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A DARING GAME




ReGina Welling and Erin Lynn








CHAPTER ONE




This story takes place before A Match Made in Spell




No more blind dates. I know my mother meant well, and that everyone has a soul mate—yeah, sure—but this guy was not mine. If I had to listen to one more minute of him jabbering on about his exciting work in the field of accountancy, my head would explode. 

Don’t get me wrong, Martin was a nice enough guy and not bad looking, either. Dark hair, eyes to match, and a pair of shoulders that really filled out a suit. Snappy dresser, good table manners. Intelligent. Killer smile, and he seemed interested in me. The man was undeniably a catch. 

What was wrong with me? Any woman would be lucky to date a guy like him, and here I was, hiding in the bathroom wishing it had a back door or a window to slink out of. 

I checked my teeth in the mirror for the third time and knew I was stalling. Twenty more minutes and a chocolate soufflé in the bargain—I could survive that. Right? Right.

When I leaned back, I noticed a business card tucked into the mirror frame. Footswept Matchmaking was picked out in gold letters above the slogan, Get Whisked Away, with a little logo of a broom in a field of stars, and the phone number. 

Tempting, but no. There was no way I was going to break my new no-blind-dating rule two minutes after making it. Not happening. Leaving the card there, I went back to my table and to Martin, who launched right into another work-related story that even the fluffy chocolate dessert filled with delicate cream could not make less boring.

I managed to shave three minutes off the end of the date without choking on the soufflé, and since my place was only a short walk from the restaurant, insisted that I see myself home. Blinking Christmas lights played red, blue, and green over Martin’s face as he leaned in for a kiss that landed on my cheek when I turned my head at the last second—right before I practically ran down the block.

He was probably still standing there as I unlocked the door to my townhouse apartment, and I know I should have felt guilty for that, but I didn’t. All I felt was relief. Relief and a driving need to shed the skin I showed to the outside world and become my true self. 

The transformation started with a yank at the pins holding my auburn hair in a twist tight enough to make my scalp itch. I shook out the shoulder length mass and finger-combed it into a wild tumble before trading my skirt and blouse for soft leggings and a slouchy sweater. Pumps landed on the closet floor to be replaced by knit elf slippers that hugged my legs up to mid-calf level. Their curled-up toes bounced against my shins with each step.

On my way back into the family room, I clicked the button on dancing Santa, did a little two-step to the tinny tune of Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree, which reminded me to plug in my lights. Friday night, a few days before Christmas, and I was on vacation until after the first of the year..

I love parts of my job—mainly the actual teaching parts. Third-graders are, for the most part, among my favorite people on earth; full of wonder, willing to learn, and genuinely interesting. Their parents and the politics of teaching…those I don’t always love. 

The next two weeks were my time and I planned to turn hermit myself indoors and dive into the world of Myanthia. While my laptop booted up I added a few final pieces to my outfit; half a dozen rings made from heavy silver adorned my hands, and I slid a circlet onto my forehead that matched the one my avatar wore in the game. The weight of the cool metal helped me get into character and completed my transformation into Lady Dare, the rogue demon hunter, daughter of Lord Dare, The Usurper. It didn’t escape my attention that even in my make-believe world I was rebelling. Yeah I’ve got issues. So what.

Donning my headset, I logged into my account, where the first thing I saw was a notice that I had finally unlocked the ability to purchase Whispering Blades, a set of daggers embedded with pink rhinestones and imbued with the ability to gain health points with every hit. I had to have them, so I grabbed my purse. If there was one rule my dad had burned into my head it was not to store credit card information in online accounts. As I pulled out my wallet, a business card fluttered to the floor. Funny, I didn’t remember picking up any cards lately. 

Turning it over, I read the name on the front. Footswept Matchmaking. Okay, how did that get in there? A flock of butterflies took flight in my belly. Had someone been in my purse? I could swear I had it with me the entire time I was at the restaurant. I laid the card aside, paid for my digital purchase, and loaded up Kingdoms of Myanthia. I had just started on a quest, and was imagining the cold winter wind whipping through my flowing auburn hair as my mount galloped across the snow-covered countryside when a ping indicated a private chat message.

Greetings, Lady Dare. Art thou traveling this perilous road alone? Please accept my humble offer to accompany the Lady across Ogre’s Tooth Bridge, for I fear for thou safety shouldst thou travel alone.

