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The buzz of clippers hummed steady against Private Menadio's scalp as Diana worked the fade with practiced precision, the familiar rhythm of her Tuesday lunch rush flowing smooth despite the chaos around her. Three chairs running full speed, Marines waiting in every available seat, the smell of aftershave and that particular blend of anxiety young Devil Dogs carried before inspections mixing with the air conditioning that never quite kept up with Jacksonville heat.

"High-and-tight, ma'am," Menadio had requested when he dropped into her chair twenty minutes ago, his accent marking him fresh from somewhere midwest. "Got inspection Thursday morning."

"I know what you need, Marine." Diana smiled, working the number two guard with the muscle memory her father had drilled into her since she was fourteen years old. "Your Gunny sees anything but skin above the ears, you come tell me and I'll refund your money."

Menadio relaxed under her hands the way they all did eventually, that initial tension of a new barber melting when they realized she knew exactly what regulation meant. Thirty years her father had served Marines from this shop, building Fade & Glory into the place Devil Dogs came three blocks off Lejeune's main gate when they needed more than base barbers offered. Eight years since cancer took him, and she'd maintained every standard he'd set.

The bell over the door chimed, but Diana kept her focus on blending Menadio's fade, trusting her peripheral vision the way she'd learned working around impatient Marines who needed cuts before formation. Heavy footsteps, multiple sets, moving with purpose that made the waiting Marines shift in their seats.

"We're at capacity," Diana called without looking up, running her hand over Menadio's cut to check for any lines her eyes might've missed. "Twenty minute wait if you want to grab a seat."

"We're not here for haircuts."

The voice came cold and calculating, carrying an edge that made Diana's hands still against Menadio's head. She looked up into the mirror and felt her stomach drop.

Four men stood just inside the door, and not one of them looked like they'd ever sat in a barber's chair for anything legal. The one who'd spoken wore an expensive suit that didn't hide the predator underneath, his eyes flat and assessing as they swept the shop. The other three fanned out with practiced efficiency, blocking exits Diana had never consciously thought about until this exact moment.

"Diana Bostoc?" Suit Guy smiled without warmth. "We need to have a conversation about your business arrangements."

Every Marine in the shop had gone silent, that particular combat-ready stillness that meant Devil Dogs were assessing threats and calculating response. Menadio tensed under her hands, and Diana recognized the shift from anxious private to something harder.

"I'm in the middle of cuts." Diana kept her voice level despite her heart slamming against her ribs. "You want to talk business, come back when I'm closed."

"See, that's the problem." Suit Guy stepped deeper into the shop, his three companions moving with him like they'd choreographed this. "You had chances to talk business. Multiple chances. Filed police reports instead, which shows a fundamental misunderstanding of how things work around here."

One of the thugs—massive, with dead eyes and a Marine Corps tattoo he'd clearly dishonored—grabbed the nearest barber chair and tipped it over. The crash echoed through the shop like a gunshot, and Diana's other barbers, Tommy and Daniel, both stepped back with their hands raised.

"What the hell—" A Corporal jumped up from the waiting area, but one of the thugs pointed at him with unhurried menace.

"Sit the fuck down, jarhead. This doesn't concern you."

"Everything in this shop concerns us," another Marine growled, but Diana saw the calculation in their eyes. Young Marines, most of them barely old enough to drink, facing organized violence they'd been trained for but never expected in a barbershop three blocks from base.

"Nobody moves." Suit Guy's voice carried absolute authority as his crew started systematically destroying her father's shop. Mirrors shattered, clippers smashed against walls, product bottles swept off shelves in cascades of glass and liquid. The Dead-Eyed Marine lifted another chair and drove it through the front window, safety glass exploding across the sidewalk in a glittering wave.

Diana stood frozen behind Menadio, clippers still clutched in her shaking hand, watching thirty years of her father's work demolished in under two minutes. The smell of spilled aftershave mixed with something acrid—fear, rage, the particular scent of violence barely leashed.

