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      Deb Powers was a big believer in the power (so to speak) of the right motivation.

      She’d put herself through college working too many hours on a computer-training help desk, absolutely determined to keep herself from sinking into debt.

      All those hours talking people through their technical difficulties gave her the background she needed for her possible new career as a computer consultant.

      Her post-college job as a private investigator rose out of a sincere desire to never have to punch someone else’s clock or see her hard work lining a wallet outside her own pocket. Not to mention honing those computer skills to a scarily sharp edge.

      She’d turned out to be a much tougher boss than anyone else she’d worked for, but it was worth it.

      The mental strain of years of her chosen career as a PI, combined with Atlanta’s traffic and heat and humidity created an undeniable need to slow...everything...down.

      Between that and her beloved Auntie Zelda’s house to sweeten the deal, the move to Estonoa, Virginia, made all kinds of sense.

      And so Deb sat in her cozy walk-in basement office overlooking her lovely new Appalachian Mountain hometown. An office she’d carefully arranged to give her all the flexibility and privacy she’d need to get her new venture off the ground.

      Not much need for photos or paintings or other kinds of fussy decorations. Not with big windows showing off the sheltering tree-covered ridge all around Estonoa. Right now the range of springtime green was on full, lush display, creating a wonderful contrast with hilly streets full of red brick buildings.

      From the right angle, Deb and any perspective clients could catch a glimpse of the Grasspe River and Oxbow Lake, forming two gentle arcs at the lowest point in town. They also anchored an extensive and beautiful network of hiking trails Deb kept meaning to take advantage of.

      Maybe this very afternoon, once she finished meeting with the most interesting prospective client she’d ever had. It was a bit hotter than she’d like out there, but the sun was still high and bright. A perfect day for a long hike along the river, along the cool forest path.

      She’d made sure her office wasn’t too comfortable, with only a reasonable blue sofa, and considerably less reasonable dining room chairs. All sat opposite the huge old wooden desk she’d kept out of her Auntie Zelda’s things. Sturdy and solid, and perfect for giving Deb much-needed distance between her and the people she’d be helping.

      That distance and the fully loaded black bookshelves in front of her cinnamon-brown walls would help reinforce her status as an expert, every bit as much as two sleek monitors perched on her desk.

      And in the case of this might-be client, she’d thrown every bit of that out the window.

      Maybe to land out there with the enticing aroma of her neighbor’s sprawling lilac bush.

      She glanced at Jeff Denton, sitting only a few inches away, where he’d parked one of her overly angular chairs.

      He seemed to be having an easier time staying un-distracted than she was, since he actually focused on one of the monitors rather than stealing peeks at her profile.

      At least she thought that was the case. Going by the slow-burn crush he’d developed on her more than thirty years ago—not to mention the one she’d developed in return over the last few weeks—it was a wonder they managed to get any work done at all.

      The deep-red hair that caught her attention in her grandmother’s yard all those years ago had faded a bit, but it still grew thick and curly. He’d picked up a bit of silver in his hair and his tidy beard, though he still looked younger than his forty-three years.

      He still had every bit of the broad smile and easy laugh that Deb remembered so well. And he certainly filled out his faded Michigan State University t-shirt and slightly newer jeans better than he ever had back then.

      Unfortunately she realized too late that he was smiling because she’d missed every word of what he’d just said. Thankfully his bright green eyes twinkled rather than flashing with impatience or anger.

      Deb hated to admit it, but she had no idea what he’d just asked her, and no graceful way to fake it past her lapse of attention.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, smiling herself. “I’ve got spring fever just like the kids down at the high school. What did you say?”

      Jeff laughed and bumped his shoulder against hers. Deb wore one of her absurd number of geeky conference t-shirts, but she’d traded in her normal threadbare work sweatpants for her own pair of jeans. And she might have taken a bit more time than usual trying to tame her wavy brown hair.

      “Nothing as good as that,” he said. “I was just asking yet another question trying to figure out RAM versus hard drive space compared to processor speed. To tell you the painfully honest truth, despite my geeky tech writer tendencies, I’ve always just worked with whatever computer the IT department sends me. Same as I did when I suffered in a cubicle under a bank of glaring fluorescent lights.”

      He looked into her eyes for several incredibly intense seconds, then leaned closer.

      “What if I just told you I trust you to pick the best laptop for the job? I know you’ve got my best interests at heart.”

      Beth looked away to try and hide her blush, and the growing realization she was moving past crush territory. She had been since the two of them sat together on a decidedly odd late-night stakeout, trying to figure out who was stealing from Jeff’s father’s house a few weeks back.

      A stakeout that led to the far more odd discovery of a tiny little creek-side den stuffed full of the missing items. Inhabited by of what she could only think of as Appalachian fairies

      In the weeks since, neither she, Jeff, nor his father had figured out how to communicate with the barely palm-sized creatures. But Deb was enjoying the company—and the increasingly creative attempts—more with each passing day.

      Before she could move closer herself, movement in the backyard outside the windows caught her attention. Deb had to bite her cheeks to keep from groaning.

      Her cousin Terri, Sheriff Walsh to the county’s troublemakers, with her normal dreadful sense of timing. The very person who’d cheerfully and relentlessly convinced Deb to take on decidedly strange cases over the past few weeks.