I couldn’t help but grin as I responded. Why, Sir Kelin, the Lady thinketh thou rather forward, and is insulted at thou insinuation that she needeth assistance. Ogres, trolls, demons; she hath slain thousands and shall suffer no injury at the hands of such fiends!

Certainly, it would have been better to have whipped around and ridden off on my white unicorn with my head held high, but as I turned to face the pixelated horizon and canter toward the bridge, three level 30 ogres spawned nearby and began to attack my level 23 character. I knew I shouldn’t have come through Ogre’s Pass without leveling up a few notches, but there was a plethora of blue wildflowers on the other side, and I needed them to make a batch of experience boost potion. Irony, the bane of my existence.

Sir Kelin drew his sword from its scabbard and darted toward the first troll, lopping his head off with one fell swoop and immediately whirling a fireball toward the second, who let out a roar and dropped, burning, to his knees before falling over dead. I reflexively hopped off my steed and took the third troll out with a few quick stabs of my new daggers. One hit from him had my health bar flashing dangerously low, so I selected a potion from my Available Items list and downed it quickly.

Another ding. Methinks the lady doth protest too much!

Thank you kindly, good sir. I clicked the icon that looked like a pair of headphones next to Kelin’s message and spoke into my headset. “But it was completely unnecessary. I could have taken them.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest like a petulant child, but could feel my cheeks blushing crimson as I heard the husky chuckle on the other end of the line. During my mini temper tantrum I couldn’t help but notice that my eye wandered more than once to the corner of the business card sticking out of my wallet. Maybe I could find a real, live man to come to my rescue every once in a while. Not that I needed one, of course. 

If I was lucky, he would sound a bit like Sir Kelin’s voice in my headset. Something about his tone always cheered me up.

“Let’s go get you those flowers; I’ll hold off any more ogre attacks and you can make an extra potion as a thank you.” Sir Kelin suggested, and we trotted off across the bridge.








CHAPTER TWO







A pox upon the person who came up with the ugly Christmas sweater theme for parties. My parents had embraced this bit of foolishness with a passion bordering on the fanatic. With a sigh, I sewed the final touch, a set of battery operated LED lights, onto the confection of knitted hideousness I planned to wear. The sweater, a cardigan, was a thrift store find and ugly to begin with, but I had taken it up a notch by adding miniature tree ornaments, bits of garland, and the lights. As ugly sweaters went, this one was sublime. I buttoned it on thinking what a shame it was no one would see the dress underneath, a pretty sheath in a shade of blue that flattered my coloring. 

I’ll admit to having taken the scenic route to where my parents lived on the outer edge of the suburbs. My detour took me halfway across town to Swansea, the street where Christmas lights go to shine. I parked two blocks away to take a leisurely stroll through the twinkling fantasyland. A plaque at the dead end of the street gave a short history of how the whole thing had begun when two sets of neighbors tried to one-up each other in the decorating department and eventually turned the rivalry into a cooperative venture. I dropped a few dollars into the donation box slated for a children’s charity, and noticed a short note thanking some local sponsors for donating time and money to the project.  

The second name from the top of the list was, you guessed it, Footswept Matchmaking. Turning on my heel, I marched back to my car, thinking the lights looked dimmer in this direction.   




                                       ⁂




Mom greeted me with a hug that ended up requiring assistance to end when a strand of garland from her sweater concoction tried mating with my string lights. Through his laughter, my dad finally managed to get us apart, and give me a careful hug. He had on a reject from the Cosby collection with no embellishments added. That put him right out of the running. My brother and his wife managed to make their contributions to the contest look elegant, which annoyed me to no end, but left only my mother and me in contention for the box of chocolates that was this year’s prize.

I felt bad about winning the title from her until she pinned me in a corner and said, “Martin is such a nice man, dear. What could it hurt to go on one more date with him?”

“There was no chemistry, Mom. At all.” I heard the whine settle into my voice, despised myself for it, but still could not help turning into a recalcitrant teen in the face of my mother’s gently reproving tone.

“Chemistry isn’t everything.” 

Maybe not to her, but it meant something to me. My mother’s next words sent my blood pressure soaring. 

“There’s a nice young man at your father’s firm. Brandon something or other. He’s new in town and single…” She trailed off suggestively. 

“No. No more blind dates. I’ll find someone on my own. Please, Mom. Just let it go.”

