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    ~*~ 
 
    The old revolver appeared in her hand again, the heft of it familiar. She remembered that gun. She remembered lifting it that night. Most importantly, she remembered who had given it to her and why. She checked to make sure it was fully loaded before slipping it into her purse. After a final glance in the mirror, she left the house. 
 
    She’d been told not to come back until he was gone, and she had no intention of failing. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    LUNA’S EYES OPENED AS SUNLIGHT blasted across her face. It was always like that in her bedroom, and she never allowed herself to get annoyed about it since she had been the one who just had to have the gauzy yellow curtains to decorate her space in the bed and breakfast. 
 
    It always struck her as funny that hers was the only house in all of Calidity that didn’t have a mature shade tree butted up to it. That ever-present greenness was one of the things that drew people to the small northeastern town. It was a haven for nature, fresh air, and four seasons that all seemed to show off when it was their turn on stage. 
 
    The town of Calidity had a surprisingly good tourist season going, but not an overwhelming one. Not too many people knew about it, and the people who lived there liked it that way. Luna had ended up there years ago through circumstances beyond her control and had fallen in love with everything about the town. She’d never seen herself as a small-town girl, yet there she was, making the choice several times a week to walk down to the dock with a book and the intention of reading until it got too dark to see. 
 
    The bed and breakfast had been something of an impulse decision after seeing the large and rather ornate house for sale. It had been on the market for a while, and the asking price had been reduced repeatedly. Luna had no idea why no one wanted the place. It was well taken care of and filled with an old and elegant sort of charm. She’d taken the status of the listing as a sign that it had been waiting for her and signed on the dotted line as soon as she was able. 
 
    The business was named Luna & Liza’s, or L & L’s for short. Like the town, she did a pretty steady business. On nights where the load was light, she’d host game nights, dinner parties, and movies for the people in town. She loved hosting, and since everyone in Calidity was polite, the cleanup wasn’t usually too bad. 
 
    As her brain began to wake up, Luna remembered her current guest, who was leaving that morning, had requested pancakes, eggs, and bacon as her parting meal, and Luna had no problem honoring the request. 
 
    The kitchen of the house was one of the rooms that Luna had fallen in love with. It was one of those kitchens that looked like it was built for big families and entertaining. Counters hugged the walls halfway around the rather large room, and each had its own matching cabinet above so that there was never a reason to say you didn’t have a place to put things. The counter tops were older and had been a bit beat up when Luna took possession of the place, so she’d put down the fake stuff that looked like a big marble sticker in the meantime. Replacing the countertops was one of the things on her list to do, and she’d already picked out the tops that she wanted. Having the money to do it was another thing altogether. 
 
    The entry to the kitchen was one of those old wooden sliding doors where the panels slid into the walls to hide away when not in use. They were made of real wood, so they were heavy and old, well used, and full of life. They made Luna feel warm and loved, as if every person that had grown up happily in that house was there and hugging her. She was never getting rid of those doors. 
 
    The floors had been linoleum when she’d moved in, which Luna hated, and her first learning project was putting down wood flooring in there. She’d used the easy kind, where the slats slid into each other and snapped into place, so you didn’t have to mess with wood glue and all of the mess that normally would have ensued. The floor was holding up well, and she loved the feeling of sliding across the smooth floors into the room when she was having a good morning. 
 
    She had two big, solid, gas burning stoves in one corner, a large, industrial fridge in the other, and counters and islands everywhere in between. She’d put a good size table on the far side that sat four, but no bigger since the island sat a few as well. There was a full dining room on the other side of the wall for when she had larger groups, not to mention several sitting areas, some around a fireplace and some around a TV. The last thing that kitchen needed was more sitting space. No, it needed to feel warm and alive It needed to provide comfort and good food when needed. It needed to provide happiness to anyone who wandered through Luna’s doors. And she’d been told on more than one occasion that the room did exactly what she’d aimed for it to do. That made the whole thing worthwhile. 
 
    The countertops drove her mad, though. She was going to have to get that done as soon as she could. 
 
    Twenty minutes after pushing herself out of bed, the coffee maker was filling, and pans warmed over the burners while Luna prepped ingredients. 
 
    “Hey bestie,” Asher said, the sound of the back-porch door swinging open announcing her arrival. 
 
    “You’re here early. You don’t usually show up until the food does,” Luna said as she set down the egg carton to hug Asher. 
 
    “Someone decided six thirty was the perfect time to start mowing the neighbor’s yard. It’s a wonder I wasn’t sitting beside your bed waiting for you to get up.” 
 
    Luna laughed. “Since you’re here, make yourself useful.” She handed Asher a package of bacon and pushed her gently towards the waiting griddle. 
 
    “Aw, you’re making me cook the bacon? I hate cooking things that can harm me.” 
 
    “It’s just grease, you big baby,” Luna said, snorting. “The griddle isn’t too hot; you should be safe.” 
 
    “Do I at least get an extra helping, since I’m the one who’s cooking it?” 
 
    “Sure.” Luna flicked a drop of water onto the pan for pancakes. Not quite hot enough yet, she thought as it evaporated. 
 
    Asher had been one of the first people Luna met in Calidity. She was bubbly, adorable, and fiercely loyal to the people she cared about. There was something about watching her bright red hair bouncing up the street towards Luna’s house that made her smile every time. 
 
    Asher came from one of the “old families” in town—they’d been here for several generations and didn’t seem concerned with leaving. When Luna had first met Asher’s mother, Melody, she had asked one simple question about the town’s history and received a flood of fascinating details. The town had a rich and complex past, filled with mysteries that had never been solved and people who lived too long. Many of those mysteries had puzzled Luna until she’d found out that Asher’s family were shifters. Wolves: the flavor that many in Hollywood had made their money exploiting, though they hadn’t gotten much about them right. When Melody—affectionately called Mom by both Asher and Luna—found out that Luna came from a long line of witches, she’d immediately said, “Good! You’ll fit right in around here.” 
 
    Boots on old wooden floors brought Asher’s and Luna’s attention around to the kitchen entrance. The woman staying upstairs didn’t wear work boots or walk heavily. Which meant Luna had company she wasn’t prepared for. She hated that. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies. It smells wonderful in here,” Wesley said, strolling into the kitchen, his thumbs hooked into his belt loops as he pushed out his chest. The sheriff’s badge pinned to his shirt caught the light, as Luna was sure he had intended. 
 
    “Good morning, Sheriff,” Luna said, turning back to the pan. “Is there something that we can help you with? I have a guest to attend to.” 
 
    “You seem awfully dismissive. Is there something going on that I should know about?” 
 
    Luna and Asher shared a look that he couldn’t see. 
 
    Wesley had been… aggressively paying attention to Luna for years. That was a nice way to put it. He stopped just shy of licking the side of her face and telling her what he wanted to do to her. He had gotten pushy enough that Luna was worried he’d come after her for rebuffing him, but he hadn’t. He wouldn’t. Because he was married, and the last thing he wanted was for word to get back to his wife, Georgia, who might make a scene. Why, it would tarnish his precious image. 
 
    Or that’s what he seemed to think. The reality was that everyone knew he was a jerk with a vicious wandering eye, among other things. His wife acted like she didn’t know, but Luna couldn’t see how she’d missed it. She and Asher had decided the woman was just in denial. Which was a shame because she was a wonderfully sweet woman who was also drop-dead gorgeous. She deserved better. 
 
    “I’m just busy. Like I am every morning that you walk into my kitchen without an invitation.” Luna splashed water on the pan again. The droplets hissed. She gave Wesley a wide berth as she passed him to grab the bowl of batter and start the pancakes. 
 
    “What about her?” Wesley pointed to Asher. Was the man whining? 
 
    “What about her?” Luna said, sighing. The smell of pancakes mixed with bacon filled the kitchen.  
 
    “Maybe if you weren’t prancing around town in those tight jeans, getting everyone’s attention all the time…” he muttered. 
 
    “Sheriff,” she said sharply, glancing at him. “I am in my own home. Don’t you have some law enforcement to get to? Your services are not needed.” 
 
    Wesley’s jaw clenched. “You should be a little nicer to me, you know. I could be the one who saves you from some night prowler or something.” 
 
    “I can protect myself, Sheriff.” She neatly flipped the pancakes onto a platter. 
 
    Wesley pushed his lips together into a thin line. 
 
    Asher stepped between them, holding up a plate with a few pieces of bacon like a sacrificial offering. “Why don’t you have yourself a piece of bacon, hm?” She always tried to diffuse tension, bless her heart.  
 
    The problem was that Luna was not going to back down from demanding respect for herself. She hadn’t been raised to believe that she should bow down just because a man told her to, and nothing about life since then had made her think that the opinion should change. She deserved to be treated with respect, and Wesley was going to respect her desire for him not to belligerently hit on her, whether he liked it or not. 
 
    “Sheriff, we’ve got a call.” The voice came through the doorway, followed by the rookie that had followed Wesley around for the past week or so. 
 
    Luna smiled. Bless that rookie. 
 
    “I told you not to interrupt me when—” Wesley started, ready to lay into the poor kid. 
 
    “Didn’t he just say you had a call?” Luna interrupted. “It sure would look bad if the sheriff didn’t show up when someone needs saving.” She didn’t even try to hide the wide grin on her face. 
 
    Wesley’s face turned a deep crimson, the anger creeping its way up his neck. He needed a tan or something. Luna thanked the world around her that she had melanin to cover up those pesky problems. 
 
    “Here,” Luna said, grabbing one of the pancakes from the plate and a few pieces of bacon from Asher’s plate. “The eggs aren’t ready yet, but have a little breakfast, hm? It’s early, and you have a long day of justice ahead of you.” She handed the rookie the plate with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” the kid said with a wide grin and a polite tip of his police hat. Yeah, she liked him. 
 
    “Hurry up, kid,” Wesley snapped, shooting a look at both Luna and the rookie before turning and stomping out the door. His radio crackled to life, which meant people were starting to look for him. 
 
    Asher let out a breath as the men’s footsteps faded. “That man needs to chill out.” 
 
    “That man needs to be taught a lesson,” Luna replied. 
 
    “Did I already miss the morning excitement?” The deep, melodious voice belonged to Zelda, the guest who was checking out. She looked to be in her fifties but told Luna that she was a well-kept seventy-six. She loved traveling, drinking, and telling stories about her life. She’d had affairs with mafia hitters, almost robbed a bank with some friends who had long since passed, and generally raised hell with each trip around the sun. Luna loved her. 
 
    “Unfortunately. Something tells me you’d have given him a run for his money,” Luna said with a smile as the woman grabbed a mug and got herself a cup of coffee. Luna had already learned her lesson about that: When she’d arrived two weeks ago, she’d fussed at Luna not to wait on her hand and foot, that she was perfectly capable of getting herself something to drink. Then she’d told Luna to grab a glass of wine and come join her on the porch for a cigar. 
 
    Luna didn’t want her to leave. 
 
    “I’m sure you gave him enough run on your own. You may be a good girl on the outside, but something tells me you’re quite the firecracker when you get riled up.” 
 
    Asher choked on a laugh. 
 
    “You too, red. I bet once someone gets you to show that side of yourself, you’d rip them to shreds.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Asher said softly, which just made Luna laugh. 
 
    “I’m really sad to see you go, Zelda. I haven’t enjoyed the company of a guest this much in a long time,” Luna said. Zelda grabbed two more mugs from the counter and handed one to Luna and one to Asher. 
 
    “I’m sad to leave too, but I have to. I’ve got a date that I can’t be late for,” she said with a wink that made both Asher and Luna giggle. 
 
    “I hope I am half as exciting as you are when I’m in my seventies,” Asher said, fixing herself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Don’t be half. Be more so. Light this world on fire,” Zelda said in a whisper. 
 
    “But don’t burn the bacon,” Luna added. Asher squealed and turned back to her pan, which had just started to smoke. 
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    WITH BREAKFAST EATEN, ZELDA SEEN off, and the dining room cleaned, Asher bounded off towards her mother's house, forlornly stating that she’d promised to help with spring cleaning. They made plans to meet up for dinner, the three of them, around seven at Asher’s house. Luna was cooking, of course. 
 
    She waited until Asher was out of sight before she went back inside and locked the door behind her. She normally didn’t lock anything during the daytime, but she had a call to make and the last thing she needed was for someone to wander in and find out something they weren’t supposed to know. 
 
    Graham answered on the second ring. “You’re late.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too, sunshine,” Luna said, pouring herself a second cup of coffee. 
 
    “You know I hate waiting.” 
 
    “And you know that you’d hate it even more if we had to do this little tête-à-tête with an audience.” 
 
    Graham sighed on the other end. “You had someone in the B&B today?” 
 
    “Yep.” Luna paused to sip her coffee. “She just left, as did Asher. Once I was alone, I called, just like you asked.” 
 
    “You know that I have to keep tabs on you. You’re still in danger.” 
 
    It was Luna’s turn to sigh. They had this conversation almost every time that they spoke. “I know, Graham. I never said that I resent having to call you. Just that sometimes it’s a bit of a challenge to be alone on schedule.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one that wanted someplace completely different.” Graham laughed. 
 
    “You are correct, I did say that. I didn’t think this little town was what you all would settle me in though. I guess I should have thought a bit longer about what I was asking for.” 
 
    “Maybe. But you’ve done really well for yourself there. And more importantly, you’re safely hidden.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “So, let’s get through the official part of all of this, and then we can talk.” 
 
    Graham had been Luna’s contact for years. At this point, they knew each other pretty well and considered each other friends. This was normal for their calls. They always got the business out of the way first, then had an honest conversation about how things were going. Graham had always been afraid that everything that had happened would scar Luna in some way. It hadn’t, from what either of them could tell. But he still checked. 
 
    “So, about what brought you to Calidity…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Then, nothing. Graham didn’t say anything else, as if he were waiting for her to say or do something. What, she had no idea. Was she supposed to talk about what happened? She couldn’t even remember… what happened. Why couldn’t she remember what happened? 
 
    “Was there something you wanted to say?” Luna asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Nope, we’re all done,” Graham said as if he hadn’t just started a conversation about her past and then immediately let it die. 
 
    “All right then…” 
 
    “Talk to you next time.” Graham ended the call. 
 
    Luna stared at the phone in her hand for a moment with a frown on her face. That had been an odd call. 
 
    Someone knocked at the door, and Luna heard her sweet, elderly neighbor, Mrs. Jacobson, call out, “Luna? Are you in there? I brought you something sweet.” 
 
    “Coming!” Luna called back. She didn’t have time to think about Graham’s oddities. She needed to clean Zelda’s vacated room and decide what to cook for dinner and toss a few loads of laundry in the washer and… 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    IT WAS DINNER TIME BEFORE Luna was aware that much of the day had passed. She’d finished most of what she’d wanted to get done around the house. Tomorrow, she was going to drive to downtown, which was not nearly as far as it sounded, nor as exciting, and hit the grocery store to stock up the pantry and fridge, before visiting a few small shops for some decorating she had been putting off. 
 
    Luna had started dinner in time for it to be out of the oven and cooling when she loaded it into her car. Mom’s house was only five minutes down the road, but it had only taken one time of walking over with several serving dishes before Luna swore she’d never do it again. Asher lived a few streets over from her mother, and while she didn’t mind the closeness, her mother was careful with how often she took advantage of having Asher so close. She didn’t drop by unannounced or slip in through the open back door when her daughter wasn’t home to clean up. She said she wanted Asher to be an adult, and that meant that she was going to keep treating her like she was. Asher thought it was silly. Luna thought it was brilliant. 
 
    Luna pulled her car into the driveway and hadn’t even killed the engine before Mom and Asher were out the front door. 
 
    “I can already smell the yummy smells coming from your car,” Melody said, pulling Luna into a tight hug. 
 
    “I do try and stick with what you like, Mom.” Luna giggled. 
 
    Melody pulled back from the hug, looking highly offended. “My dear, I love everything that you’ve ever made for me, you know that.” 
 
    “So, I could show up with a fully vegan meal and you’d be fine with that?” Luna asked. Asher snorted as she opened the passenger side door and began grabbing dishes. 
 
    “Well, my dear, we are carnivores, you see,” Melody began. 
 
    Luna started laughing before she could finish whatever yarn she’d been about to spin. “I wouldn’t do that to you, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Melody gave Luna a playful push before walking around to help Asher with the food. 
 
    Luna had made a hearty beef stew, along with homemade biscuits and a small salad. The salad was for her. Neither Melody nor Asher were salad eaters, though from time to time they would crave one. With meat. 
 
    “So,” Melody began as the three women took seats on the back patio, fixed plates on the table. “I hear that horrid sheriff has been sniffing around you again.” 
 
    “Wesley is always sniffing around me. It’s just that sometimes his actual job gets in the way,” Luna responded with an eye roll. 
 
    “That man is terrible. And his poor wife. How does she deal with what a cheater her husband is?” Asher added. 
 
    “I went to have tea with her the other day and attempted to ease into the subject of her husband and what he’s like when she’s not around. She immediately changed the subject, almost like she hadn’t heard a word that I’d said. Hard denial.” Melody shook her head sadly. 
 
    “Then she knows. She just doesn’t want to talk about it,” Luna murmured. 
 
    “Just like most of the town, I’d bet,” Mom replied. 
 
    Asher sighed. “So, what do we do?” 
 
    Melody and Luna shared a look. “Nothing,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Nothing?” Asher repeated, shock clear in her voice. 
 
    “There is nothing we can do if she refuses to admit that there’s a problem.” Luna shrugged. 
 
    “But what about you? What about how he harasses you?” 
 
    “I can take care of myself. You know that,” Luna said, grinning across the table at her best friend. 
 
    “Luna probably has more tricks up her sleeve than we know about,” Melody said with a laugh. “By comparison, we only have one trick.” 
 
    “It’s one hell of a trick though.” Luna giggled. 
 
    And that was the end of that. The three of them made it a point not to spend too much time talking about stressful things when they were together. They were there for happiness and peace, and talking about the sheriff brought neither. The conversation moved on.  
 
    By the time Luna packaged up what was left for Melody and Asher, gave her serving dishes a quick clean, and packed everything into the car again, it was late, and all three of them were yawning. 
 
    Asher hopped into Luna’s car for a ride home, because big bad wolf in a small town or not, Luna didn’t want her walking alone. Once inside her house, Asher whispered a small incantation, which activated the home’s protection spell set up by Luna. Like all magic, the spell took wear and tear over time. Once every few months, Luna drove past the homes she’d chosen to protect and give them a little magic refresher. It wasn’t a complicated spell, just one that kept out people with malicious intent. One day, she’d make proper wards, but for now, this would have to do. 
 
    Back home, the house was quiet, like it always seemed to be at night, even when it was full. Luna loved stepping through the door and feeling the warm darkness surround her. It wasn’t scary or unknown. It was peaceful. She thought that peace was why people stayed with her, even if they didn’t fully understand why they wanted to be there. 
 
    She had worked hard to get that feeling into the house. It was magic, sure, but not the kind that involved spells and potions. It was the everyday magic that everyone had but most didn’t realize. It was what most humans thought of as making a house feel like a home, and it involved so much more than decorations and incense. It had to do with the souls who lived there, both past and present. It was something that had to be cultivated and nurtured, like a plant, until it grew to overtake the structure. 
 
    The house hadn’t felt that way when she’d bought it. It had felt almost malevolent, though nothing there had ever attacked or tried to harm her. It was more of a feeling that kept people away. She’d never been able to pin down where it originated from, but she had been able to change it. Everywhere but one place. 
 
    Luna turned and eyed the nondescript door to the basement. It was locked, but she hadn’t locked it. She’d tried the door for the hundredth time earlier that day while straightening. It wouldn’t budge. The door handle turned, and it sounded as if the latch came free, but it wouldn’t move. That cold, stay-away feeling the house had been steeped in when she’d first moved in radiated from the door. Like a cold breeze that made you shiver. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a good thing it won’t open, hm?” Luna said to herself as she moved past the door and into the kitchen to put her dishes away. 
 
    Dishes set down, she paused, the hairs on her arms lifting up. “Maybe I ought to check on my wards too, while we’re checking things,” Luna whispered, and it wasn’t until she made sure they were all in place that she could relax and get ready for bed. 
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    THE WOODS AROUND CALIDITY WERE rich in plants that Luna needed as ingredients. Certain things she had to order—things that weren’t native to her part of the world, or things that originated in mythical places that she didn’t have ready access to—but everything else was accessible on a good forage, which she loved doing. Most of what she collected was kept in her closet, which was unreasonably large. She put in some additional shelving and voila, secret ingredient haven. The things that needed to be planted were settled in large pots on the back porch, for the mundane, and in a private sunroom off of her bedroom behind a locked door, for the things that would probably freak people out. 
 
    She’d been out of the house since about ten in the morning, cruising through shops for a couple hours before securing everything in her car and wandering into the woods behind the main street strips. That was why she wasn’t home when it happened.  
 
    Her wards let her know something was up before her phone did, the sound crashing around in her brain so loudly she almost missed the call from Asher. That meant that there was a lot of energy going through her home, which probably wasn’t good. 
 
    “Luna, are you home?” Asher said, concern coloring her words. 
 
    “I went downtown. Can you stop by my house? Something is wrong,” Luna said, stumbling back towards her car and trying not to look like she was insane as she tried to push away the wards’ clanging in her mind. 
 
    “I’m already there. I was down the street and saw the police cars lined up.” 
 
    Uh-oh. “Police cars? What in the hell is Wesley up to now?” 
 
    “There’s blood up your front steps, Luna. It’s leading into the house, and if what I’m overhearing is correct, there’s a dead body in your front hall.” 
 
    Luna stopped dead in her tracks. “I haven’t been gone long enough for someone to die in there.” 
 
    “Wesley is looking for you. They’re going to start searching the house without you soon—” 
 
    “No! Stop them. Tell them that you got hold of me and that I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Alright. Hurry.” Asher ended the call. 
 
    Luna took off at a run towards her car. This was one hundred percent the last thing she needed. Since coming to Calidity, she’d made sure to keep her distance from dead things in general. Who in the world was dead in her house? And how had no one seen whatever had resulted in blood on her front steps? 
 
    “Later,” she said to herself and she turned the engine over and almost peeled out of the parking lot. Later when me and my home are out of danger. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “ABOUT TIME,” WESLEY SAID, CASUALLY crossing his arms from her porch as Luna came tearing up the sidewalk. She ignored him. 
 
    Asher was right. A dinner-plate-sized splat of blood on the concrete at the base of the porch stairs started a trail of both large and small drops of blood leading up onto the porch and to the front door. 
 
    “What in the—” 
 
    “Funny, that’s what we were wondering too,” Wesley said with a sick smile on his face.  
 
    Luna turned, ignoring him again as she searched for her friend. “Asher,” she called. 
 
    “Here!” came the response from around the side of the house. She headed in that direction. Wesley was worse than useless. 
 
    “What happened?” Luna asked even before reaching where Asher stood with two officers. They were beside the shrubs bordering the shoulder-high fence that surrounded Luna’s backyard. 
 
    “They can’t tell me,” she said. Luna looked from one officer to the other. One was the rookie she’d fed breakfast to yesterday morning. Neither gave off an air of anything negative. 
 
    The rookie stepped forward, tipping his head apologetically. “We can’t tell her because the investigation is still going on. They’re searching the house now,” he explained.  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Officer Bo, ma’am.” 
 
    “Officer Bo, I understand that if there is a dead body in my house, there needs to be an investigation, and I won’t get in the way of that. My concern is that the investigation will trash my home, which in my case happens to be my livelihood. Especially because of who is in charge here, and how he treats me.” She gave Officer Bo a knowing look. 
 
    He frowned and nodded. “Right. I’ll see what I can do. But I need you and Miss Asher to stay here with Officer Royal. The two of you attempting to get involved right now wouldn’t help.” 
 
    Luna nodded. “I promise we’ll stay here.” 
 
    Officer Bo took off at a trot around to the front of the house, and Luna sent a small bit of her hope after him. She didn’t know if he could do something or not, but she appreciated that he was willing to try. 
 
    “So, what can you tell me?” Luna asked as she and Asher turned to face Officer Royal, a short man with a thin mustache. Both she and Asher towered over him, but they had practice not coming across as intimidating. 
 
    “There isn’t much I can tell you as of now, ma’am. Other than the blood out front and the body on the floor, not much is known yet.” 
 
    Luna cursed internally. That was probably an accurate statement, if everything had just gone sideways when Asher called her. Judging by when her wards started screaming, that was exactly what happened. But why hadn’t they gone off when the dead guy showed up? 
 
    “No one knows how he got there?” Asher asked. 
 
    Officer Royal shook his head. “Our call was a concern for your safety,” he said, indicating Luna, “because a neighbor saw the blood and thought that you were hurt.” 
 
    “Luna!” Wesley barked from what sounded like the back of the house. 
 
    “I can’t get back there, Sheriff. No gate.” She intentionally hadn’t put a gate in when she’d had the fence repaired, and while she could probably jump the fence, she didn’t want to. She wanted someone to let her see that body in her front hall. 
 
    Wesley appeared at the fence and frowned. “Well, why don’t you have a gate like every other house in this neighborhood?” 
 
    She met his small eyes. “Because I’m a single woman who lives alone. Limiting the points of entry to the house seemed like a good idea.” 
 
    Partially. 
 
    Wesley looked annoyed. “I’ve got three officers trying to get through that door between the bathroom and the kitchen. Where is the key?” he asked, holding his hand out. 
 
    Luna shrugged. “I’ve never been able to get through that door. The real estate agent said this place has a basement, so I assume that’s where it leads, but I’ve never seen it. If your guys manage to get through, can you let me know what’s behind it?” 
 
    Wesley narrowed his eyes suspiciously, then nodded and trudged back around the corner of the house.  
 
    “I don’t think he believes you,” Asher said softly. 
 
    “Probably not. But it’s the truth, and I can’t give him more than that.” 
 
    “I can’t let you leave, Miss Luna, but you can at least sit down if you want,” Officer Royal said, motioning to a small stone bench next to the house. It had been there when Luna bought the place, and now, as she sat, she wondered briefly if it had been put there as a sort of naughty chair. The thought almost made her chuckle. 
 
    She held her hand out to Asher, who took it and sat beside her. Asher wouldn’t mind the contact, since she was always a bit more touchy-feely than Luna was. Luna needed the comfort. 
 
    “Oop, what’s this?” Asher said, stepping back and looking down at her feet. 
 