      Clad in a most unusual outfit for her: a rather flattering sky-blue top with a darker blue swirly, and quite girly, skirt.

      Jeff looked that way too, then turned back to Deb with a sympathetic smile.

      “Incoming cousin alert.” He darted in for a quick kiss on her cheek. “I hope we can get back to talking about our best interests later.”

      Deb started to get up to let Terri in, and decided to take the unusual step of following an impulse without giving it a second’s thought. She leaned close to Jeff’s ear, breathing in the warm scent of his skin.

      “Sooner rather than later, I hope.” And she followed up with a quick kiss of his cheek, right above the perfectly even line of his beard. Before he had a chance to do more than look surprised—and pleased—she walked over to the screen door with what she hoped was an appropriately fierce scowl.

      Terri drew back for an instant, then returned the scowl with one of her own.

      “Not one word about the getup. I had to go to a bridal shower of all things, can you imagine? Probably because my mother-in-law has never quite forgiven me for not having one myself.” She charged right past Deb and took up her normal sprawl on the blue sofa, letting her skirt flare and fall where it would.

      “At least I blend in to the only comfortable seat in the place. Got anything to drink? And please, I beg of you, nothing that’s pink or fizzy or full of sliced strawberries or edible hearts or some other such nonsense.”

      Terri gave a dramatic shudder, glanced toward the stairs going up to the main floor, and did a double-take so broad and honestly surprised that Deb snorted out laughter.

      Jeff only grinned from his spot behind Deb’s desk while Terri thumped her sandaled feet to the floor, tucked her skirt around her legs, and turned beet-red.

      “How long were you two going to let me carry on like that? Flashing my only gear that wasn’t issued by the Commonwealth of Virginia for some random guy to see.”

      Deb grabbed a steel bottle of water she always kept filled in case she (ever) got caught up in her new line of work and forgot to stay hydrated, along with three matching glasses. She filled all three, trying her best to stop laughing.

      “I figure until you used your brilliant investigative powers and noticed someone sitting in a very small room.”

      Terri took the water, but her scowl only deepened.

      “I really should pour this all over those shiny new monitors of yours, but I’m about to thirst to death from trying to avoid eight hundred glasses of bubbly sweetheart champagne or true love tingle or whatever they called it.” She drained half the glass and sighed, then resumed her glare. “Now I don’t feel the least little bit guilty about what I’m about to bring you.”

      Deb hesitated for a second, not wanting to leave Jeff feeling isolated behind her desk, and not wanting Terri to think it was okay to keep dropping by unannounced like this.

      Not that Terri would have cared if Deb told her to cut it out in no uncertain terms.

      She settled for sitting in the other dining room chair, right in the middle.

      “Since when have you felt guilty about bringing me anything?” she said. “In this case, you even managed to interrupt me at work in my new job, helping Jeff figure out how to upgrade his computer setup.”

      Terri raised one eyebrow and looked from Deb to Jeff, who helpfully held up his water glass in a mock-toast.

      “I can get out of your way and stop back by later,” he said. “So we can focus.”

      Deb tried to resist, but she made the mistake of meeting his gaze. He didn’t smile or wink or anything else, but his gaze still somehow turned up the heat in the basement a few degrees.

      “Well no, you don’t have to go anywhere,” Terri said, with a smile that had Deb wanting to warn Jeff to run for it. “This might be something you want to pitch in on, since you both loved all those scary stories we used to tell around the fire. I have to admit this one’s got me more than a little bit spooked.”

      Taking a drink of her own water, Deb wondered what could possibly be more spooky than the shadowy creatures she and her new friend Annie had discovered in a cave under the high school. Eerie as they were, with their noises and their moving shadows attached to nothing but the walls, they’d turned out to be more communicative than the hillbilly faeries so far.

      As long as they were given a steady supply of Annie’s smooth-as-velvet moonshine.

      “I’m not sure I want to get into more of your real-live haints,” Deb said. “Not after the last time.”

      Terri waved Deb’s words away, then pointed at Jeff.

      “I’m guessing Jeff wants to hear more, just look at him.”

      Jeff was indeed leaning forward in his chair, eyes sparkling. He shrugged, but Deb wasn’t fooled for a second.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “I’d like to hear more about it I guess, just for curiosity’s sake. Assuming it isn’t top-secret or for law enforcement ears only.”

      “But Deb’s not law enforcement.” Terri had a positively wicked gleam in her eye. “She’s not even licensed as a PI in Virginia, right?”

      Deb resisted the perfectly reasonable urge to reach over and tickle Terri until she cried, or at least until she wiped that satisfied smirk off her face.

      Mainly because that very morning, Deb had been reading up on how to get herself licensed in Virginia before her Georgia license expired.

      “Okay, I give up,” Deb said, shaking her head. “You might end up wishing you hadn’t encouraged her, Jeff. Out with it, Sheriff Walsh.”

      Deb would have sworn Terri really wanted to sprawl so she could talk, but she looked at Jeff again and crossed her legs nice and proper instead.

      “You both remember the old Johnston place, out toward Timber Haul Road?” Terri waited for Deb and Jeff to nod. “It’s still too big and rambling for any normal family to live in, but Cliff Johnston finally figured out a way to use it without violating the terms of the will.”

      Something tickled at the back of Deb’s mind, but she couldn’t quite grab it. Jeff asked the
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