Chapter 16
A Hickey from a Tricky
(God) Is Like a Hallmark Card

I waited until after we got home to present Garm with his bonus pork chop. “Consider it a reward for work well done.” I waited until the wolf took the porkchop delicately from my hand before going back to the kitchen to wash them. In the kitchen I found Grant busying himself putting away the rest of the meat while Tally grabbed a glass for water. My parents were nowhere to be seen, so I assumed they were still out shopping.
While we’d been on walkies, Edda had taken a power nap and had also been her usual awesome self. She was wearing yoga pants with a loose cotton shirt and was sitting in one of the dining room chairs with her legs up and crossed. “First, the invitation. I was right. It’s dates, times, and coordinates.” She looked smug, but it was well earned.
“Good job,” I said. “But I don’t have a pork chop for you.”
She grinned. “I already helped myself to one of your dad’s beers.”
“So when and where?”
“Two days from now. Nine o’clock. Fort Wetherill State Park. I looked it up. It’s about forty minutes from here.”
“A state park?” Grant asked. “That doesn’t seem to type, does it?”
I waffled my hand back and forth. “I’ve seen them in all kinds of places. If they bought off security—if there even is security—then the only thing you’d have to worry about would be bored teens or couples trying to sneak into the fort. Easily dissuaded.”
Tally joined us at the table. “Really all they need is space and privacy. I’m sure they have witches on hand to help ward the place to keep people out. They have their own security people.”
“The park has an old military fort,” Edda said. She pulled up some photos on her laptop. “Plenty of space, like you said.”
I looked at the images. Lots of bright graffiti, cement, and acres of land. Some of the cement had steps making it almost like an amphitheater. Apparently that was where the old guns had been before the military retired them. 
Grant looked over my shoulder at the screen. “You’re right. It would work for their needs.”
“So that gives us tonight and tomorrow to research the area and prep for the actual fight,” I said.
“I’ll help anyway I can,” Tally said. “But I can’t fight or use my magic to help you.”
She was right. As much as it would help to have her ward and spell some of our gear, we couldn’t chance it. Someone might recognize her work from the ranch we took her from. “It’s safer if you stay here. We’re going in to fight, but that doesn’t mean we’ve forgotten your little sister. We’ll keep our eyes and ears open.” I really missed Steve. He always helped me with reconnaissance. I was used to fighting with him. Grant and Edda would hold their own, and Garm…well, I wasn’t worried about Garm. Still, Steve and I were a team, a dynamic duo. It felt weird to work without him.
“How are you going to disguise yourself?” Edda asked. “I know Loki said they’d take care of it, but our uncle isn’t always…reliable.”
“I don’t know,” I said, getting up to stretch. “Like you said, that’s not really reassuring, is it?” Trusting Loki to have it lined up felt like a mistake, especially if my uncle wasn’t going to share plans beforehand. We would have to come up with a backup plan. “You said first earlier. Does that mean there was a second?”
“Oh, right.” Edda pulled up another screen. “I looked up who owned the pub. At first it seemed pretty straight forward and led to an owner, Ted McGillis.” She clicked on something, pulling up what looked like scanned legal paperwork. “Since nothing in this whole stupid thing has been simple, I double checked it. Didn’t want any nasty surprises.”
This was one reason why Edda was so good at this part of the job. She was patient and thorough. It was entirely possible that I would have hit that end and left it, haring off to explore the other leads.
She highlighted a paragraph on one of the images. “I found this. McGillis ran into some financial trouble a few years back. Apparently he has a gambling problem. While he runs the bar and remains in place as the owner, he’s actually a figurehead. Someone else actually owns the bar and they went through some lengths to disguise who they are.”
I frowned. “But it’s just a bar. Why go through all that?”
Edda held her hands up, palms out in a who knows gesture. “Could be all kinds of reasons. I’m still sorting out through the legal mess. I’ll keep going until I find our quarry.”
I knew that look. Edda, at heart, was a huntress. Only her chosen prey wasn’t a majestic stag or a wily boar. No, Edda got her thrills hunting down information, and not for the first time I was so very pleased she was on my side.
“I have no doubt that you will triumph.” I stretched my arms up, arching my back. Despite our walk with Garm, I was feeling restless. “I’m going to go out into the yard and practice.”
Edda got up from her chair. “I’m going to join you. I feel like I haven’t fought anything in ages.”

