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CHAPTER ONE


My name is Lizzy Tucker, and I used to think I was normal. My hair is blond with some chemical assistance. My eyes are brown from my Grandpa Harry. I’m 5′5″ tall, and my breasts measure more than my waist so I’m a happy camper. I had a mildly embarrassing childhood free from any truly significant disasters. I wasn’t a cheerleader or the prom queen. I didn’t graduate with honors. I chose culinary school after high school, where I limped my way through butchering beasts and excelled at baking cakes. I was engaged and disengaged. Good riddance to him. In January, three days after my twenty-eighth birthday, I inherited a house from my Great Aunt Ophelia, and I took a job as pastry chef at Dazzle’s Bakery in Salem.


For five terrific months, I felt like my life was finally coming together. And then two men and a monkey dropped into my world and changed it forever.


One of the men is called Wulf, short for Gerwulf Grimoire. He’s eerily handsome, with midnight black, shoulder-length hair that waves over his ears. His skin is pale, his eyes are dark, and his intentions are even darker. The other guy is big and scruffy, and beach bum blond. He has a hard muscled body, a questionable attitude, and a monkey named Carl. The big, scruffy guy is unexplainably charming, and he has only one name . . . Diesel.


The men are my age. And according to Diesel, we’re part of a loosely organized band of humans with abilities beyond the ordinary. I don’t entirely believe all this, but I don’t disbelieve it, either. I recognize that some people are smarter, braver, stronger, can sing better, are luckier than others. So who’s to say some people don’t have abilities just north of normal. I mean, it’s not like he’s telling me he’s Superman from the planet Krypton, right?


This is my first October in New England. I still love my job and Ophelia’s small, two-bedroom saltbox that sits on the crest of a hill overlooking Marblehead Harbor. The house was built in 1740 and over the years has had some renovation, with varying degrees of success. It’s a little lopsided and the windows aren’t plumb, but it has a working fireplace, and from day one it’s felt like home.


Usually, I work from five in the morning until one in the afternoon, but today I had the day off. Rain was slanting against my kitchen windows, and the ancient maple in my backyard rattled in the wind. I was in the middle of chopping vegetables for soup when my back door blew open and Diesel stepped into my tiny mudroom. He was wearing motorcycle boots, washed-out jeans, a T-shirt that advertised beer, and an unzipped gray sweatshirt. He had a two-day beard, his hair was thick and unruly and wet from the rain, and he was sex walking.


“I need you to come with me,” Diesel said. “Some guy just got pitched off his fourth-floor balcony, and Wulf is involved. There’s a rumor going around that Wulf’s got a lead on another SALIGIA Stone. I imagine this murder fits in somehow.”


The story Diesel tells is that seven ancient stones hold the power of the seven deadly sins. They’re called the Stones of SALIGIA, and if you combine them in the same vessel you get really bad juju going . . . like hell on earth. Some people believe the stones have found their way to Salem. Wulf happens to be one of those people, and he’s made it known that he wants them. Since Wulf is thought to inhabit the dark side from time to time, Diesel has been bestowed the responsibility of preventing him from collecting the stones.


“Ordinarily, I wouldn’t mind tagging along,” I said to Diesel, “but I’m making soup.”


“Okay, let’s take a look at what we’ve got. You can stay here and make soup, or you can go with me and save mankind from getting chucked into Satan’s stew pot.”


I blew out a sigh. Having special abilities sounds good on paper. And there are some people, like Wulf, who might enjoy the power those abilities bring, but I found the gift to be an awkward burden. I get that someone has to save mankind from the big stew pot in hell, but why me?


“To tell you the truth, I’ve never really bought into the whole SALIGIA thing,” I said to Diesel. “And I truly don’t feel equipped to save mankind.”


“You have a critical ability I lack,” Diesel said. “You’re one of only two people who can sense objects related to the SALIGIA Stones.”


“And you think I’ll have to use that ability at this crime scene?”


“Probably not,” Diesel said, “but you’re cute. And if I have to go look at some idiot who face-planted onto the sidewalk in the rain, I’m taking you with me.”


“You think I’m cute?”


“Yeah. Can you hurry it up here, please?”