“You work all day and play on your computer all night. Where do you plan to find someone? Online?” My mother wrinkled her nose in distaste. “You’re young and you need to get out and enjoy life. Meet new people. It makes me sad to think of you being alone. I do worry, you know.”

I knew she did, and that her only wish was for me to be happy. I sighed. “Can we just enjoy the party without focusing on my dating life? I promise, I’ll go on a date this week if that will make you happy.” I lied. Right to her face. 

Clearly it would, given the beaming smile she turned on me. “You’ve met someone? Tell me everything. What’s he like?”

“I haven’t met him yet,” the lie grew deeper. “He’s a friend of a friend,” and was rewarded with a hug. 

“Call me when it’s over and tell me all about him.” My brother called to Mom, who left me standing there feeling like the world’s worst daughter. There was no man, no prospect for a date, and now I felt compelled to make it right. Shoulders hunched, I thrust my hands into the pockets of my ugly sweater. By now, it didn’t even surprise me when my right hand encountered the stiff rectangle. I pulled out the business card and looked at the name fate seemed to be throwing in my face. Footswept Matchmaking. Taking my cell phone into the relative quiet of my parent’s bedroom, I made the call. Hey, I know when I’m licked. 




⁂




By the time I was dressed for my interview with Lexi Balefire, my bedroom looked like the closet had thrown up. Half my clothes shrieked third grade teacher and the other half was a collection of gamer-geek-chic. Ripped jeans, patterned leggings, graphic tee after graphic tee, and a plethora of boots in various heights and colors were still relatively tame in comparison to the vast array of accessories I used to complete my look. 

Who did I want to be today? That was a question I struggled with all the time. My closet offered no middle ground—hence the current level of chaos as a result of trying to find a way to blend the two sides of my personality into one cohesive look. In the end, I shrugged on a work outfit and pledged to ponder the existential ramifications of the mess while I cleaned it up later.

I walked into Footswept Matchmaking expecting to meet a middle aged woman with hair teased up to there, and a heavily-accented, gravelly voice. I couldn’t have been more surprised to meet Lexi, a woman around my own age with a pert nose and shining eyes. My expectations shifted. She would pull out a computer, ask a million questions, and run my profile through some kind of matching software.

None of that happened. In fact, after we signed an agreement and I put my sorely abused credit card back in my purse, she barely prodded me to talk, and then I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

“Tell me a little bit about yourself.” Lexi flipped a lock of sable hair over one ear and fixed interested eyes on mine. We drifted toward a pair of stuffed armchairs covered in bold geometric patterns, and before I knew what was happening, I was spilling my guts. It was like she’d cast a truth spell over me.

I explained how straitlaced my parents were; why I chose teaching out of all the other possibilities in order to satisfy their expectations; their hope for me to marry someone who looked good on paper. And then I launched right into what I imagined in a man. “He has to share my love for fantasy; but also be able to get through a Tolstoy novel. He has to be tough enough to protect me; but also know when to let me stand up for myself. He has to be romantic; but not a crybaby. He has to know how to let loose and have some fun; but he also needs to be a responsible adult and get along with my family. And he has to accept me for all my quirkiness, and love that I’m a dorky gamer chick who bakes Legend of Zelda cupcakes on the weekends.” I nearly choked on my verbal incontinence. What had possessed me to tell things to a total stranger that I had never even spoken out loud?

Lexi’s ruby red lips parted in a smile, one perfectly groomed eyebrow arched conspiratorially. “So you want the best of both worlds—that’s us women for you. We’re all a little bit like Goldilocks. Fortunately, it’s all relative, and there’s a perfect match out there just waiting for you.” She rolled her eyes during the last bit and then rose to her feet. “I promise, that’s the last time I’ll say the phrase perfect match. I know it sounds like the name of an online dating site. Trust me. I have a magical touch.”

“Are we done?” I wasn’t sure if I was expected to stand also, so I did, shifting my weight from foot to foot while Lexi examined me from head to toe. Shouldn’t there be more to it than that?

“No, we’re just getting started. I hope you don’t have plans, because we’re going on an adventure. But we’ve got to work on your outfit. You can’t go where we’re going looking like that.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or not, but as I looked down at the demure neckline of my plain Jane A-line dress and cardigan sweater I squirmed a little. Still, it took some kind of guts to simply tell a client they needed a makeover. And where could we possibly be going? She had just met me 20 minutes ago. Apparently Lexi noticed my momentary pause, because her eyes and tone softened.

