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A chill breeze kicked up, making the already chilly fall day that much colder. I huddled into my coat as I made my way across campus and toward the little Old Town area, and my boss's antique shop, a steaming latte clutched in my hands. I didn't have classes today, but I'd spent this chilly Saturday morning in the college library—a beautiful old stone monstrosity that had once been a church—studying and soaking up the atmosphere. Now, excitement hastened my steps as I left school behind. I doubt any normal human was ever this excited about their part time job.

I had a client tonight, and although Arson probably would have sent over the information via email if I made up enough excuses about being a poor, overworked student... the truth was, this time I didn't mind picking up the file in person. It gave me an excuse to see my hot-but-off-limits boss, and I might get a chance to talk to my fellow paranormal escort, Erskine, for a few minutes. 

Me and Erskine were still trying to figure out this strange thing between us. Work partners? Lovers? Friends? Nothing seemed to really fit right. But we had both agreed that we'd like to try to be... something—maybe some combination of all three. It was a nice idea, having someone I was close to who knew about our rather unique part-time job. 

Erskine was standoffish by nature, and though he seemed to be trying to tone that down for me, it had been hard to find time to actually get to know each other, what with school schedules, clients, and life in the way. And... some of the ease between us had faded a little when we weren't bathing in the afterglow of good sex. I still meant everything I'd said. But I wondered if Erskine was having trouble maintaining that level of openness. Or hell, maybe he regretted the whole experience. But I dismissed that thought as soon as it came. If he had decided he didn't want to talk to me, I was sure he'd make that known in no uncertain terms. Erskine wasn't one to beat around the bush just to avoid hurting someone's feelings.

We were simply going slow. We texted. We occasionally got coffee. But I'd take any chance I could get to bump into him. And I knew he'd probably have a client assignment to pick up too. He was never not in demand, and he took more clients than I did. 

I was distracted by my thoughts of my coworker. That's the only excuse I could think of for not noticing the woman in my path until it was too late. A hard shoulder slammed into mine, and I dropped my latte, scalding espresso and milk splashing across my shoe and up my leg. 

"I'm sorry," I hissed out, plucking at my jeans to get the hot denim off my poor, scalded skin. Damn that hurt!

When she shoved me again, I stumbled, easily letting her shove me into a small alley between brick buildings.  I should have assumed she was up to no good, but I was so surprised, and it all happened so fast that I found myself pushed up against the brick wall out of sight of passing pedestrians in the blink of an eye. 

I sucked in a breath and met the narrow-eyed gaze of my assailant. She was a gorgeous woman, with the sharp, defined features of a model. She towered over me, planting a hand on either side of my head. Her glittering blue eyes raked over me and she wrinkled her nose, as if disgusted by what she saw. "You?" she hissed. "Why would he lower himself to the level of some plain, fat, defenseless human? You're not better than a sheep."

I pulled in a slow breath and tried not to panic as I recognized the faint, buzzing sensation that I had learned to identify as magic. It wasn't a welcome sensation this time, her magic scratchy and hostile. Otherkin. I had no idea what type, but she was definitely not human. She leaned in closer to me, and I saw that her pupils were slightly oblong. Her teeth were sharp points when she spoke again, as if a monster was pushing forward from beneath the surface. 

"You will stop seeing him!" she demanded. "You might wear his favor, but he doesn't belong to you, human filth. You are nothing!"

I shook my head. "I have no idea what you're talking about." But I did... sort of. She was clearly not human, which meant the "he" in question could only be one of my clients. But which one? And how did she know? Most of my clients preferred to keep their appointments with me a secret, for various reasons. And I certainly didn't go blabbing. To all appearances, I was just a boring, older-than-average college student. 

My heart pounded in my chest and my fingers twitched, but knew I couldn't fight her, and I wasn't wearing the protection amulet my mage boss had given me for sessions. I opened my mouth to scream for help instead. The sidewalks weren't deserted, and whoever or whatever this woman was, she wouldn't want to be exposed to the humans passing by. But before I could let loose with a shriek, she jammed one forearm against my throat, cutting off my air supply. 

Her eyes narrowed further, and she hissed. "Know your place, whore."

"Am I interrupting something?" The tension in my body relaxed at the sound of the familiar smooth voice, and at the increasing buzz of magic that followed my mage boss everywhere he went. 

The woman growled and released me, spinning to face Arson, who had come to stand at the end of the alleyway. He removed one leather-gloved hand from the pocket of his long wool coat, and she shrank back. "Mage."

He smiled faintly, as if she was just an annoying customer trying to haggle over the trinkets in the bargain bin of his shop. "Dragon."

I bit my lip and unobtrusively shuffled down the wall, away from the woman, and closer to Arson. Dragon. Great. I had almost been eaten by a jealous dragon. What a day. 

Arson plastered a fake look of confusion on his face. "But... I don't recall any dragons petitioning to visit my territory this week. Surely, you wouldn't forget to follow our laws."

She huffed. "Only passing through, high mage," she said, her head down and gaze averted, no sign of her earlier predatory aggression present. "An unplanned stop. It won't happen again."

He nodded. "See that it doesn't." The woman hurried to move past him and toward the sidewalk, fleeing. But she stopped in her tracks when Arson spoke again. "And I will of course notify your clan head of your accidental oversight."

