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This was, without a doubt, one of the weirdest days of my life. That was saying a lot, considering the weird things I'd seen in the last couple of months.

"Well, baby girl?" Erskine asked from across the table. "Have you decided what you'd like? Or are you too busy gawking to worry about eating to maintain that lovely figure of yours?"

I narrowed my eyes at him. Had he just called me fat? And again with the "baby girl?" Shaking my head, I tried my best to ignore the fantasy setting of the otherkin establishment, with its plants, and water features, and the bartender who was using glowing green magic to make drinks float to customers. It was some kind of cross between an old-world tavern, a classy upscale restaurant, and a greenhouse—and only otherkin and their guests were allowed past the wards that hid it from humans. It was Arson who suggested the place. Though Erskine could probably get in just fine by himself since he wasn't fully human. I glanced at the menu again and bit my lip, trying to focus on the food and not the unusual situation.

Erskine sighed and got up from his seat. Then he came around to my side and slid into the booth next to me. Weirdest. Day. Ever. I tried not to react to him being in my space. Tried not to appreciate his graceful, leanly muscled body in that tight t-shirt, or to notice how gorgeous his hands were when he brushed his shiny blond hair back from his face and dropped an arm around my shoulders. I reminded myself what a jerk my coworker was. And if I had to suppress a shiver at his nearness, well, he wasn't completely human, I reminded myself again. It was probably just a magic thing. 

"Old English is almost as bad as Latin sometimes," he complained. "And stuffy-assed otherkin think combining the two makes them sound all ancient and wise." Reaching out, he tapped the menu, parsing the weird language for me. "That's sausage and potatoes. That's eel. That one is sheep's stomach and the one under it is pig intestine." He lifted a winged brow at me. The words coming out of his mouth were ridiculous, and he had absolutely no right being so good looking and oddly magnetic, given that he was such a giant asshole. "The rest are weird salads with bugs and stuff on them. Maybe stick to the back page." He flipped the menu and handed it back to me. "Chicken, beef, or pork?"

His high-handed bossiness should probably offend me, but honestly, I was grateful for the help. I did not want pig intestines or bugs for dinner. "Um, chicken?" I said, the words somehow coming out as a question. As if I couldn't make my own decisions. But it was hard to focus with him in my space.

He huffed, but pointed to a couple of options. "Sandwich? Pasta?"

"Pasta," I said, feeling like an idiot. I was pretty sure Erskine didn't usually have to translate for his dates or help them make the simplest stupid decisions. But then again, did it even count as a date if your boss had ordered you to attend? "Something creamy?" I added. It was cold out today, and I was feeling a bit unsettled. Comfort food sounded amazing. 

He pointed at a line on the menu that I couldn't even begin to decipher. It did have the word "henn" in there among the other gibberish. "This one," Erskine informed me. "Chicken and pasta with creamy sauce and four different cheeses." He took the menu from me and tossed it onto the table. "I'll order it with broccoli. Some vegetables would be good for you."

"I eat vegetables," I said, sounding like a sullen child.

He still hadn't removed his arm from around my shoulders, and his hand toyed idly with one of my messy reddish-brown waves. "Of course you do, baby girl. Just making sure you're well fed."

I sighed. This whole night was Arson's ridiculous idea. He had insisted that I go out to dinner with Erskine. That we spend some time together and get to know each other. I think he had some delusional idea that this would dampen the animosity between us and help us get along better, rather than arguing and sniping every time we crossed paths between assignments. 

It wasn't going to work. 

I had tried to be nice to Erskine. To be understanding of his... personality quirks. He was the one who was always being sarcastic and calling me ridiculous names, implying that just because I didn't have a pain kink or a boatload of sexual experience, I must be too boring to live. 

"Relax," Erskine said as he continued to toy with my hair. "Enjoy the food and the booze. And the fact that this is all coming out of Arson's pockets, not ours."

I huffed and shrugged my shoulders, pulling out from under his arm. "Why are you being so clingy suddenly? I know you hate me."

Personally, my body didn't seem to care whether we were sworn enemies or best buddies. It was fully on board with the attention either way. I had trouble breathing or forming coherent sentences when he sat so close to me. It was ridiculous.

He withdrew his arm from around me, but didn't move back to his side of the table. His gray eyes raked over me, and his chiseled lips curled into a dangerous smirk. "I don't hate you, sweetheart. I'm just worried a sweet, innocent vanilla human doesn't have what it takes to survive in the paranormal world. When Arson recruited you, I was sure you'd be dead after your first couple of clients. It doesn't take much for an incubus or a vampire to drain a human dry, even if they don't mean to."

I glared. "Well, I'm still alive, even though I'm only a lowly human. And all of my clients have been very kind and considerate, for your information!"

He raised his brows at me, his voice a smooth purr that was somehow both sultry and patronizing. "Oh, have they now? Do tell. I'm sure the monsters were very gentle and careful with Arson's little baby girl."

I rolled my eyes at him. "Oh, shut up. Just because I'm not a sadomasochistic jerk doesn't mean I'm incapable of pleasure." I was blushing now, to my horror. It would only make me look even more naïve and sheltered to the slinky, dangerous man beside me.

His lips twitched. "I've no doubt. After all, you have survived. Maybe you're just surprisingly... adaptable." Then he leaned in close, his lips near my ear, voice pitched low. "Or maybe Arson has been hand-picking all of your clients so you only get the safe ones. Do you think you'd survive a night with me, precious?"

My hands were sweaty all of a sudden, and my heart was racing. Was Erskine mocking me, or... propositioning me? I had seen a small glimpse of the darkness that lurked inside the pretty man that day when I found him struggling in the alley outside the antique shop. I wasn't sure if I should be offended by his question... or terrified. Thankfully, the waiter arrived to take our orders and save me from my imminent heart attack. 
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