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I let Steve and the kelpie out of the trailer. The kelpie posed a bit of a problem. I couldn’t just throw him in a stall, because he needed water. I knew there was a stream in the orchard, but I wasn’t sure if Grant wanted me to turn the kelpie loose in there. It was a complicated problem and I was running on no sleep, I was hungry, and I was irritated that Grant had disappeared with Tally without even a hello. Which of course then made me irritated that I was even bothered by it. This is why emotions are ridiculous. That don’t make any sense at all and complicate simple things. 
I grabbed Steve’s muzzle with my hands to get his attention. “I want you to take the kelpie into the orchard for now.” Steve grumbled, because riding all night in a trailer isn’t his favorite thing, either. The effect of which is a little like a spring drizzle, only directly on your brain. I stared him down. “Stop that, I don’t like it. Find him a stream or a lake, but tell him he needs to stay put until the orchard keeper can talk to him. Okay?” The faintest touch of butterfly wings on my mind. “Good. Then find a meadow to frolic in and look picturesque or whatever it is you do when you go in there. I’m going to sleep for two days.”
I didn’t have time to do that, but I did need some sleep. Two days was definitely wishful thinking, though. The barking that came from the orchard gate told me that the nap would have to wait.
“What is that?” Edda asked.
I dropped my head back and groaned. “I forgot about the puppies.” Why was nothing simple today?
I clomped my way over to the orchard gate, Edda in my wake. Steve and the kelpie stood in front of the entrance to the orchard, their way currently blocked. 
“Are those cerberi puppies?” Edda asked.
I whistled and most of the heads swung in my direction. “They’ve grown.” I don’t know why I was surprised. Puppies grow up. That’s how our world works—things grow up. But when I’d first dropped the puppies off, they were malnourished, their skin patchy with urine burns. You’d never know it now by looking at them now. The white one, Spock, came bounding in my direction, all three of his tongues hanging out. For obvious reasons, Spock was my favorite. Not that I would admit to having favorites. He stopped just short of barreling into me, and I took a minute to kneel down and scratch under his chins and behind his ears. He had a fancy new leather collar with a brass nameplate that had “SPOCK” in bold letters. I nodded to the other two, who hadn’t left their guard position. “The smaller brindle is Hercules. The other brindle is Stooge.”
Edda snorted. “Your apprentice named them, didn’t he?”
“He sure did,” I said, straightening up.
Edda shook her head. “Grant’s never getting rid of them now.”
“No, but I think this is a good fit for them, anyway. They get a good home and the orchard gets three good guards.” I snapped my finger. “Spock, to me.” I joined Steve with Spock on my heels. “Sit.” All three of the Cerberi sat, their bodies at attention. Good, now that they were paying attention, I just had to give them the password to stand down. Only I couldn’t remember it. “Look, guys, you need to let Steve and his friend in.” The Cerberi didn’t budge. Great. I rubbed my temples.
“You have to give them a specific command?” Edda guessed.
“Yeah, Grant said he had to crack down a little bit on security after my apprentice caused some havoc.”
“Cannon fodder? Huh. He’s usually a pretty good kid.”
I laughed. “He is, but I think Grant is blaming the orchard just as much as Jonah.” Ugh, what was the command? I had, for once, shoved my phone in my pocket. I grabbed it and hit Grant’s number.
It rang twice before he picked up. “Are you calling me from the lawn?”
“No, Vegas. I need to tell the Cerberi to stand down.”
He told me the password.
“You have to be kidding me.”
“I’m not. What are you—”
I hung up before he could ask what I was doing. I pointed my phone-hand at Edda. “Not a word.”
She gave me a tight-lipped smile, her expression bemused.
I shook out my limbs, loosening them, and cleared my throat. No use putting it off. I opened my mouth and sang. “I have the only key to your heart. I can stop you falling apart. Try today you'll find this way. Come on and give me a chance to say. Let my love open the door.”
The Cerberi barked and laid down, opening the way for Steve and the kelpie. “I hate Grant so much right now.”
Edda clapped. “But your voice is so pretty!” She laughed at my death glare. Apparently, I really needed to work on it, if it made her laugh. “That was the command? A song?”
“Specifically, the bridge to ‘Let My Love Open the Door’.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “Cupids.”
