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The black Escalade was back.

Hadley spotted it through the studio's front window as she demonstrated a relevé for her intermediate ballet class, her smile never faltering even as her stomach dropped. Third day in a row. Same parking spot across the street. Same tinted windows hiding faces she'd started seeing in her nightmares.

"Arms soft, ladies. Like you're holding a beach ball." She lifted her own arms into first position, watching eight pairs of small hands mirror her movement. "Now rise up on those toes. Slow and steady."

The girls wobbled upward, some steadier than others, all of them blissfully unaware that their teacher was being stalked by men in expensive suits who wanted her building badly enough to watch her like prey.

She moved through the room, adjusting a hip here, lifting a chin there, keeping her voice warm and encouraging even as her pulse hammered against her ribs. These kids didn't need to know. They came here to learn pliés and pirouettes, to feel beautiful and strong in their bodies, to escape whatever waited for them at home or school. Prairie Dance Academy was supposed to be safe.

It had been, until Warren Riggs decided her building sat in the middle of his precious development project.

"Beautiful, Emma. Really stretch through those feet." Hadley paused beside a freckled seven-year-old who was trying so hard her face had gone pink. "You're getting stronger every week. I can see it."

Emma beamed like Hadley had handed her a trophy.

That smile. That was why she'd opened this studio two years ago with every penny of her savings and a loan that still made her wake up sweating at three in the morning. That was why she taught six classes a day and lived on coffee and protein bars and hadn't taken a vacation since the George W. Bush administration. Kids like Emma, who'd never seen a ballet in their lives, discovering that their bodies could do incredible things if they were willing to work for it.

Warren Riggs could take his buyout offer and shove it somewhere the Williston sun didn't shine.

The Escalade's engine idled, a low rumble she could feel more than hear through the studio's thin walls. Two men inside. Maybe three. She'd stopped being able to tell—they all had the same cold eyes and predator patience, like they were waiting for her to make a mistake.

"Okay, let's practice our reverence." Hadley clapped her hands twice, drawing the girls into their end-of-class ritual. "Remember, this is how we say thank you—to our teacher, to our accompanist, to the art of dance itself."

The girls curtsied with varying degrees of grace, and Hadley curtsied back, holding the position an extra beat to buy herself time to think. Parents would be arriving any minute. She needed every single one of those kids handed off safely before she dealt with her parking lot problem.

"Wonderful class today, everyone. Go grab your bags and wait by the door. I'll call you when your ride is here."

The girls scattered toward the cubbies in a flutter of pink tights and chatter about sleepovers and homework. Hadley moved to the window, keeping her body language casual even as she catalogued the Escalade's position, the angle of the tinted windows, the way the afternoon sun glinted off chrome that probably cost more than her monthly rent.

They wanted her to see them. That was the point. Riggs's "acquisitions team" had moved past polite offers and legal pressure into something that felt a lot more like intimidation. First the letters, then the phone calls, then the visits to her home—always during daylight, always technically legal, always leaving her feeling like she needed a shower and a baseball bat.

Now this. Three days of watching. Waiting.

For what?

The first parent's car pulled into the lot, and Hadley forced her shoulders down from her ears. "Lily, your mom's here. Walk, don't run."

She positioned herself at the door, greeting each parent with a smile and a quick update on their child's progress, keeping one eye on that damned Escalade the entire time. Mrs. Patterson wanted to discuss the spring recital. Mr. Navarro asked about pointe shoe recommendations for his daughter's birthday. Mrs. Thompson reminded Hadley about the costume committee meeting on Thursday.

Normal conversations. Normal parent stuff. The life she'd built here, one awkward elementary school recital at a time.

The Escalade didn't move.

"Come on inside, sweetie." Hadley ushered Emma through the door when her grandmother's ancient Buick appeared, keeping herself between the child and the street. "Mrs. Fischer's just parking."

Twenty minutes. That's how long it took to get every single student safely into a vehicle and off the property, with Hadley walking each one to their car instead of letting them wait at the curb like usual. Twenty minutes of smiling and waving and pretending her heart wasn't trying to crack through her sternum.

The last minivan disappeared around the corner.

