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      Compared to the sodden heat and humidity of Atlanta long before summer settled in, a springtime rainstorm in the Appalachian Mountains was pure paradise.

      Deb Powers was glad pretty much every day that she’d made the big move out of the big city. But sitting on the comfy blue sofa in her basement home office, bundled up in one of the countless afghans her Auntie Zelda made years ago, and watching the rain turned this into her new favorite day in a hurry.

      She could still see the ring of mountains that surrounded Estonoa through the steady downpour, and the muted green of the thick trees drinking in all that rain. The mostly red brick buildings of the hilly town below her were visible too, with hardly any people or cars out on this lovely Saturday afternoon.

      The addition of ghostly streamers and wisps of fog drifting across the view under the gray sky turned the beautiful scene into a relaxing and somehow eerie vista.

      The air was still warm enough outside to let her have the big basement windows open, and the purple and green afghan combined with her favorite old sweatpants, a fairly new t-shirt with a nerdy joke about hexadecimal color codes, and a goofy peach hoodie kept her nice and toasty.

      The fresh smell and occasional misty breeze added to the sensory delight she couldn’t get enough of.

      Unlike the marketing plan for her new computer consulting business, currently open on the laptop perched on her knees.

      Which was honestly not much more than a blank document with columns for things she should be adding to it.

      Action items would be the term if she recalled correctly from listening to her friends who worked in Corporate America back in Atlanta, and from her twin sister Katie who did the same in Cincinnati. The idea of competitive addition and subtraction of a never-ending list of action items was one of the things that chased Deb into working for herself straight out of college.

      She reached for the raspberry tea on the slate gray rug beside her, surprised that the black mug with “Virginia Is for Lovers” across the front had gone cold. She’d been sitting there with her laptop for longer than she thought.

      Thankfully one of the tea’s virtues—besides letting her aspire to getting to sleep at a so-called reasonable hour—was it didn’t get foul and bitter like cold coffee did.

      Deb finished the tea, savoring the thin coat of honey collected at the bottom. One of her many nearby cousins had several beehives and was happy to share.

      A rumble of thunder surprised her into looking out the window just in time to see a figure turn up the sidewalk cutting through her soggy back yard, huddled under an enormous bright yellow umbrella. Whoever the extremely rare client was (probably because Deb hadn’t exactly opened her new business yet), they wore hiking boots, jeans, and a red and blue flannel shirt.

      Given what she’d seen of Estonoa’s fashion trends when she visited family over the years, that outfit meant practically anyone in the county could be stopping by for a visit.

      But she had a suspicion who it would be before the mystery person tilted the umbrella back and proved her right.

      Her first cousin Terri Walsh. Sheriff around these parts, and the only one who seemed bound and damned determined that Deb should resume her former life as a private investigator. Never mind that Deb had left that career behind as surely as she left Atlanta and her last long-term relationship.

      With no intention of going back to any of them.

      On the other hand, the case Terri had talked Deb into a couple of weeks ago had been a few light years away from ordinary. If you could possibly call the discovery of some kind of odd Appalachian tool-stealing (and cleaning) faeries anything short of shocking.

      Almost as shocking as Deb spending a good bit of time with an old friend since that mind-altering night. A friend with the potential to turn into a whole lot more.

      She pushed the afghan to the back of the sofa and got up to let Terri in, with a half-hearted wish that a new case and not-at-all-subtle encouragement to take up the old line of work wouldn’t come in along with her.

      After all the wonder and excitement of that first case, though, combined with the quiet thrill of a possible new romance, Deb didn’t wish the potential new investigation away all that hard.

      Terri stopped under the tiny roof and miniature porch—a concrete pad with barely enough room for two people and one angular blue Adirondack chair Deb hadn’t used yet. If she actually sat outside, not only would she get even less of her computer consulting work done, but she feared visitors would turn into a non-stop and even worse distraction.

      “You could expand this space a little,” Terri said, shaking her umbrella out and leaning it against the freshly painted white cinderblock basement wall. “Maybe have enough room for people to sit and visit from time to time.”

      “I’ve got a porch upstairs for that, which I’m sure you remember just fine. Besides, you’re the only one who insists on dropping by unannounced.”

      Terri grinned as she walked past Deb and flopped on the couch, immediately claiming the purple and green afghan and draping it over her legs.

      “I don’t believe I’m the only one for one hot second. You expect me to believe Jeff hasn’t been over here at all since you two hooked up?”

      Deb rolled her eyes, then turned away to hide her blush. She had the perfect excuse in opening the micro-closet that she’d hacked out from the already small basement when she did a little move-in remodeling. Besides that, painting the walls a luscious cinnamon brown, and installing a ton of black bookshelves that were already stuffed full, the place had suited her from day one.

      She turned back with another afghan, this one a lovely autumnal orange and green, then wrapped it around her shoulders and joined Terri on the couch.

      “Jeff and I didn’t hook up, as you so crudely put it. I helped him and his father with their little theft problem is all. I’ve seen Jeff a few times since, sure. Mainly to keep working on the case you sent me on. Thanks for the generous check, by the way.”

      Terri gave a half-assed two-finger salute.

