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      Magic is real, and Marcia's life is a fairy tale. Except she's the wicked stepmother, according to her stepdaughter.  Undermined by a meddling godmother, Marcia is struggling to raise three teenage children in a world of enchantment, but also monsters. When she is introduced to a Night Elf who appears half her age, love is the last thing on her mind.

      

      Count Darerick Razvano is a Night Elf—please don't call him a vampire! Fighting for the survival of his race, he has no time for matters of the heart. When an encounter with a charming widow threatens the Night Elves’s most carefully guarded secret, Darerick only seeks out Marcia to save his people ... really.

      

      Marcia's devoted to her children. Dare's determined to save his race. They aren't looking for love, but love might find them and be the key to the future of Night Elves and humans alike.

      

      A standalone, slow burn, paranormal romance in the world of I Bring the Fire.
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      Magic After Midnight was written as a standalone to be enjoyed by everyone, whether or not they’ve read any of my other books.

      However, for fans who discovered me in Soul Marked, Magic takes place during Tara’s first pregnancy, after Asgard has fallen “under new management.”

      For fans of I Bring the Fire, Magic takes place after the events of Ragnarok. More precisely, it takes place after Rush, the short story in the Once Upon a Kiss anthology.
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      Leaning against the kitchen counter, Marcia clutches her side.

      She can hear two of her teenage children talking in excited voices in the bathroom.

      In the living room, the magical activity reporter on the local news is saying, “No trolls or wyrms have been spotted in Chicago today. The sea monster sighted in Lake Michigan was a partially deflated pool toy—”

      Since she’ll be driving a rental car tonight, the news that there won’t be any magical-monster related traffic jams should make her relieved, but she feels too sick to care. Marcia’s cell rings, and she answers without checking the number.

      Her friend Andrew's voice crackles on the line. “Marcia?”

      “It's me,” Marcia replies.

      On the other end of the line, there is silence, but then Andrew says, “Are you sitting down?”

      Heart stopping, Marcia slowly eases into a chair. Exhaling, she whispers, “I am now.” Why, oh why, had she picked up the phone? Because she’d expected it to be her daughter Cindy …

      “It’s inoperable. I’m sorry. If you need—”

      “Mom!” Joshua calls from the bathroom. “Alicia is going to do your hair!”

      “I have to go,” Marcia says.

      She takes a deep breath and smells the reek of the trash that Cindy was supposed to take out.

      “Marcia—”

      “I’ve worked in the oncology department with you. I know what this means,” Marcia says. She'd begged him to call with the results as soon as they came in. She hangs up, and the hand holding the phone falls into her lap.

      As though from a great distance, she hears a male announcer on the television say cheerfully, “Look who is coming to Chicago, now!”

      A too-cheery woman’s voice says, “The latest friendly magics to step through Chicago's World Hub are the Night Elves, Chuck. Cousins to the Light Elves, they're here to trade rare earth minerals—and it’s estimated their presence will mean billions of new investments in the city.”

      Marcia looks toward the television, but the screen is a blur. Her eyes are hot. The first stage of grief is supposed to be denial, but she’d known she was seriously ill, and from the symptoms suspected it would be the worst-case scenario, hadn’t she?

      “Who knew when Loki, so-called Norse God of Mischief and Chaos nearly destroyed the city that the gates between realms would bring about a new techno-magical renaissance?”

      Marcia smiles bitterly. A renaissance she won't be here to see.

      “Mom!” Joshua calls again.

      She wipes her eyes. The screen comes into focus and she sees young people, all beautiful, perfect, and with pointed ears on the screen. They look magical …

      It will be a better world for her children, and she can help them step into that world tonight, if she just pulls herself together.

      “Well, if that doesn't work for them, they could certainly sweep the world of high fashion, Sandy!” Chuck says.

      “Maybe she’s not feeling well?” Marcia hears Alicia say.

      “They certainly could, Chuck, they certainly—”

      Snatching up the remote, Marcia turns off the television.

      “Mom, we’re going to be late!” Joshua shouts.

      She has to give her children this one night of pure magic. Taking a deep breath, Marcia heads to the bathroom.

      Alicia and Joshua beam at her as she walks in. Maybe it’s the vanity lighting, making their skin exceptionally golden and their dark eyes sparkle, or maybe it is the soul-crushing news casting the moment in sharp contrast—their health next to her illness—but gazing up at them, they look especially beautiful and handsome. Alicia is wearing a green silk sheath dress with a gold and pearl belt. Joshua has dyed his roots purple and the ends pink. He is wearing a gray suit with pink triangle cufflinks, a blue shirt, and a lighter gray ‘choke tie’ that is popular in the realm of Vanaheim—or is it Svartálfaheim, land of the dwarves? Her children are perfect, and Marcia laughs despite everything, or perhaps because of everything. She feels tears come to her eyes.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?” Alicia asks, a brush in her hand. Her nearly black, straight hair is upswept and held back with pearl pins. Her brown eyes are wide and caring.

      “It’s the suit,” Joshua says. “I shouldn’t have worn dad’s suit, but it’s in style again, Mom, and you said …”

      She shakes her head and hugs him. “No, no, William would have wanted you to wear it.” The suit Joshua had worn just months ago no longer fits. He’d sprouted inches, seemingly overnight, and his shoulders had gotten so broad. When the surprise invitation had come he’d turned to his stepfather’s old clothes in desperation.

      Turning to Alicia, Marcia says, “And you look beautiful.” She feels tears hot on her cheeks. Her daughter is slouching; she always slouches. Marcia isn’t sure if that is due to the weight of the world on Alicia, her oldest, most responsible child, or if Alicia just feels eclipsed by her siblings. Cindy is more conventionally beautiful, and Joshua is so loud. Marcia swallows. The cut of Alicia’s garment is just right for her tall frame, and broad shoulders with arms toned by swimming. The green is beautiful against her golden skin.

      Marcia says to her son, “You did such a wonderful job on the dress.”

      Joshua flushes from his neck to his forehead. “I told you those curtains were worth keeping.”

      “Mom, you’re still crying,” Alicia says.

      “I’m just emotional,” Marcia says, wiping her eyes and silently willing, don’t ask, don’t ask.  Joshua is just fifteen. Alicia is only seventeen. They’re too young to lose their mother so soon after losing their stepfather, William. Marcia’s first husband had died when they were five and three. William had been like a real father to them … to lose two fathers, and now a mother …

      Alicia’s brow pinches, but she gestures to a stool in front of the mirror and says, “Sit down.”

      Marcia takes a seat and Alicia starts brushing her hair, taming the wavy, fine dark brown tresses and making them play nice with the wirier prominent lock of gray at Marcia’s temple. Marcia frowns, not sure if her normally, slightly olive skin looks pale, or if it’s just her imagination. The lines at the corners of her mouth, around her eyes, and in her forehead seem deeper. She looks as old as she feels. She swallows. Her dress, at least, is still flattering. A cowl-necked, fitted black sheath, it’s something she’d pulled out of the closet from better times. Joshua had declared that the floor-length gown is “so old it is new again.”

