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      Hold the elevator!” Kathy raced through the lobby with her bag slung over her shoulder. She was trying not to trip in her heels.

      The men and women in the crowded elevator ignored her, pretending to not see her racing through the lobby like a madwoman. Luckily, a man held out his hand in between the doors just as they were about to close. He was wearing a black suit that fit him perfectly. Kathy was surprised. It was a rare sight to see a man dressed so nicely. But then, she had never really gone to an office building like this before. Her prior experiences with men were the try-too-hard Abercrombie type. And she was definitely over those guys.

      She was glad that she had at least one good suit of her own. It wasn’t exactly a suit, but the gray between the jacket and the skirt matched so perfectly that nobody noticed. She checked out the other women in the elevator with her and judged how much they spent on their outfits. More money than she had, certainly.

      “Thank you!” Kathy smiled and repositioned the bag on her shoulder. She hit the button for the fifth floor and squeezed in next to the man.

      “Of course. I never mind sharing an elevator with a pretty lady like yourself.” He smiled.

      Kathy rolled her eyes and noticed how many other people did the same. He was certainly trying to charm her, but she would’ve been lying if she said it didn’t help. Especially when she was already stressing out. She smiled at him briefly and then fixed her eyes on the display above the elevator doors that read which floor they were on. With the amount of people on the elevator, it was no surprise that it stopped at every floor. She grumbled at the people who got off on the second floor. Couldn’t they take the stairs? The doors opened on the fourth floor and the man stepped out.

      “I hope you have a wonderful day,” he said as he exited the elevator.

      Kathy smiled and muttered, “You too.”

      Soon she stepped out onto the fifth floor and searched for Johnson & Cramer, Inc.

      The hallway was bland, nothing like the beautiful lobby on the first floor, with cream walls and no signs directing where each business was located. She stepped away from the elevator and decided to take a left, searching for the correct office. She reached the end of the hall and still hadn’t found it so she turned, passed the elevator again, and went in the opposite direction, finally finding the place.

      There wasn’t anyone at the front desk, so she tapped the little bell on the counter and waited. Soon a man in a loose-fitting gray suit walked out of his office with a to-go cup of coffee from the café downstairs. His blazer gaped open and unbuttoned and his belly hung over his belt.

      “You here for the interview?”

      Kathy extended her hand with a smile—one she’d practiced with her sister the night before—and said, “Yes. I’m Kathy Walker. So nice to meet you. Are you Mr. Johnson or Mr. Cramer?”

      The man chuckled. “No, they’re both dead.” Her face flushed with embarrassment, but she smiled and tried to play it off. The man shook Kathy’s hand and then took a sip of his coffee. “I’m Richard Burke. I’m the sales manager. Why don’t you come in my office and we can chat?”

      Kathy nodded and followed him.

      “Have a seat,” he offered with an extended hand as he looped around to his seat behind his desk. Papers littered it, except for the area on the corner of the desk to his left where his computer sat. “I had a chance to take a look at your résumé.” He sighed. “Honestly, I was a little underwhelmed. You have very little job experience. My concern is that if I hired you to be my assistant, you wouldn’t be able to keep up with the work.”

      Kathy’s stomach lurched. This guy cut right to the chase. “Yeah, I…um…well, I have been out of work for a bit, helping my sister raise her kids. She has two boys.” Since Samantha’s husband left her last month, she had been her sister’s support at home. But now that Steven’s paycheck wasn’t coming in, Kathy needed to chip in financially, too.

      Richard looked down at his copy of her résumé.

      Her last job had been at the gas station. She worked the overnights and saw her fair share of weirdos. “Well, officially,” she added as he scanned her résumé. “In that time I’ve been working under-the-table a bit.”

      Richard leaned back in his chair and rocked back and forth, his right leg crossed over his left. He balanced his coffee on his bent knee and held the foot resting on his knee with his free hand. “Yeah? What kind of work was that?”

      Kathy hesitated. “I was working at a hotel downtown, occasionally.”

      “Front desk?” There was optimism in his voice.

      “Um…actually, more in the entertainment…business.” She saw his eyebrows scrunch together in confusion and pressed on. “They hired me as a psychic. Actually, in that position I was able to learn some great communication and customer service skills that I think would be useful to me at a job like this.” She was hoping she could spin her desperate stint at the hotel into something positive.

      Richard smiled. “Miss Walker, I appreciate your enthusiasm for this position, but I’m afraid you aren’t qualified enough. I have interviews lined up with other applicants with years of experience working in a secretarial position who would make excellent assistants. I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is going to work out.”

      Kathy gave him a curt smile and reached for her bag on the side of her chair. “Well, I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me. Good luck filling the position.”

      “Well, hold on a minute, Miss Walker,” Richard said. He stood and walked to the door, closing it. “I believe I could free up some room on the payroll, if you’d be willing to do some…extracurricular work.” He stepped closer to her and reached for her hand.

      She backed away from him until she was up against the wall.

      “You’d have the same salary, benefits, everything. I’m sure I could find something around here for you to do.” He placed his hand on her hip and moved closer.

      She put her hands on his chest and pushed him back. “Mr. Burke, I may be unqualified for this position, but I’m not stupid. I’m not going to be your office whore so you can feel like a man.”

      “Whoa, sweetie—”

      “Don’t call me ‘sweetie.’” She moved to exit, but he grabbed her arm. “Let go of me, Mr. Burke.”

      “I’m sure we can sort something out,” he pushed.

      Kathy whipped her arm around, breaking free of his hold. She held up her other hand, and he stopped moving, frozen in place. With a deep breath, she contemplated kicking him to prove her point but decided against it.

      Instead, she opened the door and exited his office. One of the insurance agents by the front desk asked how the interview went.

      “Your boss is a pervert,” Kathy stated. She repositioned her bag, hooked her thumb on the strap, and walked to the elevator.

      On her way down, the elevator stopped once more on the fourth floor and the man in the black suit stepped in.

      “You know you can’t live in the elevator, right?”

      Kathy rolled her eyes and ignored him.

      “Bad day?”

      She nodded.

      “Care to unload it on a complete stranger over lunch?”

      She looked up at him. “Right now? Don’t you have to work?” She had only been at the interview for fifteen minutes, max. Didn’t this guy have anything better to do than ride the elevator all day?

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Unless you have other plans.”

