Chapter 11
A Trophy is a Trophy, Even if it’s Underwear

Edda struck out on Bill Tanzer’s phone—he’d either ditched it or got a burner. Disappointing, yes, but Edda didn’t come back empty-handed. She had managed to crack into the airport’s security cameras and got a clear shot of him catching a ride from the airport. Because Edda was brilliant and wonderful--which I’m now obligated to tell her seven times a day at a minimum—she caught the car’s license plate. So even though Bill either used cash to pay the driver or someone else’s credit card, she was still able to trace the car through its GPS. Which meant we knew what hotel he checked into. We didn’t know anything beyond that, because there was no room listed under his name, nor was there anything paid with any of his credit cards. Edda checked.
All of which was very useful to us, but somewhat terrifying on the whole. This was why I avoided a lot of technology. I preferred not to leave digital breadcrumbs for people like Edda.
Rather surprisingly, Tanzer had checked into a fairly upscale hotel, which I suppose should have reassured me. Surely they wouldn’t kill him in such a nice place? But I knew better. People get murdered in really nice hotels all the time. The sheets may have high thread count and the fixtures solid gold, but that wouldn’t stop a bullet. Besides, the way these people operated, they likely had a plan in place to lure Bill out. The nice hotel might be a way to lull Bill into a false sense of security. See how important you are? See how much we care? There’s even a tiny chocolate on your pillow! We would never hurt you. 
Just looking at the pictures of the hotel on Edda’s computer was sending a cold sense of dread up my spine. The more I looked, the less likely I thought our man Bill was still breathing. Still, we needed to follow her lead. We took some time to tidy up. Edda was tired and probably should have stayed, but we needed her backup. First, because we needed a tech person on hand. Second, because a stiff breeze could knock Tally over, and Grant…well, Grant had weird things like morals and scruples and didn’t like to hurt things.
I needed someone at my back who wouldn’t hesitated to punch someone in the face. That was Edda. It’s too bad we hadn’t worked out, she really was a catch. Brains and a solid right hook are a pretty sexy combination, in my humble opinion.
We cleaned up and put on some nicer clothing—which I didn’t really own. Luckily my closet held an old, but relatively unworn, lace tank top that didn’t look like it belonged in my closet. Since it still had tags on it, someone must have bought it as a gift for me years ago. My jeans and boots were clean. I put my hair up in a respectable fashion. Edda even had some eyeliner, mascara, and some other crap she put on my face to make me look more like the kind of person who checked into a nice hotel. I didn’t put makeup on very often. It takes a lot of time and skill, and I’m not interested in expending the first and I lacked the second. Plus I could never get used to someone—even myself—jabbing a pointy thing right by my eye. Edda managed to make it look passable and Grant managed to leave the room before he laughed.
Still, the end result was interesting. If you ignored the muscle definition in my arms, and my careworn boots, I looked almost dewy. I guess I could pass for a woman who hit the gym and the clubs. I wouldn’t know. I didn’t go to either, so I was basically going off of stereotypes.
Because Edda was always prepared, she looked really nice in a deep blue sleeveless blouse with a thin pair of brightly patterned and flowing trousers. Very chic. Tally didn’t have much, either, but was able to find a serviceable cotton day dress in her duffle. Unfortunately, it showed off her arms, which were still covered in bruises. She had to wear an old light jacket of mine to cover them. She wouldn’t be that comfortable—it was too warm for a jacket—but she’d draw less attention. We really needed to take her shopping so she had more of her own things. Tally was more willowy than I was, and my jacket was obviously a size too big.
Grant had cleaned up, showered, shaved, and threw on some nice clothes and honestly it didn’t really matter what he was wearing. He looked like a million bucks and he was just wearing a short-sleeved button up and some summer weight slacks. Again, it didn’t really matter. He was handsome enough that he could have walked into the hotel in a paper bag and no one would have said a word.  Or possibly noticed. It was irritating how little effort he had to put into it to get the same results as us. Stupid uneven gender expectations.
Once we were cleaned up and respectable looking—and our various weapons were hidden—we piled into the car we were borrowing from my dad, an old Toyota Camry. My dad had kept this one around just for me—it had a lot of miles on it and some wear and tear, and also just happened to be the most popular car in Rhode Island. We would blend in with the crowd, which was exactly what we wanted.