      “That gray streak through your hair makes you look like Cruella de Vil.” Joshua cackles, leaning over her shoulder. “Fits your evil stepmother reputation.”

      Marcia’s eyes spring wide.

      “Joshua,” Alicia hisses, tugging Marcia’s curls tight against her head.

      He flicks a wrist. “She knows I’m only joking.” Leaning close, he whispers, “You look stunning, Mom,” and Marcia tries to smile.

      Marcia’s phone rings on the counter, and Joshua scowls at the screen. “Speak of the devil … it’s Cindy, our wicked stepsister.”

      Marcia bristles at the word “stepsister.” She has been Cindy’s mother since she married her second husband, William, when Cindy and Joshua were only three and Alicia was five.

      “Your sister,” Marcia corrects him with emphasis, “is not the devil. She’s—”

      “Going through a tough time,” her children say in unison.

      “Pick it up,” Marcia says, wiping her eyes.

      Sighing, Joshua picks it up and walks out of the bathroom.

      Arranging Marcia’s hair into a bun at the nape of her neck, Alicia asks, “Is your stomach feeling better, Mom?”

      “Yes,” she lies. She smiles and more tears fall. What is she going to do? Can she make it just three more years, to see all her children come of age? Who will look after them if she doesn’t?

      Joshua tromps back into the bathroom, rolling his eyes. “Cindy’s hair-styling-dress-fitting date with her fairy godmother is running late and she’s going to take her godmommy’s chariot to the ball.”

      Marcia’s lips form a thin line. Cindy’s “godmother” in question is Marcia’s late husband William’s sister, Deirdre. Deirdre spoils Cindy but pays no attention to William’s adopted children.

      “At least we’re still invited,” Alicia says.

      “Pfft …” Joshua says. “I think the only reason we were invited is because Deirdre’s maid accidentally sent us an invitation.”

      Marcia’s brow furrows. She’s pretty sure that is exactly what happened. But this may be her children’s only chance to meet the magical beings coming to Chicago. Nice magical beings like Night Elves—not the trolls, wyrms, and other monsters. William’s family owns a shipping firm, and they want the rare earth mineral trade, hence tonight’s ball to woo the Night Elves. The invitation may have been accidental, but she’s not going to let them miss out.

      Joshua snickers. “We still get to embarrass our stinking rich snobby relatives!” He fist bumps Alicia. “Ugly stepsister powers activate!”

      Marcia’s eyes go wide. “You’re not the ugly stepsisters!”

      Alicia huffs, “Of course not, Mom. Fairytales aren’t real.”
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      “Mom,” Joshua says, “you’re losing weight again.” He picks at the dress as they walk through the grand foyer of her late husband William’s family’s home. “I should have taken it in.”

      “It’s fine,” Marcia says, her voice flat to her own ears. She can’t even summon the energy to bat his hand away. She tells herself not to think of what that exhaustion means as they walk toward the main reception room and the buzz of conversation.

      “I’m so excited!” Alicia gushes. “We’ll probably be hustled off to a corner like the last time we were here, but still—”

      “We’ll be the only people at school who’ve seen Night Elves or any magics up close,” says Joshua, his voice bubbling with excitement.

      Marcia rubs her temples, partly at the memory of the last time, partly because she feels like crying again and wants to hide her eyes. She has to give them this. One last night of excitement, magic, and hope.

      They step into the reception room, the swirl of voices, and the press of bodies. Her flamboyant son whispers dramatically, “Oh, my God. I think I just got pregnant.”

      Alicia gasps. “They’re … they’re …”

      Marcia drops her hand from her eyes and looks around. There are male and female Night Elves intermingled through the crowd. They have pointed ears and too-perfect faces. They’re tall, elegant, dressed in silk brocades that are elegant and alien and …  

      Alicia whispers, “They’re—”

      “—Vampires,” Marcia whispers. She can see fangs peeking between their lips as they speak, plop hors d’oeuvres into their mouths, and take sips of their wine.

      “—Beautiful,” Alicia whispers at the same time.

      Joshua snorts and whispers, “We know our stepfamily are all bloodsuckers. Don’t worry, Mom, we’ll be careful.”

      Marcia gulps. She is hallucinating. Obviously. The cancer has spread to her brain. Keep it together, Marcia, for Alicia and Joshua.

      Alicia sighs and squeezes Marcia’s arm. “How could Dad have been so nice when his family is so evil?” she asks.

      They hadn’t all been evil. William’s parents had been lovely … but since her mother-in-law was put into a nursing home, and her father-in-law’s passing, the fortune has fallen into the care of Cindy’s godmother, William’s sister, Deirdre. Marcia doesn’t remind the children of this. She’s too petrified. She has to be hallucinating. She turns in place, dreading what she might find—that she is going mad, or that her hallucinations are real. She finds herself staring at a man standing so close he could reach out and touch her. He’s one of them—tall, with olive skin and dark hair curling in ringlets around his pointed ears. His eyes are light brown flecked with gold, and his cheekbones are very sharp. His lips are slightly parted, as though in surprise, and his fangs are glinting in the light. He must have heard her. Swallowing, she takes a step back, blinks, and the fangs are gone.

      She is hallucinating. That isn’t precisely a relief.

      “Yoo-hoo!” an older woman cries from behind Marcia.

      Looking over Marcia’s shoulder, Alicia grumbles, “And here comes Cinderella and her fairy god-mommy.”

      “Stop calling Cindy that,” Marcia says weakly, half-turning, and then stopping to take a breath.

      Peering past Marcia, Joshua whispers, “Oh, my God. Those are Vera Wang gowns made with Elven silk. My heart just broke. I feel so shabby; I think I lost my insta-baby.”

      “She looks beautiful.” Alicia sighs resignedly.

      “You both look beautiful, too,” Marcia protests unconvincingly, a sharp pain in her side making her wince.

      “It’s okay, Mom,” Joshua says. “We’re not the kind of girls who get swept up by Prince Charming. We’ve accepted our fate … but we can enjoy the ride.”

      Putting a hand to her side, Marcia manages to turn all the way around, and there is her daughter, Cindy, with Deirdre. Cindy is wearing a gown of sky blue that matches her eyes and glows with unearthly magic. It has a diaphanous white train that flutters like a cloud. Above the sweetheart neckline her pale skin and golden hair are like the sun. Her godmother wears a dress of black that seems to have stars woven into the fabric. Above the black, her silver hair is like the moon. Even next to elves, the two seem celestial.

      Seeing Marcia’s threesome, Cindy and Deidre walk over. They’re not six feet away when Cindy points at Alicia’s dress and exclaims, “You’re wearing our old curtains!” Her voice is so loud that it rises above the gentle murmur of the crowd. Marcia feels all eyes on Alicia. Her daughter’s shoulders slump further. Marcia closes her eyes and reminds herself that there is a fifty-fifty chance Cindy didn’t mean to be hurtful.

      Eyeing Joshua, Deirdre says to Cindy, “That suit looks familiar. And so does the dress your stepmother is wearing.”

      Marcia seethes at the comment on their clothing, and the stab at her and Cindy’s relationship. “Real class never goes out of style,” Marcia says through gritted teeth.

