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The doorbell rang. I glanced in the mirror one last time, then hurried out of the bathroom to let my boss into my apartment. 

“You look beautiful,” he said, as he crossed the room to perch on a barstool at the kitchen island. 

I wanted to reply with a flirty “So do you.” Arson always looked beautiful, his close-shaved skin smooth and perfect, his blue eyes sharp and intelligent, and those chiseled lips giving away nothing of what he felt. His shiny brown curls were, as always, swept back and carefully styled, his expensive pants, shirt, and vest perfectly pressed. 

Currently, a long wool coat hugged his trim frame and highlighted his broad shoulders, the ends of the coat trailing down so they almost touched the floor when he sat. The supple leather gloves he always wore to prevent magical transfer really did it for me, for some reason, and my eyes strayed to them now as he rested one hand lightly on the island countertop, while the other fussed with his long cashmere scarf, making sure it lay just so. 

But I was far too nervous and keyed up to waste my breath flirting with my uninterested, asexual employer. 

Tonight was the night. He was here to pick me up and take me and my fellow escort to a scheduled session with an otherkin patron who both he and my half-dark fae partner were afraid would try to destroy us. 

And they thought, for some reason, that my very minor ability to help Erskine rein in his dark side was going to save the day. 

I swallowed down the rising panic and smoothed a hand over my dress. It was thin and form-fitting, far sexier than what I usually wore to my sessions. Arson insisted my otherkin clients wanted me for my down-to-earth, honest, human vibes. But tonight’s client had requested we come dressed in gold. 

It was all part of some elaborate game, and I didn’t know half of what was going on. 

“Come here and sit a moment,” Arson said, his blue eyes assessing, his expression as calm and unruffled as ever. 

I went to join him, pulling up a barstool at the island and drumming my fingers on the countertop. “Are you finally going to tell me what the hell is going on?”

He arched a brow at me. “You are going to meet with a client who has requested both you and Erskine for the night. She will try to hurt or break Erskine, probably by trying to get him to lose himself to his dark fae side and harm you—fae are so predictable. You will prevent him from losing himself and keep him from going too far and going along with her whims.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Arson,” I warned. 

The barest hint of a faint smile crossed his lips as he raised his gloved hands in self-defense. “Yes, yes, I know.” He sighed, his expression serious once more. “I know I have a penchant for keeping things to myself. It is my experience that the less anyone knows about my private thoughts, struggles, or motivations, the better it is for everyone involved.”

I scoffed. Penchant for keeping things to himself was the understatement of the century. Everything was “need to know only,” with him. The problem was, what he considered need to know, and what I considered need to know were usually two completely different things. 

“Nerissa,” he said, placing his warm, gloved hand over mine on the countertop. “I know that you feel a bit out of your depth in the supernatural world. And I know that this particular situation is a bit more... nuanced... than what you originally signed up for. I did not initially intend for you to get involved in this. But I’ve learned to trust my instincts and intuition over the years. And the truth is, I need your assistance to pull off a rather elegant solution to a tricky personal problem of mine. One that affects Erskine as well.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, making my boobs swell dangerously in the ridiculous dress, and glared at him. “I’m not stupid, Arson. I know that whatever is going on here, this person wants to use Erskine to get to you. To hurt you. Which means I was right all along—you’re in love with him. But why is this some big secret? Why deny it and act like there is nothing there? And what the hell does any of this have to do with some light fae woman?”

He pressed his lips together for a second there, and I thought he was really going to continue keeping his stupid freaking secrets, even now. I wanted to wring his neck. But then he sighed and met my eyes again. “I’ll tell you all you need to know. That’s why I came up. So you’d have all the pieces of the puzzle before you walk into the trap that’s waiting for you.” He gave me a wry look. “And just so you know, Erskine has been badgering me to tell you everything for ages now. He’s only kept my secrets at my request. Don’t be angry at him for that.”

I waved a hand, urging him to get on with it. 

“I was an important person, once,” Arson said softly. “I held an important position in our world.”

I arched a brow at him. I wasn’t exactly surprised at that information. I knew there was more to him than met the eye. Why would a mage run an antique shop in a human college town, when he could be literally anywhere else? And... I slowly put the pieces together and put a finger on something that had been bothering me in the back of my mind for a while now. Why did my clients usually end up being such powerful, important people in the paranormal world? That couldn’t be a coincidence. 

“What happened?” I asked slowly. “There has to be a story behind that ‘was’.” 

He nodded. “Oh, there is. A long and sordid one. But you don’t need to listen to me drone on about all the unimportant details of my previous life right now. What’s important is this: I was driven from my position and forced to take refuge on the outskirts of the paranormal world. But I wasn’t content to skitter off alone.” He sighed. “It was a foolish impulse, driven by my own arrogance and selfishness. I knew there was trouble stirring. That my position was a dangerous one. And yet... I let myself form an attachment. And a very unwise one, at that.”