We both changed into workout gear and met up in the back yard. Though we didn’t have our normal training equipment, my dad still had some of my old stuff in the garage. I dug out some of my training staffs, bamboo sticks, dulled knives, and hand wraps. The nice thing about working out with Edda was that neither of us had to hold back. We had to make sure we didn’t hurt each other, but that too, was a deeply ingrained habit. It was a relief to let my mind go quiet and my body do what it was built and trained to do. Joy sang through me as I kicked, ducked, and spun across the yard.
By the time we took a break, we were both sweat-slicked and breathing hard. Tally was sitting on the grass, watching. My father’s yard was a rectangle of grass surrounded by a tall hedge. A wooden deck hugged the backside of the house, a small outdoor table and chair set at one end, the umbrella a faded rainbow print.
“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to watching your kind fight.” Tally had been hugging her knees to her, but now relaxed, stretching them out. “It’s like watching liquid lightning. Does that make any sense?”
I chugged my water. Lightning was fast and water flowed. “Yeah, that makes sense. Edda’s a little faster than me, and I’m a little stronger.”
“The fuck you are,” Edda said.
“Oooh, Edda, I made you swear.”
She threw her stick at me and I caught it out of the air. “I’ve been around you too much. You’re a terrible influence.”
“Do you ever lose?” Tally asked.
Edda and I exchanged a knowing glance before I dropped my eyes to the grass. We trained and worked hard so that we rarely lost. But it did happen. We both had sisters that we’d lost along the way. “Yes.”
I was willing to leave it at that, but Edda continued. “We fight on for them. Every time we ride, we ride for them as much as ourselves.”
“What if you lose tomorrow?” Tally asked. She seemed worried, though probably not so much for us then what it would mean for her and her sister. I couldn’t blame her for that.
“Then we drink mead with our mother’s in Valhalla.”
Grant came out then, bringing a pitcher of water to refill our glasses. I tipped mine at him in thanks before I downed it. Garm trotted out at his heels, curling up on the deck to watch us. Grant had been going through his arrows, figuring out what he needed to add before the fight. I assumed he’d also been making more. He’d changed into a tight tank top and the kind of shorts that some boxers wear—loose and short.
I gave a wolf whistle. “Nice legs.”
Grant’s eyebrows lowered. “Stop objectifying me.”
“I’m trying,” I said.
“No you’re not,” Edda said with a snort. “You have too much fun being disgusting.”
She wasn’t wrong, so I didn’t argue. I wasn’t sure if I could had made a coherent argument anyway. My brain sort of shorted out the second he walked out in his workout clothes. He’d pulled his hair back out of his face. It was just long enough to make a short ponytail. I’m not that into long hair in general, but Grant had nice hair. Thick, brown, with caramel streaks painted in by the sun. The tank top revealed a lot of tanned skin, muscles, and his tattoo. I can admit to being a sucker for a good tattoo. Basically, right now if I was a cartoon character, I would have turned into that wolf with his tongue hanging out. It was embarrassing, really.
Edda sat down in the grass next to Tally, an evil grin on her face. “I’m ready for a break. Why don’t you two spar?”
I scowled at her, but that just made her smile wider. Odin save me from matchmaking friends and family.
I put my glass on the railing and moved to an open spot in the yard, rolled my neck, and waited for Grant. He found a spot across from me. We didn’t bow or give any sign we were ready. The kind of fighting we’d be doing tomorrow night would be no-holds-barred and dirty. So when Grant was ready, he just came at me.
Grant doesn’t fight as much as me. Don’t get me wrong—Cupids still fight. The difference was that I come from a race of warrior women. I kick ass and save creatures—it’s usually short, brutal work. Grant’s the one that does all the long, exhausting work after. He takes care of the brutalized creatures. Finds them homes or safe habitats. If they can’t be returned to the wild, he provides safe haven. It’s not as flashy as what I did, but no less important and honestly in my mind, his work was harder. Mine was fun. I enjoyed fighting. Nurturing is harder work, really.
I blocked the punch Grant leveled at my chest, barely moving out of the way of his follow-up  high kick. I had to step back and regain my balance, losing the chance to go on the offensive. A few more kicks, one taking me to the ground. I rolled up onto my feet, countering with a fast punch to the gut. Grant didn’t move fast enough and had the wind knocked out of him. Even though Grant didn’t train as much as me, he was still experienced. He also had height and muscle mass on me, while I had speed and a more diverse training. We’ve sparred together before, so he knew my fighting style and vice versa.
I was sweating hard now, and Grant was starting to as well. My focus was entirely on him. My surroundings, even Tally, Edda, and Garm were tuned out. Grant was getting tired. He was also losing. I smiled in triumph as I swept his feet out from under him. He grabbed me as he went down, pulling me with him. We laid there for a second, catching our breath, both of us smiling.
