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​Chapter 1: The Unexpected Clientele
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The digital clock on the wall of 'Curl Up & Dye' blinked a cheerful '7:00 AM,' a stark contrast to the dull, overcast sky peeking through the salon's large bay window. Celeste 'Celie' Dupree, proprietor and chief stylist of Willow Creek's most reputable (and gossip-laden) hair emporium, hummed a jaunty tune as she arranged a fresh bouquet of lavender and baby's breath in a chipped ceramic vase on the reception counter. The air was already thick with the comforting, familiar blend of hairspray, developer, and a hint of the vanilla-scented lotion she used for hand massages. Tuesdays were usually her calmest day, a gentle easing into the week after the Saturday rush. Her appointment book, a sturdy leather-bound tome that had seen better days and countless hair tragedies, was filled with her usual cast of characters: Mrs. Gable, needing a touch-up on her formidable blonde beehive; young Tilly Jenkins, finally brave enough for highlights; and of course, Agnes Periwinkle, whose weekly existential dread was always soothed by a thorough scalp massage and a perfectly executed bob.

Celie loved her salon. It was more than just a place to snip, color, and style; it was the beating heart of Willow Creek, a hub where secrets were exchanged as freely as hair products. The vintage styling chairs, upholstered in a slightly faded emerald green velvet, had witnessed decades of whispered confessions, joyous announcements, and the occasional tearful breakdown. The walls were adorned with framed photographs of past hairstyles that now looked hilariously dated, a testament to the ever-changing tides of fashion and Celie's own enduring talent. A large, ornate mirror, a salvaged piece from the old opera house before it burned down, reflected the cozy chaos: baskets overflowing with brushes and combs, shelves lined with an arsenal of potions and elixirs, and a perpetually steaming kettle ready for afternoon tea.

––––––––
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THE BELL ABOVE THE door jingled, announcing her first client, a tad earlier than scheduled. Celie straightened her crisp, navy apron, a smile already forming on her lips, ready to greet whoever it was with her usual warmth and professional curiosity. But as the figure stepped into the light, the smile faltered. It wasn't Mrs. Gable or Tilly. It was Mayor Richard Fontenot, a man whose presence in Willow Creek was as pervasive as the summer humidity and twice as sticky. He was a portly man, his face perpetually flushed, his thinning grey hair always meticulously, if unconvincingly, styled into a comb-over that seemed to defy gravity and good taste. He exuded an air of self-importance that had always struck Celie as slightly... performative.
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"MORNING, CELIE," MAYOR Fontenot boomed, his voice a little too loud for the quiet salon, his eyes scanning the room with an almost proprietary air. "Got a little time to squeeze me in, I hope? Urgent matter, you understand."

––––––––
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CELIE’S INTERNAL MONOLOGUE, a running commentary of Willow Creek’s every resident, perked up. Mayor Fontenot was rarely seen without his sharp suits and even sharper political agenda. He wasn't the type to frequent a small-town salon for a casual Tuesday morning trim. "Mayor Fontenot," Celie replied, her voice smooth and welcoming, though a flicker of surprise danced in her eyes. "Of course. Just finishing up with Agnes, but I can have you in the chair in about ten minutes. Is it the usual?"

––––––––
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"THE USUAL, YES," HE said, already heading towards the plush client chair closest to the reception desk, where he usually sat to leaf through outdated magazines while waiting. He settled into the seat with a huff, pulling out his phone and immediately scrolling through emails, a frown creasing his brow. Celie noted his unusually tense posture; the Mayor always projected an aura of relaxed authority, but today, he seemed wired, his fingers tapping a rapid rhythm on the phone's screen.

––––––––
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AS SHE FINISHED TIDYING up the station for Agnes, who was due any moment, Celie couldn't shake off a vague sense of unease. The Mayor's early arrival, his agitated demeanor – it was all a deviation from the predictable rhythm of her Tuesdays. She glanced at the clock. Seven-fifteen. Agnes usually arrived precisely at seven-thirty, and her stories about the Willow Creek Garden Club's ongoing feud over prize-winning dahlias were as reliable as the sunrise. But here was the Mayor, fidgeting, his gaze darting towards the door as if expecting someone, or perhaps, dreading an arrival.
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"EVERYTHING ALRIGHT, Mayor?" Celie asked, picking up her favorite pair of silver-handled shears. "You seem a bit... preoccupied."

––––––––
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HE LOOKED UP, STARTLED, as if pulled from a deep trance. His eyes, usually a shrewd blue, seemed clouded. "Preoccupied? No, no, Celie. Just a... a rather demanding morning. You know how it is. Town council, zoning disputes, the usual flapdoodle." He attempted a jovial chuckle, but it sounded hollow, like a pebble dropped into an empty well. He ran a hand over his thinning hair, his movements jerky. "This headache, though. Persistent. Been with me since yesterday. And a peculiar... taste. Metallic, almost. Odd, isn't it?"

––––––––
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CELIE PAUSED, HER HAND hovering over his hair. A headache and a metallic taste. It wasn't the usual 'my wife is driving me mad' or 'the state budget is killing me' complaint. This sounded different, more... physical. "Have you seen a doctor, Mayor?"
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"DOCTOR? BAH!" HE SCOFFED, waving a dismissive hand. "Just stress, I'm sure. Needs a good trim to clear the head, that's what it needs. You work wonders, Celie. Always have." He leaned back, his eyes closing briefly, a faint tremor running through his frame. "Just... get it done quickly, if you can. I have a rather... important meeting. Can't be late."
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CELIE’S BROW FURROWED. The Mayor was never one to rush. He relished every moment of attention, every opportunity to hold court. The idea of him being anxious to leave her salon was as unusual as him admitting to a headache. She decided to press on with the haircut, her skilled hands moving with practiced efficiency. As she sectioned his hair, she tried to engage him in light conversation, the usual Willow Creek pleasantries. "Anything exciting happening on the council front?"
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HE GRUNTED, NOT OPENING his eyes. "Same old song and dance. People wanting things they can't afford, complaining about things they don't understand. Nothing new under the sun."

––––––––
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CELIE SNIPPED AWAY, the rhythmic snip-snip of her shears the only sound for a moment. She caught her reflection in the large mirror, her own face etched with a mixture of professional focus and growing concern. The Mayor’s pallor was more pronounced than usual, and his breathing seemed shallow. He kept glancing at his watch, a thick gold monstrosity that always seemed a size too large for his wrist. The air in the salon, usually so light and fragrant, felt heavy, charged with an unspoken tension that seemed to emanate from her unexpected client.
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"YOU KNOW, MAYOR," SHE began, deciding to steer clear of town business and focus on his discomfort, "sometimes a change in diet can help with headaches. And metallic tastes can be a sign of a vitamin deficiency, or..."
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"OR I'VE BEEN POISONED," he said, the words tumbling out with a surprising, almost frantic edge. He opened his eyes, and Celie was struck by the dilated pupils, the unfocused gaze. "Yes, that's it. Poison. Someone's trying to get rid of me, Celie. They're all after my... position." His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, though there was no one else in the room.

––––––––
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CELIE FROZE, HER SHEARS inches from his scalp. Poison? Her mind reeled. This wasn't a case of a bad perm or a rebellious cowlick. This was something far more sinister, unfolding in the heart of her usually tranquil salon. The whimsical floral scent suddenly seemed too sweet, too cloying, a stark contrast to the chilling words the Mayor had uttered. The hum of the nearby hair dryer, usually a comforting white noise, now sounded like an ominous drone.
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"MAYOR, I REALLY THINK you should..."