    “Sunglasses?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Broken, bloody sunglasses,” Asher said, squatting down. 
 
    “Hang on, Ms. Asher, don’t touch those,” Officer Bo said, putting on a rubber glove that he’d pulled from somewhere. The glasses were gingerly removed from the patch of grass they’d rested in and slipped into a plastic bag parked Evidence. “I’ll make sure those get tested.” 
 
    “Are those yours?” Asher asked softly as she sat down beside Luna. 
 
    Luna shrugged, answering honestly. She couldn’t really tell from the broken half-frames. “No idea.” 
 
    Asher sighed softly, concern naked on her face. 
 
    “Can Asher leave if she needs to?” Luna asked, glancing up at Officer Bo. That was something that she could control to some degree, unlike the unknown sunglasses situation. The last thing she wanted to do was drag Asher into something that looked like it was turning ugly and that had nothing to do with her.  
 
    “I haven’t been told that she can’t.” Which meant that until he was told otherwise, the answer was yes. 
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    IT WAS ALMOST TWO HOURS later when Luna was finally allowed into the house, and only then because someone had asked if she recognized the body and none of the officers knew the answer. No one had bothered to let her in to ask. 
 
    “Alright, Luna. You are, by default, the primary suspect on this, so don’t get any stupid ideas. Regardless, we need to know if you know who the stiff is.” Wesley gestured for her to enter. 
 
    Luna made a face. He was so crass. She stepped through the doorway to her home, the usual calm she felt there replaced by anxiety as she waited for someone to lift the sheet from the body. The sheet, she realized, they’d pulled from her linen closet. 
 
    Officer Royal gently revealed the body. Shock overtook her as she filed away each injury. Bruises on neck and abdomen. Cuts on neck and scalp. One eye socket nearly caved in.  
 
    She closed her eyes and looked away, not because of the injuries, but because she knew who it was, and this wasn’t how she wanted to see him. 
 
    “It’s my father,” she whispered. 
 
    “Pardon?” Wesley said, leaning in. 
 
    “I said, it’s my father.” The last word was nearly a yell. Now he wouldn’t ask her to repeat herself. It hadn’t been something she’d wanted to say even once. 
 
    “Your father? I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you mention either of your parents. Bad relationship?” Wesley had a forced sympathetic turn to his mouth that Luna wanted to smack off. 
 
    She just glared at him. “I don’t have to tell you anything. My family is none of business.” 
 
    She hadn’t talked about her family to anyone in Calidity because she was in the witness protection program. She wasn’t supposed to talk about anyone from her past. And yet there she was, looking down on the bloody and beaten body of most of what she wasn’t supposed to be talking about. Graham was going to love this. 
 
    “What about Asher? You girls talk about things, right? She’d know what kind of relationship you and your father had. We’ll just bring her down to the station and ask her.” 
 
    Jaw clenched, she didn’t bother to answer. Asher wouldn’t be able to help with that either, which Wesley likely knew. He was just looking for something to pick at, something that would annoy her, and picking on someone she cared about fit the bill. 
 
    “No answer? That’s fine. You have the right to remain silent. You probably should, given that you killed someone in the front hallway of your own house and then left it here for us to find.” 
 
    Luna rolled her eyes. The last thing she’d have done was leave a bloody trail right to her door. She was a lot of things, but stupid was not one of them. 
 
    “You know that you’re under arrest, right?” Wesley said, smiling as he pulled Luna’s arms behind her and began putting on the handcuffs. 
 
    Though his hands on her made her cringe, she made herself relax. “I wasn’t even at home,” she protested. She didn’t fight against him. That would just make things worse. 
 
    “I don’t know how long you’d been gone nor how long your father had been dead. Until someone can tell me that you have an airtight alibi, you stay where we can watch you.” 
 
    “Just hurry up and give me my phone call,” Luna muttered. Her best bet was to play nice until she was able to get to a phone. 
 
    “Take her and book her in, rookie. I’ve got to stay here until the scene is done,” Wesley said, almost shoving her towards Officer Bo. 
 
    “Yes sir.” Officer Bo gave her an apologetic look before taking her gently by the shoulder and leading her towards the door, down to the street, and into the squad car. 
 
    Luna didn’t say a word as the car pulled away from the curb. What was there to say? Even if she wasn’t as childish and petty as Wesley, she had to admit that she was the only possible suspect that they had at this point. Except she hadn’t done it, and she had no intention of going down for it. 
 
    The problem was she had no idea how her father had found her or who in Calidity would have killed him. But she needed to know, and she needed to know now. 
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    “GO AHEAD AND HAVE YOUR phone call, Miss Luna. I can’t promise you’ll be able to have one once everyone comes back from the scene,” Officer Bo said. He’d taken the headshots and the fingerprints, filled out the paperwork, and finally taken off the handcuffs. Now he was motioning for her to go into the small, claustrophobic closet that contained the phone for her one call. 
 
    “Thanks,” Luna said so softly that he might not have heard her as she brushed past. 
 
    Once the door closed behind her, she picked up the handset and dialed the number from memory. Graham picked up on the first ring and the line clicked after he’d accepted the charges. 
 
    “Luna? What in the hell are you doing in jail?” 
 
    Luna sighed. “I need you to come to Calidity and help me clear my name.” 
 
    “What do they think you did?” 
 
    “My father’s dead body appeared in my entryway a few hours ago. Any idea how he got here without someone knowing?” 
 
    Luna almost heard Graham tense up. These were the things that he was supposed to be watching, which meant that someone somewhere had dropped a really big ball. “Let me do some digging.” 
 
    “Can you get here and get me out before you start your slow, bureaucratic digging? I’m not really enjoying my stay at chez jailhouse.” 
 
    “Right, right, of course. I’ll be there in a few hours. You’ll have to sit tight until then. I’m going to need to pull a few official strings to get them to let you go.” 
 
    Luna sighed again. “I’ll be here. Waiting.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Graham said, his voice sincere. Luna tried to dial back the attitude a bit. It wasn’t his fault that she was in jail, unless he was somehow the guy who had killed her father. She doubted it. He didn’t seem to have the stomach for that kind of dirty work. 
 
    “I’m… just not having a good day. I don’t mean to take it out on you,” Luna replied. The last thing she wanted to do was treat what might be the only cop in her corner like crap when she needed him most. 
 
    “It’s alright. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Try and keep it together, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    Luna and Graham said their goodbyes just as the phone rudely announced that her time was almost up. She ended the call before the line ended it for them. 
 
    “I’m done,” Luna called. 
 
    Officer Bo opened the door and motioned for her to step out. “I’ve got to put you into one of the holding cells.” 
 
    Luna nodded. “I know.” 
 
    She had no intention of acting up. Not yet at least. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “WELL, WELL, WELL.” THE VOICE came around the corner of the cell’s wall before the person did. “Isn’t this an interesting turn of events.” 
 
    Luna didn’t move, didn’t even lift her head from where it rested against the wall. “Not really.” She was sure Wesley was there to irritate her in the name of getting some sort of confession. Or maybe he was just there to irritate her in general. It sounded like something that he’d do. 
 
    “Nothing to say? No long diatribe explaining why no one in this town has even heard of your father until he showed up dead in your house?” 
 
    “He’s not from around here,” Luna said, making a face. 
 
    “You’ve never talked about him before. To anyone, as far as I can gather.” 
 
    “I’m not going to start now that he’s dead.” Luna sighed. 
 
    “You know, being so uptight isn’t going to help prove your innocence.” 
 
    Luna finally sat up and looked at Wesley through the bars. “Nothing in this cell is going to help prove my innocence. You’re just flailing around with what little information that you have, hoping you hit on something useful.” 
 
    “Maybe I could help you if I knew more. As of right now, all I have is the assumption that your relationship with your father was bad enough for you to never mention him.” 
 
    With a roll of her eyes, she rested her head back against the wall.  
 
    Wesley grunted, a harsh, angry sound. “Maybe if you were a little nicer to me, I’d be a bit nicer to you.” 
 
    Luna sighed. “Pass. Keep it in your pants and move the hell on.” 
 
    She could almost hear him grinding his teeth. Luna got a sick sort of satisfaction from his frustration. Probably not the best time to indulge in it, but what else did she have to do. 
 
    His hands collided with the bars with a muted clang. “You know what? If I had it my way…” 
 
    “How’s your wife doing?” Luna interrupted, lifting her head to stare straight at him. 
 
    Wesley stopped. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to become better friends with her. She seems like such a kind and sweet person. How in the world did she end up with someone like you?” 
 
    The anger drained from Wesley’s face, giving way to something like apprehension. 
 
    “I never was able to find the time to approach her, though. Running the house takes up a lot of time, you know. But maybe I’ll make some time once this is all over. That way, she can be there and see what happens when you barge into my kitchen first thing in the morning, looking me over like I’m some sort of prey to your predator, hm? Perhaps she’d like to know who you are when she’s not around.” 
 
    Wesley stepped back from the bars and let his hands fall to his sides. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be out there proving that I killed my father?” Luna asked. 
 
    Wesley didn’t say a word. Instead, he turned and left the hallway, boots thumping loudly. 
 
    Luna chuckled to herself and sat back down on the narrow bench. She liked to call that little bit of magic her Jedi mind trick. She didn’t use it often, since the effects of coming down off of it were unpredictable and it didn’t always work the way she wanted it to, but Wesley was a big boy. He could deal with whatever happened.  
 
    Hours later, as Luna was trying to sleep and failing miserably, a voice had her blearily opening her eyes. 
 
    “Miss Luna, looks like you posted bail.” 
 
    Luna yawned and stood up. “In the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Your visitor has federal creds important enough to keep us from being able to say no.” Which meant it was probably Graham, and he was probably throwing around his weight. Good on him. 
 
    Luna waited as the officer, one she didn’t recognize, unlocked the entrance to the cell. She stepped through it and waited as he closed it behind her and took hold of her arm. He wasn’t holding her tight enough to be rude, but he was letting her know that trying something was a bad idea. He didn’t know her from a hole in the wall, so she wasn’t offended. 
 
    “The paperwork is still being finished up, but your friend insisted he be able to talk to you. Until we can officially release you, we’re going to have to lock the two of you in one of the rooms.” 
 
    Luna nodded her understanding. “Alright.” 
 
    The room was small and plain—white walls, card table, two folding chairs—but seeing Graham with two cups of coffee and a calm smile made a weight lift from her shoulders. Luna sat across from him with a smile, and he pushed one of the Styrofoam cups towards her as the officer closed the door. The lock loudly clicked home. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Graham asked. 
 
    “I’m here. I’m sane. But I am really wondering what in the world is going on,” Luna said, frowning. 
 
    “Right. So, I had one of my guys do some digging while I started my drive. Last I’d heard, your father was in jail.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he’d gotten himself arrested.” She’d made it a habit not to stay up to date on her family. It just made things harder on her in the long run. 
 
    “There was a riot a few days ago, and your father was injured enough to be moved to a hospital. From what I understand, even though he was under constant guard, they managed to lose him three days ago. Until you called me this afternoon, they had no idea where he was.” 
 
    “And while all of this was going on, no one thought to inform the wayward kid in the witness protection program that he was MIA?” She was irritated by how this story was turning out. 
 
    “I can’t explain how the ball was dropped on this one, Luna. All I can do is tell you that I’m sorry and be here for you.” 
 
    Luna frowned and huffed a sigh. “Awesome. I’m the main person of interest for the murder of my father, someone who I can’t even say I had a good relationship with, because literally no one here has ever heard me talk about the man. Even my best friend has no idea about my family. That’s not even slightly enough for me to be a suspect, but that doesn’t mean that I won’t be. Who else is there?” 
 
    “But you didn’t do it. Did you?” Graham asked. 
 
    Luna shot him a look. 
 
    “Right. So there has to be a way to prove your innocence. We just have to find it and present it.” 
 
    “Says the guy who didn’t even know that someone who could possibly want me dead was missing for three days,” Luna muttered. 
 
    “Are you going to keep harping on that?” 
 
    “As long as I can,” Luna responded as the door to the room opened. 
 
    “There is no way in hell I’m going to allow this to happen,” Wesley said, walking into the room as if he owned the place. Because, as sheriff, he sort of did. 
 
    Luna groaned. 
 
    Graham stood. “Sheriff Wesley Jay? My name is Graham Lloyd. I’m going to need you to release Luna. I’ve made sure that everything is in order from a legal standpoint, so if you do choose to fight me on this, I’d have no choice but to suspect that you have some sort of personal vendetta against her and report your actions to people above your head.” 
 
    Graham knew about Wesley and the inappropriate and aggressive way he’d been around Luna. He wasn’t going to specifically say it, but he was going to make it known that he was aware and not going to allow it. Luna made herself swallow a smile, but that didn’t stop Wesley from leaning around Graham and shooting a deadly look her way. 
 
    “Don’t leave this town. Either of you. If I find out that any part of this is not on the up and up, I’ll be on my way to bring her back.” 
 
    “Of course. I’d expect nothing less from an officer with a record like yours.” 
 
    Luna would have asked what Graham meant by that, had he been talking to her. But Wesley let it go and chose to fire angry looks after them as they left together. 
 
    “You can’t go back to the house, you know that, right?” Graham asked as he and Luna climbed into his car. 
 
    “I know,” she responded sadly. Her house was a murder scene. “Just take me to Asher’s. I can stay there and I’m pretty sure she has some of my clothes.” She pointed what direction he should go. 
 
    “You don’t want to stay in the hotel? I can get another room.” 
 
    Luna shook her head, feeling a pounding headache start at the base of her skull. “No, at least not yet. If that changes, if something happening here puts Asher in danger or something like that, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Alright.”  
 
    She gave him the rest of the directions before putting her head back and closing her eyes. All she wanted to do was curl up on the couch with her best friend and maybe get drunk. 
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    ASHER HAD OPENED THE DOOR like she’d been expecting her. Luna introduced her to Graham but hadn’t been quite sure what to tell her when it came to how they knew each other. Graham had smoothly added that he was a friend of her father’s and was there to help. It wasn’t really a lie. Kind of. 
 
    Asher hadn’t asked any questions about how she’d gotten out so quickly, or why it was the middle of the night when she had, or how Graham had known that she needed help. None of the things that most people probably would have. Instead, she saw Graham off, got Luna inside, and set her up in the living room with a bottle of wine. 
 
    The sunlight on her face woke Luna up, just like in her bedroom, and for a moment, she thought the previous day had been a bad dream. Then she heard Asher shift in her sleep and realized that she wasn’t at home. 
 
    “Right,” she whispered, taking a deep breath. “No time like the present to get those wards done.” 
 
    Luna made sure to stay as quiet as she could as she got up, freshened up in the bathroom, and shuffled to the back door. The front door squeaked, so hopping the fence meant less of a chance of waking her best friend. She felt a pang of regret at not being able to get to her stash of herbs, but regret wouldn’t change anything. The woods behind Asher’s neighborhood would probably have everything she needed. Whatever she couldn’t find, she’d improvise without. 
 
    Luna was a witch who was most powerful in the art of alchemy. What that meant for most people was that she was incredibly good at channeling magic through a few physical ingredients put together in the right way. Sometimes the ingredients disappeared from the physical realm when the magic was left behind. Sometimes the ingredients became magical, like with potions or smudge sticks. It really depended on what she was doing. While there were a few spells that she could handle without any sort of alchemy, her real magic gifting involved various herbs and tinctures. She had made her peace with that. 
 
    The woods behind Asher’s neighborhood were thick and easy to get lost in if you wandered too far—if you were human. For Luna, the protective marks she’d put on Asher’s home tugged at her mind, which meant that she could follow them back. 
 
    Wards of protection usually required several base ingredients, plus several more for any additional characteristics the maker wanted the ward to have. Luna, however, was alarmingly good at protection, and only needed two or three ingredients. Her will was enough to handle the rest. 
 
    Her father had told her that her abilities with protection made her special, that few people could lock things up as airtight as she could, even with more at their disposal. She had been his protection for a while. 
 
    But that had been a long time ago. 
 
    Luna grunted, as if that would get the memory to stop bothering her and grabbed a handful of poison ivy. She wasn’t allergic to the plant, thankfully, and it would serve as a great conduit to make sure that someone entering Asher’s house with ill intent wouldn’t want to make that mistake again. 
 
    She picked a few daisies intending to mask the ward from Asher and her mother, not because she thought they’d mind, but because without something sweet, they’d be able to sense the impending punishment. The ward was supposed to provide peace, not destroy it. 
 
    Snapping the edge off an abandoned wasp nest—after making sure it was truly abandoned—she tucked it into a napkin that she’d stored in her pocket. That was probably enough to do what she needed, but just to be sure, she pulled a rose from the climbing bushes that Asher had planted along the fence of her backyard on her way back to the house. 
 
    Luna had a thin stone bowl that she preferred to use for things like this. It was old and had cost her a nice chunk of change when she’d picked it up from the small shop just outside of Rome. The shop keep had said something about it being blessed by Athena, which Luna couldn’t verify, but it was the perfect size and weight for what she needed. It was seasoned with her magic and her love for what she did with her power, which made working the magic a lot easier.  
 
    But it was in her house, and her house was a crime scene. Luna made an annoyed sound and picked up a small plate that Asher had left out for some stray animal she was feeding. 
 
    Settling on the back porch, she tore the three plants into tiny pieces and placed them on the plate, then broke up the wasp nest and sprinkled it over the top as if she was making a salad and that was her crouton substitute. The magic part of her woke, and Luna gave a happy sigh as she allowed herself to pour into the small mixture before her. 
 
    “Roses and daisies, you mask the smell of the punishment from those who enter this house with good in their hearts. I want this home to remain happy and peaceful, not tense and frightening,” she whispered. 
 
    The flower petals on the plate before her flashed brightly before turning to ash and blowing away. 
 
    “And you, nest and ivy, read the hearts of those who cross any threshold of this home, whether door or window. Read their true intentions, and should their hearts be dark, follow your nature. Make them sting, make them itch, make them rash up. Make them regret having set foot in this home with ill intent.” 
 
    The leaves of ivy and the bits of wasp nest glowed a warm amber-gold, before fading to ash and disappearing just as the flowers had. 
 
    The magic wrapped around Asher’s house like saran wrap. Though she could see it, the shimmer of the magic would be all but invisible unless someone was told what to look for.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, like she always did. Nature had no obligation to do as she asked, and she was always thankful when it did. 
 
    “Luna?” The back door opened slowly to reveal a half-asleep wild woman with bed head for days. 
 
    Luna swallowed a laugh. “I was trying not to wake you up.” 
 
    Asher yawned. “You didn’t. I woke up on my own and thought you ran away or something until I heard you out here.” 
 
    Luna shook her head. Shifter senses. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to leave town. I’m a suspect in a murder, remember?” Luna said, frowning as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “I feel like that wouldn’t stop you.” 
 
    Luna chuckled. “Probably not. But I like my house, and my business, and my friends. I like Calidity. I don’t want to leave. Plus, I didn’t murder anyone.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you did. But I’m not sure how we can prove that to the police.” Asher stepped onto the porch and sunk into one of the patio chairs. 
 
    “I’m not either, honestly.” Luna sighed. 
 
    “There are cops parked out front, so it’s probably better that you stay put.” Asher yawned. 
 
    Luna froze. “What? How would they even know that I’m here?” 
 
    “Who knows? They may be here to keep an eye on me,” Asher said, shrugging. “Either way, it’s probably best that we’re careful. Isn’t that why you put the wards on the house?” 
 
    Luna chuckled softly. Apparently, she hadn’t been as stealthy as she thought. “That’s something I’ve been meaning to do for a while now. I guess being here now made it a bit more urgent.” 
 
    “I don’t need wards to know when someone is coming, you know.” 
 
    Luna smirked. “I know. But humor me in my paranoia.” 
 
    Asher shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with a little best friend back up.” She laughed. 
 
    “Good, because it’s already done and I’m not taking it off.” Luna stood and stretched, turning back towards the house. “If there really are cops outside, maybe we should take them some coffee, hm?” 
 
    “There’s no rule that says not being in the L & L means you can’t be courteous. Maybe we can make them some breakfast too.” 
 
    “Ooo, bacon, eggs, and cheese on toast sounds wonderful,” Luna said. 
 
    She and Asher were up and in the house before their stomachs could growl agreement. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    THE TWO OFFICERS WERE SITTING in an unmarked car out front, though it was clear what and who they were to anyone with half a brain. Or that’s how Asher and Luna felt about it. 
 
    The two of them made enough breakfast sandwiches for four people, brewed a fresh pot of coffee, and made their way outside with the sugar and creamer in tow. 
 
    “Morning, gentlemen,” Luna said, walking up to the open window. The two officers hunched in their seats until it was obvious they’d been discovered. “We brought breakfast, if you’d like.” 
 
    Asher walked up to the opposite side of the car and handed the officer in the passenger’s side a plate with a sandwich without bothering to ask if he wanted it or not. “And coffee,” she added. 
 
    “Have you guys been out here long?” Luna asked as if they weren’t there to spy on one of the two people currently standing next to their car. 
 
    “If you all are still here around lunchtime, we’ll bring you some iced tea. By then, you’ll probably need it. It’s supposed to be pretty warm out today.” Asher motioned for the officer on her side to go ahead and fix his cup of coffee. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you aren’t supposed to know that we’re here. And we definitely aren’t supposed to be taking food from you,” the officer on the driver’s side said as he took a bite of his sandwich and began making his cup of coffee. 
 
    “We won’t tell if you don’t,” Asher said with a grin and a wink. 
 
    “Also, you guys are kind of obvious, no offense,” Luna said, making a face. “Sorry.” 
 
    “But if you weren’t obvious, you wouldn’t be getting breakfast, now would you?” Asher said, her bubbly on full display now that she was awake. 
 
    “If we see something that incriminates you, this won’t make us go easy on you,” passenger side cop said, looking from Asher to Luna and back again. 
 
    “Nor would we expect you to. The thing is, I didn’t kill anyone, so there won’t be anything for you to see. You’re just doing your job,” Luna said. 
 
    She and Asher sat down in the middle of the concrete sidewalk with the food and coffee they’d brought for themselves. A breakfast picnic.  
 
    “So, I know you can’t tell me anything about an ongoing investigation, and that’s fine. Is there any way I can find out when I’ll be able to get back into my house?” Luna asked. 
 
    The two officers shared a look, and the one who was apparently in charge nodded his go-ahead to the other. 
 
    “We can’t say for sure, but once the scene isn’t needed for forensics anymore, it should be opened back up to you.” The passenger side officer cleared his throat. “It won’t be, uh, cleaned though.” 
 
    Luna made a face. She hadn’t thought about that. “That sounds gross.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” the officer replied. 
 
    “I’ll help you clean it up, don’t worry,” Asher said, stopping just short of saying that she knew how to get bloodstains out. Luna swallowed a laugh. 
 
    “Will I be notified in some way?” 
 
    “You should be, since the property is yours, suspect or not,” Driver’s Seat said, his mouth half full. “If nothing else, ask whoever is on duty out here. They’ll probably tell you, as long as it isn’t—” He gulped, cutting himself off. 
 
    “As long as it isn’t Wesley,” Luna finished. “It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me that’s what you meant. I know.” 
 
    “Does anyone like him?” Asher asked softly. 
 
    “His wife, apparently,” Luna said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Asher stifled her guffaw as she looked at the two officers. “I’m sorry, that’s your boss and we’re putting the two of you in an awkward position.”  
 
    Passenger Side shrugged. “If it matters, most of us at the station don’t think you’re the murdering type, Miss Luna. You’re just a suspect of convenience.” 
 
    Luna loved small-town cops. They knew everyone and everyone knew them, and that made them nicer. And they said things that they weren’t supposed to. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Thank you for the breakfast, Miss Asher and Miss Luna. We really do appreciate it.” 
 
    Luna took a good look at the guy who was speaking, the one in the driver’s seat. He had ash blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and attention focused mainly on Asher. 
 
    Someone had a crush. 
 
    “Of course. If you guys are still out here later, we’ll bring you something to munch on for lunch too,” Asher replied, hopping up and walking towards the car to collect used dishes. Luna’s lips quirked up as she watched the officer’s eyes follow Asher. 
 
    Once they were safely back inside the house, all bets were off. 
 
    “That officer has a crush on you.” 
 
    “Who?” Asher asked as she began running water so that they could wash the dishes. 
 
    “You know who. The blonde one. There is no way you missed that.” 
 
    Asher sniffed. “I didn’t,” she started. “His name is Ryan Fawn. He and I went to high school together, though it was me with the crush back then. He was a popular jock and thought that the red-headed smart girl was beneath his station.” 
 
    “Oh,” Luna said softly. “I know that feeling.” 
 
    Asher nodded. “So, while I’m flattered at his obvious attention, he’s going to have to do more than simply stare and drool.” 
 
    Luna bumped her hip playfully into Asher’s. “Look at you, being all demanding. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    Asher giggled. “There’s nothing wrong with demanding what you’re worth.” 
 
    “You are absolutely correct. And you are most definitely worth more than a stare.” 
 
    Asher laid her head on Luna’s shoulder briefly. “Thanks.” 
 
    Luna smiled, and the two of them got to work on the breakfast dishes. 
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    ASHER WAS LOOKING OUT THE front window. She’d wanted to see who was outside watching them for lunch. Except she’d been looking for a good minute or two, and she hadn’t said a word. 
 
    “Asher? Everything okay?” Luna asked, walking up beside her. 
 
    Asher didn’t move. “The officers from earlier aren’t there anymore.” 
 
    Luna shrugged. “Okay.” 
 
    “There’s only one person out there now, and it looks like Wesley.” 
 
    Luna parted the curtains. “Is that why you’ve been sitting in the window for all this time?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure. What sheriff stakes out himself? Alone, at that?” 
 
    Luna narrowed her eyes as the figure in the car. It looked like Wesley to her too. And it was odd that he was alone. For safety reasons, if nothing else. 
 
    “One who’s up to something, maybe?” Luna responded. 
 
    “I don’t think we should take him lunch.” 
 
    Luna almost snorted. “We are definitely not taking him lunch.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “So, what do you want to cook?” Asher asked, moving toward the kitchen. 
 
    Exactly seven minutes into lunch, there was a knock at the door. The wards that Luna had put in place that morning hummed with each strike of the fist at the door. She frowned but didn’t move. 
 
    “I vote we don’t answer that,” she said, her voice soft. 
 
    Asher watched her for a moment before she spoke. “What exactly do those wards of yours look for?” 
 
