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      Forced to retire due to injury, ballet star Quinn Markam returns to his hometown to choreograph an up and coming group of dancers.  And he’s not happy about it.  Bitter because of his untimely retirement and depressed because the only job he can get is with the B Company, Quinn is not in the least prepared to deal with an young upstart like Beth who is determined to become the next big thing.

      

      Bethany Reynholm has lived and breathed ballet and dance since she was old enough to walk.  Nothing feels better to her than letting go and letting the music flow through her.  And now she is on the brink of achieving her dream, she just has to impress the one dancer she has idolised for years, except that he is nothing like she expected.  Quinn Markam, the dancer she has looked up to for so long, turns out to be a big disappointment.  He is bitter, rude and impossible to please and despite all that, she’s attracted to him, much to her own disgust.

      

      Beth wants Quinn to see that he still has an amazing opportunity in the world of dance, if he can just get over himself.  And if he can do that, then there might be a chance for the two of them as well.
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        Quinn

      

      

      I sat at the bar and sipped my drink while I watched the dancefloor. A little dark-haired pixie drew my gaze as she shimmied to the pounding bass. I wished the ballerinas I worked with would move like that. I scoffed to myself and took another sip. There was no way in hell a ‘serious’ ballet dancer would do that. They were all too focused on form and technique. Oh, I knew, probably more than anyone, how important form and technique were when you were performing for thousands of ballet connoisseurs, but there was more to dance than just the placement of arms and the turnout of feet. Passion. That was what had been lacking with my last few dance partners. Passion and a love of dancing just for the sake of dancing. It was what I hoped to bring to the production I was here to work on.

      It was strange to be back in my hometown, not that I could really call this bustling city a town. It had been a long time since a wave of fame and fortune had swept me away. I’d danced all over the place and been part of some of the best ballet companies in the world, and I’d loved every minute of it. Right up until form and technique failed me, leaving me injured. A lame duck in a world of swans.

      I’d been the toast of the town until then and after it happened, they had dropped me like a hot potato. There was a strange superstition amongst dancers and their patrons that injury was contagious or bad luck or some such shit. I’d become a pariah because of a simple twisted ankle. Well, not so simple, but still.

      I wasn’t bitter, though.

      Okay, yes, I was bitter. Why else would I be sitting here at the bar all alone and drowning my sorrows in a few fingers of Martell XO Extra Old? I was Quinn bloody Markam, a goddamned star, and I was being treated like a corps dancer.

      I only had a few years left as a lead, but now that had been cut horrifyingly short because of my fall. The job offered to me here in the city was the best I could get. It wasn’t a triumphant homecoming, but more of a tail between the legs return.

      Franco called out of the blue and offered me a chance to be a choreographer. Sorry, creative director, for an upcoming Easter production. I would’ve been an idiot to turn it down. I should be grateful that anyone was offering me anything, and I probably would be eventually, but right now, it still hurt too much. It felt more like a pity job than an actual job.

      The job wasn’t even with the premier company; it was a side project with some of the younger, up-and-coming dancers. I had carte blanche, and it excited my creative side. But it stung a little that I was only being allowed to work with the B Company and not the A Company.

      I’d danced some of the most coveted roles, danced with the most famous companies in the world on some of the grandest stages available, and I was a household name amongst ballet fans, and yet, because of my injury, I was only good enough to work with the graduates. It bruised my ego significantly.

      I sipped from my glass again and let my eyes roam over the pixie’s lithe figure, allowing the sight of her to chase the demons from my mind. She moved like silk, her flexibility and skill drawing my eye. Plus, she was gorgeous with her short cropped hair and tiny little sparkly dress. The hem barely skimmed her arse and when she raised her arms, it allowed a peek at the crease where that arse met her thighs. Mmm, delicious.

      Her expression caught my attention as she turned towards me. The music had completely swept her away; her eyes were closed and there was a rapturous look on her face. Nothing existed for her but the music and the way it made her feel. She was having the time of her life and if I could bottle what she had and give it to my dancers, I would be on to a hit. Not that I knew anything about the dancers I’d be working with. I hadn’t even met them yet.

