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      The wind shook the panes of the old home with a force that had been missing for months. After a brutal summer, the fall season was well upon them, and Liza O’Connell had no complaints about that. This was her favorite time of year, especially Halloween. And though the holiday was now in the seasonal rearview mirror, she was already planning her costume for next year. The scarier the better. She’d always been a fan of the horror genre, often finding herself creating stories of her own about all the dangers lurking in and around this old place. Or anyplace.

      Liza’s boss, Carrie King, had purchased the home a decade ago, updated it, and turned it into a salon that didn’t take long to become the town favorite—Best Tressed. After Liza had graduated from cosmetology school in Atlanta, she’d passed through the small mountain community on the way to somewhere else, and she knew right away it was the perfect place to hang her hat. Outdoors activities, small-town coziness, and cute country boys. She’d applied for a stylist position at Carrie’s salon and got the job in a snap.

      It was just past closing time, and Liza was in the back room of the salon, cleaning up after a long Saturday of constant customers. As Carrie wrapped up with the last client of the day, Liza folded the towels, put the handful of dishes in the dishwasher, and started working on sanitizing the tools of her trade.

      “How you doing back there, Liza?” Carrie called out.

      “Good, almost finished.”

      Liza walked into the styling area and saw Frank, a handsome, middle-aged man, sitting at Carrie’s station as she put the finishing touches on his tightly cropped beard. Her back was to Liza, and she could see Frank’s chiseled features in the mirror as he inspected Carrie’s every move. Everything had to be just so with Frank, and Carrie always delivered.

      Carrie swept aside the cape with a flourish and gave him a hand mirror so he could inspect her work from all angles. He smiled, satisfied, and then met Liza at the register to pay.

      Carrie did a quick but thorough cleaning of her station and then said, “You okay to close up tonight?”

      “You bet.”

      “You’re the best,” Carrie said, giving Liza a quick, one-armed hug.

      When Carrie shuffled out the front door, Liza headed to the back once again. Closing the door behind her, she picked up where she’d left off. Washing, wiping, drying. She even organized the dyes, extensions, and other essentials used by the group of five stylists. Carrie was a stickler for order and shine, and Liza couldn’t blame her one bit. She’d do the same if she owned a salon. Maybe one day.

      As Liza cleaned, her thoughts wandered, as they tended to do when performing mindless tasks.

      It would be a late walk for Tracker, the sweet hound dog she’d adopted, and an even later dinner for them both, which they’d have out on her little patio under a halo of twinkle lights. She didn’t care about the hour. The cooler weather had given her attitude a shot of adrenaline, and she looked forward to being outside, the amazing Appalachians and colorful falling leaves within view of her patio.

      As she grabbed the broom and prepared to sweep, the back door blew open.

      Startled, Liza dropped her broom and spun around.

      It hadn’t been a force of nature that slammed that door open.

      It had been something else—someone else.

      Liza gasped and said, “What are you doing here?”

      Fingers, long and firm, wrapped around her short, platinum locks, jerking her to the ground. She fought to free herself, kicking and screaming, but it was to no avail. She was overwhelmed—in shock, off balance, tired from the exhausting day. As the tears came, she thought about negotiating, but before she could say a word, her attacker turned and raced toward the counter by the sink.

      Liza scrambled to her feet. She wiped her tear-stained cheeks and said, “Wh-what do you want? Why are you doing this?”

      No reply.

      She needed to get out of here.

      She needed to get out of here now.

      Liza turned toward the back door.

      If she was fast enough, maybe she could get to it first, get herself to safety.

      Don’t think. Just go.

      Liza’s attacker lunged at her, and she spun back around, staring down the business end of a rattail comb.

      Held high.

      Plunging down.

      Through her blue eye and straight into her brain—a horror story she would never live to tell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      I shot a look at myself in the mirror before heading outside to our RV’s campsite where my husband Cade and Boo, my Westie, were waiting. Fall weather had arrived in Sun City West, Arizona, and we’d decided to enjoy the evening with a dinner over the campfire, lots of blankets, and a drink or two.