      Kathy wanted to say no, but she was not one to believe in coincidences. This was the second random encounter with this man today. It had to mean something. “Sure, all right.”

      “Yeah? Do you have a preference on a place to go? You seem like an easy-to-please girl.”

      Sidestepping his comment, Kathy suggested the café downstairs.

      “Sounds good to me.” He held out his hand. “I’m Will, by the way.”

      “Kathy.” His grip was firm and his smile was charming, but she was sure this would be the last she saw of him. She had no intention of ever showing her face in this office building again.

      They ordered at the counter, and the woman who helped them already had Will’s dish ready to go when they arrived.

      “I called from upstairs. This is my usual go-to place for lunch,” he explained.

      “Oh. Did you want to go somewhere else?” Kathy asked.

      “No, I like it here.”

      After Kathy ordered, they took a seat at a table by the window.

      “So do you care to spill about your lousy, horrible, no good, rotten day, or do you want me to help you forget about it?” Will asked.

      Kathy smiled, stirring her spoon in her soup. “I had a job interview for an assistant position at Johnson & Cramer…basically a glorified secretary.”

      “I’m guessing it didn’t go well?” Will took a bite of his wrap.

      “Besides the fact that I have no relevant job experience and that I’ve essentially been unemployed for the last six years, the guy was a real dick,” Kathy blurted. She sat back and took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

      Will held up his hands in a surrender gesture and said, “I know. Bad day.”

      “And now I have to go home and tell my sister that I screwed this up,” she continued. She absently stirred her spoon in her soup. Being the hotel psychic wasn’t really a lucrative job, but it helped. Now that the hotel was under new management, Kathy had been the first to go. Samantha had been nagging her since then to find another job.

      “You’re supposed to eat it,” Will joked, indicating her soup. Kathy cracked a smile and let go of her spoon. “Look on the bright side: you were still able to walk out of there with your head held high. And hey, you still have your incredibly good looks.”

      “Apparently that’s all I’m good for.” She turned her attention out the window at the crowd walking on the sidewalk. They had jobs and families and places to be. For a moment, Kathy envied them.

      Will wiped his hands and looked at her. “That’s not what I meant…”

      “I know. But that’s what Richard Burke was looking for. Some office fun,” Kathy said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be telling you all this. You work in the same building as him.”

      “Richard Burke?”

      Kathy nodded.

      “That man is a snake! His last secretary left after suing him for sexual harassment! If I knew you were going there, I would’ve warned you!” He tossed his napkin on the table. “I’m going to straighten him out.”

      “No! I already took care of it.” She wondered if her magic still had its hold on him. She didn’t want Will walking in on a magically frozen Burke. Even if she planned on never seeing him again.

      “You’re right.” Will relaxed. “You don’t need anyone to fight your battles for you. You certainly look like you can take care of yourself. But please, eat.”

      Kathy smiled and brought a spoonful to her mouth. Her first bite to eat since breakfast. “Wow, this is good!”

      He smiled. “Right? That’s why it’s my daily favorite.”

      She ate a bit more and asked, “So where do you work?”

      “I actually am in charge of a small law firm up on the fourth floor. William Brown Attorneys.”

      “Wow! That’s incredible!”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty nice being my own boss and all. Right now it’s just me and another lawyer friend of mine, so a lot of the housekeeping stuff like finances, phone calls, meetings, they’re all done by me. Well, pretty much.”

      “Are you looking for a secretary?” Kathy smiled.

      “Do you know someone?”

      “Maybe.” Kathy broke up some crackers in what was left of her soup.

      “I know who you’re talking about. I heard she’s completely unqualified.” He smiled.

      “Too soon!” Kathy laughed and tossed a bit of her cracker at him.

      He put his hands up in another surrender gesture and said, “I’m kidding. But really, I would love to hire you, but the money just isn’t there yet. Hopefully soon. I’ll definitely keep my eyes open for you, though.”

      “How are you going to reach me if you find something?” Kathy took a spoonful of the rest of her soup. As thick as he was laying it on, she was surprised he hadn’t weaseled her number out of her sooner.

      “I was hoping this would be a sly way to get your number.”

      “You think it’s that easy, huh?” Kathy laughed.

      “Well, I did buy you lunch,” Will prodded, flashing a smile. “And I’ve been a shoulder to cry on in this devastating time of your life.”

      Kathy rolled her eyes again. “Oh, what a gentleman. Do you have a pen?”

      “Of course.” He opened his jacket and pulled a gold ballpoint pen out of the inside pocket. It had the name of his business branded on the side.

      “You can’t afford a secretary, but you can buy novelty pens?” Kathy scribbled her name and number on a fresh napkin. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. The last time she’d given a guy a number like this she had been drunk. She’d needed to change her number in order to get him and his buddies to stop calling.

      “It’s called branding. Some expenses are worth it,” Will explained. “Plus, I can write it off.”

      Kathy smiled and slid the napkin over to him. “Don’t give this to your college buddies for a late-night booty call. I have caller ID.”

      Will folded it and placed it in the pocket inside his jacket. He placed his hand over it and declared, “I will protect this to the death.”

      Kathy laughed. Her day was turning out to be better than where it was originally heading.

      Will glanced at his watch. “Oooh, I have to go. I have a meeting with a client in half an hour and I haven’t prepared for it yet. Can I walk you to your car?”

      Kathy cringed. Her best self was not coming across. “I don’t have a car, actually. You could walk me to the bus station, but it’s about three blocks away.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Just on the edge of the city on Arlington. Not exactly easy walking, especially in these shoes.” Kathy stuck out her foot so Will could see the artificial height she was walking on.

      “I see that.” He stood and offered his hand to help her up. “I will walk you to the bus stop, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to wait with you.”

      Kathy took his hand and stood. For a moment they were nearly pressed up against each other until Will took a step back. “Won’t you be late for your meeting?”

      “I’m my own boss, remember? I think it’s worth it. I want to make sure your day only gets better from here.”

      “You’re really working it, huh?” Kathy said, leading him out of the café and in the direction of the bus stop.

      “Is it working?”

      “Maybe you should try that number to find out,” Kathy suggested. They crossed the intersection and she reached for her ear. “I think I lost an earring.”

      Will looked around the sidewalk. “I’ll check the other side.”

      She grabbed his arm to stop him and said, “It’s not a big deal. I have more.”

      When they reached the bus stop, they both hesitated, unsure how to properly say good-bye.