Hadley stood alone in her empty studio, the silence pressing against her ears after an hour of music and chatter and the rhythmic thump of small feet. Through the window, the Escalade sat like a tumor, patient and malignant.

She could call the cops. Again. And they'd tell her, again, that parking on a public street wasn't illegal. That she couldn't prove these men were connected to Warren Riggs. That maybe she should consider his very generous offer, because development was good for Williston and holding out just made her look difficult.

The Williston PD had been remarkably sympathetic to a man whose company promised jobs and tax revenue. Funny how that worked.

Hadley grabbed her keys and walked out the front door.

Her flats slapped against the pavement as she crossed the parking lot, each step deliberate and unhurried despite the fear clawing at her throat. She'd spent half her life walking into auditions where directors had already decided she was too short, too blonde, too Midwestern to be worth their time. She'd danced through torn ligaments and broken hearts and rejection letters that could've wallpapered her childhood bedroom. She didn't run from hard things.

She especially didn't run from men who thought they could intimidate her into abandoning sixty kids who needed this studio.

The Escalade's passenger window rolled down as she approached. The man inside was mid-thirties, clean-shaven, wearing a polo shirt that probably cost more than her weekly grocery budget. His smile didn't reach his eyes.

"Miss Cain. Lovely afternoon."

"Get off my property."

"Technically, we're on a public street." His smile widened, showing too many teeth. "Just enjoying the view. Williston's got real charm, don't you think?"

"I think you've been parked outside my studio for three days watching children come and go, and if you don't leave in the next sixty seconds, I'm calling the police and every parent on my contact list."

The man in the driver's seat leaned over, older and harder-looking, with silver threading through dark hair and the dead eyes of someone who'd stopped caring about consequences a long time ago. Glen Houser—she'd learned his name from the business card he'd left wedged in her door last week. Head of Riggs Development's "acquisitions team."

"Mr. Riggs is prepared to offer double market value for your building, Miss Cain. That's almost three hundred thousand dollars. You could open a studio anywhere. Somewhere nicer. Safer."

"My studio is perfectly safe."

"Is it?" Houser's voice dropped, casual and cold. "Old building like that. Outdated wiring. Kids running around near all those mirrors and barres. Accidents happen."

Hadley's blood went ice-cold, but she didn't flinch. Sixteen years of performing had taught her how to control her face, how to smile through pain, how to make terror look like grace.

"Are you threatening my students?"

"I'm expressing concern." Houser spread his hands, all innocence. "As a businessman. As a citizen. These things weigh on Mr. Riggs. He'd hate to see anyone get hurt because of a stubborn lease-holder who doesn't understand how development works."

"I understand perfectly." Hadley stepped closer, close enough to see the pores in Houser's nose, close enough to smell his expensive cologne and the coffee on his breath. "I understand that your boss has been buying up this block for two years, and I understand that most of the people who 'sold' did so after convenient accidents and anonymous threats. I understand that the police chief plays golf with Riggs every Sunday and the city council approved his permits before the ink was dry on the application."

Houser's smile flickered.

"What I don't understand," Hadley continued, her voice steady even though her hands were shaking, "is why a man worth twenty-five million dollars is so threatened by a dance teacher who won't take his money. But I'm starting to figure it out."

She turned her back on them—a deliberate choice, a calculated risk—and walked toward her studio.

"Miss Cain."

She didn't stop.

"Miss Cain, you're making this harder than it needs to be."

Hadley paused at the door, key already in the lock. "I've been hard my whole life, Mr. Houser. It's the only way women like me survive."

She stepped inside and threw the deadbolt.

Through the window, she watched the two men exchange a look—the kind of look that said this one's going to be a problem. The kind of look that made her wish she owned a gun, or knew someone who did, or had anyone in her corner besides sixty kids under the age of twelve and a part-time instructor who was seven months pregnant.

The Escalade's engine revved.

Houser's window rolled up, but not before she caught the words he mouthed through the glass, slow and deliberate so she couldn't miss them.

See you tomorrow.

The SUV pulled away from the curb, and Hadley sank onto the bench by the door, her knees finally giving out. Her hands were trembling. Her throat was tight. The studio smelled like rosin and little-girl sweat and the lavender air freshener she bought in bulk from Costco, and she wanted to cry because this place was everything she'd ever worked for and these men were going to take it from her.

