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      I’ve long had a fascination with the idea of strange things happening that no one else knows about. I don’t mean secretive, logic-defying twist of conspiracy theories, though I understand how a certain type of person can sink into that particular rabbit hole.

      I’m talking about that little voice inside that wonders if the folklore, mythology, legends, and even fairy tales we grew up with might have had a grain of truth. Or a whole lot more of a solid basis in reality.

      Maybe a reality we’ve forgotten, or simply turned away from.

      I’m quite sure part of my interest in such things began with a life-long love of The Twilight Zone and other TV shows, movies, and stories like it. Many of my favorite episodes played right into that idea that of course there are weird things going on around us.

      All the time.

      It’s just that most people don’t seem to notice.

      Maybe because they’re not paying attention, or they’re too “square” or literal-minded to understand what’s hiding in plain sight right in front of them.

      Maybe because they do catch those glimpses and hints and clues. But they work very hard to avoid thinking about what they’ve seen, heard, or felt. That way they don’t have to admit that the world might be a much stranger place than they’d prefer to believe.

      Or maybe it’s a version of the same impulse that sends people down the endless road of conspiracy theories in the first place. What if only a very few, select, and special people have the ability to see the bizarre nature of the world around us? And they truly are the only ones who know?

      Wouldn’t it be cool to be one of those rare individuals who have the chance to understand the truth, while everyone else goes about their lives in blissful ignorance?

      Sure, that might be cool. Possibly interesting, and even exciting.

      But I suspect the “gift” of being one of those people would actually come with a pretty heavy cost.

      Being the only one would also carry the potential of other people thinking you’re more than a little bit nuts.

      And the even greater risk of being alone with that knowledge eventually eroding your mental state, until those other people are proven right after all.

      That idea of the fantastic turning out to be reality has played a big part of a lot of my fiction, as it does for many other fantasy writers.

      The stories in Investigations Beyond Belief aren’t only fantasies, even though those elements certainly help shape the stories.

      While I was spinning the yarns for this collection, I was also playing with two of my other favorite storytelling tropes: private investigators, and my native Appalachian Mountains.

      When it comes to writing and reading mystery and crime fiction, I’m often drawn to amateur sleuths. These are folks who feel like they wander into the world that doesn’t make sense. Not quite like The Twilight Zone, with the emphasis on speculative elements.

      Amateur sleuths get caught up in crimes of some kind. Sometimes firmly set in the real world, like in Shadows Mountain Deep, the anthology my husband Jason A. Adams and I recently published. The characters only feel like they’ve wandered into an alternate reality.

      Of course you’ll often find amateur sleuths in fantasy or science fiction as well.

      But a private investigator is another sort of person—and character. The PI is a professional. This is what they do for a living. They’re not generally wandering unsuspecting into a crime, though of course that certainly can happen in their line of work.

      Private investigators are sought out and hired, and often licensed and trained in a surprising variety of technology, techniques, and methodologies.

      That brings me to Deb Powers, the main character in all the stories from Investigations Beyond Belief. Deb has years of experience as a PI, working in the big city of Atlanta. And those years caught up in the rush and busyness of both the city and her line of work have taken their toll.

      Deb is ready to move on, from both her work and Atlanta.

      She finds herself returning to her family’s home in the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia, the setting for so many of my fantasy, crime, and romance stories.

      One of the many things that made writing Deb so much fun for me was drawing from my own life. Like Deb, I grew up mostly in the Midwest, with frequent family visits to Virginia. And like Deb, after several years living in Atlanta, life in the fast lane of city life sent me home to the mountains for a slower pace and a major change of scenery.

      Part of that decision—moving to where your family is from after years away—is realizing how quickly you lose your anonymity. The ability to simply exist. To succeed or make mistakes in your life without worry about what your family might think.

      To live your life without wondering what sort of trouble your family might get you into next.

      Deb quickly encounters a first cousin who happens to be the local sheriff. And who also happens to think Deb and the whole community would be much better off with a talented, experienced private investigator among them, still doing the work she’s so good at.

      To say this cousin brings her most unusual cases to Deb would be an understatement.

      For me to say more here about those cases would spoil way too much of the fun.

      Since another of my favorite genres to read and write is romance, Deb finds herself face-to-face with someone else she frequently spent time with during those childhood visits. Let me just say the old spark and heat between them hasn’t entirely died out.