      “Burn …” whispers Joshua, but Marcia notices his eyes are glassy and wet after the curtain comment.

      Deidre sniffs. “If you say so.”

      Guiding Cindy away, Deidre says, “Cindy, let me introduce you to the prince.”

      They watch them walk off, and then Alicia gulps. “You were right, Mom, they really are vampires.”

      Marcia hears a cough. Her eyes slide to the side, and she sees the man she’d seen before. His gaze meets hers, and for an instant she has X-ray vision. She can see his fangs behind his lips. She gasps and blinks. And then he is gone.
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      Marcia sits in a hallway open to the back veranda, behind a potted plant, on a chair one of the very nice wait staff have brought for her. She looks at her watch. It’s only 11:50, but she wants to go home. She peers around the plant into the ballroom and sees Joshua and Alicia grinning and dancing the foxtrot—William had insisted everyone should learn ballroom dancing, just like everyone should learn a second language, and participate in a foreign exchange program. That’s just what one did when you were born into money like him.

      Marcia had been born poor and second language and foreign cultural immersion experiences came from being Puerto Rican. She’d made it into the middle class with Alicia’s and Joshua’s father, and managed to hang onto that after he died. She’d met her second husband, William, Cindy’s father, in a bereavement group and somehow wound up very wealthy … maybe that middle class to rich woman had been her real cross-cultural experience?

      … And then the realms had opened up and Loki, deranged Norse God of Chaos, and Dark Elves toting AK-47s had destroyed several blocks of Chicago. William, their business, and their home had been literally crushed in an instant. She’d lost her husband; the children had lost their father. Money would have been a cold comfort at that time, but it would have allowed Marcia to take time off to help her children recover from their grief. Unfortunately, insurance policies have exemptions for “acts of God.” She’s just barely hanging on now, with a mortgage for a destroyed home and business to pay, her rent, and four mouths to feed, unable to even declare bankruptcy until the lawsuits against the insurance companies make their way through the courts. But things will get better. Her nails bite into her palms. No, they won’t, because she won’t be alive.

      She looks out to the ballroom. Alicia and Joshua are dancing beautifully but they are getting a wide berth from humans and Night Elves alike. She supposes that Night Elves are as skilled as Deirdre’s usual hangers-on at sensing riff-raff. She feels bile rising in her stomach. All anyone can talk about is how trade with magical realms is turning the fortunes of Chicago around, and how the techno-magical revolution will bring about a new era free from disease … like cancer. But right now, it looks like it is just another realm of privilege her family will be dancing at the fringes of.

      After all that “magic” has done for her, why did she bring her children here? She’ll round them up and take them home. She looks past Joshua and Alicia for Cindy. In tow with Deidre, Cindy has been fawned over by the Night Elf prince the whole evening. Marcia blinks out at the reception area. She sees Deidre, but where is Cindy? From the veranda, she hears a splash of water, and a familiar laugh. Marcia goes cold. The pain in her side is suddenly screaming, but she bolts from her chair, out the door, and into the warm night.

      Down a long flight of steps, she sees Cindy sitting on the edge of a fountain, the dark hair of the prince a shadow against her neck. It might be the pain in her side, or the earlier hallucinations, but Marcia runs to the top of the stairs and shouts, “Don’t hurt her!”

      The prince raises his head. Cindy turns to Marcia and her jaw drops.

      Behind Marcia, a masculine voice says, “You heard her, Rayne.”

      A sneer forming on his handsome features, the prince narrows his eyes at the masculine speaker behind Marcia.

      “She’s only sixteen,” Marcia gasps, as though that could possibly make a difference.

      The prince’s eyes bolt wide, and he gets up hastily. Without a backward glance at Cindy, he hops off the wall of the fountain, runs up the stairs, and bows to Marcia. “Madam, I apologize, I had no idea.” To the masculine speaker, he says some words in a strange musical language, and then puts his hand over his mouth and, turning visibly green, runs away.

      “You ruin everything!” Cindy hisses, charging up the stairs. “I hate you!”

      And then she runs for the hallway. Marcia wants to go after her, but she’s suddenly dizzy with pain and her own nausea.

      The man the prince had addressed sighs. “Teenagers.”

      Clutching her side, Marcia lifts her eyes. It is the same vampire-Night-Elf-man she’d seen earlier. He looks all of twenty-eight. Maybe. She doesn't see fangs this time. She had been hallucinating, obviously.

      “The years my children were teens …” He shakes his head and crosses his arms, looking after Cindy.

      The words seem out of place on his youthful face, but Marcia has heard rumors that elves are immortal.

      She huffs and says what she always says at these times. “They have four times the hormones of an adult. That makes them practically insane.” She shrugs and catches her breath.

      “That is a very generous interpretation of their situation.” He smiles wryly and says, “It was the worst century of my life.”

      Marcia blinks at him, thinking of all the fights she’d had this year with Joshua and Cindy, and all the times Alicia had gone to her room, her face streaming with tears, unwilling to talk about it. “I have never considered the advantages of a short life,” Marcia says.

      The corners of the man’s lips turn up. Bowing slightly, he holds out a hand, palm up. “Madam, you seem to require assistance.”

      Marcia takes a step back, her hand fluttering to her throat. His eyes follow her fingers, his gaze intent, and she gasps. She sees the fangs, again. Frozen in place, she looks down at the vampire’s hand, and she sees … an ending, and peace. And suddenly, that is what she wants so much. Her struggle isn’t just with her emotional teenagers. It is dealing with their school, with the teachers who aren’t helping Joshua deal with bullies, and with Deirdre, who fills Cindy’s mind with tales of how deprived the girl is, but only wants Cindy when it is convenient for her. And it is Marcia’s responsibilities to her extended family, her continuing battle with insurance agencies, and the specter of her disease looming over everything like a dark shadow.

      She wants to take his hand, but instead she draws back. “I have to stay with my children for as long as I can.” She still feels sick, her side still hurts, but she bolts from the veranda.

      In the car not fifteen minutes later, Cindy screeches, “I lost my shoe!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unmoored

          

        

      

    

    
      Dare watches the woman—Marcia—run from the balcony, hand tight against her side. The overly sweet smell of her cancer and the too vivid pain in her eyes lingers in his mind. He knows what she believes he is. He’s read Bram Stoker’s Dracula, and he’d seen Nosferatu with Greta in 1922 when it had come out in German cinemas.

      Most magical creatures had been barred from coming to Earth at that time. For over two thousand years, Odin the All Father, King of Asgard and all the Nine Realms, had decreed that no magical creature come to Earth. Dare had been charged with enforcing that rule and was allowed to come for that purpose. But then Loki had come to Chicago and ripped the barriers of space and time—what elves called “the Veil”—creating a never-ending emergence of “World Gates” between the realms. Not long after, Odin had died, and his widow, Queen Frigga, had become leader of the realms. She’d allowed magical creatures to return to Earth, but only through Chicago and only with the blessing of the local government.

      The Night Elves have more reason than most magical creatures to want to return.

      But he is not Nosferatu or Dracula.