      “You’re quite welcome, from the county and from my personal discretionary fund. Part of me can’t believe I’m actually asking you this, but have you and your new man made any progress on...I don’t know, getting in touch with the teeny little thieves?”

      Deb kicked Terri’s leg, somewhat gently.

      “My friend Jeff and his father and I haven’t done much more than leave out food for the mountain faeries, or pixies or whatever they are. What we’ve learned is they’re partial to sweets. Any time we leave out cookies or candy or even something like a slice of pie, they take it and leave one of the tools they swiped in its place the next morning.”

      Terri laughed, shaking her head. She had the same wavy brown hair as Deb, and the typical Powers blue eyes. Unlike Deb, who struggled to get her hair to do anything besides exactly what it wanted to, especially on a rainy day like this, Terri’s looked more or less on purpose most of the time.

      “What do they do if you leave something else? Like a cracker or, I don’t know, a chicken leg?”

      “So far, they just take the food and don’t bring back anything. To tell you the truth, I’m kind of afraid to try meat with them. They may only be a few inches tall, but there are quite a few of them. And from the kinds of things they were stealing from the garage and inside the house, no human door, lock, or security camera can keep them out.”

      “I can imagine it now.” Terri shuddered. “Swarms of little bitty glowing people, dressed in brown and green like the trees, sneaking in to gnaw on your fingers and toes in the middle of the night, all while armed with the tools and kitchen stuff they scampered away with. That would have been a great story for telling around the fire when we were kids.”

      “Great for nightmare fuel, you mean. And for never setting foot outdoors after the sun goes down, even though you’d never sleep another wink. I’m afraid to ask, but is there any chance this is nothing more than one of your charming social visits?”

      Eyes wide and mouth open in shock, Terri held one hand to her chest.

      “I can’t believe you would think such things of me, Deborah. After all the happy hours we spent together in this very house, getting spoiled rotten by Auntie Zelda. Who would be properly horrified by not only your question, but your shocking oversight in not offering me anything to drink or eat. You’d think I’d rate higher than a bunch of critters that could take a bath in your coffee cup there.”

      “Uh-huh, tell me another one,” Deb said. “How about this. You tell me why you’re here, Theresa, and I’ll decide from there what kind of drink I’ll offer. I’ll warn you the tap water can be a wee bit over-chlorinated in town this time of month.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Terri wrinkled her nose. “The ladies’ at the courthouse smelled like a swimming pool yesterday. Maybe I’ll pass on the beverage, but I am here for more than a social call. You think any more about getting yourself licensed for PI work here in Virginia?”

      Deb took a slow breath, focusing on one of the intricate wool knots in her auntie’s afghan.

      She had been thinking about that. A lot. Especially since she’d made almost exactly zero progress in setting up her new business despite a constant running commentary in her mind reminding her she needed to.

      An inherited house combined with a fantastic sale price for her Atlanta house would keep her going for a good long while if she was careful.

      But not forever.

      Not to mention the lurking twin demons of boredom and feeling like she was wasting time, except for the more-wonderful-than-she-wanted-to-admit time spent with Jeff.

      “I don’t know, Terri,” she fibbed, not very effectively going by the way Terri’s eyes lit up. “I’ll probably regret this, but I’ll listen to what you have to say.”

      “No ma’am, you won’t regret it for one second.” Terri turned sideways on the couch. “Because this one is right up your bizarre little investigative alley. You remember the cave under the high school?”

      “Not sure I could forget the place where you almost got me suspended the summer before our senior year, and I didn’t even go to school here.”

      This time Terri shoved at Deb’s leg with her booted foot.

      “Just can’t stop accusing me, can you? Not my fault you managed to get yourself caught by falling into that mud puddle. I was the one who had to play the perfect angel for months to get them to stop watching my every move after you ran back to Cincinnati. Anyway, strict Mr. Vanover’s long gone, but his much nicer granddaughter took top job a couple of years ago. She thinks there’s trouble with kids sneaking into that cave again.”

      “You probably only think she’s nicer because we’re a very long time out of high school,” Deb said. “I thought the town locked up the entrance not long after our little misadventure.”

      “Sure did, and that was the first thing I checked once one of my deputies called me in. Still covered with an iron-barred door set in concrete, salvaged from the old jail house. They changed the lock out to make sure no one had a duplicate of the key and everything. Far as I can tell, kids sneak behind the school now without bothering to get into the cave. But school staff keep hearing noises down there.”

      Deb’s eyes drifted toward her bookshelf, where she’d tucked dozens of her Auntie Zelda’s colorful and fascinating books in with her own. One of those books had put her on the right track to finding the mountain faerie lair.

      “What kind of noises?”

      Terri picked up Deb’s empty coffee mug and tapped it with her non-existent fingernails.

      “Well, that’s the part that got my attention, to tell you the truth. Nothing like talking or scraping. I’m sure you remember how the cave entrance is close to the maintenance shed around back? Apparently one of the janitors was out there for a while setting up a new floor buffer a couple of weeks ago. The whole time, something in the cave was tapping.”

      “Tapping? Like you’re doing right now, even though you know it gets on my nerves?”

      Terri stared into Deb’s eyes and nodded slowly, continuing her increasingly more annoying random noise.

      “Like
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