Edda’s cheerful laughter followed me all the way back to the truck. I grabbed my duffle bag out of the back-seat area, staring at Grant’s farmhouse while Edda got her stuff off of her bike. Grant lived in a beat-up farmhouse at the end of a long, dusty drive. Off to the left sat the orchard of what looked like apple trees that curved with the slight roll to the field. The grass in the orchard was long and swaying with the breeze. A weathered fence surrounded it. Of course, that was all an illusion. I didn’t know exactly what was on the other side—Grant didn’t take people into the orchard often. Hence the guard dogs. I did know a lot of different creatures lived in there. The gate was actually a portal to some kind of safe haven that Grant protected. He tried to explain it to me once, but it made my brain hurt, and I didn’t care enough to figure it out. All that was important was that it worked.
 The large barn to my right had a new paint job and clearly repairs had been done. The house in front of us still needed a fresh coat as well, but the porch and the rocking chairs were clean and cozy looking. It was coming along nicely, all in all. It had been a real mess when Grant and his family had first moved in. Once Edda was ready, I led her up the steps and into the farmhouse.
Grant lived with three people, including my apprentice, Jonah. Since it was only Grant and Tally in the kitchen, I assumed Granny Mae, Grant’s niece, Azzy, and my apprentice were still asleep like normal people. Grant and Tilly sat next to each other at the kitchen table. Tally was shaking like a leaf, but some of the color had returned to her face. A cup of tea sat in front of her, but her hands were in Grant’s as she talked. He didn’t look away, but tipped his head slightly toward the stairs. Right. He didn’t want interruptions and knew that I could get Edda settled. I waved to Edda with one hand to let her know to follow me.
The farmhouse has four bedrooms upstairs, and all of them were taken. But since Grant had known we were coming, I assumed that Azzy had kipped in Granny Mae’s room. I opened the door to Azzy’s room quietly, just in case. The bed was empty and neatly made, likely with clean sheets. I opened the door wider. “You can sleep in here. There’s a bathroom down the hall. If you get hungry, hit the kitchen.” I left before she asked where I was going to sleep. There was only one empty bedroom right now and I was tired and annoyed, and if he wanted to drag my sleeping ass out of it, he was welcome to try.

Grant’s bedroom was warm and rustic—the walls were cream, the furniture all a dark wood. Exposed wooden beams highlighted the twin copper lamps hanging down, casting warm light over the scuffed wood floors. He had an actual four poster bed, the attached hanging curtains were a deep red color and were secured back by little ties. The bed itself was huge—I pulled back the thick blanket and found flannel sheets. A few strategically placed succulents added to the homey feel. The whole room was built to comfort and soothe. One wall had a hanging door, which I pushed aside to reveal Grant’s bathroom done in the same color scheme and style. I grabbed a thick blue towel, taking a minute to enjoy the plush feel of it in my hands. To someone who had been living in shitty hotel rooms, it was like a palace.
I stripped and took a shower, taking the time to wash my hair. I didn’t want to crawl into those flannel sheets smelling like death and blood. Once I was clean, I toweled off and dug through my duffle bag, I realized I didn’t have any clean clothes to change into. Without Jonah traveling with me, I’d gotten negligent with my laundry. Mostly because I hated doing laundry. I dug through Grant’s drawers until I found a T-shirt long enough to sleep in and pulled it on. Then I brushed out and braided my hair. It was damp, but I couldn’t do anything about that. As is, I was almost nodding off while brushing my teeth.
All the work was worth it to climb into that huge, soft bed, and nestle under the blankets. The sheets smelled like Grant, and it was a smell that told me I was clean and warm and safe. I passed out, my dreams dark and dreamless.

I woke up in a bear hug, which meant I couldn’t grab for any weapons.
“You’re safe.” Grant’s voice vibrated along my back. “You don’t need a knife.”
“Some weirdo climbed into bed with me while I was asleep. That doesn’t sound like a non-stabbing offense to me,” I growled, but I also relaxed into his hold. My eyes felt gritty and I was still tired, grumpy, and wanted more sleep. If Grant was waking me up, then it was because I had to get up now. I burrowed in deeper.
“Last time I sat on the bed and tried to gently tap your shoulder I almost lost an eye.”
“Why you got to bring up old shit?”
“It was two months ago,” Grant said, loosening his hold.
“Yeah, old shit. And did I actually stab you? No. I stopped. Whole lot of fuss about nothing.” I tried to yank the blanket over my head.
