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An insistent knock at my door pulled my attention away from the notes I had been glaring at for far too long. Why had I decided that I should get a business degree? I loved the idea of putting the knowledge to work on some entrepreneurial venture once I graduated, but the classwork was mind numbing. 

It was odd that someone was at my door without being buzzed up first, but I closed my notebook and laptop and gratefully tossed them aside on the end table near the couch anyway. I’d take any excuse to stop studying at this point. 

When I looked through the peephole, I saw... nothing. But even as I gazed out the distorted lens, the knocking sounded again. It was real. I wasn’t imagining it. I could feel the vibration of where my hand was pressed against the door. 

“Nerissa,” said a familiar voice, just loud enough to carry through the door. “Please let us in.”

I frowned. Arson? Sighing, I unlocked the door and waved the invisible specter into my apartment. My boss was a mage. I would hardly be surprised if he could turn himself invisible with some spell or potion. Something brushed my shoulder in passing, and I thought I heard a soft, masculine giggle. 

The hair stood up on the back of my neck and I broke out in goosebumps at the sudden feeing that I was being watched by a predator. Fuck. What had I just let into my apartment? 

Turning, I reached for the amulet that lay on the counter behind me. The air started to ripple a few feet away. My fingers closed around the emergency amulet Arson had given me to wear during client meetings, when I was in the presence of strange otherkin. But as my fingers closed around the warm stone, the wavering spot before me resolved, revealing my scowling boss and my smirking co-worker and partner, Erskine. 

“Do I need to tell you how foolish that was?” Arson asked calmly, even as he shifted his grip on Erskine, holding the other man back when he would have lunged toward me. “Always verify the identity of anyone seeking entrance to your dwelling. Did you not read the flyer I gave you when I hired you?” 

I left the amulet on the kitchen counter and crossed my arms under my breasts, returning his glare. “It could have been a vampire, a mimic, a sprite, a wandering spirit, a shadow person, a fae, a skinwalker... I read the damned brochure,” I grumbled, pulse still pounding at the realization that I could have been eaten by something pretending to sound like my boss just now. “I wasn’t thinking.”

Arson huffed, but I knew he just wanted me to be safe. Before he could continue his lecture, I gestured between him and Erskine, who was still smirking at me in a hungry, dangerous way that let me know he was the source of that dark predatory sensation I’d felt before. “Why are you here? And why were you invisible? You could just ring the bell downstairs like a normal person.” I raised a brow at my partner. “Erskine does it all the time when he visits.”

The beautiful blond winked at me. “And I visit often. Let go of me, mage,” he said, yanking free of Arson’s grip on him and prowling toward me, radiating dark fae magic, his gray eyes glowing with seduction that could make a person beg for unimaginable pain, as long as it was delivered by his graceful hands. 

I stood my ground and ignored the wave of lust and longing that he pulled from me. Tearing my eyes away from the unhinged dark fae cross, I looked at Arson, taking in his uncharacteristically tousled brown curls and rumpled shirt and vest. He lifted a brow at me and tilted his head toward Erskine. “I thought it might be best if we didn’t run into any of your neighbors along the way, given his... current condition.”

I huffed as Erskine reached me and gripped my hips. He held me still as he bent to run his nose along the side of my neck, nipping the flesh there with his sharper-than-human teeth before he nuzzled below my ear, whispering, “I missed you, baby girl.”

Arson ran a gloved hand over his hair, setting the strands to right as he regarded me and Erskine. “I’m not entirely sure what triggered his nature this time. But I thought we’d see if you can bring him down.” His expression hardened. “The client we’ve been avoiding has finally made their request. She’s booked for two weeks from now.”

I sighed. My lusty reaction to Erskine’s attention warring with the dread caused by Arson’s words. Arson thought I could somehow protect Erskine from whatever twisted games this powerful mystery client wanted to play with my partner. It was true that I’d been able to survive and redirect his dark fae urge to destroy, so far. But I still wasn’t looking forward to testing whatever weird connection Erskine and I shared against some powerful otherkin who was out to cause trouble. 

