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Prologue – Before the First Cut

The scent of lemon shampoo always meant safety to Kate Evans.

Before she ever held a pair of scissors, before she understood what grief could do to a kitchen, she knew that scent. It lived in her mother’s hair, clung to the edges of tea towels, and curled into the corners of her dreams like light on linoleum. Clean. Comforting. Familiar in a way that made her shoulders drop.

Back then, Saturdays were for haircuts in the sun.

Her mother, Marianne, would pull an old dining chair to the window, lay a clean sheet on the floor, and open her tin of tools—nothing fancy, just worn clippers and blunt scissors with chipped black handles. She cut hair for neighbours, cousins, the man across the street who always paid in fresh apricots.

Kate would curl up beneath the table, knees tucked under her chin, watching.

Hair floated down like dandelion seeds. The scissors made that soft, rhythmic sound—shhhh, snip, shhhh—like paper kisses falling.

Some clients came in slouched and silent, worn by the world. But when they left, they stood straighter. Smiled. Caught their reflections in the microwave and said, “I look like myself again.”

Once, a woman in a red blouse ran her hands through her short new cut and whispered, “You’ve got magic hands, Marianne.”

Her mother didn’t miss a beat. “Not magic. Just care.”

Kate didn’t understand yet how rare that kind of care was. But those words took root.

Then the stillness came.

The chair stayed by the window, untouched. The scissors stayed in the tin. The kettle hissed but never boiled. Her mother’s breath grew thin and her skin papered over, and one morning the lemon scent in the towels was just... gone.

Kate was sixteen when she cut her own hair. Not because she wanted to look different, but because she didn’t know how else to grieve. She stood in the bathroom, hands shaking, hair too long, too heavy. Like she’d been dragging around a girl who still thought everything would last forever.

She nicked her finger on the first snip. Blood welled up, bright and stubborn. She sucked it clean, winced, and kept going.

When it was done, the cut was uneven. Her arms ached. Her reflection looked unfamiliar—but also lighter, like someone had finally set down their sorrow.

She whispered to the silence: “Not magic. Just care.”

From there, the path was quiet but certain.

She skipped glossy university brochures and went to a trade school that smelled like bleach and hot irons. She learned about angles and texture, how to layer confidence into someone’s reflection. At night, she worked late shifts at a diner that paid just enough to keep her hands full and her dreams intact.

By twenty-three, she was trained, licensed, and already disillusioned with downtown salons. Too polished. Too fast. Clients came in, stylists smiled, tips were counted—but no one saw anyone.

So Kate bought a van. Painted it soft blue. Named it Horizon.

Inside, she strung up mirrors, rolled towels with care, and scented the air with rosemary and lemon—her mother’s scent, reborn.

She drove street to street, offering cuts on front porches and in nursing homes, by hospital beds and park benches. She made people feel human again, one snip at a time.

It was never easy. Some days she cried on the steering wheel. But when she heard that first whisper of scissors—shhh, snip, shhh—her hands remembered why she started.

It wasn’t about hair.

It was about dignity.

It was about care.

And care, she learned, could change everything.

Years later, when her van pulled up outside a gleaming tower of steel and glass—Hale Industries, the name glinting like something untouchable—she didn’t know she was about to meet the man who would rearrange her entire world.

But she recognized the feeling.

That pause before the first cut.

That breath the world holds.

The moment something new begins to take shape.
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Chapter One – The Man in the Mirror
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Kate woke in her van, not because she lived there, but because the sunrise through the windshield gave her the clearest head.  The sound of pigeons on the roof and the smell of conditioner in the air was comforting to her.

Horizon—her van, her second skin—was warm already. Sunlight pushed through the curtains she’d rigged behind the seats. Outside, the city stretched and yawned. Somewhere, a bus sighed into motion. Someone was baking bread.

She poured coffee into a paper cup, tied her hair back with a band that had seen better days, and rolled down the window just enough to let the air in. It smelled like rain teasing the edges of the morning.

Routine anchored her: combs in their slots, scissors gleaming in their box, playlist low and familiar.

By 9 a.m., she’d already done two trims and a pixie cut that left an elderly woman beaming. She was packing her kit when her phone buzzed.

Unknown number. She almost ignored it.

“Kate Evans,” she answered, balancing the phone against her shoulder while tucking away her shears.

A clipped, pleasant voice spoke. “Ms. Evans, I’m calling on behalf of Mr. Marcus Hale. He’s requesting a personal appointment today at his downtown office. Would you be available at two o’clock?”

Kate blinked. “Uh—yes. Sure. What’s the service?”

“Just a trim. He’s particular about detail.”

The line went dead before she could ask how they’d found her.

She stared at the screen. Marcus Hale.

The name rang faint bells—finance articles, gala photos, a sharp suit in a sea of softer men.

She caught her reflection in the side mirror. Windblown ponytail. Sunscreen-smudged eyeliner. “Particular about detail,” she muttered.

Right.

The Hale Industries tower was the kind of place that made you question your shoes.

All steel, glass, and silence. The lobby smelled like money—expensive leather, polished floors, just a trace of citrus like the room had been dressed for guests.

Kate felt every crease in her jeans as the receptionist buzzed her up. The elevator was lined with brushed chrome. She caught her reflection in its walls and stood a little taller.

Top floor.

The air changed as the doors opened—cooler, quieter, like a cathedral of ambition.

And then he stepped out of his office.

Marcus Hale looked exactly like the photos—and nothing like them.

He was tall, yes. Pressed shirt, tailored slacks. But his eyes were softer than she expected. Grey like storm glass, with a flicker of weariness buried deep. Not exhaustion. Something older. Loneliness, maybe.

“You’re Kate,” he said.

“And you’re the client who doesn’t like crooked sideburns,” she replied, setting down her kit.

His mouth curved, almost a smile. “Guilty.”

She followed him into his office. Floor-to-ceiling windows. A skyline of rooftops and clouds. The room smelled faintly of cedar and paper—books, not screens.

“No assistants?” she asked, unpacking.

“Sent them away. I prefer silence when sharp objects are near my ears.”

“Smart man.”

She draped the cape over his shoulders. Her fingers brushed the back of his neck. He didn’t flinch.

The scissors felt heavier today. The silence between them wasn’t awkward—it was expectant.

She combed through his hair. Thick. Soft. The kind that listened.

“You always get haircuts between quarterly reports?” she asked.

He met her eyes in the mirror. “Only when I’m trying to feel human.”

Her fingers paused.

“That’s... honest.”

“You strike me as someone who prefers honest,” he said.

Kate worked quietly for a few beats, the sound of the blades whispering through the room. Shhh. Snip. Shhh.

“You don’t belong here,” he said suddenly.

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He nodded toward her kit. “You belong somewhere with open windows and real light. Not these boxes.”

She looked at him in the mirror. “You know that from ten minutes with me?”

He smiled. “I’m good at reading rooms. And people.”

She arched a brow. “Then tell me—what else do you read?”

He looked at her for a long moment. “That you care too much. About things most people rush past.”

That was dangerously close to true. She turned back to the cut, jaw tight.

When she was done, Marcus looked at himself in the mirror, hands ghosting through his hair.

“It’s perfect,” he said. And he meant it.

She nodded. “Glad you approve.”

He stood, reaching into a drawer, and pulled out a
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