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The last pirouette of the day belonged to six-year-old Emma Harrison, who spun with more enthusiasm than technique and finished with her arms thrown wide like she'd just conquered the world.

"Beautiful, sweetheart." Paige clapped along with the other girls. "Remember—spot your turn. Find something on the wall and whip your head around to it."

"Like when Mommy looks for Daddy at the grocery store?"

Paige laughed, that cracking sound that still surprised people. "Exactly like that."

The parents filtered in at five-thirty, collecting daughters in pink leotards and too-big ballet slippers. Paige smiled and nodded through the pickup ritual—yes, Emma's doing wonderfully; no, the recital costumes aren't due for another month; of course I'll see you Saturday—until the studio emptied and the silence settled around her like a familiar blanket.

She loved this part. The quiet after the chaos. The slant of evening light through the tall windows, catching dust motes that swirled like tiny dancers. The scuff marks on the hardwood floor that told the story of four years of classes, four years of building something that was finally, completely hers.

The converted hardware store wasn't much—second floor, no elevator, temperamental heating—but it was home. More home than the city she'd left. More home than the company that had discarded her like a broken pointe shoe.

Paige stretched her bad ankle, feeling the familiar twinge that would never fully go away, and started collecting the props scattered around the room. Ribbons. A forgotten water bottle. A tiny cardigan some kid would be crying about by bedtime.

The door at the bottom of the stairwell banged open.

She froze, hair ribbon dangling from her fingers.

Footsteps. Heavy. More than one person.

In four years, nobody had ever come to the studio after hours. Her students' parents called or texted. Delivery drivers left packages downstairs. The building was quiet by six, dead by seven, and she liked it that way.

The footsteps climbed. Slow. Deliberate.

Paige's heart hammered against her ribs. She scanned the room for something—anything—that could serve as a weapon. The portable barre was too heavy to swing. The sound system was bolted down. She grabbed the only thing within reach: a wooden dowel from the prop box, thick enough to hurt if she swung hard.

The studio door swung open.

Two men filled the frame. The first was big—shoulders like a refrigerator, hands that hung loose at his sides like he was used to using them. The second was smaller, wiry, with a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

Behind them, half-hidden in the stairwell shadows, stood Gerald.

Her landlord.

The man who'd rented her this space four years ago, who'd fixed her radiator last winter, who'd told her just last month that he was glad she was doing so well.

He looked sick. Gray and sweating, his eyes fixed on the floor.

"Miss Whitlow." The smaller man stepped into the studio like he owned it, his gaze traveling over the mirrors, the barre, the framed photos of past recitals. "Nice place you've got here. Very... wholesome."

Paige's grip tightened on the dowel. "We're closed. You need to leave."

"We're not here for dance lessons." He smiled again, that empty stretch of lips. "We're here to talk business."

"I don't know what business you think we have—"

"Your studio." He picked up a ribbon from the floor, let it trail through his fingers. "It's going to start having more students on paper than in person. Tuition's going to start flowing somewhere useful."

The words didn't make sense. Or they made too much sense—the ugly kind of sense that showed up in crime dramas and newspaper stories about businesses used to clean dirty money.

"I don't know anyone named Kreeger," she said, grasping for something solid in the spinning room. "And I'm not laundering money for anyone."

The smaller man's smile flickered.

He hadn't mentioned a name. She'd pulled it from nowhere—from fear, from some fragment of overheard conversation, from the way Gerald flinched when she said it.

"You'll learn the name soon enough."

The big man moved. Fast for someone his size—too fast for Paige to react. His hand closed around her arm, fingers digging into muscle, grinding against bone. She gasped, the dowel clattering from her grip as pain shot from wrist to shoulder.

"Here's how this works," the smaller man said, stepping closer while his partner held her in place. "Mr. Kreeger needs your studio. Your books. Your nice, wholesome business with kids and parents and nobody asking questions. You're going to give him what he needs, or things are going to get... difficult."

"Let go of me."

His grip tightened. She felt the bruise forming in real-time, a deep ache that would bloom purple by morning.

"Saturday," the smaller man continued. "Someone's going to stop by and explain the details. You're going to smile and cooperate and keep teaching your little girls to spin in circles. And if you don't..."

He leaned close enough that she could smell cigarettes and something sour on his breath.

"We know where your students live. All those parents who trust you with their kids." He let that sink in. "Be smart, Miss Whitlow."

The big man released her arm.

She stumbled back, catching herself on the barre, her whole body shaking with adrenaline and fury. The dowel lay on the floor three feet away, useless.

"Saturday," the smaller man repeated. He dropped the ribbon he'd been holding and turned toward the door. "Don't disappoint us."

They walked out like they owned the building. Like they owned her.

Gerald lingered in the doorway, still not meeting her eyes. His mouth opened like he wanted to say something—an apology, an explanation, some excuse for why he'd brought these men to her door.

Nothing came out.

He turned and followed them down the stairs.

The door at the bottom banged shut.

Paige stood in the silence of her studio, her arm throbbing, her hands shaking, the evening light still catching dust motes that swirled like they hadn't noticed the world just tilted sideways.

Four years she'd built this.

Four years of starting over, of proving she could make something beautiful after everything fell apart.

