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Front Row

The alarm screamed at 5:15 and Dan Price was already awake.

He'd been awake since four, staring at the ceiling fan in the dark, running cross-examination questions through his head like rosary beads. Did you or did you not authorize the transfer. When exactly did you become aware of the discrepancy. Can you explain to the court why your signature appears on a document you claim you never saw. His jaw clicked when he finally sat up. He pressed his thumb into the hinge of it—the masseter, his dentist had called it, right before handing him a night guard he'd never worn—and felt the muscle bunch like a fist under the skin.

Coffee from the pot he'd set the night before. Already lukewarm because he'd programmed it for five and hadn't bothered to fix it. He drank it standing at the kitchen counter in boxers, scrolling through forty-three new emails that had landed between midnight and now. Two from opposing counsel's team, both passive-aggressive. One from his managing partner, Craig, marked urgent, which in Craig-speak meant I thought about this in the shower and need you to validate my anxiety before breakfast. Six from paralegals. The rest, noise.

He answered nine of them before he brushed his teeth.

The apartment was clean the way a hotel room was clean—surfaces bare, nothing on the walls, the couch cushions still dented from the exact same spot where he sat every night with his laptop. The fridge held takeout containers from three different restaurants, all with Tuesday's date, all half-eaten. A single protein shake. Mustard.

Dan showered, suited up—charcoal gray, no tie today because fuck it—and was in his car by 6:20, pulling into the parking garage at Whitmore & Crane by 6:45. Fifteen minutes ahead of the other senior associates. Twenty minutes behind Craig, whose Tesla was already in its spot like a chrome rebuke.

The Meridian case owned him. It had owned him for eleven months, but the last three had been a meat grinder—discovery disputes, a sanctions motion that went nowhere, depositions that ran eight hours and produced approximately nothing. Meridian Technologies was suing Lyle Corp for breach of a licensing agreement worth forty-two million dollars, and Dan was lead associate, which meant he did all the work and Craig took all the calls from the client's CEO, a man named Howard Voss who enjoyed speakerphone the way other men enjoyed golf.

Dan's hands shook sometimes. Not a tremor, exactly. More like a vibration, a low hum in the tendons that he only noticed when he was holding a pen or trying to be still. He'd learned to keep them under the table during meetings, or wrapped around a coffee mug, or shoved in his pockets. Nobody noticed. Nobody looked that carefully at the senior associates. You were either producing or you were a liability, and Dan had been producing at a rate that bordered on pathological for the better part of a decade.

His doctor had noticed, though. Dr. Kessler, three weeks ago, reading his bloodwork results with the expression of a man being asked to deliver a verdict he didn't want to give. Your cortisol is through the roof. Blood pressure is stage one hypertensive. You're thirty-five. This is the bloodwork of a stressed-out fifty-year-old. Dan had made a joke about being an overachiever. Kessler hadn't laughed. Find a way to regulate your nervous system, Dan. Meditation, yoga, therapy, I don't care what. But if you don't find a way to come down, your body is going to make the decision for you, and you won't like how it does it.

Dan had said sure, thanks, and gone straight back to the office.

That had been three weeks ago. He hadn't done a single thing about it, and he might not have done anything at all, except that his sister Maya had the instincts of a bloodhound and the moral flexibility of a woman who'd once physically removed his phone from his hands at Thanksgiving dinner and dropped it in the gravy boat.

She was waiting for him in the firm lobby at 5:45 p.m. with a gym bag and a look.

"No," Dan said, walking past her toward the elevator.

"You don't even know what I'm going to say."

"You're holding a gym bag and making the face you make when you're about to ruin my evening. The answer is no."

Maya fell into step beside him. She was three years older, five inches shorter, and approximately four hundred percent more emotionally competent. She worked as an ER nurse at St. Luke's and had two kids and a husband who adored her and a life that looked, from the outside, like the kind of thing normal people built when they weren't busy dying at a desk.

"I signed you up for a hot yoga class at Ember Studio. It starts at seven."

"Absolutely not."

"Your doctor said—"

"My doctor said a lot of things. I'll handle it."

"You haven't handled it. You've been 'handling it' for three weeks, and you look worse. You have circles under your eyes that could carry luggage. When was the last time you slept more than four hours?"

Dan stabbed the elevator button. "I'm in the middle of the biggest case of my career."

"You're always in the middle of the biggest case of your career. That's the problem." Maya grabbed his arm. Not hard. Just enough. "Danny. Your hands are shaking."