––––––––
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"NO TIME, CELIE, NO time!" he interrupted, his voice rising in pitch. He grabbed her wrist, his grip surprisingly strong, his skin unnervingly cold. "They know. They know I know. About the... the land. The old deeds. They think they can bury it, but I won't let them. Not before the election." His breath hitched, and he coughed, a dry, rasping sound.

––––––––
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CELIE GENTLY PULLED her hand away. Her heart hammered against her ribs. The Mayor was rambling, his words a desperate, disjointed jumble. She needed to get him to a doctor, or call for an ambulance. The mention of land deeds and elections, combined with his evident distress, painted a picture of political intrigue, but the talk of poison felt... too real. Too immediate.

––––––––
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"MAYOR FONTENOT, PLEASE," she said, her voice firm but gentle. "Let me just rinse your hair, and then we'll call Dr. Evans. He can give you something for that headache."

––––––––
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HE NODDED, A SLOW, jerky movement. "Yes. Rinse it. Good idea. Wash it all away."

––––––––
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CELIE GUIDED HIM TO the shampoo bowl, a sense of dread coiling in her stomach. As she tilted his head back, the cool water cascading over his scalp, she felt a wave of apprehension. The metallic taste he’d mentioned... what if it wasn’t just a taste? What if it was a symptom? She shampooed his hair with a calming lavender-scented product, her movements precise, her mind racing. She watched his face in the reflection of the mirrored cabinet above the sinks. His eyes were closed again, but his jaw was clenched, and a fine sheen of sweat slicked his forehead.
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AS SHE BEGAN TO RINSE, the water flowing through his hair, a subtle change occurred. The Mayor's head, which had been resting limply on the neck support, suddenly jerked. A soft gurgle escaped his lips. Then, with a sickening stillness, he slumped further back into the bowl. His eyes, now wide open, stared blankly at the ceiling, unseeing, the usual glint of political cunning replaced by a vacant, glassy stare.

––––––––
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CELIE GASPED, A STRANGLED sound that echoed in the suddenly silent salon. Her hands, still wet, trembled violently. "Mayor? Mayor Fontenot?" She gently tried to lift his head, but it lolled to the side, heavy and unresponsive. A faint, unfamiliar scent, something acrid and strangely sweet, mingled with the shampoo. Panic, cold and sharp, began to claw at her throat.

––––––––
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YEARS OF SALON EMERGENCIES – a sudden allergic reaction, a client fainting from low blood sugar – had trained her to react, to stay calm. But this was different. This was death. She fumbled for his pulse, her fingers pressing against his cold, clammy neck. Nothing. No thrum, no beat. Just the chilling stillness of a life extinguished.

––––––––
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THE GENTLE GURGLE OF water running down the drain seemed to mock the profound silence that had descended upon 'Curl Up & Dye.' The scent of lavender and vanilla, usually so soothing, now felt suffocating. The bright, cheerful salon, moments ago filled with the mundane chatter of daily life, had been transformed into a crime scene, a stage for a tragedy she never could have imagined. Her carefully curated sanctuary, her haven of routine and gossip, was now tainted by the stark reality of a man's final, unexpected appointment. She was alone, with the dead Mayor of Willow Creek slumped in her shampoo bowl, the faint, peculiar scent hanging heavy in the air, and a chilling certainty that her Tuesday had just become anything but typical. The routine haircut had, indeed, turned sour, leaving Celie stranded in a nightmare she wasn't sure how to wake up from. The spectral presence of Bunny, Gladys, and Major Beauregard would soon become more than just background company.

Celie’s hands, usually so steady and sure as they worked their magic on Willow Creek’s crowning glories, felt a tremor of unease. Mayor Fontenot, a man who typically exuded an almost regal self-importance, even in his slightly rumpled state, was a picture of frayed nerves. He fidgeted in the plush emerald green chair, his fingers drumming an irregular tattoo on the armrest, his gaze darting towards the door as if expecting an unwelcome visitor or, perhaps, a miraculous escape. The usual faint scent of expensive cologne he favored was almost entirely masked by a subtle, anxious perspiration.

“Just a trim, Celie, a simple trim,” he’d insisted, waving away her offer of a beverage with a dismissive flick of his wrist. “No fuss, no frills. Need to... clear my head. It’s been a beastly headache, you see. Started yesterday evening. And this taste...” He paused, his brow furrowing as he tried to articulate the odd sensation. “Like I’ve been chewing on a handful of old pennies.”

––––––––
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CELIE NODDED, HER PRACTICED smile firmly in place, though her mind was already sifting through the usual remedies for common ailments. A tension headache, perhaps exacerbated by the pre-election jitters that were beginning to buzz through Willow Creek like a swarm of particularly industrious bees. The metallic taste was peculiar, certainly, but not unheard of. Stress, she’d concluded internally, was the likely culprit. She began to comb through his thinning grey hair, the familiar bristles of the comb gliding through the strands. “Stress can do all sorts of funny things, Mayor,” she said lightly, her voice a soothing balm designed to calm even the most frazzled nerves. “Especially with the election just around the corner. I imagine it’s all hands on deck at Town Hall.”

––––––––
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HE GRUNTED IN AGREEMENT, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere beyond Celie’s shoulder, seemingly lost in thought. “More than just election jitters, Celie, believe me. There are... complexities. Layers to this particular onion, you might say.” He sighed, a gusty sound that ruffled the fine hairs on his temples. “The kind that give a man a splitting headache and leave a foul taste in his mouth. You understand.”

––––––––
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CELIE HUMMED A NONCOMMITTAL tune, her fingers deftly snipping away at the excess length. She understood a great many things about Willow Creek, and Mayor Fontenot’s ‘complexities’ were usually the usual political machinations – rezoning disputes, funding for the annual Founder’s Day picnic, or the perennial squabble over the placement of the new park benches. But there was a genuine edge to his disquiet today, a tremor that belied the usual bluster. He was never late for anything, least of all an appointment that guaranteed him a captive audience in the most gossipy establishment in town. And his incessant glancing at the ornate gold watch on his wrist, a gift from some anonymous admirer after his last landslide victory, was particularly telling. It was as if he were counting down the seconds until some predetermined, and likely unpleasant, event.
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“ANYTHING IN PARTICULAR bothering you, Mayor?” she ventured, carefully holding a section of hair between her fingers. “Perhaps a particular zoning application that’s causing sleepless nights? Or is Mrs. Gable finally getting her way with the pedestrian crossing on Elm Street?”

––––––––
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HE GAVE A SHORT, SHARP laugh that held no mirth. “If only it were as simple as Mrs. Gable’s pedestrian crossings, Celie. This... this is more intricate. More... dangerous.” He leaned forward slightly, lowering his voice, and Celie instinctively drew her shears back. His pupils seemed unnaturally dilated, and there was a subtle tremor in his hands that was clearly not a result of the impending election. “There are people who want things buried, Celie. Things that should have stayed buried a long, long time ago. And they’re willing to... go to great lengths to ensure their secrets remain hidden.”

