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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?" 

He did service paranormal clients with darker needs, and he seemed to enjoy it...who knew what he got up to in his free time? Maybe he had a client and it went wrong. Or maybe he spent the night at a BDSM club and someone took things too far. All kinds of scenarios popped into my head. I was way out of my comfort zone here, and I really didn’t know much about the guy, other than he was equal parts hot and irritating. 

He straightened, grabbing my wrist with a surprising burst of speed. A tug had me tripping over my own feet, and I found myself pinned to the wall where Erskine had been leaning seconds before. His lean body pressed me back as one hand wrapped around my throat, holding me in place. "Did I give you permission to touch me?" he said, his voice low and smooth. Dangerous.

I pushed at him, but he didn't even so much as sway, holding me in place without even trying. "Erskine!" I snapped. "Let me go."

My voice came out weaker than I intended as his thumb stroked along the side of my throat where he held me. "No," he breathed, leaning down to whisper in my ear. "I don't think I will."

I shifted, trying to get away, but only managed to rub against him in a weirdly sensual way. What the hell was wrong with me?

"Do you know how much I want to hurt you?" he said, pulling back to meet my eyes. His features seemed sharper, here in the shadows, beautiful but terrible, and his pretty lips curved up into a dangerous smile that made me shiver, some instinctual part of me screaming that we weren't safe. "Sweet, innocent little Nerissa," he purred, his voice doing something to me, seeping into my body and making me feel like my bones were humming. "I will hurt you so bad you'll beg for more. I'll take you apart piece by piece and you'll enjoy every moment of it."

I swallowed, my body flushing with heat and chill all at once. The instinctive, animal part of my brain was screaming at me to run, get away...but that voice was rapidly drowned by desire. My core tingled and my nipples ached. I wanted him to hurt me. Yes. I wanted this beautiful man to do inhuman things to me. 

Wait...Inhuman things....

His eyes shimmered with some sort of ethereal light, more silver than gray now. He tilted his head to the side as he raked those glittering eyes over me, like he was considering where to start. The shifting strands of his fine blond hair revealed the curve of his ear. And it was ever-so-slightly pointed on top.

"You're not human," I managed to say, breathless and fighting against the urge to beg him to hurt me, just like he promised. 

He smiled again, one corner of his mouth curling up in a wicked leer. "Scared, little girl?"

I planted my hands flat on the rough bricks behind me to keep from reaching for him and trying to pull him impossibly closer. I wanted...I needed...I lived for his cruel whims. "Please."

He leaned in and dipped his head, those perfect lips brushing over the swath of exposed skin revealed by my t-shirt, between my shoulder and neck. Then he bit me. 

It wasn't sensual. It wasn't playful like the little love nips some of my clients gave me, or pleasurable in the way it had been when I fed the vampire that one time. No. This bite was meant to hurt. Pain throbbed from the place where his teeth dug in, and the hand gripping my throat squeezed harder, making me feel my pulse in my head as he slowly cut off my air. 

It hurt, but...it wasn't enough. I wanted him to make me bleed. Make me cry. Debase me and leave me an empty husk before he took his pleasure. I wanted to be his slave. I'd do anything for this beautiful, godlike being.

I let out a little sobbing noise. I wasn't sure if was a plea for help or a sound of ecstasy.

"Erskine!" Arson's sharp shout was like a rousing slap to my foggy brain. 

Magic. There was magic in the air, and I had been drowning in it. I didn't realize it until I felt the low electric tingle that I had come to associate with Arson's mage magic. 

Erskine stopped chewing on me and lifted his head with a disappointed "tsk."

I managed to get my hands up and actually shove him away, horrified at what had just happened. My body was still throbbing with the residual traces of arousal, and a part of me was sad that we had been interrupted, as if I was an addict and Erskine's torture was the only thing that could scratch the itch. 

The lithe blond let me shove him off, and he fell against the opposite wall of the alley, a cold, flat look on his perfect features. "Run, run, little baby girl," he taunted. "Go stick your nose in someone else's business." 

Arson strode over, glancing briefly at me before turning his attention to Erskine. The mage lifted his gloved hand and snapped his fingers, and a glass vial of some glowing blue liquid fell out of the air and landed in his outstretched palm. He uncorked it and handed it to Erskine. "Drink."

Without looking at me, my boss waved me away. "Go inside Nerissa. I'll be with you in a moment."

I had so many questions, but Arson's tone of voice was a clear and curt "get the fuck out of here," if I ever heard one. I turned and hurried back to the store. The door was unlocked this time, and I let myself in. 

A few minutes later, Arson came in, supporting Erskine with an arm around his waist as the blond stumbled and reeled like he was drunk. I frowned at them as they made their way to
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