He looked down. She was right. The fine tremor was there, visible, humming through his fingers like a current he couldn't shut off. He pulled his hand away.

"One class," Maya said. "Ninety minutes. If you hate it, I'll never mention it again."

"I'll hate it."

"Then you'll have earned the right to tell me that. Come on. I already paid for it, and I'm a nurse, so you know I can't afford to waste money."

He went. Not because she convinced him. Because it was easier than arguing with her, and because his jaw hurt and his shoulders felt like someone had bolted them to his ears, and because some tiny, exhausted part of him was too tired to say no to the one person in his life who gave a shit whether he lived or died.

•  •  •
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Ember Studio was on the second floor of a converted warehouse on Vine Street, sandwiched between a coffee roaster and an acupuncture clinic. Dan climbed the stairs in his dress shoes because Maya had neglected to mention he'd need different shoes, realized at the top that shoes were apparently not a thing, and stood in the doorway in his socks holding his oxfords like a man who had made a series of terrible decisions.

The space was warm. Not gym warm. Alive warm, like stepping into a mouth. Eucalyptus and cedar in the air, dark wood floors, low amber lighting that made everything look like a whiskey ad. Along one wall, cubbies stuffed with shoes and bags. Along the other, a rack of mats in jewel-toned colors. At the far end, a raised platform with candles—actual candles—flanking what appeared to be a small altar with a bronze figurine and a bowl of something.

People were already setting up. Women in sports bras and leggings, men in compression shorts, everyone loose-limbed and barefoot and comfortable in a way that made Dan feel like he'd wandered into a country where he didn't speak the language. He was still in his suit pants and dress shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow, phone in his back pocket, radiating I don't belong here like a broadcast signal.

He grabbed a mat—dark blue, the color of a bruise—unrolled it in the very back corner, and sat down cross-legged with the grim determination of a man waiting to be deposed.

The room was already hot. A hundred degrees, maybe more. Within two minutes, a fine sheen of sweat glazed his forearms. He pulled at his collar. Checked his phone. Three new emails since the lobby.

Then the instructor walked in, and Dan forgot about the emails.

He noticed the movement first. The way the man crossed the room—unhurried, fluid, every step placed with a precision that didn't look practiced so much as innate. Like his body was a sentence he'd been refining for years until every syllable was exactly where it needed to be. He was lean, maybe five-ten, brown skin, dark eyes, sharp jaw. A fitted black tank top and joggers that sat low on his hips. Forearm tattoo—botanical, intricate, some kind of vine and flower work that wrapped from wrist to elbow. Dark hair pushed back. Bare feet.

He stepped onto the platform and the room went quiet. Not because he demanded it. Because his presence was the kind that made silence feel like the appropriate response.

"Good evening." Low voice. Warm. Clear, with an undercurrent of something that wasn't softness, exactly—more like controlled intensity, a heat lamp turned down but not off. "Welcome to the seven o'clock flow. I'm Arjun. If you're new, stay present and listen to your body. If your body's an asshole and doesn't listen back, that's fine too—we'll work with it."

Scattered laughter. Dan did not laugh. Dan was busy trying to figure out why his brain had briefly short-circuited at the sound of this man's voice.

Arjun's gaze swept the room and landed on Dan in the back corner like a searchlight finding a fugitive.

"New face." A smile—easy, warm, slightly amused. "What's your name?"

"Dan." His voice came out clipped. Lawyerly. Defensive.

"Dan. Welcome. Do me a favor—grab your mat and come up to the front row."

"I'm fine back here."

"I'm sure you are. But I can't see your form from thirty feet away, and I'd rather keep an eye on you so you don't hurt yourself. Front row." The smile didn't waver. The tone didn't sharpen. But there was something underneath it—a quiet, bedrock authority that wasn't asking.

Dan wanted to argue. It was what he did. He argued for a living, and he was goddamn good at it, and he did not take instruction from men in tank tops who smelled like sandalwood and had the audacity to look that calm in a room this hot.

He picked up his mat and moved to the front row.

He didn't examine why.

•  •  •
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Class was a war.

"Downward-facing dog. Spread your fingers wide, push the floor away, send your hips up and back. Pedal out your feet."

Dan's hamstrings screamed. His wrists ached. Sweat ran into his eyes and he blinked it away furiously, arms trembling, while around him twenty-five people floated into the pose like it was a fucking nap.

"Warrior two. Right foot forward, left foot turned out, sink into the front knee. Arms wide. Gaze past your front fingertips."