      “Thank you for lunch.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Will said. “Good luck on your job search, and I will definitely be keeping my eye open for you.”

      Will moved to kiss her cheek and ran into Kathy’s extended hand. They laughed and settled on a wave.

      Kathy watched as Will walked back to the office building. She couldn’t help but smile. All things considered, it was a very good day.
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      Kathy gulped down a glass of water after her morning run. She had taken her nephews to school and had already thrown in a load of laundry. Her goal for the day was to set up a couple more job interviews. Her sister, Samantha, had helped her tweak her résumé to make it look more professional. Kathy hoped the changes would do the trick. She also hoped that she never met another interviewer like Richard Burke, but she knew that was likely a fantasy.

      She grabbed a hand towel from the stove and wiped away the sweat beading up on her forehead. She had just kicked off her sneakers when the doorbell rang.

      Kathy peered through the stained glass on the front door, trying to make out who it was. It was not unusual to get unexpected or uninvited guests. She relaxed a bit when she saw a suit coat and tie. Anything that was looking to kill her or her family was not usually dressed so nicely.

      “Good morning.” It was Will. Kathy flashed him a smile and then realized that she looked like a mess. A complete opposite of what she’d looked like the last time she’d seen him. Instead of a gray pinstripe suit coat and skirt, she wore a pink tank top and black shorts. Her hair was matted with sweat, and she was sure she stank, too.

      “Hi,” Kathy responded, a little confused. “How do you know where I live?”

      “You told me Arlington, remember?”

      She ran her hand along the top of her head, hoping to smooth out a few escaped hairs from her ponytail. It still didn’t make sense. She had only met Will once and here he was on her doorstep.

      Finally, Will sighed. “Okay, I cheated. I asked a neighbor. Told her you were a friend of mine from college.”

      Kathy pointed to the house across the street. “Mrs. Kors?” Kathy’s busybody neighbor was always looking for reasons to check in or get the latest gossip. As a retired woman in her 70s, she frequently binged on the latest scoop.

      “The short old woman across the street?” He tossed a thumb behind him. “She seemed sweet.”

      “That’s the one.” She folded her arms across her chest and asked, “So…what are you doing here?”

      “Well I bought you lunch last week, I just figured it was your turn to return the favor.” He flashed another charming smile. Kathy cocked an eyebrow. “I’m kidding, unless you’re offering.” He paused to see if she would bite. When she didn’t, he continued, “What I came here for was to return this.” He held out his hand. Sitting in the middle of his palm was the earring Kathy had lost the day of her interview.

      “Where’d you find it?” She scooped it up and studied it, making sure it was the same one.

      “One of the girls at the café found it. They thought it might belong to you since it was at my usual seat,” Will explained.

      “Well, it was very nice of you to return it. Thank you,” Kathy said. She gripped the door and made to close it, but Will’s voice stopped her.

      “Would you like to go to dinner sometime?”

      Kathy stopped and looked at him before answering. Her knee-jerk reaction was to say no. She knew she wasn’t exactly a catch. Unemployed and living with her sister, who was a single mother of two. The only thing going for her was her looks, and she knew that whenever a guy spontaneously asked her out, he was rarely looking for a meaningful relationship. However, the more she looked at Will, the more she found herself forgetting all her previous experience with men.

      “On a date?”

      Will tilted his head sideways and nodded shyly. “I was hoping.”

      They considered each other for a moment. A crash from the kitchen broke Kathy’s trance. She knew her sister wouldn’t be home all day, and it was too early for the boys.

      “Um…sure, yeah, I will.” She looked back into the house and then back at Will. She needed to get rid of him, fast. The noise was likely an attack, and she didn’t want Will caught in the crossfire, nor did she want her secret exposed.

      “Is everything all right?” He stepped forward, but Kathy pushed him away.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Look, you have my number, so call me and we’ll set something up.” She closed the door farther and farther as she spoke. “Bye!”

      Once the door was shut, she raced to the kitchen. She saw a puddle of water by the sink but no sign of an intruder. Grabbing a knife, she crept through the house. She stopped when she stepped in another puddle of water in the living room, which soaked into her socks. Looking around on the floor for a trail of water to indicate where the trespasser was, she tensed up when she felt a drop of water on her neck. She looked up and gasped.

      A slimy fishlike creature perched upside down on the vaulted ceiling. Covered in scales and fins lining the middle of his head and down his back, he bared his razor-sharp teeth and hissed when Kathy spotted him. His long claws dug into the wall, holding him in place.

      After a moment of hesitation, he lunged at Kathy. She slipped on the puddle as she tried to escape and fell to the ground. The creature caught her ankle in his slimy grasp and pulled her toward him. Kathy managed to grab on to the front parlor door frame and used her other foot to swing around and kick the beast in the face.

      Back on her feet, she snatched up the knife and drove it into the creature’s chest. Despite being impaled, the creature let out a roar and swatted at Kathy, scratching her arm and drawing blood.

      She scrambled up the stairs and to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. She searched for something she could use to contain him or slow him down.

      Kicking open the door, the creature hissed once again at Kathy before stepping into the room. Out of options, she nabbed her hair dryer, and firing it up to full blast, she pointed it at the creature. He sent out another hiss and jumped out of the hallway window and down to the yard. Kathy watched as he jumped over the fence and down the street. She swore to herself, knowing there was no way she would be able to catch him on her own.

      [image: ]

      “I’m home!” Samantha announced as she walked through the front door.

      “We’re in the kitchen!” Kathy called. She was pulling a pan out of the oven. “And dinner’s ready!” It was a chicken left over from another meal that Samantha had made a few weeks before. All Kathy needed to do was pull it out of the freezer and stick it in the oven.

      “Oooh, perfect timing!” Samantha hooked her keys by the door and kissed each of her boys on the head. They were at the kitchen table doing homework. Sixteen-year-old Josh, Samantha’s oldest, was the main reason his brother, Chris, who was fourteen, finished any of his homework at all. “How was your day, boys?”

      “Good,” they droned.

      Once the table was cleared of textbooks and notebooks, Kathy, Samantha, and the boys sat down for dinner.

      “Any luck with your job hunt?” Samantha asked her sister. She cut into her chicken and took a bite.

      “Y’know, I started the day off great. Very productive, but some things happened and it just didn’t turn out,” Kathy said. She knew Samantha didn’t like to talk about demonic attacks too much in front of the boys. The attacks were inevitable, but Samantha wanted her children to be as normal as possible without being scarred by whatever was hiding in their closets.

