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The bell over the door chimed at 3:47 on a Wednesday afternoon, and Tessa Brandt didn't look up from the foils she was layering into Karen Meyers's hair. "Be right with you! Grab some coffee, magazines are on the table!"

She kept her hands moving—lift, paint, fold, repeat—because Karen's highlights were at the critical stage where five extra minutes meant the difference between sun-kissed blonde and brassy orange. The Williston wind had been brutal this winter, and Karen's hair was already crying for mercy.

"So anyway," Karen continued, barely pausing for breath, "I told Terence if he thinks I'm spending another Christmas with his mother in that freezing cabin, he's got another think coming. The woman doesn't believe in thermostats, Tessa. Thermostats."

"Mm-hmm." Tessa painted another section, her eyes flicking to the waiting area in the mirror.

The man who'd walked in hadn't touched the coffee. Hadn't picked up a magazine. He sat in the worn leather chair by the window with his hands on his knees, watching her work with the kind of focus that made the scissors at her station feel heavier.

Clean-cut. Nice jacket. The kind of face that looked friendly until you noticed his eyes weren't smiling along with the rest of him.

"—and she serves lutefisk, Tessa. Do you know what lutefisk is? It's fish soaked in lye. Lye. Like drain cleaner. She expects me to eat drain cleaner fish and be grateful—"

"That's horrifying," Tessa said automatically, but her attention had split. The man hadn't moved. Hadn't checked his phone. Just sat there like he had all the time in the world and nowhere better to be than watching a hairdresser paint foils.

She'd been in the beauty business for eight years. She knew the difference between a bored husband waiting for his wife and something else.

This was something else.

"You know what?" Tessa's voice came out bright, too bright. "Let me get you under the dryer, and those are going to process beautifully. Twenty minutes and you'll look like you just got back from Cabo."

"I've never been to Cabo."

"Well, you'll look like someone who has." Tessa guided Karen to the dryer station, got her settled with a magazine and the heat on low, and walked back to her station with her stomach doing something uncomfortable.

The man rose when she approached. He was tall—six-two, maybe—with the kind of build that suggested physical work, though his clothes said desk job. Oil field management type, probably. Williston was lousy with them.

"Sorry for the wait." Tessa flashed her brightest smile, the one that usually worked on everyone. "Did you have an appointment, or—"

"No appointment." His voice was pleasant. Conversational. Wrong, somehow. "Just wanted a quick word with the owner."

"That's me. Tessa Brandt." She stuck out her hand, because that's what you did, even when your instincts were screaming. "What can I help you with?"

He shook it. His palm was dry. His grip was exactly calibrated—firm enough to establish dominance, gentle enough to seem polite.

"Rick Stanton." He released her hand. "I represent some business interests in the area. Nothing complicated, just a quick conversation. You got a minute?"

The dryer hummed. Outside, a truck rumbled past. Karen flipped a magazine page.

"Sure." Tessa gestured toward the empty styling chairs. "Have a seat, tell me what's—"

"Actually, maybe somewhere more private?"

Every alarm in her body went off at once. "I don't have an office," she lied smoothly. "Just the back room, and that's storage. Whatever you need to say, you can say it right here."

Something flickered across his face. Annoyance, maybe. A hairline crack in the pleasant facade.

"All right." He didn't sit. Neither did she. "Mrs. Walker is a client of yours."

It wasn't a question.

"I have a lot of clients." Tessa's heart was beating too fast. "Confidentiality is kind of a thing in my business. You know how it is."

"Diane Walker." He said the name like he was reading it off a list. "Wife of Curtis Walker. Comes in every two weeks for a blowout. Talks a lot while she's in your chair."

Oh God.

Diane Walker. Nervous, unhappy Diane Walker, who cried during her last appointment because her husband was never home and when he was home he was on the phone and she was pretty sure he was hiding something but she didn't know what and she just needed someone to listen.

Tessa had listened. That's what she did. Women told her things in her chair that they'd never tell a therapist—secrets poured out between shampoo and style, confessions made to a reflection in the mirror instead of a face. It was part of the job. You heard things. You forgot things. You never, ever repeated things.