      That auspicious occasion would take place the next day. To say I was not looking forward to it was an understatement. After working with the top dancers in ballet across the world, I did not savour working with sloppy, inexperienced graduates. I wasn’t even allowed to choose a lead from the main company; someone to help lift the skill level and give the production some credibility. No, management insisted it be a strictly segmented production. They wanted to see what these young dancers could do. After the performance, they would choose a few of the dancers to move up into A Company permanently.

      Bully for them.

      Here I was, facing the very real end of my career and being expected to usher in the new guard. I was not ready to be a has-been. I was not done with being the star.

      I drained my glass and showed it to the barman for another. Alcohol helped dull the pain of my demise, even if it stoked my anger. I turned my eyes back to the pixie and covet the youth she had. I wish I could bottle that too. Being thirty-six might not be old in the civilian world, but by ballet standards, I was almost a dinosaur. I really only had another four years left before retirement. But retirement had come early.

      And didn’t that just make me feel like an old man?

      I stood from the barstool, my knees and ankles protesting like I was sixty-six and not thirty-six, and moved towards the dance floor. I was here, in the club, so I may as well have some fun. Tomorrow was going to come soon enough.

      Slipping through the crowd, I approached her from behind. I moved in close, close enough to feel the heat of her body and feel the brush of air across mine as she moved. I moved with her, letting the fluidity of the movement loosen my muscles and my joints. She sensed my presence, but didn’t object. We fell into a rhythm and there was instant chemistry. She was way too young for me, so I immediately disregarded where my mind was going.

      Okay, not immediately. I wasn’t a saint, and it had been a while since I’d had a warm and willing body against mine. But that wasn’t what this was about. I wasn’t there to hook up, even if I was attracted to her. I didn’t even really know why I was on the dancefloor with her…maybe it was some sort of fucked up way of trying to reclaim my youth. Maybe it was just about dancing.

      It was not ballet; we were in a club after all, but our bodies moved together with an ease that had sometimes, in the past, taken months of rehearsals to achieve…and that was with professional prima ballerinas. This little dancing pixie had a gift that some of my previous partners have been sadly lacking. Her body intuitively knew where mine would be and she met me beat for beat.

      I closed my eyes and lose myself in the music, enjoying the dancing just for the pure exhilaration of it. Dance had become a job, and although I still loved it, there was something to be said for dancing with a partner, just for the hell of it.

      Maybe tonight wasn’t a total loss after all.
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      I dragged myself from the shower and gave my body a cursory rub down to dry off before I crawled into bed. I swallowed a couple of painkillers to ease the throbbing ache in my ankle. The rest of my body was tired, but it was a good kind of tired; the kind of tired you felt after a good workout. I hadn’t felt that in far too long.

      The doctors had given me the go-ahead to go back to training, if a somewhat modified version, but I’d been too chicken shit to actually push myself. The injury rattled me, even if I was only now able to admit it. I was afraid of what I’d find if I pushed myself too far and I was petrified of doing further injury.

      I settled back into the pillows and switched off the bedside lamp, the darkness cocooning me. The lights of the city shone through the windows, preventing total darkness from enveloping the room, but it didn’t bother me. I liked the city; I liked the hustle and bustle of cities that never slept.

      Staring at the ceiling, I mentally prepared myself for what would happen tomorrow.

      The City Ballet Company had an associated academy—City Ballet Academy, or CBA. After graduating, the academy students might be lucky enough to get a job with CBC, but it wasn’t guaranteed. If they did get a job, they would go into B Company, the ‘reserves’ for A Company. After a couple of years in B Company, they might move up into A Company, but again, that wasn’t guaranteed. Some dancers spent their entire career in the reserves.

      Franco, CBC’s director, wanted me to sit in on the introduction to the new academy students. It would be their first day as well. Then he would introduce me to B Company, and I was supposed to take the day’s class. Tomorrow night was a welcome dinner with the entirety of City Ballet—the company and the academy.

      It was going to be torture.