The hotel was about twenty minutes from where we were staying, though I had to drive around a few blocks to find decent parking. The hotel had valet, but I wanted to limit our exposure to employees. The more people we interacted with, the more that might remember our group later if Tanzer’s associates caught wind of us. Once we were parked, we had to walk through the humid heat, the sun bouncing up off the sidewalk and cooking us two different ways. When we opened the doors the air conditioning greeted us, letting us all know that we were already sticky and visibly sweaty.
Tanzer’s hotel had an airy, open feel to it—all warm woods, elegant creams, and rich colors. Clusters of seating were arranged for people in the lobby, the chairs and lounges looking upscale, yet plush. It was almost the exact opposite of the kinds of places where I usually stayed. No suspicious stains or unidentifiable odors. Where was the welcoming hint of mildew? The employees didn’t look like degenerates or criminals and appeared to have actual smiles on their faces. Not that I trusted those smiles. Upscale place like this? That means upscale clientele, which translates to needy and pampered. I’d rather deal with degenerates. They made less demands and wouldn’t threaten to talk to the manager. The kind of places I usually stayed were the kind where you checked under the bed for bodies before you sat down.
Let’s be honest, here—I would do that at any hotel. I was certainly going to do it in Tanzer’s room.
“Okay, Cupid.” I popped my sunglasses on top of my head and eyed my friend. “It’s your time to shine.”
Tally frowned. “You’re not going to try and bribe them?”
I shook my head. “We’ll do it if this doesn’t work, but the thing about bribery? If it doesn’t work, then that lady there—" I tipped my head at the receptionist checking people in— “will remember us and what information we asked about. It will put her on alert.” I leaned in to sniff a large flower arrangement next to me. Real, fresh, wonderful smelling flowers, and some of the blooms were tropical. “This kind of hotel will pride itself on maintaining the privacy of their guests.” 
I tilted my head, taking in the receptionists. There were currently three. One was already helping someone check in. The receptionist next to her, a tall, elegant man, with dark hair was currently free. Tally, Edda, and I would distract him. We’d save the last one for Grant. Her blouse and jewelry were tasteful and professional, her posture straight, her brown hair swept up into a perfect bun. Her fingernails were nicely manicured, her makeup light. Every inch of her was a nod to the gods of bland, urbane efficiency. Plus she was staring at Grant like he was holding a neon sign, and that neon sign was clearly making some interesting promises. Her cheeks were flushed.
“He might not even need to use his powers,” I said.
“She does look like she might swoon,” Edda said.
Tally scowled at both of us. Whether because she didn’t like how we were talking about Grant or stereotyping the concierge, I couldn’t tell.
“Okay, Grant, you’re up. We’ll take the other one.” I let Edda take the lead—she wanted to be up front so she could peek at their system. I let her, keeping Tally between us, because I also knew my limitations. Edda had more finesse than me. I was about a subtle as one of those mallets you use in Whack-a-Mole. It wasn’t that I couldn’t do it, but I often lacked the patience, and I had to work at it more. Edda’s charm was effortless.
While Edda chatted up the receptionist, asking questions about the rooms and the local nightlife, I took a glance at Grant. I couldn’t see his powers. Grant would cloak them from everyone but his target. I’d seen him in his glory, though, and it was a sight. He caught me looking at him, and the side of his mouth quirked up. Then just like that, his cloaking dropped for me.
Grant was an incredibly attractive man—I think that was pretty obvious. It wasn’t his lack of charms that had me hesitating where he was concerned. But when he was in full Cupid glory? I actually held my breath.
Grant’s wings were out. Usually they curled around his back, shoulders, and sometimes even his chest, looking like a tattoo rendered by an extremely talented artist. Now they shook out into the air, looking silvery and golden in the light, making Grant look like he’d swallowed a small piece of a star. His wings extended fully, snapping out behind him. No one else could see them besides me and the receptionist, but the people around him moved away anyway, like they could sense the magic.