Except she'd mentioned it to Cynthia at the grocery store. Just a passing comment—that poor Walker woman, she seems so unhappy—and Cynthia had said something about money troubles, and Tessa had said something about how Diane mentioned missing investments, and—

"Women talk." Stanton's smile didn't reach his eyes. "It's natural. Spend an hour getting your hair done, you want to chat. The thing is, Mrs. Walker's husband is a private man. Values his privacy. Values discretion in the people his wife does business with."

"I don't repeat what my clients tell me."

"See, that's good. That's exactly what Mr. Walker wants to hear." Stanton nodded like she'd passed a test. "Because the thing about small towns—even small towns that got big fast, like this one—is that everybody knows everybody. Word gets around. And sometimes women who repeat private conversations find themselves having professional difficulties."

The dryer hummed.

Karen flipped another page.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the OPEN sign against the glass.

"Professional difficulties," Tessa repeated. Her voice sounded distant, like it belonged to someone else.

"Lease problems. Vendor issues. That kind of thing." Stanton's pleasant expression hadn't changed. "Nothing personal. Just business. The kind of thing that happens when people forget that some conversations should stay private."

He was threatening her.

He was standing in her salon, in broad daylight, with her client ten feet away under a hair dryer, and he was threatening her.

"I think you should leave." The words came out stronger than she felt. "I don't know who you are or who you work for, but you need to leave my shop. Right now."

"I'm just the messenger." Stanton straightened his jacket, casual as anything. "Mr. Walker is a generous man. Understands that sometimes people make mistakes. But he's also a practical man. He doesn't like loose ends."

He reached into his pocket.

Tessa's whole body went rigid—

—and he pulled out a business card.

"In case you ever need anything." He set it on her counter. "Have a good afternoon, Ms. Brandt."

The bell chimed when he left. Cheerful. Innocent. Just another customer walking out the door.

Tessa stood frozen, staring at the card. White cardstock. Black letters. A phone number and nothing else.

"Tessa?" Karen's voice drifted over from the dryer. "Honey, I think I'm about done over here?"

"Right." Tessa's hands were shaking. She shoved them in her smock pockets so Karen wouldn't see. "Right, yeah, let me check those foils."

She moved through the rest of the appointment on autopilot. Rinse. Tone. Cut. Style. Smile. Nod. Make the right noises at the right times while her brain screamed.

Professional difficulties.

Loose ends.

Some conversations should stay private.

Diane Walker cried in her chair three weeks ago about investments and lies and a husband who was hiding something. And now Diane's husband had sent someone to Tessa's salon to tell her—what? To keep her mouth shut? To forget what she'd heard?

What had she even heard? Complaints about missing money. Something about promises that didn't pan out. The kind of vague marital unhappiness that filled half her appointments.

What the hell was Curtis Walker hiding that was worth sending a man like Stanton to threaten a hairdresser?

"—looks absolutely gorgeous, Tessa, you're a miracle worker—"

"Anytime, Karen." Tessa's smile felt like it might crack. "Same time next month?"

She ushered Karen out, processed the payment without really seeing the numbers, and watched through the window as Karen's SUV pulled away.

Then she locked the door.

Her hands fumbled with the deadbolt. The OPEN sign got flipped to CLOSED so fast it swung on its hook.

The salon was empty. Just her and the mirrors and the faint chemical smell of color treatment and the silence pressing in from every direction.

Tessa pulled out her phone. Her fingers were trembling so badly she mistyped the passcode twice.

Come on come on come on—

It rang four times before Britney picked up. "Hey boss lady, what's—"

"I'm closing early." The words tumbled out too fast, tripping over each other. "I'm closing for the day, you don't need to come in, I'll handle the books, just—don't come in, okay? I'll call you later."

"Tessa? Are you okay? You sound—"

"I'm fine." She wasn't fine. She was the opposite of fine. "I just need to close up. I'll explain later."

She hung up before Britney could ask anything else.

The business card sat on her counter. White and black and completely innocuous. Just a phone number. Just a piece of cardstock.

Just a threat wrapped in professional courtesy.

Tessa grabbed it, shoved it in her pocket, and sank into her styling chair because her legs wouldn't hold her up anymore.