      Dare suddenly needs to explain himself and finds himself striding into the ballroom. At the center of the floor, he stops and spins, seeking her, his heart pounding in his ears. Deirdre is tipping back a glass of wine, talking too loudly to Stephan in the corner. A band is playing. Night Elves spin in a waltz around him with humans in their arms. Each human is an enticing shadow that his eyes want to linger on, their blood a beckoning song in his ears. He swallows. Marcia is close to death, and her soul is slipping its moorings, giving her a not-quite insight into the Night Elves’ nature. His kind has waited so long to return—could she destroy their chance on her death bed? He must stop her.

      Gathering his wits, he heads to the coat check, and then to the valet station. He doesn’t find Marcia, her children, or the valet at the bend in the mansion’s driveway. Instead he finds another human woman, Beatrice, a “mayor’s aide,” staring out into the night. He hesitates. Beatrice looks grandmotherly, but she is more than a grandmother, and more than an aide to Mayor Steve Rogers. Around her shimmers a faint aura—unlike most humans, she is magical, and so is the umbrella she holds in her hand like a cane. The only way for a human to become magical is to eat the Apples of Idunn, and the only person who can bestow them now is Queen Frigga. In the recent war with the Fire Giants, when Odin was slain, humans led by Steve Rogers, Chicago’s current mayor, had helped drive the Fire Giants out of Asgard. Dare hadn’t heard of the Apples of Idunn being bestowed upon those humans, but that can be the only explanation. And with the gift of Idunn’s apples there is always an oath of loyalty. Beatrice and the other magical humans must be spies for the Queen.

      “Did you see a woman,” Dare asks, hoping she says no, “with teenage children?”

      Eyes on the driveway, Beatrice says, “They left.” There’s a note of melancholy in her voice and almost to herself, Beatrice murmurs, “We can’t save everyone.”

      Dare looks at her sharply.

      Pulling her shawl tighter, Beatrice says, “She is very sick.”

      Dare exhales. “Yes, but you are right.” Magical beings can’t save everyone.

      Exhaling, he pushes back his hair with one hand, and his other balls into a fist. He walks out onto the drive, and then begins following it. Beatrice shadows him, and Dare pauses. Unapologetically, she says, “We’ve got orders to keep an eye on you.” One of her eyebrows arches. “I thought you knew.”

      As he’d expected, she is Frigga’s spy. Queen Frigga knows Night Elf needs. She approved their admittance to Earth, but obviously doesn’t completely trust them. Maybe she shouldn’t.

      Dare begins walking again. “I need air.”

      “So do I,” says Beatrice, matching his pace. She isn’t the only magical human he’s met since coming to Chicago. He should probe and find out why and when Frigga made them magical … But doesn’t feel like playing political games.

      He thinks of Marcia and her declaration of, “I have to stay with my children for as long I can.” She knows she’s dying, he’s sure of it, and she’d still held her head high. He’d heard Deirdre’s and Cindy’s comments on Marcia’s and her children’s clothes. Through it all, Marcia had remained calm and poised. And Marcia had thought that Night Elves are death personified, yet she’d run out to confront Prince Rayne, anyway. She is brave and kind.

      His jaw shifts. Maybe she’s right, too, in a way. Night Elves are death personified. They are a species that, if not helped, soon will face extinction.

      “You know if you took the nice little trail around the house, you’d spare my shoes,” Beatrice says, which is when Dare realizes he’s left the driveway and has begun tromping across the lawn, and the dew on the grass is making the cuffs of his suit and his socks damp. He keeps walking anyway, turning east, following the foundation of the house.

      He can’t help Marcia. He has no real reason to seek her out—who would believe the ravings of a woman in the final stages of cancer on her death bed? And if he did seek her out, he’d terrify her again. Also, he has to be strong right now for his people. Their trade in raw minerals is just a means to another end. Night Elves are not vampires the way Marcia imagines them to be, but they do need human blood. The plan is to establish blood banks and ship the product back to the Night Elf kingdom in Alfheim.

      Dare’s stomach twists. Blood banks seem so … impersonal. It makes humans little more than cattle. He thinks of Penny, his last human host, and his fist tightens. Host is a horrid word, but “lover” isn’t quite the right word, either. She says they’re friends. She also says he’s an idiot for thinking that blood banks devalue the human-Night Elf relationship. In her words, “Humans give blood freely and anonymously to their own kind, why not to Night Elves?”

      Dare turns again and finds himself heading toward the fountain.

      Beatrice grumbles, “I think I’ll send you a bill for these shoes, Count. They’re horribly grass stained.”

      Dare barely hears. A Night Elf with a blood bond would never let their human die of cancer. Even if they were young and powerless, they’d do something. Even if the human rejected them, they’d find a way to protect them, bending Odin’s laws and breaking their own hearts if need be. He thinks of Penny riding off with Angharad …

      “Oh … shoes!” cries Beatrice. “Those look like my size.”

      Beatrice’s cry makes the world come back into focus. At the foot of the fountain he sees the sparkle of Light Elvish crystalline slippers. Beatrice’s pace becomes much brisker than he’d expect from such a grandmotherly human—even one that is magical. “I bet they’ll fit, and they’ll match absolutely everything!” Beatrice declares. But on reaching the shoes, she huffs, “Oh, drat it! There’s only one.”

      Dare joins her a moment later. “It’s Cindy’s,” he says, picking it up.

      “Pfft … nothing but trouble, that one,” Beatrice mutters.

      Dare shrugs. “Teenagers are always trouble.”

      “Not my Amy,” Beatrice says, her voice becoming wistful. “She was always too soft for her own good. That’s probably why …” She shakes her head. “What do you want to do with that?”

      Dare turns the shoe around in his hands. “Cindy would probably like it back,” he says, his mind going off in a direction he knows it shouldn’t go.

      “Mmm …” says Beatrice.

      “I wonder if she lives with her stepmother?” Dare murmurs. He’d picked up through subtle inquiries that Rayne’s quarry for the evening is actually Marcia’s stepdaughter. The way Deirdre spoke about Marcia, he wouldn’t expect the wealthy woman would allow her treasured goddaughter to live with Marcia, and yet the way Marcia stepped in this evening—

      “She does,” says Beatrice.

      Dare glances up to see Beatrice’s eyes have narrowed on him. “We have files on absolutely everyone at this party.” She gives a tight smile that says, You too.

      Dare looks at the shoe. He could give it to a messenger … but he is here for his people … and wouldn’t it be terrible if a human was to declare Night Elves vampires before his task has even begun? True, she might not be believed, but his friend Sam once said, “A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth even has a chance to get its pants on.” Perhaps Marcia could be persuaded to remain silent if he were honest with her? He’d have to get to her fast, of course. His heart rate quickens.

      “Thinking of paying a visit to the family?” Beatrice asks.

      “Not the family,” Dare replies.

      “The mother,” Beatrice amends.

      “I won’t harm her.” Dare’s voice is too defensive to his own ears.

      “Of course you won’t,” Beatrice snaps. “We’ll be watching.”

      He hears the thrum of insects. He wonders how much they have on him in their file. Not enough to deny the Night Elves access to this realm—they obviously don’t know of their nutritional requirements.