Erskine’s fingers dug into my hips, then one hand rose to grip the back of my neck as he forced me to look at him instead of Arson. “Don’t worry about the Bitch Queen,” he murmured in a velvet voice that made me shiver. “I’ll bleed her for you, baby girl. Make her kneel at your feet and beg for your mercy while I strangle her on my cock and choke the life out of her. You can watch the soul fade from behind her eyes. My little gift to you, love.”

I shivered again, this time feeling equal parts fae-induced lust and repulsion. He wasn’t joking. The dark fae inside him would drive him to destroy this person, and he could make her enjoy every minute of it. I’d seen how his magic worked. It was terrifying. Glamorous, shimmering decadence wrapped around a poisonous core. 

“Erskine,” I said, looking into his eyes, searching for the humanity that lived inside him. “Get a grip.”

“But you’re already in my grip, baby girl.” His chiseled lips curled into a wicked smile as he squeezed the back of my neck harder, fingers twining into my hair, pulling hard enough to hurt, even though his magic made my body think I liked it.

I swallowed back the moan that wanted to escape me and shook off the heavy, euphoric feeling of his magic. “You couldn’t have just used a potion?” I asked Arson, my voice breathless. 

He paced a step closer, leaning his ass against the island and crossing his arms over his chest as he calmly watched me and Erskine. “I could have. But the potions are sedating. He ends up drugged and incredibly vulnerable after taking one. He can’t rely on a potion when he’s with... her.”

I sighed. There were so many questions I wanted to ask right now. I knew there was something bigger going on with Arson and this mystery client. But I had more immediate things to focus on right now. 

Erskine pulled on my hair, tilting my head back so he could kiss me. I wanted to lose myself in the hungry way he devoured me. But I knew that wasn’t what he needed right now. He wasn’t himself. He would hurt me. And he would hate himself when he realized what he had done. I needed to shake off the fae allure so I could help him. 

His sharp teeth sank into my bottom lip, and I knew he was about to bite down hard enough to draw blood. I wanted him to. Needed the delicious pain only he could provide.

No. Nope. Not going there today.

Sliding my hands up over the soft fabric of his t-shirt, I planted my palms against his chest and pushed—not violently, but just hard enough to get his attention. My lip slipped from between his teeth, and he stared down at me, one brow raised in question. It was probably a surprise to him. Apparently, no one could say no when he got like this. Except me. 

And Arson, probably. Though I had to wonder if a lack of resistance was why our boss had looked so rumpled when he arrived with Erskine in his arms.

“Erskine, stop,” I said to the dangerous, seductive blond, even though my voice was husky and drenched with desire. “Do you remember who I am?” I said, and I managed to sound a bit more commanding this time. 

He narrowed his beautiful dove gray eyes at me, and it took just a beat longer than it should for him to reply. “Nerissa.”

I nodded, trying to exude calm and patience. “I need you to come back to me. Before you hurt me.” That was the key. His sadistic fae side might want to play, but for whatever reason, the thought that he might actually hurt me—and me specifically—was usually enough to snap him out of it.

He stared into my eyes a second longer. Then he closed his eyes, shuttering that glowing gaze and dimming the pull I felt to him as he struggled to tuck the fae side of him back into the locked box where he usually kept it. 

I could tell the moment his sanity returned. The air around us lightened somehow, and he drew in a slow, deep breath. His grip on me changed from demanding to cradling. As if he had just remembered he held something precious. 

When his eyes fluttered open, he searched my face for any sign of fear or disgust. “Fuck. Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

But still, he ran his hands gently over my body, traced his fingers over where he’d bit my neck. He sagged in defeat, resting his forehead against mine. “Damn it,” he muttered. “Nerissa, you don’t deserve this shit.”

I lifted my hands to cup his cheeks and made him meet my eyes. “I’m fine, Erskine. You stopped the second I told you to knock it off.”

Arson straightened, reminding us both that he was still there. “It’s true,” he said calmly. “It’s fascinating, really, how you respond to her. Like magic.” He smirked at the bad pun.

Erskine released me to turn on our boss. “I can’t believe you brought me here. What the hell, Arson?”

The mage just raised a brow at him. “Would you rather fail the upcoming test your kin are planning to throw at us? Nerissa has an uncanny ability to soothe the inner beast. And she wants to help. Stop snarling, and just accept that people care about you, Erskine.”