It’s sort of alarming that I can be so easily swayed by a compliment, but there you have it. I scooped the chopped vegetables into my soup pot and clapped a lid on it. I grabbed my purse off the kitchen counter, snatched a hooded sweatshirt off a peg next to the door, and stepped outside.


The cloud cover was low, the rain was turning to a drizzle, and there was a chill in the air. There were still boats on moorings in the harbor below my house, but their number was significantly decreased from the summer crush. It was definitely fall in New England.


Diesel opened the white picket fence gate that led from my small backyard to the alley where he was illegally parked. He was driving a red Jeep Grand Cherokee that wasn’t new and wasn’t old. Usually, it was mud-splattered and coated in road dust. Today, the rain had washed the top layer of dirt away and it looked almost clean.


I slid onto the passenger-side seat, buckled myself in, and realized Carl was in the back. Carl looked up at me, gave me a finger wave, and smiled a horrible monkey smile. All monkey gums and monkey teeth and crazy bright monkey eyes.


I grew up in suburbia. We had cats, dogs, hamsters, guinea pigs, parakeets, and fish. Never a monkey. A monkey was a new, sometimes disturbing experience.


Diesel drove down Weatherby Street to Pleasant, Pleasant turned into Lafayette, and Lafayette took us to the bridge that crossed into Salem. We followed traffic through the center of town, cut off to the north side, parked behind a police cruiser on Braintree Street, and made our way over to where a small crowd was gathering.


This was a mixed neighborhood of commercial and residential. Cop cars, a truck belonging to the medical examiner, and an EMT truck were angle parked in front of a seven-story, yellow brick condo building that looked like it had been built in the seventies. Crime scene tape cordoned off an area in front of the building, and a makeshift screen had been erected, preventing gawkers like me from seeing the body sprawled on the rain-slicked pavement. Thank heaven for the screen. I didn’t want to see the dead guy.


“Do you know his name?” I asked Diesel.


“Gilbert Reedy. He’s a professor at Harvard. My source tells me Reedy came flying through the air and crash landed with a handprint burned into his neck.”


I felt my breakfast roll in my stomach, and my upper lip broke out in a sweat. “Oh boy,” I said. “Damn.”


Diesel looked down at me. “Breathe. And think about something else.”


“How can I think about something else? There’s a dead man on the ground, and he has a handprint burned into his flesh.”


“Think about baseball,” Diesel said.


“Okay, baseball. Am I playing or watching?”


“You’re watching.”


“Am I at the park? Or is it on television?”


“Television.”


Diesel tipped his head back and looked up at a shattered slider, leading to a postage-stamp-size balcony on the fourth floor. I looked up, too.


“I know of only one person who can channel enough energy to leave a burn mark like that on someone’s neck,” Diesel said.


“Wulf?”


“Yes.”


“So you think Wulf pitched Reedy through the window and off the balcony?”


“Everything points to that, but it would be out of character for Wulf. Wulf likes things neat. And this is messy. I can’t see Wulf throwing a guy out a window . . . especially in the rain.”


“That would be more you,” I said.


“Yeah. That would be more me.”


I scanned the crowd on the other side of the crime scene and spotted Wulf. He was standing alone, and he was impeccably dressed in black slacks and sweater. He didn’t look like a man who not so long ago threw someone out a window. His hair was swept back, and his dark eyes were focused on me with an intensity that made my skin prickle.


I felt Diesel move closer, his body touching mine, his hand at my neck. A protective posture. Wulf nodded in acknowledgment. There was a flash of light, some smoke, and when the smoke cleared, Wulf was gone.


“He’s been doing the smoke thing ever since he went to magic camp in the third grade,” Diesel said. “It’s getting old. He really needs to get some new parlor tricks.”


Diesel and Wulf are cousins. They’re related by blood, but separated by temperament and ideology. Diesel works as a kind of bounty hunter for the regulatory agency that keeps watch over humans with exceptional abilities. Wulf is just Wulf. And from what I’m told, that’s almost never good.


“Now what?” I asked Diesel. “Are you going to tell the police?”


“No. That’s not the way we do things. Wulf is my responsibility.”


“Whoops.”


“Yeah, I’m behind the curve on this one.”


I saw a flash of brown fur scuttle past me, and Carl crawled under the tarp that screened the body.