      She also finds people she can depend on when it comes to figuring out the huge change in her life. And when it comes to digging into the crimes that seem to defy all the usual crime-solving methods, not to mention the typical understanding of reality.

      That’s one of the wonderful things about living where we do, with the rich folklore and deep love of tall tales and all sorts of storytelling. Quite a few rituals and routines and beliefs about everyday life have an undercurrent of magic and mystery built right in.

      So you might say once Deb showed up in my head, she made herself at home right away, and in the best way. I expect these five stories will only be the beginning of our adventures together.

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them. Check out all kinds of mysterious tales at www.KariKilgore.com/Mystery.

      You’ll find plenty of stories in almost every genre set in and around my native Appalachian Mountains by paying a visit to www.KariKilgore.com/TalesFromAppalachia.

      You can also visit www.KariKilgore.com to learn more about me and find other short stories, along with novellas, novels, and more collections.

      Swing by www.ConfidentialAdventureClub.com to keep up with what I’m doing next, get free stories, read exclusive content not available anywhere else, and see adorable pet photos. Hope to see you there!

      And last but certainly not least, thank you for your support of me and my writing. It means the world to me and keeps me coming back to tell the next tale.

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      For Jason

      

      Who knows the unusual perspective of being

      an insider/outsider as well as I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Making a Change for the Stranger

          

        

      

    

    
      Most days, Deb Powers loved everything about her new life back home.

      She’d set up shop in the cozy walk-out basement in her Great Auntie Zelda’s house, giving her a lovely view of the sleepy little town of Estonoa, Virginia, where she and her twin sister Katie spent the first year or so of their lives.

      Or at least that’s what their parents and truly intimidating swarm of aunts, uncles, and various flavors of cousins had always told them. An embarrassing array of photographs and grainy old VHS videos seemed to back up that claim, though neither Deb nor Katie remembered any of it.

      But they did remember coming back to visit the lush mountains and creeks, the secretive valleys and hollers. For holidays or vacations, and for joyful birthdays or heartbreaking funerals.

      The place their parents always seemed to miss and long for from the far less wild surroundings of Deb’s Cincinnati childhood. The strange northern land her family escaped to, following the irresistible song of more jobs and better opportunities, at least back in those days.

      Now Deb couldn’t deny an immediate sense of peace, of belonging, every time she looked out across the hilly streets full of low brick buildings and a few white wooden houses. The endless variety of spring green decorating the ring of mountains sheltering Estonoa kept her staring out the basement’s row of windows when she really should be working.

      She pretended to herself that the next important thing to concentrate on might be...more storage space for her office. She’d brought several sensible black bookshelves with her, and they looked wonderful packed full of books and knickknacks, set against walls she’d painted a rich cinnamon brown.

      Much like her private investigator job back in her adopted-in-adulthood home of Atlanta, Deb didn’t expect many walk-in clients in her new career as a computer and technology consultant. But she’d brought in a comfortably overstuffed blue sofa for one wall, and two decidedly less comfortable repurposed dining room chairs.

      After all, a woman who’d made damn sure she could be her own boss and work from home since she graduated from college wasn’t exactly hoping for crowds of people to settle in for a nice, long, neighborly chit-chat.

      Same with the decidedly old-fashioned plain wooden desk her Auntie Zelda left behind along with the house. A bit of space between Deb and potential clients was automatically a good thing.

      Auntie Zelda left a whole bunch of the books, too, and they covered all kinds of weird and wonderful topics most computer pros (or private investigators) normally wouldn’t have out on display.

      Deb was starting to wonder about arranging the desk so it faced all those wonderful windows rather than one of the bookshelves, that really were kind of crowded now that she thought about it. Never mind that the books could easily become their own distraction.

      Even with two sleek flat-screen monitors and new lightning-fast computer—a splurge from the profits of selling her fabulous in-town Atlanta house—Deb could too easily end up gazing out over the town and the mountains.

      Like she was doing right now.

      Again.

      But who could possibly blame her when the dreamy aroma of early jasmine drifted in through those windows and the screen door, along with the scent of someone nearby with the grill going on this unusually warm early evening?

      Or when what she needed to focus on was a marketing plan for her brand-new business? No matter how her mind kept dragging her away in other directions?