      Kathy thought the whole idea was stupid. The boys would need to know how to use their magic to protect themselves eventually. It was only a matter of time before they were targeted. But they were Samantha’s kids, so Kathy tried to keep talk of demonic activity to a minimum.

      As a result, the sisters often used ridiculous excuses to evade any magic talk. Kathy was sure the boys didn’t buy it, though. Josh and Chris were young, not stupid. They were smarter than Samantha sometimes gave them credit for.

      “I noticed the laundry didn’t get done,” Samantha pressed.

      “But I mopped the floor,” Kathy countered.

      “And she made dinner,” Josh added. The sisters bickered a lot, especially now that Kathy wasn’t bringing in any money. Josh remembered how much arguing there was in the house when his dad was still around. So now he always tried to calm the storm before it turned into something bigger.

      Hearing her son’s tone, Samantha gave in. “Yes, you’re right. Thank you, Kathy.” She turned to her youngest son and asked, “Did you finish your homework?”

      “I just have a couple of math problems left, but they shouldn’t take me long,” Chris said. He attempted to shove a giant spoonful of mashed potatoes in his mouth.

      “Smaller bites, Chris, c’mon,” Samantha said. She thought back to the days when their father had been there to help her out. It made her sad to think that Steven could so easily abandon his family. His children.

      When dinner was over, Samantha and Kathy started on the dishes as the boys finished their homework.

      “There was an attack today,” Kathy whispered to her sister. “And I didn’t get him.”

      Samantha put down the plate she was drying and turned to Josh and Chris.

      “Boys, would you mind finishing upstairs in your room? Your aunt and I need to discuss some stuff,” Samantha said.

      “Are you going to talk about magic? I want to help!” Chris loved magic, despite not having any active powers of his own.

      Samantha tried not to lie to the boys, so it was difficult for her to respond truthfully when they asked her outright about magic. “Yes, we are. But right now I need you to finish your homework.” She smiled at him. “We’ll come to you guys if we need help.”

      Chris sighed and left the room with Josh. Samantha knew the boys—especially Chris—were anxious to be in the midst of the action, but it would be too soon before they were. She wanted to protect them as long as she could, but she also needed to prepare them for any attack that might happen if she or Kathy wasn’t around. Now that they were getting older, it was getting harder and harder to keep them in someone’s company for their protection.

      Once the boys were gone, Samantha pressed Kathy for more details. Her sister dried her hands and pulled the magic book out from the pantry.

      “I was looking through it when the boys came home,” Kathy explained. “I really don’t think we should hide it from them this much. They should know that at any minute we could be attacked.”

      “I don’t want them to be terrified their whole lives. They’re just kids,” Samantha said.

      “They’re teenagers, they’re not helpless,” Kathy countered. She flipped to a page in the book. “Anyway, this is the guy who attacked me.”

      “Vepar?”

      Kathy nodded and pointed to a warning in the entry. “This scared me.”

      Samantha read from the book: “‘If his blood mixes with anyone else’s, they too will become a creature like him.’ Did he bleed on you?”

      Kathy shook her head. “No, but he scratched me pretty good.” She showed off her wounded arm. “His blood didn’t mix with mine, but I got some of his slime in there. I thought that might add to the mutation process, but I think I’m good.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” Samantha gripped her sister’s elbow and examined her arm. “What would’ve happened if the boys came home and you were some fish-mutant?”

      “Plus side? I’m not. And the book has a potion that’ll help kill him,” Kathy said.

      “Okay.” Samantha let go of Kathy’s arm and looked at the entry in the book. “So do you have anything of his that we can track him with?”

      Kathy bit her lip. “No. I didn’t think of it. I mopped up the mess so the boys wouldn’t see, and that was all he had leftover. But he freaked out when I shot my hair dryer at him, so I’m guessing he can’t stay out of the water that long.”

      “Kathy! It’s going to be impossible to find him!”

      “Why? I just figured he’d be in the lake. We head out to Presque Isle and look for him. Simple as that. He’ll probably want to stay away from people, so a beach in April is perfect.”

      Samantha tucked her dark hair behind both of her ears and crossed her arms. The same stance she took whenever the boys were making poor arguments to get out of housework and she was getting frustrated with them. Kathy didn’t appreciate Samantha treating her like one of the kids.

      “Think about it, Kathy. Do you know how many people in Erie have a swimming pool? By April they still have them closed, which means they’re not using them. Not to mention that it rains a lot this time of year, so he could probably rehydrate himself without entering a large body of water. And what about if he hurts someone before we can find him?”

      Kathy held up her hands. “All very good points. But look, I actually saw this thing with my own eyes. He’s not that intelligent. Someone sent him. He’s not going to hurt anybody unless whoever is in charge of him orders him to do it. Since he came here looking for me, I’m most likely the target.”

      Samantha sighed and leaned back on the counter. “Okay. But I still think it’s a good idea to equip every one of us—including the boys—with this potion so that, just in case you’re not the sole target, we are all protected.”

      Kathy smirked. “You’re going to corrupt the minds of your tiny children? How will they survive!?” She laughed and Samantha shot her a look.

      “Finish the dishes. I’ll start heating water.”

      They began preparing the potion, dropping in the various ingredients the book called for. They only had to substitute a few, but Samantha was very confident in her potion-making abilities and knew the substitutions wouldn’t be a problem.

      “So why do you think you’re the target?” Samantha asked. She was waiting for the potion to thicken before adding the next ingredient.

      Kathy shrugged and continued with the dishes. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the whole family? I was just the only one home. I know several people are dying to get their hands on the book. Or it could be our powers. You never know with these things.”

      “True. Which is why we need to be extra careful. We don’t know enough about this guy,” Samantha said.

      “Yeah, but I don’t think we should put our lives on hold just because we get attacked.” Kathy set a dish in the drying rack. “We should still go to work, go shopping, go on dates, see friends…you know…”

      Samantha raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Do you have something you want to tell me?”

      She could always tell when Kathy was seeing someone new. She acted like a teenager every time she was about to go on a first date. Still, it had been a while since Kathy was this lovesick. She began giving up on men once she saw the pain Steven had inflicted on Samantha when he left. Samantha was glad to see that Kathy was getting over her fear of getting hurt like she did.