“I thought you locked him in the car,” I said to Diesel.


“I did.”


“What the heck?” someone yelled from the other side of the tarp. “Where’d the monkey come from? He’s contaminating the crime scene. Somebody call animal control.”


Diesel slipped under the tarp and returned with Carl. We hustled back to the car, we all got in, and Diesel took off down the street.


“He’s holding something in his hand,” I said to Diesel. “It looks like a key.”


Carl put it in his mouth and bit down. “Eeee!”


I traded him a mint, and I took the key. It was sized to fit a diary or journal, and it was intricately engraved with tiny vines and leaves.


“Is this yours?” I asked Diesel.


“No. He must have picked it up off the ground.”


“Maybe he got it off Reedy. Maybe he snatched it out of his pocket.”


“I took a look at Reedy, and he didn’t have pockets. He was only wearing boxers and one sock. I guess he could have had the key stuck up his nose or inserted south of the border.”


I took hand sanitizer out of my purse and squirted it onto the key. Diesel cut across a couple streets, found Lafayette, and turned toward Marblehead.


“Are we done?” I asked him.


“If we were done, I’d be on a beach in the South Pacific. I thought we’d go back to your house so you can finish your soup and I can do some research on Gilbert Reedy.”




CHAPTER TWO


Diesel peeled off Pleasant Street and wound around the historic area of Marblehead, following narrow streets designed for horses and foot traffic. He turned onto Weatherby Street and parked in front of my little house. The clapboards are gray, the trim is white, and there are two onion lamps on either side of my red front door.


Glo was sitting on my stoop with her black sweatshirt hood pulled up and her canvas messenger bag hugged to her chest. She’s single, like me. She’s four years younger, an inch shorter, and she’s the counter girl at Dazzle’s. Her curly red hair is chopped into a short bob, and her taste in clothes runs somewhere between Disney Princess and punk rocker. Today she was wearing black Uggs, black tights, a short black skirt, and a black, orange, pink, and baby blue striped knit shirt under the black sweatshirt. She stood when she saw us, and her face lit up with a smile.


“I was afraid you’d never come home, and I’d be stuck out here forever,” she said.


I looked up and down the street. “Where’s your car?”


“It’s back at my apartment. It’s leaking something.”


“How’d you get here?”


“My neighbor was passing through and dropped me off. I thought you were making soup this morning.”


“There was a temporary change in plans,” I told her.


Diesel opened my front door, Carl rushed into the house, and we all followed him to the kitchen, where Cat 7143 was perched on a stool. Cat is shorthaired, tiger-striped, has one eye and half a tail. Glo rescued Cat 7143 from the shelter and gave him to me. It said Cat 7143 on his adoption paper, and he’s been Cat 7143 ever since. Cat jumped off the stool, sniffed at Carl, and walked away in disgust. Carl flipped him the bird and claimed the stool.


“Put the hex on anybody lately?” Diesel asked Glo.


Glo set her messenger bag on the counter. “No. I tried to put a happy spell on my broom, but it didn’t work. He’s still cranky.”


Glo’s read the entire Harry Potter series four times and has aspirations toward wizardry. A couple months ago, she found Ripple’s Book of Spells in a curio shop, and she’s been test-driving spells ever since. I like Glo a lot, and she’s an excellent counter girl, but she’s a disaster as a wizard.


“What kind of soup are you making?” Glo asked, looking into my pot.


“Vegetable with beef broth and noodles.”


“Are you putting any exotic herbs in it? I have some powdered eye of newt with me.” Glo rummaged around in her bag and pulled out a small jar. “And I’ve got lizard eggs, but they might be expired. I got them on sale.”


“Thanks,” I said, “but I’ll pass.”


I took the little key out of my pocket, set it on the counter, and went to the sink to wash my hands.


“Omigosh,” Glo said. “It’s the Lovey key. I didn’t realize you were the one who bought the sonnets.”


“I didn’t buy sonnets,” I told her. “I found the key. Technically, Carl found it.”


Glo picked the key up and squinted at it. “If you look real close, you can see the L inscribed in the middle of the vines. It’s absolutely ancient, and Nina at Ye Olde Exotica Shoppe said it might be enchanted. It goes with a little book of sonnets. I was saving up money to buy the book from Nina, but someone beat me to it.”