      Deb sighed, took a sip of the ginger tea she tried to switch to after three p.m. as part of her habitual stress-reduction regimen from her city-living days, and turned (most of) her attention back to planning the backbone of her new life.

      The one she’d started clear-headed and with a solid plan.

      Not because she was running away. No matter how many different ways her mind tried to convince her of that, along with her perpetually confused twin who still lived in Cincinnati.

      Not giving up on a great career, or selling out, or selling herself short.

      Simply moving herself away from the high-stress lifestyle that pushed her into such a massive change in the first place.

      Just like they had all afternoon, her eyes drifted away from the accusingly blank document on the screen.

      This time she had a good reason for the distraction: someone walking up the concrete sidewalk cutting across her backyard. A woman with the same wavy brown hair and blue eyes that Deb, her twin, and so many of the Powers shared, wearing casual blue jeans and a plain black t-shirt.

      Deb’s mind fell back on her typical PI habit of high-speed cataloging and sorting, but only for a quick second.

      That was her cousin Terri Walsh: hard-working sheriff and all-around upstanding citizen. Never mind that Deb clearly remembered what a natural goofball Terri was, and how she utterly adored ghost stories, preferably told outdoors and at night.

      Terri grinned as she made a show of knocking on the metal side of the screen door.

      “You can see me sitting right here,” Deb said, returning the grin. “So just come on in already.”

      “As an official representative of law enforcement, I really should talk to you about leaving your doors unlocked, ma’am.” Terri opened the door and stepped inside, then promptly sprawled on the couch. “You never know who might wander by.”

      Deb snorted as she got to her feet and stretched, pushing her own wavy brown hair back over her shoulders. She hadn’t even made it to Terri’s level of presentable today. Her own t-shirt was a rather faded and threadbare gray model she’d gotten for free at some convention years ago, and her sweatpants weren’t any newer. At least all of it was clean.

      “You mean besides vagabond cousins looking for a couch to crash on? That I can handle. You don’t really expect me to believe there’s a dangerous crime wave here in bustling suburban Estonoa, do you?”

      Terri stared at her with the same strict, one-eyebrow-raised expression their grandmother used when a scolding was in progress, but it didn’t last long. She waved one hand in the general direction of the office.

      “Oh yeah, we’re really on the mean streets out here. The place looks great, Deborah. Almost like a grownup works here.”

      “A grownup who’s hated being called Deborah since we were teenagers, Theresa. What brings you out here in your civilian getup?”

      Deb dodged a predictable elbow jab as she took her place on the couch. At least now that she couldn’t look out the window she’d be able to concentrate, or at least she hoped so.

      “Okay, Deb,” Terri said, rolling her eyes. “I partly dropped by just to say hello, believe it or not. I always loved this place growing up. Auntie Zelda would love seeing you do something good with it. Planning to take up your work as a PI again anytime soon?”

      “Not even a little bit, you know that. I had my fill of digging into everyone else’s business. Time to put some of the hacker-level computer skills I picked up along the way to use. Besides, I’m not even licensed in Virginia, remember?”

      Terri’s relaxed posture abruptly shifted. She put both feet on the floor and sat forward, elbows on her knees.

      Here it comes...

      “Yeah, I know that’s what you said when you first got here,” Terri said. “I was just wondering if you’d had a chance to think it over, maybe. Because we sure do have more cases than you’d expect here that could use a well-trained mind. Especially someone with an insider/outsider perspective.”

      “Care to tell me what an insider/outsider is?”

      Terri shrugged.

      “Easy enough. Someone who’s plenty familiar with how things work back here in the scary Appalachian Mountains because she grew up with parents from here. Grew up spending almost all her holidays and special occasions here too, even though she lived in a big Midwestern city and moved to a big Southern city. Someone who understands who we are because she’s one of us, but she’s always been a visitor at the same time.”

      She shook her head and blew her bangs off her forehead.

      “Hell, Deb, you know as well as I do what I mean. You are an insider/outsider.”

      Deb crossed her arms, and she felt her mouth quirking into one of their Auntie Zelda’s expressions without her permission. Twisted over to one side in an accurate declaration that she believed whatever had just been stated to be pure, unfiltered horseshit.

      “You expect me to go that far down the road of speculation and psychobabble with you? Okay then, you’ve got my attention enough to listen, mainly because I’m looking for an excuse to not work on my marketing plan today. Please do explain why you’re here telling me all of this.”