    “Ill intent.” 
 
    Asher and Luna turned to face the door, but neither of them got up. The person visiting knocked again, this time for longer, and with more force. 
 
    “I wonder if they’ll break down the door,” Asher asked, her voice a whisper. 
 
    “They’ll regret it if they do.” 
 
    “Open up, ladies. I know you’re in there,” Wesley’s voice called through the closed door. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were supposed to announce yourself if you were staking someone out. They act like it’s supposed to be a secret on those cop shows,” Asher said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that you aren’t,” Luna responded, though to be fair she wasn’t sure. She hadn’t ever been a cop. 
 
    He banged on the door again, this time hard, but slower, as if he was getting fed up. He probably was. 
 
    “We should probably answer it,” Asher said. 
 
    Luna sighed and tossed her lap napkin down on the table with a huff. “I know,” she said, standing. 
 
    If she’d been in her own home, she’d have just let him stand out there. But she wasn’t, and the last thing she wanted to do was make trouble for Asher. 
 
    Luna made her way to the door with Asher just behind her. Whatever Wesley wanted, good or bad, she knew that he was there for her, not Asher. 
 
    “What,” Luna hissed as she flung the door open. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Wesley snapped. 
 
    Luna counted to three in her head. When Wesley hadn’t said anything that she cared about, she began closing the door. 
 
    “Whoa, wait, what are you doing?” he asked, putting his arm up against the door to keep it from closing all the way. 
 
    “First, you’re not telling us why you’re here. Which to me says you aren’t here for anything and I can close the door and return to what I was doing. Second, you blocking the door like this is illegal. No one has given you permission to invade this space.” 
 
    “You sure do know a lot about legality for someone who claims to be as innocent as you do,” Wesley said, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    Luna had never claimed to be anything, much less innocent. But now didn’t seem like the time to point that out. 
 
    “Was there something that you needed from either of us, Sheriff?” Asher asked. 
 
    Luna stood in the doorway and watched the man she didn’t trust. She could almost hear her wards humming in anticipation. All he had to do was take one step through that threshold, and— 
 
    “I heard through the grapevine that the two of you brought my officers coffee and breakfast this morning,” Wesley said. 
 
    Luna and Asher both blinked at him, waiting for him to continue. Eventually, he did. 
 
    “You know that a little food won’t get you off the hook if you do something sideways and we catch you,” he said, looking directly at Luna. 
 
    “I know. They told me,” she responded. 
 
    “That’s not why we chose to take them something to eat,” Asher added. 
 
    “You know, Asher, you’re a sweet girl, really. You probably shouldn’t get yourself tangled up with someone like Luna. No one even knows where she came from or what she did before she showed up here. And now her past shows up, out of the blue, literally dead on her doorstep. That doesn’t seem odd to you?” 
 
    Asher shrugged. “No.” 
 
    Luna loved Asher so much. 
 
    “If she’s involved in something and you get caught up, I’d hate to see you go to jail for someone else’s mistakes,” Wesley said, his gaze boring into Asher. 
 
    “Is that some sort of threat, Sheriff? Because that doesn’t seem very professional of you,” Asher said, doing her best wide-eyed, innocent head tilt. 
 
    Luna was going to burst a blood vessel trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Not at all. Just saying, it would be a shame.” 
 
    “Good thing I can take care of myself,” Asher replied without missing a beat. 
 
    “Was there something other than the food that you wanted to speak to us about, Sheriff? Or can we return to our afternoon?” Luna asked. 
 
    Wesley made a face like he was about to say something angry. Luna shut the door before he could. It was probably for the best, for both of them. She didn’t need to lose her temper, and he didn’t need to jeopardize his job. Or that’s what she was going to tell herself as she slid the deadbolt home and returned to the kitchen with Asher. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from your father’s friend? Has he found anything that can help?” Asher asked as they sat back down at the kitchen table. 
 
    Luna shook her head. “Not yet. He’d have called if he’d found anything helpful.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments before Asher spoke up again. 
 
    “I’m not picking, but Wesley is right about one thing: We don’t know anything about you before you showed up here. Over the years, I feel like you’ve been very genuine with me, so I assume that’s because we can’t know.” She popped a forkful of meatball into her mouth. 
 
    Luna opened her mouth, but she wasn’t sure what to say. Asher was right about why she didn’t talk about her past, and it wasn’t that she didn’t want to. Asher was her best friend, that was the truth. 
 
    At Luna’s hesitation, Asher swallowed and continued. “I know that you try to protect me. I always figured you didn’t talk about your past because there was something there you wanted to protect me from. And that’s fine. But if you do want to talk about it, I’m here for you.” Asher smiled. The biggest, sweetest, most genuine smile Luna had ever seen. 
 
    And Luna started crying. 
 
    “I… can’t tell you, Asher. Please, I want to tell you, I have wanted to tell you. But I can’t.” 
 
    “It has something to do with your father?” Asher asked, her voice calm. 
 
    Luna nodded and sniffed. 
 
    “Tell me when you can, when you’re ready. Until then, I’ll still be here,” she said, reaching across the table and taking Luna’s hand. 
 
    Which didn’t make Luna feel like a bag of dog poop, of course not. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. And she meant it. She was. 
 
    Her phone rang in the other room, chiming out the tone that only sounded when it was Graham. 
 
    “And there is why I can’t tell you,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, wishing she could take back that slip. “Nothing. I’ll be right back.” Getting her phone, she answered it in the other room.  
 
    “Did you know that the sheriff is sitting outside of your friend’s house?” Graham asked on the other end. 
 
    Luna sighed and rolled her eyes. “Actually, yes. He made his presence known a little while ago. We are apparently under surveillance, but as poorly as possible since we’ve known about everyone out there so far.” 
 
    Graham laughed. “I was coming past to let you know that I was going to try and get access to the house, see if there’s anything at the scene that could help, or if they missed something. But when I saw him sitting out here, I thought calling might be a better option.” 
 
    “Nothing good from the boys back home?” 
 
    “Not yet. Sorry,” Graham replied. 
 
    “It’s alright. I know you’re trying. I won’t make your life harder by running.” 
 
    “Good idea, since then they would have an actual reason to arrest you.” Graham chuckled. “I’ll let you know if I can get into the house. And you let me know when the sheriff leaves.” 
 
    “Will do. Thanks, Graham.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Luna ended the call and turned just in time to see Asher standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Probably not something that you’ve thought about before, but I can hear your phone calls when I’m this close.” 
 
    Luna raced back through the conversation in her head. Nothing had been information that Asher couldn’t know. And she was right, Luna hadn’t even considered that she could probably hear the conversation. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Luna said, tossing her phone back onto the couch and coming back into the kitchen. 
 
    “I figured I’d mention it, in case you actually need to have a private conversation. The back of the yard is probably good. I might be able to hear you, but I probably won’t be able to hear him.” 
 
    Luna studied Asher across the table. “You don’t even know everything, and yet you’re still helping me.” 
 
    Asher shrugged. “Like I said, you’re usually trying to protect me. How can I be mad about you caring about me that much?” 
 
    Easily, Luna thought to herself. “You’re amazing,” she chose to say instead. 
 
    “I know.” Asher giggled. 
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    GRAHAM WANDERED INTO THE STATION and made sure that he gave off an easy-going air. He wasn’t there to cause trouble—not yet. He was there for information and access, both of which he had a legal ability to get. 
 
    He walked up to the first desk he saw and made sure to non-threateningly show his badge to the officer behind it. 
 
    “Hi there, I’m Graham Lloyd, the FBI agent that was here yesterday,” he started. 
 
    “You’re the one who got Luna out, right?” 
 
    Graham nodded. “I’m actually here about her case. I wanted to see if I could get to the scene before it was cleaned up. I have no problem being escorted,” he said, trying to make sure he covered all of the bases that might cause problems later. 
 
    “Our protocol typically does not involve cleaning up the crime scene, sir, but I don’t know the details on this case. Let me see who I can find with the authority on this one. Can you wait here?” 
 
    Graham nodded and moved to a nearby bench. “Of course. Take your time.” 
 
    He wasn’t there to cause problems. He could wait for authority. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but the officer returned. Alone. “Uh, Agent Lloyd?” 
 
    “Please, call me Graham,” Graham said, standing and smiling again. 
 
    “Graham, then. The scene has already been worked and cleaned.” 
 
    Well, that was odd. “Cleaned?” he asked, choosing to stick to the odder of the two things he’d just been told. 
 
    “Yes sir. Someone in the department authorized and paid for professional cleaners to go clean up the scene so that Luna could have her house back,” the officer explained. 
 
    “And when is Luna going to be told that she can go back into her house?” 
 
    The officer’s eyes widened. “I can’t answer that. I only know what I was told.” 
 
    So the scene was worked quicker than any murder scene in the history of murder scenes, and then someone paid to have it cleaned? Graham knew widows who had been left to clean their dead husband’s blood off of the walls of their homes; this was not even remotely normal. What in the world was going on here? 
 
    “I understand, Officer,” Graham said in calm voice. “Since the home is cleaned and ready for Luna to return to, may I have the keys to give to her? She is in my charge.” He held out his hand.  
 
    The officer looked down. “I don’t have them. The sheriff said he was on his way to give them to Luna when he left… a few hours ago.” The last words were noticeably quiet. 
 
    Graham smiled. The officer probably wasn’t supposed to tell him that, but he also probably hadn’t been told not to tell either. “Thank you, officer,” Graham said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Do you… do you need me to call the sheriff and see where he is?” the officer stuttered after him. 
 
    “No sir. If he’s going to give Luna the keys, I’m good with that information,” Graham lied. He knew exactly where the sheriff was, and that he hadn’t handed over anything. He just had to figure out why. 
 
    It was time to have a talk with the man in charge. 
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    THE SHERIFF WAS RIGHT WHERE Graham had left him. Sitting in front of Luna’s friend’s house, glowering at the front door. Graham pulled up just around the corner, like someone who knew what he was doing when it came to watching someone, and waited, gathering his thoughts. He hated going into situations without a bit of planning. 
 
    Graham looked up at the sound of a car door opening. Wesley stepped out and closed the door behind himself, taking a moment to straighten his uniform before walking towards Asher’s house. Graham silently opened the door to his car and stepped out to follow. He didn’t know what was about to happen, but instinct told him that he needed to be closer to witness it. His instincts were hardly ever wrong. 
 
    Wesley walked up the walkway to the door and knocked. The first time was polite, but the second was a full-fisted pounding. It was the knock you used when you knew that the person inside probably wasn’t friendly, but you were usually backed by a few other officers and guns when you used it. 
 
    “Come on, you know who it is. Open up,” Wesley yelled. Graham chuckled to himself as he moved closer. Knowing who was knocking was probably why they weren’t answering. 
 
    Graham saw the flutter of a curtain in the window just beside the door and waved. He didn’t know if they’d seen him, but if they had, they’d know they weren’t alone. 
 
    The door opened. Slowly. 
 
    “Something you need, Sheriff? Again?” Luna’s voice asked. She didn’t step out from the house. 
 
    “I was just, you know, making sure you all were okay. It’s dinner time, and it’s getting dark and all,” Wesley’s voice responded as his foot took a small and subtle step towards the doorway. 
 
    Graham didn’t like that. 
 
    “That’s right, it is almost dinner. Shouldn’t you be getting home to your wife? She’s got to be wondering where you were all day, since the answer isn’t at the station, hm?” Luna asked. 
 
    “So you really fed those other strangers, but let me sit out here all day?” 
 
    Graham almost chuckled. Was he jealous? Did he not know that the two women on the other side of that threshold didn’t particularly care for him? Maybe he just didn’t care. 
 
    “We aren’t required by law to feed you, Sheriff. You do know that, right?” Luna responded. 
 
    “What about you, Asher? You’ve always been nicer than your bad choice in friends here.” 
 
    “What about me?” Asher responded, not actually answering the question, but answering it all the same. Graham was beginning to see why Luna liked her so much. 
 
    “You know, I could just force my way into this house if I wanted to. No one would know, and there isn’t anything that you two could do about it,” Wesley hissed. 
 
    And that was Graham’s cue. 
 
    “Sheriff, fancy meeting you here. Did you come to give Luna the keys to her already-cleaned and no-longer-a-crime-scene home? Or did you just come here to threaten two women with the intention of getting away with it?” Graham said, making sure to project his voice as he walked up the walkway towards the house. 
 
    Wesley spun around, clearly not expecting the intrusion. 
 
    “How in the world do you know—” he started, but Graham cut him off. 
 
    “I went to see the scene. Imagine my shock when I found out it wasn’t there anymore. It also seems very odd that it was cleaned, and not left for Luna to take care of. Is that normal protocol for just this particular town?” Graham held in a smile as the sheriff squirmed. 
 
    Wesley frowned but didn’t answer as Graham stepped up onto the porch. 
 
    “There is no other legal reason for you to be here other than to give Luna her keys, is there? I don’t see one,” Graham said, holding his hand out just like he’d done for the officer at the precinct. 
 
    Wesley looked like he was going to blow a gasket, but he reached into his pocket, pulled out a key with an evidence tag on it, and slapped it into Graham’s hand. 
 
    “Wonderful. Thank you, Sheriff. And should I find that any copies were made of this key, your doorstep will be the first one I visit,” Graham replied, keeping his calm smile. 
 
    Wesley grumbled something that he didn’t have the nerve to say out loud and walked down the stairs off of the porch. Graham stayed exactly where he was until Wesley got in the car, started the engine, and drove off. 
 
    “He’s been here all day with the keys and came to the door about anything and everything else?” Asher asked, stepping into the light of the porch. 
 
    Graham sighed and shook his head. “Yep. And if I hadn’t gone down to the station, none of us would have known.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right,” Luna said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. Several things about this don’t sound right,” Graham replied, handing Luna the keys. “I’d get those locks changed if I were you.” 
 
    Luna nodded. “First thing in the morning.” 
 
    Asher disappeared into the house as she called, “Wait. If you’re going to the house, let me grab a bag.” 
 
    Luna turned towards her friend’s retreating back. “A bag of what?” 
 
    “Clothes. If you’re going back, I’m going to stay with you for a few nights.” 
 
    “Asher…” Luna began. 
 
    “Not asking. Informational purposes only,” Asher called. 
 
    Graham chuckled. “That’s a good friend you have there.” 
 
    Luna sighed and smiled as she faced him. “I know. And I don’t want her to get tangled up in something because of it.” 
 
    Graham nodded his understanding. “I sympathize, but I get the feeling that your concerns about that aren’t going to stop her from making sure she’s involved.” 
 
    Luna smirked. “They won’t.” 
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    THE HOUSE WAS DARK AND silent. Some of Luna’s wards had given their all on alerting her the day that everything had happened. Yesterday. It felt like it had been so much longer than a day. 
 
    Luna made a mental note to replace the wards that had burned out, perhaps with something more like what she’d done at Asher’s house, instead of just alarms. She’d put them in place when Wesley had started to get a bit pushier than she was comfortable with, but at the time she hadn’t wanted to hurt him. That had changed.  
 
    Graham had asked that she and Asher allow him to go in first. He was the one with a gun, he’d said. Neither of them had argued, but both of them had watched carefully to make sure that he hadn’t needed more than the handgun. 
 
    “Do you think we should get handguns?” Luna asked Asher as they watched lights go on in various parts of the house while Graham checked everything. 
 
    “You know, I’ve never really thought about having one, but it doesn’t seem like a bad idea,” Asher said, her eyes following the lights. 
 
    “Once we get past this, we should go take classes together.” Luna didn’t need the classes, but she was pretty sure Asher did. 
 
    “There are classes?” 
 
    “Yes, on gun safety, how to handle yourself around one, things like that. And then you have to take one to get the license to carry concealed.” 
 
    “You mean like Graham does? So that not everyone sees the gun, but you have it if you need it.” 
 
    Luna nodded. “So we can carry in purses, or in our waistbands. Or, we can get holsters.” 
 
    “Can we take Mom?” Asher asked. 
 
    Luna grinned. “That sounds like an amazing idea.” That reminded her—she needed to do the wards at Mom’s house too. Add it to the list for tomorrow.  
 
    “All clear, looks like,” Graham said, coming back to the front door. 
 
    Asher and Luna walked up onto the large porch together and stepped into the entryway. 
 
    “They really did clean it up,” Luna said, turning to Graham. “I almost didn’t believe you.” 
 
    Graham didn’t say anything in response, but the frown on his face said everything that she needed to know. That wasn’t normal. 
 
    “We should go through everything, make sure nothing went missing.” Asher slipped her arm through Luna’s. 
 
    “She’s right. Make sure everything is where it’s supposed to be,” Graham said. “I saw a homey little place a few miles up the road. I’ll go grab something for us to eat.” 
 
    “I don’t want to keep you, and this might take a while,” Luna said. She wasn’t opposed to him staying, but she didn’t want to be the reason he spent half the night sitting around, bored. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” Graham said on his way towards the door. 
 
    “Thanks,” Luna said. The door closed behind him. 
 
    “He’s nice,” Asher said. 
 
    “Yeah, he is.” 
 
    Asher and Luna did a thorough once-through of the house. Other than the sheets that had been used to cover Luna’s father’s body, there didn’t seem to be anything missing. In fact, everything looked to be where she’d left it, as if someone had come back through and made sure everything was in its place. She was pretty sure police officers couldn’t know where your things had been before they were involved in the scene of a crime. 
 
    What in the world was going on? 
 
    Asher had given the house a good search of her own and stated that while she could still faintly smell the blood, it had been cleaned very thoroughly. Enough that had she needed to track someone with the scent, she wouldn’t have been able to. 
 
    In the middle of the house assessment, Graham returned with food for the night, and the three of them had a proper dinner at Luna’s insistence. Once that was over, she and Asher went back to going through the house, and Graham concentrated on seeing if anything had been left behind in the front hall. 
 
    The police hadn’t found Luna’s stash of alchemy ingredients. She’d hidden her little lab of sorts away so well that no one had noticed it in the recess of her walk-in closet. The repulsion spell on the entrance also helped with that. You never knew when a guest was going to get a bit too nosy. 
 
    Once everything had been accounted for, Luna assured Graham that first thing tomorrow, the locks would be changed. With dinner cleaned up, she and Asher settled in the living room to unwind. 
 
    Asher had always been better at falling asleep than Luna. Then again, Luna was more of a night owl than Asher this far from the full moon. It wasn’t long before Asher was snoring, mouth open and hair in her face, and Luna got restless. 
 
    Luna loved walks, day or night. She hadn’t always lived somewhere where she could go outside and see the stars, so being as far away from the noise and smog of the city was something that she took advantage of as often as possible. 
 
    Sometimes she was content just to sit on the porch and be, but tonight, that wasn’t enough. She set her glass of wine to the side and got up. Tonight, she wanted to walk. 
 
    The neighborhood was pretty quiet, as usual for ten at night. The occasional conversation or television show came through the open windows, and she smiled at the familiarity and wholesomeness of it all. 
 
    If she hadn’t been paying attention, the sound of movement in the trees beside the sidewalk wouldn’t have caught her attention. 
 
    She didn’t stop moving. She didn’t call out a greeting, something that she’d never understood in horror movies. If someone was going through all that trouble to stalk you, they weren’t going to shout a greeting back. If it was an animal, it wasn’t going to respond at all. 
 
    If it wasn’t an animal… 
 
    Luna turned a corner and crossed the street. The sound of shoes crossing the street several feet behind her was almost silent, but she caught it. Someone was following her. Did Wesley have a police officer following her? If so, he was far more competent than the ones outside Asher’s house. 
 
    She stopped and turned to face the empty sidewalk behind her. 
 
    “Hm,” she said softly, frowning and turning to start walking again. 
 
    She readied a spell in her head. It wouldn’t hurt whoever was following her, but it would blind them and give her time to get away. She wanted to know who it was, but she wanted to be safe more. 
 
    She counted down in her head. When she hit one, she’d release the spell and take off running. 
 
    3… 
 
    2… 
 
    She whirled as a dark figure stepping out of the woods. There was a sharp, stinging thud as something connected with her head, and a loud ringing noise that she couldn’t shut out. Then darkness. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    SUNLIGHT ALERTED LUNA TO THE fact that it was now morning. Her panic-induced flailing met with calm, cool hands, and her own sheets. She was at home, in her bed. The headache made her put her hand to her head, where she found bandages. 
 
    “Good morning,” Asher said softly. She handed Luna a glass of ice water from the bedside table. “Drink this.” 
 
    “What in the world—” 
 
    “Drink. Not talk,” Asher admonished her. 
 
    Luna stopped talking and drank. 
 
    “I was asleep downstairs when the smell of blood smacked me in the face. I thought something had happened with the entryway and the missing stains there, but there was no one, and you were gone. So I went out and found you, lying on the sidewalk a few blocks away with your forehead cracked open.” 
 
    “That is a terrible way to explain all of this,” Luna mumbled. 
 
    Asher pushed the glass of ice water back towards her. “You were knocked out, and whoever had done it had left. Probably when they heard me coming. I thought about calling the police, then thought that might cause more harm than good. So I took your phone and called the last number that was outgoing, hoping that it was Graham.” 
 
    Luna choked on the water. 
 
    “He asked if you were okay. I told him you were fine, and I had medical training and could handle you for the night. I did ask him to go to the hardware store and grab a new set of deadbolt locks for the front and back doors. He and I are going to take care of that as soon as he gets here with breakfast.” 
 
    “Asher—” 
 
    She hushed Luna before she could say anything. “Now that you are on your way to being hydrated, let me go refill this so you can take something for the headache that I’m fairly sure that you have. Once that’s done, you can get dressed and come downstairs. You need to eat so you can heal.” 
 
    She got up and left the room. 
 
    Luna sighed and tried to be upset about the fact that she wasn’t being consulted on anything that was going on in her own home. She tried, but the headache wouldn’t let her. Instead, she slowly got up and made her way to the mirror. 
 
    Her head had been tightly bandaged, but she managed to get a finger under the tape and unwind the gauze that Asher had wrapped around her head. 
 
    The gash was unsightly. It was a good two inches in length, and Luna was convinced that she could see her skull through the opening in the skin, even though common sense said that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Are you done? I need to change that, and you messing with it isn’t going to help it heal without scarring horribly.” Asher set a glass down on the dresser and took the used bandage from Luna. 
 
    She hadn’t heard her come back in, but she definitely heard the annoyed tone. Asher was never annoyed with Luna. 
 
    “Sorry,” Luna said, though she couldn’t really place why. 
 
    “Sit,” Asher said, pointing to the stool at the foot on Luna’s bed. 
 
    Luna sat. 
 
    Asher took her time to make sure that the gash in Luna’s head was clean… Or that’s what Luna assumed she was doing as she poked and prodded and wrapped.  
 
    “Don’t take this one off, okay? You just got this wound, and it wouldn’t take much for it to become infected or something,” Asher said, stepping back. 
 
    Luna nodded. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Come on, Graham should be here with the locks soon and I can’t remember where you keep the tools,” Asher said, taking Luna’s hand in hers. 
 
    “In the small lean-to out back,” Luna answered absently. “You didn’t see anything that would help identify who knocked me out?” 
 
    Asher shook her head sadly. “No, sorry. I figured you didn’t see who it was since it was dark, but I couldn’t exactly ask you. I didn’t see anything obvious around you, but I was a little more concerned with staunching the blood pouring from your head. I would have gone back after I got you in the bed and bandaged up, but I was afraid to leave you alone.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go look again, now that it’s daylight,” Luna said. She put her head on Asher’s shoulder as they moved through the kitchen towards the back door. 
 
    “This afternoon, after you’ve had a chance to rest some.” 
 
    Luna nodded. Yeah, it would have been nice to have one of them take a look while the place was fresh, but a few hours wouldn’t make a big difference.  
 
    The tools were in the small shed, one that Luna had meant to replace years ago with something larger and more weather resistant for the things that she kept inside. She was going to have to start writing these things down or something. 
 
    She directed Asher where to find the toolbox, and a moment later, Asher was coming back out, the heavy metal toolbox in hand.  
 
    “Here we go.” She headed toward the front of the house, Luna trailing behind. “I helped Mom do this a few years ago. It’s not hard.” 
 
    A knock sounded from the front. 
 
    “Right on time,” Asher said with a grin. 
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    GRAHAM HAD BROUGHT LOCKS FOR the front and back doors, as well as extra screws, just in case, and they lay spread out across the kitchen table among the breakfast dishes. He’d also asked Luna to consider putting in a second set of deadbolts that only locked and unlocked from the inside. It wasn’t a bad idea, honestly, but Luna didn’t have the tools to make a hole that big in the doors by herself, so that idea was scrapped until she could hire someone. 
 
    Luna and Asher spent breakfast explaining what had happened, conveniently changing how Asher had found her. The end of the explanation left a deep frown on his face. 
 
    “So, first a crime scene was professionally cleaned less than twenty-four hours after the body was discovered, and now someone started stalking you at night in the smallest, sweetest town in the USA?” Graham asked. 
 
    Luna nodded. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “How do you always find the excitement wherever you go?” Graham asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I didn’t do this on purpose, trust me.” Luna chuckled, then stopped as she noticed Asher watching them both. 
 
    “You don’t seem too upset about your father being gone either,” Asher said softly. 
 
    Luna inhaled sharply. Asher was right. Luna didn’t feel sad about him being gone. That was odd. They didn’t have the best relationship, complicated as it was, but she’d always thought that she’d feel something when he was gone. Instead, she felt cold and indifferent, almost as if she hadn’t accepted it yet. 
 
    “I guess it just doesn’t feel real to me yet. Once it hits me, I’ll probably be a sobbing mess,” Luna said slowly. 
 
    In reality, she couldn’t explain her lack of feelings. That probably wasn’t healthy. 
 
    “Can you two handle these locks without me? I want to see if I can find out who cleaned this place up. Maybe they know something.” 
 
    “Sure,” Asher said, a smile back on her face. “If not, we can call my mom.” 
 
    Graham laughed. “Alright.” 
 
    “Let us know if you find anything out, hm?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Of course. Stay safe and call me if you need me.” 
 
    “You too,” Luna and Asher called in unison as Graham stood to leave the table. 
 
    He smiled, shook his head, and took his leave. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    GRAHAM HAD ASKED THE BOYS back at his home office to do some digging the day before about cleaning services in the town. The nice thing about investigating in a place so small and secluded was that your options weren’t as plentiful as they would have been had the murder been in a Brooklyn brownstone. 
 