I tied my chef apron around my waist and looked over at Glo. “I didn’t realize you liked poetry.”


“Nina let me read some of the sonnets. They’re so romantic. And some of them are totally bawdy.”


“Nothing better than a bawdy sonnet,” Diesel said, helping himself to a bagel.


I couldn’t imagine Diesel liking a sonnet, bawdy or otherwise. I thought Diesel was more of a limerick kind of guy.


Glo returned the key to the counter. “Nina told me the sonnets were guaranteed to inspire lust, and I thought they might come in handy. You never know when you might want to inspire lust in someone, right?”


I glanced over at Diesel and thought I’d rather have a charm that helped me ignore lust.


“I want to do some research on Gilbert Reedy,” Diesel said to me. “Is it okay if I use your computer?”


“Sure.”


“Who’s Gilbert Reedy?” Glo wanted to know.


“Dead guy,” Diesel said. “Took a swan dive off his fourth-floor balcony this morning.”


I set the dining room table for three. I was serving soup and fresh baked bread for lunch. Oatmeal cookies for dessert.


Diesel ambled in from the living room to join Glo and me, and Carl hopped onto the fourth chair.


“Chee?” Carl asked.


“No,” Diesel said. “It’s soup. Remember when you had the meltdown over mashed potatoes? Soup is worse.”


Carl gave him the finger, jumped off, scurried into the kitchen, and returned with a bowl. He set the bowl on the table and scrambled onto his chair. Too short. He could barely see over the table. He jumped down, ran to the closet, and came back with his booster chair. He climbed onto the booster and smiled his scary monkey smile at everyone. Hopeful.


“Isn’t that cute,” Glo said. “He wants soup.”


I’d seen Carl eat, and I agreed with Diesel. I didn’t think soup was a good idea. I put a slice of bread into Carl’s bowl and spooned a little broth over it. Carl pointed at my soup and pointed to his bowl. He wanted more.


“Not gonna happen,” Diesel said.


Carl threw his bowl onto the floor and glared at Diesel. Diesel blew out a sigh, plucked Carl off the booster seat, carted him to the back door, and pitched him out.


“What if he runs away?” Glo asked.


“Lucky me,” Diesel said.


“He’s not going to run away,” I told Diesel. “He’s going to stand out there in the rain until you let him come in, and then the whole house will smell like wet monkey.”


There was some scratching at the door, the lock tumbled, the door opened, and Carl stomped past us into the living room. He turned the television on, surfed a couple channels, and settled for the Home Shopping Network. We all rolled our eyes and got busy with our soup.


“Did you find anything interesting on Reedy?” I asked Diesel.


“He taught Elizabethan literature. He was single. Originally from the Midwest. Drove a hybrid. Forty-two years old. No indication that he was exceptional in any way.”


“Boy, that’s impressive,” Glo said. “Do you have to buy into a search program to find that kind of stuff?”


Diesel mopped the last of his soup up with a crust of bread. “No. It was on his Facebook page. He also had a blog where he wrote about finding a book of sonnets that was said to have magical powers.”


Glo went wide-eyed. “I bet he was talking about Lovey’s book! Is that where you found the key? Was the key on Gilbert Reedy?”


“Maybe,” Diesel said. “Maybe not.”


Carl walked into the dining room and mooned Diesel. It lost some impact, since Carl didn’t wear pants and his business wasn’t new to us.


“Dude,” Diesel said. “That’s no way to get dessert.”


Carl snapped to attention. “Eep?”


“Cookies,” I told him.


Carl jumped onto his booster seat, sat ramrod straight, and folded his hands on the table. He was a good monkey. I gave him a cookie, and he shoved it into his mouth.


“Manners,” Diesel said to him.


Carl spit the cookie out onto the table, picked it up, and carefully nibbled at it.


“I should probably go home,” Glo said when we were done with lunch. “I have to do laundry, and my broom might be lonely.” She carried her plates into the kitchen, shrugged into her sweatshirt, and hung her messenger bag on her shoulder. “Thanks for the soup and cookies. I’ll see you tomorrow bright and early.” She left by the back door, and a moment later, she returned. “I don’t have a car,” she said. “I forgot.”


