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Iran a hand through my hair and checked myself over in the mirror one last time. Thick cable knit sweater dress, fleece-lined leggings, tall wool socks, and knee-high boots. It wasn’t that cold outside at the moment, but the boss texted me a couple of hours ago and insisted that I dress warm because there was going to be some unexpected weather event. When I asked Arson how he knew, he only snorted at me and reminded me what kind of otherkin client I was scheduled to see tonight. 

I briefly wondered if I’d have to keep my clothes on all night just to keep from getting hypothermia or frostbite. My phone dinged with a message notification and I grabbed it, smiling to myself when I saw this new text was from my partner, rather than my boss. 

Have a nice night. And take care of yourself, Baby Girl.

I texted back telling him to do the same. He had a vampire client tonight. I was sure he could handle himself, but the thought of his punisher kink combined with a client who liked blood made me a little nervous. The only comfort was that I knew without a doubt that Arson wouldn’t send him out to service a client if he thought Erskine would be in danger of losing himself. No matter what he might say, I suspected our boss had feelings for his half-fae employee. And Erskine had definitely hit on him the last time he lost control.

The thought didn’t amuse me for long, though. Because it reminded me of our upcoming appointment for next week—with the mystery client Arson and Erskine had been worrying about for months now. Arson was worried about that one. Worried enough to send me with Erskine to keep him from losing himself. Worried enough to shut down and refuse to give me any more information no matter how I hounded him. 

That didn’t bode well. 

But I did my best to put it out of my mind for now. It was time to leave, and I needed to get my head in the game. I was going to meet a real, live Yeti! 

Arson picked me up and drove me to the motel as usual. I was shocked when I stepped outside and found it a good fifteen degrees colder than it had been a couple of hours ago when I’d gone out for coffee. Fat snowflakes were starting to fall as I slipped into the warm leather interior of Arson’s little sportscar. 

“You weren’t kidding about the weather,” I muttered by way of greeting as I brushed snow off my jacket and buckled my seatbelt. 

Arson chuckled lightly as he pulled away from the curb. The snow suddenly picked up, a sudden gust of wind sending it almost vertical. “I think it’s safe to say your guest has arrived.”

I huffed. I liked to get to the motel before my clients. It gave me a few minutes to orient and ground myself before I was put on the spot. But this one was traveling to me via magical portal and apparently, he was one of those people who thought twenty minutes early was “on time.”

“He wanted some time to acclimate before you got there,” Arson told me, shooting me a wry smile. 

I forced myself to look out the window and tried not to go all gooey over my boss. His perfectly pressed good looks combined with that little smirk to make my tummy all fluttery. It was a problem I was trying my best to ignore, since he wasn’t interested in my mooning over him and was, most likely, in love with my partner. Instead, I focused on the way the twinkling lights downtown were almost erased by the increasingly blizzard-like conditions. It already got dark at five o’clock this time of year, but with the current snowfall, it as like we were the only people in the world, cocooned in our warm little bubble. 

Arson eased the car off the road and into the motel parking lot, pulling right up in front of my usual room. “Have a good night, Nerissa,” he said as I unbuckled my seatbelt and grabbed my purse. “Tashi is a good sort. And you deserve an easy assignment.”

Before whatever hell I was about to walk into next week. He didn’t speak that last part aloud, but I got the message loud and clear. 

Maybe I should accept the offer I got last week—which I hadn’t mentioned to Arson—and go hide in another realm where I’d be a spoiled concubine to an extremely hot concubus royal, rather than keep working and going to school here in the mortal realm. It was sounding more and more appealing every time I wondered about what dark fae nonsense was coming for me. 

Taking a deep breath, I put that all from my mind and opened the car door. I launched myself out into blizzard, spitting out a strand of hair that was blown into my mouth, and yanking the collar of my jacket up around my face as I did my best to sprint to the motel room door without falling on my ass. 

I knocked, then quickly tried the door without waiting for an answer. I wasn’t about to stand out here freezing my tits off. Luckily the door was unlocked. I pulled it open and darted inside, slamming it behind me with more force than necessary when a particularly strong gust of wind tried to yank it out of my hands. 

I leaned back against the door and tried to catch my breath. The weather had turned so quickly, even for the normally unpredictable Midwest. 