    The list of cleaners in Calidity was short, and the closest professional cleaners outside of town would have had to drive an hour just to do the job. They probably would have done the job, had the pay been in place, but Graham doubted that the hassle was worth it. Especially considering the quickness that the job was done. 
 
    The left the three cleaners in town. Two were small chains that had moved into the area and had teams of varying sizes that went out based on the size of the job, and the third was a lone woman and her daughter that did a good bit of business and lived locally. 
 
    Graham started with the small business, the least likely in his mind to have done the job.  
 
    A young-sounding woman answered the phone and immediately started with a warning that cleaning jobs for the next week would be handed off to one of the other cleaning services in the area. 
 
    “Oh? Is everything alright?” Graham asked, without bothering to identify himself yet. 
 
    “Well, Mom picked up a nasty flu last week. Thank goodness she’s feeling better today, but the doctor recommended she rest for another week to recover,” the voice explained. 
 
    Graham put a line through the cleaning service’s name on his list. They hadn’t been taking work at the time, so it couldn’t have been them. Easy as pie. 
 
    “That’s terrible. I’m so glad to hear she’s feeling better,” Graham said. 
 
    “Thank you, I really appreciate that. If your job can wait, or if you have trouble with the other cleaners, just call us back, okay, hun?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    The next cleaning business on the list had the most employees of the three, which meant it was still quite small.  
 
    “This is Judy, how may I help you,” a bored voice answered. 
 
    Graham stifled a chuckle. “Hi there, Judy, my name is Graham Lloyd, I’m with the FBI. I was wondering if there was someone that I could talk to about a cleaning job that you all possibly took on recently.” 
 
    The woman on the other line hesitated so hard, Graham swore he heard tires screeching. 
 
    “Sir, I can’t tell whether you’re an FBI agent or not over the phone, and until that has been cleared up, I can’t give you any information about our clients.” 
 
    Graham nodded as if the woman could see him. “Completely understandable. Are you at the address listed on your website? I can come down and show you my badge, as well as provide superiors for you to verify with. I have no problem waiting for you to make sure that I am indeed telling you the truth.” Graham had found over the years that allowing people the time to verify often meant they wouldn’t bother. And those who wanted the time to verify appreciated that he wasn’t pushing them before they were ready. It meant there rarely needed to be a bad cop routine in his arsenal. 
 
    “If you could wait about an hour, the owner should be back by then,” Judy said. 
 
    “Perfect, I will see you in an hour, Miss Judy. Thank you so much for your help.” 
 
    “See you soon, Officer.” 
 
    You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. 
 
    The last cleaning shop on his list took three calls during the hour that he was waiting to go visit Miss Judy and her boss to get someone to answer. 
 
    “Yes? I mean, this is Paulie down at Clean as A Whistle, is there something I can help you with?” The man sounded exasperated and out of breath. 
 
    “Are you alright, sir? I was just calling to ask a question, but if something is more pressing—” 
 
    “Sorry about that, there’s a lot going on around here and you just happened to call in the middle of it all today. What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    “I had a few questions about a job you all might have taken on in the last few days. I know it might be sensitive information, so I have no problem coming down there and proving to you that I am an FBI agent before you answer any questions.” 
 
    “FBI? Are you talking about that scene at the bed and breakfast where they arrested Luna?” 
 
    Graham hesitated. Small town people always made him apprehensive with how forthcoming they could be. “Yes sir, I am.” 
 
    “Let me save both you and I some time: We aren’t the ones that cleaned that place up. We did get a call about it, but my father was a cop, and while I wasn’t privy to a lot of procedural knowledge, something about getting that call didn’t sit right with me. I trusted my gut and turned it down.” 
 
    Graham marked Clean as A Whistle off his list. This was turning out to be a lot easier than he thought it would be. 
 
    “Any chance you know who called you?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately. I didn’t get a name and the voice didn’t sound familiar. I do know that the number came from the police station. I doubt that tells you much.” 
 
    “It tells me something. I thank you for the information.” Though I have no idea why you’re telling me without knowing that I am who I say I am, Graham added in his head. 
 
    “I hope you get to the bottom of this, sir. I’m only telling you what I know because it’s not helpful if the information falls into the wrong hands, but it might make a difference if your hands are the right ones.” 
 
    Graham smiled. “I appreciate that. I am trying to get to the bottom of what’s going on here, and I thank you for trusting me to be who I say I am.” 
 
    There was a loud crash in the background of the call, and Graham almost winced. 
 
    “If you’re lying, that’s between you and God, good sir. Now, not to rush you, but do you need anything else?” 
 
    “Not at all. Hopefully, what I just heard wasn’t expensive.” 
 
    Paulie laughed, though it sounded pained. “Hopefully. Good luck.” 
 
    The two men ended the call, and Graham gathered a few items before leaving his hotel room and heading to the one cleaning service he had left to talk to. 
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    LUNA AND ASHER HAD MANAGED to get the locks installed in what felt like record time. Whether it was actually record time or not, Luna had no idea, but she was going to pretend. 
 
    Her bandage had been changed again, and the headache from that morning had started throbbing again. She glanced out into the backyard, trying her best not to wince at the sunlight she normally loved. 
 
    “Here,” Asher said, walking up with headache medicine at the ready. “Take it.” 
 
    “How in the world did you know that my headache was coming back?” Luna asked with a laugh and a wince as she grabbed herself a glass of water and did as Asher had asked. 
 
    “It’s been a few hours, and that wound is still fresh. You’re probably going to have a headache for at least another day.” 
 
    “Joy,” Luna said, rolling her eyes. The motion just made her head hurt worse. 
 
    “We can wait a few before we go back to where you got hit to look around. At least until the medicine kicks in.” 
 
    Luna shook her head. “I’m fine. Let me just find some sunglasses,” she said, walking away from the window. She had a few in the house, she just had to remember where they were. 
 
    “Is there anything you can do to maybe reveal anything that we might miss?” Asher asked as Luna closed and locked the door behind them on their way out. 
 
    Luna hadn’t thought about using magic on the scene, but it was worth a try. Why hadn’t she thought of that? 
 
    “Maybe. I can try revealing anything that isn’t mine around where I got hit and hope that what we find isn’t just some random person who stomps through the forests around here.” 
 
    Asher laughed. “It’s better than us stomping through the forest ourselves, looking and sniffing.” 
 
    She was right. Unless the person had blood that Asher had smelled before or a rather distinct cologne or perfume, her scenting the area probably wouldn’t help without something to compare it to. And human senses alone always seemed to miss something. 
 
    The attack hadn’t been too far from the house, but it had been almost completely out of sight of any of the other homes in the neighborhood. It was a walk that Luna had taken countless times before, never fearing anything in the darkness. Calidity wasn’t like that, a place where you always had to watch your back. You were safe, you were always safe. Except for last night. 
 
    “This is where I found you,” Asher said, stopping at a small circle of red so dark it was almost brown. “I tried washing away the blood, but the concrete will be stained until the good rain we get.” 
 
    “So no one moved me after I got knocked out,” Luna said softly. 
 
    She picked up a handful of grass and pulled her keys from her pocket. She kept a small multi-tool contraption on her keys since she never knew when she was going to need to open a beer bottle or cut packaging and the like. She flipped open the small blade that she kept reasonably sharp just in case she ever had to use it like she was about to. 
 
    The blade bit into the tip of her finger, and she inhaled as she curved her finger over the grass in the palm of her hand. Blood dripped from the wound onto the plants. 
 
    “Earth around me, show me everything that is not me,” she whispered. 
 
    Her father had always thought it so odd that her spells were so short. Most witches needed something long and drawn out to bind their magic, sometimes in other languages. But Luna had never needed that much fanfare. She asked for what she wanted with the ingredients that she needed, and the magic simply did as she asked. Maybe the magic just liked her. 
 
    Luna slipped her hand into Asher’s and pushed a bit of herself through the connection so that Asher could see what Luna was seeing. Around them, in a circle of about half a block, everything that wasn’t Luna’s glowed. 
 
    “This is convenient,” Asher said, looking around. 
 
    Luna chuckled and started walking off of the concrete sidewalk and toward the wooded area. “Come on, he came from this side.” 
 
    There was quite a bit that didn’t tie to Luna in the area around where she’d been attacked. She was grateful Asher was there to help her examine everything. They stood back to back in the middle of the trees, and each of them took care of what they were facing. 
 
    Most of it was trash, left behind by kids or tourists, maybe some adults who should have known better but didn’t, or did know better and didn’t care. It led to a lot of dead ends and wasted time. Until finally, there was something. 
 
    “Luna, look,” Asher called out. 
 
    Luna made her way over to where Asher squatted in the greenery. On the floor of the woods, imbedded in what had been mud, was a glowing footprint. A large and well-preserved footprint. 
 
    “Someone’s boot, but we have no way of knowing whose,” Luna said, though she leaned down and took several pictures. 
 
    “No, we don’t, but if it’s who hit you, it might give us something circumstantial. Especially if this is a brand of boot that isn’t worn commonly around here.” 
 
    She had a point. Luna leaned in and squinted her eyes. “It looks like it says Eddies? Esthers? It’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “Make sure you get a clear shot of that name. It might make sense if you can find the shoe that made it.” 
 
    Luna nodded and zoomed in the camera on her phone, making sure that she got as much of the detail as she could. 
 
    “What’s this?” Luna asked, her eyes drawn to something a few feet from the boot print. “Asher, didn’t you say that you didn’t smell anyone else's blood?” 
 
    “Mhmm. Why?” 
 
    Luna motioned to a few leaves that had been splattered with what looked to be dried blood. “Any chance that’s from last night?” 
 
    “It’s possible. There isn’t a lot of blood here, and while my senses are good, they aren’t perfect. This isn’t enough for me to scent, especially with your blood having been so overpowering at the time.” 
 
    “Because it was all over?” Luna said absently. 
 
    Asher shot her a sideways look. “I wasn’t going to say that.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I’m aware that this gash on my head must have had blood everywhere,” Luna said, glancing through the trees at the brown stains she’d left behind on the concrete. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to find anything else. Maybe we should call Graham about this footprint? Maybe he can take a cast of it, like they do on cop shows. Do they do that in real life too?” 
 
    Luna shrugged. “I’ve never been quite that close to a police investigation. But he did say to call him if we need him. No harm in asking,” she replied, pulling her phone from her pocket. 
 
    “Look at us, digging for clues and everything,” Asher said with a giggle. 
 
    Luna grinned and shook her head. Nothing in the world excited her less than having the attention of the police again. But she’d fake it to make Asher happy for now. 
 
    “Graham. Do you have something that can take a mold of a footprint?” 
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    JUDY, THE ABSOLUTE GEM THAT she was, sat behind a small reception desk in a rather boring office held by a business called Suds. That was it, just Suds. She looked to be in her mid to late forties and held a facial expression that was just as exciting as her voice had been when she’d answered the phone an hour before. 
 
    “Miss Judy?” Graham asked as he approached the desk once it became clear that she did not give two craps that someone had entered. 
 
    “Yes sir,” she responded, a questioning look on her face. 
 
    “I’m Graham, we spoke an hour ago about me coming down here to prove to you that I’m an FBI agent and to ask some questions.” 
 
    Her face lit up. It changed her entire demeanor, and Graham found himself wanting to be one of those guys that most women hate, according to his sister, who always tell women to smile. 
 
    “Right, the owner got here about ten minutes before you did, so you’re right on time.” 
 
    She seemed a lot friendlier in person. He wondered if she was told that a lot. Then again, in a town like Calidity, most people probably just knew that she wasn’t as mean as she came across by voice alone. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. Do you want me to speak to the owner directly, or would you like to see my credentials as well?” 
 
    “I’d like to see them, if you don’t mind,” Judy said, standing. 
 
    Graham reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and handed over his badge as well as a few key contacts that he had lined up for credibility’s sake. In larger cities, he didn’t have to worry about that, but in small towns, trust was something that was important. He found that it made his job easier to have people vouch for him. He’d tried to teach other agents to do the same, but a lot of the younger ones preferred to strong-arm their way into everything. Graham got what he needed faster and cleaner. 
 
    “I can call these people to verify you?” 
 
    Graham nodded. “Yes, ma’am, you can. During normal business hours, most, if not all, should be answering their lines.” 
 
    Judy eyed him for a moment, then motioned to the few seats scattered around the small lobby area behind him. “If you could take a seat, I’m going to go back into the office and make the calls.” 
 
    Graham smiled and nodded, moving to take a seat in one of the chairs. If she were as paranoid as he was with new people, she likely had some sort of camera system over the lobby, and she wanted to watch what he did when she wasn’t out there.  
 
    Either way, he wasn’t going to do anything other than sit and wait. 
 
    Judy gave Graham a curt nod and disappeared down a short hall and through a closed door that he assumed was the office. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    JUDY RETURNED FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER without nearly as much suspicion in her expression. 
 
    “Your boss is a very nice woman,” she said, handing him back his things. 
 
    Graham smiled and nodded. “That she is, ma’am.” 
 
    “Let me go make sure that Eric isn’t on a call or something like that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Graham replied. 
 
    Judy hustled out of sight down a different short hallway and he heard a door click open. She was only gone for a second before the door reopened and a male voice said, “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    Ah. That made her insistence on calling his contacts make a bit more sense. She was making sure her son, the owner, wasn’t about to get taken for a ride. Graham respected that. 
 
    “Right this way, please,” she called. 
 
    Graham stood and followed her to the office, smiling at the personable young man behind the desk who stood to shake his hand as Judy closed the door and left them to talk in private. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to meet you, Officer. I’m Eric Beatty,” Eric said, waiting for Graham to take a seat before he did. 
 
    “Please call me Graham. I’ve been in this position long enough for the title not to be important unless I need it, and I usually don’t in sweet, peaceful towns like this one.” 
 
    Eric smiled. “You are correct. Most people here are willing to help, regardless of who you are, so the title isn’t needed. I do appreciate you allowing us to verify that you are who you say you are before we spoke, though.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m not here to cause any trouble or make any waves. I just need information, nothing more.” 
 
    “Information that might cause trouble or make waves?” Eric asked. Smart man. 
 
    Graham chuckled. “Not for you, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Then what can I help you with, Graham.” 
 
    “There was a murder here recently, and the scene of the crime was professionally cleaned before it was handed back to the owner. I’m fairly sure your company handled the job, and I wanted to see if you could tell me anything about who ordered the work.” 
 
    “Ah, the bed and breakfast,” Eric said, nodding. “A very unusual call.” 
 
    “Yes sir. It may have been someone trying to do Luna a solid so that she wouldn’t have had to handle the clean-up herself, and if that’s the case, that makes my job much easier.” 
 
    “And if it wasn’t someone trying to help?” 
 
    “Then I’m probably about to make someone’s job hard,” Graham said. 
 
    Eric sighed but opened a desk drawer and pulled out a handwritten ledger. He flipped to a page just a bit past the halfway point and read a bit down the page before speaking again. 
 
    “I can’t tell you who exactly asked us to do the job, but I can tell you that the payment came from the police department. The payment is about as generic as you can get.” Eric turned to his computer and typed for a moment before twisting the screen to face Graham.  
 
    Graham leaned in and read through the transaction Eric had pulled up. “Calidity Police Department,” he read softly.  
 
    “The key was dropped off here while we were at lunch that day, and we were told there would be no one at the house but to go ahead and get the cleanup done, and then return the key to the station, which we did.” 
 
    Graham felt his eyebrows go up. “No one was at the house with you?” 
 
    Eric shook his head. “I made sure I checked with the team that did this job, and they said there wasn’t even a car out front. They were left in the house alone.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing your employees are honest. It doesn’t seem very safe for the police to allow several unrelated people into someone’s home while the location is still in their control.” 
 
    Eric sighed and sat back. “I thought that things seemed a bit odd. We’ve never been asked to clean up police work before. Part of me wishes we hadn’t taken the job.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t taken the job, you wouldn’t have been able to tell me what happened, and for that information, I am very grateful,” Graham said, smiling. 
 
    “Glad to help, though I’m not too sure how I didn’t just give you more questions.” 
 
    “Oh you did, but more questions means that I’ve answered some. I’m moving forward, so I’m okay with things as they are now.” 
 
    Eric smiled as he and Graham both stood. “That’s a good outlook to have on just about anything.” 
 
    “It makes life a little easier.” Graham held out his hand for a parting shake. “It was a pleasure to meet with you, Eric. Hopefully, nothing else odd comes around.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping. You have yourself a good one,” Eric replied. Graham turned and saw himself out of the office. He gave his thanks to Judy on his way out of the building and made his way to the car. 
 
    Eric had been right about one thing: He did have more questions now than he had when he’d arrived. The problem was that Graham was pretty sure the people who could give him the answers he needed weren’t going to. 
 
    Graham’s phone began to ring just as he connected it to his car. 
 
    “What have you gotten into now, Luna?” Graham said as he put the car into reverse. 
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    IT WAS EARLY DUSK WHEN Luna and Asher began their stroll towards the B & B. The lights on the cope car sitting out front weren’t on, so it had taken them a moment to notice it there. By that time, it was too late to back out. He’d already seen them approaching. 
 
    “There you are. I was starting to wonder if my little fugitive had run off. I’d hate to have to send out a search party to round you up and bring you back to face the music of what you’ve done here.” Wesley’s cocky voice reached Luna’s ears before she noticed him standing in front of her house. 
 
    “Crap. There’s no way of avoiding him. Is there?” she asked softly. 
 
    Asher smirked. “I wish.” 
 
    “You told me not to leave town, Sheriff. Plus, all my stuff is here.” Luna said, not breaking stride as she approached. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for almost thirty minutes. What was I supposed to think? And what the hell happened to your head?” Wesley reached a hand towards the bandage on Luna’s head. 
 
    She shifted her path to be just outside of his reach and began walking up the stairs. “Nothing. Why have you need here for a half an hour if you aren’t supposed to be stalking me? Most people would just think that I went out for dinner or something normal like that.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be holed up in the darkness, distraught over your father’s death?” Wesley asked, skipping a few steps in order to make it to the to the door before Luna and Asher. Now they couldn’t get inside until he moved. 
 
    Luna said some colorful words in her head and gave his comment about her father the look it deserved. She still had no intention of telling him anything that he didn’t legally need to know, and her relationship with her father definitely didn’t fall into that category. 
 
    “Was there something legal that you need from us, Sheriff?” Asher asked, making sure that she had emphasized the word “legal” in case he hadn’t been paying attention. 
 
    Luna smirked. 
 
    “Actually, yeah,” Wesley said motioning to one of the other officers. Luna turned and watched as the man closest to the sheriff’s car pulled something from the back seat and turned to face the group. “Care to explain this?” he asked as the officer approached. 
 
    “You… stole my mallet?” Luna asked, eyeing the tool. 
 
    The officer handed it to Wesley, who promptly shoved it into her face. “Notice anything interesting about it?” 
 
    Luna shrugged, not bothering to look at the tool. “Other than the dirt? No.” 
 
    “So, you don’t see the obvious blood splatter on it?” 
 
    That got Luna’s attention. She turned and looked for real this time, only then seeing the dark red patterned stain that covered parts of the handle. 
 
    “Where in the world did that come from?” Luna asked, absently reaching for it just as Wesley yanked it out of reach. 
 
    “That’s exactly what we plan on finding out. You’d better hope this doesn’t tie you to the victim in yet another way. That would be unfortunate.” Wesley handed the tool back to the officer, who promptly walked it out of reach. 
 
    “Luna?” Asher asked softly. 
 
    Luna shook her head in response. She had no idea why her spade was bloody, but nothing good was going to come of it. Even less good if they talked about it and said anything that could be mis-construed as incriminating. 
 
    “Good thing we’ve been keeping an eye on you,” Wesley smirked. 
 
    Luna lowered her voice to a whisper. “You know, Sheriff, if you want to catch somebody doing something illegal, try not loudly announcing that you are watching them.” 
 
    Wesley shot her an annoyed look. “You’re not helping your case.” 
 
    “You’re not really helping yours either.” 
 
    “Maybe I could back off a bit, if I had some sort of incentive that you weren’t doing anything that would make you look more guilty than you already do,” Wesley said, is face saying one thing but his eyes saying something oddly and angrily different. 
 
    Luna stepped back and frowned. “What?” she asked, thrown off her guard with the man in front of her for the first time since they’d met. 
 
    The anger was gone as soon as it had arrived, and Wesley bounced right back to his normal state. “Are you threatening an officer of the law?” 
 
    The change was a bit quick, but alright. Luna rolled with it, as if she had any other choice. She didn’t really want to know what the hell was going on, she wanted him to leave. “No, I’m threatening the ignorant bastard on my front porch who thinks that touching without permission won’t result in him getting hurt.” 
 
    “Prove it,” Wesley snapped. 
 
    “Witness,” Asher sang, putting her hand in the air. 
 
    “And if you lay a hand on her, please believe you will regret it,” Luna said before Wesley could spit out whatever it was that he’d been about to say. 
 
    “Sheriff, fancy meeting you again.” 
 
    The three of them spun around to see Graham walking up the sidewalk towards the porch. He dipped his head to the ladies, then focused on Wesley. 
 
    “Letting these women know that you’re here? Again? How’s that going for you?”  
 
    Wesley’s face held his shock before it returned to simply angry. He ignored Asher, pushed past Luna, and stomped his way past Graham back to the street. 
 
    “Good night, Sheriff,” Graham called after him. 
 
    Wesley didn’t respond. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    ASHER HAD BEEN CORRECT ABOUT Graham knowing what to do with the footprint. He hadn’t had anything official on him, but he had stopped at the hardware store yet again and arrived with tools in hand. In a matter of minutes—well, maybe an hour or so—they had what they’d needed, though the identifying features of the sole of the shoe were still hard to read. Graham had taken the mold back to his hotel for safekeeping, and Asher and Luna had headed back to the house. 
 
    That had been an hour ago. Luna had been in the woods behind her house since then, picking up a few things. When she finally returned, it was fully dark, and her arms and pockets were filled with what she’d needed. Asher sat on the porch with two glasses of wine. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, eyeing the clods of dirt, flowers, twigs, and occasional napkins that contained loose or pointy items. 
 
    “Having all of those policemen stomping around my house made my wards scream for hours, so some of them are weakened or worn out. I need to replace them.” 
 
    “It takes that much to replace yours?” 
 
    “To replace them with better ones.” Luna set the ingredients down on the deck and picked up the other glass with a sigh. 
 
    “Nervous about whoever hit you?” Asher asked. 
 
    “Yes and no. I know that if I’d been better prepared, I’d have been fine. I think living up here has made me less aware because nothing ever happens here. It’s just peaceful. That’s what scares me: someone catching me off guard again.” 
 
    “Like in your sleep,” Asher said softly, her gaze moving to Luna’s haul. 
 
    “Yes. Like in my sleep.” 
 
    “Well then. Let’s finish this wine, and you teach me how to help you get these up before we go to bed. It’s got to go quicker with both of us, right?” 
 
    Luna looked at Asher, surprised. Asher was involved in enough metaphysical stuff without Luna dragging her into more, so it wasn’t something she’d ever asked of her best friend. But the truth was that yes, it would go faster, because Asher’s kind of magic was much pushier and take charge. Her magic would give just about anything Luna did more of a kick. 
 
    “Yes, it will go quicker,” Luna said softly. She’d explain the rest of it to her while they were doing prep work. For now, she just wanted to sit there and pretend that someone in Calidity wasn’t covering up a murder and trying to kill her. 
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    ~*~ 
 
    Luna felt like she was choking. She couldn’t see anything, and opening her eyes made them water and burn. She’d set the fire too early, or rather, she had taken too long to get what she needed before leaving. The documents were in her purse, as was the handgun she always carried with her, but none of that mattered if she was taken down by smoke inhalation. 
 
    A sound to her right brought her woozy attention around and a shadow climbed through a wall and walked towards her. No, not a shadow. Someone had saved her that night, carrying her down a fire escape and away from the fire that she’d set just a bit too well. 
 
    She’d only made that mistake once. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    IT WAS THE PHONE RINGING that woke Luna up. She rolled over towards the nightstand and cracked her eyelids just enough to see that it was Graham. 
 
    “Has something else happened?” she asked, voice hoarse with sleep. 
 
    “It’s eleven in the morning. You’re usually up by now,” Graham responded. 
 
    Luna hesitated a moment before leaning up enough to see her clock on the other side of the room: 11:04. She groaned. 
 
    “I must have been more tired than I normally am,” Luna said, sitting up and rubbing her eyes, but careful to not disturb the bandage around her head. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I sent a picture of that footprint mold back to the home office to see if they could make more sense of it than we could. They said it’s a brand of work boots called Elons. Smaller brand that isn’t carried in-store and has to be ordered online, but they’re good boots. Pretty popular too.” 
 
    “Elons, hm? I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “How often do you wear full-fledged work boots?” 
 
    Luna snorted a laugh. “Never.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Did you ever find out how my father was able to go missing without someone informing us?” 
 
    Graham sighed. “Yeah. Local PD thought they’d be able to catch him pretty quickly given his injuries, so they didn’t pass on the information. When it was passed on to other officers to find him once the initial team had tried and failed, the assumption was that they’d already informed everyone.” 
 
    “So no one did,” Luna said, finishing the thought. 
 
    “Exactly. I have ripped local PD a new one, as has my boss and her boss. No one is happy with the way that this was handled, and all of them have pointed out that we could have lost you just because someone didn’t want to admit their mistake.” 
 
    “I still don’t get how he found me after all of these years.” 
 
    “Neither do I. We’re still working on that one. If there’s a hole in how we keep people safe, we need to find it and patch it now.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sat in quiet thoughtfulness for a moment then realized she was still on the phone. “So what’s on the menu for today, boss?” 
 
    Graham laughed. “Well, first, I woke up to an official request to come down to the police station as soon as I am able.” 
 
    Luna frowned. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “I doubt that it is, but I’ll honor the request and go in. As soon as I have lunch.” 
 
    “Agent Lloyd, that is not as soon as you can.” Luna laughed. 
 
    “No. No it’s not.” 
 
    “Let me know what happens?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Of course, provided it’s not something classified. Knowing what kind of person we’re dealing with in the sheriff, I doubt that it is.” 
 
    “Good luck, he’s a douche.” 
 