His thigh burned after eight seconds. His hip flexors, muscles he'd forgotten he had, clenched and protested. His dress shirt, soaked through now and clinging to his back like a second skin, rode up every time he moved.

"Hold," Arjun said from somewhere behind him. "Breathe into the resistance. It's not your enemy."

The hell it isn't, Dan thought, and held.

The heat was relentless. Not just warm—a pressing, atmospheric weight that turned every pose into a negotiation between his body and gravity. Sweat ran down his spine, pooled in the small of his back, dripped off his jaw onto the mat. He'd sweated through his shirt in four minutes. By ten, his pants were done too. He looked like he'd been pushed into a pool, and the class was, according to the clock on the wall, a quarter of the way through.

Arjun moved through the room as he taught, weaving between mats, adjusting a hip here, pressing a shoulder there. His voice was the only steady thing in the room—low, rhythmic, almost hypnotic, threading through the heat like a rope Dan could hold onto.

"Chair pose. Sit deep. Knees behind the toes, tailbone drops, chest lifts. Your legs are going to tell you to quit. Thank them for the feedback and stay."

Dan's quads caught fire. He grunted, shifted, tried to find a position that didn't feel like punishment.

"Don't chase comfort," Arjun said, and he was close now, maybe three feet away, his voice dropping to something that felt almost private even in a room full of people. "Stay in the discomfort. Breathe through it. That's where the work is."

Dan looked up. Arjun was watching him—not unkindly, but with a directness that made Dan's stomach do something complicated. Those dark eyes, steady and unhurried, seeing every wobble, every clenched fist, every micro-expression of stubbornness and suffering on Dan's face.

Dan held the pose. He didn't know if he held it because the instructor told him to, or because those eyes were watching and some stupid, primal part of his brain would rather collapse than look weak in front of them.

Midway through class, Arjun demonstrated a bound side angle—one arm threaded under the front thigh, the other reaching behind his back to clasp, torso twisted open toward the ceiling. He moved into it the way water moves into a glass: without effort, without resistance, his body a single unbroken line from heel to fingertips. The tank top rode up. A strip of brown stomach, lean and defined. The tattoo shifted as the muscles in his forearm flexed.

Dan stared. He caught himself staring, looked away, and then looked back because his eyes apparently didn't answer to him anymore.

It wasn't—he didn't—

He was noticing, that was all. The way you noticed a well-built argument or an elegant piece of legal writing. Appreciation. Professional admiration for a body that clearly knew what it was doing.

His own body, meanwhile, was screaming at him from approximately nineteen different locations, and his brain was doing something it absolutely did not have permission to do.

He looked at the clock. Forty minutes left.

Fuck.

•  •  •
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Class ended in a pose Arjun called savasana, which appeared to involve lying flat on your back with your eyes closed doing absolutely nothing, which Dan would have said was a waste of time except that the moment his spine hit the mat and Arjun said "Let go," his body sank into the floor like a stone dropped into deep water and his brain—

Went quiet.

Not asleep. Not distracted. Not running cross-examination scripts or drafting email responses or calculating billable hours. Just... still. For the first time in longer than he could remember, the machinery in his head stuttered, idled, and stopped.

Arjun's voice floated through the room, barely above a murmur. "Let the floor hold you. You don't have to hold yourself together right now. Let your body be heavy. Let your jaw soften. Let your hands go."

Dan's hands uncurled. He didn't tell them to. They just... did. The shaking was gone.

The room smelled like eucalyptus and sweat and the warm wood floor, and someone's mat, and his own exertion, and underneath it all, something green and clean that he thought might be the candles. A bead of sweat traced a lazy path from his temple to the floor. His chest rose and fell. Someone across the room exhaled softly, and then someone else did, and then Dan did, and for ninety seconds the whole room breathed together like a single organism.

He didn't want to get up. When Arjun gently called them back—wiggle your fingers, wiggle your toes, roll onto your right side, take a breath—Dan stayed down an extra beat. His eyes were closed and something behind them was suspiciously wet, and if he waited long enough, whatever this feeling was would pass and he could go back to being the person he'd been when he walked in.

It passed. He sat up. He rolled his mat with the efficiency of a man who had absolutely zero practice rolling mats and produced something that looked like a drunk burrito. Around him, people chatted, sipped water, moved with the easy grace of the regularly stretched.

Dan was heading for the door—shoes in hand, shirt stuck to him like cling wrap, every muscle he'd ever owned registering a formal complaint—when a hand touched his shoulder. Light. Brief. But specific.