“No problem,” Diesel said. “Lizzy and I were going out anyway. We can take you home.”


I raised my eyebrows at Diesel. “We were going out?”


“People to see. Things to do,” Diesel said.


Twenty minutes later, we dropped Glo off. Another fifteen minutes, and we were parked in front of Gilbert Reedy’s apartment building. A plywood panel covered the shattered fourth-floor patio window. It was the only evidence that a tragedy had occurred. The body had been removed from the pavement. The police cars and EMTs were gone. The crime scene tape was gone. No CSI truck in sight. Rain was still sifting down.


Diesel got out and opened my door. “Let’s look around.”


“You look around. I’ll wait here.”


“Doesn’t work that way,” Diesel said. “We’re partners.”


“I don’t want to be a partner.”


“Yeah, and I don’t want to live with a monkey.”


It was a valid point, so I unhooked my seatbelt and followed him into the lobby. I stepped back when he went to the elevator.


“Whoa,” I said. “Where are you going?”


“Reedy lived in 4B.”


“You’re going to break into his apartment?”


“Yeah.”


“That’s against the law. And it’s icky.”


Diesel yanked me into the elevator and pushed the 4 button. “It feels like the right thing to do.”


“Not to me.”


“You’re the junior partner. You only have a fifteen percent vote.”


“Why am I the junior partner? I’m just as powerful as you are.”


The elevator doors opened onto the fourth floor, and Diesel shoved me out into the hall. “In your dreams.”


“You can find empowered people, and I find empowered objects. That seems pretty equal to me.”


“Honey, I have a whole laundry list of enhanced abilities. And let’s face it, you make cupcakes.”


I felt my mouth drop open.


Diesel grinned down at me. “Would it help if I said they’re really great cupcakes?”


“You’ve eaten your last.”


Diesel wrapped an arm around my shoulders and hugged me into him. “You don’t mean that.” He removed the crime scene tape sealing 4B’s door, placed his hand over the dead bolt, and the bolt slid back, demonstrating one of the laundry list abilities. Diesel could unlock anything. He turned the knob, we stepped into Reedy’s apartment, and Diesel locked the door again.


It was small but comfortably furnished, with an overstuffed couch and two chairs. Large coffee table, loaded with books, a few pens, a stack of papers held together with a giant rubber band. Flat screen television opposite the couch. Desk to the side of the smashed patio door. We peeked into the kitchen. The appliances were old but clean. Small table and two chairs. Coffee mug in the sink. There was one bedroom and one bath. Nothing extraordinary about either.


“What are we doing here?” I asked Diesel.


“Looking for something.”


“That narrows it down.”


We migrated to the bookcase by Reedy’s desk. He had a wide-ranging assortment of classics, some biographies, some historical fiction, and a large poetry collection that took up an entire shelf. Lovey’s book wasn’t in the collection. I went to Reedy’s bedroom and looked around. No book of sonnets. No sonnets in the bathroom or kitchen.


“Nothing seems out of place,” I said to Diesel, “but I don’t see Lovey’s sonnets.”


“CSI has already gone through here collecting prints and whatever they think might be useful,” Diesel said. “I don’t see a cell phone or computer. I guess they could have taken the book, but it doesn’t seem likely. They’d have no reason to believe it was important. It’s more likely the killer took the book.”


I walked to the coffee table and stared down at a Shakespeare anthology that had to weigh at least fourteen pounds. The cover was faded. The pages were dog-eared and yellow with age. A lined legal pad had been used to hold a place in the book. I flipped the book open and scanned the page.


“Reedy has this anthology turned to one of Shakespeare’s sonnets,” I said to Diesel. “And he’d taken some notes on it. He copied the line Sometimes too hot the eye of heaven shines and he wrote Key to Luxuria Stone and underlined it twice. And then farther down the page he has a list of professional papers and books. Lovey’s book is the last on the list.”


Diesel looked over my shoulder at Reedy’s notes. “Luxuria is Latin for lust.”


“You can read Latin?”


“Superbia, Acedia, Luxuria, Ira, Gula, Invidia, Avaritia. The seven deadly sins. That’s the extent of my Latin.”


“Do you think Reedy was killed because he was researching the Luxuria Stone?”


