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​The bell above the door gave a lonely, high-pitched ping that cut through the low hum of the radio and the steam from Scott’s tea.

​"Dull as dishwater today, boys," Scott muttered, leaning against the back sideboard, his eyes tracking the rain streaking the window. One of his junior barbers, Calum, was busy scrolling through his phone, while the other, Stevie, was rhythmically stropping a razor, the sound a comforting, metallic shuck-shuck.

​Then the door opened.

​A wall of cold air hit the shop, followed by a figure that seemed to take up the entire frame. He was massive—easily 6'5''—swathed in a heavy, charcoal-grey trenchcoat that looked expensive enough to pay the shop's rent for a month. A wide-brimmed fedora was pulled low, shadowing his face, and in each hand, he clutched heavy paper shopping bags embossed with the gold foil of George Street’s most exclusive boutiques.

​Scott straightened up, his professional "boss" persona clicking into place. "Morning, sir. We’re just—"

​The man didn't wait. He stepped into the centre of the room, the floorboards groaning under his weight. With a single, fluid motion, he swept off the hat.

​Long, Norse-blonde hair, pulled back into a severe, practical ponytail, fell down his back. His face was all sharp angles—a jawline that could cut glass and eyes the color of a North Sea winter. He looked like a world-class striker, the kind of man who was used to being watched by sixty thousand people.

​Scott felt a flicker of recognition. Is that...? No, couldn't be.

​"I need a haircut now," the man commanded. His English was precise, but the accent was thick, heavy Scandinavian vowels that brooked no argument. "Only one centimeter from the ends. Also, Elixir, use mine in the white bag, it's the only thing I ever leave behind is the lingering aura of my cologne... and a neck rub."

​Stevie stopped stropping his razor. Calum looked up, eyes wide, then headed to the white bag at the giant's feet to discover what this exotic Elixer was. Dior Sauvage, he was almost disappointed as he handed it to Scott.

​"Well, look, we’ve got a gap, but we don't usually do the neck—" Scott started, but the giant was already moving. He strode toward the lead chair like he owned the deed to the building.

​He peeled off the trenchcoat, revealing a frame of pure muscle beneath a black turtleneck. He thrust the coat and the heavy shopping bags toward Scott.

​"Two hundred pounds," the man said, his voice a low vibration. "For your time. And for the bags to be kept safe."

​Scott took the coat—it was surprisingly heavy—and the bags. The scent of expensive leather and something metallic wafted from them. Four crisp 50-pound notes were pressed into Scott’s palm.

​"Right," Scott managed, his heart beginning to thud. "Stevie, some hot towels. I’ll... I'll just put these in the cloakroom."

​As Scott walked to the back, the weight of the bags felt wrong. One was light, perhaps, with clothes. But the other? It felt dense, technical. He hung the coat and tucked the bags into the corner of the staff cupboard.

​He looked at his reflection in the small staff mirror. £200 for twenty minutes of work? It was the easiest money he’d ever made, well, if you didn't count the stag night in Blackpool. Twenty of them had pitched in 20 pounds each. The winner/loser was to ride the tallest roller coaster. But to win the cash, you had to emerge at the end naked. Scott drew the short straw. Five minutes from start to finish, after doing it once, he could have ridden it all day for that kind of money.

​He didn't know it yet, but the "shopping list" for those wealthy collectors was already being ticked off in the Scandinavian's head, and Scott was about to become the most important actor in their escape. 

Scott snapped the pinstriped cape with a professional flourish, the fabric billowing out before settling over the Scandinavian’s broad shoulders. He tucked a fresh strip of white paper into the man's collar, his fingers grazing the cold, marble-like skin of the man’s neck.

​"There we go, sir. Locked and loaded," Scott said, catching the man’s gaze in the large, gilt-edged mirror. He stood a little taller, puffing out his chest beneath his barber’s waistcoat. "I’m Scott, by the way. Scott Miller. I’m the Boss here. Started this place from a single chair twenty years ago. You’re in the best hands in the West End."

​The Scandinavian didn't smile. He looked at Scott’s reflection as if he were inspecting a piece of cloth.

​"The Boss," the man repeated, the word sounding heavy and slightly metallic in his mouth. "It is good to meet the man in charge. Responsibility is a heavy cloak, Scott Miller. Most men shrug it off at the first sign of a storm."

​Scott chuckled, feeling a strange rush of validation. "Tell me about it. Managing the juniors, the tax man, the eccentric clients, tales of all sorts, James Bond himself would sound dull in comparison... It’s a 24/7 shift. And you, sir? Do I have the pleasure of a name? I like to keep a ledger of my premium guests."

​The Scandinavian tilted his head, the Norse-blonde ponytail shifting against the cape.

​"You may call me Loke Laban," the man said.

​He lingered on the name for a second, a shadow of a grim amusement dancing in those North Sea eyes. To Scott, it sounded sophisticated—Continental, perhaps even noble. He had no way of knowing that in certain Scandinavian dialects, Laban was a word for a rascal or a "trickster," and Loke was the root of Loki—the god of lies.

​It was a pun that translated to "The Playing Devil," a joke told to a man who was about to risk everything.

​"Loke. Unique name," Scott said, tapping his comb against his palm. "Scandinavian, I take it? We get a lot of Norwegians in during the Festival, but they usually look a bit more... windswept than you."

​"I am merely a traveller, Scott. A 'specialist courier' of sorts," Loke said, his voice dropping to a confidential whisper that made the junior barbers at the other end of the shop feel miles away. "And today, I think the 'Boss' is exactly the man I need. A man who understands that some rules are merely... suggestions for the unimaginative."