      Kathy shrugged. “Last week when I was at that crappy job interview, this guy I met in the elevator asked me to lunch—”

      “You meet guys in the most random places!”

      “I wasn’t putting out! It was just lunch!” Kathy was smiling. A week had passed since she’d first met Will Brown, and she barely thought of him. Now she couldn’t help smiling whenever she did. “Anyway, he showed up this morning and asked me out.”

      “House call?”

      “I lost an earring.” Kathy knew what her sister was implying.

      Samantha smiled and added the next ingredient. “All right, this thing is just about done. Let me go warn the boys.”

      “They’ll be fine, Sammy. Don’t worry about it too much.”
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      Kathy’s phone buzzed on the table for the third time that morning.

      “Are you ever going to answer that?” Chris asked. He was lifting the bowl of sugary milk leftover from his cereal to his mouth.

      Kathy silenced her phone. “I know what he’s calling for, and I don’t have an answer yet.”

      “Is it your lawyer?” Samantha was spreading butter on a bagel.

      Kathy rolled her eyes and smiled. “He’s not mine. But yeah, it’s him.”

      “Have you gone out yet?” Samantha asked.

      Kathy shook her head. “Not yet.”

      Josh held a piece of toast between his teeth and slid his books into his backpack. When his hand was free, he took a bite and asked, “What are you waiting for?”

      “With Vepar attacking at any minute, I don’t want to risk bringing someone home and exposing our secret. Or accidentally getting him killed,” Kathy explained. Samantha shot her a look so she added, “Not that anyone’s dying. We just have to be careful, that’s all.”

      Samantha was eager to change the subject. “Do you boys have your potions?”

      Chris waved it in the air. “Got it!” He slipped it into his pocket.

      “Don’t get it taken away this time, okay? I used the last of the mugwort in that batch.” The last time the boys had needed to take a potion to school, Chris kept playing with it in class and it had been confiscated by the teacher. That had been a tough one to explain.

      “All right, get your things.” She shot a glance at the clock. “Oooh, I didn’t realize it was so late already. We need to go.” She popped the last bite of her bagel in her mouth, wiped her hands on her napkin, and rushed out the door with Josh and Chris in tow.

      When her sister and her nephews shuffled out of the house, Kathy stood from her seat to tackle the dishes. Just as she filled the sink, her phone rang again.

      It was Will. Again. She stared at it for a moment, deciding whether or not she should answer it. She wanted to go out with him, but she didn’t know how to tell him that she was putting off their date on account of his safety. She didn’t want to give him the impression that she was blowing him off. After going back and forth in her mind, she finally dried her hands and answered at the last second.

      “I’m so sorry I haven’t gotten back to you,” Kathy started before he could say anything.

      “Are you even still interested? I asked you out a week ago, and I haven’t spoken to you since. I thought I might’ve had the wrong number.” His deep, warm voice was a very nice sound to hear that early in the morning. Kathy couldn’t help but smile and wonder what was wrong with her.

      She cringed and tried to keep a casual tone. “Yeah, sorry. It’s been a crazy week. But my nights are basically free the rest of this week.” As long as Samantha was home to watch the boys, she wouldn’t have to worry too much about an attack from Vepar. Her sister would definitely call if something happened. They each had the potion, so all that they needed to do was wait it out. There hadn’t been any strange reports, so obviously Vepar wasn’t on a killing spree.

      “How’s tonight?”

      “Tonight?” Her voice betrayed her with a squeak. She cleared it and said, “Um…yeah, that could work.”

      “I hope you’re in the mood for seafood. There’s this great restaurant at the hotel on the bay,” Will said.

      Kathy’s mind snapped to her intermittent stints as the hotel psychic. She knew that hotel—and that restaurant—very well. Showing her face there would be embarrassing, but she didn’t want to tell him no again. “Perfect.”

      “Great! I’ll pick you up at six?”

      “You already know where I live, so sounds good.”

      [image: ]

      As Will and Kathy walked into the hotel, he apologized for having to park so far away. There was an event at the convention center on the next pier over, taking up all the area parking. They’d managed to find street parking but still ended up walking six blocks.

      “Will, it’s fine. It’s not your fault.” She wore a sleeveless red satin dress with black heels. By the time they reached the hotel, her feet were happy to be resting. They were certainly not hiking shoes.

      Will ordered for the two of them. Kathy didn’t hear what it was he ordered—for dinner or for wine. When he saw her concerned face, he said, “You’ll like it. Trust me.”

      She smiled and took a sip of her water. “So, how’s the practice?”

      “Good, actually. I signed another client just today. Her case doesn’t seem to be too hard, but I guess we’ll see what the defense has when we get to court,” he said. “How’s the job hunt?”

      “Horrible.” She took another sip of her water nervously. The fancy hotel with seafood and wine, it was not her typical style. These weren’t her type of people. She felt like a fake for trying to be like them. She usually set up in the front lobby, dressed in her most festive psychic attire and asking folks if they’d like to know their future. She set her glass on the table and took a deep breath. “Have you heard of any openings for me?”

      “You see, I realized later that I don’t know much about you,” he said with a smile. “I’d like to change that.”

      Kathy looked him in the eyes. She liked him. He had potential, that much she knew, but she wanted to be sure he understood just what he was getting into. From what she could tell, Will was used to elegant seafood dinners. The piano playing softly in the corner didn’t strike him as too much. Kathy was used to heating up ramen in the microwave and watching TV while slurping up her noodles on the couch. She needed to set the record straight before either of them got in too deep. “Actually, my last job was at this hotel.”

      “Oh, really? Front desk?”

      She smiled briefly and said, “Hotel psychic. I wasn’t exactly on the payroll, but they let me set up a table. I made decent money, too. But then the hotel staff thought I was taking away customers from their other services and they asked me to leave.” Waiting for his reaction, she took another sip of water and asked, “Your thoughts?”

      He seemed confused, but not scared like Kathy expected. He smoothed out the cloth napkin on his lap. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard that one before. It’s interesting.”

      “Most people thought I was nuts. Especially since I didn’t have a car, so I took the bus. To most of the city I was the crazy psychic lady. I’m surprised you’ve never heard of me.” That was a lie. People on the bus definitely gave her quizzical looks, but she didn’t have the reputation. At least, not to her knowledge.

      “What was your niche? Tarot cards, palm readings, crystal balls?”