––––––––
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CELIE’S MIND, A FINELY tuned instrument for parsing Willow Creek’s intricate social tapestry, picked up on the undertones of his words. ‘Buried secrets,’ ‘going to great lengths’ – these were not phrases typically associated with mayoral pronouncements on the town’s recycling program. Her gaze flickered to the large mirror, catching her own reflection. She looked calm, professional, her movements fluid and practiced. But inside, a tiny alarm bell had begun to ring, a discordant note in the otherwise harmonious symphony of her Tuesday morning.
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“THE LAND, YOU SEE,” he continued, his voice dropping to a near whisper, though the salon was still empty save for the two of them. “The old Fontaine property. There are... discrepancies. Things that don't add up on paper. Things that, if revealed, could cause quite a stir. Especially with the election looming.” He ran a hand over his forehead, which was slick with a fine sheen of perspiration, despite the mild temperature outside. “I was supposed to meet someone this morning. Someone who... knows. Someone who was going to give me the... the proof. But they’re late. Terribly late.”

––––––––
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CELIE CONTINUED TO snip, her focus unwavering, her ears absorbing every carefully chosen word. The Fontaine property. That was the old, sprawling estate on the edge of town, largely uninhabited for decades, rumored to be the subject of various development proposals that always seemed to fizzle out. It was a place steeped in local lore, whispered tales of old money, hidden passages, and a family fortune that had mysteriously vanished. “Proof of what, Mayor?” she asked, her voice as steady as ever.

––––––––
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HE HESITATED, HIS EYES darting towards the window as if expecting to see a shadowy figure lurking amongst the hydrangeas. “Proof that certain... agreements... were made. Agreements that benefited some parties rather significantly, at the expense of others. Old agreements. Things that have been swept under the rug for years.” He coughed, a dry, rasping sound that seemed to wrack his entire body. “This headache... it’s worse than ever.”

––––––––
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CELIE’S PROFESSIONAL instincts, honed over years of dealing with demanding clients and minor salon crises, kicked in. Regardless of the Mayor’s increasingly peculiar pronouncements, his physical discomfort was evident. “Mayor, are you sure you don’t want to postpone this meeting?” she suggested gently, still working with her scissors. “Perhaps reschedule for this afternoon, after you’ve had a chance to rest? You look rather pale.”

––––––––
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HE SHOOK HIS HEAD VEHEMENTLY, his comb-over wobbling precariously. “No, no. Can’t postpone. This is... critical. Time is of the essence. And the taste... it’s growing stronger.” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Like I’ve swallowed a bag of rusty nails.” He leaned his head back against the vinyl of the chair, his eyes closing briefly. “Just... finish up, Celie. Quickly, please. I need to be ready. To... confront them.”

––––––––
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CELIE’S HANDS MOVED with an almost automated precision, the familiar rhythm of her work a strange counterpoint to the rising tension in the room. The Mayor’s pronouncements were bordering on paranoia, and the metallic taste coupled with his visible distress was unsettling. She remembered a few years back, when old Mr. Henderson, who ran the hardware store, had complained of a similar metallic taste. It had turned out to be a side effect of some new medication he was taking for his blood pressure. But the Mayor wasn't known for being particularly health-conscious, and he certainly hadn't mentioned any new prescriptions.

––––––––
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SHE REACHED FOR THE spray bottle, a fine mist of water misting his hair. “Almost done, Mayor. Just a little more shaping around the ears.” As she worked, she continued to observe him, her keen eyes missing nothing. His skin seemed clammy, and his breathing was shallow, almost imperceptible. The booming voice that usually filled the salon was now reduced to a strained murmur.

––––––––
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HE SUDDENLY GRIPPED her arm, his fingers cold and surprisingly strong. “Celie,” he rasped, his voice thick with urgency. “If... if something happens... if I don’t make it... you need to know.”

––––––––
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CELIE’S HEART GAVE a nervous lurch. “Mayor, don’t talk like that. You’re going to be just fine.” She tried to pull her arm away gently, but he held on tighter.

––––––––
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“THE DEED. THE ORIGINAL deed to the Fontaine property. It’s... it’s not where it should be. It’s been switched. And whoever has the real one... they have the power.” His grip tightened for a moment, then suddenly slackened. He let out a soft, choked gasp, his eyes flying open.

––––––––

[image: ]


CELIE’S BREATH HITCHED. His eyes, usually so sharp and shrewd, were now wide and uncomprehending, staring past her, past the mirror, at something unseen. His face, already pale, seemed to drain of all color. A faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through his body, and then, with a soft, unmusical sigh, he slumped back into the chair, his head lolling to one side. The ornate gold watch slipped from his wrist, clattering onto the floor with a sharp, final sound.
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SILENCE DESCENDED. A heavy, suffocating silence that swallowed the hum of the hair dryer and the gentle ticking of the clock. Celie stood frozen, a strand of hair still caught between her fingers, the scissors poised in mid-air. The air, once thick with the comforting scents of hairspray and vanilla, now felt charged with a chilling stillness, laced with an unfamiliar, acrid sweetness that pricked at her nostrils.
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“MAYOR?” SHE WHISPERED, her voice barely audible. No response. She cautiously reached out, her fingers trembling, and touched his cheek. It was cool. Too cool. A wave of ice washed over her. She fumbled for his pulse at his wrist, her fingers brushing against the cold, clammy skin of his neck. Nothing. No beat. No life.

––––––––
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HER MIND REELED. THIS wasn't a client falling asleep in the chair, or having a mild dizzy spell. This was... final. The Mayor of Willow Creek, slumped in her salon chair, utterly still. The metallic taste, the headache, the talk of switched deeds and hidden power – it all coalesced into a horrifying tableau. Her salon, her sanctuary, had become the scene of a most unexpected and gruesome appointment. The usual Tuesday morning banter and gossip had been replaced by the chilling silence of death, leaving Celie alone with a deceased mayor and a mystery that had just begun to unfold. The lavender and baby’s breath on the counter seemed to mock the grim reality, their delicate fragrance a stark contrast to the acrid scent that now seemed to linger stubbornly in the air, a phantom reminder of the Mayor’s final, fatal visit.

The cool water cascaded over Mayor Fontenot’s head, a familiar sensation of soothing ritual. Celie’s practiced hands massaged his scalp, working the rich lather of the lavender-scented shampoo into his thinning grey hair. The rhythmic motion was meant to be relaxing, a final flourish before the blow-drying and styling that would crown their session. But as the water began to rinse away the suds, a subtle shift occurred. The Mayor, who had been leaning back with his eyes closed, suddenly seemed to go limp. His head, which had been cradled by the salon’s ergonomic shampoo bowl, tilted at an unnatural angle.

Celie’s fingers, still busy at his temples, felt a slackening of tension that was entirely wrong. It wasn’t the relaxed sigh of a man letting go of stress; it was the sudden absence of any tension at all. Her brow furrowed. “Mayor?” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper, assuming he’d simply drifted off. But then she felt it – the subtle, unnerving weight of his head against the edge of the bowl. It wasn't resting; it was 

slumped.

She lifted her hands, her movements slowing, a prickle of unease creeping up her spine. The water continued to flow, now carrying away not just shampoo, but a faint, almost imperceptible aroma that was entirely out of place. It wasn’t the sweet, calming scent of lavender, nor the subtle hint of the rosemary conditioner she sometimes used for a deeper cleanse. This was something else, something sharp and faintly acrid, like over-ripe fruit left too long in the sun, or a chemical tang that didn’t belong in her meticulously curated professional products.