      I’d been to enough dinners in my honour to know I’d be bored out of my brain. Being the ‘injured warrior’ was just going to be another agonising twist of the knife. Everybody knew why I was back. They all knew that I was now defective.

      The pitying looks I was bound to get from fellow soloists were the worst. Had I been guilty of the same? Had I looked upon retired dancers with the same look of horror and fear that I saw in the eyes of others now?

      I could hardly blame them, though. I was a walking cautionary billboard, reminding them of the fragility of their bodies and their careers.

      The ache in my ankle was now a dull throb as the codeine took the edge off. I sighed with resignation. The great and mighty Quinn Markam had been brought low. My body had failed me. There wasn’t even anyone I could blame. It had been a freak accident, and to make it worse, it had happened in the middle of a performance. I could never think of Giselle the same way again. The only small saving grace was that it was towards the end and the adrenalin had kept me going until the curtain fell.

      Now I would most likely never dance again.

      The doctors hadn’t said that, exactly, but I could read the looks in their eyes. If I had been younger, maybe I could have salvaged my career. I could have taken time to heal, but I no longer had the time and my body didn’t heal as fast as it used to.

      With a muttered curse, I dragged my mind from the thoughts that had been slowly eroding my sanity. I had an opportunity to stay within the dance community, even if it was with B Company, so I needed to be thankful for that.

      In an attempt to replace my spiralling thoughts, I reviewed the combinations I had planned for class. I wanted to push them. I wanted to see what they were capable of. It would probably piss them off too. No doubt some of them would have some form of hero worship. After all, I was a star that rose high and fast from the humble beginnings of this very same company. They would have stars in their eyes and a burning desire to emulate my success. But I wasn’t a hero, and the first order of business will be to disabuse them of that notion.

      After class, we would begin working on the production. Franco would flip out when he saw what I planned. CBC was not known for its innovation, and I intended to change that. If I was to be relegated to B Company and a production that would not be headlining, then I intended to throw caution to the wind and push the boundaries. I loved ballet, but sometimes it felt stale. The best thing about dancing all over the world, apart from the fawning of adoring fans, was seeing what other companies were doing. My time in San Francisco had been my favourite and the innovative and contemporary ballets coming out of that company had inspired me.

      I didn’t know how the dancers of B Company would react to my very non-traditional plans. Our performance would be Swan Lake and would show over the Easter weekend, which gave us about six weeks to pull it together. A tough ask for professionals, let alone newbies. And the fact that my version of Swan Lake was going to be so radically different? Well, that was going to be a challenge for everyone. Especially Franco and his very staid patrons.

      The thought actually put a smile on my face. I was either about to do something very stupid or something brilliant…the jury was still out. My motto had always been ‘go big or go home,’ so if I was being forced to reinvent my career, I was going to do it on my terms. People would either love it or hate it, and I really didn’t care which. The only thing I dreaded was being thought of as ordinary. I’d prefer to be hated than thought of as average.
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      I gritted my teeth against the pain as Franco led me into the rehearsal room. My body was not happy with the punishment I gave it the night before. I couldn’t remember ever feeling this bad, even after a three-hour performance. I was ashamed to admit that I’d let myself go after my injury, and now I was paying the price.

      I gazed across the room and took in all the painfully earnest youth of the new inductees into the academy. Their cheery, hopeful looks grated on my already grouchy disposition. I knew I was glaring, but I couldn’t rearrange my features in any other way…and I didn’t particularly care.

      The sound of chatter, the scrape of razors on leather, the thumping of point shoes being bashed on the floor, the smell of scorched fabric and the scene of all these young dancers preparing for their first day gave me a pang in my chest.

      I remembered my first day here, in this very room. Franco wasn’t the director then. It was Henry, and he put the fear of God into every last one of us. I doubted that Franco would have quite the same effect. He was a great ballet master, but lacked the air of intimidation that Henry had. There was something about Henry that had radiated out from his very core. You wanted to please him; you wanted to do anything and everything to keep out of his bad books. Henry could pull from you the very best that you had. Franco just didn’t inspire the same amount of devotion.

      Or maybe I was just older and more jaded.