      Kathy smiled. No one who didn’t have at least a little knowledge about mediums ever asked about her niche. He was more interesting than she’d given him credit for. But there was still more left to tell—a lot more. If only he knew just how divine she was.

      “I’ve never done tarot cards. I couldn’t tell you how to read them. And if a psychic has a crystal ball at her table, run. She’s a scammer. I mostly did palm readings. Occasionally, I did tea leaves as well, but the hotel didn’t really like it when I brought in a dump bucket for the water.”

      “Could you read my palm?” He offered his hand, and she took it before she realized what she’d just agreed to. A lot of times she had an actual vision—an extension of her time specialty as a witch. She wondered if she would be able to see his future on command. Sometimes it was difficult to determine the difference between the reading and her feelings.

      She forced herself to look down at his hand. Tracing some of the wrinkles in his palm, she shared her findings. “Well, I see lots of stress…likely from your start-up. Conflict…passion…oh, but then here’s success.” She pointed a finger to a spot on his palm. “See that line? That’s what’s to come. This over here,” she moved her finger, “that’s what is.”

      “Can you see what was?” He looked up at her, and she realized they had been leaning closer to each other.

      She sat back and reached for her water again. She opened her mouth to respond but was interrupted by the waitress bringing over the wine. Kathy breathed a sigh of relief. They were only twenty minutes into their first date and she was already searching his palms, hoping to see their futures connected. She needed to cool down.

      “What do you think?” Will held up his wineglass.

      Kathy took a sip and considered for a moment. It was rich. Full bodied with a hint of strawberry. She didn’t know much about wine, but she knew this was good. “Very nice.”

      “It’s only half as good as the food.” He brought the glass to his lips but pulled it away before taking a sip. He raised it in front of him instead. “To a wonderful evening with a beautiful woman. How did I get so lucky?”

      “Don’t get too excited about that success in your future.” She raised her glass and clinked it with his before taking another sip.
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      After dinner, the two walked hand-in-hand to the end of the pier. The evening had gone perfectly. Kathy hadn’t enjoyed a date so much in a while. She could already tell that things were different with Will.

      The full moon was out, reflecting off Lake Erie and illuminating the sky. The glow from the city lights helped brighten the sky as well.

      “It’s beautiful,” Kathy said. She rested her head against his arm.

      “I like to come out here every so often just for the view. Presque Isle has an even better view, but—”

      “I think this is perfect.” She looked up at him and reached up on her toes to meet his lips. Kathy knew from his kiss that falling for him was a good thing—a great thing.

      Prior to meeting Will, she’d felt completely burnt out from all the stress in her life: making a living with no skills an employer would be interested in, helping her sister raise Josh and Chris, and keeping up with her supernatural responsibilities was a bit too much at times. But standing out on the edge of the pier with Will completely erased all that, and for the first time in a long time, she was carelessly happy. All her subconscious thoughts were gone, and she was entirely in the moment.

      The two were so consumed with each other that they didn’t hear the splashing of the water. It wasn’t until Kathy felt a slimy hand on her leg that her attention was brought back to reality.

      She landed with a thud on the pier as something pulled her into the water. The water was up to her waist by the time Will had hold of both of her arms and pulled her up. The splash of the water hid the creature from sight, which Kathy was grateful for. She didn’t want Will to see. She might be able to still pass this off as her being clumsy.

      Once she was safely on deck, Will asked if she was all right. She barely had time to nod before Vepar lunged from the water and landed on the edge of the pier. He hissed at the couple, spraying them with water and slime.

      Kathy put her hands up and froze both Vepar and Will. She needed to act quickly. She knew there would likely have been people in the hotel or farther down the pier who had seen or heard the commotion. She searched for her purse that held the potion to kill the water creature, but she couldn’t find it. She must’ve dropped it in the water when he first pulled her in.

      She needed to get Will away safely without exposing who she was. If that was even still possible. She could easily have unfrozen him and ran, but then she would be facing twenty questions about what happened. She wasn’t ready for that conversation with him yet.

      Before she could think of anything, her magic wore off and both Will and Vepar unfroze. The creature swiped at Will with his claws, tearing his blazer. Kathy pulled off her shoes and drove a heel into the creature’s back. She saw the point of the knife she’d stabbed him with the week before and knew it wouldn’t stop him. He turned and pushed her. Landing on the edge of the pier, she moved to get up, but when she shifted her weight she lost her balance and began to topple into the dark water. She gripped the bollard on the edge of the pier to keep herself from falling in.

      Looking up at Will, she saw him charge Vepar, and a large sword appeared in his hands. Swinging it sideways, he tore through the creature’s flesh and its head dropped to the dock. He kept swinging until pieces of Vepar scattered across the end of the pier. When he was done, he stood and admired his work, huffing and puffing. Kathy could see blood sprayed across his face in the moonlight. The sword in his hand disappeared, and he reached down to help lift Kathy back onto the dock.

      He looked at her and said, “Grab the other end of the net over there and help me round up the body before anyone sees.”
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      What the hell was that?” Kathy pointed at the parts of Vepar that Will was stacking in a small pile at the end of the pier.

      “Keep your voice down.” Will shot an anxious glance back at the hotel. “You’re going to draw attention.” He chucked a piece of the creature’s leg onto the pile.

      “What, are you some kind of…wizard or something? A witch?” She knew she hadn’t imagined Will conjuring the sword. He was hiding something, just as she was.

      “Kathy, I’ll explain later. Right now we need to dispose of the body before anyone sees.”

      He held her hands in his. She looked up and saw Vepar’s blood splattered across his face. She nodded slowly and reached for the net at the edge of the pier. “Careful. His venom is still pretty potent.”

      “What about the blood on your face?”

      He brushed it off with his sleeve. “I’ll be fine.”

      They spread the net out on the deck and tossed the body pieces in the center.

      After they managed to scoop up all the pieces, Will said, “Stay here. I’ll bring the car up.”

      Kathy nodded and watched as he jogged down the pier.

      She examined herself. Her dress had been ripped at the ends by Vepar’s claws. There was another tear by her knees. She must have scraped it when Will was pulling her out of the water because there was a faint trickle of blood that blended in with her red dress.

      She tried to straighten out her hair. It had been pulled back in a bun, but during the attack most of it managed to slip out. She tried to correct it before giving up and letting it all fall on her shoulders.

