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Chapter 1 – The Studio of Almost-Dreams
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Lena Moreau unlocked the front doors of Studio Lumière the way another woman might open a diary—slowly, carefully, with a breath she never quite realized she was holding. The soft click of the deadbolt echoed in the quiet Vancouver morning. It was still dark out, the streets slick with last night’s rain, the air smelling faintly of wet cedar and ocean.

Mornings were always the easiest part of her day. When no one else was here yet. When the studio was empty and she could exist in the quiet space between who she used to be and who she pretended to be now.

She flipped on the lights. The long wall of mirrors blinked awake, reflecting back a woman she was still learning to accept—twenty-eight, fit but no longer carved like a dancer in peak training, her dark hair pulled into a practical bun rather than the precise knots she once wore onstage. Her left leg, though healed, still carried a tightness that never fully left, like the ghost of a future she’d lost.

Lena inhaled. Exhaled. Then stepped into the center of the room.

She stretched in silence, slow and deliberate, feeling the familiar pull of muscle and scar tissue. Her body remembered everything—even the things she tried to forget.

If you would just audition again, people sometimes told her.
You were so close.
You were unstoppable.
You could still make it back.
But they didn’t know the deeper truth: Lena feared the stage now—not because she couldn’t return, but because returning meant risking everything all over again. And she wasn’t sure she had any bravery left.

She reached for the barre, testing her balance. A soft ache bloomed in her thigh. She pushed through it. She always pushed through it.

“Morning, boss,” Clara called from the doorway, breaking Lena from her thoughts.

Lena turned, smiling gently at her assistant instructor—twenty-five, always cheerful, the kind of person who made compliments feel like sunshine.

“You’re early,” Lena said.

“So are you.” Clara raised an eyebrow. “Couldn’t sleep again?”

Lena offered a small shrug. “Something like that.”

Clara didn’t push, because she was kind. She simply crossed the room to turn on the stereo, filling the studio with soft instrumental music.

“We’ve got a full beginner’s class tonight, by the way,” Clara said. “New semester, new faces.”

Lena nodded absently. She liked new students. They reminded her of innocence—of the time when dance meant discovery, not heartbreak.

But as the day went on and her evening class approached, a dull restlessness bloomed under Lena’s ribs. She felt it while preparing sign-in sheets, while adjusting the thermostat, while tightening her bun for the third time. She couldn’t name the feeling, only that something felt poised on the edge of change.

At seven o’clock, the first students filtered in—mostly young adults in mismatched athletic wear, laughing nervously, excited to try something new. Lena greeted each with her soft, practiced warmth.

Then the door opened again.

And she walked in.

A young woman—maybe twenty-four—tight curls spilling over her shoulders, wearing black leggings and a wine-red top that hugged a toned, dancer’s body. Her eyes were dark, bright, curious. She scanned the studio as if gathering every detail in a single, consuming glance.

When her gaze landed on Lena, something inside the older woman shifted.

It wasn’t attraction. At least, not immediately. It was recognition—the kind only dancers shared. A spark that lived in the muscles, not the mind.

“Hi,” the young woman said, stepping forward. Her voice was warm, smooth. “I’m Mia Torres. I’m here for the beginner contemporary class.”

Beginner.
Lena almost smiled. There was nothing beginner about the way Mia carried herself. That confidence. That poise. That quiet fire.
“Welcome, Mia,” Lena said, keeping her voice even. “I’m Lena. We’re happy to have you.”

Mia returned the smile—bright enough to feel like sunlight cutting through a long winter. “I’ve wanted to take dance seriously for years,” she said. “Thought it was finally time to start.”

Lena nodded, but something in Mia’s tone tugged at her. Start? No. This was a woman who had already begun a long time ago.

When the class started, it became even clearer. While the others hesitated through warm-up sequences, Mia moved with instinct—clean lines, fluid transitions, natural rhythm. She wasn’t polished, but she felt the music in her bones.

And she watched Lena.

Not in a superficial way. Not like a crush. More like she was studying the shape of Lena’s knowledge, the way a sculptor studies marble.

It unsettled Lena in a way she didn’t understand.

By the end of the class, everyone was sweaty and laughing. Mia lingered near the mirrors, stretching slowly with an elegance that made something inside Lena flutter.

When the other students left, Mia approached her—hesitant now, softer.

“Lena?” she said.

“Yes?”

Mia bit her lip, gathering courage. “Do you... offer private lessons?”

Lena’s breath caught. “Sometimes.”

“I think I’m serious about this,” Mia said. “Dance, I mean. And I’d really like to learn from you.”

Something warm unfurled in Lena’s chest—flattering, dangerous, unfamiliar.