      I ran my fingers through my short, dark locks, grateful my hair was growing in again. Months earlier while in New Orleans with my best friend Maddie, I’d been banged up in a hit-and-run. My injuries had left me with a shaved head. The woman who’d hit me was incarcerated for that and much bigger crimes, which made it all worth it.

      The healing months followed, and now I saw someone I recognized and was happy to see. The old me, but wiser.

      I grabbed a light jacket and stepped out of the RV, inhaling the intoxicating scents of nature and campfire. The trees surrounding the site were picture perfect. Color in bloom. The night sky would soon be upon us.

      Cade had Boo snuggled up under an arm as they watched the flames dance. I smiled at my guys and headed their way but stopped short when my phone rang. Pulling it from my pants pocket, I read the caller ID.

      What the …?

      “Hey, Henry, is everything okay down there?” I asked.

      Henry owned the condo next to mine in New Orleans, a place I visited from time to time when I wasn’t off exploring various states in America in the RV. He’d been spending his retirement years running the Helping House, a community assistance program focused on drug users who had nowhere else to go.

      “All is well here, Sloane,” Henry said.

      His tone said otherwise, and my instincts kicked in, the snaky fingers of dread running up and down my spine.

      “It sounds like something’s wrong,” I said. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No, no, it’s true. I’m doing fine. The Helping House is making its mark in the community. I love running the place. But …”

      “But …?” I prompted.

      “There is something else. I didn’t know who to call, or if I should even call anyone. And since it’s your expertise, I called you.”

      I sat on the stoop, huddling deeper into my jacket, wondering what he was about to tell me. “I’m listening.”

      “My daughter, Mya, has a good friend who lives in a small mountain town called Soddy-Daisy, Tennessee. Name’s Carrie King, a salon owner. Mya knows her from college, way back in the day. One of Ms. King’s employees was just found dead over the weekend … inside the salon.”

      “Right. Hold on a second.”

      I went back inside the RV and started looking for something to write on. I found a pencil nub and a slip of paper in a drawer and began jotting things down.

      “How do you spell the name of the town, Henry?”

      He told me. “It’s like a stone’s throw from Chattanooga but still small-town stuff.”

      “Gotcha, and the salon owner’s name again …?”

      He went on to spell Carrie’s full name and then gave me his daughter’s contact information.

      “I’m assuming the death wasn’t due to natural causes,” I said.

      “Good gracious, Sloane. It sure wasn’t! The young woman was murdered, with a rattail comb of all things. Stabbed right through an eye.”

      Just when I thought I’d heard it all, a new way to inflict pain and death upon another human presented itself in the most horrible of ways.

      “I’m sorry to hear it. How can I help, though? I’m sure local law enforcement has a handle on things.”

      Henry chuckled. “You know better than that.”

      He was right.

      I did.

      So many times, another skill set, another pair of eyes on a case, could be the difference between catching a killer or missing important clues altogether. This was my bailiwick, and I was itching to delve into a fresh mystery again—one that didn’t involve spoiling another girls’ vacation.

      “Is there anything else you can tell me?” I asked.

      “One thing before we go any further, I’m paying you for this job. No arguments. I have the money, but not the time, and I’m sure I’d only be a nuisance. I’m a lover not a crime fighter. You know what I mean?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “I do.”

      “So, I won’t be around to help, but I know you don’t need me there to get the job done.”

      It was fine by me.

      “What’s the victim’s name, and how old is she?” I asked.

      “Liza O’Connell. Early twenties.”

      “Is she married? Single?”

      “I’m going to guess single, but you’ll want to verify that, of course.”

      “Do the police have any leads or suspects?”

      He cleared his throat. “That’s the reason I’m calling. Their main suspect is Carrie King herself.”

      The owner?

      “Is there any validity to those claims?” I asked.

      “There’s the rub. There isn’t.”

      He went on to explain that Carrie had already left the salon when the murder happened. Liza had stayed behind to close the salon, and that was when she was attacked and murdered.

      “Bottom line: Liza and Carrie were close, two peas in a pod,” he said. “Carrie was a sort of mentor to Liza as she was making her way into the beauty business. My daughter says there’s no way, no how that Carrie could be her killer. Carrie’s a pillar in that small town. Everybody knows her name, that kind of thing. Plus, I’d like to think Mya has good instincts when it comes to people. We just don’t want Carrie to go down for a crime she didn’t commit.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “I’d like you to make sure justice is served and the right person is convicted of the crime.”