I arched my brows at him. He was always so analytical. So black and white about things. And so contained. Of course he’d chastise himself for falling in love. 

“Erskine?” I guessed. 

He nodded, looking down to where our hands were still resting on the island. “I’ll save you all the mushy details. But suffice it to say, it was what most would call an inappropriate and foolish attachment. I was in a position of power, and Erskine... has he told you much about his time with the fae?”

I shook my head. He had made mentions here and there of how he was hated by his people, and how he hated them in return. But he didn’t seem inclined to share more. And I had always been hesitant to push him. He clung to his humanity with such fierceness. Just yesterday, we had spent the entire day hanging out at his apartment, eating pizza, watching dumb movies, and pretending today’s appointment wasn’t coming at us—all because he wanted to “feel human.” He wanted to forget he was half dark fae, with all their crazed, destructive dark impulses. I didn’t want to be the one to remind him by poking around in his past. 

“It is his story to tell, when he feels like sharing,” Arson said softly. “But I will say this; he was a prisoner there. Part reluctant family, part slave. His freedoms were few. And he was not... treated well.”

I saw the muscle jump in his lean cheek as he clenched his jaw, a spark of anger flaring in his eyes for the briefest moment before he got control of his emotions again. “When I was forced from the paranormal world, I couldn’t just leave him behind. So, I stole him.”

I chuckled in wry amusement at this wildly emotional gesture from my controlled, buttoned-up boss. 

His eyes met mine and he gave me a quelling look. “You may well find it amusing. But the fae did not. Their ruler had been a key supporter of the forces that saw me ruined. And she did not take kindly to my taking something of hers in return.”

Understanding dawned on me and I turned my hand beneath his, gripping his fingers and giving them a squeeze at the horrible thought. “You said... you were cursed...”

He nodded. “A parting shot from the queen of the fae. I might have absconded with my lover, but I’d never get to enjoy my stolen prize. Very fae in its melodramatic, poetic way, I suppose.”

The fae had cursed the rouge mage with impotence—with an inability to feel sexual urges.  It would be almost funny, if it wasn’t so sad. He loved Erskine, I was sure of it. But for some reason, this curse prevented him from owning that. 

“People can be in a relationship without sex, you know,” I blurted out, then stared at him, wide-eyed and feeling like a jerk. Arson might be many things, but he wasn’t stupid. If he was refusing to own his feeling for Erskine, then there was probably a reason.

He sighed and removed his hand from mine. “I’m aware, thank you, Nerissa. But Erskine is a very sensual and passionate person. I couldn’t bear to see him look at me with resentment when he ultimately realized I couldn’t ever make him happy in that way. And—” he said, holding up a hand to stall my protests. “It was very clear that our being together was something my enemies could use against me. I was trying to minimize the risk to him. Selfishly, I couldn’t bear to cut ties with him altogether. Employing him in this little endeavor of ours, it allows me to keep him close, to keep him safe, as much as I can. But it also sends a clear message to anyone who might think about using him to get to me—clearly, we are no longer lovers. And he services others. So, most would assume I don’t care about him in that way anymore. That he’s just a tool. Or perhaps that my infamous moral compass insists I take responsibility for him, making him a sort of reluctant burden.”

I rolled my eyes at that. What a stupid assumption. And yet, he was right. Most people I knew were monogamous. They would of course assume no person in their right mind would be okay with their lover fucking other people, unless they no longer cared for them. 

“Your plan seems to have backfired,” I told him flatly, thinking of this current client situation. 

He nodded. “It does seem that way. And I admit, it was a hastily put together and not at all well-thought-out plan.  I was hurting and angry when I arrived here. And Erskine’s dark urges needed an outlet. It seemed the best solution at the time. And...” 

He paused, and I met his blue eyes, finding a hint of remorse there. “What?” I prodded. 

“And this escort service business has allowed me to make and grow connections with influential otherkin, even from my place outside the paranormal world.”

I blinked at him. There was more to that than his words implied. “You’re using me and Erskine to make connections with important otherkin...” I narrowed my eyes at him. First off, it was rude to use me that way without disclosing his true motivations, but a job was a job, I supposed. More importantly... “Why do you need to make connections?”

He met my eyes and we stared at each other in silence. 

It could just be that he didn’t want to be isolated from others of his kind. Plausible. That would make perfect sense. But this was Arson we were talking about, so... 

“Oh... you’re trying to—”

He pressed a finger to my lips, startling me into silence. Then he stood and straightened his coat. “There are protections and rules in place. After the fae queen got in her parting curse, the council responsible for my sentencing thought it prudent to set some ground rules to prevent my assassination by various parties. They felt my disgrace and exile were punishment enough. They didn’t want me executed, in case they need me in the future. So, they specified that I can’t be harmed directly. Between my own magic and the council’s declarations, I am immune to most magical or physical assault. My enemies must use more creative means to harm me.”

“Someone realized you still love Erskine,” I said tiredly. “And now this fae client is being sent here to fuck with you by
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