Grant grabbed it, holding it up. “Are you wearing my T-shirt?” I peered back at him. His grin was smug as shit.
“I need to do laundry.” I did not like the look of pure glee in his eyes.
“Perhaps. Or maybe you just wanted to be close to me? Sleep in something that smelled like me, because you liiiiike me?” He tilted his head to get a better look. “Does that mean you’re wearing my boxers, too? Because I’ve got to say, that’s kind of working for me.”
I yanked the blanket out of his hands. “No, you conceited ass. I needed clean clothes and yours were closest and I thought sleeping naked in the bed would give you the wrong idea. And I’m not wearing any underwear at all, so the jokes on you.”
I regretted those last words as soon as they left my mouth. Grant froze, his hazel eyes looking hot and golden. “You’re wearing nothing under my shirt? Nothing at all?”
I slipped out of his arms and slid out of the bed, almost landing on my butt. “Do I smell coffee? I bet there’s coffee.” I couldn’t hear him laughing, but I felt the mattress shake against my back. The jerk. I got up, held my head high, and walked toward the door.
“There is coffee. There’s even food. But the question is whether you’re comfortable going down there to get them in nothing but my T-shirt?”
I froze, my hand on the doorknob. I turned my head to glare at him. He had his hands tucked neatly behind his head and looked entirely too comfortable and handsome on that stupid, amazing bed. I wanted to strip him naked but also take his smugness down a peg at the same time. Stupid sexy Grant.
Though I didn’t reply, Grant could clearly read the conflict and irritation on my face, because he sighed and rolled off the bed. “Let’s get the big, bad Valkyrie some pants. Then you can give me your bag and I’ll get your laundry going. Your laundry is always such a fun challenge.” 
Grant disappeared and came back with a pair of Granny Mae’s pajama pants, which were about five inches too short. Then he handed me a pair of thick wool socks that were too big for my feet, but would keep them warm as I walked around the house, and a sweatshirt that went almost to my knees. I wasn’t fashionable, but I was warm and cozy and after months of living the way I had, well, it almost cracked me wide open. I stood there staring stupidly at my hands while Grant cuffed the arms of the too-long sweatshirt and I tried not to cry. Cry. What was wrong with me?
Grant took one look at my face and cursed under his breath before wrapping me up in a hug. I hated that I liked his smell, but I also wanted to saturate myself in it so much that I buried my head into his flannel. He rested his chin over my head and rocked me. “You’re exhausted. That’s all it is. Even warriors need rest and sleep. You’re just as much your father’s child as you are your mother’s and that means you need food, sleep, warmth, shelter, comfort, and love. It’s not a weakness.”
I didn’t argue with him, even though I wanted to. He was right, I just didn’t want him to be right. “I’m so tired.”
“I know, sweetheart.” He kissed the top of my head and I closed my eyes. “And I wish I could make you stay and rest for the time you actually need, but I know you won’t. So we’ll make a deal. We’re going to stand here, quietly, just like this, for a few more minutes. You are going to let me hold and care for you and you aren’t going to argue or punch me. That’s all I’m asking, and I promise in a few minutes we’ll leave this room, get some food in you, and I’ll never tell anyone that for a second you were human and you needed a hug.”
“So much blood, Grant. Just, so much—and all of it for sport. Not to survive. Not to protect anyone. Just for money. It’s—” my throat tightened and I couldn’t finish my sentence.
“Shh.” Grant held me and rocked me and we stood in that quiet moment until he let me go and led me from the room without saying a single word. He held my hand until we got to the bottom of the stairs and then let go, knowing I would need to enter the kitchen on my own, chin high, emotional armor back on.
I let him enter first. I paused in the hallway where no one could see me, took a deep breath, and followed.
#
The kitchen had more people in it then when I went to bed. Tally was nowhere to be seen, though I trusted Grant enough to know that she was somewhere in the house. Edda sat blearily in one chair, a cup of tea in her hands. Edda hated coffee. Jonah and Azzy were conspicuously absent, which meant that either Grant or Granny Mae didn’t want them to meet our guests, though from looks alone, I couldn’t guess why.
At the other end of the table sat three young men. One was short but muscular, the thin material of his T-shirt straining over his muscles so much that the skateboarding logo on it was warped. I would have dismissed him as muscle, but his eyes were sharp and intelligent. He looked like he might be of Mexican or Latinx descent, but I couldn’t be sure. It’s not like he was waving a tiny flag from the country of his parent’s ancestors. 