My half-fae partner clenched his fists at his sides. “I hate you,” he ground out. 

Arson just flicked a bit of lint off his sleeve and straightened his cuff. “I seem to recall you singing a different tune about fifteen minutes ago.”

Erskine growled and stomped away, slamming out the door with a muttered, “See you tomorrow, Nerissa.”

I raised my brows at Arson. “What happened fifteen minutes ago?”

The mage cleared his throat, and I watched in shock as he blushed. “Never mind that,” he said stiffly. “Are you ready for your appointment this evening?” 

I shook my head at his obvious redirection. “He made a pass at you? I knew you two were into each other.”

He gave me an unimpressed look, and I knew I wasn’t going to get anything else out of him about his feelings for my fellow escort. I recognized Arson on Information Lock Down Mode. The man acted like he might actually die if he shared a single scrap of information he hadn’t already deemed “need to know.” 

According to the dryad goddess I’d met recently, it was a trauma response. But one day, I was going to get him to talk. It had become my new personal mission in life. 

“The incubus,” Arson said, redirecting me again. “I accepted his request for a second session without asking you, since you haven’t indicated that there was any concern on your end. But I wanted to confirm with you before tonight.”

I waved a dismissive hand at him and turned to get the coffee pot going. It was a bit late in the day for caffeine, but I was going to be up late, so why not? “Eder was lovely,” I said, ignoring the way I felt my cheeks heat at that massive understatement. “I’m happy to help him out again.”

More than happy to feed the sexy incubus by having mind-blowing orgasms, thanks. I mean really, did he even have to ask?”

Arson chuckled, as if he could read my mind. “Very well. But there was another reason I wanted to talk to you in person before your appointment and not over phone or email where someone could pry.” 

I took down a coffee cup, then hovered a hand over a second cup as I looked at him in silent question. He nodded and I took down a cup for him, trying not to feel giddy that my hot mage boss was going to stay for coffee.

“You think someone is spying on our phone calls and emails?” I asked, turning to him and leaning my butt against the counter as I waited for the coffee to finish brewing. “Who cares if a few horny, hungry otherkin rent an escort now and then?”

He shrugged, but I wasn’t buying his casual act. I was pretty sure Arson was more than the run-of-the-mill mage and casual antiques dealer he pretended to be. And I grew more certain of that fact with every interaction I had with the paranormal world.

“Eder would like to bring a guest with him to your session this evening,” he said calmly. “He only revealed this to me an hour ago, when he came to me in person to make the request. He didn’t tell me about the extra person when he booked the appointment because his guest does not wish anyone to know their whereabouts.”

The coffee maker gurgled, and I turned to fill our mugs. “So what you’re saying is he left it ‘til last minute, and you couldn’t just call me or text me, because this extra person has stalkers.”

He huffed a dry laugh as he took his mug of coffee and sat on a stool at the island, doctoring up his drink with more cream and sugar than one would expect, given his perpetually straight-laced, anal-retentive personality. “Something like that,” he murmured in response to my assessment of the situation.

I sat opposite him and took a sip of my own overly sweetened, coffee-flavored milk. “I don’t mind him bringing someone. I know I don’t actually know him, but based on our previous encounter—and the fact that you seem to trust him—I’m willing to trust that he wouldn’t bring along someone dangerous or problematic.” I leaned forward across the island to level Arson with a faux serious look. “But I need more details. Tell me the truth. Is this extra person a criminal, or are they a celebrity?” 

When Arson gave me a questioning look, I continued. “The only people who have to hide like that are criminals or celebrities. So, when the stalkers eventually find us, I need to know if I’ll be dodging bullets or cameras.”

He huffed a laugh, shaking his head at me. “You really are too blase sometimes, Nerissa. It’s refreshing. And astounding.”

I sat back with a smile and shrugged as I took another sip of coffee. “I’ve got this awesome boss I trust to keep me safe. Despite the fact that I know he’s keeping things from me.” I pinned him with a look, but he just ignored the invitation to fess up. 

Arson took another sip of his coffee, then glanced at his watch. “I need to go. I’ve left the shop closed for too long already. But I’ll pick you up at the usual time.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah.”