“I win,” I said.
“You think?” Grant wheezed, using the arm around me to pull me even tighter against him. “Because it feels like I won.”
“Ugh.” I shoved off him and got up, noticing that our audience had grown. My mom and dad had returned from the store. My dad was laughing, but my mom looked speculative. That didn’t bode well. My mom was as pushy as Edda. I reached down and helped Grant up. “Looks like it’s time to wash up for dinner.” I shoved him up the steps and past everyone. I could feel Grant’s laughter through my hands on his back. I ignored it.

We watched a movie after dinner—Wallace and Gromit: The Curse of the Were-rabbit. Garm picked. I think he liked the idea of a smart dog paired with a bumbling human. Or maybe he liked all the rabbits. Who knows. It wasn’t like any of us were going to argue with him over the remote. I crashed hard after the movie, falling into a deep sleep.
This time the dream wasn’t anywhere fancy. Instead my uncle was sitting in the chair in my room, glaring at it. “I’ve always hated papasan chairs.” He was wearing a male aspect this time, his voice a honeyed tenor. Loki was ever changing. He was tall and lithe, and his suit looked Italian. His shirt was unbuttoned at the top. I don’t think Loki enjoyed ties. My uncle was always beautiful, and this aspect was no different. He looked like he could walk casually down a runway, all sexual swagger and confidence as cameras snapped.
My uncle didn’t so much as flick his fingers, but the chair changed. It was now an oversized beanbag chair taking up twice the space and covered in what I hoped was faux fur. His grin stretched wide as he settled into it. It was an image of pure hedonism. “Much better. I prefer a seat that can fit two. Or three.” He patted the spot next to him, his eyes laughing at me when I hesitated.
I flopped onto the space next to him. The beanbag really was much more comfortable. He took out a cigarette and lit it, the lighter flaring orange in the dim light of my bedroom. He waved his perfectly manicured hand at the bed, the ember of the cigarette drawing an orange arc. “That’s adorable.”
I glanced at the bed. Grant was wrapped around my sleeping form, his face tucked into the space behind my neck. One of us had kicked the blanket off until it was down by our knees. “Shut up.”
Loki took a drag of the cigarette, the smoke twining out of his teeth as he smiled, forming into twin snakes that slithered through the air. “He’s well made, I’ll give you that.”
“You’re worse than mom.”
Loki tutted at me. “We just want to make sure he’s worthy of you. What are his intentions? Does he have good prospects.” He blinked at me, manufactured innocence stamped on his face. “Should we be weaving flower wreaths and discussing your bride price? Level with me—how many sheep does he have?”
“Did you come here to tease me, or was there another reason?”
His eyebrows winged up. “Can’t it be both?”
It was really weird to watch myself sleep. Kind of creepy, actually. “It’s your dream.”
“That it is.” More smoke, this time a single snake biting his own tail. Loki’s version of smoke rings. “You have a knife under your pillow, don’t you?”
“And a sword under the box springs. Dad helped me build a special holder for it under the frame as a sweet sixteen present.”
“That’s absolutely terrifying,” Loki said, all smiles. “And sexy. I’ve always had a thing for warrior women. We don’t have to talk, you know.” He turned toward me, propping himself up on his elbow so that his face hovered over mine. His eyes were heated. “He won’t even know.”
Most of the old gods have a very flexible view on sex and a very hazy grasp of monogamy. Especially the Greek gods. That is a family tree that’s almost a circle sometimes. So while Loki was my uncle in a vague, celestial kind of way, he wouldn’t think it was creepy to sleep with the daughter of a Valkyrie. I had a different view. Not just because he was my uncle. That was weird enough. But I’ve read the myths. Nothing good seems to come from mortals having sex with gods. There was always a lot of cursing or smiting and the babies were monsters in the most basic sense, often having troubled lives. Loki’s offspring included a giant wolf, a serpent, and Hel. So hard pass. Telling a god no was always a difficult road to tread. That also led to smiting and cursing.
Loki started laughing so hard the bean bag shook. “Look at you. You’re twisting yourself into a pretzel trying to find a way to politely tell me to fuck off.”
“You’re very pretty, Uncle. Anyone would be happy to gain your attention.”
“Not you, though.” His gaze grew calculating. “You must really like the Cupid. Is he good in bed?”
I didn’t say anything. Keeping my mouth shut with gods was always my default when I could manage it.