    “Yeah, I picked up on that,” Graham chuckled. “I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Later,” Luna said and hung up. She stood slowly. “Here’s hoping my day goes better than Graham’s is about to go.” 
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    THE STATION SEEMED LESS POPULATED than the last time Graham had been there. If anything exciting happened, the entire place likely emptied out. Someone probably should have stayed to man the front desk, though. He took a seat near an empty desk and waited. 
 
    “Hi there, I hope you haven’t been waiting long.” A young woman in uniform came from a hallway behind the front desk.  
 
    “Not at all,” Graham said, although it had been well over ten minutes. Good thing he hadn’t been bleeding out and looking for help. “I was asked by the sheriff to come down. I’m Graham Lloyd, the FBI agent that arrived in town to help with Luna’s case.” 
 
    The woman’s face lit up with recognition. “Right, I remember. I think Sheriff Jay is in his office but let me make sure.” 
 
    “I appreciate your time,” Graham said, settling back down into the chair. It probably wasn’t healthy to wonder if the officer was going to warn the sheriff so that he could set up some sort of ambush for Graham, but that’s exactly what he was wondering. He was beginning to see why the sheriff was the only thing Luna didn’t like about Calidity. 
 
    “I was right, he is back there,” the officer said, returning at a trot. “A word to the wise, he doesn’t look happy.” 
 
    “That might be my fault,” Graham said, standing. “I don’t think any of our interactions have been happy ones.” 
 
    Graham and the officer shared a chuckle, and she motioned for him to follow her. Down a few hallways and around a few corners, they came to an office with large double doors. She knocked and pushed one open. 
 
    “Here you go, Sheriff,” she said as Graham followed her through the entrance. He slapped a smile on his face to counter the grimace on Wesley’s. 
 
    “Pleasure to see you again, Sheriff,” Graham said. 
 
    Wesley didn’t even attempt to return the sentiment. “Have a seat, please.” 
 
    Graham did as he was asked—for the moment. 
 
    “I’d hoped that you’d show up earlier in the day, like I’d asked, so, this is going to be shorter than I would have liked.” Wesley’s gaze focused on the papers on his desk, then his watch, and Graham realized he was struggling to make eye contact. Interesting. 
 
    “I came as soon as I could,” Graham lied, the smile securely locked on his face. 
 
    “Yes, well. The short version is that your presence here, and your relationship with the primary suspect in the murder that took place at the L & L, are impeding our investigation into the crime. Because of that, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” His glance flicked to Graham’s at the last word before skittering to his watch again. 
 
    Graham didn’t flinch. “You are well within your rights to do so.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Though it’d seem to me that having the place professionally cleaned less than a day after the murder would impede your investigation more than me.”  
 
    “Pardon me?” Wesley said, eyes meeting Graham’s in surprise that morphed to outrage as he stood. 
 
    Graham stood as well. “It was wonderful seeing you again, Sheriff. I’ll make sure I’m out of your hair as soon as I take care of my business with Luna.” 
 
    “What business would that be?” 
 
    Graham blinked at Wesley. “Have a wonderful afternoon, Sheriff,” he replied before walking out the door.  
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    LUNA WASN’T SURE HOW TO take the news that Graham was leaving in a few days. She hadn’t realized how much she wanted him there until he was leaving.  
 
    “What happens if you just refuse to leave?” Luna asked. 
 
    “This is his jurisdiction. I can get the clearance to be here without his approval, but I still have to leave for now.” 
 
    Luna sighed. “I didn’t kill my father.” 
 
    “I don’t think that you did.” 
 
    “Then what do I do?” 
 
    Graham sighed loudly on the other end of the call. “Everything odd about this case points back to the police in some way. If we can prove that they have something to do with this, it’ll at least slow things down enough for us to keep you safe while someone who isn’t Wesley investigates.” 
 
    “Can we get that done before you leave?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    Luna hissed a curse. “I can’t just lay down and die on this, Graham.” 
 
    “I know, Luna. I know. Give me a bit to think about it, okay? I’ll call you back later tonight. I’ve bought myself two days by telling him that I had some business to clear up with you. We’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Luna and Graham said their goodbyes. 
 
    “That didn’t sound good,” Asher said, stepping onto the front porch where Luna had taken the call. 
 
    “It wasn’t. Wesley is kicking Graham out. He has two days.” 
 
    “Can he do that?” 
 
    Luna shrugged. “Apparently.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    Luna stifled a sigh. “Graham said he’ll think about it and call me back tonight. Hopefully, we can come up with something then.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Asher echoed softly. “Why don’t we go downtown? Walk around some shops, get some ice cream.” 
 
    Luna looked at her best friend like she’d lost her mind. “What?” 
 
    “You need some peace, so let’s go do something that doesn’t have to do with the last few days for a bit,” Asher said, grabbing Luna’s arm and hefting her out of her seat. 
 
    “Not going to take no for an answer, hm?” Luna laughed. 
 
    “I’ve already got the keys, get in the car,” Asher replied, pushing Luna towards the steps. 
 
    Downtown was really just a few blocks’ worth of well-kept older buildings surrounded by the newer essentials that had sprouted up. The shops were small and inviting, and almost all locally owned. That included the ice cream shop, which had been in the same family for generations. They served handmade ice cream in odd but delicious flavors. 
 
    “Good to see you ladies,” Valerie said as she looked up and noted who had just entered. She was the fourth generation. 
 
    Luna frowned, noting that Valarie’s eyes were red, and that she had accumulated a small pile of tissues as she dabbed at them. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, waiting as Valerie washed her hands. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. There was smoke in my house a few nights ago for a while, and it’s wreaking havoc on my allergies.” 
 
    “Smoke?” Asher said, concern naked on her face. 
 
    “One of my neighbors, the Jays I think, were burning leaves and must have got some plastic or clothes or something in there too. And such a still day, no breeze to blow the smoke away.” 
 
    Luna frowned and crossed her arms. “That’s awful, Valerie. At least leaves burn up pretty quick.” 
 
    Valerie shrugged. “Oh no, this went on for a while. I think they had a lot of leaves. Whatever it was smelled terrible and I was barely able to breathe. But who do you call when the sheriff is the one doing the damage?” She smiled weakly. 
 
    Luna and Asher shared a questioning look. 
 
    “Who indeed,” Luna said softly as Valerie finished getting the two ice cream cones. “I still have some of that eye serum that I gave you last year. Do you want me to bring some of that over later?” 
 
    Valerie had been miserable from the pollen the previous summer, her eyes so irritated that they were almost swollen shut. Luna had made something simple to ward off the pollen, explaining it as something her grandmother had taught her instead of it being a tiny little ward for her eyes. 
 
    “What serum?” Valerie asked. 
 
    Luna frowned. “Don’t you remember? Last summer, you could barely set foot outside of your house.” 
 
    Valerie blinked at her. “I don’t remember that,” she replied, her face an odd version of blank. 
 
    Luna hesitated. “Okay, forget I brought it up then.” She paused, then added, “Maybe I’m thinking of someone else.” She wasn’t, but she wasn’t going to push Valerie if she didn’t remember. 
 
    Valorie grinned and nodded. “I hope everything works out for you, Luna. I heard about what happened at your home. For what it’s worth, no one thinks it was you who did it.” 
 
    Luna smiled and took her cone, handing Valerie her credit card to pay. “Thanks, Val. That means a lot.” 
 
    Once they had paid and tipped handsomely, like they always did, Asher and Luna walked back outside and began a slow stroll as they ate. 
 
    “Am I the only one that thinks it’s odd that Wesley was burning something in his backyard?” Asher asked. 
 
    Luna shook her head. “Not at all.” 
 
    “What do you think it was?” 
 
    “Well, if you had something incriminating on your clothes, what would you say would be the most efficient way to dispose of said evidence?” Luna asked. 
 
    Asher stopped. “Oh.” 
 
    Luna stopped walking. “Do you remember how much trouble Valerie had last summer?” 
 
    “Hm?” Asher responded absently. 
 
    Luna sighed and shook her head. “Never mind.” 
 
    If she was losing her mind, she wasn’t ready to let go of the illusion yet. Plus, she had an idea forming. One that she didn’t want Asher to know about. Plausible deniability and all that. 
 
    All she needed was for Graham to call her back. Well, that and for him to agree to help her. After she did some research. 
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    “YOU WANT TO DO WHAT now?”  
 
    They were sitting at Luna’s kitchen table, cups of tea steaming in front of them. Luna made a face. Graham had heard her. It was probably an idea he agreed with too. 
 
    “Literally everything is pointing us to the police, Graham, you said it yourself.” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure, but I don’t see how we went from that to breaking into the sheriff’s--” Graham stopped abruptly and shook his head. “I am not having this highly illegal conversation with you. 
 
    “You didn’t see the body. Whoever did it had to have had some blood on them. Enough for it to be a concern if they were in public,” Luna pushed. 
 
    “Stop talking to me, Luna.” 
 
    “And the sheriff was burning something that wasn’t leaves in his backyard a few nights ago. Something that gave off enough fumes for it to bother the neighbors. Fire gets rid of a lot of incriminating things.” 
 
    Graham grunted. “Look, I know Wesley is a jerk, but I’m not quite sure he’s a murderer.” 
 
    Luna shrugged. “Okay, then. Let’s prove it, hm? What do we have to lose, other than me having to go down for the murder of my father that we both know I didn’t commit?” 
 
    Graham sighed and closed his eyes. “I can’t condone you doing something illegal, such as breaking and entering. I am a federal agent, Luna.” 
 
    Luna’s delayed lightbulb came on. “Alright. Do you happen to have any ideas about how we could investigate this further, without breaking any laws?” 
 
    Graham glanced up at her, “No.” 
 
    “I was thinking about inviting Wesley and his wife out to dinner before I go.” 
 
    Luna snorted a laugh. “Why?” 
 
    Graham shot her a look. Good gravy, she was dumb today. 
 
    “That sounds like an overly nice idea, considering.” 
 
    “It does,” Graham said softly. “I’ll probably try for the night before I leave.” 
 
    Luna nodded. “Okay. Is there any other way that you can… help?” 
 
    “Not without committing some sort of a crime.” 
 
    Luna sat up a bit. 
 
    “I am not committing some sort of crime,” Graham added. 
 
    “Yeah, probably not the best idea,” she mumbled. “Thank you, Graham.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. I might have just agreed to insanity,” he said, getting up to leave. 
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    SUNLIGHT DIDN’T HAVE A CHANCE to bring Luna into the new day. She’d woken up at 4 am, before the sun was even thinking about it, and hadn’t been able to sleep since. So, she’d started doing some research on crime scenes and how they were processed. There was a shocking amount of information on the process. 
 
    “Luminol…” Luna whispered absently as she typed. Her eyes skimmed over the information about the chemical, what it was comprised of, and how to use it. She’d thought she’d seen on TV that need a black light to get it to work, though she should have known better than to trust that. They always got the real world wrong. Instead, what she was going to need was thirty seconds in a darkened room and a good camera. 
 
    She didn’t have a good camera. But they needed good cameras for crime scene photos, didn’t they? There wasn’t a lot of crime in Calidity, but that didn’t mean that the police didn’t need to be prepared for the little there was. 
 
    “Guess I’m swiping several things,” she sighed to herself. 
 
    “Hm?” Asher asked, coming to sit beside her. 
 
    Luna closed her laptop and grinned. “Nothing. I’ve got to run out today, didn’t you say you had something you needed to do?” 
 
    Asher nodded as she took a sip of her coffee. “Laundry. And probably a wardrobe switch.” She chuckled. “Do you need any help today?” 
 
    Luna shook her head. “I didn’t think I’d be saying this, but thankfully, no rooms are reserved for a couple of weeks. If this still isn’t resolved by then, I’ll have to inform the guests and refund them. It seems like a bad idea to have people coming to stay when I’m a suspect in a murder case. For now, I put up a notice on the website that we’re temporarily closed.” 
 
    “Murderous hosts would probably put some people off, yes.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I’m frugal, or this would decimate my finances,” Luna mumbled, more to herself than to Asher. When things settled, she was going to have to look into another way to make money. One that wasn’t so seasonal. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll head out, then,” Asher said, leaning over and giving Luna a tight hug. “Call me if you need me.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Luna said. 
 
    Once she was reasonably sure that Asher was well on her way, Luna ran upstairs to get dressed for the day. She wasn’t planning on creating a scene, but mildly distracting seemed like a good idea. She could do mildly distracting with her eyes closed. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    THE POLICE STATION DIDN’T SEEM to be very crowded, but then again Luna never thought the station was crowded. Today, that suited her purposes just fine. 
 
    The man at the front desk looked familiar. It took her a moment to realize that he was the second officer in the car in front of Asher’s house. The one Asher hadn’t known.  
 
    “Well hey there, stranger. No more watch parties at my friend’s house, hm?” Luna said, smiling as she adjusted her backpack and approached the desk. 
 
    “Nah,” he said with a smirk. “Not that I’ve been told about anyway. I heard you got to go back home. Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “It was good to get back to my own space and my own stuff. Odd how quickly it happened though. Is that normal?” 
 
    He stopped, hesitating as if he didn’t want to answer. That was an answer in its own way, though. “Sometimes things move faster in smaller towns like Calidity. Less bureaucracy.” 
 
    Luna shrugged. “Right, makes sense.” 
 
    “Was there something that you needed?” 
 
    She nodded. “There were a few things missing from my house and I wanted to see if they were here, or if I’d been robbed on top of everything else. I know that if they’re evidence, I can’t have them back yet, and that’s cool. I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, I can go check for you. Might take me a few minutes—our evidence isn’t always organized in the most efficient way.” 
 
    Luna chuckled. She’d overheard more than one officer complain about the state of their evidence at the station, and about how it made their job more difficult since it took so long to find things in there. She’d been banking on that still being the case. “That’s okay, I understand. I’m not in a rush,” she replied, handing him a list of six things. 
 
    “I’ll be right back. If anyone else comes in, let them know I won’t be long.” 
 
    Luna nodded and settled herself into a chair. “Of course.” 
 
    Luna watched as the nice officer walked down the hall and turned a corner, out of sight. Then she counted to thirty. 
 
    Her hand slipped into her pocket, and she pulled out the vial of grave dirt that she’d stuck into her pocket before coming inside. Dirt from graveyards always tracked souls the best, in her experience. Maybe it was because it needed to keep track of the souls and bodies that it held. Luna had never found a better way to watch someone without watching them. 
 
    “Follow the man, and let me know when he’s heading back this way,” she whispered, then sprinkled the dirt across the desk that the officer had just left. 
 
    She didn’t wait to make sure the magic had followed him down the hallway. She knew that it had, and that as soon as he finished his search and began heading back to where he expected her to be, alarms would go off in her brain. 
 
    The station wasn’t that big, and she didn’t intend on going far. Just two places, and both of them were in the same wing. 
 
    Stop number one was the sheriff’s office. Then, the storage room. 
 
    The officers in Calidity didn’t have a lot of space to keep the things that they needed when working a crime scene. Plus, most scenes that happened in Calidity were small and minor—things like small theft, or an occasional assault outside of one of the bars. Nothing at all like the murder scene that had happened at her house. But they had what they needed. And what she needed. 
 
    She’d seen the storage room door the few times she’d come down to the station for mundane things. One time, it had been left open, and she’d snuck a peek inside out of curiosity. That peek was going to serve her well. 
 
    She paused at the top of the hallway and held her breath, making sure that she was alone. Feeling mostly confident that she was safe if she stayed quiet, she took a few quick steps down the hall and tried the doorknob to Wesley’s office. 
 
    It was unlocked, and she ducked inside. Most of the room was taken up by a messy desk, and judging by the coffee cup and half-eaten pastry, he could come back at any time. 
 
    “If I were a storage room key, where would I be?” she whispered to herself. 
 
    Her hand went to her own key ring tucked in her pocket, but she shook her head. She needed to think like Wesley, and he didn’t think things through the way that she did. 
 
    She searched the messy surface of the desk and found what looked to be a key fob , probably to his personal car, but not the keys to the storage room. Those she found in one of the smaller drawers with several other things that didn’t seem to have a rhyme or reason as to why they were being stored together. It even had a nice tag that read Storage. 
 
    “Convenient.” 
 
    Luna stuck the key in her pocket and began moving back towards the door. She was just about to leave when something caught her eye. 
 
    Sitting off to the side, tucked between desk and wall, were a pair of black boots that looked almost new. Luna made sure once more that she was still alone, before crossing the room and flipping over one of the boots. 
 
    “Elons,” Luna whispered. Her heartrate kicked up a notch as adrenaline shot through her, but she swallowed the slight panic and made herself calm down. Freaking out was the last thing she needed. 
 
    Instead, she took a photo of the sole of the shoe with her phone and sent it to Graham, along with the size of the boot stamped on the inside bottom. Then, she carefully replaced the boot and went back to why she was there in the first place. 
 
    The storage closet was small and well labeled. Luna grabbed one of the cameras, well aware that it would probably be missed the next time someone needed to take crime scene photos. She was going to have to do her best to bring it back before then. 
 
    The second thing that she grabbed was a bottle labeled luminol. She put the two items carefully into her backpack, zipped it up, and was slinging it over her shoulder when her grave dirt alarms went off. 
 
    She saw him before he saw her. His back was retreating on its way to the front desk, and Luna slipped into the small restroom just to her side. She counted to three, turned on the hand dryer, then pushed the door open, the loud blowing sound filling the hallway before the sensors cut it off. She wanted him to hear it and know where she’d been coming from. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” he said as she returned to the front. 
 
    “Sorry, I needed to use the ladies' room. No one came in while you were gone,” Luna said, doing her best to act natural. 
 
    “No problem. I don’t have good news for you, though,” he said. 
 
    Luna frowned. “Oh no, don’t tell me. That stuff isn’t here?” 
 
    The officer shook his head. “No, I couldn’t find it. Sorry about that.” He handed back the list. 
 
    Luna sighed and put the list in her pocket. “That’s alright, it’s not your fault. I appreciate you taking the time to look for me.” 
 
    “Of course. Do you want to file a police report?” 
 
    “I probably should, but let me take one more good, thorough look. If I can’t find them, I’ll be back,” Luna said with a wink. 
 
    “I’ll be here,” he said, sitting back down behind the desk. 
 
    “Thanks again,” Luna called as she turned to leave the station. 
 
    That had gone better than she’d thought it would. 
 
    Once she was in the car and had the doors locked, she pulled her phone from her pocket and took the sound off silent. There was a text from Graham waiting for her. 
 
    How did I know… 
 
    Luna laughed and started the car. 
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    “JUST SO YOU KNOW, THE fact that you found that brand of boot in his office is circumstantial. Anyone can buy those boots,” Graham said. 
 
    “I know, but it also might just be one more piece of evidence,” Luna said. He’d asked her to come to the hotel to talk about what she’d found, and they’d ended up grabbing a cup of coffee and settling in the square out front. 
 
    Graham shook his head. “It means that you were there illegally. If we were to bring charges, we wouldn’t be able to present this as evidence. Even if it’s the same size as the print, we can’t know it’s the boot that made the print unless he confesses.” 
 
    “Can’t you just get a warrant and pretend that you found it during your search of his office?” Luna asked. 
 
    Graham hesitated. “You’d make a good cop.” 
 
    “I’d make a terrible cop.” Luna chuckled. 
 
    “Don’t tell me anything else about what you found during your illegal search of a sheriff’s office.” Graham said, taking a sip of his coffee calmly. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Graham shot her a look. 
 
    “I guess I get to google instead of asking my awesome friend the FBI agent,” Luna mumbled, rolling her eyes into her cuppa. 
 
    Graham was apparently acting like he couldn’t hear her. “I’m taking the Sheriff and his lovely wife out to a late dinner after his shift is finished, as a thank you for being so hospitable,” Luna almost chocked on a laugh and coffee. 
 
    “Who was hospitable?” she chuckled. 
 
    “Did you know that most criminals who choose to burn evidence do so without fully thinking through the disposal? Especially if they aren’t frequent criminals. The ones who do dirt regularly usually choose a different, more efficient method of disposal.” Graham took another sip of his coffee, as if this was the most normal conversation in the world. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    Graham nodded. “See, most who burn evidence don’t think to check the ashes to make sure it’s all gone. Or to make sure that the burning part coincides with their trash day.” 
 
    Luna furrowed her brow. Trash day hadn’t come yet, and if Graham’s thought was correct, Wesley probably hadn’t cleaned up yet, since it would have been sitting in front of the house for days. 
 
    ”I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, just like I promised Wesley I would. But I’ll make sure to stop by your place to say goodbye before I go.” 
 
    Which meant have it ready the next morning for him to take it out of town and away from her. 
 
    “I would hope you wouldn’t just leave, that would be rude,” Luna said with a smile. “Do you really have to go just because he said so?” 
 
    Graham made a noise that said he wasn’t happy about the situation. “Yup, since it was him who asked me to leave. This is his territory, and I didn’t come here with the intention of stepping on toes. If I need to come back, I’ll need to step on everyone’s toes.” 
 
    Luna tugged on her earring, a nervous habit that she had broken herself of years ago but sometimes still popped up when she was stressed. “Okay.” 
 
    “You know, I’m fairly sure he hit me with a rock or something and knocked me out. That’s dangerous. What if I’m not the only one? We can’t let him keep doing that.” 
 
    “Allegedly,” Graham replied. 
 
    Luna shot him a look, even though he was right. “Yeah. Allegedly.” 
 
    “If you need me, you know I’ll be back in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Luna said, smiling. 
 
    Graham looked at her for a moment before returning the smile. “You’d better be.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go, before Asher comes looking for me,” Luna said, standing and draining the last of her coffee. 
 
    “She comes looking for you?” 
 
    “Normally, no. But with what’s going on right now… she worries. And I know her,” Luna laughed. 
 
    “She’s a good friend,” Graham replied. 
 
    She hesitated, then hugged Graham. “So are you.” 
 
    It wasn’t something that she’d ever done before, but he’d watched out for her for years, dropped everything and drove up when this whole mess had started. He’d been there for her when he didn’t have to be; he could have simply been a good fed and made sure she was still alive every once in a while. She wasn’t sure that she deserved the help that he’d given her, but she was thankful for it. 
 
    “Go on, before you make me feel like less of a guy for being emotional in public,” he said as she released him. 
 
    Luna laughed softly. “I’m sure your manhood is intact, Agent.” 
 
    Graham shot her a look that made her laugh. Luna dropped her cup into a nearby trashcan, and left. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    ASHER WASN’T AT THE HOUSE when Luna arrived. That was a little odd, but then again, Asher was a big girl. She’d thought she would be the one being looked for, but found herself looking around for signs of where Asher was. She was worried, for some reason. 
 
    Mom, Asher’s mother, had always said that she should trust her gut feelings. Normal humans always ignored their guts. They chalked things up to luck or said that what they’d seen was a hallucination, explained it away as something mundane. But those who knew what was really going on around them—people who knew about witches and shifters and the like—they were more attuned to their guts. 
 
    At that moment, standing in her dark entryway, Luna’s gut said something was wrong. She just didn’t know what. She started walking through the house slowly, hoping that a double-check of any and everything would help her feel better. As she visually checked the rooms, she examined her wards. She was on her way through the kitchen when she heard the window break in the front room. 
 
    It took a moment and a few deep breaths, but she convinced her brain that charging into the front room and sticking her head out in full view of the window was a terrible idea. Instead, she stopped turning lights on and off, stayed low, and made her way slowly into the room. 
 
    Glass was all over the floor, indicating that the force that had shattered the window had come from the outside. That didn’t surprise her since no one else was in the house. But as she searched the shards for what had broken the window, there was nothing else. No rock or brick on the floor, nothing to indicate what had caused the glass to give way. 
 
    At first. 
 
    It took her a while to see it, but in the darkness of the far wall, she could see a hole. A bullet-sized hole. One that went through the wall and into the next room.  
 
    “Who in the hell is going through all this trouble for me?” she whispered, running her fingers around the hole in the wall. 
 
    Better yet, what did she do about it? Calling the police seemed like a bad idea since she was pretty sure that their boss was trying to set her up, and staying there just to prove that she wasn’t scared without protecting herself in some way seemed like an even worse idea. She had things that needed to get done the next day, though none of that would matter if she caught a bullet that night. 
 
    As she considered her options, she went into the dining room, where the bullet had embedded itself in the paneling in the far wall. It looked like she could have pried it out, but instead, she took a picture first, and sent it to Graham. Then, she popped the bullet out with a knife, dropped it into a Ziplock bag, and texted him that she’d pried the bullet out of the wall and to come get it. 
 
    As she waited for him, she put in an emergency call to the glass repair place a few blocks away. It wasn’t late enough for them to be closed, but they would be on their way to cleaning up and turning off lights. She offered to pay double and explained that she feared for her safety were she to leave it until tomorrow. The man who owned the shop said he and his son would be on their way as soon as they had the glass ready. 
 
    Three minutes after hanging up—three long minutes—Graham arrived. It took longer to convince him that she would be okay without him there for protection than it did for him to get to the house. Even then, he stayed while the glass was repaired and helped Luna clean it up before he’d leave. He promised her that the bullet would be on its way to his office before he was, and he left just in time to pass Asher on her way up the walk. 
 
    “What'd I miss?” she asked as she came up the porch steps with a frown on her face. 
 
    “This is going to need wine,” Luna said, motioning for Asher to come inside. She locked all of the locks on the doors and headed straight for the alcohol. 
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    LUNA WOKE UP NORMALLY, WITH the sun in her face, but with the knowledge that it wasn’t going to be a normal day. It was the day the before Graham was leaving, which meant it was the day that she had to remember how to break into places without being caught. 
 
    Asher had almost insisted that they both go back to her house for the night, but Luna hadn’t wanted to bring whoever was out to get her to Asher’s front step. Instead, she had asked Asher to go home, where it was safe. Asher had flat-out refused. So, the two of them had hopped into Luna’s bed together, for comfort’s sake, and fallen asleep listening for any sign that someone was trying something else. 
 
    Luna woke before Asher did and left her tightly wound in the covers. There was no reason for her to be up yet, and Luna had no intention of going back to sleep. She was entirely too wired. Instead, she settled at the kitchen table with the first of many cups of coffee and the paper from the front porch. 
 
    Nothing like reading about the rest of the world falling apart to distract you from the fact that your world is falling apart too. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    GRAHAM HAD ATTEMPTED TO EXTEND his invitation to Wesley by dropping by the station, but the sheriff never seemed to be in his office. He had gone to the sheriff’s house the night before with the intention of trying one last time, but found no one home. 
 
    The fact that ten minutes later he received the text about someone firing a gun into Luna’s house had to have been a coincidence, right? 
 