"You're Donald Trask." The realization came from nowhere, her brain supplying information she'd tried to forget from the police reports she'd filed. "You work for Pollard."

"Smart girl." Trask smiled, and it was the most terrifying expression Diana had ever seen. "Mr. Pollard provides security services to businesses in this area. Very reasonable rates, excellent protection. But you've been...uncooperative."

"Protection from what?" Diana's voice came out stronger than she felt. "From you destroying my shop?"

"From worse." Trask stepped close enough that she could smell his cologne, expensive and cloying. "This is a demonstration. A teaching moment. You've got until Friday to arrange payment—three months back fees plus late penalties. Twenty-five thousand dollars."

The number hit like a physical blow. "I don't have that kind of—"

"Then you'll get it." Trask's hand shot out and grabbed her wrist, yanking her away from Menadio with sudden brutality. "Because if you don't, we come back and burn this place to the ground. With you inside it."

"Get your fucking hands off her!" Menadio surged up from the chair, half-faded hair forgotten, reaching for Trask with the reflexive courage of a Marine who hadn't learned when to calculate odds.

One of Trask's thugs moved faster, catching Menadio with a vicious backhand that sent the kid sprawling across broken glass. Two other Marines started forward, but Trask pulled a gun from under his suit jacket with smooth ease.

"Anyone else want to be a hero?" He kept the weapon low and ready, but Diana saw every Marine in the shop make the same bitter calculation—unarmed against a crew that came prepared for violence, in a civilian space where starting a firefight meant dead barbers and destroyed lives.

Trask released Diana's wrist and stepped back, surveying the destruction with satisfaction. Thousands of dollars in equipment destroyed, mirrors shattered, chairs broken, her father's pride reduced to wreckage in the time it took to finish a fade.

"Friday, Diana. Twenty-five thousand, or your apartment burns next." Trask headed for the door, his crew following with the discipline of trained enforcers. He paused at the threshold, looking back with dead eyes. "The Marines you love so much? They deploy, they transfer, they move on. We're permanent. Remember that."

The bell chimed cheerfully as they left, the sound obscenely normal against the devastation. For three heartbeats, nobody moved. Then chaos erupted—Marines rushing to Menadio, Tommy and Daniel emerging from where they'd taken cover, voices overlapping in questions and curses.

Diana stood in the center of her demolished shop, clippers still gripped in her white-knuckled hand, and felt rage war with terror in her chest. Her father had built this place with his own hands, had served Devil Dogs for three decades with the pride of a man who understood what the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor meant. She'd inherited that legacy, had maintained his standards, had provided a service that mattered.

And four men had destroyed it in minutes because she'd refused to pay protection money to a loan shark who preyed on the same Marines her father had served.

"Ma'am?" Menadio appeared at her elbow, blood trickling from his split lip, concern overriding his own pain. "You okay?"

Diana looked at the young Marine—barely twenty, probably on his first duty station, half his head faded perfect and the other still waiting for her clippers—and felt something settle cold and determined in her gut.

"No." She set the clippers down on the only shelf still standing. "But I'm not paying that bastard a single dollar."

"Then you need to call someone." A Sergeant Diana recognized from his weekly cuts stepped forward, glass crunching under his boots. "Because Trask wasn't bullshitting about burning you out. Pollard's operation has been bleeding Marines dry for years, and nobody stops him."

"Police?" Even as she said it, Diana remembered the detective who'd taken her reports with visible apathy, the investigations that went nowhere, the pattern she'd been too focused on running her business to fully process.

"Cops don't touch Pollard." The Sergeant shook his head. "But there's another option. You know about Leatherneck Brotherhood?"

Diana had seen the cuts around Jacksonville, had served brothers from the MC during her eight years running the shop. Dangerous men who moved with combat efficiency and wore the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor with the same pride as active duty Marines, except their patches said different.

"The motorcycle club?" Her voice wavered despite her attempt at control.

"Marines who take care of their own." The Sergeant pulled out his phone. "And you serve fifty Devil Dogs a day, ma'am. That makes you one of ours. Let me make a call."