      “I can give you her address,” Beatrice says, her eyes and voice soft.

      Dare’s lips part in surprise at the unexpected favor. “Why?”

      He hears bats flutter through the surrounding trees.

      All Beatrice says in response is, “Hmpf.”
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      The morning after the ball, Marcia wakes up on the couch to the reek of garbage. Her cell phone is ringing. Seeing her brother’s number, she picks up.

      “Marcia,” Fernando says without preamble, “the assisted living center is saying that you requested that I be given durable power of attorney for Mother and Father.”

      “Yes,” says Marcia. “I need you to do that, Fernando, I’m—”

      “My firm is going public,” Fernando says. “I’m pulling eighty-hour weeks right now.”

      “What about Sarah?” Marcia says, referring to Fernando’s wife. “She is staying at home. You have a nanny, and—”

      “We can’t have Sarah making medical decisions for our parents!” says Fernando.

      “I like Sarah,” Marcia says. “She—”

      “—is too busy with our twins,” says Fernando.

      Marcia scrunches her eyes shut. “But I have—”

      There is a light ping at the other end of the line, and Fernando says, “It’s my investors. I have to go.” And then he’s gone.

      Marcia puts her head in her hands. It’s been years since she lost William, and she had thought she was used to it. They may not have always been perfect together, but they were always on each other’s team. Now she is playing solo, and the weight of his absence is suddenly so heavy she feels like she can’t breathe. She sucks in a deep breath, to prove to herself she still can … and is overwhelmed by the reek of garbage.

      Throat tight, she gets up and goes to the kitchen. Alicia’s and Joshua’s doors are shut. Cindy is leaning against the counter, eating yogurt from the container, last night’s makeup smeared down her face. She still looks gorgeous, but …

      “How can you eat with the reek?” Marcia asks.

      Throwing her yogurt container in the sink, Cindy hisses, “Deidre says you were ridiculous.” Spinning on her heel, she storms to her room and slams the door behind her. Marcia should feel angry, but then she hears Cindy break down into sobs.

      Her stomach churns dangerously. If she doesn’t take the garbage out, Joshua might, but he’ll complain about it the entire time. Cindy will call him a drama queen, he’ll say “pot, you’re black,” and the situation will go downhill from there. If Joshua doesn’t take the garbage out, Alicia will. Alicia won’t complain, won’t say a word … and for some reason, Marcia finds that scenario worse.

      Sighing and holding her nose, Marcia wrestles the bag from the garbage can. She manages to get the bag to the front door, but then has to pause to catch her breath. She looks down the hallway toward the garbage chute at the other end. The journey looks like a thousand miles. She thinks of asking for help, but then thinks about telling her children about Andrew’s phone call. She grits her teeth. She’s not telling them today—she’s dragging this bag down the hall even if it kills her. Halfway down the hall, she thinks it just might. She’s just about to keel over from the smell alone when the elevator dings behind her, and a familiar voice says, “Madam, may I help you with that?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Marcia, clad only in pajamas and a light robe, turns to Dare, screams, and drops the garbage bag.

      It was not the reaction Dare was hoping for. Trying to show his good intent, Dare swoops in, grabs the bag, and points to a door a step away. “Is that the rubbish chute?”

      Hand over her mouth, Marcia nods, and Dare exhales. This might actually work. He swings into the tiny closet-like space, opens the chute, dumps his burden, and exits triumphantly.

      Marcia is gone.

      He looks down the hall and sees her sprinting for an open door, her robe billowing behind her. Her dark-haired daughter stands half-in, half-out of the apartment. “Mom,” she says in an accusing voice, “did you take out the garbage again?” And then she sees Dare down the hall and blinks.

      Giving a small wave, Dare approaches cautiously. She doesn’t bolt like her mother had. Her lips move, but if she speaks, it’s too softly for Dare to hear. He has the distinct impression he’s being measured.

      The boy’s indignant voice rises from within the apartment. “You made Mom take out the garbage!”

      Dare hears Cindy angrily retort, “She decided to take it herself!”

      Out of sight, the boy roars, “Because you were too lazy!”

      The dark-haired girl doesn’t shut the door. For a moment she seems to shimmer, as though by magic. Dare blinks and realizes that it’s just backlighting from the apartment making her glow. He peeks into the apartment, and as his eyes adjust, he sees Marcia standing just past the door, staring at him with a look equal parts horror and fury.

      Still out of sight, the boy shouts, “Now the house smells like putrid chicken!”

      “I’m sticking this piece of bubblegum in your sewing machine!” screams Cindy, also out of view.

      Marcia gasps. “Shut the door, Alicia! Cindy, don’t you dare!”

      Trying to smooth the tension with words, Dare says cheerfully as he can, “Ah, I see I have come to the right domicile,” and contains an inner wince. He never liked his teenagers’ teenage behavior being brought to his attention.

      Marcia’s eyes narrow—defensively, maybe. Her lips part. Before any words come out, Cindy bursts into view, her brother hot on her heels.

      Alicia is still standing in the doorway. “Mom,” she whispers. “I recognize him from the party. We shouldn’t slam the door in his face.”

      “May I come in?” Dare asks, attempting to take advantage of the girl’s politeness.

      Throwing up her hands, Marcia cries, “Don’t let him—”

      “Sure,” says Cindy.

      Perhaps trying his luck, Dare obliges, stepping into the small apartment while trying to smile as reassuringly as possible at Marcia. Alicia shuts the door behind him, squeezing him into the narrow hallway between the door and the living area. There is another door to his right, coats on hooks on the wall, and shoes lined up on the wooden floor. The smell of cancer hangs in the air, more cloying than the scent of the garbage he just dumped down the chute. It’s strange to be surrounded by humans and feel nauseous.

      “How can we help you?” says the boy, rolling on his heels. Cindy elbows him. He elbows her back.

      Marcia’s eyes dart to the side, and she starts slowly edging out of the tiny foyer, motioning for her dark-haired daughter to follow, but the girl doesn’t move. Marcia sucks in a breath and Dare clears his throat. Does she have a firearm in another room she’s thinking of retrieving? That would be … inconvenient.

      Speaking quickly, he says, “I apologize for disturbing you. My name is—”

      Cindy says, “You’re Count Darerick Razvano. Servant to Prince Rayne. He told me so. What can we do for you, Count Darerick Razvano?” She lifts herself to her toes, and her eyelashes flutter.

      Marcia crosses her arms and glares at him.

      Eyes on Marcia, Dare says, “Please just call me Dare. First off, I want to return this—” He swings his satchel around to retrieve the object he had hoped would put him in their good graces. Bowing, he presents it to Cindy. “Your shoe, madam.”

      Cindy smiles, puts a hand to her mouth, and tip toes forward. Before she can take the shoe, Marcia snatches it from Dare and hands it to her, still glaring at him.

      “And?” Cindy says.

      Dare braves looking away from her mother. Cindy is bouncing on her heels. Obviously, she expects him to say something, but he has no idea what. What a time for three millennia’s worth of politics in countless provinces, countries, courts, and households to fail him.