    Right. 
 
    This time, he decided to try and different approach. He waited until Graham’s wife, Georgia, left the house. Then, he just happened to bump into her in the small grocery store. 
 
    “There’s only one left, do you want it? I don’t need it,” Graham said, holding out the last honeydew in the entire store. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t mind?” Georgia asked, concern on her face. 
 
    “Of course. I’m leaving town tonight anyway, I can just get some of the pre-sliced fruit. I’m only in town to help Luna out with the situation that happened at her B&B.” Hopefully that didn’t sound too obvious, but he needed her to know who he was. 
 
    “Oh! You’re the FBI agent? My husband is the sheriff. He told me that there was someone in town who was federal.” 
 
    Graham smiled and nodded. “That’s me. I was hoping to have helped more than I did, but it looks like I have to hit the road first thing tomorrow morning. Actually, I wanted to invite you and your husband out for dinner tonight as a thank you for allowing me to be on his turf, but I haven’t been able to catch him to extend the invitation.” 
 
    “Wesley has had to put in some late nights lately, so sometimes he’s a bit hard to get hold of. But he told me he’d be home tonight around eight, if a late dinner wouldn’t bother you,” Georgia replied, her face lighting up. 
 
    I bet he was working late, Graham thought. “I don’t mind at all. I think that small Italian place down the street is still open that late. Would that be okay? My treat, of course. Say, nine thirty?” 
 
    The restaurant was open until 11 p.m., Graham knew from a call to the place earlier, though he had no idea why. He wasn’t going to ask, though. He was just glad that things were working out with this idea he and Luna had hatched. 
 
    “Are you sure? That place is expensive,” Georgia whispered as if she were saying something scandalous. She was adorable. 
 
    “Of course. Your husband didn’t have to allow me to help at all, but he did, and I am grateful. Think of it as a thank you before I leave. And don’t worry about the cost,” Graham said with a grin. 
 
    “Then we can’t wait. I’ll make sure that I let Wesley know, and we’ll meet you there around nine thirty.” 
 
    “See you then,” Graham said, smiling and waving a farewell as Georgia went off to finish her shopping. He, in turn, picked up some pre-sliced fruit and checked out before heading to his car. He’d done what he’d come there to do. 
 
    He had one other thing to do that morning, and that was head to the post office and mail off a few pictures and a bullet in a Ziplock baggie. The office knew it was coming, and they were fully prepared to have the results from this and the shoe print waiting for him when he got back. 
 
    His boss was already working on the paperwork to get him back into Calidity without Wesley’s permission. All he needed to do was get through one more night of playing his cards right. He could handle his part. He just hoped Luna could handle hers. 
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    GRAHAM HAD INFORMED LUNA THAT dinner that night was at 9:30. He wasn’t sure how long it was going to last, so she had no intention of taking her time. She was going with a purpose: To get in, get info, and get out. 
 
    Once she was sure that Asher would be distracted, thankfully mom needed help with something at the house, she put on everything dark that she had, grabbed the bag that she’d packed, and headed out. It was just now 9:30, so even if the happy couple was running late, she was pretty sure she wouldn’t run into them. 
 
    Wesley lived on one of the nicer streets in Calidity. That meant the houses were bigger and newer. There weren’t really any “bad” streets in town, and just about every home was one that had been well taken care of. 
 
    The sheriff’s house was on the end of the street, at the head of the cul-de-sac, and usually lit up like a monument. Tonight, the lights weren’t as bright as Luna remembered. She’d heard from Valerie that the neighbors had complained about how bright they were. Georgia had probably turned them down, because Wesley wouldn’t have.  
 
    Either way, the house was as dark as it was going to get. Luna made her way through the grass beside the driveway and checked the garage to be sure. The police car was parked beside Georgia’s car, and Wesley’s non-police car was gone. Surely they had ridden together to the restaurant, but she reminded herself to be careful anyway. 
 
    Their backyard was massive, larger than Luna had thought it would be, and she felt a slight pang of jealousy. Entertaining in this yard must be amazing. Well, it would be if they were actually into that. The rumor was that the better half of the marriage was, but that Wesley wasn’t. So, no house parties. 
 
    Luna made her way around the side of the house until she reached where house stopped and fence started. Their fence was low enough for Luna to hop, something she wouldn’t have attempted if she’d had to work to get over for fear of attracting a neighbor’s attention. Once she was securely over, she headed for the back door. 
 
    No one spent their money on back door locks because most people figured that if someone was going to break in, they’d use a window or an entrance that didn’t require scaling a fence. That meant the back door lock was easier to pick.  
 
    It popped open after only a few seconds’ work, and Luna slowly and carefully pushed the door open. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    There was one light on in what looked to be the kitchen, towards the middle of the first floor, but that was it. Nothing out of place… except for the blinking red light just opposite the door Luna had stepped through. 
 
    That probably meant that Wesley and Georgia had a silent alarm that she’d just triggered. Red and blue flashing lights from the front of the house let her know that she was right, and she cursed internally. Who in the world had an alarm system in a town like Calidity? 
 
    She closed the back door behind her, turned the lock, and slipped into a small coat closet, leaving the door cracked so she could see what was going on. 
 
    The officer who came in was the same the one she’d sent on the wild goose chase through evidence. Poor guy. He was alone and didn’t turn on any lights. That struck her as odd behavior for a cop coming in response to an alarm, but what did she know. She waited until he headed in one direction before slipping out of the closet and heading in the other. The last thing she wanted was to be a sitting duck, waiting for him to find her.  
 
    Luna’s tiptoeing mad dash brought her to what appeared to be Wesley’s home office. She looked around as she slid the sliding barn doors almost closed behind her. The walls were lined with things that seemed to mean something to Wesley. His graduation from the police academy, a plaque from his election to sheriff of Calidity, his bachelor’s degree in psychology… that one explained quite a bit about how he operated, didn’t it, Luna thought to herself. 
 
    She wasn’t ready to whip out the camera. The last thing she wanted to do was draw attention by having the flash go off and alert the officer. Instead, she started looking through desk drawers, thankful for the bright moonlight streaming through the window behind her. 
 
    Most of what she found were mundane things, like receipts for housework, handwritten reminders in Georgia’s cursive script, and pushpins. It was the last, smallest drawer that made Luna work. It had been locked. It wasn’t anymore. 
 
    The drawer was filled with pictures. The ones on top were of Georgia, though they looked to be older pictures from when she was younger. But under those were pictures of other women. Some of them were police officers that Luna recognized, some people that owned shops in town, some daughters of people that she knew. All about the same age as she was. 
 
    At the very bottom of the pile, all together as if it had been organized that way, were pictures of Luna. Some where she was alone, and some where she was not. None were posed—they all looked to have been taken from hiding places, like the bushes across the street from her house or around the corner from Mom’s house. 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Luna whispered as she flipped through. 
 
    Some of them were from when she’d first moved to town, even before she’d bought the bed & breakfast. There were almost ten years of pictures in this drawer! 
 
    The very back of that drawer contained a rolled plastic bag. For a moment, Luna thought she’d found someone’s weed stash, but the bag seemed to hard in her hands for that. She unrolled the plastic, and leaned in so that she could see in the dimly lit room. 
 
    “The sunglasses?” Luna whispered to herself. It looked like the broken glasses that she’d found the day that this had all started. They’d been just outside of her house, and she’d seen Officer Bo put them in an evidence bag. So why were they here, in the sheriff’s house? Luna frowned, and slipped the glasses into her bag. 
 
    Luna shivered involuntarily, just as her senses picked up approaching footsteps. She cursed at herself for getting distracted, shoved the pictures back where she found them, and ducked under the desk. 
 
    It wasn’t until she heard the doors slide open that she realized her bag was on the floor beside the office chair. The officer’s feet had just rounded the desk and stopped almost exactly in front of her.  
 
    “What the heck is this,” she heard him ask out loud as he toed the bag. “I guess the sheriff was working overtime.” He chuckled, leaving the bag, and walking back the way he’d come. 
 
    Luna let out a sigh of relief as his footsteps stopped just outside the office door. She froze, waiting for the door to slide shut. It didn’t. 
 
    There were several slow, painful moments of silence. 
 
    “Yeah, boss, I walked the whole house, there’s nothing here. Are you sure you turned down the sensitivity? It was wildlife setting it off before, remember?... I was right up the street, it didn’t take be long to get here thankfully… Yeah, I’ll check out back before I go, but there’s nothing in the house, and nothing is out of place at the entry points… No problem, enjoy your dinner.” 
 
    Luna heard the beep of the call ending, and the footsteps moving toward the way that she’d come into the house. She had a few panicked moments of trying to remember if she’d left anything out of place before realizing that of course she hadn’t. 
 
    When she heard the back door open, she started moving again. She left her bag where it was, not wanting him to return to the office for some reason and notice it missing, and instead made her way to the front hall. She was betting there was a coat closet near the door, and that was where she was heading. She needed to know how to disarm that alarm system. 
 
    The officer didn’t take long to come back inside and make his way back through the house and to the front door. He paused, looking around, presumably to make sure he hadn’t missed anything or left anything behind, and then flipped open the panel cover on the alarm keypad by the door. 
 
    Luna stood on her toes inside of the closet, watching through the cracked door, and whispered the numbers to herself as the panel beeped. She had to make sure she remembered. 
 
    “Five… six… one… eight… two.” 
 
    Luna repeated it in her head several times as the alarm beeped a few times and began what sounded like a countdown until it armed. The officer stepped quickly through the front door, closed it behind him, and locked it. Luna counted to three before she moved. 
 
    She punched in the code, heard three beeps in response, and the panel lit green just as the officer’s police car headlights swept across the front of the house and turned to head back down the driveway. 
 
    Now, she could get back to why she was there. 
 
    First up was that damn drawer. She was taking pictures of what was in there. If he was stalking her and others like this, that had to be cause for dismissal. The glasses were leaving with her in person. Graham might be able to do something with the that she couldn’t. 
 
    Luna went over the instructions for the luminol in her head as she readied the camera and the bottle. She was going to have to work fast. 
 
    She sprayed her way around the room, but nothing reacted. That surprised her. The desk was negative as well. She sighed, picked up her things, and started her way through the rest of the house. 
 
    She took a few more pictures of minor things that she found, circumstantial evidence, as Graham had called it, before ending up back at the kitchen. She did just like she’d done in all the other rooms, starting at an entry point with the luminol and the camera in hand. At this point, she was starting to doubt her certainty that she’d find anything more than some creepy photos and a matching set of boots to what she found in Wesley’s office at the station. 
 
    Good gravy, was she wrong. The luminol started glowing as soon as it hit the counters, and Luna had to shake off the shock to get her pictures before the effects wore off. 
 
    According to what the chemicals told her, the blood hadn’t gone farther than the kitchen, but it had been spread on both sides of the door frame and across almost half of the counters. She could also clearly see steps that had been taken in bloody boots, but only just inside the door. That must have been where sense hit him. Sense, or his wife. 
 
    Luna was one hundred percent convinced that the person spreading blood around wasn’t Georgia. Innocent until proven guilty her butt. This was Wesley’s doing. 
 
    Luna made her way back outside, into the backyard. She was looking for signs of whatever had been burned out back. The remnants of a fire were at the back of the yard, tucked into the only part of the fence that wasn’t butted up to trees and forest. 
 
    “At least they were halfway responsible about it,” she mumbled to herself as she began taking pictures. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what the receptacle, a good-sized wooden box that looked to have been built there, had been before it was burned. Maybe a compost box. Inside were ashes, of course, but there were other things. Chunks that weren’t anything nature-like. Luna pulled several from the ash and slipped them into the gallon-sized bags she’d brought, just in case. 
 
    Then, she took pictures. If anyone had been looking out of their back window, they would have thought there was a lightning storm going on, and while Luna wasn’t excited about having to hide from another cop, she wasn’t willing to not get what she needed from the yard. This was her life; this was her going down for a murder that she didn’t commit, and the murder of family member at that. This was important to her. 
 
    The last thing Luna did before deciding that it was probably time for her to get going was to try spraying the luminol on the wooden box. She wasn’t too hopeful, but when the top and the outside of the box started glowing faintly through the burn and mess, Luna grinned and snickered, taking a few more pictures before finally stuffing everything back into her back and going back into the house. 
 
    She wasn’t super excited about having to go out of the front door but she didn’t want to set the alarm from the wrong entry point. She was pretty sure she could get out without drawing too much attention to herself, and she hadn’t noticed any extra lights coming on when the officer had left earlier, meaning the lights outside weren’t motion activated. That seemed a bit silly, if security was what the Jays were worried about, but she wasn’t going to pick with something that was good for her in the moment. 
 
    She repeated the code to herself once more, then punched it into the keypad by the front door and slipped out before it armed. The officer had locked the door behind him when he’d left, but Luna didn’t have a key to do the same. Hopefully, they would think that the officer had simply forgotten on his way out. 
 
    Luna said a small apology for having the officer take the blame for something she’d done. Her words were picked up by the wind as she made her way through the well-manicured bushes to the street. Picking up the pace, she turned at the end of the street and down the few blocks to where she’d parked her car. She hopped inside, let out a breath that she felt like she’d been holding forever, and started the engine just as her phone lit up in the center console, where she’d left it. 
 
    It was Graham, letting her know that he had just watched them drive away from the restaurant. Luna put the car in drive and made sure that she was out of the neighborhood before she replied. 
 
    I’m already gone, and I have what we need. 
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    GRAHAM WAS LEAVING EARLY. HE’D promised Wesley that he wasn’t sticking around any longer than necessary, and he was keeping his word. His first and last stop in Calidity was Luna’s house on his way out of town. 
 
    She’d handed him her bag from last night, just as it was when she had left the Jays, minus a note on the sunglasses. Wesley had snatched those from the case evidence for a reason, which meant Graham probably needed to look into it. Everything that she’d used the night before was in that bag that was about to be on its way out of town. That way, she wouldn’t be found with anything that made her look guilty of something that she’d actually done this time. Graham had agreed with the logic, taken the bag, hugged both Luna and Asher goodbye, and hit the road. 
 
    “Is he going to be back?” Asher asked as she and Luna stood in the road and waved goodbye until he was out of sight. 
 
    “Bet on it,” she replied without hesitation. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    WESLEY HAD CHANGED HIS ROUTE into the station that morning. He wanted to make sure that meddling agent had left, like he’d said he would. 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to go to dinner with him the night before, but Georgia had wanted to go and thought that he was a nice man and blah, blah, blah. Wesley couldn’t convince her of anything else without raising alarms that would lead to arguments that he wasn’t in the mood to have, so he went along. He wasn’t paying anyway, and the restaurant was one that he liked. He could act nice for an hour or so. 
 
    He’d almost welcomed the interruption of the alarm going off. He knew that Sanders was just trying to be helpful, saying that he was in the area anyway and would go check it out. It was literally the one time he’d regretted adding some of the officers to the list of people alerted when the alarm went off. He hadn’t appreciated him not locking the door though. Since he and Georgia came and went through the garage most times, it had been the morning before either of them had noticed. 
 
    Wesley pulled into the parking lot of the hotel that the agent said he was staying at and whipped into one of the handicapped spots at the front before hopping out and adjusting everything so that he could be intimidating, if needed. 
 
    Calidity’s tourist season hadn’t started yet. If it had, the lobby would have been humming with activity. Instead, he saw only the two people standing behind the desk.  
 
    “Slow morning, huh?” Wesley asked as he strode across the tile and onto the carpet that surrounded the reception desk. 
 
    “Very. We’ve got a few customers, but only one who was checking out today, and he’s already long gone.” 
 
    “Tall guy, beard mustache combo, glasses?” Wesley asked. 
 
    The guy behind the desk nodded. “Are you looking for him?” 
 
    Wesley nodded, sensing the man had more to say. 
 
    The clerk leaned forward conspiratorially. “I guess you know he’s FBI then. We had to verify who he was so that the feds would pay for the hotel room. They tip really well, too.” 
 
    Wesley pretended to laugh, though he was mostly annoyed the guy had nothing interesting to tell him. “Yeah, that’s him. I was just stopping past to see if he was gone already.” 
 
    “He left about an hour ago.” 
 
    Wesley nodded. “That’s all I needed to know. Thank you for your time. And good luck with the other guests.” 
 
    “No problem. Have a good day, Sheriff,” the man called after him as Wesley walked back outside to his car. 
 
    That was one big problem taken care of, and Wesley could breathe again. He hadn’t liked having other agencies in town, poking around in his city’s business. It made him nervous, and nerves was the last thing you wanted in the head of the local police force. 
 
    Wesley climbed into his car, let out a sigh of relief, and got ready to pull out of the parking lot. 
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    LUNA AND ASHER WERE SETTLED into the rocking chairs on the front porch when Wesley’s car stopped in front of the house and the engine fell silent. 
 
    “Called it,” Luna said softly. 
 
    Asher half chuckled, half groaned in response. 
 
    “No breakfast this morning?” Wesley called as he climbed out of the vehicle. 
 
    Neither of them answered. 
 
    “No stinging barbs hurled my way either. Could it be that you are in a funk because your federal knight in shining armor has left?” 
 
    Luna took a sip of her coffee. This cup had been combined with a bit of alcohol since she’d known that he was coming past. 
 
    “I still wasn’t able to find out why you had a federal knight in shining armor anyway. Something about it being above my paygrade. I didn’t really appreciate that, but I guess that’s not your fault, is it?” 
 
    Luna and Asher shared a look. Asher didn’t know why either, but she wasn’t worried about finding out why. She trusted Luna to tell her if she ever needed to know. 
 
    “Did you know that your officers have the legal right to arrest you if you are in the process of doing something illegal? Say, trespassing on someone’s private property,” Luna said calmly. 
 
    “This is a murder scene,” Wesley rebutted. 
 
    Luna shook her head. “This scene has been cleaned and returned to my possession. This is a private residence that you have no right to be on without my permission.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t call the police on me.” Wesley narrowed his eyes at Luna. She wondered if that was supposed to be intimidating. 
 
    “Sure I would. I should have been calling the police on you all those times that you walked through my house and into my kitchen without permission too.” 
 
    “Others walk into the house all the time to see you.” 
 
    “They have my permission. You don’t. Keep that in mind,” Luna said with a wink. 
 
    Wesley’s face darkened. “You are still a suspect in a murder.” 
 
    “I still haven’t left, like you asked. I’ve done nothing to raise suspicion or to hinder the investigation. Though you did when you had the place cleaned.” 
 
    Wesley looked like he was going to start growling at any moment. “Who said that I had anything cleaned?” 
 
    Luna almost responded with something that pointed out the lack of blood when she’d arrived, but decided that silence was a better option for her in this case. 
 
    “Sheriff,” Asher said, her eyes narrowed. “Are you okay? Do you have some sort of injury right—” she reached her hand out toward Wesley, but he jerked away, as if Asher was about to do something violent when she clearly wasn’t. 
 
    “No,” he barked. “Cut myself shaving.” 
 
    Asher’s face said she didn’t believe him, but she closed her mouth and sat back, not pushing the issue.  
 
    Luna took that as her cue to get rid of Wesley. “It’s been wonderful to see you, Sheriff, but I’m sure you have other things that you need to attend to. You have yourself a wonderful day of fighting crime.” 
 
    Wesley didn’t move for several seconds. He didn’t say a word either, almost as if he’d finally run out of steam. For the day, at least. Luna and Asher waved as he turned and left. 
 
    “That was not a shaving cut.” Asher said once Wesley was out of earshot. 
 
    “What was it?.” 
 
    “Not a shaving cut,” Asher said with a shrug. “You think he’ll leave you alone for a bit?” 
 
    Luna’s mind flashed back to the pictures she’d found in his house. The ones of herself over the years and of other women around town. 
 
    “No. Not really.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    GRAHAM MADE IT BACK TO his home base in New Jersey in record time. Had he been caught by a state trooper, he wouldn’t have tried to get out of the speeding ticket.  
 
    He didn’t head home. He was a bachelor and hadn’t had pets in years due to the fact that his job sometimes required him to leave for several days at a time without enough warning to fuss with pet sitters or doggy daycares. His things would be safe in the trunk of his car for a bit longer. Instead, he drove past the exit for his house and headed straight to the office. 
 
    Graham’s boss, a Mrs. Honey Gladwell, was six feet tall, dark-haired, and looked like a runway model most of the time. If she was drunk enough, she’d tell you how many agencies had tried to recruit her, but she’d never been interested in that industry. Her father had been NYPD, one of the good ones, and after being raised by him after the untimely death of her mother, she’d always wanted to be a cop. When her father had remarried while she was in high school to another cop, this one Jersey PD since he’d moved them out of the city, that had only cemented her determination. She had been raised and loved by two excellent, honest cops who showed her how to do the job right. And she had spent her entire adult life making sure that she did. 
 
    “How fast were you driving, Graham?” 
 
    He heard her before he saw her, turning away from his desk with a grin. It was always so odd to him that he and his boss were almost eye to eye. He was so used to being taller than everyone, though sometimes he’d still point out that he had her by an inch or two if she was giving him crap about something. 
 
    “Fast enough to know I shouldn’t answer that question.” 
 
    “I assume the reason that you flew home was because your favorite witness got something good?” 
 
    “Not sure yet. I wanted to get out of there before that sheriff came looking for me, trying to snoop.” 
 
    Honey sighed. “I can honestly say that the only reason he has that title is because he’s in a small town and the pickings are slim. Between what you’ve told me and what I’ve seen filed against him, I’m still shocked that no one has been recruited to move up there and go do the job.” 
 
    “He’s got complaints? I’m not surprised after witnessing the way he harassed Luna and Asher. I’m just surprised the complaints got through.” 
 
    “Yeah, they were filed by people who either were visiting and had unpleasant run-ins with him, or people who had moved away. There’d probably be more if he wasn’t blocking them somehow.” 
 
    Graham sighed and shook his head. He regretted leaving Luna there more and more. “Luna gave me this.” 
 
    Honey took the bag from Graham’s outstretched hand and unzipped the top, peering inside. “There is an entire camera in here.” 
 
    “She didn’t unpack it, she said. It’s everything that she took with her.” 
 
    “So we need to get the film developed,” Honey thought out loud before barking off someone’s name and handing them the camera with the instruction to get the film developed in an hour or less or she’d have his badge. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, pulling out a plastic bag filled with what looked to be burnt chunks of something. 
 
    “The sheriff was burning something the other night. His neighbor said that the fumes from it had been awful and were still affecting her a day later.” 
 
    “Not burning leaves?” Honey said, putting the bag down and pulling out a blue spray bottle. 
 
    “Burning leaves don’t leave behind solid burnings,” Graham replied. He motioned to the bottle that Honey eyed, “I’m pretty sure that’s luminol.” 
 
    Honey turned the bottle around so that he could see that it was labeled. “It is. Where did she even get this?” 
 
    Graham shrugged. It wasn’t a lie, he didn’t know where she’d gotten it. He had a good idea, but he didn’t know. 
 
    “So you didn’t give it to her?” 
 
    “Boss, I didn’t hop in my car with a forensic bag, I hopped in my car to get her out of jail. I didn’t have luminol with me.” 
 
    “So she stole it?” 
 
    Graham shrugged again. 
 
    “How are we supposed to use this as evidence if she stole it?” 
 
    “The luminol isn’t evidence,” Graham replied without missing a beat. 
 
    Honey chuckled. “You are correct, it is not. But if there is something good on that camera, whoever got it got in without a warrant. That’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    “One I’m sure that someone around here knows how to get around.” 
 
    Honey smirked. “What’s this? Glasses and a note,” she said, absently turning the two items over in her hand. “Graham, these were at my house the day of the murder and don’t belong to me. I handed them to one of the cops on site and he took them as evidence, but I found them at Wesley’s house, tucked away. Seems a bit odd,” Honey read the note. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if Luna missed her calling and should have been a cop,” Graham said, taking the bag from Honey’s hands. 
 
    “Looks like there’s hair stuck in the hinge. See?” she said, leaning in and pointing. Graham had not seen. Good thing his boss was so good at her job. 
 
    “How quickly can we get a follicle test, assuming we just got lucky?” 
 
    “Depends on how hard we push. A few days at least, but we can make that timeline as short as possible,” Honey said, taking the bag that contained the glasses and handing them to a guy who seemed to have arrived just to run her errands for the moment. 
 
    “Here’s hoping. We just have to figure out how to get past how we got the information,” Graham said, watching the evidence walk away from him, on its way to get tested for various things. 
 
    “Let’s see what you brought back. We’ll worry about the hard part when we know that we need to.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Graham replied, following Honey towards the lab. 
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    ~*~ 
 
    Luna tried to find a glimmer of light in the pitch black. Extending her arms, she touched… nothing. She had no idea where she was, why she couldn’t find anything solid. 
 
    Then the shot rang out. It echoed through the darkness around her, and revealed trees and night sky as if its passage through the air was pulling away a curtain. Through the trees, she saw approaching lights, whipping wildly like they were being held by people running. Muffled yells told her there was no time, she had to run. Now. 
 
    So she did. She ran. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    LUNA SAT ON THE EDGE of her bed, a hard frown on her face. Something was wrong with Calidity, with her, but she wasn’t sure what. It bothered her that she hadn’t noticed it before. She was usually pretty quick on the uptake, but for some reason, she hadn’t really noticed. Not until Valerie hadn’t remembered her eye balm. She had an active imagination, but her fantasies didn’t involve giving the local ice cream shop owner an allergy remedy.  
 
    Why had her wards gone off when the police arrived, but not when the almost-dead body of her father stumbled through her front door? Sure, he’d been beaten all to hell, but that didn’t mean that he hadn’t meant her any harm. He had, there was no question. Why else would he have been there? 
 
    And the door to the basement being permanently shut. Who in the world buys a house where one part of it is permanently shut off? It’s like the beginning of some horrible horror movie, and Luna knew she was most definitely more intelligent than the characters written into those stories. No, there was something going on. And no matter how she flipped it over in her mind, it wasn’t good. 
 
    Years ago, when she was almost a child still, her father had asked her if she was able to make someone tell the truth. A bit of an odd question, she’d thought, and one she hadn’t considered. It had taken a few weeks of trial and error to get it right. Some mixtures had changed the person’s voice, some had made them babble like idiots, some had just tortured them with the truth until they confessed willingly, which her father had admitted was close, but not what he needed. Finally, they had it: a mixture that, when ingested, would force the victim to speak the truth, no matter what. 
 