I stood to carry our coffee cups to the sink, and see him out, but he paused at the door, turning back to regard me with a serious look in those pretty blue eyes. “The way you ground Erskine really is unique and impressive,” he said softly. “I know we are asking a lot of you, putting you in that position. But it means more to him—to both of us—than you know.”

He reached out to tuck a flyaway strand of hair behind my ear. The supple leather gloves he always wore to shield his magic were warm against my cheek. “One day, perhaps I will tell you all my secrets, Nerissa,” he murmured, the earnest, unguarded look in his eyes pulling at my heartstrings. Then his calm, unflappable mask fell back into place as he pulled away. “But I’m afraid you’ll just have to get used to disappointment until then.”

I heaved a sigh as he slipped out my door and disappeared. 




      ***The rest of the afternoon was about as boring and mundane as it could get. I did laundry and cleaned my apartment. I tried to do some more studying. Then I got ready for my appointment with an incubus—or two. 

I’d had a few encounters where there were multiple people present, but it still wasn’t something that felt commonplace to me, so I was definitely feeling a bit giddy as I showered and got dressed. Eder was my first client when I took this strange escort job. Even though he was a literal freaking demon, he had been kind, patient, and understanding. So, I didn’t really have anything to worry about on that front. 

But... what would this new person be like? And who were they? Was Eder bringing his lover? Or... was sharing sex with a human the incubus equivalent of going out to the bar with your buddy? This mystery guest seemed to be someone important, though. Maybe it was Eder’s boss or something. Lord, was I just a couple of drinks after work for them? Incubus happy hour?

I mean... it didn’t matter. I still got paid regardless. But still, it was a curious thought, and an interesting reminder that otherkin didn’t share human ideas and norms when it came to sex—or feeding. 

Dragging my fingers through my hair one last time to break up some of the loose curls and waves, I looked myself over in the mirror. A normal, moderately attractive-looking almost-thirty-year-old woman looked back at me, soft, fluffy red-brown hair falling just past her shoulders, plump skin well-moisturized with a light, natural oil, wearing the barest hint of blush and some mascara. It was cold out today, the mid-west winter kicking up her heels and making everyone miserable, so I had opted for fleece-lined leggings that looked like fishnets—my one little nod at working-girl wear—under a cable knit sweater dress that reached to mid-thigh. No silly shapewear or crazy lingerie, for me. The soft clothes revealed every curve and bulge. I was going for body confidence. Hopefully the two incubus clients wouldn’t be able to tell I was nervous as hell. 

“Ovary up, Nerissa,” I said, rolling my eyes at myself before I switched off the light and headed out to the entry to pull on low-heeled boots and a warm, puffy winter coat. I was being ridiculous. I had entertained quite a few sexy, otherworldly clients by this point. There was no reason for me to suddenly feel all nervous and shy—like it was my first time all over again. 

It was just that... well, this was my first repeat customer. Not a date, I reminded myself firmly. A second appointment doesn’t mean anything different than the first one. Apparently, I still had some human notions to work through.  

Arson was waiting out front to drive me to the motel as usual. The inside of his sleek little sports car was nice and toasty warm. Given my silly current state, I didn’t feel like prodding him about our earlier conversation, so I just sank into the sumptuous leather seat and enjoyed the brief ride. Erskine had texted me before I left, apologizing again, and letting me know he was fine. We were going to meet up for dinner tomorrow, so all that drama could just wait. 

For now, the kinky, nerdy paranormal fangirl in me was waking up, excited to spend the night experiencing things most humans would never believe actually existed. 

We pulled up in front of the motel and Arson turned slightly to study me. I glanced at him to find him looking faintly amused. “What?”

He chuckled softly. “I was going to ask if you had any last-minute questions or concerns before I left you for the night, but you certainly don’t look like you are in distress.”

I rolled my eyes at him, even as I felt my cheeks heat up. “This isn’t my first time with an incubus, boss. I know what to expect.”

He shook his head at me. “It’s not just Eder this time,” he said softly, humor lacing his words, “so I very much doubt that.” His expression grew slightly more serious. “You have nothing to fear from your clients tonight.” He gestured at my chest, where my emergency amulet lay hidden beneath my clothes. “But I’m just a whisper away if you need me, as always.”