No.

She pressed her palms flat against her thighs, feeling the familiar ache of muscles that had been dancing since she was four years old. She'd survived auditions that crushed grown women. She'd survived Minneapolis winters and empty bank accounts and a mother who said dance was a hobby, not a career. She'd survived.

She would survive this too.

But as she sat in her empty studio with the afternoon light slanting through dusty windows, Hadley Cain couldn't shake the feeling that survival was about to get a lot more complicated.
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The lobby smelled like hairspray and anxiety.

Matador stood against the wall, arms crossed, watching a dozen mothers clutch their phones and exchange the kind of small talk that made his teeth itch. Something about soccer practice and gluten-free snacks and whether little Madison's tap shoes were the right size. He'd rather be anywhere else—the garage, the bar, hell, even church with Frontier glaring him down for some imagined infraction—but Bronc had asked him to grab Sophie from dance class, and you didn't say no to patched brothers when you were still wearing a prospect rocker.

Besides, Bronc's kid was cute. Seven years old with her daddy's wild grin and her mama Carly's stubborn streak, already bossing around girls twice her size in that way that said she'd grow up to be trouble.

The music stopped behind the closed studio door, and the mothers surged forward like a herd scenting water. Matador stayed where he was, scanning the parking lot through the front window out of habit. Two SUVs, a minivan, a Prius that looked like it had gotten lost on the way to California—

And a black Escalade parked across the street with tinted windows and an engine that hadn't stopped running.

His shoulders tightened.

Six years of bullfighting had taught him to read danger before it charged. The angle of a bull's head, the twitch of muscle under hide, the half-second warning before two thousand pounds of rage tried to put you in the ground. That Escalade had the same energy. Patient. Watching. Ready to move.

The studio door swung open, and tiny humans in tutus poured out like pink confetti, chattering and bouncing and completely oblivious to the predator parked fifty yards away.

Then she walked out.

Small. Blonde. Built like a weapon wrapped in silk.

Matador straightened before he knew he was doing it, his spine snapping to attention like she'd given a command. She moved through the chaos of children and mothers with the kind of grace that made his chest tight—every step deliberate, every gesture precise, like her body answered to laws the rest of them couldn't hear. Delicate features, bright blue eyes that swept the room and missed nothing, hair pulled back in a bun that made him want to see it down.

She was smiling at the kids, warm and encouraging, but her eyes—

Her eyes had gone cold.

She'd seen the Escalade.

Matador watched something shift behind that pretty face, watched her shoulders square and her chin lift even as her voice stayed honey-sweet for the eight-year-olds clustered around her legs. She was scared—he could see it in the tension of her jaw, the white-knuckle grip on her water bottle—but she wasn't running. She was positioning herself between those kids and the threat like it was instinct.

Like she'd done it before.

Who the hell is she?

"Sophie Wade?" The instructor's voice carried across the lobby, clear and commanding. "Your ride's here, sweetheart."

Sophie bounced over to Matador with a gap-toothed grin. "That's my uncle! Well, he's not really my uncle, but Daddy says I can call him that because he's brotherhood, and brotherhood is family, and—"

"Inside voice, Soph." Matador scooped up her dance bag without taking his eyes off the blonde. "Go wait by the door."

"But I want to show you my new turn! Miss Hadley said I almost had it and—"

"Door. Now."

Sophie huffed but obeyed, and Matador used the extra seconds to watch the instructor—Hadley, apparently—usher kids to their parents with careful precision. She wasn't letting any of them near the curb. Every single child got walked to their car by hand, with Hadley's body positioned between them and the street like she was a human shield in a leotard.

Smart. Careful. And burning through her energy like she'd been doing this for days.

The lobby emptied one minivan at a time. Mothers who'd been chattering about gluten went quiet when they noticed the Escalade, then quieter when Hadley smiled at them with too much warmth and said drive safe, see you Thursday in a voice that didn't invite questions.

She was protecting them too. All of them. Without saying a word about what she was protecting them from.

Christ.

Matador had spent his whole life standing in front of danger. First the bulls, then the brothers, then whoever needed him when the horns came out. He knew what it looked like when someone took the hits so
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