And now men she'd never met wanted to use it to hide their dirty money, and her landlord wouldn't even look at her.

She pressed her palm against the bruise already forming under her leotard sleeve.

Saturday.

Two days to figure out how to fight something she didn't understand.

She had absolutely no idea where to start.
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The stairs were steeper than they looked.

Nail climbed them anyway, boots heavy on the worn treads, following the sound of piano music drifting down from the second floor. Dodge's old lady had asked him to pick up their daughter from ballet—something about a dentist appointment running long and nobody else available—and Nail had said yes because that's what brothers did.

He hadn't expected the stairs. Or the narrow hallway. Or the wall of windows looking into a studio where six-year-olds in pink leotards were attempting something that might generously be called dancing.

He definitely hadn't expected her.

The teacher moved through the chaos like water through rocks, gentle corrections here, encouraging touches there, her voice patient in a way that made something old and tired shift in Nail's chest. She was small—sinewy, he thought, like a woman built from years of demanding work—with posture that belonged on a stage and a laugh that cracked unexpectedly when one of the kids spun into another.

"Lily, sweetie, we talked about spatial awareness. Remember? Bubbles around our bodies."

The kid—Lily, Dodge's daughter—nodded solemnly and repositioned herself with exaggerated care.

The teacher smiled, and Nail felt it somewhere he hadn't felt anything in years.

He should wait in the hallway. That's what he'd planned. Lean against the wall, check his phone, grab the kid when class ended and get out. Simple extraction. No complications.

Instead, he stood at the window and watched.

She coached them through something called a relevé—rising up on their toes, arms lifted—and her hands guided small shoulders with a gentleness that seemed impossible in this world. Patient. Careful. Like these tiny humans mattered more than anything else in the room.

Nail's hand drifted unconsciously toward his boot, toward the medal he kept there.

Maria Esperanza. Twenty-three years old. Bled out in his arms outside a bar in Albuquerque.

He'd been too slow. Too late. Hadn't seen the knife until it was already buried in her stomach.

Hadn't been able to protect someone who deserved protecting.

The music stopped. The kids scattered toward the edges of the room, grabbing water bottles and waving at parents who'd appeared in the hallway. Nail straightened, pulling his hand away from his boot.

Lily came barreling through the door, pink leotard slightly askew, hair escaping its bun in every direction.

"Nail! You're picking me up?"

"Your mom's running late." He crouched to her level, the scar tissue around his eye pulling with the movement. "Good class?"

"I almost did a pirouette. Miss Paige says I'm getting better at spotting."

"That sounds important."

"It's very important." Lily grabbed his hand with the casual trust of a child who'd never had reason to fear large men in leather cuts. "Can we get ice cream?"

"Ask your mom."

The teacher appeared in the doorway, still catching her breath from the class. Up close, she was younger than he'd thought—late twenties, maybe—with eyes that held more history than her years should allow.

"You must be Lily's ride." Her smile was warm, professional. The smile of someone used to handing kids off to strangers. "I'm Paige. I don't think we've met."

"Nail."

She blinked at the name but didn't ask. Points for her.

"Lily's doing great," she said instead. "Real natural rhythm. We're working on the recital piece for next month—she's going to steal the show."

Lily preened.

Nail nodded, not trusting himself with more words than necessary. Something about this woman's voice made him want to stay and listen, and that was dangerous thinking for a man who'd spent decades learning not to want things.

"Saturday," Paige said, that smile still in place. "Same time. Nice to meet you, Nail."

She waved from the doorway as he guided Lily toward the stairs, and he felt the warmth of it on his back all the way down.



He came back the next Saturday.

Dodge's old lady didn't ask him to. Nobody asked him anything. But when Saturday rolled around, Nail found himself climbing those steep stairs again, telling himself it was because Lily had asked if he'd be there.

The kid had asked no such thing.

He watched through the window while Paige coached the girls through their recital choreography—something about butterflies emerging from cocoons, lots of arm movements and spinning. Her patience never wavered. Her hands stayed gentle. And when Lily nailed a turn she'd been struggling with, Paige's face lit up like the kid had just won a gold medal.

"You came back."

Nail turned. Paige stood in the hallway, class apparently ended while he'd been lost in watching.

"Lily likes the routine," he said.

"Lily's in the bathroom." That cracking laugh again, surprising and real. "But I appreciate the cover story."

He should say something. Make an excuse. Explain why a man with a horseshoe scar around his eye and knuckles flat from decades of fighting kept showing up to a children's ballet class.

"You're good with them," he said instead.

Paige's expression flickered—something vulnerable passing through before she locked it down.

"I try to be." She leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, studying him with eyes that saw too much. "You don't look like the usual ballet dad."

"I'm not any kind of dad."

"Then why do you keep coming back?"

The question hung between them.

Because something in the way you move reminds me that gentle things still exist. Because watching you teach makes the weight I carry feel lighter. Because I haven't wanted to come back anywhere in fifteen years, and suddenly I want to come back here.

"Lily needed a ride," he said.

Paige smiled like she knew it was bullshit but was too polite to call him on it.

"Saturday," she said. "Same time."

He nodded and headed for the stairs, Lily's hand in his, Paige's smile burning a hole in his back.



The third Saturday, he brought coffee.

He didn't plan it. Passed a shop on the
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