––––––––
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“MAYOR FONTENOT?” SHE repeated, a little louder this time, her voice betraying a growing anxiety. She gently tried to shift his head, to coax him into a more upright position, but he remained utterly inert. Her heart began to pound against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the otherwise peaceful hum of the salon. This wasn't a nap. This was... something else.

––––––––
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HER HANDS, TRAINED to detect the subtlest changes in hair texture and scalp condition, now felt for a different kind of confirmation. She reached for his neck, her fingers trembling slightly as she sought the familiar thrum of a pulse. The skin was cool, alarmingly so, and smooth beneath her touch. She pressed a little harder, then moved to his wrist, her gaze fixed on his now unnervingly still face. The color had drained from his cheeks, leaving his skin a waxy, parchment-like hue. His eyes, which had been closed moments before, were now wide open, staring blankly at the ceiling tiles, his pupils dilated and unseeing. A faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through his body, a last flicker of residual electrical activity.
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AND THEN, SILENCE. A profound, absolute silence that descended like a shroud, swallowing the gentle gurgle of the water running down the drain, the distant chirping of sparrows outside, the very breath from Celie's own lungs. The salon, her haven of comfortable routine and familiar chatter, had been irrevocably transformed. The air, usually perfumed with the comforting blend of salon products and perhaps a hint of Mrs. Gable’s infamous lavender sachet she insisted on leaving near the waiting area, now held that strange, acrid undertone, like the phantom scent of something gone terribly wrong.
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CELIE STOOD FROZEN, a strand of the Mayor’s wet hair still clinging to her fingers. Her mind, usually so adept at juggling multiple tasks – a quick perm here, a stylish cut there, all while keeping up with Willow Creek’s latest gossip – felt like a tangled mess of frayed nerves. The Mayor. Slumped in her chair. Lifeless. Her meticulously arranged world had just been turned upside down, and she was standing at the epicenter of a silent, baffling disaster. The metallic taste he had described, the inexplicable headache, his cryptic words about buried secrets and switched deeds – they all collided in a terrifying flash, painting a picture far more sinister than any hair-related faux pas. She looked at the ornate gold watch that had slipped from his wrist, lying on the tiled floor like a discarded bauble, its once gleaming surface now dull in the dim salon light. It was a stark, undeniable testament to the abrupt and final nature of his departure. He hadn’t just left; he had been 

taken, leaving behind only a question mark and a chilling stillness. The faint scent of lavender and the sharp, unwelcome tang in the air seemed to mock the tragedy, two opposing forces in a room now dominated by an unsettling, profound silence. It was a silence that screamed of unanswered questions and a mystery that had just dropped, quite literally, into Celie’s lap.

The piercing wail of sirens sliced through the quiet afternoon air of Willow Creek, a jarring intrusion into the peaceful hum of everyday life. It grew steadily louder, a frantic crescendo that painted a stark contrast to the serene atmosphere of "Celie's Cuts." For Celie, standing frozen in the center of her salon, the sound was less a signal of arrival and more an undeniable confirmation that her carefully ordered world had indeed shattered. Her hands, still bearing the faint scent of lavender and something else, something metallic and wrong, trembled as the first flashing blue and red lights painted the exterior of her shop.

A moment later, the bell above the salon door chimed, a sound that usually announced a new client eager for a stylish trim or a relaxing blow-dry. Today, it heralded something far more unwelcome. A tall, imposing figure strode in, his movements efficient and purposeful, his presence immediately filling the small space. This was Detective Miles Corbin, a man whose reputation preceded him in Willow Creek like a thunderclap before a storm. He was the embodiment of the stern, no-nonsense precinct captain, a man who favored meticulously documented facts over intuition, and whose gruff demeanor was as legendary as his uncanny ability to untangle even the most knotty of cases. His eyes, a sharp, discerning grey, swept over the scene with an unnerving speed, cataloging every detail: the overturned bottle of shampoo near the sink, the damp towels scattered on the floor, Celie herself, her face pale and her hands clasped tightly together.

––––––––
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HIS GAZE SETTLED ON Celie, and in that instant, she felt like a specimen under a microscope. He saw a woman on the verge of hysterics, a hairdresser caught in a grisly tableau, and nothing more. His expression, etched with lines of experience and a healthy dose of skepticism, didn't offer an ounce of comfort. It was the look of a man who had seen too much, too often, and who was already forming his preliminary conclusions, conclusions that likely placed her at the very bottom of his priority list, perhaps even as a potential distraction.

––––––––
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CORBIN’S VOICE, WHEN he finally spoke, was a low, gravelly rumble that seemed to vibrate in the suddenly charged air. It was a sound that demanded attention, a steady current against the swirling chaos that had taken hold of Celie’s mind. "Detective Miles Corbin," he stated, his voice devoid of warmth, offering no pleasantries. He took another slow, deliberate look around the salon, his eyes lingering on the shampoo bowl where Mayor Fontenot’s slumped form remained an undeniable, horrifying testament to the morning’s events. "I presume you're Celie?"

––––––––
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CELIE MANAGED A SHAKY nod, her throat feeling tight and constricted. She could only stare back at him, her mind a jumbled mess of the Mayor’s last words, the acrid scent, and the chilling finality of his stillness.

––––––––
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"AND THIS... IS MAYOR Fontenot," Corbin continued, his gaze flicking back to the slumped figure. There was no shock in his tone, no surprise, just a grim acknowledgment of the grim reality. He didn’t approach the body immediately, instead continuing his sweeping survey, his eyes missing nothing. The neatly arranged shelves of styling products, the array of brushes and combs, the glossy magazine covers featuring impossibly coiffed models – all of it registered in his mind, a backdrop to the central tragedy.

––––––––
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"I NEED YOU TO TELL me what happened, Ms. Celie," he said, his voice a low rumble that seemed to cut through the lingering shock. "Start from the beginning. And I suggest you speak clearly. We have a dead mayor on your hands."

––––––––
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THE BLUNTNESS OF HIS statement, though expected, still sent a fresh wave of icy dread through Celie. She swallowed hard, her eyes darting to the Mayor's lifeless form. His skin, still pallid and unnaturally smooth, seemed to absorb the light, while the open, unseeing eyes stared into a space that held only emptiness. The faint, peculiar scent, still clinging to the air, seemed to mock the stillness. It was a smell that whispered of something unnatural, something that didn’t belong in the familiar, comforting aromas of her salon.
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"HE... HE WAS HERE FOR his usual shampoo and cut," Celie began, her voice barely a whisper, thick with unshed tears and disbelief. "Mayor Fontenot always came in on Tuesdays, right after his morning council meeting. He liked the lavender shampoo. Said it relaxed him." She gestured vaguely towards the bottle, her hand still slightly trembling. "He was... he was in the shampoo bowl, and I was rinsing his hair. And then... he just went limp."

––––––––
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CORBIN LISTENED INTENTLY, his arms now crossed over his chest, his expression unreadable. He didn’t interrupt, his silence a heavy weight that pressured Celie to recall every minute detail. She could feel his sharp gaze dissecting her words, her tone, her every tremor. He was looking for inconsistencies, for signs of deception, for the subtle tells that a panicked witness might betray.
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"WENT LIMP?" CORBIN repeated, his voice flat. "Can you be more specific? Was he breathing? Did he say anything?"