​Scott felt a thrill of conspiratorial pride. He leaned in, his scissors poised near Loke’s ear. "I’ve always said that myself. You can’t build a business like this by following every line in the handbook."

​"Precisely," Loke replied, closing his eyes as the first lock of blonde hair fell to the floor. "Which is why I am going to make your Monday morning very, very interesting."

Stevie and Calum had retreated to the kitchenette to brew more tea, leaving Scott alone with the giant in the chair.

​The Scandinavian sat perfectly still, his eyes closed, his reflection in the mirror like a marble statue of some ancient king. Scott was working on the neck—the "rub" the man had demanded. As Scott’s hands moved over the man's traps, the muscles felt like coiled steel.

​Suddenly, the man’s eyes flicked open. He didn't turn his head, but his voice dropped to a low, resonant hum that stayed strictly between the two of them, masked by the hum of the nearby fridge.

​"Scott," the man said. It was the first time he’d used his name. "You are a man of business. I can see this. You look at my bags, and you see... opportunity."

​Scott froze for a second, his fingers mid-knead. "I just see expensive shopping, sir."

​"Listen," the man whispered. "I have a problem. A very wealthy, very private friend of mine is departing on the 1:10 PM train to London today. He is an old man, very frail. He forgot a gift for his granddaughter in his haste at the hotel. It is in the George Street bag."

​He paused, letting the weight of the story settle.

​"I have a meeting at the Consulate at noon—very strict, very important. I cannot go to the station. If you take that bag to the Carlton waiting room at exactly 12.58 PM, leave it on the bench by the clock, and walk out of the Calton Road exit... I will give you another five hundred pounds."

​Scott’s throat went dry. "Five hundred? Just to drop a bag? Why not a courier?" Where's the wealthy man's staff....

​The man let out a short, dry chuckle. "A courier is a stranger. I look after him, but today things are complex, one of those days, as they say, yes. You? I have sat in your chair. I have seen your face. I trust a man who works with his hands and has brains. My friend is anxious—he is paranoid. If he sees a man in a uniform, he will hide. There is a long history behind this, but I need to live with it and deal with it accordingly. But a local man?  He will see the bag, he will know it is from me, and he will take his train happy to be reunited with the precious gift. I'm sure you understand”. His voice softens as he makes his pitch.

​He reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick envelope, sliding it under the barber's cape. Scott felt the bulk of it against his thigh.

​"Two hundred now. Three hundred when I return to your shop tomorrow for a shave. It is a simple thing, Scott. A small kindness for a panicked old man. And for you... a very profitable Monday."

​The logic was just "Edinburgh" enough to work. A wealthy, eccentric tourist, a forgetful friend, and a bribe that felt like a windfall. Scott looked at the back of the man's head, his blonde locks cascading over the back of the chair—the one centimetre cut, hardly worth it, he thought. 

​"12.58 PM," Scott whispered, his heart hammering against his ribs. "The waiting room. Calton Road exit."

​"Exactly," the man said, standing up and shaking out the cape with a snap that sounded like a gunshot. He donned his trenchcoat, the heavy bag with the "gift" back in his hand. "Do not be late, Scott, as he handed it to him, when the gun on the castle esplanade strikes one, it must be there in place. My friend is a man who hates to wait."

​He didn't look back as he walked out the door.

​​Scott is now holding £200 in "blood money" and a sense of duty to a man he doesn't know. He has no idea that the "gift" is a pressurised smoke canister with a white phosphorus primer.

The air in the West End was now crisp, the rain gone, but Scott was sweating under his jacket. He had left the shop early, telling Stevie and Calum he had a "pressing appointment with the bank." In reality, the George Street bag felt like it was humming against his hip as he walked.

​He took the long way, cutting across to George Street first. He wanted to feel like he belonged among the high-end storefronts and the black-car service. For a moment, his chest puffed out. He wasn't just Scott the barber; he was a specialist courier. He imagined the bag contained a rare diamond for a duchess or sensitive government dossiers. The £200 in his pocket was a heavy, intoxicating weight.

​By the time he reached St. Andrew Square, the excitement turned into a sharp, focused adrenaline. He crossed toward the Waverley Steps, the great glass canopy of the station entrance looming like a cathedral.

​

​The escalators—miraculously all in service—carried him down into the belly of the station. Waverley was a labyrinth, a sprawling 25-acre subterranean puzzle of platforms and sandstone. To his left, the departure boards flickered with a mechanical chatter, listing trains to London, Glasgow, and the Highlands.

​The station was a sea of moving bodies: tourists dragging oversized suitcases, businessmen in a frantic sprint, and pigeons fluttering in the high rafters. Scott gripped the handles of the bag tighter. He felt visible, like he was glowing under the station lights, but in reality, he was just another face in the Monday afternoon rush.

​12:56 PM: He reached the concourse. The scale of the place always unnerved him—the way the exits seemed to sprout in every direction, leading to Princes Street, the Royal Mile, or the dark climb of Market Street.

​12:58 PM: He spotted the sign for the Calton Waiting Room. It was a quieter pocket of the station, tucked away from the main platform roar near the bridge leading to Calton Road.

​His pulse was thudding in his ears now, a rhythmic thump-thump that drowned out the station announcements. He reminded himself of the Viking’s voice: “A small kindness for a panicked old man.”

​He stepped into the waiting room. It was sparsely populated—a woman reading a paper, a student with headphones. At the far end, near the heavy wooden bench under the station clock, there was nobody nearby.

​Scott didn't sit. He walked with a practised, casual stride, swung the bag onto the bench, and didn't look back.

​The Exit

​He turned sharply, heading for













































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
\

L
=
w
(=)
=
=
o
o






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





