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The scissors moved through Mr. Patterson's thinning white hair with the steady rhythm that had kept Lena sane for five years. Snip. Snip. The soft fall of silver strands onto the black cape. The familiar weight of the shears in her palm.

Behind her, in the tiny back room that served as storage and homework station, Eli's pencil scratched against paper. Third-grade math. He'd asked her twice already if seven times eight was fifty-four or fifty-six, and she'd told him to count it out on his fingers like she'd shown him.

"Heard they're finally tearing down the old sawmill," Mr. Patterson said, his watery blue eyes meeting hers in the mirror. "Shame. My daddy worked there forty years."

"Everything changes." Lena turned his head gently, checking her lines. "Hold still for me."

The truck rolled past the window.

She didn't freeze. Didn't let her hands shake. Five years of single motherhood had taught her how to keep moving when everything inside her screamed to run.

Black truck. Tinted windows so dark they had to be illegal. Third time this week it had crawled past her shop, slowing like whoever was inside wanted her to know they were watching.

"You expecting trouble?" Mr. Patterson's voice had gone careful.

"No, sir." She smiled at him in the mirror, the same smile she'd perfected at Matt's funeral when everyone kept asking if she was okay. "Just some fool who doesn't know how to use his gas pedal."

She finished his cut in silence, brushing the loose hairs from his shoulders with more focus than the task required. Mr. Patterson paid in cash like always, pressed an extra five into her hand like always, and shuffled toward the door with his cane tapping against the worn linoleum.

"You take care of yourself, Lena." He paused at the threshold, old eyes too knowing. "And that boy of yours."

"Always do."

The bell chimed as he left. Through the plate glass window, she watched him make his slow way to his ancient Buick, watched the black truck turn the corner at the end of the block and disappear.

Two weeks. Two weeks since she'd read in the Ozark County Gazette that Garrison Kruse had been released from federal prison. Six years served of an eleven-year sentence, out early on some technicality she didn't understand and didn't care to.

Six years ago, her husband had testified against Kruse's men. Arson charges. A barn burned down with horses still inside, because the owner had refused to sell his land to Kruse's compound.

Matt had been first on scene. Had tried to save the horses. Had seen faces in the firelight that he'd recognized.

He'd done the right thing, because that's who Matt was. That's who Matt had always been.

And then, eight months later, he'd gone into a burning house on a routine call and never come out.

The fire marshal had ruled it accidental. Old wiring. Tragic coincidence.

Lena had never believed in coincidences.

"Mom?" Eli appeared in the doorway of the back room, his dark hair sticking up on one side where he'd been leaning on his hand. "Is seven times eight fifty-six?"

"What did you figure out?"

"Fifty-six." He held up his hands, fingers splayed. "I counted."

"Then you already knew the answer, baby. You just had to trust yourself."

He grinned at her, gap-toothed and so much like his father that her breath caught. The same stubborn chin. The same way his eyes crinkled when he smiled.

Matt's photograph watched them from behind the register. Dress blues. That crooked smile she'd fallen in love with at nineteen. She'd put it there the day she took over the shop, and she'd never once considered taking it down.

The truck rolled past again.

Slower this time. Slow enough that she could see the silhouette of a driver, the shape of a passenger. Slow enough to be a message.

We see you. We know where you are.

"Eli, honey." She kept her voice light. Easy. "Why don't you work on your spelling words for a bit? I've got one more customer coming in."

"Okay." He disappeared back into the storage room, and she heard him rummaging for his spelling list.

The last customer of the day was a walk-in she didn't recognize. A woman in her fifties with graying hair and a pleasant smile, nothing unusual, nothing threatening. Lena cut her hair and made small talk about the weather and the new restaurant opening downtown and didn't think about the truck at all.

By the time she finished, the sun was starting to sink toward the hills. The woman paid, tipped generously, and left with a wave.

Lena locked the door behind her. Flipped the sign to CLOSED.

Through the window, the street was quiet. No black truck. No watching silhouettes. Just the ordinary evening of an ordinary town where nothing bad ever happened.

Liar, she told herself. Bad things happen everywhere. You should know.

She cleaned her station. Swept the floor. Did all the closing tasks she'd done a thousand times before, her hands moving on autopilot while her mind raced through scenarios she didn't want to consider.

She could call the sheriff. And tell him what? That a truck had driven past her shop a few times? That she had a bad feeling?

She could pack up Eli and run. But where? She had the shop, the house, the life she'd built from the wreckage of losing Matt. Running meant losing all of it.

She could—

"Mom?" Eli's voice drifted from the back room, sleepy now. "Can we go home? I'm tired."

"In a minute, baby."

She reached under the counter and pulled out the baseball bat. Matt's bat. Little League coach for two seasons before Eli was born, back when they'd talked about having three or four kids and growing old together.

The weight of it felt right in her hand. Solid. Real.

She carried it to the front window and stood there, watching the street darken as the last light bled from the sky. Eli had fallen asleep in the old armchair she kept in the back room, his spelling list crumpled in his lap and his mouth open.

The truck didn't come back.

But it would. She knew it the way she knew her own heartbeat, the way she'd known Matt was never coming home even before the chief showed up at her door with his hat in his hands.