      The looks on the faces of these little baby ballerinas as Franco called them to attention spoke of a desire to please. Franco may not install fear, but maybe he had enough of something to inspire this next generation.

      “Welcome,” Franco said with a sharp clap. The room instantly quieted, and they focused all their attention on their fearless leader. “Let me be the first to say that we are so glad that you are now a part of City Ballet Academy. Each one of you has sacrificed to be here, and it has shown in your talent and skill. CBA will hone your skill, sharpen it, and give you the very best chance of finding a job when you finally graduate. For some of you, that will mean a place with CBC, for others, it will mean an equally rewarding career somewhere else. You have four years to glean everything you can from us…”

      I tuned him out. I’d heard one version or another of this speech for too many years to count. Instead, I scanned the rapt faces that watched him in awe. Was I ever that innocent and devoted?

      Movement at the back of the room drew my attention. Along the barre stood three dancers, their faces not as yearning or adoring as those towards the front. They stood with the careless ease of those comfortable in their surroundings. These were not new inductees to the all hallowed academy. If I had to guess, I would say they were recent graduates or, at the very least, fourth-year students.

      A particularly petite one grabbed my attention. She looked familiar, but the hair was all wrong. She reminded me very much of the pixie I’d danced with last night, except her hair is longer and tied up in a perfect ballet bun. Definitely not the short-cut of the girl last night.

      Her face was clean of makeup and she wore long black warmup pants over her leotard and tights. A hot pink, cropped hoodie covered her black leo, and matching hot pink warmup booties were on her feet. She casually munched on a granola bar while she watched the proceedings.

      If it wasn’t for the high, neat bun, I would swear she was the same girl as last night. She drew my eyes to her like the dancer in the club did, and my body sparked to life at the sight of her, the aches and pains of the morning forgotten. Was she a student here at CBA? Was she in the main company?

      I didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing. I didn’t need the distraction, and she was way too young for me anyway, but it didn’t stop my mind from going to places that really shouldn’t be explored while standing in public.

      I needed to get out of there before I embarrassed myself. Thank God I wasn’t wearing tights.

      I made a move to turn away from the group when Franco brought his speech to a close and, of course, took that moment to introduce me and the other ballet masters and mistresses. Her eyes snap to mine and I knew without a doubt that she was the same dancer from the night before. I didn’t know what the hell was going on with her hair, but as her eyes bored into mine, there was no denying that she was the same woman.

      Recognition was clear in her eyes, but whether that was because she knew me by reputation or whether she remembered me from last night, I couldn’t be sure. We’d danced together through a few songs, but she’d never turned around to face me. Her arse had planted itself firmly in my groin and that was how we’d stayed.

      I pulled my eyes away from hers and let myself be led from the room. I should’ve known by the way she moved her body that she was a dancer, but I’d been too preoccupied with my own shit and feeling sorry for myself. Maybe the opportunity Franco offered me wasn’t as bad as I first thought, especially if she was nearby. Not that I could ever have anything with her, apart from a professional relationship, of course. And I was only interested in her talent…really, that’s all it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Beth

      

      

      I stood with my back to the barre, crunching on a granola bar while I watched the new recruits of CBA prepare their new shoes, tights, and leotards for their first big day at the academy.

      I still remembered my first day. The sense of excitement and the undercurrent of fear. The fluttering of butterflies that filled my stomach and the whispered doubts that plagued my mind pulled at me, pushed at me, told me I wasn't good enough to be there.

      I remembered that first class, the way my anxiety fell away as the first notes of the piano were struck, my hand resting on the wooden barre, smooth from the years of use and the hundreds of other hands that had rested there and the way my body had thrilled as I pressed up into that first rise.

      It had never mattered to me if it was warm-up exercises, rehearsals or simply mucking around. Every time my body got to dance, it made me feel like I was flying and the rest of the world simply fell away.

      Last night was the perfect example. Dancing with no structure, no rules, just me and the music…it was so freeing.  And when that guy joined me, I’d gone with it because it just felt right. He moved with skill and our bodies seemed to know each other or recognise a fellow dancer at any rate. It had been the most fun I’d had dancing with someone in a long time.