“You look just like a third grade teacher should; but it’s clear that you’re not completely comfortable. This,” She waved a dainty finger at me, “is only half the story. Am I wrong?” She crossed her arms and arched that eyebrow again, daring me to disagree. It was a gesture expected of a close friend, not someone you had just met, but somehow I had a feeling that Lexi Balefire could get away with just about anything she wanted to.

“Come with me.” She commanded gently, leading me to a door across the office I had assumed was the restroom. It turned out to be Barbie’s Dream Closet, and I couldn’t help but gasp as we walked through a short hallway lined with hooks that held a rainbow of scarves, hats, belts, and handbags in styles ranging from Vogue to Good Housekeeping. The room beyond was bigger than the office out front by at least a factor of two; it looked like the inside of a Macy’s fitting room on Christmas Eve on one side, and a miniature salon on the other. An oversize glamour shot of one of the best-looking men I had ever seen took up nearly the entire wall above the gleaming chrome barber’s chair.

“Who’s that?” I asked, nodding at the blond Adonis.

Lexi grinned. “That’s Flix, my business partner, for all intents and purposes. He’s the best stylist I’ve ever seen, but he’s on a cruise ship somewhere in the Caribbean right now, so we’re on our own. Gorgeous, though, isn’t he? 

Fifteen minutes later I found myself sitting cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by dozens of articles of clothing and wishing I could just stuff them in my bag and bolt. But that would be rude, and with my luck I’d wind up on the nightly news under the “Stupid Criminals” heading. I ended up in a red plaid tailored shirtdress cinched around my waist by a rhinestone-studded black belt and knee-high black suede boots that somehow managed to look appropriate and sexy at the same time, a chunky necklace in gunmetal gray gleaming around my neck. Once Lexi had deftly curled my hair into beachy waves using a behemoth-sized triple-barrel iron, I applied a coat of black mascara and achieved a cat eye look with a particularly user-friendly curved eyeliner pen. A thin coat of lip gloss made my lips shimmer subtly, and we were off. Not that I had any idea where we were off to.

Winding her arm in mine, Lexi practically dragged me down the street. I kept glancing at her out of the corner of my eye because she seemed to be walking aimlessly, yet with a purpose. I know that’s an oxymoron, but that’s the best way to describe her pace. Little winged dollar signs danced before my eyes. Lexi’s services didn’t come cheap, and for the kind of money this was costing me, I wanted something a bit more professional.

Lexi stopped and gazed toward an establishment called The Grind with a curious smile on her face. Through the window I could see men and women in business suits sipping lattes out of enormous cups. “In here.” 

“No,” I balked at the door. “This is exactly the kind of place where the man of my mother’s dreams would hang out. Isn’t there somewhere else we should be?”

“Trust me.” Lexi insisted. I didn’t, but I let her drag me inside anyway. 

The place looked like any other upscale coffee bar. Round tables, leather seating, lots of polished nickel accents. I hated these places with a passion. Lexi paused in the doorway radiating the feral intensity of a wolf scenting prey. That lasted only a few seconds before she had me by the arm again, and was dragging me toward the bored-looking Barista standing behind the gleaming counter. Distracted by the size of the menu lining the upper part of the back wall, I wasn’t prepared for what Lexi did next.

As we walked past one of the tables, I swear Lexi gave me a hard shove with her elbow. My feet tangled against each other and I landed hard in the lap of a man using his computer. He caught me with one hand and slammed the laptop closed with the other to keep me from seeing what he had been working on. Not that I cared about that, anyway. My face flamed and I apologized while I struggled to get off of him. “I’m sorry. So sorry. I’m not usually this clumsy.” I shot a look at Lexi over his shoulder and got back an unrepentant grin. 

The face looking down at mine wasn’t quite as close to perfection as the one hanging in Lexi’s hidden salon, but it was close. Chiseled jaw, dark chocolate eyes with an amused glint in them, and lips that looked warm and inviting. He was the whole package. Well, except for the corporate suit and the tie nestled under a chin with a cute little cleft that made me want to lay a finger just there. 

I realized he was cradling me in his arms and that I had been staring at him a moment too long. My face heated again and I renewed my efforts to rise. 

