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The West End Barbershop: 09:00 AM
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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.
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