      Headlights blinded her from down the pier, and she stood in front of the net just in case it wasn’t Will. A man stepped out, and the car continued to sit idle with the engine still running. The lights illuminated Kathy.

      She still couldn’t make out who it was until Will jogged up. “Let’s try to get him in the trunk. I think I know of a place where we can dump him.” Kathy nodded and helped Will pull in the corners of the net. The body was soaked and heavier than they expected.

      Will rested with his hands on his knees after they managed to bring the net to the back of the car. He let out a breath and said, “I’m going to try to lift him. You help push him into the trunk. Remember, don’t let his blood touch yours.”

      Pulling up her dress, she bent her knees to get under the net when Will lifted it. He counted to three and yanked it up. Kathy pushed the bulk of it toward the trunk and helped Will squeeze in the parts that wouldn’t fit.

      “It’s not going to work,” Kathy complained. “He’s too big for the trunk.”

      “It has to fit.” Will shoved and cracked some of Vepar’s bones, which sent chills down Kathy’s back. Finally, he slammed the trunk down. “There. It fits.”

      He wiped his hands on his pants. He was a worse mess than Kathy was. Her clothes were mostly ripped and torn, but Will was splattered in blood. His white dress shirt looked almost completely red now.

      “What are we going to do with the body?” Kathy tried to keep her voice even. She didn’t want Will to know how scared she was. She knew she could be walking right to her death with him.

      He clenched his jaw and watched as some people began to exit the hotel. “Get in the car.”

      Kathy sat quietly as Will raced down State Street. Either this man was a homicidal killer, or he was somehow magical. She now doubted whether she had actually seen him conjure the sword. It could have been something her imagination had filled in. But no, he didn’t have the sword beforehand and he didn’t have it now. Yet the body was still cut into pieces. He had definitely done something.

      Will turned onto Highway 79 going south and raced out of the city.

      “Where are we going?” Kathy’s voice was tiny in the tension-filled car. She felt like a fool for falling for him so fast and having it all turn bad in such a short time.

      “We need to dump the body. Preferably somewhere away from water.”

      “Do you have an idea of where?”

      Will nodded. “Farmland. We’ll have to find one that isn’t being used this season.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      Will looked over at Kathy. “You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She didn’t answer. Didn’t even look at him. She kept her eyes on the road as they raced away from the city. As guilty as criminals.

      “I know you’re a witch,” Will said.

      “So shouldn’t you be the one afraid of me?”

      “I’ve dealt with witches my whole life. None of them were nearly as…captivating as you.”

      Kathy rolled her eyes, yet still flashed a smile. “Okay, so I’m a witch. What are you?”

      He kept his eyes on the road. “I have…powers, yes.”

      “I know. The dead guy in the trunk told me. But what are you? Are you a witch?” She needed to know what type of magic he possessed, that way she could figure out his limitations. She never saw him brandish a wand, so he definitely wasn’t a wizard. She didn’t remember him speaking any charms or spells, so he likely wasn’t a sorcerer—although if he was and he didn’t use a charm, his magic was highly advanced and she was in trouble. He had to be a witch.

      Will shook his head. “I’m not a witch.”

      Kathy crossed her arms and faced forward again.

      “It doesn’t really matter what I am. At least not now.” He tried to reach over and rest a hand on her knee, but she crossed her legs and pulled away from him. Placing his hand back on the steering wheel, he continued, “We have a job to finish. It’s been a weird night. We both need to sleep on it and figure this all out in the morning.”

      Five minutes later, Will took an exit and drove down a dark rural road. Besides the glow from the headlights, the only light came from the full moon.

      “Keep your eye out for a possible spot. It needs to be away from water, otherwise he could re-form himself,” Will said.

      “So he doesn’t ever die?”

      “Not as long as there is still a drop of water in his body,” Will explained. “We’ll bury the pieces separately to help dry him out faster. Once his body is completely dried, he’s never coming back.”

      Kathy wondered how he knew so much. She had an entry on Vepar in her magic book, but she still didn’t know the details about how to kill him. Besides the potion.

      Will turned off his lights and pulled onto a farmer’s path through an empty field.

      “Farmers tend to rotate fields whenever the nutrients in the ground are used up. This field must’ve been vacant this season,” Will explained. “That means it should be pretty dry.”

      The car rocked back and forth as they slowly worked their way farther down the uneven path deeper into the field. Kathy could hear Vepar’s body thrashing around in the trunk.

      About halfway in, Will stopped the car and said, “This looks like a good place.”

      Barefoot, Kathy stepped out of the car and walked to the trunk.

      “Where are your—oh, yeah.” She had left the one shoe at the pier, the other was still lodged in Vepar’s back.

      Will popped the trunk. “Same thing as before. Ready?”

      Grabbing hold of the net, Will and Kathy pulled hard. The body moved slightly but remained snug inside the trunk. Kathy slipped in the dirt and fell to the ground, but she popped up and kept trying to free the net.

      Eventually, they worked the net out of the trunk, and the body plopped onto the ground.

      Kathy looked up at Will and asked, “Do you have a shovel?”

      He held out his hand and conjured one.

      “Oh, right. Are you going to need help?”

      He pulled off his torn blazer and rolled up the sleeves of his bloody dress shirt. “I’m not going to make you dig. Especially without shoes. Have a seat.”

      Will went to work on the first hole. He measured halfway down the shovel and deemed it deep enough to hold Vepar’s body. He counted eight steps away and started on the second hole. Kathy sat in the passenger seat and watched. Once six holes were dug, he wiped the sweat from his brow and asked, “Would you mind helping me distribute the body parts?”

      “Every other date I’ve been on usually ended with a kiss at the door.” She stood and reached inside the net for a slimy dismembered limb.

      “The night’s not over yet.” Will smiled. He had his hands on his hips and breathed heavily. “Besides, this is a date you’ll never forget.”

      “And some people say romance is dead.” She couldn’t help but smile. The attack wasn’t Will’s fault, and at this point there was nothing left to do but laugh at the absurdity of it all. She had been in other strange predicaments because of her supernatural legacy and felt sure this wasn’t going to be her last.

      Just as she dropped a piece into the dirt, Will spun her around and kissed her. “See, now it’s romantic.”

      She smiled at him until she realized they were standing beside a cut-up corpse, and she snapped back to reality. “Um…where are we putting the…uh, big piece?” She pointed to the net below her.