“It’s not every day a beautiful woman just falls into my lap.” The man, still holding me firmly, stood and set me gently back on my feet with minimal effort. I’m no Amazon, but I’m not a waif, either. There was untapped strength under all that business attire. “The fates must be smiling on me today.” He brushed a few stray crumbs from my arm. Apparently on the way down, I had smashed his chocolate crunch donut. 

“I’m Brandon Kelly.”

“Felicity Dare. Sorry about your donut.”

“Make it up to me by letting me take you to dinner.”

His logic was flawed on that one. I opened my mouth to say no when Lexi answered for me. “She’d love to.” 

Back outside, I rounded on her, “What were you thinking? You just made a date for me with corporate Ken. He’s everything I don’t want in a man. Weren’t you listening at all?” 

“Trust me.” 

“Trust you? I don’t even know you! And you definitely don’t know me.” Forget about the part where she had handpicked the perfect outfit—and in my size, no less. 

Lexi sighed and yanked me down the street a touch too roughly for someone I was paying a service fee, but I fell into step beside her with a terse, “Where are we going now?” 

“You’ll see.” 

We marched down three blocks and took two sharp turns to the left, bringing us to the back side of a two-story warehouse-style building that appeared deserted save for a blinking neon light that, upon further inspection was actually a laser beam tracing the letters “p2p” at high speed. Puzzled, I looked at Lexi, who was now wearing a wide grin. 

“You’ve never been here, have you?” She asked.

“No.” I breathed, my spidey senses tingling. In gamer-speak, p2p was an acronym for “pay to play”, referring to a game that charged a monthly fee. That could only mean one thing: this was some kind of gaming establishment. Of course I had heard of such places; but mostly from friends who played in foreign countries—they’re not as common here in the States. All thoughts of meeting my soul mate went out the window as curiosity overwhelmed my senses.

Lexi yanked open the door, spilling a rainbow of light onto the pavement at our feet. A large white arrow glowed in the glare of a black light bulb, and directed us through a hallway twinkling with multicolored strobe lights and toward a tall counter manned by a young woman with a bright blue pixie hairstyle. She wore a black t-shirt printed with an old original Nintendo controller over a denim miniskirt, and her arms and hands were covered with dozens of bracelets and rings. Lexi sidestepped the counter and veered left into the crowd. 

I looked around, taking in the rows of computer stations filled with intense-looking gamers wearing headsets and clicking away furiously on games ranging across several genres from fantasy, to real-time strategy, to first-person shooter. Booths lined the outer edge of the space on elevated platforms, and I was surprised to see a waitress on roller skates zoom through the masses to deliver a steaming basket of fries. On further inspection, they weren’t traditional roller skates, but rather a pair of those sneakers with the wheels that popped out of the soles. 

A banner strung across the rafters caught my attention and I pointed excitedly to Lexi. “Kingdoms of Myanthia, that’s my game! There’s a gathering here next weekend. Look, you get free admission if you cos-play—that means come in costume—and they’re organizing a multi-player quest for anyone who logs in from the p2p server!” I rambled on while Lexi dragged me forward.

We settled into a table in the far corner; the best vantage point in the place, and Lexi ordered us drinks while I ogled computer screens to see what everyone was playing. When the waitress returned and handed me a vanilla coke with a lemon slice—a concoction of my own making—I shot a puzzled look at Lexi, who deftly ignored it and began pointing around the room.

“So do you see Mr. Right anywhere?” She asked quietly.

Once again I surveyed the room, this time looking at the people rather than the games on their screens. As a place to meet like-minded people, this was Nirvana and Utopia all rolled into one. From a dating perspective, it was a frog parade. Who knew so many men in their fifties liked gaming? Aside from them, the vast majority belonged to the barely-old-enough-to-legally-drink crowd, and most of the rest of the room fell into the undateable category. In fact, my only age-appropriate option was a man wearing vintage gray sweat pants. You know, the kind with the elastic gathering at the ankles. Eyes glazed from hours of screen time peered fixedly forward while he worked the keyboard and mouse with feverish passion, which might have been better spent wielding a razor. Stubble can be sexy—three-day old scruff meant it had probably been that long since he’d been acquainted with soap or water. Nope. Just nope. 

If this was all Lexi had up her sleeve, I’d be making use of her money back guarantee. Still, I had technically fulfilled the promise to my mother. I was going on a date this week even if I wasn’t happy about it. 