      “If you’re here for Cindy’s hand in marriage, take her,” the boy says.

      Dare blinks.

      “Joshua!” Marcia hisses, edging to the side again.

      “Pardon?” Dare asks, not sure if he heard correctly.

      Clutching her shoe, Cindy gushes, “The prince? Did he send you?”

      Dare’s jaw drops. “Ah,” he says. “He did not send me. I have business this way, and I thought I might return the shoe as well.”

      Cindy’s face crumples. Bowing her head, she turns on her heel, walks out of his line of sight, and slams a door. Marcia gestures for Alicia, still standing by the entrance, to come stand next to her.

      “Mom, are you feeling all right?” the girl asks instead.

      Dare speaks quickly. “My primary order of business is to speak to you, madam. It is a matter of most urgent importance.”

      Marcia gasps, “You’re—” She takes a deep breath, eyes glued to his.

      “He’s a Night Elf, Mom,” Joshua says, in a tone of youthful exasperation.

      “—not as dangerous as you perhaps think,” Dare interjects, not taking his eyes off Marcia’s. In the periphery of his vision, he sees her children shrug.

      “The survival of my species is at stake,” he adds and then winces. “If you’ll pardon the expression.” Unbloody Helheim, what is wrong with his tongue today?

      Marcia raises an eyebrow. The kids’ lips purse. After a long pause, the daughter says, “Mom, I think you have to help him.”

      “Yeah, Mom, I don’t think The Sierra Club will ever let you back in if you refuse to save an endangered species,” Joshua adds.

      Marcia glares at Dare.

      He tries to look contrite.

      She huffs.

      Dare presses. “We need to speak someplace private … if you don’t mind?”

      He sees the exact moment she decides he is not a threat. Or, maybe it’s just that the adrenaline that enabled her to dash down the hall despite pain and exhaustion, has left her. Her body bends, as though the weight of the world is settling on her shoulders. Which, he supposes, it is. The fear of dying before you see your children safely into adulthood is second only to the fear of them dying before you.

      “The balcony is private,” she says.

      He looks beyond her and sees glass doors just past a tiny living room. “Ah, there?”

      Marcia nods. “Yes.”

      Dare takes a breath of relief, and smells garbage on his hands.

      Raising his hands, he asks, “May I wash up first? My hands smell like …” He remembers the boy’s words, “… putrid chicken.”

      Marcia points to the small door in the foyer. “Powder room right there.” She turns away, and then throws out a hand to catch herself on the wall, the other hand clutching her right side. She takes a ragged breath.

      What could possibly make Marcia want to help him?

      What’s more, how can he possibly ask?
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      Marcia shifts in the cheap lawn chair on her balcony and waits for a tide of nausea and a stab of pain in her back to pass, but neither does. Everything Dare has told her has her reeling.

      “No one knew when Odin passed his law expelling all magical creatures from Midgard—Earth—that Night Elves specifically need human blood for survival,” Dare finishes.

      “So you are a vampire,” she says. She can’t see his fangs now, though she swore she saw them earlier this morning.

      “We like to be called Night Elves,” Dare replies tersely. He’s sitting on the only other piece of furniture on her balcony, a cheap fold-out chair. He’s too big for it and looks out of place in his spotless Armani suit. “‘Vampire’ conjures too many images of predators …”

      “… and you’re more parasites.”

      “We prefer the term ‘symbiont,’” Dare says, grimacing.

      Marcia narrows her eyes. “You haven’t exactly explained how you’re symbiotic.” He’d said that vampires require mammalian blood for survival, but not enough to be harmful to the host, unless the host is a very small creature, like a mouse. He’d also said, to thrive and be healthy, they need human blood. Not very much, he had assured her, and not even consistently—whatever nutrient they need from human blood they apparently can store for a long time. But without access to human blood, they eventually become infertile, ill, and finally die. “The wasting” he’d called it. Still … “Symbiotic implies some benefit to the host species. Not harming the host isn’t the same thing.”

      Dare’s face goes blank. “I am not at liberty to divulge the benefit.” He smiles tightly and gazes out at the parking lot across the street. It might be Marcia’s imagination, but she thinks he looks sad.

      “You can’t turn into mist,” she says.

      He shakes his head. “Though it would be convenient.”

      “You don’t convert anyone you bite into a vampire.”

      He shakes his head.

      Marcia huffs softly. “I always thought that wouldn’t work. The predator-prey relationship would never be balanced.”

      Dare interjects. “We prefer the term symbi—”

      Marcia glances at him sharply.

      He sighs. “But it works the same way.”

      Marcia looks at her knees; she’s still wearing her pajamas. “You aren’t stronger than a human, faster, or able to enthrall us. Blood drawing is a consensual thing. Vampires feel a bond between themselves and their hosts and so wouldn’t want to jeopardize it?”

      Bowing his head, he steeples his fingers. “That all holds true … for most of us.”

      Marcia narrows her eyes at him.

      He meets her gaze. “All magical creatures: Night Elves, Light Elves, Dark Elves, Fire Ettins, Vanir, Jotunn, Aesir, even dwarves … they all possess some innate magic they can do without thinking. For Fire Ettins, it is the manipulation of fire. Night Elves have a sort of glamour that hides the points of our … ahh … ears and … for elves of all kinds, there is usually an innate ability for immortality.”

      Marcia leans her head back on her chair. Immortality. She bites back a laugh. Forget forever; she’d take just three years to see her kids through high school.

      Dare goes on, “For the Vanir, Aesir, and the rest, the innate ability is more individual. For some, it may be controlling fire or ice, great strength, or longevity, or they might be particularly good at some craft or trade. But all magical creatures, if they learn to harness magic, can learn to do all these things—be strong, control fire, be faster, be charming …”

      “No turning into bats, though?” Marcia asks impulsively. The seriousness of everything is weighing on her.

      He smiles. “It would be fun, but no.”

      Marcia picks at her too-big pajamas. She’s lost so much weight in the last few months. “In our myths, vampires are—”

      “Sadistic and evil?” Dare supplies. He stares down at his steepled fingers. “There is some basis in that.”

      Marcia sits up straight.

      Dare sighs. “There are very few Night Elves strong enough to walk through the realms. Moreover, it has been illegal for us to do so for over a thousand years. The only ones that have come—”

      It’s Marcia’s turn to sigh. “Lawbreakers … powerful lawbreakers.” When Alicia was an infant, Marcia had become obsessed with all news of kidnappings and pedophilia. The news people loved to say, “It could be anyone.” That is technically true, but Marcia had discovered that it is a hell of a lot more likely to be a certain type of person: someone who breaks the law is at the top of that list. A vampire that broke the law to get to Earth was unlikely to be a vampire who respected the laws of humans.

      Dare says, softly, “A gift of blood is … emotional. I think that certain members of my species, who were used to being able not to love … they sought to kill their hosts rather than risk … bonding … with them.”

      Marcia’s eyes blur. There is a perfectly good word to describe humans like that.

      He winces. “I only mention this because I want to be honest with you.”

      Grabbing her side, Marcia’s brow furrows. There is a gaping hole in his story. “Your prince was about to bond with my daughter.”