“People have chased after the stones for centuries, going on nothing more than blind faith that the stones exist, and they’ve done some horrific things to get them. It wouldn’t surprise me if Reedy was the latest victim in a long history of victims.”


We went silent at the sound of someone trying the doorknob. There was some scratching and jiggling. A pause. More scratching and jiggling. Another pause. Someone was trying to pick the lock and not having any success. Diesel went to the door, peeked out the security peephole, and turned back to me, smiling.


“It was Hatchet,” Diesel said. “It looks like he’s leaving.”


Steven Hatchet is a soft lump of dough with red scarecrow hair. He’s sworn allegiance to Wulf, dresses in full Renaissance regalia, and is off-the-chart crazy. He’s in his late twenties and is the only other human known to have an ability similar to mine. Supposedly, we can sense energy locked inside common objects. At first glance, it sounds like fantasyland to be able to do this, but I don’t imagine it’s much different from a farmer using a divining rod to find water underground. Although honestly, I’m not sure I believe in divining rods.


We took one last tour of the apartment, and Diesel scooped up the anthology, the pad, and the folders.


“You can’t take all that stuff,” I said. “That’s stealing.”


“Think of it as borrowing,” Diesel said. “Someday I might bring them back.”


Diesel locked the door and stuck the crime scene tape back in place. We took the elevator to the lobby and ran into Hatchet carrying a chain saw.


“Does Wulf know you’re playing with power tools?” Diesel asked Hatchet.


“My lord only knows I will get the job done. He cares not how. You and your slut need not know more than this.”


I felt my eyes narrow, and I listed a couple inches in Hatchet’s direction. “Slut? Excuse me?”


Diesel slid an arm around my shoulders and eased me far enough back so my fist couldn’t reach Hatchet’s nose.


“It’s not a secret,” Diesel said. “Everyone knows Wulf is looking for the Luxuria Stone.”


“And we will succeed,” Hatchet said. “We have the sonnets, and we will shortly secure the key.”


“Why didn’t you get the key when you took the sonnets?” Diesel asked.


Hatchet’s face flushed red. “It was an oversight.” He turned on his heel and marched to the elevator.


“He’s going to cut a hole in Reedy’s front door with the chain saw,” I said to Diesel.


“Not likely,” Diesel said. “It’s a metal fire door. If Hatchet wants to get in, he’s going to have to go through the wall.”




CHAPTER THREE


It was pouring rain by the time we got back to my house. We kicked our shoes off in the mudroom and padded sock-footed into the kitchen. Diesel took a couple cookies from the cookie jar.


“You could have defended my honor back there when Hatchet called me your slut,” I said to Diesel.


“I was enjoying the moment. I’ve always wanted a slut of my own.”


Carl wandered into the kitchen. He’d been sleeping on the couch in the living room, and he had bed-head monkey fur all over. He scratched his stomach and eyeballed Diesel’s cookie. “Eee?”


I gave Carl a cookie and turned my attention to the anthology and the folders Diesel had placed on the counter. The first folder was labeled General History of the SALIGIA. The second folder contained a thesis called The Myth of the Luxuria Stone by someone named Carl Stork. Plus a shorter professional paper, also by Stork. Both works by Stork were written in 1943. The third folder held a collection of stapled pages, scraps of paper, and articles cut from journals and newspapers.


“Most of the stuff in this folder is relatively recent,” I said to Diesel. “Some handwritten notes. A newspaper piece about a museum exhibit that opened last week. An article reprint about Salem witches.” I pulled the witch article out and started reading. “Holy cow. This article is about Miriam Lovey being suspected of witchcraft. It says she disappeared before she could be brought to trial. She was fifteen years old at the time.”


“Any mention of sexy sonnets?”


“No. But she was accused of inspiring inappropriate desires in men.”


Diesel took the article from me and read it for himself. “The whole witch trial thing makes my nuts crawl.”


“Boy, I’m really glad you shared that with me.”


“Don’t you have an equivalent body part that’s shriveling even as we speak?”


“No. But I’m getting nauseous.”


My doorbell bonged, and someone started pounding. BAM, BAM, BAM! I opened the door and Hatchet charged in, sword drawn.


“Hand it over,” he said, “or I will smite thee down.”