      Which didn’t say much for my pas de deux partner.

      I rolled my eyes at the thought of James and his arrogant snobbery. The guy was an arse, and it was just my luck that they had partnered me with him. He was forever telling me everything I was doing wrong, from my turn out to the lift of my arm or the turn of my head. It was no secret that he wanted to partner with Renee and I would be more than glad to let him go, except we didn’t get to make those decisions.

      Besides, I doubted Renee would let JD go. He was the best dancer in B Company by a country mile and, of course, Franco had partnered his pet with him. JD and Renee made the perfect couple. I was just glad that JD couldn’t stand her as a person. It would be too much to take if they were a couple in real life, too.

      Not that I had designs on JD. We were friends, and I admired the hell out of him. It couldn’t have been easy growing up on a cattle farm dreaming of becoming a ballet dancer, but JD had done it and was now on the fast track to becoming part of the real CBC, not just merely B Company.

      I didn’t think I would ever transition, not that I wasn’t trying my damnedest. But Franco wasn’t exactly fond of me and he wasn’t my favourite person either. The guy just didn’t like me, and I was only here because the other ballet masters could see past my snarky exterior. Franco didn’t like it when his ballerinas talked back, but I couldn’t always keep my mouth shut and that was holding me back from realising a lifelong dream.

      This year was going to be different. I was determined to keep my big mouth shut, no matter how much crap Franco, or anyone else, spouted. I needed to make up for my past indiscretions if I was ever to make the jump from B Company to A Company, and this year was it. There were some openings in the main troupe and the production at Easter would go a long way to determining who would cross over. I just had to be one of the lucky ones.

      The room stilled as Franco walked in, the other ballet masters and mistresses trailing him like obedient ducklings. I watched as he took in the adoring faces of the newbies and a smug smile crossed his face, souring my stomach. He began his welcome speech, and I was pretty sure it was word for word the same speech he gave every year. My eyes wandered to the faces of the ballet masters, checking to see who I would work with this year, and then I saw Him.

      Quinn Markam.

      THE QUINN MARKAM!

      I knew he was coming. I knew he would be here, but actually seeing him in the flesh did strange things to me. His stern face had looked down at me from my bedroom wall for years as I’d worked my butt off to get here. I had followed his career like a shameless groupie and had seen him perform too many times to count. And now, here he was in the flesh and I was going to be working with him.

      It was almost too much to handle, and I had to bite down on the squeal that threatened to erupt from my throat. I could not go all fan-girl on my new Creative Director. That would be very bad form, but I couldn’t help the flush that warmed me as I took him in.

      His face was long and thin with dark hair that he wore long on top. His strong nose and heavy brows gave him an intense look. I’d always thought he looked at the world with disdain, but it didn’t deaden my school-girl crush. It only made him more attractive to me. Much to my mother’s dismay, I was a sucker for the bad boys and Quinn Markam had definitely been a bad boy of ballet. He had now transitioned into hard-core stern-brunch-daddy territory…something I didn’t even know I needed in my life until now.

      Our eyes met and my mouth got suddenly dry. Something inexplicable drew me to him, and yet we’d never exchanged a word. In fact, this was the closest I’d ever been to him, but the chemistry was undeniable. That was another thing I would need to keep very tight control over. No bad-mouthing and waspish retorts in class, and no fantasising about my new Creative Director out of class.

      God, this year was going to be impossible.
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      I couldn’t stop the grin that split my face from ear to ear as I spun in what seemed like an endless amount of fouettés. I knew they weren’t exactly never-ending, but thirty-two was the goal and I knew I could do it. What I lacked in turn-out and arm positioning I made up for with big tricks. Performing thirty-two fouettés en pointe was something every ballerina practised from the moment they learned to pirouette en pointe. If a dancer ever wanted to perform the lead in ballets such as Swan Lake or Don Quixote, then it was a skill they needed to master. And what made my grin even wider was that I had just surpassed Renee’s total.