She should say no.
She should keep distance.
She should protect the fragile equilibrium she’d been clinging to for years.
But looking at Mia—hopeful, bright, electric—Lena felt something she hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

Possibility.

“Let’s talk about it,” Lena said softly. “Come by tomorrow. We’ll see what we can arrange.”

Mia’s smile was slow and radiant. “I’d like that.”

As she left, Lena stood in the quiet studio, heart beating faster than it had in months.

For the first time in years, she felt the edges of a new beginning brushing against her skin.

And beginnings, she knew, were the most dangerous things of all.
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Chapter 2 – The Girl Who Moved Like Light
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The next morning, Lena arrived at the studio early again—but instead of her usual quiet calm, she felt a restless, nervous energy pacing inside her. She told herself it was silly. She’d given dozens of private lessons. There was nothing unusual about this.

Except there was.

She caught herself checking the clock too often. Adjusting her hair more times than necessary. Wiping down the mirrors even though they were spotless. Clara arrived just in time to catch her in the act.

“You’re either anxious,” Clara said, leaning against the doorframe, “or preparing for an inspection from the Dance Gods.”

Lena shot her a look, but Clara wasn’t fooled.

“You okay?” Clara asked gently.

“I’m fine,” Lena replied. Too quickly.

Clara stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Is it the new student? Mia?”

Lena froze for a heartbeat. But she didn’t deny it. So Clara smiled knowingly.

“She’s talented. And cute,” Clara added. “I mean—very cute.”

Lena frowned at her. “Clara.”

“What?” Clara lifted her hands. “I’m just stating facts.”

Lena ignored her, though a faint warmth crept up her neck. It wasn’t that she hadn’t dated since her injury—she had, a little—but nothing ever stuck. Nothing ever made her feel the bloom of excitement she had once known so well.

Mia shouldn’t feel dangerous. She was just a student.

But something about her unsettled the very quiet parts of Lena’s heart.

At ten o’clock sharp, the door opened. Mia stepped in, breathless and rosy-cheeked from the cool air outside, curls damp from the drizzle. She wore simple leggings and a navy sweater, her dance shoes hanging from her bag.

“Hi,” she said, smiling in that warm, effortless way. “I hope I’m not too early.”

“You’re right on time,” Lena managed.

Clara mouthed good luck behind Mia’s back before slipping out, leaving the two of them alone.

The studio felt much bigger suddenly.

“So,” Mia said, sliding off her sweater and setting her bag against the wall. “What do we start with?”

Lena cleared her throat, grounding herself in professionalism. “We’ll go over fundamentals today. Posture, balance, alignment. I want to understand how your body moves.”

Mia nodded eagerly. “Okay. I’m ready.”

But when Mia stood before her, Lena found her focus slipping—not because Mia was beautiful (though she was), but because she carried her body with the kind of quiet fearlessness Lena remembered from her own youth.

A life before hesitation.

Before loss.

Before the fall.

“Feet shoulder-width apart,” Lena instructed. “Relax your shoulders. Spine long.”

Mia followed, though her movements were a little stiff.

“Good,” Lena murmured. She stepped closer. “Now tilt your pelvis slightly forward.”

Mia attempted it, but something was off.

“May I...?” Lena asked softly, gesturing toward her hips.

Mia nodded.

The moment Lena’s hands touched her, a small shock traveled through them both. Mia exhaled softly—barely audible, but full of something warm and alive.

Lena pretended not to notice, even though her pulse betrayed her.

“Here,” she murmured, adjusting Mia’s alignment. “Like that.”

Mia looked at her in the mirror. Their eyes met. Held. It lasted a second too long, and Lena stepped back abruptly, clearing her throat.

“Let’s continue.”

They moved through basic positions—roll-downs, pliés, gentle turns. Mia asked thoughtful questions, listened intently, tried again each time with dedication. She was eager but not reckless, talented but humble.

And the longer they worked, the more Lena felt something tugging loose inside her.

Around the forty-minute mark, Mia attempted a simple turn sequence. Her first try was clean. Her second—less so. On her third, she overrotated and stumbled.

Lena caught her by the waist purely out of instinct.

Their bodies aligned perfectly—too perfectly. Mia’s breath hitched. Her hands landed lightly against Lena’s arms for balance. They were close enough that Lena could feel the soft warmth of her skin, the flutter of her pulse.

For one suspended moment, neither of them moved.

“Sorry,” Mia whispered.

“It’s okay,” Lena said, but her voice had softened without her wanting it to.

Mia looked up at her, and something flickered in her eyes—curiosity... and something a little braver than that.

“Do you ever miss it?” Mia asked suddenly. “Dancing onstage?”

Lena froze.

Mia bit her lip, realizing she’d crossed some invisible line. “You don’t have to answer that.”

Lena shook her head. “No
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