⁂




I snuggled into a pair of fleece-lined leggings printed with strings of Christmas lights, a Rudolph sweatshirt complete with light-up nose, and a fuzzy green and red striped robe. Tiny Santa Clauses dripped from my earlobes and I had replaced my circlet with a reindeer antler headband. As I pulled on an elf slipper my eyes were drawn to the discarded pair of boots I had borrowed from Lexi’s closet and decided that after tonight’s experience, she probably wasn’t getting them back. They were just too pretty. 

Myanthia was decorated for the holiday season, the towns littered with snowmen, twinkle lights, and festive wreaths. A quick look at my friends list indicated that Sir Kelin was online, and a moment later a message pinged into a private chat window. 

Greetings, My Lady. How art though this evening?

Well and good, kind Sir. Yourself?

Tis one thing only I lack in life milady. If thou wouldst grant me the boon of knowing your true name, my quest would be complete.

My mind went immediately to Mr. Sweatpants from p2p. Pass.

Let us not complicate the quest, Sir Kelin. Art thou ready to enter the fray?

Shall I tell thee my own true name first?

I dropped the game speak.  I prefer to keep my real life separate from my gaming one. It’s a choice I made a long time ago, and I hope it won’t interfere with our friendship in the game. Do you understand?

There was a short pause.

Of course, my lady. Whatever you wish.

I hoped that would not be the end of our communication, but I meant to stand my ground. Another pause lengthened before more words appeared in the window.

Hast thou daggers at the ready? Onward into the fight. 

And we played.








CHAPTER THREE







Trading one of my all-day gaming marathons for a dinner date with a buttoned-up desk jockey. How had I gotten roped into this? If my dating history was anything to go by, I knew exactly how this would go. He’d show up in one of two types of vehicles. A gas-saving car the size of an overgrown golf cart or one of those ubiquitous sedans with nothing but numbers for a name. Then, depending on which vehicle he was driving, I could count of one of two types of restaurants. It would be a flow chart of a date. Golf cart car equaled Italian restaurant—sedan big enough that he was probably compensating meant we would be eating French food. It never failed. 

Taking Lexi’s advice, out of all the offerings in my closet, I chose one of the dresses that spoke to Lady Dare. Forest green with gold braided trim on the sleeves, a tightly fitted bodice, and a skirt that draped softly to mid-calf. The dress paired perfectly with gold ballet flats. 

I wasn’t expecting my heart to skip a beat when the doorbell rang. Or for it to speed up at the sight of Brandon’s smiling face. Okay, so he was attractive enough to get my juices flowing, but that didn’t make him my type. Then again, it seemed my type only existed in computer games. 

“I hope you don’t mind if we go someplace a little different for dinner. There’s this new place that opened up over on Winchester Street and I’ve been hearing really good things.” Brandon helped me into his pickup truck. 

“You mean the Bard and Grill?” Maybe this guy had a little more going for him than I’d thought. The Bard and Grill was a brand new steakhouse with a Medieval theme. Judging by the gallery on their website, it was the kind of place Lady Dare and Sir Kelin would go to enjoy a night of feasting and fun. Too bad I was stuck going there with Corporate Ken instead. I turned sideways in my seat to squint at him appraisingly. He couldn’t have known I was dying to check the place out, could he?

When I didn’t answer right away he said, “Is that a dumb idea? Maybe you’d rather have Italian or French.” 

I’ll admit my snort was less than ladylike, but it loosened up something inside me. Something that reared up and dared me to give the guy a chance—to plumb his hidden depths, and maybe even let him plumb mine. My inner voice has a dirty mind sometimes. 

“Absolutely not. Take me to the Bard and Grill kind sir.”

I gave him a smile and in return, Brandon squeezed my hand. I watched his hands as he put the truck into gear. His long fingers sent delicious tingles running over me from the point of contact, and I couldn’t remember the last time a man made me feel this way with nothing more than a touch. 

Bard and Grill lived up to my expectations in every way. Walking through the door felt like stepping into a scene from Myanthia. Rustic tables made from thickly planked wood, a roaring fire in the centrally located fireplace, and half-timbered walls all lent to the feel of a wayside pub right out of the game. Beside me, Brandon seemed just as mesmerized as I was.

A waitress, kitted out in her best serving wench attire, led us to a cozy table near the fire and the date moved up another level when Brandon’s hand resting on the small of my back sent shivers up my spine.

During appetizers, we talked about everything—work, family, and favorite childhood books.