“You’ve gotta lose the Renaissance thing,” Diesel said to Hatchet. “You sound like an idiot.”


“You mock me now, but there will come a time when you will bow to my sire, and to me as well.”


Diesel didn’t look worried about bowing to Wulf and Hatchet. “There’s a reason for this visit, right?”


“You have what is rightly ours. We have the book, and the key is part of the book.”


“What key?” Diesel asked.


“You know very well. The Lovey key.”


“Nope,” Diesel said. “Don’t have it.”


“You lie. You were in Gilbert Reedy’s apartment ahead of me, and you took the key.”


“How do you know?” Diesel asked him. “Maybe the police took the key. Maybe the key doesn’t exist. Maybe Reedy swallowed the key, and they’ll find it during the autopsy.”


“I know because I have powers,” Hatchet said. “I sense these things. I smell them. I see visions. And besides, I looked in the kitchen window just now, and I saw the key lying on the counter.”


“Finders keepers,” Diesel said.


Hatchet’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets and his face got blotchy. “It will be ours!” he yelled. “My master commands it. You will give me the key or all will die!”


He raised the sword, took a step toward me, and Cat flew through the air and latched onto Hatchet’s face.


“YOW!” Hatchet shrieked, dropping his sword, batting at Cat.


Diesel grabbed a handful of Hatchet’s tunic and lifted him off the floor. “I’ll take it from here,” Diesel said to Cat.


Cat disengaged from Hatchet’s face, gracefully landed on the floor, and flicked away a clump of Hatchet’s hair that was stuck in his claw.


Diesel carted Hatchet at arm’s length to the open door, pitched him out, closed and locked the door.


BAM, BAM, BAM. Hatchet was hammering on the door.


Diesel opened the door and looked down at Hatchet. “Now what?”


Hatchet had a bunch of cat scratches and punctures that were beginning to ooze blood. “I think I left my sword in your living room.”


Diesel retrieved the sword, gave it to Hatchet, and closed and locked the door again.


“Have you ever thought about getting shades on those kitchen windows?” Diesel asked me.


“Shades cost money.”


“Maybe I should spend the night here. Make sure you’re safe.”


“Not necessary. I have Cat.”


My clock radio went into music mode at 4:15 A.M. Still dark out. Cat was asleep at the foot of the bed. No rain slashing against the window. All good signs. I dragged myself out of bed, took a shower, and got dressed in my usual uniform of jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers.


The floors throughout the house are wide plank yellow pine. Some very, very old. Some new. The ceilings are low. The walls are old-fashioned plaster. The windows are wood, with small panes. The kitchen is far from high tech, but perfectly functional, and it feels cozy. I have my pots and pans hanging from hooks screwed into ceiling beams over my little work island.


I started coffee brewing, poured some kitty nuggets into a bowl for Cat, and gave him fresh water. I ate a small container of blueberry yogurt while I waited for my coffee, and reviewed my day.


It was Monday. That meant I would make all the usual cupcakes, plus an extra forty-five strawberry for Mr. Nelson’s weekly lunch meeting at the boat club. And Clara would need help with the bread, because Mr. Nelson would also want forty-five pretzel rolls. My afternoon and evening were open, but I had a feeling Diesel would fill the empty spaces.


I poured the brewed coffee into a travel mug, added a splash of half-and-half, stuffed myself into a sweatshirt, and grabbed my purse. Diesel had taken the Lovey key and Reedy’s papers with him, but the Shakespeare anthology was still on the counter. I stared at the anthology and thought about Hatchet and Wulf . . . that they might be lurking in the dark somewhere between me and my car, waiting to snatch me.


If I’d let Diesel spend the night, he would have protected me against all sorts of drooly, knuckle-dragging, bloodsucking monsters. Problem was, who would protect me from Diesel? Diesel was six foot three inches of mouth-watering, heart-stopping male temptation. He was annoying, charming, pushy, practically leaking testosterone, and he always smelled great. He also was off-limits. According to Diesel, if two people with exceptional abilities do the deed, one of them loses all their special skills, and there’s no way to tell which one will lose. It’s a total bummer, because if I could be sure it would be me, I’d be happy to make the sacrifice. Unfortunately, if it was Diesel and I had to save the world all by myself, I’d be up the creek without a paddle.
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