He cackled with glee. “You don’t know!” Loki took another, slower look at the bed. “What a waste, child. Have I taught you nothing?”
I crossed my arms and glared. I wouldn’t rise to the bait.
Loki perched over me and I didn’t like the look in his eyes. “I did come here for a reason, my darling niece.”
“I’m all ears, Uncle. After all, the night wastes.”
He grabbed my chin then, his fingers biting. “I appreciate your lip, I really do. Sarcasm is practically my language.” He leaned close. I should have smelled cigarette smoke, even though his cigarette had disappeared at some point. Loki smelled like incense, fire, and ozone. It was a heady mix, making my head swim. “But it’s a delicate dance child. I’ve given you so many gifts and I don’t like ungrateful children.”
I swallowed hard. “Thank you, Loki. Your gifts have been great. We are honored by your help.”
His grip lightened. “Your sister did well deciphering the invitation, but I’m a little disappointed that you’ve forgotten one of my other presents.”
What had I forgotten? I wracked my brain. “To be honest, I’ve been so overwhelmed by your generosity Uncle, that I’m not surprised by my err. I’m half-mortal, after all.”
“Don’t oversell it.” He stroked my jaw, leaning close to my ear. “The clutch, darling. Shoved into that disgrace of a closet along with the dress.”
“I remember.”
“You need to look in it,” he said, his face so close now that his nose was almost touching mine. “Will you do that for me?”
“Yes,” I said. I couldn’t look away. His eyes were hypnotic, and as I’d correctly stated earlier, I was half-human. I didn’t have the strength to look away. Humans were the playthings of the old gods.
He lips tipped up into a smile. “Good.” He kissed me then, not bothering to keep it chaste. It was like getting hit with a tidal wave of pleasure and my mind blanked out for a moment, drowning in sensation.

I sat up abruptly in bed. “Motherfucker!”
Grant levered himself up next to me, his voice groggy with sleep. “What? What is it?”
“My uncle,” I gritted out through my teeth, “Needs to learn some fucking boundaries.” I looked over at my chair. It was still a giant bean bag. He’d left it as both a reminder and a taunt. I couldn’t shrug any of it off as a conjuring of my dreaming mind. 
“You want to talk about it?” Grant turned on a bedside lamp. His eyes narrowed. “Is that a hickey?”
I growled, my hands fisting in the blankets. I looked up to the ceiling. “Not fucking funny, Uncle.”
Dark laughter rolled through the room. Just wanted to give you something to compare your Cupid with.
Grant blinked hard. “Did you hear that?”
“Yes.”
Grant mulled this over. “Am I competing with a god?”
I turned to look at him. “I am not a prize to be tussled over.”
“That wasn’t what I meant and you know it,” Grant said, irritated.
I flopped back onto the bed. I didn’t do anything wrong and I didn’t need to justify shit. That didn’t mean I liked the look on Grant’s face right now. “Please remember that my uncle’s main goal in life is to fuck with people. Loki is literally a trickster god.”
Grant rubbed a hand over his face. With a sigh, he leaned over to turn off the lamp. Then he slid back into the bed, pulling the covers up. He wrapped an arm around me, letting out a huff when I shoved him away. “Cut it out, I’m trying to say sorry.”
I stopped pushing.
He pressed his lips to my temple. “I’m sorry.” Grant carefully tucked me into his side. “My offer stands. Do you want to talk about it?”
“Not really.” When did I ever?
A soft sigh against my temple. I had frustrated my patient Cupid. I wondered how long he’d be patient. Would he give up at some point? Was I too much trouble? Did I want him to give up? I only had questions, but no answers.
“Do you want me out of this bed, Lena?” He brushed a thumb against my stomach. “I thought we had a clear understanding, but if I’m wrong, if you don’t want this, you need to tell me.”
This was it, then. Line drawn. I made a hell of a lot of noise about not wanting a relationship. If I said no right now, he would leave. Grant would listen if I said no. I should be overjoyed. I was getting what I wanted. Only the idea of Grant throwing back the blankets and walking out my door filled me with a sort of fluttery panic.
	“Men,” I said. “All of you so dramatic. So full of delicate feelings.” I turned over, but kept his arm around me, pressing it there with my own arm. “I don’t have the energy to deal with it. It’s the middle of the night.” I continued to grumble about demanding men and tricky gods as Grant wrapped back around me. His mouth was pressed into my shoulder and I could feel his lips curve up. I fell asleep mid-rant, that smile pressed into my shoulder a reassuring balm. 