––––––––
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"I... I THOUGHT HE’D fallen asleep at first," Celie stammered, trying to retrace the horrific moments. "He leaned back so far, and then his head... it just slumped. It wasn't a gentle lean. It was... a giving way." She shuddered, the memory sending a fresh wave of nausea through her. "I asked him if he was alright, and when he didn't answer, I reached up to move his head, and he was just... heavy. Lifeless."

––––––––
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SHE PAUSED, SEARCHING for the words to describe the indescribable. "I felt for a pulse," she continued, her voice catching. "On his neck, then his wrist. There was nothing. And his eyes... they were open. Wide open. Staring. He looked... gone." The acrid scent, she noticed, seemed stronger now, or perhaps it was just her heightened senses, her mind desperately trying to make sense of the inexplicable. "And the smell," she blurted out, her voice rising slightly. "There was a smell. Not lavender. Something sharp, like... like overripe fruit, or... or chemicals."
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CORBIN’S EYES NARROWED almost imperceptibly at the mention of the smell. He made a small, almost involuntary gesture towards a notepad he had pulled from his inner jacket pocket, though he didn’t immediately write anything down. It was a subtle indication that this detail had piqued his interest, a deviation from the ordinary.
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"DID YOU TOUCH HIM ANYWHERE else?" Corbin’s question was direct, his tone clinical.
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CELIE SHOOK HER HEAD, her eyes wide. "Only to check for a pulse. My hands were wet from rinsing his hair." She looked down at her damp palms, a sudden vivid image of his pallid skin flashing in her mind. "When I realized... when I realized he wasn't breathing, that he was... gone... I backed away. I was so scared. I didn't know what to do. I just stood there." She gestured around the salon, her voice laced with growing panic. "And then I heard the sirens."
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CORBIN WALKED SLOWLY towards the shampoo bowl, his gaze fixed on Mayor Fontenot. He didn't touch anything, his movements carefully controlled, a professional observer at the scene of a crime. He observed the Mayor's posture, the unnatural angle of his head, the way his limbs seemed to hang limply. He then turned his attention to the floor, his eyes scanning the area around the chair. He noticed the overturned shampoo bottle, the faint sheen of water on the tiles, and then, his gaze sharpened. Near the edge of the tiled floor, half-hidden beneath the leg of the shampoo chair, lay a small, ornate gold watch.
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"MAYOR FONTENOT'S WATCH?" Corbin inquired, his voice low.

––––––––

[image: ]


CELIE’S BREATH HITCHED. "Yes. He always wore it. A gift, I think. From his wife." She hadn’t noticed it fall. It must have slipped off when he slumped.

––––––––
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CORBIN KNELT DOWN, his movements surprisingly agile for a man of his build. He didn't touch the watch, but his eyes meticulously examined it. It was stopped at 10:17 AM. He then looked up at Celie, his expression grave. "He was pronounced dead at the scene by paramedics, who arrived shortly after you called. The preliminary assessment is... well, it’s going to require further investigation. No obvious signs of trauma, but this is certainly not natural causes." He stood up, his eyes meeting Celie’s. "Ms. Celie, I understand this is a shock. But I need you to be very precise with me. Think back. Did Mayor Fontenot seem unwell before his appointment? Did he mention feeling ill? Did anyone else come into the salon or linger outside?"
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CELIE WRACKED HER BRAIN, trying to recall every detail of the morning. "No," she said, shaking her head emphatically. "He seemed fine when he came in. A little tired, perhaps. He always looked a bit tired after the council meetings. But he didn't complain of anything specific. No headache this time, not like... not like last week."
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"LAST WEEK?" CORBIN’S ears perked up. This was it, the subtle shift in his demeanor, the flicker of interest that suggested he was finally moving beyond his initial dismissive assessment. "Tell me about last week, Ms. Celie."

––––––––
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"OH, IT WAS NOTHING, really," Celie began, but she knew, with a sinking heart, that it wasn't nothing anymore. "He came in for a trim, and he did mention a terrible headache. He said he'd had it for a couple of days. And he said... he said something about feeling a metallic taste in his mouth. I told him it might be stress, or perhaps he was coming down with something. He just brushed it off, said he had a lot on his mind."
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"A METALLIC TASTE," Corbin murmured, and this time, he took out his notepad and scribbled something down. "And a headache. Did he say anything else? Anything about what was bothering him?"
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CELIE HESITATED. THE Mayor’s cryptic words, spoken with a weariness that had seemed profound, now echoed in her mind. "He... he made a comment about secrets. He said something like, 'Some secrets are buried so deep, Celie, you have to dig them up, even if you don't like what you find.' And then he mentioned something about deeds being switched." She frowned, trying to piece together the fragmented memory. "I thought he was talking about town planning, you know, zoning laws and property lines. He's always so concerned with that sort of thing. But now..." Her voice trailed off, the implication hanging heavy in the air.
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CORBIN’S GAZE WAS STEADY, his eyes locking onto hers. "Deeds being switched. And secrets buried deep. That's what he said?"

––––––––
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CELIE NODDED, HER VOICE barely audible. "Yes. It sounds... it sounds a lot more significant now, doesn't it?" She looked around the salon, at the familiar tools of her trade, the comforting scent of hairspray and mousse, now utterly overshadowed by the stark reality of a dead body and a chilling mystery.
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CORBIN TOOK A STEP back, his gaze sweeping over the salon once more, but this time, his eyes seemed to be seeing beyond the surface. He was seeing the potential for hidden motives, for secrets lurking beneath the placid surface of Willow Creek. "Stress, a metallic taste, a headache, and cryptic remarks about secrets and switched deeds," he mused, more to himself than to Celie. He then looked directly at her, his tone shifting slightly, a hint of something other than pure skepticism entering his voice. "Ms. Celie, you said you used lavender shampoo. Did you use anything else? Any sprays, any lotions? Anything at all that might have been applied to his head or hair?"
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"NO, JUST THE SHAMPOO and conditioner, and then I would have rinsed it," Celie replied, her mind racing. "I didn't use any styling products on him while he was in the shampoo bowl. That comes after the blow-dry." She paused, then a thought, cold and sharp, pierced through her panic. "But... when I was rinsing his hair, the water... it did have a strange scent. Faint, at first. I thought it was just the shampoo being particularly strong that day. But it wasn't lavender. It was... sharp. Almost acrid. Like I said, like overripe fruit, or... or something chemical."
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CORBIN’S JAW TIGHTENED. He walked over to the sink and looked into the basin, his eyes scanning the porcelain for any residue. He then looked at the floor, his gaze fixed on the drain. He didn't speak for a long moment, the silence stretching, broken only by the distant murmur of approaching uniformed officers and the faint hum of the salon's electric dryers, a sound that suddenly felt jarringly out of place.
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"DID YOU NOTICE ANYTHING unusual about the water itself?" Corbin asked, his voice lower, more intense. "Temperature, pressure, anything?"
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"NO," CELIE SAID, SHAKING her head. "It was the usual temperature. Normal pressure. I don't think I would have noticed if it wasn't for the smell, that strange... tang. It was very faint, though. Almost imperceptible. I almost convinced myself I was imagining it."