"Dan."

He turned. Arjun was right there. Close enough that Dan could see a small scar on his jaw, the faint sheen of sweat on his collarbone, the way his eyes caught the amber light and held it.

"You did well for a first class."

"I did terribly."

"You stayed. That's the hardest part." A beat. That smile again—the one that was warm and amused and a little knowing, like he could see exactly how much Dan had hated every second and exactly how much Dan had needed every second. "Your shoulders are a construction site, though. Like someone poured concrete in there and forgot to smooth it."

"That's my winning personality. It calcifies."

Arjun laughed. Low, genuine, startled out of him. Dan felt it in his sternum, which was medically improbable and therefore irritating.

"Come back Thursday," Arjun said. "We'll start demolition."

"Unlikely."

"Your body's asking for help, Dan. Loudly. I can hear it from here." He held Dan's gaze for one beat longer than casual, then stepped back. "Thursday. Seven p.m. Front row."

Dan left. He took the stairs too fast, nearly ate shit on the last three because his quads had apparently been replaced with jelly, and sat in his car in the parking lot for ten minutes with the engine off.

He didn't check his phone. He didn't open his email. He sat there with his hands on the steering wheel, still and quiet, and noticed that they weren't shaking.

His jaw was unclenched.

His brain was not, for the first time in months, cataloging everything he needed to do before morning.

Instead, it was replaying a voice—low, steady, threaded through with an authority that had nothing to do with volume and everything to do with certainty—saying breathe into the resistance.

And the hands. The way Arjun moved through the room adjusting people, that calm, unhurried precision. The way he'd touched Dan's shoulder at the end—brief, professional, nothing—except Dan could still feel the exact shape of his fingers like a brand on his skin.

No, Dan told himself. He started the car. Absolutely not.

He drove home. Showered. Ate cold pasta out of a container. Sat on the couch with his laptop and opened the Meridian file and answered Craig's email and drafted three interrogatories and did not think about the way Arjun's tank top had ridden up or the sound of his laugh or the way he'd said front row like it wasn't a request.

He did not think about any of it.

He went to bed at one-thirty.

He set his alarm for 5:15.

And in the dark, jaw already tightening, hands already beginning their fine, electric hum, he stared at the ceiling fan and thought: Thursday.
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Hands On

Arjun's alarm didn't go off at five because Arjun didn't set one.

He woke the way he always did—gradually, like surfacing from deep water—and lay still for a moment in the dark of his apartment, listening to the building settle around him. The radiator ticking. The faint hum of the fridge. His own breathing, slow and even, a rhythm he'd spent years learning to trust.

5:04 a.m. Close enough.

He dressed without turning on the lights. Joggers, a hoodie, bare feet into slides. Grabbed his keys, a thermos of water, and his phone—which he left face-down on the kitchen counter as he passed. It could wait. Everything could wait except this.

The walk to Ember took nine minutes in the predawn dark. June mornings in the city had a softness to them—the air still cool, the streets empty, the sky that particular shade of navy that meant the sun was coming but hadn't committed yet. Arjun liked this hour. It belonged to him in a way the rest of the day didn't. By seven a.m. the studio would be someone else's—his students', his business's, the endless machinery of keeping a small operation alive. But right now, in the quiet, it was just a room and a mat and his body and the work.

He let himself in through the side door. Didn't turn on the overheads—just the strip of amber LEDs that ran along the baseboards, enough light to move by without shattering the stillness. The studio smelled like last night's class: eucalyptus, sweat, the warm cedar of the floor. He breathed it in. Set his thermos by the wall. Unrolled his mat in the center of the room.

And then he practiced.

Not the way he taught—no cues, no pacing for an audience. This was private. Intuitive. His body leading, his mind following, each pose flowing into the next based on what he needed rather than what a sequence demanded. Sun salutations to warm the spine. Standing balances to find his center. Deep hip openers because his left psoas had been talking to him for three days and he'd been ignoring it. A long, slow headstand, inverted and still, blood rushing gently to his skull while the room hung upside-down around him.

Forty-five minutes. No music. No phone. Just breath and the quiet pop of his joints and the occasional car passing on the street below.

He came down from the headstand, folded into child's pose, and stayed there with his forehead on the mat, arms extended, feeling his heartbeat slow. This was the part he couldn't explain to people who didn't practice—the moment after the work, when the body was warm and open and the mind was scraped clean, and you were just here. Not performing. Not producing. Not proving. Just a body in a room, breathing.