She'd built this salon from nothing. Loan applications and sleepless nights and everyone in her family telling her she'd fail. Two years of eighty-hour weeks and clients who became friends and stylists who counted on her for their paychecks.

And now some man she'd never met had sent another man to tell her that her business could disappear if she didn't keep her mouth shut about something she barely remembered hearing.

The wind rattled the windows.

The silence felt heavy.

And Tessa sat alone in her empty salon, hands shaking too badly to hold her phone, wondering what the hell Diane Walker's husband had done—and what he was willing to do to keep it secret.
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The salon smelled like chemicals and flowers and something sweet that didn't belong in Ordinance's world.

He stood inside the door for a full three seconds, letting his eyes adjust to the bright lights and mirrors, cataloging exits and sight lines out of habit. Front door. Back hallway. Big windows facing Main Street. Two styling chairs, one occupied by a woman with foils in her hair reading a magazine. Another woman behind the chair, blonde and small and talking fast enough to make his head spin.

"—and I told her, I said, Carol, honey, if he can't appreciate a good balayage then he doesn't deserve you, you know? Some men just don't understand the commitment involved. Be right with you!"

That last part was aimed at him. Bright smile, quick glance, hands never stopping their work on the foils.

Ordinance didn't smile back. He took the seat by the window and waited.

Frontier's orders had been simple: Walker's operation is squeezing local businesses. Salon owner's the latest target. Go see what we're dealing with.

What they were dealing with, apparently, was a five-foot-four blonde who hadn't stopped talking since he walked in.

"—the weather's been crazy, right? I heard we might get snow next week, can you believe it? March snow. This is why I tell people, you want to live in North Dakota, you better make friends with your hairdresser, because the wind will destroy everything you—Carol, hold still, sweetie, I'm almost done—everything you've worked for. Coffee's by the door if you want some. Magazines too. I've got Sports Illustrated somewhere, I think my dad left it when he—"

She was scared.

Ordinance saw it the same way he saw everything else—quiet observation while people filled the air with noise. Her eyes cut to the window every few seconds. Her hands moved fast, but there was a tremor underneath the efficiency. The smile was bright and constant and absolutely fake.

This woman was terrified, and she was covering it with words the same way he covered violence with silence.

Something in his chest shifted. Unwelcome. Inconvenient.

He watched her finish with the foil client—more chatter, more smiles, something about a spring special—and then the bell chimed and they were alone and she turned that bright, brittle smile on him full force.

"So! What can I do for you? Walk-in? I've got an opening right now, actually, my three o'clock cancelled, and I do men's cuts, nothing fancy but I promise you'll leave looking better than you walked in, which—" She stopped. Tilted her head. "You're not here for a haircut."

"No."

She waited for more. He didn't give it.

The silence stretched. Her fingers drummed against her thigh. He could see her fighting the urge to fill the quiet with more words, more noise, more anything to cover the fear radiating off her in waves.

"Okay." She grabbed a broom that didn't need grabbing and started sweeping a floor that didn't need sweeping. "That's fine. Totally fine. If you're waiting for someone, the diner across the street has better coffee, just saying. Mine's from a gas station. I keep meaning to upgrade but the machine is expensive and honestly most people don't—"

"Frontier sent me."

The broom stopped.

She looked at him—really looked, not the quick customer-service glance from before. He watched her take in the cut on his left hand, still healing from a detonator mishap last week. The width of his shoulders. The way he sat with his back to the wall and his eyes on the door.

"Frontier," she repeated. "That's... a person?"

"Club president. Badlands Brotherhood."

Something flickered across her face. Recognition, maybe. Fear, definitely. But underneath it—hope. Desperate, raw hope that she was trying to crush before it could disappoint her.

"The motorcycle club." Her voice was smaller now. Less performance. "I've seen you guys around. The bikes."

"Word reached us about your situation."

"My situation." She laughed, but it came out wrong. "That's one way to put it. A very calm, understated way to put it. My situation is that some guy walked into my shop three days ago and told me I'd have professional difficulties if I didn't keep my mouth shut about something I barely remember hearing, and I don't even know what I said or who I said it to, and I've been jumping at shadows ever since, and—"

She stopped. Took a breath. Set down the broom with hands that were definitely
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