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"Crap." I glared at the intricately carved wooden door to the antique shop. Locked. I shuffled sideways to check the hours posted in the window. The place was supposed to be open early today, but a hand-written note had been taped to the sign, stating that the proprietor was called away suddenly and would return at nine-thirty. 

I checked my watch. A little less than twenty minutes. "Figures," I huffed. My class schedule was all scrambled today because of an early morning guest lecture, and one of my classes had been pushed back later to accommodate the change. I wouldn't be able to stop by later in the afternoon to talk to Arson about my new client the way I usually did on Fridays, so I had darted over here between classes, hoping we could chat in between the senior customers. The shop was ridiculously classy and full of high-end antiques, but Arson also catered to the seniors who liked to come in early this one weekday to comb through his one display of kitschy old flea-market-grade junk. My boss lived in an apartment above his shop, so it should have been simple to catch him, even if the shop was closed. But of course he wouldn't be home the one time I needed him outside our normal meeting time.

And just what kind of urgent business had called him away? Was it some normal, human problem...or was he off handling some secret magical emergency? I sighed and pulled out my phone, sending him a text about my schedule issues. Maybe he'd finally loosen up enough to email me the details. It wasn't like anyone who hacked into my email provider or rifled through my computer files was going to believe the information on playing escort and bed partner to paranormal creatures was real. They'd probably think I had some weird fantasy kink, or that it was a joke or something. But Arson was stubbornly old-fashioned about how he communicated client information. 

A scuff of sound caught my attention and I frowned. The sound was followed by a pained whimper. I tucked my phone into my back pocket and stepped off the stoop of the antique shop, creeping toward the little alley that separated the store from an identical tall brick building that housed a row of quaint shops and an insurance agency. Was there an animal cowering in the alley? Maybe a stray kitten or something? 

I took a step into the alley, arching my brows in surprise at the sight that greeted me. Erskine, the other escort who worked for Arson on his little paranormal side-hustle, was leaning against the brick wall with one arm wrapped around his middle, panting.

I moved closer. It was daylight out, but he was standing in the shadows cast by the building next door, and his blond hair had fallen forward to shade his face. He was wearing what looked like his typical work uniform—dark, clingy pants, and some sort of sparkly net shirt and tank top combo that let his leanly muscled physique peek through. Not most people's idea of daywear, but he did seem to love flaunting his edgy side, so it was hard telling if he had been out all night, or if this was just today's outfit. He was breathing heavily, but he froze when I stopped in front of him. 

"Erskine?" I said, concerned. He was a bit of a flaming asshole, and I wouldn't exactly call us friends. But he sounded like he was really hurting. "What's wrong? What are you doing over here? Do you need me to call someone?"

He lifted his head and his gray eyes glinted through the deep shadows that fell on his face. It wasn't that dark here. But it was like he cast his own shade. A shiver walked up my spine at the weird effect. "Oh, hello, baby girl," he said on a breathy exhale. "Dark alleys are no place for you, little girl."

I sighed. He was always calling me baby, or sweetheart, implying I was just too innocent and naive to live. All because I got the normal clients, while he got the kinky ones. "Oh, shut up," I snapped, reaching for his arm so I could pull him out of the alley and get a good look at him. "What's wrong with you? Are you hurt?" 
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