The receptionist gasped, her eyes rounding like a cartoon character. She gazed at Grant with open adoration. He leaned against the counter and that was when I realized that his hands were empty. Where was his bow? I was fairly certain that he didn’t have any powers without it. I mean, besides the wings. Grant spoke to the woman, his voice low, his smile wide. He reached one arm back behind him, like he was going to scratch between his shoulder blades. There was nothing there as far as I could see, but his cloaking must have reached beyond his wings, because he pulled his bow out of nowhere. Then, still chatting amicably, he pulled out an arrow. 
Cupid’s arrows were fascinating things. Grant had let me see a few. They never looked the same, because the each one was hand built by the cupid out of an emotional memory. Sometimes his own, but often he gathered them from others as well. He didn’t tell me how, but I’d also never asked. This was where our training really differed. When I fought, I had to let emotion go. Too many feelings or thoughts could distract from what needed to be done. A distracted half-Valkyrie was a dead or injured half-Valkyrie. Cupids had to do the opposite. They had to open themselves up to emotions—and not just their own, but others. Despite what books and myths tell you, Cupids don’t trade in love alone. They do it all. Sadness, fear, confusion, hate, joy, if it was a feeling, it was the Cupid’s domain. When Grant dealt with someone, he would size them up and decide which emotion would work best, depending on what he needed them to do.
For example, if he was trying to bring a father and his daughter back together, and the father was being too rigid, he might chose a nostalgic emotion. Something bittersweet that would make the father remember a time when he could scoop his little girl into his arms and she loved him with the easy adoration of a child. It didn’t always work, of course. Emotions were messy and people were complicated, but a good Cupid could read your emotions as easily as if they were posted on a billboard.
 Grant eyed the arrow for a moment, his brow furrowed in concentration. The shaft glowed a brilliant white, looking like birchbark. The arrow head appeared to be sea glass, a soft green color, wrapped in gold wire. Apparently it was the one he wanted, because in one smooth motion, Grant knocked the arrow and released it. He was only a few feet away from the receptionist. In a blink, the arrow was buried in her chest. 
Her eyelids drooped into a long, slow movement before pulling back open, her mouth going slack. I glanced around the lobby, confirming that no one but me could see the show. Everyone else talked, laughed, and walked around like nothing weird was going on. Grant slipped his bow behind his back and it disappeared from sight again. Neat trick, that.
When the receptionist looked up again, her face had the wide open honesty of a child. Her eyes were glassy with tears, but they were obviously happy ones. She took one of Grant’s hands in hers and held it against her chest, right next to the arrow. Grant carefully disengaged, taking his hand back. He gestured to the computer, then held up his phone. I couldn’t see the screen, but I knew it held a screen shot of Tanzer’s face. She lit up when she saw it, nodding.  Her fingers flew over the keyboard, chatting with Grant like they were old friends as she worked. After a moment, she wrote something down on a piece of paper, slipped a plastic card in, and handed it to Grant. He took it, bowing over her hand as he did. She flushed.
Then Grant stepped back, dropping his hand down by his waist and waving backward with it in a motion hidden from her view. He was done and we needed to go. I tugged on the back of Edda’s shirt. She wrapped up her conversation with the other receptionist. Then the three of us turned and followed Grant into an elevator. The receptionist he’d been talking to stared at him the entire time. Once we were all in, Tally leaned forward and hit the button with the highest number, then the door close button. Grant gave the receptionist a final wave, then collapsed his wings back into himself, his glow fading. For the first time in a long while, I couldn’t tell what Grant was feeling. He’d completely shuttered himself. It felt…weird. With a jolt of surprise, I realized that I didn’t like it. Though I was perfectly happy to keep my feelings to myself, I’d grown used to having access to Grant’s. Being shut out of them all off a sudden felt like a punishment. Hypocritical, perhaps, but there you go. 
“How did you know which floor we needed?” Edda asked
“I didn’t,” Tally said, fussing with the zipper on her jacket. “But I figured we needed the doors closed, and we might not want them to know which floor we actually wanted.”
Which was smart of her and I told her so.
She gave me a pointed look. “That would be more of a compliment if you sounded less surprised.”
I shrugged. “I’m not here to coddle you.” I shoved my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t reach out to Grant. “What did you get?”
Grant didn’t look at me as he lifted the paper out of his pocket. Now that I could see it, I recognized that it was one of the little cardstock envelopes some hotels liked to put your keycard into. “I got Tanzer’s room number and a spare keycard to his room.” He handed it to me, still keeping his eyes forward. “You’re welcome.”