      “Marketing plan, really? Ugh.” Terri shuddered, then went on in an exaggerated version of her soft, musical accent. “I reckon you’ll be thankin’ me right quick for rescuing you from all that fuss and nonsense.”

      Deb laughed, but her mind was racing far ahead of the conversation, and ahead of the situation she didn’t know enough about to have an opinion yet.

      What if she really wasn’t ready to change every single thing in her life? Maybe leaving her chosen home in Atlanta, selling her beloved in-town bungalow, relocating to a small town in a state she knew well but had never lived in, and an abrupt career change on top of the rest was a bit too much.

      She shook her head and let out a long sigh instead.

      “I don’t know, Terri. I loved my work, and here’s where you know as well as I do that I was pretty damn good at it. I’m going to guess you also know how exhausting it was, how often I was chasing after heartbreak that was almost as hard for me to deliver as for my clients to hear. I’ll listen to you, but I can’t make any promises beyond that.”

      Terri nodded and agreed way too fast for Deb’s comfort.

      And she had a mischievous glint in her eye that was even less reassuring.

      “Well good. Now that we have your token resistance out of the way, here’s what I’ve got. You remember Jeff Denton, one of the kids we hung out with at Granny’s house out on Apple Branch? He lived close by, but we hardly ever saw him unless he knew you were visiting. Then he was there quick as a flash and wouldn’t leave until you did.”

      Deb was surprised to feel a blush heating her cheeks. Here she was at the ripe old age of forty-two, veteran and survivor of more relationships than she cared to think about right now, including a long one that ended in the breakup that helped lead to her move.

      And she still got a goofy-little-kid thrill thinking about things that happened thirty years ago.

      “Yeah, I remember Jeff. Cute kid, skinny as a rail, curly red hair and a mess of freckles. I haven’t seen or heard of him for ages. Does he still live around here?”

      Terri winked, and Deb suppressed an urge to kick her out and do whatever it took to put a restraining order in place to keep her from coming back. Which made perfect sense since Terri was the sheriff, and annoyance didn’t exactly justify restraining orders.

      Even though she sometimes thought it should.

      “The good news here is Jeff moved back himself about a year ago. He joined up with the Air Force right out of high school, got his college degree while he was in, and went on to technical writing school. Turns out his job was more than happy to pay him the same money and let him work from his house, so he took it one step farther and moved back home.”

      “Okay, I’ll ask and probably regret it later. What’s the bad news?”

      This time Terri at least frowned instead of looking smug.

      “Jeff moved into the house next door to his dad Wayne, who you may or may not remember has always been a good ways past peculiar. Right down from Granny and Poppa’s house, same as always. Wayne’s not a bad guy by any means, and no one could deny he’s actually one of the smartest people around. But he’s got what you might call a unique outlook on life. Anyway, seems things have developed a habit of going missing around Wayne’s place over the last several years, but he never told anybody until Jeff came back.”

      “And then Jeff reported it to you. I’m guessing you’re not telling me this because you solved the case. What’s the rest of it?”

      Now Terri turned sideways on the couch to face Deb again, crossing her own arms.

      “The rest of it is we can’t find the first clue about what might be going on. Part of the trouble is it’s mostly small stuff. He has that big garage stuffed full, but it’s all as organized as can be. One of his strange habits is he takes pictures of things, always has. Files them away—for insurance purposes he says—even though he retakes the same ones about once a month. And he compares them. That’s how he noticed the trouble. A screwdriver here, a tape measure there. A few nails or nuts and bolts. Bits of wire and even the old-clothes-rags he keeps for wiping up spills.”

      “That’s worth reporting? Sounds to me like Wayne’s doing pretty good if that’s the only trouble he’s having, Terri.”

      “I know, I know. That’s what I thought at first when Jeff called. But he and Wayne started adding things up, and it’s a lot when you put it together. That and things have started disappearing from inside Wayne’s house now. Slices of bread, the odd sock. A fork, a pack of sewing needles. A bunch of matches and several ink pens. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      Deb scowled, all at once convinced this was nothing more than a convoluted scheme to get her to spend time with Jeff after all these years. Not that she would especially object to seeing him, mind you, but this was just weird enough to be off-putting.

      “Security cameras?” she said. “Checking for fingerprints? And I hate to say this, but you’d be surprised how
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