––––––––
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CORBIN NODDED, HIS gaze now sweeping across Celie’s hands. "You mentioned your hands were damp from rinsing. May I see them?"
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CELIE, WITHOUT THINKING, held out her hands. Corbin leaned in, his eyes examining her fingertips, her palms. He didn't touch them, but his gaze was incredibly thorough, as if he were trying to discern secrets from the very moisture clinging to her skin.

––––––––

[image: ]


"YOU SAID YOU FELT FOR a pulse," he stated, his voice a low rumble. "Did you touch his skin directly? Anywhere other than his neck and wrist?"
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"NO," CELIE INSISTED. "Just my fingers for the pulse. The rest was through the wet hair."
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CORBIN STRAIGHTENED up. He walked over to the salon door, his hand resting on the frame, and looked out at the growing presence of police vehicles. He took a deep breath, then turned back to Celie. His expression had shifted. The initial dismissal was gone, replaced by a focused intensity. He now saw not just a panicked hairdresser, but a witness, and perhaps, he was beginning to suspect, someone who had stumbled into something far more dangerous than she could possibly imagine.
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"MS. CELIE," HE SAID, his voice even, but carrying an undeniable weight of authority. "We're going to need you to come down to the station. You'll need to give a formal statement. And we'll need to do some tests. Nothing to be alarmed about, it's standard procedure. We'll need samples of the shampoo and conditioner you used today. And we'll need to examine this salon thoroughly." He paused, his gaze piercing. "And that smell you mentioned? The acrid scent? That's going to be very important. Very important indeed."
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CELIE COULD ONLY NOD, her mind still reeling. The wail of the sirens outside seemed to grow louder, echoing the frantic beat of her own heart. Her quiet, predictable life in Willow Creek had just been irrevocably altered, thrust into the shadowy realm of crime and suspicion. The Mayor, a man she had known for years, a man who had always offered a friendly smile and a polite nod, had died in her salon chair. And the peculiar, acrid scent that had lingered in the air was, she suspected, the first, unsettling clue to a mystery that was only just beginning to unfold. The image of the stopped watch, its hands frozen at 10:17 AM, flashed in her mind – a silent, damning testament to a life abruptly extinguished, and the beginning of an investigation that would, no doubt, disturb the peaceful facade of Willow Creek in ways no one could have predicted. Detective Corbin’s skepticism was a shield, but Celie could see the keen intellect behind his gruff exterior, and she knew, with a growing certainty, that he would not rest until he uncovered the truth, no matter how deeply it was buried.

The air in Celie's Cuts, already thick with the scent of disinfectant and the lingering metallic tang that still clung stubbornly to the corners of the room, seemed to develop a peculiar chill. Detective Corbin, his notepad already filling with Celie’s fragmented recollections of the Mayor’s last days, remained oblivious. His focus was entirely on the living, on the tangible evidence and the potential for deception. But Celie, her senses perpetually attuned to the unseen currents that flowed through her salon, felt it. A subtle shift, a whisper of movement that wasn’t quite there.

Her gaze, involuntary, flickered towards the grand antique styling mirror that dominated one wall of the salon. It was a relic from a bygone era, its ornate silver frame tarnished with age, its glass speckled with time’s gentle touch. For years, it had served as more than just a place for clients to check their reflection; it was a window, a portal, to another time. And now, as Corbin’s gruff voice continued to probe, Celie saw her.
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A SHIMMERING IRIDESCENCE, like heat rising from asphalt on a summer’s day, coalesced near the mirror. It resolved itself into the form of a woman, a vision from the Roaring Twenties. Her bobbed hair, a sleek raven cascade, framed a face that was both vivacious and ethereal. A long strand of faux pearls, as translucent as seafoam, draped across her décolletage, and her sequined flapper dress, though spectral, still seemed to rustle with an implied, defiant energy. Bunny La Fleur. Even in her ghostly state, Bunny exuded an irresistible élan, a spirit that refused to be dimmed by the veil between worlds. Her spectral eyes, bright and mischievous, were fixed on the scene unfolding before her, a silent, amused observer to the unfolding drama. She blew a kiss that shimmered and dissipated in the air, a silent greeting to Celie that no one else could perceive.
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[image: ]


CELIE SWALLOWED, HER throat feeling tighter than before. Corbin, however, hadn't registered the phantom apparition. He was asking about the Mayor's demeanor. "You mentioned he seemed tired. Any specific reasons for this fatigue? Was he under any unusual stress recently?"
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BEFORE CELIE COULD answer, a new presence made itself known. This one was less flamboyant than Bunny, more grounded, yet no less spectral. Near the reception desk, where the latest issues of "Vogue" and "Good Housekeeping" lay neatly stacked, a figure began to solidify. She was dressed in the sensible, pastel hues of the late 1950s – a neatly pressed floral dress, a pristine white apron tied neatly at her waist. Gladys Higgins, her spectral form exuding an aura of quiet domesticity and sharp observation. Her hair was meticulously coiffed in a perfect, lacquered wave, and her gaze, as it swept over Detective Corbin, was appraising, almost clinical. Gladys had been a pillar of the Willow Creek Ladies’ Auxiliary in her day, a woman who missed nothing, and her spectral form retained that keen, insightful stare. She tutted softly, a sound like the rustle of silk, a disapproving note in the otherwise somber atmosphere. Her presence was a reminder of the mundane, the everyday lives that were so often touched by the extraordinary, the inexplicable.
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CELIE FELT A FAINT tremor in the floorboards beneath her feet, a sensation that always accompanied the Major’s arrival. Near the salon's entrance, a tall, imposing figure began to take shape. He stood with an unwavering posture, his spectral uniform of the Civil War period impeccably detailed, from the polished brass buttons on his tunic to the faded kepi perched upon his head. Major Beauregard. He was a man of few spectral words, a silent sentinel who had been a fixture in the salon for as long as Celie could remember. His presence was one of stoic dignity, his spectral gaze fixed on the proceedings with a quiet intensity. He offered no judgment, no commentary, only his unwavering, spectral presence. He shifted his weight, a barely perceptible movement, and Celie knew he was acknowledging her, a silent reassurance in the face of the unsettling events.
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"HE WAS ALWAYS UNDER stress, Detective," Celie managed to say, her voice a little shaky as she tried to keep her gaze fixed on Corbin, to avoid acknowledging the silent, spectral tableau that was unfolding around her. "Being Mayor isn't an easy job. There's always something – town budgets, zoning disputes, the annual Willow Creek Founders' Day parade..." She trailed off, a sudden, chilling thought striking her. The Mayor's cryptic words about "secrets buried deep" and "deeds being switched" were far from typical political chatter. They hinted at something far more sinister, something that resonated with the darker undertones of Willow Creek’s history, a history that her spectral companions were intimately familiar with.
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CORBIN MADE ANOTHER note. "Did he mention anyone specific? Any individuals he was having trouble with? Any recent conflicts?"
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CELIE’S MIND RACED, trying to sift through years of casual conversations, of fleeting remarks made while she snipped and styled. "He... he did mention old Mrs. Gable once," Celie said, her voice dropping lower. "She’s been feuding with the town council for years over that sliver of land behind her property. She claims it’s always been hers, part of her original deed. But the town records say otherwise. He said she was being... 'unreasonable'. But that's been going on for ages. Nothing new." She hesitated, then added, "He also complained about the new developer, Mr. Sterling. Said he was pushing too hard, trying to buy up half the historic district. Mayor Fontenot was adamant about preserving the town's character."
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BUNNY, NEAR THE MIRROR, tilted her head, her spectral lips pursed. She mimed the act of writing on a phantom notepad, a playful gesture that only Celie could interpret. 