Her shoulders hunched and she practically skittered away down the street without a backward glance. 

"What the hell?" I muttered, straightening my jacket. 

Arson was at my side at once, lifting my chin with one leather-clad finger, his blue eyes sweeping over me. "Are you hurt?"

I shook my head, reluctantly upsetting his touch. Arson was, as usual, immaculately dressed, every silky brown curl in place, and his handsome face way too close to mine for comfort. Especially considering how he'd shot me down not too long ago, when I admitted I had the hots for him. 

To be fair, he hadn't said he objected to my attraction to him, just that he was physically incapable of participating in sex because of an old curse gone awry. I closed my eyes in a long blink, trying to erase the embarrassment that rose up every time I remembered that mortifying conversation. 

"I'm fine," I said, once I finally got my stupid thoughts under control. "It just took me off guard. But what was all that about? How did Toa's jealous ex, or whatever she was, find out about me?"

Toa. The dragon client I'd, um... serviced. The one who also happened to be a freaking prince among his people, and had, for cultural reasons, chosen to use a human escort service to avoid clingy dragon females who wanted him for his position. 

Arson sighed. "Come," he said, holding out an arm like a gentleman from another century. "We'll talk as we walk. I was just heading back to the shop from a delivery."

I arched a brow at that. If he was hand-delivering something, I was pretty sure it wasn't just any old antique. But I didn't let myself get distracted by Arson's mysterious persona and all the questions I had about the mage... he'd never answer half of them anyway. Instead, I focused on the dragon who had just accosted me.

"So?" I mumbled, soft enough no one with human hearing would pick up on our conversation. "The dragon?"

He shook his head. "I did warn you that your position may come with risks. But still, I am not happy about this. I wasn't lying when I said I would report her."

"Uh-huh." I waited for a real explanation, which he gave without further prodding. 

"This area is my territory. It is customary for otherkin to check in with the local mage. But that's not relevant. You have something powerful on your person at the moment," he observed mildly as he led me across the street. "Aside from the smell of cinnamon and cloves."

I huffed. "The smell would be the remains of my poor latte." I put a little whine into my voice. I had really been looking forward to that drink. "Pumpkin spice. Such a waste."

He crooked a smile at me that made me go a little weak in the knees. "Indeed." Then his expression became more serious. "But I was referring to the dragon scale."

I stumbled a bit. "Oh. Uh." There were rules for my employment. For example, I wasn't supposed to pry into my clients' personal lives. They all had various reasons for requiring my services, and some of them were embarrassing, or political, or whatever. But I wasn't sure how Arson felt about gifts. It seemed everyone I had a session with wanted to leave me some little trinket. Toa had left me one of his pretty dragon scales. It currently hung from a chain around my neck, hidden by my sweater and my winter coat. "How did you know?"

He shrugged. "I'm a mage. I could sense it. The dragon woman probably could too, from quite a distance." He glanced down at me and quirked an eyebrow at me. "Are you aware of the significance of the dragon's gift?"

I shook my head, feeling stupid. "No. I... I just thought it was a memento."

Arson didn't judge me for my lack of knowledge. He just opened the door to the antique shop and gestured for me to head inside. "It's a warning," he said easily. "Any dragon who gets close to you will feel his magic on you when you carry the scale. He's effectively marked you as off limits. If a dragon harms you, they will be severely punished—anything from public chastisement to death, depending on the whim of the dragon. Some might see it as a claiming... a more meaningful gesture that indicates romantic interest."

I turned and gaped at him as he flipped the "Open" sign over and took off his coat. "What?"

He hung up his coat and patted his already immaculate hair, then adjusted his vest and tie. Arson always looked like some high-class male model. It wasn't fair. I didn't even bother to try to tame my own frizzy, wind-blown hair. It was a lost cause.

Turning, Arson crossed the shop and went behind the counter to retrieve a manilla folder for me. I took the client file from him, but didn't bother opening it. Not after the bomb he had just dropped. Arson gave me a wry look. "I had meant to talk to you about your dragon client today anyway, actually," he informed me, nodding to the stool beside him while he went about fiddling with the cash register and pulling out some dusty old ledger. "So, this is good timing." 

I huffed. Good timing. Sure. 

"Toa has requested that I book regularly scheduled appointments with you, as time allows. Perhaps every month or two. I wanted to confirm whether you would be amenable to this before I agreed." He leveled his blue gaze at me briefly, a gloved finger holding his place in the ledger. "I was serious when I warned you about getting attached to your clients. It is a risk. And also... as you can see after today, there may be politics or personal issues involved that may affect you. I won't pressure you to meet with clients who put you in unnecessary danger."

I laced my fingers together and fidgeted for a second before meeting his gaze. "This whole claiming me thing. What is that all about?"

Arson sighed. "Dragon politics, I suppose. I doubt he meant it as a true claiming—but Toa is practical. If it keeps you safe, he'll let others believe whatever they wish. He was probably trying to ensure no one took their anger or jealousy out on you by naming you his official mistress. Although that woman was unpleasant, she wouldn't have harmed you physically. She only wanted to intimidate you because you've garnered
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