      I didn’t know what it was exactly that rubbed me the wrong way about Renee. Maybe it was because she was tall and willowy where I was short. Or maybe it was her cheekbones that could cut glass or her high forehead and long neck. When you thought ‘ballerina,’ you immediately thought of Renee. We were comparable in skill, although I would dare to say that I was better, but they constantly overlooked me for all the good roles because I was short, my face was round and Franco was convinced I had a bad attitude.

      My pixie haircut and hip tattoo probably didn’t help matters.

      That was why I wore this god-awful fake bun. As Franco had lectured me repeatedly, when people went to the ballet they expected to see buns, not boyish haircuts. In Franco’s world, all ballerinas were meant to be gentle and sweet and shy, all things I was not. Neither was Renee, but she knew how to put it on for him.

      I finished my fouettés to applause from the rest of the class, and I took a cheeky bow. Quinn glared at me, as he had for the entire two-hour class, but I didn’t care. I loved to dance, and this class had been one of the best. He had obviously gone out of his way to make it hard, but that was what I thrived on, so I couldn’t be cranky about it, even if I was exhausted.

      I sucked down some water as I patted my sweaty face dry with my towel. Franco and his cohorts might want you to believe that dancers didn’t sweat (they glowed), but I definitely did. My face also went red with the effort, another black mark against my name. Ballet was supposed to look effortless, even if it was amongst the most demanding activities around.

      Quinn had definitely taken us through our paces this morning and it showed on the faces of my classmates. It was our first day back after the summer break and by the looks of some of them, they had done nothing the whole six weeks we were away. Not me, though. I was always honing my craft, trying to get better, stronger, fitter, anything to give me an edge.

      “Alright everybody.” Franco’s voice brought my focus to the front of the room, where he was standing with Quinn.

      It had been hard to get a read on the new Creative Director, his intense glare working like a force field and keeping everyone from approaching too close. Even Renee had struck out with him, which endeared him to me on principle alone.

      “As you know, we are lucky enough to have Quinn Markam here for the next two months or so. In the time he is here, he will be in charge of our Easter production. I believe you’ve decided to do Swan Lake?” Franco turned his head to get Quinn’s nod of agreement before moving on. “That gives us a little over six weeks to pull it together. Quinn will decide on who will perform which part and his decision will be final. Any questions?”

      Franco glances around the room, but when nobody responded, he handed over to Quinn.

      “I realise this was your first day back,” he began, his dark eyes resting on each dancer as he continued. “But I really hoped that you would’ve done better this morning in class. You were sloppy, slow, and uninspiring. A dancer can’t afford to let their fitness drop over a break between seasons. You need to keep your body finely tuned and your reflexes sharp. We have six weeks to pull together a performance. A performance that could mean you making the leap into A Company. You can’t afford to be complacent.”

      My temper rose. This guy didn’t know us from Adam. How could he stand there after just one class and tell us we were shit? The contempt he had for us was palpable, and it made me flush with indignation. We’d all given everything in the class. Even Renee had built up a sweat. He had no right to berate us so scathingly.

      I crossed my arms and rolled my eyes. I supposed it was true what they said, never meet your idols.

      “Do you have a problem?”

      The silence in the room snapped my head back to the front. Those dark, intense eyes were staring at me. Franco was standing beside the Great and Mighty Quinn Markam, his eyes narrowed. I swallowed the words that burned in my throat. I really wanted to tell this guy off, but I couldn’t afford another black mark against my name.

      I shake my head instead. “No,” I replied, although the word came out like an accusation.

      One of Quinn’s eyebrows quirked up, and he looked down his nose at me. “Please, Miss…”

      “Beth,” I supplied for him after clearing my throat. “Beth Reynholm.”

      “Please, Miss Reynholm, if you have something to say, say it.”

      I shoot a look at Franco and gritted my teeth, shaking my head again.

      “I have nothing to say,” I replied, trying very, very hard to keep the heat from the words.

      The side of Quinn’s mouth hitched up in what could’ve been a smile, but it was so quick I couldn’t be sure.

      “Well, then, if no one else has anything to add, let’s move on, shall we?” Quinn turned to Franco. “I’ll run them through a few combinations so I can get a better read on their skill.”