The guy sitting next to him wasn’t very tall either, his unassuming face neither handsome nor ugly—the kind of guy that would probably get labeled “cute” when he smiled. He had light eyes, pale skin, and the color of hair sometimes referred to as “dishwater blond.” The dark circles under his eyes weren’t doing him any favors, either. Granny Mae had already put a cinnamon roll in front of him, because he looked like he could use a few good meals and a damn juice box. If either of them were old enough to drink, I’d eat Grant’s sweatshirt.
The third guy looked on the young side, too, until you got to his weird silver eyes. They were sharp and almost hostile. Predator eyes. He was tall, with black hair and skin the color of moonlight, and despite the setting, was impeccably dressed in a suit that probably cost more than all of my clothes put together. I couldn’t figure out how he fit with two people that looked like they should be at the skatepark or playing video games or whatever it is kids did these days.
I flopped into a chair and scowled until Grant put a cup of coffee in front of me. Then I scowled over the coffee. “What’s the name of your boy band?” 
Grant choked on his coffee.
The middle guy grinned. I was right, he was cute. “We’re between names.”
I sipped mine carefully and kept looking at the trio. “You’re missing someone. You’ve got Sporty Spice there, and you’ve got the Emo one covered.” I eyed the tall guy. “And he’s clearly Posh Spice. Where’s the adorable one everyone coos over like he’s a puppy?”
Sporty Spice laughed. “We left Frank at home.”
“I knew there was another one.” I set my coffee down and looked at Grant, waving a hand at our guests. “It’s too early for a serenade and a dance number, so why are they here?”
Posh Spice sniffed. “It’s past noon.”
I shrugged. “Early for me, Captain Judgmental. I went to bed at dawn.”
The blond one put a hand out to stop him from responding. What was interesting was that Posh listened. Oh, he didn’t like it, but he did what the blond guy said. If I hadn’t watched them interact, I would have said that Posh was the scariest one in the room. But I was wrong. I looked harder at the blond now.
His smile was very self-effacing as he reached for a necklace around his neck. It looked like some sort of beaded pouch. He paused with it barely off his neck because both Edda and I had blades out. I grinned because none of them had even seen us move. 
One of his eyebrows winged up. “You’re in pajamas but you’re armed?”
I shrugged. “Just my kicking-around-the-house dagger. Nothing fancy.”
Edda smiled and pulled a bigger knife from a sheath she had hidden on her back.
The weird part was they all relaxed. “Okay, cool, it’s just bladed weapons,” Sporty Spice said. “I can deal with that.”
The middle guy glanced at him, his smile rueful. “That’s weird, right? That we’re both relieved?”
Sporty folded his arms. “Look, as long as they don’t have weird magic stuff going on or are trying to suck out our insides, I don’t care.”
Posh Spice looked up at the ceiling and sighed. “Children, please.” He turned those silver eyes on us. “If you wouldn’t mind at least putting down your weapons? This is a friendly meeting, after all, and I’d hate to have to steal your shiny daggers to keep it that way.”
I snorted, but put my dagger down. “I’d like to see you try.”
The blond was shaking his head. “Now you’ve made it a challenge, which means I’ll have to frisk him before we leave.” He extended his fingers, keeping the cord of his necklace on his thumbs. “I’m just going to take this off. It won’t hurt anyone, I promise. It’s just my camouflage, okay?”
Before I could respond, he took his necklace off. Anything I might have said died on my lips. Sweet mother, the power coming off this kid. I could barely breathe as it filled the damn room. My eyes were wide as I watched him set the beaded bag down on the table gently. I didn’t know what he was, but I knew a monster when I saw one. He might be boy-band-adorable, but he was definitely a monster. My hand twitched toward my blade, but I kept myself from grabbing it.
He saw the movement, though, and his eyes became sad. “My name is Sam. This is Ramon.” He gestured to the guy on his right. “The one you called Posh Spice is named James.” He smiled up at his rather formidable and icy looking companion. “I’m here because my uncle owed Grant a favor. He’s currently indisposed, so I came in his stead.”
“What are you?” Edda’s question was almost a whisper.
His smile was almost sunny. “Didn’t Grant tell you? I’m a necromancer. I hear you’ve got dead body for me?