Diana looked around her destroyed shop, at the Marines cleaning glass off Menadio's half-finished fade, at thirty years of her father's legacy reduced to wreckage by men who thought violence made them untouchable. She thought about Friday's deadline, about Trask's promise to burn her apartment, about the cold certainty in his eyes when he'd threatened to trap her inside the flames.

"Make the call," she said, and wondered if she was choosing salvation or damnation.

The Sergeant nodded and stepped outside, phone already to his ear. Through the shattered window, Diana watched the afternoon traffic flow past on Marine Boulevard, normal and oblivious. Somewhere out there, Trask and his crew were probably laughing about the scared barber who'd finally learned her place.

They had no idea what they'd just started.

Or maybe Diana was the one who didn't understand. Either way, she'd refused to back down, had refused to betray her father's memory by paying protection money to predators who bled Marines dry.

Friday was three days away.

Three days to find twenty-five thousand dollars she didn't have, or figure out how to survive men who killed people for refusing to pay.
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Recon was three hours into mapping surveillance routes for the Wilmington gun shipment when motorcycle engines rumbled through the compound gates, the sound wrong for this time of evening. He looked up from the laptop spread across the chapel table, automatically cataloging the pattern—three bikes, riding tight, moving with purpose that said urgent rather than social.

Chapel door opened without the usual bullshit preamble.

"Recon." Mortar filled the doorway, his Sergeant at Arms intensity dialed to combat ready. "Got three active duty Marines at the gate asking if we know Diana Bostoc's in trouble. Say they were at her shop when it got trashed this afternoon."

Every tactical instinct Recon had spent fourteen years honing in Force Recon snapped to attention. Diana Bostoc ran Fade & Glory, the barbershop three blocks off Lejeune's main gate that served more Devil Dogs than the base barbers combined. He'd gotten cuts there himself, watched her work with the precision of someone who understood what regulation meant to Marines facing inspection.

"Trashed how?" Recon closed the laptop and stood, already running contingencies.

"They're saying organized hit. Multiple enforcers, systematic destruction, threats delivered." Mortar's jaw tightened. "Sounds like Pollard's crew."

Fuck. Ulysses Pollard ran the predatory loan and protection racket that had been bleeding young Marines dry for years, operating with the kind of impunity that came from owning cops and having witnesses deploy before trials. Recon had been gathering intelligence on the operation for months, mapping the network, identifying vulnerabilities, waiting for the right moment to dismantle it with surgical precision.

"Bring them to chapel." Recon grabbed his phone, already pulling up the security camera access he'd established for businesses within their territory. "And get Cap. This needs church."

Twenty minutes later, Recon had surveillance footage from four different angles playing across his laptop while three Marines—a Sergeant and two Corporals still in cammies from their workday—stood at attention despite nobody asking them to. Cap sat at the head of the chapel table in his President's chair, Tracker leaning against the wall with his Vice President intensity, Mortar by the door. The rest of the brotherhood filtered in as word spread, filling the room with that particular Marine energy that meant brothers were gathering for war planning.

"Show us what you've got," Cap said.

Recon turned the laptop so everyone could see, then hit play.

The footage showed Diana mid-haircut when four men entered Fade & Glory, the lead wearing an expensive suit that screamed legitimate business covering criminal intent. Recon recognized Donald Trask immediately—Pollard's chief enforcer and former Marine who'd dishonored every principle the Corps taught. The systematic destruction that followed was textbook intimidation: controlled violence, specific targeting of equipment and infrastructure, minimal injury to witnesses to avoid serious law enforcement response.

Trask grabbing Diana's wrist made something cold and lethal settle in Recon's gut.

"That's Donald Trask," Tracker said, his MARSOC Raider background recognizing the same organized brutality Recon had clocked. "Pollard's top enforcer. Former Marine, court-martialed for assault, did three years at Leavenworth before getting out."

"Dishonored the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor," Mortar growled. "Then came back to bleed Devil Dogs dry."