“Developers! Always after the money, aren’t they, darling?”

Gladys, by the reception desk, gave a disapproving sniff. 

“Mr. Sterling? A most uncouth man. His golf attire is simply atrocious. And his wife, bless her heart, has no fashion sense whatsoever.”

Major Beauregard remained silent, his spectral gaze unwavering, as if he were assessing the strategic implications of a land dispute.
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CORBIN TAPPED HIS PEN against his notepad. "Sterling. And Mrs. Gable. Interesting. Did the Mayor express any fear or concern about either of them?"
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CELIE SHOOK HER HEAD. "Not fear, exactly. More like... frustration. With Mrs. Gable, it was always exasperation. With Mr. Sterling, it was more like he felt he was fighting a losing battle. He said Sterling had a 'very persuasive way' about him, and that he was making offers the town council couldn't refuse, even if they were... not entirely above board."
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"NOT ENTIRELY ABOVE board," Corbin echoed, his pen flying across the page. "That aligns with the 'deeds being switched' comment. Interesting. And this smell you mentioned, Ms. Celie. You described it as sharp, acrid, like overripe fruit or chemicals. Did you notice it at any other time this morning, before or after the Mayor's... incident?"
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CELIE CLOSED HER EYES, trying to recapture the sensory details of the morning. The initial shock had been so overwhelming, so visceral, that many of the finer points had been blurred. "When he first came in, it was faint," she admitted. "I thought it was just the shampoo. But when I was rinsing his hair... it was more noticeable. And then, after... after he went limp, and before the paramedics arrived, it seemed to hang in the air. It was stronger then. Almost... suffocating. It wasn't like anything I've ever smelled before. Not like cleaning products, not like bleach or ammonia. It was something... organic, but wrong. Like decay, but with a chemical edge."
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THE METALLIC TASTE the Mayor had complained about last week, combined with this strange, acrid odor... it painted a disturbing picture. Corbin’s expression was grim. He looked around the salon, his eyes now seeming to see more than just hair products and styling chairs. He was seeing the space itself as a potential crime scene, a place where something unnatural, something deadly, had occurred.
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"THE WATER, MS. CELIE. You said you didn't notice anything unusual about the temperature or pressure. But what about the source? Do you know if there have been any recent plumbing issues in the building? Any work done on the water lines?"
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CELIE FROWNED, CONCENTRATING. Her salon was in an older building, built in the 1930s, and it had its share of quirks. "Well," she began slowly, "there was some work done on the pipes in the basement about six months ago. The landlord, Mr. Henderson, had a leak. He said they had to replace some of the old lead pipes. He assured me it was all up to code. It was only in the basement, though. I can't imagine it would affect the water pressure or quality up here. And the water in the sink here is perfectly clear. No discoloration."
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LEAD PIPES. THE WORD hung in the air, a subtle, almost insidious echo of the Mayor’s metallic taste. Corbin made another note, his brow furrowed in thought.

––––––––
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"SIX MONTHS AGO," HE repeated, his voice thoughtful. "And the landlord assured you it was up to code. Still, it's a detail. We'll need to look into that. And have you noticed any peculiar smells emanating from the drains at any other time? Perhaps when you're cleaning the salon at night?"
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CELIE SHOOK HER HEAD. "No. Never. It's always just the usual salon smells, you know? Hair spray, peroxide, the lingering scent of whatever treatments I've done. Nothing like... this." She shuddered, the memory of that unnatural scent making her feel slightly nauseous.
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BUNNY, WITH A DRAMATIC flourish, mimed fanning herself with a spectral fan. 

“Darling, you certainly have a nose for the peculiar! Though, I must say, this detective chap seems rather dull. Not a hint of romance in his eyes.”

Gladys tutted again, her spectral eyes narrowing. 

“Romance? My dear, this is hardly the time for flippancy. The poor Mayor... and in such a public establishment! Imagine the scandal. Though, I suppose a murder-by-shampoo is rather unique. Not quite as scandalous as Mrs. Gable’s infamous tea party incident, of course.”

Major Beauregard, without shifting his gaze, seemed to nod almost imperceptibly, as if acknowledging the historical significance of past scandals.
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CORBIN, HOWEVER, WAS still focused on the present. "Ms. Celie, you mentioned that Mayor Fontenot had complained of a headache and a metallic taste last week. Did he seem any different after that visit? Any lingering effects?"
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CELIE THOUGHT BACK, racking her memory. "He seemed... calmer, actually. He said the headache had subsided, and the metallic taste was gone. He attributed it to stress, like I said. He even made a joke about it, saying he hoped it wasn't a sign of his impending doom." She offered a weak, apologetic smile, but the humor of the situation was lost on her. "He seemed perfectly fine this morning, when he came in. Quite cheerful, in fact. He hummed a little tune while I washed his hair. Something about daffodils."
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"DAFFODILS," CORBIN murmured, as if the word held some hidden significance. He looked at Celie, his gaze intense. "And after he... slumped. You said you backed away. Did you touch anything? Anything at all, once you realized what had happened?"
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"ONLY THE PHONE TO CALL for help," Celie replied, her voice firming up slightly. "And... I might have leaned against the counter. Just for a second. I was trying to compose myself. But I didn't touch him again. I was too afraid." She looked down at her hands, then back at Corbin. "Are you... are you going to test me for something?"
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CORBIN’S EXPRESSION softened, just a fraction. "Standard procedure, Ms. Celie. We need to rule out any potential contaminants. We'll take samples of everything here – the shampoo, the conditioner, the water from the tap, even the air. And we'll need to examine your hands, of course. For any trace elements." He paused, his eyes sweeping over her, assessing. "You've been very cooperative. And I can see you're genuinely distressed. I believe you when you say you didn't know this would happen. But the Mayor's death is suspicious. Very suspicious. And right now, you're the closest person to the scene."
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BUNNY LET OUT A THEATRICAL sigh. 

“Oh, the indignities! A lady’s hands, examined like common evidence! What ever happened to the days of dashing detectives and passionate alibis?”

Gladys, ever the pragmatist, nodded her spectral head. 

“Indeed. Though one must admit, Detective Corbin has a certain... gravitas. A shame he’s not more forthcoming with his personal life. One wonders about his marital status.”

Major Beauregard remained silent, his spectral gaze fixed on the doorway, as if expecting reinforcements, or perhaps, a more formidable adversary.
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"THERE'S ONE MORE THING," Celie said, her voice barely a whisper, as a new memory, sharp and unpleasant, surfaced. "When I was rinsing his hair... the water. It didn't just smell odd. For a brief moment, it felt... different. Not hot, not cold. Just... heavy. Like it was thicker. And then it was gone. I told myself I was imagining it. The stress, you know."
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CORBIN’S PEN STILLED. He looked up at Celie, his grey eyes sharp and intelligent. "Thicker? Like a syrup?"