His phone buzzed from the kitchen. He'd left it behind, but the vibration carried through the thin walls of his apartment above the studio. He knew who it was before he checked.

He finished his practice anyway. Rolled his mat. Stretched his calves against the wall. Went upstairs, showered, made coffee, and only then picked up the phone.

Two missed calls from Ma. One voicemail.

He listened to it while he ate a bowl of oats and sliced banana at the counter.

"Arju, it's your mother. I know you're up, you're always up. Listen, Piya auntie's daughter got into Johns Hopkins, did you hear? Biochemistry. Your father is so proud—well, proud of Piya auntie, you know how he is." A pause. The particular pause his mother used when she was navigating between what she wanted to say and what she thought she should say. "Anyway, I was just thinking about you. How's the studio? Are you still doing the—are things good? Call me back. Love you."

Are you still doing the—

She'd caught herself. She almost always did. His mother was more careful than his father, who would simply ask, flat and pleasant, So are you still doing the yoga thing? as though Arjun were a teenager with a garage band who might come to his senses any day now.

He called her back. Kept it light. Yes, the studio was good. Yes, he was eating. No, he didn't need anything. Yes, he'd heard about Piya auntie's daughter—wonderful, good for her. He did not say: I built a business from nothing. I have two hundred active students. I wake up every morning and do work I love in a body I've spent a decade learning to live in, and none of that counts because it doesn't come with a white coat or a corner office. He didn't say it because he'd said it before and it didn't change anything, and because his mother loved him, genuinely loved him, and the gap between her love and her understanding was a canyon he'd stopped trying to bridge.

He said "Love you too, Ma" and hung up and washed his bowl and didn't think about it anymore.

Mostly.

•  •  •
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Priya arrived at nine with iced coffees and the energy of someone who'd been doing math in her head since dawn.

"We're down eight percent on Thursday evening enrollment compared to last quarter," she said, setting his coffee on the front desk and pulling up the spreadsheet on her laptop with the urgency of a field general reviewing troop positions. "Saturday mornings are strong, community class is packed as always because it's free and you're a bleeding heart, but the paid evening slots are soft."

"Soft," Arjun repeated. He was restocking the prop shelf—blocks, straps, bolsters—and half-listening, which Priya could always tell and always resented.

"Soft means declining. Declining means we're sixteen hundred short on projected Q3 revenue. Which means the new bolsters I ordered are coming out of our asses, not our budget."

"The old bolsters smelled like a crime scene."

"I don't disagree. I'm just telling you the numbers." She turned her laptop to face him. "We need more privates. Your one-on-one rate is competitive, you're good at it, and every private client turns into a long-term group student. I need you to push it more—mention it at the end of class, flag the students who'd benefit."

Arjun made a noncommittal sound. He hated the selling part. Hated treating his students like revenue opportunities. But Priya was right—she was almost always right about the business side, which was why he'd made her a partner instead of just a friend three years ago.

"Speaking of students." Priya's voice shifted—same casual pitch she used when she was about to be anything but casual. "Tell me about the hot lawyer who looked like he was being held at gunpoint in your Tuesday class."

Arjun lined up a row of blocks. "Dan."

"Dan the lawyer."

"Dan the guy who showed up in dress shoes and a button-down and sat in the back corner like he was waiting for a root canal."

"That's the one. Half the class couldn't stop looking at him. Jamie said he was quote, 'aggressively handsome in a way that made her want to fix him,' unquote."

"Jamie says that about everyone with a jaw."

"Was he any good?"

"He was stiff as rebar and twice as stubborn. He also stayed for the entire class, held every pose I gave him even when he was clearly suffering, and sat in savasana like a man who'd just heard silence for the first time." Arjun closed the prop shelf. "He probably won't come back."

"Shame. Jamie will be devastated."

"Jamie's married."

"Jamie's observant." Priya sipped her coffee. Watched him over the rim. "And what did you observe?"

"That he needs yoga more than anyone I've seen walk through that door in two years."

Priya waited. Arjun didn't add anything. She let it go—for now, which meant she'd bring it up again later, because Priya never actually let anything go; she just put things on layaway.

•  •  •
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Dan came back.

Thursday, 6:52 p.m. Arjun was setting up the room—adjusting the thermostat, lighting the candles, cueing up the ambient playlist that lived on his phone—when the door opened and there he was.

Different. Same.

Different because he'd come prepared this time: athletic shorts, a gray T-shirt that fit well across the shoulders, bare feet. He'd done the minimum research. He'd bought a mat—Arjun could tell it was new by the way it curled at the edges, stiff and unbroken.