      I glanced out the small window, over at the campfire where my family awaited me.

      I didn’t want to leave.

      But I knew I would.
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      I told Cade about the conversation I’d just had, and he gave me a thumbs-up to go and check out Harry’s claims. His agreement was not without a good degree of reluctance, however. After what happened in New Orleans, he didn’t want to see me getting roped into another investigation that would put me in danger. I argued it was a paying job and reminded him that I was only a semi-retired private investigator. I hadn’t worked a paid job in ages, and part of me was excited at the prospect.

      Cade draped an arm over my shoulders and gave me a long squeeze. For a while we sat together just like we planned, taking in the warmth of the campfire and enjoying each other’s company. Then I headed back into the RV to pack and to call Maddie, a former medical examiner.

      When she answered, I got right to it.

      “You’re speaking at a forensics conference at the moment, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m in Nashville, Tennessee. I love this place. I’m even thinking of moving here.”

      “The country music scene drawing you in?”

      “More like the cowboys.”

      We both laughed. No matter what she faced in life, she always focused on the positive, a trait I admired about her.

      “Can you spare some time while you’re there?” I asked. “I could use your forensics expertise on a new case I’m investigating. It’s not in Nashville, but it is in Tennessee. It’s in a small town near the mountains called Soddy-Daisy.”

      I spelled it for her.

      “Soddy … what? What does that even mean? That’s the craziest name I’ve ever heard.”

      “It’s right near Chattanooga.”

      “I’m sure I can be talked into staying a few more days,” she said. “Tell me about the case.”

      I told her about the call I’d had earlier with Henry.

      When I finished, she said, “Count me in. My last speaking engagement is tomorrow morning. When are you flying in?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Checking flights is next on my list. I’m hoping to be there by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Perfect. Text me the details, and I’ll meet you at the airport.”

      We said our goodbyes, ended the call, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I was thankful for my good fortune. My fellow justice warrior was right in the area I needed her to be.

      As I packed, my thoughts turned to Liza and the gruesome way in which she died. I’d clear Carrie’s name, and I’d solve Liza’s murder in the process.
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      Two planes and one overcooked panini later, I arrived at Chattanooga Metropolitan Airport just past noon on Tuesday. I’d flown through the night with a few delays here and there along the way, nothing too bad. I regretted not getting any sleep on the plane, but I was in go-mode, eager to sink my teeth into the investigation. I’d already started doing some general research and adding to my notes, which I’d transferred over from the little scrap of paper at the RV to a spiral notepad.

      I’d texted Maddie en route to let her know my approximate arrival time. I pulled out my phone again to let her know I had touched down, when I heard a loud, booming voice say, “Get over here and give me a hug!”

      Before I could turn around, I was almost bowled over by Maddie as she wrapped her arms around me, her blond hair flying everywhere. She giggled into my ear, spinning me around, until I joined in on the laughter. Under most circumstances, I wasn’t the type of person who liked being touched or having my personal bubble invaded, but Maddie was a rare exception.

      After we composed ourselves, we started toward the exit. A few steps in that direction, I noticed someone from the crowd filing in behind us. A quick glance over my shoulder, and I noticed he was right on our heels. He was way too close for my liking.

      He reached out to grab Maddie’s arm, and I whipped around, jabbing a finger at the tall, handsome man in a cowboy hat.

      “Are you following us?” I asked.

      He tipped his hat and said, “Sorta?”

      Maddie threw her arm around the man’s muscular shoulders. “Sloane, this is Joshua Tippens. He gave me a ride from Nashville.”

      I wished she would have led with that, but I supposed there wasn’t much time to add that in before he showed up.

      I withdrew my finger and forced a smile. “Nice to meet you, Joshua.”

      “And you, Miss Sloane.” Another tip of the hat.

      Oh, come on. Give it a rest.

      “He’s gonna drop us off at this charming B&B I’ve got my eye on,” Maddie said.

      “Did you make reservations?”