      Franco nodded. “I want a cast list by tomorrow.”

      Quinn rolled his eyes and turned back to the class without answering. Franco waited for a moment before walking out of the room, his nose in the air.

      Interesting.

      “Right,” Quinn said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s see what we have got to work with.”
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      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay back and work with you?” JD asked as he stood at the door to the rehearsal room.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said, with a sigh. “I just want to run through some of those combinations again.”

      He walked towards me, all six feet, three inches of finally tuned muscle. If anyone thought male dancers were sissies, then they’d never met a real male dancer. JD walked with grace. He held himself with a confidence that was damned sexy and his smokey eyes and drop dead gorgeous smile usually made any girl in his orbit weak at the knees.

      He lifted a hand to my hair and tugged the faux bun free, tossing it on the floor before cupping my face with his large hands.

      “You’re trying too hard,” he said, his voice low.

      I looked up into his eyes, feeling vulnerable for a moment. But I only allowed myself a moment and only because it was JD. We’d been friends forever and he knew everything there was to know about me. He got it, but still, too much was at stake for me to let myself fall apart, even in front of him.

      “There is so much riding on this year,” I said with a sniff and a shake of my head. I flick my hands, a symbolic way of ridding the tension in my body. “I need every edge I can get.”

      His hands dropped from my face and he huffed out a breath, looking away from me for a moment.

      “Beth, you’ve got this. You know you do. If you would just relax and let go, it will fall into place.”

      He was right. I knew he was right, but I was too wound up. I needed to expel the energy, the adrenaline that was coursing through my body.

      I smiled up at him, hoping that it looked reassuring. “I know,” I told him. “But I just need to do this, okay?” I tilted my head and look at him beseechingly, and he ground his jaw briefly before nodding.

      “Are you absolutely sure you don’t want me to go through it with you?”

      I grinned and shook my head. “Nah. You go. Go spend some time with your girlfriend before the dinner tonight.”

      He grunted a non-reply before giving me one last look. Then he turned and walked out the door, stopping with his hand on the knob and turning back to me.

      “Don’t stay too long,” he said.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” I replied with a roll of my eyes and a wave. He returned my wave and closed the door.

      With a deep breath, I turned back to the mirror. Today was equal parts exhilarating and terrifying. Quinn worked us harder than we’d ever worked before and I loved it, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that we, well, me in particular, weren’t living up to his expectations. Franco may hate me, but he’d always begrudgingly acknowledged my abilities. Quinn seemed to look at me like I was less than scum.

      I forced the negative thoughts from my mind. JD was right when he said I was trying too hard. I wanted to impress Quinn. I’d idolised him for so long and I really wanted him to see something in me, the spark that identified a genuine star. It didn’t matter how good a dancer was. If they didn’t have ‘it,’ they would never make it to the level of stardom Quinn had.

      My mother had had it, but she’d walked away from it to marry my father. She rarely talked about her time with the Australian Ballet and no one, except for JD, knew that I was related to Dame Papillon, the Lady Butterfly. And no one would know if I had my way.

      It wasn’t that I was ashamed of her; it was the very opposite. She was another of my idols in the world of ballet. No, the problem was, I didn’t want to trade on her reputation for my own success. If I was going to make it as an honest to goodness prima ballerina, I wanted it to be because of my skill, not my bloodline.

      I found my position, feet in fifth, arms soft. I let the stress of the day melt away and just let my body dance. The combination was there, like muscle memory, and without my head overthinking anything, my body knew instinctively what to do. The rush of fire that ran through my veins bought an almost laser like clarity to my awareness. That rush had been missing earlier as I struggled to impress the Great and Mighty Quinn Markam, but now, when it was just me and the music, it was there, coursing through me like electricity.

      I ran the combinations over and over again, the thrill of being weightless and flying through the air energising me. My leaps were higher, my extension longer. Joy. That was what filled me as I worked my body, pushing it harder. It didn’t matter that no one could see me. All that mattered was the feeling of flying.