Same because he was still broadcasting I'd rather be anywhere else from every pore. The jaw was set. The shoulders were up near his ears. He scanned the room with the assessing, slightly hostile gaze of a man who evaluated threats for a living and had decided this room was full of them.

He saw Arjun. Something flickered across his face—too fast to name, gone before it fully formed. He gave a short nod, almost curt, and unrolled his new mat in the front row without being asked.

Arjun felt a small, warm pulse of something behind his ribs. He remembered. Front row.

"Welcome back, Dan." He kept his voice easy. Professional.

"My sister's more persuasive than opposing counsel. Don't read into it."

"Wouldn't dream of it."

The class filled in. Arjun took his place at the front and started them moving.

He taught the way he always did—fluid, attentive, reading the room like text. Twenty-six students tonight, a mix of regulars and newcomers, each body a different story. He knew which ones needed pushing, which ones needed gentleness, which ones were hiding injuries or emotions or both. He moved through the room adjusting, correcting, encouraging, his hands and voice working in concert to draw each person a little deeper into the practice.

And he was aware—professionally, he told himself, clinically—of the man on the front-row mat who was trying so goddamn hard.

Dan's warrior II was better than Tuesday. His stance was wider, his front knee tracked properly over his ankle, his arms were level. But his hips were a fortress. Locked, tilted forward, every stabilizer muscle gripping as though letting go might cause structural collapse. His jaw, too—clenched so tight Arjun could see the muscles working from six feet away.

Arjun moved to him during a hold. Stood behind Dan's left side, close enough that his voice didn't have to carry past the two of them.

"Can I adjust you?"

Dan nodded. Once, tight.

Arjun placed his hands on Dan's hips. Both hands, firm, fingers wrapping around the iliac crest—the hard ridge of bone at the top of the pelvis. He pressed down and back, guiding Dan's pelvis into a posterior tilt, opening the hip flexors.

Dan's breath caught.

It was small. Anyone else might have missed it. But Arjun's hands were on the man's body, and he felt it—the micro-freeze, the involuntary inhale, the way every muscle under his palms locked tighter for one instant before, slowly, beginning to release.

"Sink into it," Arjun murmured. "Let your hips be heavy. I've got the direction—you just breathe."

He held the adjustment for four breaths. Under his hands, Dan's body fought and then, degree by reluctant degree, surrendered. The hips dropped. The stance deepened. Dan exhaled and the sound was ragged, almost raw, like something had been pried loose.

Arjun released him. Moved on.

In downward dog, he came back. Dan's version was all shoulders and no spine—his upper traps doing the work his lats should have been handling, his lower back flat where it should have been long. Arjun knelt beside him and pressed one hand flat between his shoulder blades, fingers splayed, and pushed gently toward the floor.

"Let your chest melt through your arms. Don't muscle it. Just... yield."

Dan's back arched, then released. The vertebrae between Arjun's fingers softened, one by one, like tumblers in a lock. Dan's head dropped between his arms. A sound came out of him—quiet, involuntary, somewhere between a groan and an exhale.

There it is, Arjun thought.

In standing forward fold, he stood beside Dan and cupped the back of his neck—gently, just enough weight to suggest direction. "Let your head be heavy. All the thinking, all the holding—just let it pour out through the crown of your skull."

Dan's neck released. His head dropped. Arjun's thumb was against the ridge of muscle where skull met spine, the suboccipitals, and they were so tight they felt like guitar strings. He pressed in, barely, and Dan's whole body shuddered.

"Soften," Arjun said. Close. Quiet. His mouth inches from Dan's ear because the man was folded in half and Arjun was standing beside him and that was the geometry of the adjustment. Nothing more.

Dan made a sound that he swallowed before it fully formed. His hands, hanging toward the floor, opened and closed once. His ears were red.

Arjun stepped back.

He continued teaching. Moved to other students. Gave adjustments to the woman in row three whose chaturanga was collapsing, to the teenager in the corner whose balance poses needed grounding, to the regular in the second row who always torqued his knee in pigeon. Hands on bodies. Read, adjust, release. This was his work, his craft, and he was good at it, and he touched thirty people a class with the same focused professionalism.

But he kept coming back to Dan.

Not because Dan needed more correction than anyone else—though he did, objectively; the man was a biomechanical disaster area. Arjun came back because of the way Dan received touch.