I met his deep blue eyes and my breath caught as something strange passed between us. There was a strange weight to that “always.” 

Or not. 

Arson turned away and the feeling evaporated. “Have a pleasant evening, Nerissa.”

I gave him a goofy salute. “Aye, aye boss.” Then I got out of the car and made my way to my usual room. The ground was dusted with snow, and ice had formed here and there, but the sidewalk had been scattered with salt to keep people from slipping and killing themselves. The chunks of salt crunched under my boots as I unlocked the room and headed inside without falling on my ass. 

I breathed out a sigh of relief when I verified that I was the first one to arrive. As usual, someone came before me to prep the room. The thermostat had been adjusted so the room was pleasantly warm, and a tray of drinks and snacks waited on the low table by the couch. I snorted a laugh when I saw that there was both sparkling wine and sparkling grape juice present, since I didn’t really care for wine. 

A light knock at the door drew my attention away from the food, and I took a deep breath to calm my excited jitters. Hanging my coat on a nearby hook, I smoothed a hand over my dress, then opened the door to greet my customers. 

Eder was as tall and broad-shouldered as I remembered, filling the doorway. He wore a navy peacoat and slacks. A sheer black mask hid most of his face, except for his strong jaw and chiseled lips. A gray turtleneck sweater hid his neck, where I knew the scars from the left side of his face continued down onto his shoulder. His golden blond curls were slightly tousled by the chilly winter wind, but when he squeezed my hands in greeting, his skin was deliciously warm. At the contact, my skin buzzed faintly with the pleasant fizz I associated with his incubus magic.

“Nerissa,” he said, his deep, rich voice carrying a note of fondness that warmed me more than it probably should. “It’s good to see you again. You look lovely.”

I returned his smile, some of my nervousness easing at his easy, genuine tone, and the way his warm energy pulled me in. I stepped back a bit, gesturing for him to come in. “Hurry and get out of the cold before you freeze!”

Eder chuckled and followed me inside. His broad shoulders had been entirely blocking the doorway, but when he moved, he revealed the other person who was hidden from my view. Stepping aside, he gestured for his guest to precede him into the warm motel room. “I apologize. Come in and get comfortable, amor.”

I tilted my head and watched them, noting the slight difference in Eder’s manner. When I was with him before, the incubus was... not controlling or overly dominant, exactly, but certainly confident and in charge of the situation. Now there was a hint of deference in the way he spoke. In the way he took up a place beside but slightly behind his guest. 

“Ariel, this is the lovely Nerissa. And Nerissa, this is my dear friend Ariel.” He paused. “I know it was a last-minute request, but Arson did let you know about my guest, didn’t he?”

I nodded absently. “Yes, he told me.”

I probably sounded like an idiot, but my brain was kind of short circuiting here. Eder’s guest brought a palpable wave of tantalizing energy with them when they stepped forward. The new incubus was nearly a head shorter than Eder, only slightly taller than me. A stylish black wool coat covered them from head to toe, accentuating a tiny waist, broad shoulders, and long limbs. The deep shadows beneath the hood of their coat, and a waterfall of long, shiny black hair, hid most of their face from view. But what I could see consisted of inhumanly smooth, luminous golden skin and a plush, sharply outlined cupid’s bow that drew up sharply at the corners. 

The hands that lifted to grasp the hood were long and graceful, dripping with gold rings and fine gold chains, and tipped in sharp, wicked nails painted with reflective metallic gold polish. 

Ariel pushed their hood back and I just stood there, taking it all in. If I thought Eder was gorgeous, then Ariel was stunning. Yep, I was stunned. Frozen stock still as I stared at the most beautiful, androgynous face I had ever seen. 

Smooth skin that almost seemed to shimmer, as if it had been dusted with gold powder, an angular jaw, high cheekbones brushed by long, thick black lashes, their face framed by long, gleaming black hair that was decorated with gold beads and glittering gemstones. I met a pair of breathtaking shimmering eyes the color of molten gold, and I just… forgot how to breathe. 
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