      Dare snorts. “No, he’s rash, but even he wasn’t about to crack a vein with someone he’d just met.”

      “Then what was he—?”

      Dare shoots her a look that says, really?

      Marcia sags in her chair. “Ah, just some innocent hanky-panky …” She glares at him. “With a sixteen-year-old.”

      “In his defense, she … ah … misrepresented her age and he has very little experience with humans. A sixteen-year-old Night Elf …” He holds out a hand as though to indicate knee-high. “You may have noticed the prince was quite … upset … by what transpired.”

      Sadly, Marcia can believe Cindy “misrepresented” her age, and she had noticed the way the prince had turned green. She can also believe the rest of it, and still not find his species particularly evil. No, she doesn’t find them evil at all. She can readily believe a few psychopaths could be responsible for all the heinous crimes attributed to an entire race. It hadn’t taken many Conquistadors to wipe out the Aztecs. She sighs. Not that the Aztecs were angels, either. She gulps. And there is a vocal, violent minority of humans calling for a re-closing of the realms and the extermination of any magical creatures that wind up trapped here ... they aren't angels, either.

      She gazes at the almost-empty parking lot across the street. “So how do you keep the strong vamp—Night Elves away from Earth?”

      Dare stiffens, almost defensively, but then he rubs his forehead. “We actually have been studying your technology ... We won’t have to send anyone except a modest support staff, and the odd procession of dignitaries. We have machines now that would allow blood to be transported without chilling or chemical additives.” Head bowing, he nods, as though to himself. “It is …” He sighs. “It will be fine.” There is something in his voice, something resigned. But she feels sick again, and her concentration is beginning to slip.

      She asks the question at the forefront of her thoughts. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

      “So you don’t talk,” Dare says. Too soon for her to draw away, he reaches over and takes her hand. His fingers are dry but warm. “It is a fluke that you realize the nature of Night Elves; a product of your distress at the ball.”

      Distress. Marcia almost huffs at the description of hearing her diagnosis. She’d just found out she was dying. Distress was too mild a word.

      Dare continues. “… If humans think we're ... vampires ... it will make things more difficult.”

      Marcia stares down at their entwined hands, too tired to pull away, and it isn’t just her illness. It’s also from lying. She has worked in an oncology department—only as their web designer—but she knows enough about cancer to realize that her recent symptoms had warned of something very bad. The scans she had just confirmed it. Now she has to tell her children and her family about what’s really going on. She has a meeting with a therapist right after her next oncology appointment. She’ll ask her … She feels tears at the edge of her eyes. She’s frightened of holding back that long, frightened of giving it away, too.

      “Don’t hide it, Dare,” she says, studying his hands. They are large, heavy, and masculine; and by comparison her own hands look frail, small, and old. She seldom notices how wrinkled the skin around her joints has become during her half century-and-change, or how visible her veins are, but next to Dare’s magical youth it’s obvious. She remembers Alicia asking if she feels well, and Joshua’s anger at Cindy “making” her take out the trash. “Something will give you away in the end and lying will make it worse.”

      He takes her hand in both of his own and turns it over. She hears him exhale. “How would I even go about that?”

      She’s slouching in her chair, overwhelmed by life—and this. She glances at him. For most of the conversation, he’s maintained an air of self-assuredness that belied the age he looks. But now he does look all of twenty-eight or so, and Marcia feels older than his … centuries? Millennia?

      She takes a deep breath. She’s worked at an oncology department as their web designer—which really means designer, coder, and copy editor. She knows how to soften medical terminology, make it easier to understand and accept. It occurs to her that maybe maturity is based on experience, not years.

      She tells him what she would say. When she’s done, she feels exceptionally light. She supposes that, if you’re going to die, helping save an entire race as one of your final deeds isn’t a bad way to go.

      “You think framing it as an inheritable disease, like hemophilia, and our people in great need of … nutrients from transfusions … that humans will find this acceptable?” Dare asks, squeezing her fingers lightly. At some point in the conversation, he’d leaned closer.

      “You’re in need of blood,” Marcia says. “Something we give voluntarily, and offering to trade it for tellurium and lithium, things we don’t have and need for batteries for our electronics. It will work out.” Bless human industrialism and greed. It might just save a race.

      Dare exhales. “There is always a price to be paid … I can’t believe it can be so easy.”

      She glances over at him. He’s leaning sideways in his chair, sunlight covering one side of his face. During their conversation, he’d put on a pair of aviator glasses.

      “You don’t look well,” she says.

      He waves vaguely beyond the balcony with the hand that holds a small tube. “Perhaps a bit too much sun.” He brings the tube toward his nose, and Marcia catches sight of the label: Titanium Dioxide Sunscreen for Baby’s Sensitive Skin. “Although this ointment is amazing.”

      “Let’s get inside,” Marcia says, forgetting herself and jumping up from her chair. She waits for the tide of nausea she expects to pass—but it doesn’t come. Not letting go of her hand, Dare slowly gets to his feet. As she leads him into the living room, he stumbles on the track for the balcony door.

      “Why don’t you lie down?” Marcia says. “I’ll call you a cab.” Perhaps seeing him so feeble and in obvious need gives her energy, because as he flops on the couch and she bustles about, she doesn’t feel tired at all.

      A few minutes later, after escorting Dare to his cab, Marcia returns to find Cindy sitting on the couch staring at her shoe. “Some fairytale,” she mutters.

      Joshua sticks out his tongue at her. “We’re still stuck with you, too. Loser!”

      Alicia sighs resignedly. “There’s no such thing as fairytales.”

      Marcia almost protests but then looks around their cluttered apartment. She thinks of having to tell them of her diagnosis, feels reality crushing down upon her, and doesn’t have the heart to lie. Her illness is untreatable. Dare said there is always a price, but some things cannot be bought.
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      Marcia marches down the street toward the Night Elf Official Residence, Dare’s words hanging ominously in her mind. “There is always a price” along with the words of her friend and oncologist Andrew.  “You’ve had a complete remission.”

      Her fingernails bite into her palms. It had to have been Dare’s doing. Does he intend to hold it over her head? Blackmail her?

      She glances down at the address Deirdre’s maid had given to her and then at the number on the swank Greystone she’s passing. She’s almost there.

      She hasn’t seen Dare since that day. Will it only be a matter of time before he shows up at her door, demanding “payment” for a miracle she didn’t request? If he’d wanted her blood, he could have asked; that he didn’t ask makes her heart pound and her mouth go dry. Does he think this is going to play out like a scene from Rapunzel or Rumpelstiltskin? Does he want one of her children?

      Her unease turns to fury. He has another thing coming. She stops in the chill shade of two enormous oaks and checks the address. Her eyes get wide. The Night Elf Official Residence is made of Redstone. It has a turret that looms four stories above the lawn, and dark, narrow, stained-glass windows. The roof is clad in black slate, and the shadowy front porch is covered by an awning clad in the same dark tiles.

      Could the place look eviler if they tried? How could she ever have felt pity for Dare?

      Squaring her shoulders, she lifts her chin and marches in.
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      “I’m here to see Dare!”