      She swooshed a hand through the air. “Psssh. We’ll figure it all out when we get there. I didn’t call yet, but it will be fine. No reason we can’t enjoy a nice place to stay—gorgeous surroundings, sumptuous accommodations, right?” She snickered when she saw my blank expression. “Okay, okay … I know you’re being serious. We’ll save some money and share a room, get queen beds. It’s called the River Nook, and it sounds amazing. Joshua will drop us off, then back to Nashville he goes.”

      She blew out a long, loud sigh.

      By the look on her face, she wasn’t happy they’d be parting ways so soon. And I was about to make it worse.

      “We need to get a rental car, and we may as well do it now.” I turned toward Joshua. “Thank you for bringing Maddie to meet me. We’ve got it from here.”

      He didn’t seem to hear what I’d said, as he was locked in an intimate gaze with Maddie.

      I nudged her.

      Maddie frowned and said, “Yeah, okay. Thanks for your help, Joshua. Talk soon?”

      He made a gun finger, pulled the imaginary trigger, and winked. “Looking forward to it.”

      As he walked away, Maddie hooked her arm in mine and guided me toward the rental counter, where we secured a snazzy Mercedes-Benz.

      I got behind the wheel, readied my phone’s GPS, and said, “What’s the address to the River Nook?”

      Maddie was one step ahead of me.

      “Already have the directions ri’cheer,” and she placed her phone facing me in one of the cupholders. “What’s the plan after we check in?”

      “Ri’cheer?”

      “Oh, it’s Tennessee talk for ‘right here.’”

      “Got it. Let’s go ahead and call and make reservations.”

      “Oh, come on, Sloane. This has to be the tiniest town in the universe. We’ll get the perfect room. Just drive and enjoy the scenery.” She shifted in her seat and said in a more serious tone, “So … what’s on the agenda? I know you have one.”

      I did.

      “First, we book a room and grab a bite to eat,” I said. “Then we have a chat with Carrie King.”

      When she didn’t respond, I glanced over at her. She had the window rolled down and was grinning and waving at the man who’d just driven past us in the parking lot as she said, “Look! It’s Joshua!”
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      Maddie bit her lip as Joshua drove away, staring at the back of his pickup like she wanted to chase after it and hop in the back. She sighed once, then again, and I decided a change of plans was in order.

      “You should give him a call,” I said. “The two of you can get us checked in, maybe grab a beer somewhere. I’ll go talk to Carrie. After that I’d like you to myself. Deal?”

      Maddie bobbed her head up and down, dialed Joshua’s number, and he burned rubber rushing back into the parking lot to pick her up.

      “I shouldn’t be more than an hour,” I shouted as she climbed into his rigged-out red pickup. “See you back at the River Nook. And … ahh, whatever you two get up to, keep it on your side of the room.”

      Maddie snickered, and they were off.

      I found the address to Best Tressed and headed in that direction. I couldn’t help but grin when I thought about how happy Maddie was to see Joshua again, and I could see the attraction. Years ago, I’d dated a cowboy. Now I was married to him.

      As I moved away from the bigger city of Chattanooga, the surroundings became lusher and more colorful with every passing mile. And oh … the mountains did loom. I was used to seeing mountains out west; these were different, though I couldn’t place a finger on why. I did know the Appalachians were some of the oldest in the country—hundreds of millions of years old. Maybe it was the history that had me so captivated. I thought about the Cherokee Indians that had passed through the area, their Trail of Tears. About how the small town had provided medical services to both Confederate and Union troops during the Civil War. And the name itself—comprised of two prior cities, Soddy and Daisy—was often seen on lists for towns with unusual names.

      I was sure the mountains had some amazing stories to tell a willing ear. What stories would they tell me about Liza and her killer?

      Pulling onto one of the main drags in Soddy-Daisy, I passed small homes and trailers, old-timey businesses, lots of telephone poles and electrical wires, and not a whole lot of people in this place of about 13,000. A bustling coal mining town in days of yore was no more—or so it might seem—but I had a feeling there was a whole lot of small-town charm nestled in this mountain valley.

      In fact, the minute I pulled up to Best Tressed, that quaintness I’d sensed began to take shape.