I didn’t know what else to do, so I took it. We got out of the elevator at the top floor, then followed Edda as she led us to a stairwell. It was possible that we were being too cautious, but I’d rather overdo than underdo. We went down three floors and then popped out into a hallway. This hallway was much like the lobby—bright woods, warm cream walls, and lots of light balanced by the rich green carpet. We moved along at a sedate pace, not wanting to draw attention, and nodding at the few people we passed. Finally we found Bill’s room. It had a “do not disturb” sign hanging from the door handle.
I smiled at it, held out the pass, and waved it over the sensor. Sorry, Bill. Polite signs weren’t going to work with us.
I slipped in, letting the others shut the door behind me. A quick perusal showed a nice hotel room with a queen bed, a view of the city, a large bathroom, and absolutely no Bill. Tally checked under the bed before I could, but she didn’t find anything. Edda searched the bathroom. There was a small duffle bag was on the bed, open, a handful of clothing spilling out. I practically pounced on it while Grant looked out the window at the street below, either to keep watch or because there weren’t any other tasks.
 I went through the duffle quickly, finding nothing besides clothing, a few toiletries, and a phone charger. Annoyed, I dug through again. I wasn’t going to let this be another dead-end. Edda grabbed my arm, and when I turned to look at her, she had her finger up over her lips. That was when I heard it—someone was at the door. They clearly didn’t have a key, but they were doing something to the door. We had seconds. I herded everyone into the bathroom, shutting the door. Edda and I shared a glance saying, Now what? I shrugged. Hoping they didn’t check the bathroom didn’t seem like a viable plan. We would probably have to fight our way out.
Before we got a chance to grab our weapons, Tally shoved us out of the way. She’d dug some chalk out of her pocket and was quickly marking up the walls. She’d barely finished the last one before we heard the door open to the hotel room.
“They won’t notice the bathroom as long as we don’t draw attention to it,” she said quietly. “It’s the best I could do.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Thank you,” I whispered. I put my ear to the door, careful to keep away from her runes. I could hear two voices, a man and a woman. They weren’t saying much, but it was enough for me to know that it wasn’t Tanzer, and that I’d never heard the voices before.
“Make sure to grab his bag,” the woman said.
“I’m not an idiot,” the man said. “Do we need to do anything to checkout?”
“No,” the woman replied, her voice muffled like she was low to the floor. Probably checking under the bed. “And we don’t need to clean anything. Hotel staff will take care of that for us. Just make sure you flip the sign around saying we want the room made-up.”
“It seems almost too easy,” he said.
She barked a laugh. “It is easy as long as we don’t fuck it up. Come on. We’re done here.” We heard the door click but waited a few minutes to make sure they were gone. When we let ourselves out of the bathroom, Bill’s bag was gone. Nothing else was changed except for a keycard left by the TV, making it look like he’d checked out.
I wanted to growl. “Anyone checking will think he’s left.”
“Which means someone’s cleaning up loose ends,” Edda said with a sigh.
“You didn’t actually think they’d let him live, did you?” Tally asked, and she looked angry, like we were being stupid. She was probably thinking of her little sister. I felt a stab of compassion for the witch.
“No,” I said, my shoulders slumping. “I didn’t think they’d let him live, but I was hoping we’d get to him first.” I held up my hand. “All we have for our efforts is a pair of his boxers.” A pair of red plaid boxers were still in my fist from when I’d gone through Tanzer’s stuff. I shoved it into my pocket.
“You’re taking them?” Edda said, her nose scrunched up.
“We worked hard for these boxers,” I said. “Of course I’m taking them.”
Tally shook her head and Edda rolled her eyes. Grant was still tightly shuttered, his face impassive. I herded them all to the door. “We better get out of here.”
“Wait,” Tally said. She dipped into the bathroom, grabbed a washcloth, and quickly erased her handiwork.
“Thanks, Tally,” I said. “That’s a good idea. I would feel bad for the next guests if they couldn’t find the bathroom.”
	I sneaked a glance at Grant, expecting him to laugh, or at least smile. Nothing. I was worried about him, but now wasn’t the time to deal with it. We needed to get clear of the hotel and decide what to do next. I refused to let this turn into another dead-end.