There was a flinch. Every time. Not a recoil—not fear, not pain. More like surprise. A split-second tension, a bracing, as though Dan's body expected contact to be clinical or hostile or transactional and didn't know what to do when it was none of those things. And then, after the flinch, a surrender so complete it was almost violent. Like a dam breaking. Dan's body didn't ease into adjustments; it collapsed into them, letting go so hard and so fast that Arjun could feel the relief rolling off him like heat.

This man hadn't been touched with care in a very long time.

Not sexually. Just—attentively. Gently. By someone paying attention to what his body needed instead of what it could produce. Arjun had seen it before, in type-A professionals and trauma survivors and people who'd spent so long treating their bodies like machines that they'd forgotten the machine was also a person. But he'd rarely seen it this stark, this naked, this hungry.

Dan didn't know. That was the thing. He had no idea how loud his body was, how it leaned into every point of contact like a plant turning toward light, how his breath changed when Arjun's hands were on him—deeper, slower, less controlled. Dan thought he was maintaining his composure. Dan was transparent as glass.

Don't, Arjun told himself, guiding the class into a seated twist. He's a student. He's wound tight and touch-starved and projecting, and you are not going to be the teacher who mistakes a nervous system response for an invitation.

He adjusted Dan once more—a seated twist, hand on the shoulder, hand on the knee, gentle rotational pressure to deepen the turn. Dan's spine lengthened under his hands like something being unspooled. Their eyes met. Dan's were dark, slightly glazed, the look of a man running a high fever who didn't quite know where he was. Then he blinked, and the lawyer was back—sharp, guarded, faintly annoyed at his own transparency.

"Breathe," Arjun said. Neutral. Kind.

"I'm breathing."

"You're holding. There's a difference."

Something moved behind Dan's eyes. He exhaled, long and deliberate, and his whole body released into the twist another two inches. Arjun's hand on his shoulder felt the moment of letting go like a seismic shift—small on the surface, enormous underneath.

Arjun removed his hands. Stood. Moved to the front of the room to cue savasana.

His palms were warm. Not from the heat of the room.

•  •  •
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After class, the students filtered out in the usual rhythm—rolled mats, water bottles, the low murmur of post-class conversation. A few thanked him on the way out. He smiled, said goodnight, reminded them about Saturday's schedule.

Dan was still on his mat.

He was sitting cross-legged, fussing with the strap on his new mat bag in a way that suggested he wasn't actually having trouble with the strap. His T-shirt was soaked through, dark gray turned nearly black, clinging to a chest and shoulders that were, Arjun noted with the same clinical detachment he applied to all his students and absolutely no one believed, substantial. Dan had the frame of someone who'd been athletic once—college, maybe, or just good genetics—and had let desk work and cortisol redistribute everything without erasing the underlying architecture.

Arjun grabbed two water bottles from the mini-fridge and walked over. Held one out.

Dan looked up. Took it. "Thanks."

Arjun sat on the edge of the platform, a few feet away. Casual. The room was nearly empty—two regulars chatting by the cubbies, otherwise just the candles and the fading warmth.

"How are the shoulders?"

"Still a construction site. Possibly condemned."

"Demolished, at least. That's progress." Arjun drank his water. Watched Dan in his peripheral vision—the way he rolled his neck, tentative, testing. The way his hand went to his jaw and pressed, a habit Arjun had already clocked twice. "You carry a lot of tension in your traps and your masseter. Both stress-response muscles. Your body's been in fight-or-flight for a while."

"My body's been in a desk chair for a while. Same thing."

"It really isn't."

Dan was quiet for a moment. He peeled the label off his water bottle in a single, precise strip—lawyer hands, meticulous even in idle fidgeting. "How bad is it? Honestly."

"Honestly? Your upper back and shoulders are the tightest I've seen in a student who isn't recovering from surgery. Your hip flexors are short enough to affect your gait. Your hamstrings—"

"I get it. I'm a wreck."

"You're not a wreck. You're a body that's been ignored." Arjun said it without judgment. Fact. "Two classes is a good start, but once a week isn't going to undo years of this. You need consistency. Twice a week, minimum. Three times if you can manage it."

"I can't. My schedule—"

"I know. You're busy, you're important, you have a very demanding job." Dan's eyes narrowed, and Arjun held up a hand. "I'm not mocking you. I'm telling you that your schedule is the reason your body feels like this, and more of the same schedule isn't going to fix it. Twice a week. Tuesday and Thursday. Same class. Commit for a month and see what changes."

Dan stared at him. The look on his face was complicated—irritated, intrigued, something else underneath both. "You talk to all your students like this?"

