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      The whispers floated across the studio like smoke, threading between the dancers stretching at the barre.

      "Did you hear? They're considering Talia for Giselle."

      "No way. She's too... provocative for that role."

      "Are you kidding? She'd be perfect. All that smoldering intensity."

      Talia's spine straightened as she adjusted her pointe shoes, fingers working the ribbons with practiced precision. She kept her expression neutral, that signature smirk playing at the corners of her mouth as if she hadn't heard every word. Inside, her stomach twisted into knots tighter than her shoe ribbons.

      Giselle. The lead role. The one that could cement her place in the company or destroy everything she'd worked for.

      "Ladies, positions."

      Noah's voice cut through the chatter like a blade. The studio fell silent except for the soft shuffle of feet finding their marks. Talia rose from the floor, her movements fluid and deliberate, channeling that sultry confidence she wore like armor.

      She could feel his eyes on her before she even looked up. Noah stood near the piano, arms crossed, those soft hazel eyes tracking her every step. He had a way of watching that made her skin burn. Not with desire, though that simmered underneath, but with the acute awareness that he saw everything. Every tremor of uncertainty she tried to hide, every moment of genuine emotion that slipped past her defenses.

      "From the top of the variation," he said, his voice carrying that quiet authority that commanded immediate attention. "Remember, this isn't about seduction. It's about truth."

      The piano began, those haunting notes of the mad scene filling the air. Talia launched into the choreography, her body telling the story of a woman unraveling. But she could feel herself performing rather than becoming, her usual magnetism overshadowing the vulnerability the role demanded.

      "Stop."

      The music ceased abruptly. Noah stepped forward, his presence filling the space around her.

      "You're dancing what you think we want to see," he said, circling her slowly. "Where's the broken girl? Where's the fear?"

      Heat flashed across her cheeks. "I'm giving you the emotion.”

      "You're giving me a mask." His voice remained level, but something flickered in those hazel eyes. "Strip it away, Talia. Show me what scares you."

      The other dancers watched, some with pity, others with barely concealed satisfaction. Talia's jaw tightened. She wanted to snap back, to let that fire in her belly consume his criticism. Instead, she held his gaze, searching for something—approval, challenge, understanding.

      "Again," Noah said, stepping back but not breaking eye contact. "And this time, stop hiding."

      The music resumed. Talia closed her eyes for a heartbeat, letting his words sink beneath her skin. When she began to move again, something shifted. The sultry armor cracked, revealing glimpses of the girl who'd fought her way into this world, who still felt like an impostor in toe shoes.

      Her turns became desperate rather than controlled. Her port de bras spoke of reaching for something just out of grasp. When she stumbled slightly on a landing, she didn't correct it. She let it feed the madness, the raw humanity Noah demanded.

      "Better," he murmured when the music ended, and the single word sent electricity down her spine. "Much better."

      Their eyes met across the studio floor, and Talia felt something pass between them, recognition, perhaps, or challenge. His cool correction had peeled back her defenses, and now she stood exposed, vulnerable, more herself than she'd been in years.

      And terrified that it still wouldn't be enough.
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      The silence stretched taut as a bowstring. Noah's approval hung in the air for exactly three heartbeats before his expression shifted, that brief moment of connection evaporating like steam.

      "But your port de bras is still sloppy," he said, his voice cutting through the lingering magic of her performance. "Undisciplined. You're letting emotion override technique."

      The words hit Talia like a slap. Heat crawled up her neck, part humiliation, part something else entirely, something that made her pulse quicken in ways she didn't want to examine. Around the studio, she could feel the other dancers' eyes on her, some sympathetic, others gleeful at watching the company's golden girl get taken down.

      "Undisciplined?" The word tasted bitter on her tongue. "I just gave you exactly what you asked for."

      Noah stepped closer, close enough that she caught the faint scent of his cologne mixed with sweat. His hazel eyes had gone dark, and when he spoke, his voice carried an edge that made her stomach flutter.

      "What I asked for was control within vulnerability. What you gave me was chaos."

      "Maybe that's what the role demands." She lifted her chin, refusing to back down despite the way his proximity made her skin feel electric. "Maybe Giselle isn't meant to be contained."

      "Giselle is precise in her madness." His gaze traveled down her body with clinical assessment, but something in the way his jaw tightened suggested it wasn't entirely professional. "Your arabesque was three degrees off. Your épaulement inconsistent. You're so busy feeling that you've forgotten how to dance."

      The critique stung because part of it was true, but the way he delivered it, with that quiet intensity that seemed to burn straight through her, made her want to push back harder.

      "At least I'm feeling something." She took a half-step forward, close enough to see the flecks of gold in his eyes. "Better than dancing like a robot programmed for perfection."

      The intake of breath around them was audible. Dancers didn't talk back to Noah Greene. He was too respected, too untouchable. But Talia had always been good at crossing lines others wouldn't dare approach.

      Noah's lips curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Show me again. From the bourrée sequence."

      "Fine."

      The piano resumed, but the energy in the room had shifted entirely. Every eye was on them now, the tension so thick it seemed to distort the air itself. Talia threw herself into the movement with renewed fire, her technique sharper but still edged with the raw emotion that had broken through earlier.

      This time when she stumbled, she caught herself with feline grace, turning the mistake into something deliberate and beautiful. Her eyes found Noah's in the mirror, challenging him to find fault.

      But he was watching her with an intensity that made her breath catch. Not with the cool assessment of a rehearsal director, but with something hungrier, more personal. The careful mask he always wore had slipped just enough to reveal the man underneath.

      "Better," he said when the music stopped, but his voice had gone rough around the edges.

      Their reflection stared back at them from the mirror. Her chest rising and falling with exertion, face flushed with defiance and something deeper. Him perfectly still except for the tightness around his eyes that suggested his control wasn't as absolute as he pretended.

      Around them, the other dancers pretended to stretch and mark their own combinations, but Talia could feel their awareness like a living thing. The air crackled with unspoken questions, with the recognition that whatever was happening between their rehearsal director and the company's most dangerous dancer was far from professional.

      And neither of them seemed inclined to step back from the fire they'd lit.
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