––––––––
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"NOT QUITE SYRUP," CELIE clarified, struggling to find the right words. "More like... viscous. And there was a faint... tingling sensation on my fingertips when the water ran over them. Very brief. Like static electricity, but... wet."
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CORBIN MADE A SERIES of rapid notes, his pen scratching furiously against the paper. He was clearly connecting the dots, linking the acrid smell, the metallic taste, the strange sensation of the water, and the Mayor’s cryptic pronouncements. The pieces were beginning to form a disturbing, and potentially deadly, mosaic.
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"MS. CELIE," CORBIN said, his voice low and measured, the skepticism in his tone now replaced by a palpable, if controlled, sense of urgency. "This is becoming more complex than I initially anticipated. The paramedics said there were no obvious signs of foul play, but your account of the smell, the strange water, and the Mayor's own words last week... they suggest otherwise. We need to move quickly." He gestured towards the front door. "We’ll need to cordon off the salon. I’ll have a team collect samples. You'll need to come with me to the station. We'll get you a proper statement, and we'll go through everything, every detail, with a fine-tooth comb."
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AS CORBIN SPOKE, BUNNY La Fleur, with a knowing smirk, adjusted her spectral pearls. She gave Celie a wink, a silent message that this was just the beginning. Gladys Higgins, her expression one of grim satisfaction, smoothed her spectral apron, as if preparing for the arduous task of meticulously documenting every detail of the ensuing investigation. Major Beauregard, the stoic soldier, simply straightened his spectral shoulders, his gaze fixed on the doorway, a silent testament to the enduring strength and quiet vigilance that would be needed in the days to come.
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CELIE NODDED, HER HEART pounding in her chest. The sirens outside, which had seemed like a chaotic intrusion earlier, now felt like an ominous prelude to something far more profound. Her salon, usually a sanctuary of comfort and beauty, had become the stage for a murder, a place where the ordinary had collided with the extraordinary, and where the whispers of the past were beginning to speak with a chillingly relevant voice. The ghostly whispers had begun, and Celie had a terrible premonition that they would only grow louder.
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​Chapter 2: Unseen Counsel
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The sterile, clinical scent of the police tape that now crisscrossed the entrance to "Celie's Cuts" was a stark, unwelcome contrast to the usual comforting aroma of hairspray and lavender. Detective Corbin, a man whose very posture exuded an air of weary professionalism, had orchestrated the scene with efficient precision. His team moved with quiet purpose, dusting for prints, collecting samples, their presence a heavy, tangible manifestation of the very real tragedy that had just unfolded within these hallowed walls. For Celie, however, the world had fractured into a kaleidoscope of the seen and unseen. While Corbin focused on the tangible, her spectral trio, her unseen counsel, stirred, their ethereal forms now more active, more engaged, their spectral eyes fixed on the unfolding drama with an intensity that belied their incorporeal nature.

Bunny La Fleur, ever the creature of movement and subtle shifts, was a shimmering silhouette near the antique styling mirror. She wasn't just observing; she was 

feeling the tempo of the investigation. Her spectral hands, adorned with phantom art deco bracelets, mimicked the gentle sway of a Charleston dancer, her movements translating into an almost palpable sense of unease and urgency. She would tilt her head, her spectral bob shimmering like polished obsidian, and then make a quick, sharp gesture with a phantom finger, as if emphasizing a fleeting thought. Celie, her own senses still humming from the residual shock, could almost hear Bunny's silent commentary: “Timing, darling, timing is everything! He moved too fast, didn’t he? Or was it too slow? The devil’s in the details, you know.” Bunny’s spectral intuition, honed by years of observing the subtle dance of social interactions in smoky jazz clubs, was now focused on the rhythm of Corbin’s investigation, picking up on the almost imperceptible pauses, the hesitant questions, the way the detective’s gaze would linger a moment too long on a particular object. Celie felt a phantom breeze brush past her cheek, carrying with it Bunny’s silent whisper, a fleeting impression of frantic energy, of a moment compressed and then abruptly released. It was as if Bunny were trying to convey the precise timing of the Mayor’s collapse, not just the event itself, but the subtle, almost imperceptible shift in his demeanor that preceded it, a flicker of something amiss that only the most attuned observer, living or spectral, might have caught.

Gladys Higgins, her spectral form clad in her usual neat, pastel ensemble, hovered near the reception desk, her spectral presence radiating an aura of quiet disapproval and meticulous observation. Unlike Bunny's focus on the ephemeral flow of time, Gladys’s attention was fixed on the tangible world, on the mundane details that Corbin’s team, in their haste, might overlook. Her spectral gaze, sharp and discerning, meticulously cataloged the arrangement of the magazines, the placement of the telephone, the faint scuff mark on the linoleum near the entrance. Her spectral tutting, a sound like dry leaves skittering across pavement, was a constant, soft counterpoint to the hushed efficiency of the police officers. Celie felt a familiar sensation of being gently nudged, a spectral suggestion to look closer, to examine the ordinary with an extraordinary eye. Gladys’s spectral whispers were less about 

when and more about how and why. “Look at the dust motes, dearie,” Celie could almost hear her murmur, her spectral voice laced with an almost clinical curiosity. “See how they settle? Uninterrupted for days, perhaps weeks, in that corner by the potted fern. Yet, Detective Corbin’s men are disturbing them now, aren't they? Does that tell you anything about the usual traffic in that area? Was anyone else here this morning who wouldn’t normally be?” Gladys’s spectral mind, accustomed to managing church bake sales and orchestrating elaborate garden parties, was now dissecting the scene with the precision of a seasoned detective, her spectral eyes catching the subtle inconsistencies, the deviations from the norm that spoke volumes. She seemed to be fixated on the small details of Celie’s routine, the precise order in which she performed her tasks, the specific products she used. “Did you, perchance, use that particular shade of lavender shampoo before he sat down, or only after? And that bottle of conditioning rinse... it looks a trifle... disturbed. As if it were handled recently, and perhaps not by you.” Her spectral spectral form shifted slightly, pointing a translucent finger towards a bottle of conditioner on the shelf.

And then there was Major Beauregard. The stoic Civil War veteran, his spectral uniform immaculate, stood sentinel near the salon’s entrance, a silent, imposing guardian. While Bunny tracked the fleeting moments and Gladys scrutinized the overlooked details, the Major’s spectral presence was a grounding force, his gaze fixed on the broader patterns, the echoes of history that resonated within the small salon. He didn't speak, his spectral silence a profound testament to his wisdom. But Celie felt the weight of his contemplation, the slow, deliberate way his spectral gaze seemed to sweep over the room, as if he were tracing the invisible lines of influence, the undercurrents of power and deception that had shaped Willow Creek for generations. His spectral presence was a reminder that every action, every event, was not an isolated incident, but a thread in a much larger tapestry. He would stand there, a statue carved from memory and duty, and Celie would feel a subtle shift in the air, a spectral inclination of his head towards a particular direction, a faint echo of a strategical thought. He seemed to be trying to place the current events within the context of historical precedents, of past betrayals and manipulations within the town. His spectral stillness was not passivity, but a profound form of analysis, as if he were accessing an internal ledger of human folly and ambition. Celie imagined him seeing the present through the lens of past conflicts, recognizing the familiar patterns of greed and manipulation that had likely played out in Willow Creek’s history countless times before. He might not offer spoken words, but his spectral presence conveyed a profound understanding of the enduring nature of human ambition, and the insidious ways it could manifest.
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