"Only the ones whose shoulders could cut glass."

A beat. Then: "Fine. Tuesdays and Thursdays."

"Good."

Dan stood. Winced—his quads, probably, or his hip flexors protesting the sudden demand for vertical. He slung his mat bag over one shoulder and looked down at Arjun, still sitting on the platform edge.

"This is basically structured torture, you know. You're very calm about inflicting suffering."

Arjun tipped his head back to meet Dan's gaze. From this angle—Dan standing, Arjun sitting—there was a height differential that put Arjun at roughly chest level, looking up. Dan's jaw was silhouetted against the amber light. The damp shirt clung to his collarbones. He smelled like clean sweat and something sharp underneath—soap, maybe, or just the chemical signature of a nervous system running hot.

"It's not torture," Arjun said. "It's personalized care."

"Those can be the same thing."

"Not the way I do it."

The sentence sat between them. Arjun heard it a beat after he said it—the undertone, the implication he hadn't intended or maybe had, and either way it was out now, hanging in the warm air of the nearly empty studio.

Dan's pupils did something. A flicker. A dilation. Fast enough to miss if you weren't watching the way Arjun was watching. His throat moved—a swallow.

"Thursday," Dan said. His voice was rougher than it had been thirty seconds ago.

"Thursday."

Dan left. Arjun watched him go—the careful walk of a man whose legs didn't fully trust him, the squared shoulders, the way he didn't look back even though his body language was screaming that he wanted to. The door closed.

The studio was empty. Candles guttering. Sweat cooling on the wood floor.

Arjun sat there for a long moment. The warm pulse behind his ribs was back—bigger now, more insistent, the kind of feeling that had a name he wasn't going to give it.

Interesting student, he told himself. That's all. A tight, stubborn, fascinating student who happens to have a jaw that could open letters and eyes that go glassy when you touch the back of his neck.

Interesting student. Nothing more.

He blew out the candles. Locked up. Went upstairs to his apartment and stood in the kitchen and drank a glass of water and stared at the wall.

"Interesting student," he said out loud, to the empty room, like saying it would make it true.

The empty room didn't answer. Probably for the best.
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Chapter 3
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Breathe Into It

Two weeks. Four classes. Dan was marginally less terrible at yoga, which was like saying a building was marginally less on fire—technically accurate, not exactly comforting.

His warrior II no longer made his thighs shake after three seconds. Five, now. Six on a good day. He could hold downward dog without his wrists screaming, and his forward fold had gained approximately one inch of depth, which Arjun had acknowledged with a nod so small it could have been a muscle spasm but which Dan had catalogued and replayed at least twice.

He still couldn't touch his toes. He still sweated like a man being interrogated. He still walked into the studio with the vaguely combative energy of someone who had not chosen to be there and was enduring it through sheer, brutal willpower.

But he kept coming back.

Tuesdays and Thursdays. Seven p.m. Front row, left side, third mat from the wall. He'd developed a spot. He didn't think about what that meant—that he'd established a position in a yoga studio the same way he'd established a position in a courtroom, through repetition and territorial stubbornness. He just showed up, unrolled his mat in the same place, and waited for Arjun to start talking.

The talking was the part he couldn't explain.

Not the words. The words were standard—cues, corrections, the usual yoga script about breath and presence and letting go that Dan privately found overwrought. It was the voice. That low, steady, unhurried frequency that bypassed Dan's brain entirely and went straight to his nervous system like a hand on a thermostat, dialing everything down. In a courtroom, Dan lived in his prefrontal cortex—logic, language, strategy, control. In Arjun's class, all of that went offline the moment the man opened his mouth, and something older and dumber took over. Something that didn't argue. Something that just... listened.

It was unsettling. It was also the only thing keeping him from flying apart.

•  •  •
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The Meridian case was getting worse.

"You need to find another gear," Craig said on Wednesday, leaning against the doorframe of Dan's office at Whitmore & Crane with the carefully casual posture of a managing partner delivering a message he wanted to sound like advice but was actually a warning. "Lyle's counsel is running circles around us on the discovery motions. Three of the four were decided in their favor last week."

"Because Judge Harmon is a pushover who—"

"Judge Harmon is the judge we have. I need you to stop fighting the process and start working it."

Dan stared at him. Fighting the process was his entire skill set. It was the reason he'd made senior associate three years ahead of track, the reason he billed twenty-three hundred hours last year, the reason clients requested him by name. He was a battering ram. He didn't have another gear. He had 
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