.”

She takes the card but only because she does not want him to place it in her hand. She refuses to give him the intimacy of that moment. She watches him turn and walk away. He does not look back.

She stands alone in the rain for a long time. Card in her hand. Mask still in her pocket. A weight gathers inside her chest again. She feels it settle like truth, heavy and cold.

She has been seen. Her hiding place is no longer safe. Someone wants her afraid. Someone wants her silent.

She will not break.

She walks home with her head high, rain darkening her jumper, hair loose and damp around her face. She does not check if she is being followed. She already knows. Once something finds your scent, it does not let go.

Night falls. She draws the curtains and locks the windows. She places a chair under the door handle. She is not careless. She moves through the flat with quiet discipline. Lights off. Silence on. She sits at the kitchen table and takes out the phone she bought with cash. No name attached. No trace.

She powers it on and hesitates.

Fear is a liar. That is what her mother used to say. Back when life was ordinary. Back when she believed tomorrow would come without punishment. Back when she still believed in fair trials and second chances.

She checks for messages. None. The silence is worse.

She types one number. Clears it. Types another. Clears again.

She does not want to call Aiden Cross. But he appeared at that studio for a reason. He knew what happened. He was not surprised. That means something. Either he is involved, or he is hunting those who are.

Both options are bad.

She opens the drawer under the sink and pulls out the small knife she keeps hidden. She checks the edge. Sharp. Reliable. Unlike people.

A soft sound stops her.

Tap.

She freezes.

Tap.

Not from the door. From the window.

She moves slowly across the room. Someone stands outside. A shape behind the rain streaked glass. Watching.

Her heart does not race but her muscles tighten. She lifts the knife.

The figure does not move.

She takes one step closer.

The figure turns and disappears.

She rushes to the window and looks down to the street. Empty. No footsteps. No car. No shadow turning the corner. The street is a quiet mirror of rain and black tar.

She watches for too long.

Someone knocks on the door behind her.

One single knock.

She does not breathe.

She moves to the door in silence and listens. Nothing. She presses her eye to the peephole.

No one is there.

Her skin prickles. Every instinct pulls tight. A trap. A warning. A test.

She waits.

Her phone buzzes from across the room. One message. Unknown number again.

Do not ignore this.

She types back.

Who is this.

A reply comes instantly.

He is not the only one watching.

Her fingers still.

Another message arrives.

You are not safe. Leave now.

She types again.

Why. Who are you.

But there is no reply.

She looks at the door.

She looks at the window.

She makes a decision.

She grabs her bag, keys, phone. Knife in her pocket. Mask too. She moves. Fast. Controlled. Lights off. She opens the door and locks it behind her without sound.

The corridor is silent. She does not take the lift. She takes the stairs, flight after flight, until she reaches the basement car park. The concrete air is cold. The pipes drip. Her breath echoes.

Her car waits at the far end. She unlocks it.

A movement flickers in her peripheral vision.

She turns sharply.

Too late.

A hand wraps her wrist against the car. She pulls the knife but another hand catches her arm and slams it against the door. Strong. Methodical.

A voice speaks at her ear, quiet and fierce.

“I told you not to wait.”

She twists free and shoves him back against the concrete pillar. Aiden absorbs the blow, eyes cold but calm.

“Do not touch me,” she says.

“You got the message,” he says. “Good.”

She steps back and keeps the knife between them. He raises his hands.

“I am not here to hurt you,” he says. “I am here because someone else is already trying.”

“Why.”

“You know why.”

She hates that answer.

He reaches into his jacket. She tenses. He freezes.

“Easy,” he says. He pulls out a folder and holds it out. Rain has marked the edges. The paper inside is clean.

She does not take it. He opens it himself.

Photographs. Taken through glass. Grainy but clear enough. Her. At the studio. At the shop down the road. At her door.

She feels a chill that goes deeper than skin. Someone has been close. Close enough to breathe beside her. Close enough to watch her without being seen.

“Where did you get these,” she asks.

He ignores the question. He shows her the last page.

A symbol. A circle with a cut through the centre. The same symbol she saw on the glove of the man in Studio Five.

Her voice is low. “I know that mark.”

“I thought you might,” he says. “It is the mark of a group that does not leave loose ends.”

Her grip on the knife tightens.

“What do they want with me.”

“You saw something,” he says. “And they saw you.”

Silence.

She closes the folder.

She feels the shift. Something inside her clicks from fear into resolve.

“What now,” she asks.

He watches her. His gaze sharp, assessing, cautious.

“Now,” he says, “you let me keep you alive.”

She almost laughs. “I do not need your help.”

“Then tell me why you keep looking over your shoulder,” he says. “Tell me why you are shaking.”

She stops breathing for a moment.

She is shaking.

Only a little. But enough.

She looks at him. Rain in his dark hair. Heat in his voice. Something burning in his eyes that is not pity. Not control. A quiet promise.

She hates that something in her almost believes him.

She steps away and unlocks the car.

“You cannot protect me,” she says.

He moves closer.

“You are right,” he says. “Not if you keep lying to me.”

She turns, anger flaring bright. “You want honesty. Fine. Here is honesty. I left my old life to survive. I came here to disappear. I will not let anyone drag me back. Not you. Not them. No one.”

He does not step back. He does not blink.

“I am not here to drag you anywhere,” he says. “I am here to stop you from getting buried.”

The words hit something raw in her.

He takes one last step forward. Close enough that she can feel his breath. Close enough that the fight inside her becomes something else. Something she does not want to name.

“Let me help you,” he says.

She does not trust him.

She does not trust anyone.

But somewhere deep inside, in a place she does not allow herself to feel, she knows this is the moment everything changes.

She opens the car door.

“Get in,” she says.

He does.

She drives them into the night.

Aiden sits beside her as the city lights blur past. She drives fast but not recklessly, jaw tight, eyes fixed ahead. The wipers sweep rhythmically, the only sound in the tense silence between them.

He studies her profile. She is paler now, the mask of control beginning to slip. She has no idea how close she came tonight. He can see it in the small tremor in her hands, in the way she grips the steering wheel too hard.

“You have a safe place?” he asks.

“No one has a safe place,” she replies.

He almost smiles at that. She is right. Not in this city. Not in the world they live in.
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