      The alarm on my phone went off, reminding me it was time to cool down and go home. I let my body sag, relaxed my muscles and did some stretches as I allowed my pulse to return to normal and my breathing to even out. It didn’t matter how bad a day I’d had, an hour or two of dancing, just me and the music, always made me feel better.

      As my body cooled and the adrenalin seeped away, the familiar ache of abused toes squashed into pointe shoes for too many hours replaced the euphoria that had so recently filled me. I sat on the floor and slipped off my shoes, wincing at the newly formed blisters. I would never make it as a foot model, not after the years spent dancing en pointe, and after today, I probably wouldn’t be wearing open-toed shoes anytime soon. Not that it was a big deal to me. I’d rather have to wear closed in shoes for the rest of my life than never to dance again.

      I slipped my soft warmup booties back on my sorely used feet and dragged myself home. I had an hour to shower and change before the big welcome dinner for Quinn. Whoopee, I thought sarcastically.
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      I stood at the door, mesmerised by the little pixie. Beth. Her name was Beth, and she was, of all things, in B Company.

      She obviously didn’t realise I was the one who danced with her at the club, and I wasn’t keen for her to find out. What happened between us was a fantasy that was best kept locked away in my memory banks.

      She surprised me today, and now, as I watched her run through the combinations I had punished them with earlier, she surprised me again. There was no doubt she was a skilled dancer, but during class, something had been missing. Watching her perform while no one was watching, I saw the spark that had been absent earlier.

      There was something about watching a dancer who had ‘it.’ It made you want to dance too, and as I watched her, I practically had to hold myself back from stepping into the room to join her. Watching the way her body moved, the way her feet skimmed across the floor, inspired me. That rarely happened to me anymore.

      As arrogant as it sounded, I was normally the one inspiring others. Since becoming the headliner myself, it was almost like I had no one else to look up to, no one to spur me on. That’s not how I felt watching Beth, but there was definitely something about her that stirred me.

      As the current combination she was working on brings her closer to me, I noticed her hair. The bun was gone and the short, spiky cut was back. A quick, visual survey of the room revealed the offending piece of hair had been discarded. I preferred it gone, although I didn’t quite know how to tell her to leave it at home tomorrow. I didn’t want to interrupt her, and I definitely didn’t want her to know I’d been spying on her.

      Beth was completely oblivious to anything outside of her own head and body. A bad habit to get into as a dancer, but the look of absolute rapture on her face connects with something deep inside me. I remembered the feeling, the all-consuming joy of being at one with the music. A feeling I may never experience again.

      I turned and closed the door quietly, my gut churning and my black mood returning. For the briefest of seconds, it had evaporated as I watched Beth dance, but now it was back with a vengeance. I was not ready to give it up that feeling, that joy. It always worried me I would never be ready to give it up and my body would give out before my heart did. I snorted. I had become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

      “Quinn,” Franco’s voice broke into my thoughts. “I’m glad I caught you.”

      I turned to him. We’d been friends once, had danced together in this very company. But I had gone on to fame and fortune and he had become this, a Company Director that lacked the fire to make his company great. I knew I shouldn’t dismiss him, that I shouldn’t look at him with such contempt. He’d given me a job, after all. But I couldn’t help feeling he’d never pushed hard enough and never fully realised his potential before taking the easy way out.

      I pasted a smile on my face and hoped it didn’t come across as a grimace. “What can I do for you, Franco?” I asked as he joined me. We walked down the hall as he spoke.

      “Just wanted to touch base, see how today went, and see if you had any early thoughts about who your leads would be.”

      “It’s a bit early for that,” I replied, hedging. I knew who I wanted to cast, but I didn’t want to spill it just yet.

      “I think you’d have to agree that Renee and JD are the strongest contenders,” Franco said casually.

      “JD definitely,” I agreed. “But I’m not convinced Renee is exactly right for what I have in mind.”

      “It’s Swan Lake, for God’s sake,” he scoffed. “Renee is practically custom made to be Odette.”

      I shrugged. He had no idea what I had in mind for my production of Swan Lake, and I wanted to keep it from him for as long as possible.

      “It is still my decision, though, right?” I asked, wanting to
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