    Now, Luna didn’t need to speak the truth, but she did need to see it. It couldn’t be that much different. 
 
    She wrote down the five things that she decided on for this task. Two of them she had there in the house. The other three would require foraging. While she was aware that she could find them in the woods, she wasn’t so good at marking where she’d seen them before. She needed to get better at that. 
 
    The day outside was warm and overcast from rain that had fallen overnight but not cleared out just yet. It looked and smelled like the sky could open up again at any moment, so Luna grabbed her umbrella.  
 
    She trotted across the street, away from where she normally foraged considering the last time she’d been there, and hit a right at the corner. The large home there had been in the same family for years, and they rented it out to vacationers from time to time. For now, it looked empty, though it was always well kept. Luna gave the house a greeting nod as if it were alive and could see her before ducking around the back and pushing through the bushes that began the dense woods. 
 
    She paused, breathing in the scent of the woods with eyes closed as she took in her surroundings, allowing the woods to show her where the plants she needed were growing. An unease spread through her. The woods were alarmed about something, and because Luna had allowed herself to connect to them so deeply, she was now alarmed about it too. Except she didn’t know what it was. 
 
    She scaled a nearby tree like she’d been doing since she was eight. Her father had claimed she was going to fall and break her neck. He’d always hated that she had no problem putting herself in danger when she was younger. Not so much when she was older. 
 
    The figure stepped softly through the trees, but still loud enough for the witch sitting in the tree to hear him coming from a mile away, figuratively speaking. She heard the footfalls that followed the movement of the foliage below her, but she couldn’t see more. 
 
    It wasn’t until the man raised his head in frustration that she identified him as Wesley. Had he been following her? Why else would he have been out in the middle of the woods, trying and failing to be sneaky? 
 
    Luna didn’t so much as twitch on her perch in the tree as she watched him round the tree’s trunk and head in one direction only to return and head in another a few minutes later, hissing curses under his breath. After his third pass, she waited until he was a good bit off, hopped down, and waited on the opposite side of the tree, where he wouldn’t see her on his approach. 
 
    “I know I saw her come this way,” Wesley mumbled. 
 
    “Who?” Luna asked, stepping out from behind the tree. 
 
    Wesley looked like he was going to need a new pair of pants for a moment, but he recovered quickly. 
 
    “Are you spying on me or something?” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m not the one out in the woods wondering where a ‘she’ went, Sheriff. You are.” 
 
    “I don’t owe you an explanation.” 
 
    Wesley was usually much better at this. Luna must have really caught him off-guard. “Are you following me, Sheriff?” 
 
    Wesley frowned. 
 
    “Better yet, were you following me the night that someone attacked me a little ways from here?” 
 
    “If you were attacked, you should have called the police,” Wesley responded. 
 
    “You are the police. And I don’t trust you, so why would I call you when I need help, hm?” 
 
    He didn’t like that answer, judging by the look on his face. Not that Luna cared. It was the truth, and if he wanted it to change, he needed to be the one to change it. 
 
    “I didn’t attack you,” Wesley replied. 
 
    “But you were following me today. Got it.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “Then why are you still here?” 
 
    Luna made direct eye contact, crossed her arms, and waited. She waited while Wesley tried to think of a reason for him to be there before finally giving up. 
 
    “You should be more careful out here in these woods. It’s dangerous,” he said as he finally turned and began walking away. 
 
    “You’re the only thing I’ve seen out here that’s given me the heebie jeebies. But thanks for pretending that you care,” Luna said, pushing a wide smile onto her face and waving at Wesley’s retreating back. 
 
    He scowled over his shoulder but kept going until he was out of sight. Luna didn’t move until the world around her told her there was no need for alarm anymore. 
 
    Interesting that he set the woods off like that. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    IT TOOK THE BETTER PART of two hours, but Luna returned to the house with a handful of ferns, a few sprigs of mint, and some sage that had been planted behind the old house that she’d passed on her way into the woods. The owners had probably planted the sage before they’d left the home, lucky Luna. She’d grabbed a bit more than she’d needed with the intention of planting her own. 
 
    From her personal stores in her secret closet compartment, she grabbed a bit of dill and a bit of rue. Those were the last two pieces that she needed. Or, she was pretty sure they were. She was never completely sure that something was going to work until she tried it, especially when it was something new. 
 
    Luna pulled down her special stone bowl that had no magical significance, but that she used because she thought it was neat, and poured a bit of virgin olive oil into it. Olive oil was one of the few neutral substances that could be used as a carrier, but only if it was truly virgin. The process that most companies put their oils through changed it so much that it wasn’t useful anymore. 
 
    The oil got a quick stir, and then the plants were added, one by one. Each ingredient was carefully crushed and mixed in using a small pestle. By the time everything had been added, Luna had an oily green mixture. There wasn’t a lot of it, but there didn’t need to be. Not for what she was going to use it as. 
 
    “Show me what I can’t see. Show me the truth, the world around me,” she whispered into the bowl. The magic swirled from her to the bowl, and she prayed silently that it was going to do what she’d asked and not something unplanned. Especially since she was alone in the house. 
 
    Luna took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    She dipped two fingers from each hand into the mixture. Then, she closed her eyes and rubbed her fingers along her eyelids. 
 
    She opened her eyes to see a crack in the wall in front of her. Blinding light showed through it, but nothing more, even as Luna squinted and leaned in closer. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    Pain in her temples rocketed her back and she found herself falling against the wall and a well-placed end table. 
 
    “Oh no,” Luna whispered. She’d done something wrong. 
 
    Stars exploded into her vision, and faintly, Luna could have sworn she heard someone say her name. Who, she couldn’t tell, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t get the chance to investigate or respond. 
 
    Instead, she passed out. 
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    WESLEY HAD BEEN PUTTING IN a lot of overtime. Legitimate overtime, but Georgia wasn’t happy about how much he wasn’t home. He’d told her that solving this murder was important, especially in a place like Calidity, where murder didn’t happen very often. She’d settled into a not happy but accepting phase, which was probably as good as it was going to get until he brought Luna in. 
 
    Most of what he had was circumstantial at best, but it was all that existed. He had made a mistake rushing the scene, cleaning it up, and allowing her back into the house. That meant that if anyone wanted or needed to see for themselves what happened, they couldn’t. They had to rely on the photos and the word of the officers being called. That was shaky ground. 
 
    But, luckily, it was all the ground that they had. There was no hard evidence to say that anyone else had done it. In fact, what little evidence there was pointed squarely to Luna, since she hadn’t had any guests in the house at the time. The last one, who might have been a suspect had she stayed longer, had checked out before the stiff had. And as far as they’d been able to tell, Asher hadn’t been there at the time. That only left one person. One person who turned out to be more of a mystery with every poke that Wesley made. He’d hoped to have been able to use that as leverage, but Luna didn’t seem to care about the pressure he was trying to apply. 
 
    She’d always been that way, he’d noticed. It was one of the things that he hated and yet attracted him at the same time. She was tough, and he was determined to crack her, just to be able to say that he had. Well, not actually say very loud, as he didn’t want it to get back to anyone important. Maybe say it very quietly, to himself and a few close friends who he knew wouldn’t spill. 
 
    Either way, the case had been built as much as was possible with what was left. All he had to do now was convince a judge that Luna had been released prematurely. Once he was able to get her locked up again, it would be easy to get her trial going. All the evidence he needed to convince everyone that the first murder in Calidity in years, a brutal, bloody murder, needed to be solved and put behind them was already there. Then everyone could take heart in the fact that they could return to their normal, small-town lives, where people left their doors unlocked all night and didn’t worry about purse-snatchers. 
 
    That was where he was on his way to now: To get a warrant for Luna’s arrest re-issued. He’d called the station earlier and had the records from evidence sent over to the courthouse, saving himself the drive. He just needed someone to listen. 
 
    Luckily, the judge with a secret was the one on the bench that morning. And since he knew that Wesley knew his secret, Wesley wasn’t anticipating much of a fight. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    LUNA WOKE UP IN SEMI-DARKNESS. It took her a moment to figure out that she was still on her bedroom floor, lying beside the small, overturned nightstand that she’d apparently taken down with her. 
 
    The sun had begun to set outside, so while there was still light streaming through the curtains, there wasn’t much of it. How in the world she had managed to go through all of this without Asher stumbling onto her again, she had no idea. She assumed Asher hadn’t gotten back to the house for the night yet. She had a brief moment of concern that something had happened to her, but then she remembered that Asher was a big, bad wolf. She could take care of herself better than Luna could take care of herself. 
 
    Once she was marginally sure that she had her bearings straight, Luna scrambled to her feet and ran into the closet. Her hands immediately went to the spot in the wall where she’d seen the large crack. Where she’d squinted against the blinding light, where she’d sworn that she’d heard someone call her name. There was nothing, no sign that what she’d seen had ever been there. 
 
    “That’s not right,” Luna whispered to herself. She was a lot of things. Not all of them completely normal, but she wasn’t insane. If she’d seen it, it was there. If she’d heard it, someone had said it. Or she’d messed up the magic. She rubbed her forehead in frustration, then winced as she hit on her bandaged gash. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time that something she’d made had “spoken” to her, but it would be the first time that it had happened when she wasn’t in some sort of mortal danger. And the first time that she’d heard words audibly. No, this was different. 
 
    The problem was that Luna didn’t know why it was different, which was pointing her straight back towards the insanity explanation. 
 
    “I’m not insane,” Luna said out loud. Maybe her brain just needed a little reassurance. 
 
    “I’m not!” she yelled. 
 
    No one responded. Thankfully. 
 
    “Whatever,” Luna whispered, shaking her head, and heading back towards the mess that she’d made. She needed to clean up before she had to explain something that she didn’t want to talk about to her best friend. 
 
    She’d worry about the insanity later. 
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    LUNA MISSED HAVING PEOPLE IN her house, and with everything that had been going on grating on her mental state, being alone didn’t seem to suit her the way it used to. 
 
    So what did she and Asher do? They woke up earlier than normal, cooked a gigantic breakfast, and brought it out front for a public, warm, spring morning breakfast with anyone who cared to stop past. 
 
    Even Wesley. 
 
    The food was in the largest serving dishes Luna had in the house, and there was more waiting inside. Coffee was piping hot, and she had sugar, artificial sweetener, and three different flavors of creamer set out. She could make another run to the store if she needed to. She didn’t care. Right now, all she wanted was to be around the people who had made her fall in love with the town. The people who had welcomed her with open arms when she’d bought the big house on the hill that had been on the market for months. They said that it was as if the place had been waiting for her, because anyone else who had looked at the place hadn’t been able to buy it for one reason or another. 
 
    By the time the morning was in full swing and Luna was on cup of coffee number three, there had to be thirty people in her front yard. Some had come and gone already, and most of the food was gone. Now it was just one big, warm conversation between friends of all ages and backgrounds. It was beautiful. 
 
    Until the cop car pulled up in front of the house, and Wesley stepped out. 
 
    “I know I said I didn’t care if he showed up, but I wasn’t telling the truth,” Luna said softly to Asher, who chuckled. 
 
    “He’s probably here just to try and start something with you again. He won’t go that far, not with this many people watching,” she replied. 
 
    Luna took a deep breath and stood. “Welcome, Sheriff. You’re a bit late for breakfast, but there’s plenty of coffee and I believe there are still eggs if you’d like.” 
 
    Wesley had an odd look on his face. Almost happiness, but with just a hint of evil. “It’s funny that you’d pick today to be nice to me.” 
 
    Luna frowned. “What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that I’m not here for breakfast,” Wesley said, his voice carrying over the crowd. “It means that I’ve got a warrant for your arrest here, and I’m going to need you to come with me.” 
 
    “What?!” Luna said, snatching the piece of paper from his not-really-outstretched hand as Asher jumped to her feet and came to stand beside her. 
 
    “You can resist if you want,” he said, this time his voice so low only Luna and Asher could hear him. “It’ll make this a whole lot more fun.” 
 
    Luna ignored him and read over the paper as quickly as she could without missing something important. He sure had managed to get an arrest warrant for her. 
 
    “Signed ten minutes ago. You didn’t waste one second, did you?” Luna snapped, handing the paper to Asher. 
 
    “Of course not. That’s why I’m sheriff: I get things done. Now, are you going to let me put these cuffs on you, or do we need to get rough?” he asked with a wink that made Luna have to work not gag. 
 
    Luna didn’t answer, instead turning her back to Wesley and allowing him to pull her hands behind her back. She used what little time she had to mouth to Asher, “Call Graham.” 
 
    Asher nodded just slightly. Luna was pretty sure Asher would have called him anyway, but she wanted to make sure that it was done as soon as possible. She had no idea what Wesley had up his sleeve, but she didn’t want to give him more time to try and build whatever he was trying to build against her. 
 
    “In the car, please,” Wesley said, giving her arm a little twist for good measure. 
 
    Luna didn’t so much as wince. She wouldn’t give Wesley the satisfaction. Instead, she allowed him to lead her to the police car while the entire neighborhood looked on. 
 
    There would be a fight, but not on that street. And from the looks of it, not waged by her other than passively. She hated that, but she didn’t really have a choice, did she? The last thing she needed was a legitimate charge from fighting the sheriff on top of everything else. 
 
    “I’ll figure this out,” Asher called through the window. 
 
    Luna smiled and tried not to let tears of anger show in her eyes as she nodded. “I know,” she said softly, knowing Asher would hear her. 
 
    Wesley climbed into the front of the car, slammed the door shut, and started it up. 
 
    “Anything you want to tell me before we get back to the station and you lose your chance?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but none of it is polite,” Luna muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” No point in making the situation worse. She closed her mouth and rode back to jail in silence. 
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    IT HAD BEEN TWO DAYS. Two days of Graham and Honey rattling chains and annoying the hell out of everyone to get this and that tested and inspected. They’d even had the body moved and re-processed by people that they trusted. All in the hopes that Graham could return to Calidity with something that could clear Luna. 
 
    Everything was going pretty well, until Graham’s phone rang. 
 
    “Was that Luna?” Honey asked as Graham came back into the conference room they’d settled in, various sheets of paper detailing their evidence spread out in front of them.  
 
    “No, that was her best friend, Asher. The sheriff managed to get someone to sign an arrest warrant for Luna. She’s on her way back to jail.” 
 
    Honey frowned. “Nothing that you’ve told me about this case was enough to justify arresting her again.” 
 
    “Nothing was. He must have someone who trusts him down there,” Graham muttered, sitting back down. 
 
    “Or someone who got paid.” 
 
    Graham sighed and shrugged. “Either way, our window to do something is getting smaller and smaller.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t know what he has planned for her once she’s in a cell, but it can’t be something as simple as holding her. If she was going to run, she’d have done it by now.” 
 
    Graham nodded. “Asher said she’d call back if something else happened. In the meantime, we need to get this together and to a judge.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s go through this once more to make sure that we’re presenting this the best way we can, and then we’ll head out to see the people we need.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    WESLEY’S STEP ONE HAD BEEN flawless. Judge Hatcher had signed the warrant without much convincing, though he did state that it wouldn’t hold up in anyone else’s court, especially if there wasn’t more evidence to back it up for a trial. 
 
    The problem was that there wasn’t any more evidence. What they had was what they had, and the case needed to move forward with that, no matter what. Wesley needed this closed and shut, so life could go back to normal in Calidity. 
 
    For Wesley, that meant that he needed to push for conviction sooner rather than later. He’d done his fair share of things that he shouldn’t have, legally, as sheriff, but this was bigger than covering up one of his officers doing something stupid when they were drunk. This meant calling in favors that might not exist, and issuing threats to people he probably shouldn’t be threatening. 
 
    It didn’t matter. It needed to happen. Which meant he needed to start making calls now, before that fed tried to interfere. He didn’t think that he could, since he’d been asked to leave, but he wasn’t one hundred percent on that. His experience with FBI was limited. 
 
    Why in the world did Luna know a fed anyway? One day, she was going to tell him. She had way too many questions around her, and he wanted to know why. He’d asked her about Graham in the car on the way over, but her response had consisted of a roll of the eyes before she went back to looking out the window. 
 
    That had been her response when he asked about her father as well. Eventually, he’d just given up. Once she made up her mind about something, there was no changing it. He told himself that was why she wouldn’t give him the time of day. 
 
    Not because he was married or anything. Who cared about that? He didn’t. 
 
    Wesley closed the door to his office and picked up the phone on his desk, redialing the number he’d dialed before he’d left that morning. 
 
    “Good morning again, Judge. I need another favor from you.” 
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    “RUN THIS PAST ME ONE more time,” Judge Wright asked. “This woman has been accused of the murder of her father, but the dead body isn’t the man who contributed genetic material to her creation? You want to tell me how she missed that?” 
 
    Graham shrugged. “I can’t begin to explain that one to you, sir. It’s possible the injuries the man sustained could have hindered identification. I wasn’t allowed to view the body.” 
 
    The judge stopped and looked up at Graham. “I thought you were there for a few days. That’s plenty of time to see it.” 
 
    Graham nodded. “Flip in a few pages.” 
 
    Judge Wright did as he was asked, and Graham waited as his eyes read the page, looked up at both Graham and Honey, and read it again. 
 
    “They had the scene professionally cleaned twenty-four hours after the murder?” 
 
    Graham nodded. 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s going on here. What sheriff shuts down a scene before anyone who matters can see it?” 
 
    “One who’s hiding something, if I had to guess,” Honey responded softly. 
 
    Judge Wright flipped back to where he’d paused initially and started reading again. Graham and Honey stayed silent, sharing a look but nothing else. 
 
    Graham had put enough in that file to make it easy for anyone to grant him the jurisdiction to take over. Most of it was legally obtained, and by the time the judge got to the bits that were questionable, he was hoping that he wouldn’t care enough to ask. Honey had something up her sleeve in case he did, but Graham didn’t know what it was. He was fairly sure he didn’t want to know, from a legal standpoint. 
 
    “The way that the sheriff in Calidity handled this means that there isn’t much here to get your witness off, but there isn’t anything that would convict her either. Why the urgency?” 
 
    Graham fielded this one. “We can’t be sure, but we believe he must have someone up there in his pocket. Luna was arrested again for the murder, and we’re afraid that he’s going to try and force a trial on her with what little is left behind.” 
 
    Judge Wright sighed and rubbed his temples. “Nothing that you’ve shown me here makes me want to stick up for this guy. Forcing her into a conviction to cover his own ass seems right in line with everything else in this folder.” 
 
    Graham didn’t so much as nod, though he did agree. 
 
    “Can you make it there before he pushes a conviction through?” 
 
    “I believe so. Luna’s friend has been keeping me informed. As long as she isn’t cut off, I’m up to date.” 
 
    “Good,” Judge Wright said, pulling a pen from his desk. “I’ll sign the order. Go get your girl.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Graham and Honey said in unison. 
 
    “And when you get back, I expect to see that you’ve filed something official against the sheriff up there. He needs to be removed.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Graham said, trying to swallow a smile. He’d remove Wesley himself if he had to, and he was glad that Judge Wright saw the same things that he had. 
 
    “Hurry,” the judge said, slipping the additional piece of paper into the folder, closing it, and holding it out to Graham. 
 
    “Leaving now, sir,” Graham said, grabbing the folder and turning to face the door.  
 
    Graham called Asher as he walked out of the building. She’d sounded so worried when she’d called after Luna was arrested, and he wanted her to know that he was on his way back with something that could help. Not to mention wanting to make sure that things hadn’t gone from bad to worse while he was working on getting things in place. 
 
    The line didn’t ring. Instead, Asher’s voice happily announced that she couldn’t come to the phone right now. Graham took the phone away from his ear and frowned at it. Then he dialed again. 
 
    Hi, you’ve reached Asher, but I can’t come to the phone right now. 
 
    “Bad,” Graham whispered. 
 
    “What’s bad?” Honey asked. Graham hadn’t even noticed that she’d caught up with him. 
 
    “Asher’s phone is going straight to voicemail.” 
 
    Honey frowned. “Maybe her battery died?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Graham responded, walking faster. 
 
    “Maybe you need to get there sooner rather than later,” Honey said, keeping pace. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Graham hit the door at a trot and headed straight for his car. He could buy anything he needed when he got to Calidity, but he needed to get there as soon as possible. Something told him that he didn’t have much time, and Luna had told him years ago that that “something” was to be listened to. 
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    “RISE AND SHINE, LUNA. TODAY is your court date.” 
 
    Wesley’s voice cut through Luna’s dreamless sleep, reminding her that she was in jail, not at home, and that he was a jerk. She kept her eyes closed. She had no idea what time it was, or when she’d fallen asleep. What she did know was she felt like she hadn’t slept a wink, and she was hungry. 
 
    “You up?” Wesley barked. Heavy footsteps thudded closer. 
 
    “Sheriff! There’s a call for you upfront. It’s the feds, and they won’t talk to anyone but you,” a voice called. 
 
    Luna smiled. Wesley hissed a curse under his breath and sucked his teeth. “Get her up and out, we’ve got to be at court in a little bit.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the voice responded as Wesley walked off. Luna opened her eyes as the rookie from the day this had all began walked into sight. He turned and waited for a few moments before turning and smiling at Luna. 
 
    “That fed lady does not sound happy. He’s going to be a while,” he said, a chuckle in his voice. He held out a steaming Styrofoam cup of what smelled like coffee through the bars. 
 
    “What’s this?” Luna asked without moving. She didn’t trust anything that was happening right now. 
 
    “I snuck you a cup of coffee. It’s terrible coffee, but it’s something. It’s the best we can do.” 
 
    “We?” Luna asked, leaning towards the cup. 
 
    He lowered his voice. “None of us know what’s going on, but it’s not right. We haven’t figured out how to stop what the sheriff is doing, but for now we can at least do things like this,” he said, inclining his head towards the small cup of coffee. 
 
    Luna finally took the cup and gave the steam a good sniff. She didn’t smell anything out of the ordinary. “If this kills me, I’ll come back just to haunt you.” 
 
    Officer Bo grinned and nodded. “Understandably so. I’ll be back to get you down to the courthouse. I can’t hide that we brought that to you if he comes back again.” 
 
    Luna nodded as she took a sip. “I’ll think of something if he comes back before you do.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    ASHER HADN’T SEEN ANYONE SINCE she’d arrived. She was starting to think that the only people who knew that she was in there were the ones who brought her in. Was that on purpose? What was going to happen? 
 
    She’d tried hissing Luna’s name a few times, hoping that her friend was nearby, but she didn’t get any response other than her own echo. She was well and truly alone, and she had no idea what to do about it. 
 
    So she didn’t do anything. She sat in her cell and waited for something to happen. Eventually, something did. 
 
    “Come on, Asher. We have to take you down to the courthouse.” 
 
    Someone had a cruel sense of humor, sending Ryan to see her like that. She’d really thought that reconnecting with him while he was watching Luna had been something good. Weird, but good. 
 
    “The courthouse? Have I been here long enough to warrant that?” she asked, standing. No use in not complying, was there? 
 
    “I’m just following orders. I’ll need your hands behind your back,” he replied, pulling handcuffs from his belt and waiting. 
 
    “Ryan, I’m not going to do anything.” Asher held her hands out, fingers splayed, as a peace offering, but it didn’t seem to matter. 
 
    “Behind your back, Asher.” 
 
    Asher sighed, and did as he asked. He opened the cell, stepped inside, and put the cuffs on her wrists. Luna would have probably gone for the door, wouldn’t she have? Maybe Asher should have too. She was strong enough. But she didn’t. She sighed again, and let herself be led down the lonely hallway, towards whatever was next. 
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    THE COURTHOUSE WAS ONE OF the biggest building in the downtown area. The only other one that came close was the government building that housed most local government functions for Calidity and everyone who supported them on a day-to-day basis. 
 
    Officer Bo pulled the cop car around the back of the building, through a secured gate that led to nothing but more cop cars, and pulled up in front of the building. 
 
    “There’s a few guys here that will take you in and to the holding cell to wait until it’s time for you to see the judge,” Rookie explained. 
 
    “You’re leaving me here?” 
 
    “No, I’ll be here. I just won’t be with you for a while. I have to stay to take you back to jail once this is all over.” 
 
    Luna sighed and rolled her eyes. “Lovely.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied, shooting her an apologetic look in the rear-view mirror before he got out of the car. 
 
    He walked around, opened her car door, helped her out, and handed her to two guys that she wouldn’t be able to pick out of a lineup. 
 
    “This way, please,” one of them said, his voice deep and completely void of any emotion. The two men led her towards the cold, gray door leading inside. 
 
    Luna didn’t fight. What was the point? 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    LUNA HAD ALWAYS THOUGHT THAT the courthouse was one of the most interesting and beautiful buildings in downtown Calidity. She let her mind wander over the artwork on the walls and the cold white walls as she walked through the halls, officers on either side. 
 
    It was the outside of the building that was the beautiful part, and she lamented briefly that she hadn’t been able to see much of it when she’d arrived. 
 
    The outside of the courthouse was all warm, bright red bright paired with white columns and trim that the city power washed regularly to keep that wonderful contrast visible. The tops and bottoms of the columns were accented by fancy stonework that swirled its way around the juncture with the buildings, drawing the eyes in a way that seemed very deliberate. During the holidays, the city used those ornate bits of stone to garnish the building with greenery and lights that never failed to make everyone feel warm and festive. It might not be Times Square, but it was almost just as good, in a small town way. 
 
    The inside of the building was the complete and total opposite, almost like everyone had expended all of their creative talent on the outside of the building and just tossed up some paint and moved on for the inside. Every single wall was cold and white, scarred with kicks and forceful brushes of the public over the years. They never repainted the inside to keep those walls clean. Luna figured they didn’t see a reason to bother. There were a few paintings lining the halls, mostly of either buildings or country scenes, and the occasional potted plant, but that was about it. Honestly, Luna was fairly sure that the plants were fake and that the janitors just dusted them from time to time to keep it from being obvious. 
 
    The only thing that was nice inside, Luna noticed as she and the officers leading her entered the courtroom, was the furniture at the front of the rooms. It was a warm red-toned wood that looked sturdy and heavy. The kind that looked like it cost a pretty penny and could take some weight if something went sideways in there and it needed to be used to slam someone down on before handcuffing them. 
 
    Where the judge sat looked to be the same wood, and was probably just as sturdy, though Luna couldn’t tell from where she was directed to stand and wait. She wondered what was behind there, if the judges were allowed to keep comfort items back there like warm slippers for long days, or maybe a blanket. It seemed only fair, considering all that space and the long days that she assumed that they spent there. 
 