      On the couch, Dare’s eyes blink open. He looks down at his feet and wiggles his toes. He’s wearing his fuzzy red sleeping socks. He pats himself … and a bathrobe and pajamas. He doesn’t remember putting them on … or even where he is. He blinks around. Ah, yes, he is in the official residence of the Night Elves in Chicago. The prince is in Alfheim, so he’ll have no distractions, and he’s very safe behind the house’s thick red stone walls and slate tile roof. The narrow stained-glass windows keep out all the horrible, yellow, Earth sun. He tries to go back to sleep, but the stomping in the foyer won’t let him.

      “Diamonds, who is that?” Dare moans to his adopted Dwarven niece. “Make them go away!”

      Diamonds’s voice echoes through the hall. “Madam, he’s not well. Leave him alone.”

      Dare winces. That is an understatement. He was too weak to do something foolish like cure Marcia. It has been years since Penny’s blood had revived him, and the fire in Florida had cost him dearly.

      “Dare, I need to talk to you!”

      The shouted words make Dare bolt upright. “Marcia?”

      “Madam,” he hears Diamonds respond. “I’ve been gentle with you, but—”

      Imagining the “but” that Diamonds can inflict, Dare calls, “Let her in,” and then flops back down into the cushions, resigned to what will come next. Marcia will proffer her undying thanks, loyalty, and possibly love. He will selflessly deny his part in her miraculous recovery. He can’t have it getting out that he has such abilities. Also, he doesn’t want her gratitude. Gratitude too quickly turns to resentment.

      He hears determined footsteps and then Marcia is suddenly directly above him. He does his best to keep his demeanor serene … befitting a guardian angel who’d just saved her from an untimely death.

      “Dare, what do you want?” she growls, her voice bright and malevolent.

      What? Where is the adoration that he is determined to deny? His nostrils flare. “Lovely to see you, too,” he says, throwing a hand over his eyes. “Leave me alone. I’m sleepy.”

      “You made me better!” Marcia hisses, as though he wronged her somehow.

      Adopting a casual, flippant air that is as much a defense as any of his magic, Dare sniffs. “Made you better? Why, I never had any idea you were sick.”

      “Why did you do it?” Marcia demands. “Do you intend to blackmail me? Is this some sort of vampiric extortion? Do you think I might be in your debt? Because, no way, Mr. Bloodsucker.”

      What does she take him for, inbred blood born royalty? “If I wanted you to be in my debt, there would have been a contract signed in blood before I healed you. Don’t accuse me of incompetence.”

      Marcia puts her hands on her hips, and her eyes narrow. “You did make me better.”

      Dare sits up, prepared to argue … but then he becomes intensely aware of how much better he’s made her. Her blood has lost the unappetizing, cloying smell of cancer. She’s wearing a pair of form-fitting black trousers, “yoga pants” he thinks they’re called, and a shirt that dips low, exposing a very long neck. His fangs descend, and he fights the urge to lick his lips.

      Flopping back down on the couch, he turns his back to her and curls away from temptation. “Did not.” He shoos her away with a hand, recovering the offhanded, non-serious, definitely non-threatening demeanor he’s cultivated carefully over the millennia. “Now go away.”

      “I still have questions for you!” Marcia cries.

      “Oh, bright sunny summer days,” he curses, grabbing a pillow and pressing his face into it. She doesn’t take the hint and skedaddle. “Well?” he says. “Are you going to ask? Get it over with. I want to go back to sleep.”

      “You have children! You’ve drunk human blood.”

      And suddenly he can’t be frivolous. Seething, he rolls over so he is facing her. When he speaks, his voice is cold, slow, and clear, even through his fangs. “Yes, Marcia. Before the realms were closed, I lived here, and I drank human blood. I was even married to the human woman in question. She was burned at the stake for being a witch.” The hairs on the back of his neck rise as he remembered Portia’s screams, and his anger flares brighter. “I went home to Alfheim, married a vampire in a similar situation, and we had five lovely children.”

      “Oh …” says Marcia.

      His jaw hardens. Elyssia … “But after our fifth … and then the misca—” He takes a deep breath and puts his arm back over his eyes. “She was one of those who became … ill. She is … gone.” She’d slept like he has these past few days, but then it had become more than sleep.

      “Oh,” Marcia says. He hears her swallow. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugs. Go away, he thinks, but is unable to put any compulsion behind it. “It’s all … a very long time ago.”

      “Why did you help me?” she whispers.

      You’re really making me wonder that myself is on the tip of his tongue, but he can’t say it. He doesn’t know why he saved her. It hadn’t been blood lust. Was it penance for what his race is about to take? Or was it simply because she reminded him so much of Portia and Greta when she marched after Rayne at the ball?  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he manages to quip.

      Marcia takes a step forward. Expression distracted rather than coy, she trails her fingers down her throat. His breath catches. His eyes, peeking beneath his arm, follow her finger over her pulse point, and his tongue darts out before he can stop it. His eyes meet hers in alarm, and in her gaze, he sees that she is well aware of what he was just thinking.

      Humans. No matter how aggravating they are, when you aren’t drinking their blood, you’re always thinking about it. He sees fear in her eyes and knows what he must do. Curling tight into a ball, Dare screams, “Guards, she has a stake!”

      The pounding of Dwarven feet fills Dare’s ears, Marcia gives a yelp, and moments later, he hears a thud outside. Diamonds shouts, “How dare you think of hurting Uncle Dare!”

      “Where in the world would I hide a stake?” Marcia responds, and Dare closes his eyes, remembering the form-fitting clothing and her exposed neck.

      “Sunbeams,” he curses. He shouldn’t be so affected. His fingers tighten on a cushion … but his time with Penny had been so short … and he’d been donating his own blood to weaker Night Elves in Alfheim. Just thinking of it all makes him exhausted. His anger dissipates, his body cools, and sleep pulls him under …
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      Two hours and forty-five minutes after confronting Dare, Marcia’s back at the official residence with a gift.

      It’s not an expensive gift, but she hopes that it’s appropriately personal: a shiny helium balloon that says, “Get Well Soon,” not “Thank you.” The balloon is secured to a cute little plush bat that has a picture of the night sky on the underside of its wings; she thought it was more fitting than a bear.

      She knows Dare saved her. And somewhere between his accusing her of having a stake and getting thrown out by Diamonds, it got through her thick skull that there were no strings attached. Maybe he thought it was necessary to ensure she stay silent. That he’d never made it conditional on her silence restores her faith in humanity, or Night Elves … and maybe herself, too. She hadn’t been wrong about Dare after all.

      “I wouldn’t have given his secret away,” she whispers to the bat. The bat, unlike Dare, and her miraculous recovery, isn’t magical, and doesn’t respond. She smiles anyway.

      Marcia knocks on the door, but no one answers. Without any other choice, she leaves the gift on the stoop. Just before she walks through the official residence’s gate, she turns to look back. The little bat and balloon look pathetically small. So little in exchange for a life.

      A premonition sends a shiver up her spine. Dare will ask for nothing, but she has a feeling there will be more to pay.
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