Garrison Kruse had waited six years. He could wait a little longer.

And so could she.

Lena stood at the window with the bat in her hands and watched the dark street and counted the minutes until she could take her son home and lock every door and window and pretend, for one more night, that she had any idea what she was going to do.
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The barbershop was fifteen miles from the compound, tucked between a hardware store and a diner that had seen better decades. Brimstone pulled his bike to the curb and cut the engine, watching the place through the plate glass window.

Two chairs. Old-school setup with the striped pole out front and hand-painted lettering on the glass. The kind of shop where men came to sit and talk about nothing while someone took a little off the top.

His usual barber had closed up last month. Heart attack, sixty-three years old, dead before he hit the floor. Brimstone had sent flowers to the funeral and hadn't gotten a haircut since.

Stone had started making comments. You're looking shaggy, brother. Starting to blend in with Timber.

So here he was. Walk-in, no appointment, hoping whoever ran this place knew how to handle a straight razor without flinching at the patches on his cut.

The bell chimed when he pushed through the door. The woman behind the chair looked up, and something in his chest went still.

She was pretty in a way that had nothing to do with makeup or trying. Dark hair pinned back from her face, steady hands holding a pair of scissors, eyes that assessed him in one quick sweep and didn't look away. Mid-thirties, maybe. Sturdy build. The kind of woman who'd learned to stand on her own two feet and hadn't forgotten how.

"Help you?" Her voice was calm. Professional. But he caught the way her gaze flicked to his patches and back up to his face.

"Need a cut." He gestured at his head. "Getting a little long."

"Have a seat." She nodded toward the empty chair. "Be with you in just a minute."

He settled into the cracked leather and watched her work. She was finishing up an older man—seventy at least, white hair, hands that shook slightly when he reached for his wallet. They talked about the sawmill coming down, about change and memory and all the things old men talked about when they were running out of time.

She was good with him. Patient. Kind without being condescending.

Brimstone knew that kind of patience. He'd learned it in rooms where people were dying, holding hands that would go cold before morning, keeping vigil when nobody else would.

The old man left with a wave and an extra five pressed into her palm. She watched him go, something soft in her expression, and then turned to Brimstone with that professional mask back in place.

"All right." She snapped a fresh cape through the air. "What are we doing today?"

"Just a trim. Nothing fancy."

She draped the cape around his shoulders, and her fingers brushed the back of his neck. Light. Impersonal. His skin prickled anyway.

"You're with that club," she said. Not a question. "The one out on Miller Road."

"Ozark Outlaws. Yeah."

"First time in my shop."

"My usual place closed down."

She made a noncommittal sound and reached for her clippers. "Hold still."

He held still. Watched her in the mirror as she worked, her movements precise and unhurried. A kid's voice drifted from the back room—young, maybe seven or eight, asking about multiplication tables.

"Yours?" he asked.

"My son. Eli." The corners of her mouth softened. "He does his homework here after school."

"Good kid?"

"The best."

The clippers hummed against his scalp. She moved around him with easy confidence, tilting his head when she needed to, never asking permission. He liked that. Liked that she wasn't afraid to handle him, patches and all.

A truck rolled past the window.

Her hands stopped. Just for a second—a hitch in her rhythm that most people wouldn't have noticed. But Brimstone had spent too many years reading body language in rooms full of dying people, learning to see the fear they tried to hide.

She was afraid.

The truck was black. Tinted windows. It crawled past like whoever was inside wanted to be seen, wanted her to know they were watching, and then it turned the corner and disappeared.

"Who is that?" His voice came out softer than he'd intended.

"Nobody." She resumed cutting, but her shoulders had gone tight. "Just some idiot who doesn't know how to drive."

Lie. He could taste it in the air between them.

"Ma'am—"

"Lena." She met his eyes in the mirror. "And I don't know what you're talking about."

He let it go. Pushed down the urge to press, to demand, to wrap his hands around whoever was in that truck and squeeze until they told him why they were bothering this woman with the steady hands and the kid in the back room.

Not his business. Not his place.

She finished the cut in silence, brushing loose hair from his shoulders with brisk efficiency. When she unsnapped the cape, he stood and reached for his wallet.

"Twenty," she said.

He handed her forty. "Keep it."

Her eyebrows rose. "That's—"

"A good cut." He shrugged into his cut, settling the leather across his shoulders. "And I like supporting local business."

She looked at the bills in her hand, then back up at him. Something flickered in her expression—gratitude, maybe, or suspicion. Hard to tell which.

"Thank you." She tucked the money into the register. "Mr...?"

"Brimstone."

A smile ghosted across her face. "That's not a name."

"It's the only one that matters."

He walked out before she could ask anything else. The afternoon sun was brutal, baking the asphalt and making the chrome on his bike shimmer like water. He swung his leg over the seat and sat there for a moment, not starting the engine.

The truck was gone. The street was quiet. Normal.

But her hands had shaken when it passed, and she'd lied about it, and he couldn't stop thinking about the kid in the back room asking about multiplication tables while his mother white-knuckled her scissors.

Not your business, he told himself again. Not your woman, not
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