      As I made my way up the short path to the entrance, I took a minute to admire the landscaping and the fall décor arranged around the front porch. An old hound dog panted on a braided rug next to a rocking chair. His tongue was so long it almost touched the wooden floor of the porch, which was painted a deep red shade.

      Hard to believe a murder, much less a slap in the head, could have happened in a place like this. Just goes to show: no place is immune.

      The bells hanging from the door jingled when I opened it, and a few happy faces greeted me as I stepped inside.

      “I’m looking for Carrie King,” I said. “Is she in today?”

      I glanced across the space into a large room where three stylists were doing their thing. Two customers sat in a small waiting area at the front. Seemed business hadn’t been affected by the recent murder. It had always amazed me how tragedy often tore lives apart, and yet, life still went on.

      A petite woman with white-blond hair waved at me with a blow dryer as she worked on a patron. Her smile was strained, but her greeting was warm and genuine.

      “Welcome, I’ll be with you in just a moment,” she said.

      “Are you Carrie?”

      “For better and for worse,” she muttered. “Give me five minutes.”

      “No problem,” I said, taking a seat.

      She blew a nonexistent lock of hair out of her blue eyes. The movement made it clear she was dealing with a lot, inside and out. I imagined the stress she was feeling was at the highest level, all things considered.

      “You need to book an appointment?” she asked. “We’re packed for walk-ins today. But we could get you in tomorrow, I think.”

      “I don’t need an appointment. Your friend Mya sent me.”

      She raised a brow and stared at me for a moment. “No kidding? Hang on, and I’ll be right with you.”

      During my flight eastward, I’d found a few profile pages for Liza online. I scrolled through her pages, learning what I could about her. I also looked up the salon, and Carrie herself. Then I shifted my focus to the town of Soddy-Daisy itself and some surface details from Henry and Mya about Carrie, her business, and Liza, the deceased. They hadn’t given me much to go on, but standing here now, I realized something interesting: Carrie King looked similar to Liza.

      I pulled out my phone, where I’d saved a photo of Liza. Sure enough, Carrie was a dead ringer. Same hair style and coloring. Silver-blue eyes shaped like almonds and a delicate facial structure. Pixie petite. It gave me pause, and questions began stirring inside me.

      Could the murder have been a case of mistaken identity?

      It was possible that Carrie was the intended target, not Liza. And therefore, still in danger.

      Or maybe there was nothing to that theory.

      Still, it was something to chew on.

      It was too soon to know for sure. My wheels were turning faster than common sense would dictate in this situation. Until I had more details it was best not to overthink things. Now was the time to gather facts, like puzzle pieces, and see what fit.

      Carrie made her way to the front a few minutes later and shook my hand. “So nice to meet a friend of Mya’s. What sends you this way?”

      “I’m friends with her father, Henry. He called me to let me know about—” I looked around, noting a few prying eyes, and lowered my voice “—the murder of Ms. O’Connell.”

      Carrie’s cheerful expression dropped, replaced by somber shadows.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone.” A tear trickled down her face, and she sniffled and wiped it away. “Sorry. I seem to start crying at the drop of a hat ever since Liza ... I just … I miss her so much.”

      Wanting to keep the conversation between the two of us, I said, “Is there somewhere we can go that’s a little more private? In the back maybe?”

      She nodded and turned toward the back room, but then didn’t move.

      It took me a moment and then I caught on. “I’m sorry. I imagine you’d prefer to avoid that area, huh?”

      “I haven’t been back there since Sunday morning, when I … you know, found her. I ask my girls here to help me out and grab stuff from the back when I need it. They’ve been wonderful. I work with the best people ...”

      She nibbled on her lip again as her face crumpled, and I knew what was coming next. Not just a tear, but a flood of tears. As some of the patrons continued to look on, I thought about what I could do or say to keep her from a full breakdown.

      “What about an office?” I suggested. “Do you have one here?”

      She looked up, eyes wide. “I do. Come with me.”

      I followed her up a creaking staircase that led to a small hallway and three rooms. She walked into what I presumed was her office and sat behind the desk, folding her hands as she slumped down in the chair, staring at the wall. She seemed dazed. She may have been sitting in front of me, but she was somewhere else in her mind.
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