    “All rise,” a man in the corner called as a door to the side opened and the man that Luna assumed was the judge walked through. He was about halfway to his seat when the door behind Luna opened. 
 
    Asher walked into the courtroom, her head down and her hands behind her back as an officer led her to the front of the room to stand beside Luna. 
 
    “What in the world—” Luna started, noting that Asher wore a blood splattered shirt and pants that looked to have been halfway soaked. That was definitely dried blood. What had she missed? 
 
    “I apologize for my lateness,” Wesley called out as he slipped through the door behind Asher and her escort. He didn’t seem surprised to see Asher there at all, which meant that he had to know why she was in attendance as another person on trial. Not to mention, didn’t they normally do these things one at a time? 
 
    One of the officers who had brought Luna in put his hand on her shoulder and motioned for her to take a seat at one table as Wesley took a seat at the other. Asher took the other seat at the table with Luna, the one that she assumed was normally taken by a lawyer, and let her head fall forward. 
 
    “Asher,” Luna whispered. 
 
    Asher shook her head, stopping the question before Luna could even ask it. She was crying. Something bad had happened and Luna hadn’t been there for her. She felt tears sting at her eyes, and blinked them back. 
 
    “You haven’t missed anything important,” the judge said in response to Wesley’s entrance, though his face said that he was both bored and annoyed with everything. “I hope that your lateness means that you have more pertaining to this case than just your word.” 
 
    Luna’s eyes shot to Wesley. How in the world had he managed to get her in that courtroom without any evidence until that moment? 
 
    “I do, Your Honor.” Wesley stood and pulled an awfully familiar evidence bag out of the satchel he’d been carrying. He handed it, as well as a few pieces of paper to the bailiff, who took it to the judge. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” the man in charge said, putting on what looked to be a pair of reading glasses. 
 
    “This is a mallet that was found at the scene of the crime, Judge Hatcher. It belongs to the defendant, and was covered in blood, as you can see.” 
 
    Judge Hatcher nodded, looking over the evidence that had been brought to him. “Not exactly covered, but more blood than simply smashing a thumb or something, sure.” 
 
    Wesley looked annoyed, but continued. “We had the mallet tested. The blood is the victim’s, not Luna’s.” 
 
    “That doesn’t prove that the defendant used it on the victim, if we’re really looking for proof here, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Her finger prints are the only ones that are on the tool, as well,” Wesley added. 
 
    Judge Hatcher squinted at the papers in his hand. “It says here that hers are the only clear finger prints, that most others are too smudged to be identified.” His eyes popped up over the tops of his glasses. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Wesley replied, a smirk on his face. 
 
    The Judge blinked at him. “Is this all that you’ve got?” he asked. 
 
    A bit of the cocky seemed to leave Wesley’s face as he responded. “That should be enough.” 
 
    “Only because there is nothing proving that it wasn’t her, Sheriff Jay. This is not what I’d call a strong case.” 
 
    Luna looked back and forth between the two men. Why did she feel like she was missing something? And why hadn’t anyone said anything about Asher? 
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    GRAHAM HIT TRAFFIC ON HIS way back. He cursed every deity he could think of until he made it through, and then flew the rest of the way. Luckily, the state troopers stayed away again, or else he’d have cursed them out too. 
 
    As soon as he hit Calidity, he made a beeline for the precinct. It was predictably quiet as he ran through the lobby and skidded to a halt at the front desk. It was just as quiet when he hauled it out of the lobby after being told that Luna was at the courthouse downtown. 
 
    He was pretty sure that Honey had done something to delay whatever Wesley had up his sleeve once she found out what was happening, but he wasn’t sure how much of a delay she’d been able to provide. Every second counted. 
 
    The streets of Calidity were maddeningly full, the lights obstinately red. Graham found himself wondering if life was just trying to piss him off. The logical part of his brain said that the streets weren’t any fuller than they had been during his last visit, but he really didn’t care. He just needed everyone to get out of his way. 
 
    He pulled into a reserved spot in front of the courthouse, slipped his law enforcement car identification onto the dashboard, and ran inside. His identification was enough to get him through the security checkpoints and get him pointed in the right direction. Once he found the right room, he flung open those doors with enough force to alarm everyone inside, which had been his intention. 
 
    “Your honor, I need to have a word, if you please,” he yelled, his ID held high over his head as he approached the bench without bothering to wait for permission.  
 
    He didn’t need it, and he wasn’t there to play nice anymore. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    LUNA ALMOST JUMPED OUT OF her skin when the doors behind her banged open. 
 
    “This had better be good,” the judge replied to Graham’s request for his attention, though his tone didn’t seem to convey as much annoyance as the words merited. 
 
    “Oh it is, don’t worry,” Graham said, stopping beside Luna with a grin and a wink. “Do you want to do this out here, or in your chambers? It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    Judge Hatcher opened his mouth to respond, then hesitated. “In my chambers, please,” he said, standing. 
 
    “Your honor,” Wesley interjected. 
 
    “Sheriff, I’ll deal with you in just a moment.” 
 
    And with that, Judge Hatcher and Graham disappeared behind the heavy wooden door beside the bench. 
 
    “What in the hell is going on?” Wesley said, staring daggers at Luna, who shrugged. 
 
    “You know where I’ve been for the last however many hours. I’m as lost on this as you are.” 
 
    Wesley flopped back down onto the prosecutor’s bench, content to grumble to himself while he waited. 
 
    Luna turned to her friend. “Asher, what in the world is going on? Why are you here?”  
 
    Asher gave an embarrassed smile and held up her handcuffed wrists. “I got into a little trouble.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I woke up surrounded by police officers and up to my elbows in blood that wasn’t mine.” 
 
    Luna winced. “That doesn’t sound like you.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. But there I was,” she whispered. 
 
    “Did you kill someone or just hurt someone?” 
 
    Asher shrugged. “I have no idea.” 
 
    The door to the judge’s chambers opened, and conversation in the courtroom stopped as the judge returned to his bench and Graham returned to Luna and Asher. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked Asher. 
 
    “Long story,” she replied softly. 
 
    “Agent Lloyd, can you please repeat what you just told me in my chambers?” 
 
    Graham smiled and nodded. “Of course, your honor.” 
 
    Graham moved to the table for the defense, out of range of Wesley’s prying eyes, and opened the folder that he’d been clutching since he’d arrived. 
 
    “First, I present the results of the autopsy, performed in a federal morgue, on the body found in the entryway of Miss Luna’s home. Originally, the body was identified as her father, but it is not.” 
 
    Luna felt lightheaded. “What?” 
 
    “It was the body of her older brother.” He glanced at her. “I don’t believe that she and her brother had the closest relationship, so I can see where the mix-up would be.” 
 
    That was partially true. She and her brother didn’t have the closest relationship, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t tell the difference between her father and her brother. And that meant her father was still out there, free when he wasn’t supposed to be. 
 
    The thought was interrupted by a crack appearing in the middle of the judge’s bench in front of her. Bright, blinding light shone through it, just like it had in her room the day before, and pain shot through her head. Luna squealed, bringing her handcuffed hands to her eyes. But the pain and the crack of light disappeared just as soon as they had arrived, and she was left with several people staring at her questioningly as her vision slowly cleared. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Asher whispered. 
 
    Luna nodded carefully, putting her hands back down and frowning. “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “Second,” Graham continued, turning back towards the judge, “we present to you the paper trail left by the Calidity police department from the professional cleaning they had done on the scene in Miss Luna’s house less than twenty-four hours after a supposed murder was committed there.” 
 
    “You can’t prove that was me,” Wesley interjected. 
 
    Graham turned slowly to face the sheriff. “I never said that it was you. I specifically said that it was the police department. However, your immediate protest does seem telling.” 
 
    Wesley sat back down, and a crack of light appeared directly in the middle of his forehead. Pain shot through Luna’s head again, but she swallowed the yelp that came along with it. Something seemed to still be going terribly wrong with that serum, but she needed to keep it together. She just needed to get through this and back to her house so that she could try and undo whatever she’d done. 
 
    “Third, your honor, I present to you pictorial evidence that your sheriff has been stalking several women in this town over the course of several years. Miss Luna was one of them.” 
 
    “What? Where did you get that?” Wesley said, springing to his feet again before he noticed the two armed officers that had appeared behind him pushed him back into his seat. He looked like he was about to protest, but then grumbled something and stayed seated.  
 
    “Next,” Graham continued, ignoring Wesley, “We have testimony that the sheriff was burning something in his backyard. It was assumed that it was leaves, except that the fumes made his neighbor sick for days afterwards. That doesn’t sound like leaves to me, your honor.” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t,” Judge Hatcher said, his eyes moving to Wesley’s and narrowing. 
 
    “The items weren’t completely consumed, and we were able to test what was left. The remnants look to be synthetic material, something like polyester or similar.” 
 
    “So, he was burning clothing?” the judge asked. 
 
    Graham pulled a plastic evidence bag from his shoulder bag and put it on the table beside him. “You can test further, if you’d like. I’ve brought the materials back.” 
 
    Luna waited for another crack of light to appear, but none did. She was almost disappointed. She’d hoped that she had at least figured out the pattern of it. 
 
    The judge motioned to the bailiff beside the bench, and the mountain of a man moved forward, picked up what Graham had already set aside, and returned to place it into Judge Hatcher’s hands. 
 
    “Continue,” he said, looking down at what he now had in his possession. 
 
    “We have pictures of a cleaned-up crime scene inside of the sheriff’s home, taken with the assistance of luminol. Whether or not someone was killed there is impossible to say, but there definitely looks to have been a good amount of blood spread around.” 
 
    The judge was starting to look angry now. “While this is all wonderfully circumstantial, how does this help Miss Luna?” 
 
    Graham smirked as he answered. “Do you have solid evidence against her? Because I have evidence that your sheriff was stalking her and others, and had a possible reason to want this crime pinned on her quickly. If my information can be refuted, please, do so.” 
 
    The judge’s eyes moved back to Wesley’s and Graham turned along with him, waiting. 
 
    “I may have botched a murder scene, but I didn’t kill anyone. We don’t have murders around here. I-I just forgot protocol,” Wesley stammered. 
 
    “Judge, if you don’t mind?” Graham asked, holding up his cell phone. “My boss has something to add.” 
 
    Judge Hatcher nodded his permission, and Graham put the call on speaker. 
 
    “Your Honor, my name is Agent Honey Walters. I am the superior to the exceptional agent standing before you, and I believe I have some information that may help tie a bit more of this situation together,” the voice on the phone said. 
 
    “Please, continue.” 
 
    “Sheriff Wesley Jay has a connection to the man that was found dead in your town. You see, while his wife’s family is from Calidity, his family is from a small county in Maryland. One that Luna’s family has ties to.” 
 
    Luna shifted nervously. Nothing that started with that piece of information ever ended well. 
 
    “Luna’s family was attempting to develop an area of land, and needed to get the homeowners to sign away legal rights and move out of their homes. Those who weren’t initially intimidated had their lives terrorized and ruined until they gave in. One of these homeowners was your sheriff’s parents.” 
 
    Luna glanced over at Wesley, his face now turning an angry shade of red that she’d never seen before. She was alarmingly uncomfortable with her past, even this part that didn’t involve her directly, being put out into the world the way that it was. Especially since just a few days ago, she oddly hadn’t been able to recall most of it when Wesley had seemingly asked. Back before all of this had begun. 
 
    “Sheriff Jay’s parents were put through hell on earth before they finally agreed to sign and move, just to make everything stop. It seems that the member of the family that was in charge of getting them to move out is the man who was found dead in Miss Luna’s entryway.” 
 
    “Your family… does what?” Asher asked softly. 
 
    “Later,” Luna whispered. That was entirely too long of a story to tell just then. Not that she wanted to tell it at all. She was in witness protection, and she was in it for a reason. 
 
    “He got my parents fired from their jobs, turned friends against them, planted termites in the house… my mother’s car exploded,” Wesley said softly. 
 
    Luna didn’t move. That sounded like something her family would have done to get their way. 
 
    “I confronted the guy once, when I’d gone down to try and help my folks out, and he just laughed at me. Said that if we wanted things to go back to normal, all we had to do was sign and leave. He said that it wasn’t his doing. Like my parents were insane, thinking that some cocky jerk was ruining their lives because he wanted their house,” Wesley said, almost as if trying to explain what had happened. 
 
    “What was someone like that doing here?” Judge Hatcher asked, cutting in. 
 
    “I thought he was here for me at first, for some reason,” Wesley said with a shrug. “I had gone to Luna’s and found him outside, trying to look into windows. She wasn’t there, her car was gone. He turned around, and everything that happened to my parents just came flooding back. I asked if he remembered me, and he said that he did. Asked me how my parents were and laughed.” 
 
    Luna winced against what Wesley was saying. She’d never denied who her family was or what they did, but that didn’t mean she supported it. 
 
    “He said he was looking for his family, asked if I knew the person who lived there. When I didn’t answer, he said he wasn’t there for me so I needed to move on. I told him that he was snooping around a place that I knew didn’t belong to him, and that I was law enforcement. I couldn’t just leave him there. He laughed again and said something about me not being able to protect my parents, so how could I protect a bunch of strangers?” 
 
    “None of this explains how the guy ended up dead. Especially since you just admitted to us that the woman that you’re trying to pin his murder on wasn’t there at the time,” Graham said. 
 
    He had a point, though Luna wasn’t sure if this was the right time to point that out. The cracks of light were back, but this time they’d begun small in the corner of the room. They spidered their way up the walls as the pain spidered its way through Luna’s head. 
 
    Wesley’s words sounded far away. “He kept laughing at me, talking about how terrible of a son I’d been… I don’t know what happened, I just snapped. I swung on the guy, and when the first punch landed, it gave me some sort of… confidence or second wind or something. I hit him with everything I had.” 
 
    “Does everything you had include things that weren’t your fists? Things that were never intended to injure another human being?” Judge Hatcher asked. 
 
    Wesley winced, as if the question had hit him. “There was a tool. I’d seen Luna using it to put in lighting spikes a few days prior, and she’d left it by the stairs to the porch.” 
 
    “You came back to the house and said it was proof that I’d bashed his head in with it!” Luna almost squealed it. 
 
    He nodded. “I wiped it down, put it back where I’d found it, and pretended it find it a few days later saying it was evidence that she’d had something to do with the murder.” 
 
    “You little rat,” Luna mumbled. 
 
    “Look, Luna,” he started, turning to face her. “This got out of hand, okay? The guy crawled into your house, how could this not be your fault?” 
 
    Luna’s eyes widened. “So you were going to force this crime on me out of convenience?” 
 
    “I figured I could figure something out. But then you just kept… pushing me away and being so damn stubborn. I thought maybe I could scare you into running away. Then I wouldn’t have to follow through or deal with your attitude.” 
 
    Graham cleared his throat. “Does that mean that the bullet that burrowed itself into her home was yours?” 
 
    “I made sure she wasn’t in the room,” Wesley mumbled. 
 
    Luna wanted to scream. Why in the world was that supposed to make things better? It had gone through one room and into another, why wouldn’t he, of all people, have realized that would happen? 
 
    Asher piped up, adding, “We found his boot print in the mud where Luna was knocked out.” 
 
    That just made Luna’s wound itch. 
 
    “We found the same type and size of boot,” Graham corrected. “But considering everything else, that does seem suspect.” 
 
    “And he had wounds like he’s been in a fight, but we never have fights here.” Asher refused to not add in what she knew, and Luna would have hugged her if they weren’t both handcuffed. 
 
    Judge Hatcher squinted at Wesley. “I don’t see anything alarming, Miss Asher.” 
 
    “Make him turn around and lift up his hair.” 
 
    “Alright. You heard the young lady: Get up, turn around, and lift your hair.” 
 
    Wesley shot a look in Asher’s direction, but did as he was asked and slowly as possible. On the back of his neck were clear signs of what looked to be healing scratches. 
 
    “Turn, slowly, Sheriff,” the Judge commanded. 
 
    Luna watched Wesley as he did as he’d been asked. The scratches went down into the neckline of his shirt, peeking out at his chest. He’d kept them so well covered that you wouldn’t see if you weren’t looking for them. 
 
    “Did the body have DNA under the fingernails?” Judge Hatcher asked. 
 
    “Yes sir, it did. It matches the DNA on sunglasses,” Agent Honey answered from the phone speaker. 
 
    “What sunglasses?” 
 
    Graham pulled one last small plastic bag from his satchel and held it up. “Luna found these sunglasses behind a planter in her front yard. She stated that they aren’t hers, and they seemed to be splattered with a liquid.” 
 
    “Let me guess: Blood?” Judge Hatcher asked. 
 
    “You are correct. There were a few hairs in the hinge of the ear piece, which we had tested for DNA. Of course, as you know, this takes a few days. The results were ready just before I left the office to come here.” 
 
    Luna heard Wesley make a small noise, as if everything inside of him had simply given up. She turned and watched as his head dropped to his chest, and he waited for the last bit of evidence to drop. 
 
    “The hair belonged to your sheriff, your honor.” 
 
    “Of course it did,” Judge Hatcher said, motioning for Graham to bring him the evidence bag. 
 
    “So, Luna is free to go?” Graham asked as Luna turned back to the front of the courtroom.  
 
    There was another crack, this one large and just behind the bench. How could no one else see these cracks? They were almost blinding, but no one else seemed to care. Luna had begun to slow her breath, giving her mind something to focus on other than the pain in her head. All she had to do was hold on just a little longer. 
 
    “It seems I have no choice,” Judge Hatcher replied, the clap of his gavel ricocheting around inside of Luna’s head. “Case against Miss Luna is dismissed, but the sheriff is under arrest.” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Graham said, his voice steeped in a smug grin that Luna couldn’t see. 
 
    Luna closed her eyes for a moment. That was all she needed, just a moment to get herself together, and then she, Graham, and Asher could leave the courthouse together and get back to living. 
 
    When her eyes opened again, she wasn’t in the courtroom. She lay on a small, overstuffed lounge chair in a dark room. The floor-to-ceiling windows in front of her had thick drapes parted just enough to let in some moonlight.  
 
    Luna sat up and frowned at what she could see through the window. The night skies in Calidity were always remarkably clear, especially to someone who was used to city life, but the sky she saw now wasn’t… right. There were too many stars, and she could see them too clearly. She felt as if she could reach out and touch them. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The whisper brought her attention to a dark corner of the room as her heart leaped into her throat. The shadow of what looked to be a man. He sat calmly in an armchair, his legs crossed, and his fingers tented before him. He didn’t move. 
 
    “You know what?” Luna asked, her voice shaking more than she’d wanted it to. 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    The floor below her gave way, and she dropped into the darkness below. 
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    “I DON’T UNDERSTAND ANY OF this. How did a concoction that she made in a dream actually do what it was made to do? How was she fighting me the entire time when I could see her there, in the dream, completely oblivious to the fact that none of it was real? How did nothing turn out the way I’d planned when I was in complete control?” the man asked. 
 
    “Clearly, you weren’t as in control as you thought.” The deep voice seemed to come from everywhere. 
 
    “That’s impossible. This spell has worked for hundreds of years. It’s foolproof.” 
 
    “Then you are the first fool to come along and attempt it.” 
 
    The man bristled. “I didn’t do anything incorrectly. She escaped because she is different.” 
 
    “You picked her, not I.” 
 
    The man was starting to get annoyed now. “The fact that she escaped was not my fault. Do not take your irritation out on my family.” 
 
    The ever-present voice sighed. “I will give you a reprieve, only because her escape means that she will be looking for what happened. Considering that you don’t know what’s different about her, you should concentrate on not being discovered.” 
 
    “I could just allow the woman to discover you and what you do,” the man snapped. 
 
    “You could, if you’d like your entire family to be wiped from the earth.” The voice ended the sentence with a chuckle, and an unnatural wind tore through the darkened room, throwing papers, opening doors and cabinets, and knocking things from shelves. 
 
    The man sighed and massaged his temples for a moment, before beginning to clean up. 
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    LUNA’S EYES POPPED OPEN. SHE took a deep breath, and her lungs ached in her chest as if they hadn’t taken a good, deep breath in a long while. A face appeared almost nose to nose with her, the eyes wide with concern. It was her face, except one of the eyes was solid white and she could just barely see through the image. 
 
    “Liza,” she whispered, thankful her sister was the first person she saw. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake. I don’t know who put you in that coma, but the magic was strong enough that I couldn’t break through it to get you out,” Liza said. There was no point in her lowering her voice; no one but Luna could hear her anyway. 
 
    “Where am I?” Luna asked, slowly stretching, and taking stock of herself. 
 
    “The hospital. You’ve been in a coma for almost three weeks,” Liza said, stepping back and motioning to the corner of the small hospital room. Asher was curled up in a chair, a blanket thrown over herself, sound asleep. “She hasn’t left for more than thirty minutes at a time since you got here.” 
 
    Luna smiled at her sleeping bestie. Asher really was her best friend, the best one that she’d ever had. 
 
    “Back up,” Luna said, shaking her head all of a sudden. 
 
    Liza laughed. “Yeah, I figured you’d come back around to that. Yes, magic kept you in that coma. Yes, three weeks. And no, I have no idea who it was holding it over you.” 
 
    “You’re psychic, Liza. How in the world couldn’t you tell?” 
 
    Liza frowned. “Yeah, that’s what scares me.” 
 
    “This would be one of those times it would have been super convenient for Asher to be able to see you,” Luna mumbled to herself as she finally sat all the way up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She was pretty sure that she could handle herself, now that most of her had woken up. 
 
    “We’re going to have to work on that, once you explain to her that your twin sister who died at birth still hangs around and has a different set of abilities than you do, so isn’t really just a simple ghost.” 
 
    Luna snickered. “Yeah, that’s going to be a fun conversation. But it’s one that she and I need to have.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell her how you ended up in Calidity too?” 
 
    Luna hesitated, glancing up at her sister as she settled on the hospital bed beside her. “That’s different,” she whispered. 
 
    Liza nodded. “It is. But I don’t think it’ll make her run away from you, Lu.” 
 
    Luna wasn’t so sure. But Liza was right, there were some things that she needed to tell Asher. Especially in light of… whatever the heck had just happened. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later. Right now, we need to get out of here. We don’t know who put you in that coma or why, but we need to get back home, where we can defend ourselves,” Liza said. 
 
    Luna nodded, Liza was right. “Pretty sure alarms will go off if I take off these diodes.” 
 
    “Leave it to me,” Liza said with a smirk. “Count to five, then pull them off and get dressed as fast as you can. We’re going to have to move.” 
 
    “What about—” Luna glanced over at Asher. 
 
    “She’ll be fine, and she can tell them that she has no idea where you went and not be lying. You know she’ll come to the house as soon as possible. We can talk to her then.” 
 
    “We—” Luna whispered. 
 
    “Later,” Liza hissed. 
 
    “Right. I’m ready.” 
 
    Liza disappeared through the wall, and Luna started counting. Once she reached five, she pulled off the monitoring devices, crossed the room and grabbed her bag, pulled on a pair of shorts and her shoes, and ducked into the hallway with the rest of her things over her shoulder. 
 
    “This way,” Liza said, motioning for Luna to follow her. 
 
    They took a rather long, winding way around to the elevators, but Liza made sure that they didn’t run into anyone. They hit the ground floor, ducked out of a side entrance, and started running. Luna had no idea where her car was, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t there. 
 
    Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure how she’d gotten to the hospital or when she’d passed out. Good thing she had a ghost sister who could tell her these things. 
 
    Later, of course. After this jog home. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    THE BED AND BREAKFAST WAS the same way Luna had left it, she was pretty sure. The doors and windows were secured, and none of her wards showed signs of being tampered with or set off. That was a good sign. 
 
    “It’s weird. In the coma dream, this door was locked,” Luna said, easily pulling open the door to the basement. 
 
    “Maybe that means whoever was working the dream doesn’t know what’s down here?” Liza asked as they made their way down the dimly lit stairs. 
 
    “Probably not. I don’t think most people know what’s down here, really.” 
 
    “For good reason,” Liza replied as Luna hit the light switch at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    Luna had moved her alchemy plants and their lights down to the basement once she’d run out of room in her closet, something else the dream had gotten wrong. She’d done that months ago, but she hadn’t remembered that while stuck. 
 
    The basement had been partially sealed off when Luna had moved in, and she hadn’t been sure why until she had figured out how to get past the doors. She hadn’t expected to find doors that required magical locks in the basement of a random house in the middle of a peaceful country town, but that’s what had happened. It had taken her months to figure out what the key was. And when she had, what was on the other side had only given her more questions. 
 
    Luna and Liza walked through the old door that reeked of dust and old magic, and looked around at the three large stone arches. Each had slight differences carved into them, which Liza had surmised were probably clues as to where they led. Of course, they were both just guessing. They might have simply been there purely for decoration. 
 
    “Nothing looks out of place,” Luna sighed. 
 
    “So it wasn’t someone getting you out of the way to get in here,” Liza said. 
 
    “What would they do if it had been? Whatever these are when they’re active, they’re nothing now.” 
 
    Liza sighed and looked around, crossing her arms. “I still think they’re gates of some sort.” 
 
    “Hey, I agree with you. But since I don’t know to what or where, I’m perfectly okay with them staying dead, just like they are now.” 
 
    Liza chuckled. “Either way, we need to find out who put you in that coma. That was some pretty powerful magic at work. If nothing else, we need to make sure they didn’t find out anything important while they were messing with your brain.” 
 
    The dream that Luna had been thrown out of just before waking up came flooding back into her mind, and Liza made a face. 
 
    “What? I hate that feeling when it comes from you,” she asked. 
 
    “Someone knows something, but I don’t know what.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Luna shook her head. She wanted a little bit more time to mull over what she’d seen before she talked about it. “Remind me to tell you about the last part of the coma dream. Tomorrow, when I’ve had some time to process it all.” 
 
    Liza nodded. “We also need to find out how they kept out someone who’s already in your head. That’s concerning.” 
 
    A bell rang from somewhere. A soft bell, like the small handheld ones used to summon someone.  
 
    “You hear that, right?” Liza whispered, looking around. 
 
    “Yeah, but where is it coming from?” Luna responded. 
 
    As if to answer their question, one of the arches chose that exact moment to light up. The stone doorway shown like some sort of blue-light vortex, confined to the stone by some sort of magic that Luna had no idea how to control. 
 
    “That’s probably not good,” Luna whispered. 
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