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I hefted my messenger bag higher and burrowed my mouth and nose down behind my floppy rust-colored knitted scarf as I made my way off campus. I headed toward the little antiques store that was hidden down a side street in old town, hoping my new boss would be quick about this meeting. I still had to finish a paper, eat dinner, and get changed before my appointment tonight. There was no accounting for tastes, and Arson insisted my messy, down-to-earth vibe was one of my draws. But still...I doubted anyone wanted to pay for an escort who looked like she had just rolled out of bed and attended college classes in her pajamas all day. 

I might be a bit older than most of the kids in my classes, but that didn’t mean I had to act like it. I was still like eighteen at heart, and I damned well planned to keep it that way for as long as humanly possible. 

The little bell above the shop door jingled as I entered. But I doubt anyone heard it over the intense conversation currently going down. I glanced around the classy, softly lit store in search of my employer. But I saw no sign of him. I was pretty sure one of the masculine voices coming from behind his closed office door was his. Which was weird. Arson might be a glorified supernatural pimp, but the man never lost his calm. He didn’t seem to have any expression other than “unruffled.”

I glanced around the store again in search of somewhere to wait, but I was kind of scared to sit on any of the furniture. It all looked priceless. And since Arson was a mage with ties to all kinds of supernaturals, it was probably authentic period stuff that was hundreds of years old. I went deeper into the store and took myself behind the shiny, glass-fronted wooden counter by the cash register. There was a little stool there that looked more modern than the rest of the stuff in here. 

I perched my butt on the stool and pulled out one of my textbooks and my laptop. I was lost in my homework when Arson’s office door opened, so I was only dimly aware of his exit. But the waspish baritone that spoke right in front of me snapped me out of my haze. 

“This? You’re giving the vampire to her?”

I glanced up and my eyebrows rose. Standing in front of me was a man who was not my boss. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, if I had to guess. This, I thought wistfully, this was what an escort was supposed to look like. He was tall and broad shouldered, lightly muscled, with high cheekbones and chiseled lips. A shock of fine, platinum blond hair fell forward around his face, glinting here and there with streaks of darker gold. The only thing that saved him from “pretty” and pushed him over into “handsome” were the wide shoulders and the angles of his face, all sharp-edged and lightly covered in fine, silvery blonde stubble. I felt like a potato, sitting here in my oversized hoodie and flannel PJ pants with my short, boringly brown hair falling out of its messy bun and a pencil between my teeth. 

Vibrant blue eyes studied me with disdain. “Nerissa, I presume?”

I took the pencil out of my mouth and nodded. “Uh, yep.” Classy. 

Arson trailed out of his office, carrying two manilla folders in his hands. “Leave Nerissa alone, Erskine. She’s not the one who makes the decisions on client assignments.”

I licked my lips. “Erskine? So, you’re the other...employee?” Crap, even his name sounded exotic and inhuman. I held out a hand, hoping to smooth over whatever issue he apparently had with me. “Nice to meet you.”

He looked at my hand, then crossed his arms and looked down his long, straight nose at me. “Are you really up for it?” he asked coldly. “Soft, weak thing like you? You’re gonna let some creature of the night feast on your blood? You think you can stop a vampire when he loses control?”

I dropped my hand. Okay, I didn’t need to put up with this shit. “What did I do to you?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. Then he turned to Arson like I hadn’t even said anything. “She’s gonna die. So much for your fledgling entrepreneurial venture then.”

Arson rolled his eyes. Which, given his usual composure, said a lot, actually. Apparently, my coworker was every bit as annoying to deal with as he seemed. “Nerissa will be fine. You already have a client, Erskine, and the vampire doesn’t want a male companion.”

My coworker snorted, looked at me one last time, and muttered, “Good luck,” before he grabbed a folder out of Arson’s gloved hand and flounced out of the store. 
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