I dropped my purse onto the little table by the door and dusted the snow off before I started unbuttoning my coat. I froze when a looming figure stepped out of the shadowy bathroom and into the dim glow of the bedside lamp. 

“Nerissa, I presume?” His deep voice rumbled in a way that made me think of an avalanche, though it was laced with humor over my less than graceful entrance. 

I licked my lips and nervously swept my gaze upward... and upward... from his big, claw-tipped furry feet to his thick thighs, to his broad shoulders, to the pair of stunningly sky-blue eyes that watched me from a deceptively human face. He had to be at least eight feet tall, his head close to the ceiling. And his entire body was covered in shaggy, silvery-white fur that deepened to an almost blue in places. The fur thinned a bit over his hands and became more beardlike at his jawline, framing the warm red-brown skin of his face. His rugged features pulled into a hesitant smile as he waited for me to get done ogling him. 

“Yes,” I said slowly. I felt my face heating as I blushed at my own bad manners and bumbling. “I’m Nerissa,” I said, pushing away from the door and holding out a hand. “I’m sorry for just barging in. But there’s a blizzard out there.”

His massive hand engulfed mine, but his grip was gentle as we shook hands. “Tashi,” he said in that deep, rumbly voice. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. And I apologize for the blizzard. The weather does seem to respond to my presence.”

I swallowed, ignoring the way my throat clicked. “Is the room okay? Arson said you needed time to acclimate. Do I... need to turn down the heat, or anything?” Right back to being awkward again. Way to go Nerissa. 

I glanced around him to find the usual set up, with drinks and snacks already laid out on the table. This time there were foods I didn’t recognize. Probably treats he enjoyed. According to his file, he lived in the Himalayas. 

Tashi released my hand with a chuckle and gestured for me to head to the couch and the snack tray. I shrugged out of my jacket, surprised when he came to help me and hang it up, like a gentleman. 

An eight-foot-tall gentleman covered in fur and not wearing any clothes. 

It took a truly herculean effort on my part not to study his body below the waist. The curiosity was killing me, but I wanted to at least try to act normal. 

Taking a seat on the couch, I reached for the snack tray, my hand hovering over it before I chose a crispy, fried cookie. I lifted it to my lips, surprised at the satisfying crunch and the delightful buttery flavor. 

“Khapse,” Tashi said as he crossed the room to sit in the armchair perpendicular to the couch. “Arson was kind enough to include some treats from my homeland.”

I smiled, taking the steaming mug that he handed to me from the end table beside his chair. “Here. They go well with Yak’s milk. But that’s an acquired flavor. Would you like some hot cocoa instead?”

I quirked a brow at him, noting the plaid thermos that also sat on the table next to him. “I thought you got here early to acclimate, not to serve me cocoa.”

He chuckled again, and I smiled in response. He seemed so... jolly, for a mythical beast. “You will need the warmth,” he said with a wink. “But in answer to your question, the acclimation I spoke of has less to do with temperature and more to do with entering the world of people again.” He gestured at the mug I held. “How to treat a guest, for example. How to make small talk. How to greet someone and make them feel welcome.”

“You don’t spend much time around others, then?” I asked gently. His paperwork said he was looking for companionship. That usually meant my client didn’t have a need to feed off me or anything like that. It typically meant they were just incredibly isolated and lonely, for one reason or another. 

He shrugged and picked up one of the cookies for himself, nibbling at it with sharp, jagged fangs. “I am the keeper of the mountains. Of Chomolungma, the Mother of the World. It is my duty to keep her safe and well. I also care for the people who make their home there, but my direct interactions with them are infrequent. I work more through magic and subtle influence.”

I sipped my cocoa—which was rich and creamy, and absolutely perfect—before setting it aside. “That sounds beautiful. And lonely. But I certainly wouldn’t guess you didn’t spend time with humans, from our interaction so far.” He was so polite and well-spoken. Nothing like my shy minotaur client who spent all his time locked away from the outside world. He reminded me a bit of my oni client—another guardian of nature and his lands. Maybe there was an innate confidence in creatures who were so connected to nature. 

He waved away my compliment. “Outwardly, perhaps. But I assure you, inside I’m quite nervous. I feel... rusty after so long spent with only the wind and snow for company. And,” he gestured at his own body. “My current form is hardly one to inspire warm feelings and blushing giggles from the few women I meet.”
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