“Grimm or Andersen?” He asked.

“Both. Totally. I always loved the story of Elsa and the swan brothers. I remember visiting my grandmother when I was eight, maybe nine, and falling into a patch of nettles out at the farm. I was a total mess, and my grandmother gave me that story to read.” My eyes burned with unshed tears. “She loved books, everything about them. I’ve tried to pass that on to my students because I know it would make her proud.” 

This was not a first date conversation, but I felt comfortable talking to Brandon. Not in a brotherly kind of way, but in that I’ve-just-met-you-but-I-feel-like-I’ve-known-you-forever way. 

“It was my uncle for me. He read everything he could get his hands on—and I mean everything. Westerns to romance. Every birthday or holiday he gave me a new a book or two, and he always read them first so we could talk about them later. According to him, every story could be traced back to a fairy tale, and it was our private game to trace all his gifts back to their origins. He hated the tweaked Disney versions, though.”

“Right? Where every story has a happy ending and the characters all live in a pink and blue pastel world. Life is more like the originals, where instead of happily ever after, it was—hey, we survived, but it was a close thing and messy besides.” 

Some dark memory painted lines of tension around Brandon’s mouth, stole a bit of the brilliance from his smile, but before I could ask him about it, sizzling, butter-drenched steaks appeared before us and we got distracted. 

Mine was so tender it practically jumped into bits at the sight of my knife. I took the first bite and nearly moaned in pleasure, “My arteries are seizing up already, but it’s totally worth it.”

“Really good.” Brandon’s enthusiasm was a pale, flaccid thing—way less than the steaks deserved. I cast my mind back to the conversation right before the food showed up, and felt comfortable enough to ask him outright. “Want to tell me about it?”

“About what?”

“Come on. Something touched a nerve.”

“Isn’t there a rule against discussing romantic histories on a first date?” 

And there it was. You know what I mean.You’re on a date and it’s going really well, so well you get to thinking this might actually go somewhere and then—BAM! There it is. The thing that puts the brakes on and makes you realize why this person is still single. Getting maudlin about your ex is right up there on the list of date killers. It’s either just before or just after talking about how the only person who understands you is your cat. Or your dog. Or, God forbid, your mother.

But darned if I wasn’t curious what his story was. “You have to tell me now, or I’ll make up something worse in my head.” I kept my tone intentionally light and smiled at him over a bite of roasted squash. 

He blushed. Just the faintest hint of pink, but still. “I was in a long-term relationship. I proposed, and instead of saying yes, she explained how just about everything about me would need to change if we were going to stay together. I decided she wasn’t worth it and walked away.”

Nice. I’d been prattling on about happily ever after, and he had this in his past. I’m sorry sounded trite, so I countered with my own sordid tale. “I’ve been on seventeen first dates this year—all arranged by my parents—and zero second ones. My confession brought the merest hint of a smile. “According to my mother, I’m consigning her to a life barren of grandchildren.”

Brandon leaned back in his chair and eyed me speculatively. “I think our mothers might hit it off. They seem to sing the same tunes.“ 

I suppose it might be considered brazen, but given the spark I felt sizzling between us, I thought I deserved to know if he was hung up on his ex before I wasted a second date on him. Yeah, I was thinking about breaking my streak. Epic, right? Most of my romantic experiences have been lived out in fiction, and I’ve read enough books where I thought the heroine was an idiot for making assumptions, so I asked him right out. “Are you still in rebound mode?”

After a split second of shock, my question was rewarded by a rich laugh that evoked a mental image of Sir Kelin for some reason. 

“Go out with me again and find out.” 

A short but furious battle raged in my mind. My mother would love this man, and part of me wanted to reject him for that reason alone, but I felt a pull toward him that was impossible to define or deny.

“Okay.” 

Outside my townhouse, I had just stepped onto the sidewalk when someone jostled me from behind and knocked me hard into side of the truck.

“Oh, sorry.” A teenage boy who lived a few buildings down from mine looked up from his phone. “Sorry, Miz Dare. I wasn’t looking where I was going. There’s a Bulbasaur around here somewhere.”  He grinned up at me and showed me his screen.

Another victim of the craze. 

“It’s okay. No harm done. Just look up a little more often from now on, all right? And check over there,” I pointed toward the mailbox at the end of the street. “That’s where I found him once.” The boy went on his way and that was when I noticed Brandon’s surprised expression. 