      Wiping away some more sweat, Will pointed to a large hole to his left. “I think the one over here is deeper, so we’re probably better off putting the torso there. We should probably keep the head away from it, though.”

      Kathy nodded and opened up the net. “It’s like Santa’s bag on Christmas morning.” She reached in and grabbed an arm and tossed it in a nearby hole.

      Once the limbs were scattered, they both moved the torso to the deepest hole.

      “It looks pretty dried out already. Shouldn’t take much more,” Will noted. “I’ll finish up here.”

      He looked exhausted and Kathy wanted to help him, but there was no way she could do that without shoes. She wondered if Will could conjure some for her. She decided against asking and turned to return to the car.

      “Wait! Here.” Will reached into the hole the torso was in and pulled out Kathy’s heel and the kitchen knife she had stabbed Vepar with, then handed them to her. “I believe these belong to you.”

      She took them without thinking and threw them by her feet in the car. Both would likely end up in the garbage when she got home. Especially since she’d left her matching shoe somewhere on the pier on the lake.

      After Will finished filling in the holes, the shovel disappeared from Will’s hand and he returned to the driver’s seat. “I think we’re good.”

      “We don’t need to say a spell or anything to make sure he’s really dead?” Despite the work they put into it, everything seemed too easy.

      “You witches and your spells.” Will laughed. “No, this is definitely the end of the road for him.” He started the car and headed back down the path toward the road.

      They chatted on the way back to Kathy’s house, avoiding the topic of body disposals. The darkness of the night hid their bloodstained clothes and unkempt appearance.

      Back at Kathy’s house, Will walked her to the door.

      “I’m sorry tonight didn’t turn out the way you expected it to,” he said.

      Kathy smiled. “It was certainly memorable. But not something I want to repeat. I think our next date should be quieter.”

      “Yeah? What did you have in mind for the next one?”

      “Anything that doesn’t involve killing a human piranha and burying the body. That would be nice.” They both laughed, and when she smiled up at Will, he leaned down and kissed her.

      “Call me when you’re ready for date two,” he said and walked back to the car.
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      Samantha, wearing a white T-shirt and flannel pajama bottoms, was sitting in the kitchen reading the newspaper and drinking tea when her sister walked in. Kathy tossed the bloody kitchen knife and her shoe on the table.

      “What happened to you!?” Samantha nearly spit out her tea at the sight of her sister.

      “I had one of the weirdest nights of my life,” Kathy said, plopping onto the barstool next to her sister and leaning on her hand. She could feel the dried slime in her hair. “What are you still doing up?” She glanced at the clock and saw that it was almost one in the morning.

      “The boys and I had a movie night and I was just cleaning up,” Samantha said. “What did you do?” She reached for the hole in her sister’s dress. “You’re bleeding!”

      “Oh, that’s just a scratch.”

      Samantha looked her sister over and inspected the scratch on her knee. “Kathy, this is bad. Did he hurt you?” She got up, ran a dish towel under the faucet, and started dabbing at Kathy’s face, wiping up the slime. “What happened?”

      “Well, dinner was…eh, okay. Nice, but basically uneventful,” Kathy said, diving into her story. “But then we were on the pier by the Bicentennial Tower, and Vepar grabbed me and nearly pulled me into the water.”

      “Vepar attacked?” Samantha nearly shouted.

      “Yeah, but apparently Will is somehow supernatural—I’m not quite sure exactly what he is, but he’s the one who killed Vepar.”

      Samantha put up her hand to stop Kathy and closed her eyes for a moment. “Wait, wait, wait! Will is supernatural?”

      Kathy nodded. “Guess so.”

      “And he killed Vepar?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, what is he exactly? A witch? Seer? Brute? What, Kathy?”

      Kathy raised an eyebrow. “Cool it, Sammy! He didn’t say. But he saved me tonight. Let’s be grateful for that right now.”

      “I just think it’s a little suspicious that this guy just happens to be magical. What did he say when you told him you’re a witch?”

      Kathy thought for a minute. “He actually didn’t have much to say.”

      “He knew already. Kathy, this guy could be dangerous.”

      “Yes, Sammy,” Kathy droned.

      “So how did Will kill Vepar?”

      “Chopped him up.” Kathy smiled and reminisced about the incredible night she’d had, despite all the complications. “We buried him in some random farm field outside the city.”

      “Kathy, do you understand how crazy you sound?” Samantha gave up with tending to her sister and retook her seat. “You’re not going out with him again, are you?”

      “Probably.”

      Samantha sighed. She wanted to forbid her sister from seeing him, but Kathy was right: Will had saved her. Of course, Will was also the reason Kathy had been on the pier to begin with.

      “Just be careful,” Samantha warned.

      “Always.”

      “Find out what he is. Sooner than later.”

      “Before I get too serious with him, he’s going to have to tell me what he is,” Kathy said. “Don’t worry! I’m not going to go off on the crazy train over some guy.”

      “Good.” Samantha finished her tea and deposited the mug in the sink. “Now, get these things off the table.”

      “What are you going to tell the boys?”

      Samantha hadn’t thought about that. “Um…I guess just say that you were attacked and you managed to take care of it. They don’t need to know the details.”

      Kathy nodded. “Got it.” She had to agree with her sister on this one. The boys didn’t need to know what her night had entailed.
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      Kathy often found herself dreaming of Will now. Not in the sappy happily-ever-after way, but whenever she dreamed lately, he was usually there in some way. She dreamed either of their first date or introducing him to her family—she was already stressing out about how Samantha would react to him; Kathy knew her sister had already formed an opinion of him.

      This night’s dream was different. It was vivid, and Kathy felt as if she were standing right next to Will, only everyone in her dream couldn’t see her. Or at least they didn’t acknowledge her.

      A woman with long, silky black hair arrived. Black lipstick adorned her lips, and her skin was as white as a ghost’s, almost glowing. She wore long, sweeping red robes that dragged on the ground and swung in the breeze as she turned.

      Next to the woman stood Vepar at attention, with his arms behind his back and his eyes locked forward.

      They were standing on a beach, the wind rippling through the robes of the woman with black hair. Kathy could feel the chill herself but still couldn’t place where they were. Water washed up and licked at Vepar’s feet, keeping him wet.

      The woman spoke to Vepar, but Kathy couldn’t hear the words. She looked authoritative, and by the way Vepar responded—a curt head nod before splashing into the water and disappearing out of sight—she must have been.

      After Vepar was gone
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