The Sergeant who'd brought the Marines stepped forward. "Trask said she had until Friday to pay twenty-five thousand or they'd burn her shop. With her inside." His voice carried the controlled fury of an NCO watching a civilian suffer because she served Marines. "Ma'am filed police reports about Pollard's protection racket. This was retaliation."

Recon replayed the footage, watching Trask's body language, mapping the crew's positions and movement patterns. Four men total, Trask leading with three enforcers providing muscle. They'd moved with confidence that said they'd done this before, expected zero consequences, knew the cops wouldn't touch them.

"Diana's father ran that shop for thirty years," one of the Corporals said. "Served Marines the whole time. She inherited it eight years ago, maintains the same standards. Gives regulation cuts that pass inspection, listens when we need to talk, doesn't judge PTSD or relationship problems." He met Cap's eyes. "She's one of ours, sir. Maybe not wearing a uniform, but she serves Devil Dogs every damn day."

"How many Marines does she cut daily?" Cap asked.

"Forty, fifty easy," the Sergeant replied. "Morning rush before PT formation, lunch breaks, after duty. Place is always packed with Devil Dogs getting ready for inspections or just needing a barber who understands what high-and-tight means."

Recon pulled up the intelligence file he'd been building on Pollard's operation, spreading it across the table. "Pollard runs a multi-million dollar loan shark and protection racket targeting military personnel throughout eastern North Carolina. Operates through payday loan storefronts that trap servicemembers in debt cycles with interest rates exceeding four hundred percent. Protection racket forces businesses near military bases to pay or face escalating violence." He met Cap's eyes. "He's been operating with total impunity for fifteen years because witnesses deploy before trials and he owns cops who bury investigations."

"You've been tracking him." Tracker's statement came flat and knowing.

"Gathering intel for months." Recon tapped the screen showing Pollard's network. "Waiting for the right opportunity to dismantle the operation. This might be it."

"Diana's shop is Marine infrastructure," Mortar said, his Gunny intensity making it a declaration of fact. "She provides a service Devil Dogs depend on. We protect our own."

Cap studied the footage, his officer bearing evident in the way he processed information and calculated response. "What's your recommendation, Road Captain?"

This was why Recon had joined Leatherneck Brotherhood after the Corps medically retired him—the mission focus, the clear hierarchy, the understanding that Marines took care of their own with the same absolute loyalty they'd shown in combat. He'd spent fourteen years leading reconnaissance teams in hellholes where planning meant the difference between brothers coming home or dying, and every tactical instinct said Diana Bostoc serving fifty Marines daily made her worth fighting for.

"We investigate." Recon met Cap's eyes with the confidence of a Staff Sergeant who'd never lost a team to bad intelligence. "I conduct reconnaissance on Pollard's operation, map his crew and infrastructure, identify vulnerabilities for elimination. Meanwhile, we make it clear Diana's under brotherhood protection. Trask comes back, he faces Marines instead of a civilian barber."

"Pollard's got ten to twelve enforcers," Tracker said. "Mix of ex-military and ex-cons skilled in violence. He's also got two Wilmington cops and a county prosecutor on his payroll."

"Then we hit him harder than he can respond to." Cap's voice carried the same command authority that had led Marines through multiple combat deployments. "Recon, you're authorized to investigate and develop targets. Mortar, coordinate security for Diana and her shop. Nobody touches Marine infrastructure without facing Leatherneck Brotherhood." He looked at the three active duty Marines. "You did the right thing bringing this to us. Spread the word—Diana's protected now."

The Sergeant nodded, relief evident. "Thank you, sir."

After the Marines left, the brotherhood gathered closer around the table, that shift from formal church to operational planning Recon had seen a hundred times in different contexts. Cap looked at the surveillance footage still frozen on Trask grabbing Diana's wrist.

"This woman know we're getting involved?" Cap asked.

"Sergeant said he was making the call when they left the shop," Mortar replied. "Probably terrified and trying to figure out where to find twenty-five thousand dollars she doesn't have."

Recon was already pulling up property records, business licenses, everything he could access about Diana Bostoc that would help him plan her protection. Owned
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