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Worried that something has happened to her brother, Melia
turns to Mishka for help. She knows he’s not her biggest fan, but that doesn’t
dull the intense sexual chemistry that burns between them. More than a few
seconds in a room together and fireworks explode. 


Mishka thinks a sexy, serious witch would be perfect for
him. Melia has the sexy in spades and a body to die for, but he doesn’t trust
her flighty demeanor. Still, he agrees to help her find her missing baby
brother. It seems so simple, but leads to far greater adventures than Mishka
could have dreamed.


From dark, lust-filled rave clubs through the seedy
underbelly of Chicago’s magical underworld, Mishka sees sides of Melia he never
would have imagined in his wildest fantasies. Passion and desire explode
between them, and soon the stakes are higher than ever.
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Chapter One


 


“How do you know Obediah isn’t off sunning himself at the
beach with a hot new girlfriend?” Mishka asked. The gentle skepticism on his
face had Melia itching to thwack his shoulder. Instead she kept her hands
clasped in her lap and tried to be as calm and rational as Mishka.


“Obediah doesn’t currently have a girlfriend,” she said
firmly. “I’m his sister, I’d know something as simple as that.” Melia tried to
urge Mishka to believe her based on tone alone.


She loved her brother with all her heart, she really did,
but her stomach twisted with worry and fear at how long he had been out of
communication. At times like this, she could cheerfully have strangled him,
buried his body and not blinked with guilt.


Ten years ago, Obediah’s idea of “fun”—or in her books,
stupidity—had caused Melia amusement and only mild concern. For a bit of a
laugh he would have gathered a couple of his closest buddies to have a few
drinks, strip and walk down the street to the local pizza joint. She never
would have thought it at the time, but Melia almost missed those far-simpler
antics of her baby brother.


Mishka sat in front of her, appearing decidedly resigned.
“Well, maybe he’s just lost track of time. I can think of a dozen events off
the top of my head that would cause him to get distracted and not think to call
you and check in. Admittedly most of them involve a pretty female, but that
doesn’t make them less plausible,” he said, a gleam in his eye. Melia couldn’t
tell if he was yanking her chain or trying not to laugh at her—or both.


“It is the start of winter,” he asserted. He didn’t
seem to be taking her concerns very seriously. “People try to escape the cold
and snow this time of year. Obediah might have found some sexy, willing witch
and instead of telling his much-loved sister about it, just high-tailed it out
of state and not bothered to come back yet.”


Melia ground her teeth and reminded herself that throttling
Mishka would serve no purpose, certainly not in relation to finding Obediah. If
she couldn’t keep her cool he’d never take her or her fears seriously.


“I don’t know how your close friendships work, Mishka,” she
said, after taking a deep breath and counting slowly to ten. “But my brother
and I don’t keep secrets like that from one another. If he’d decided to escape
the winter cold with a pretty piece of ass…” She shook her head, ignoring the
smirk that flittered across Mishka’s face.


“I mean, if he had a girlfriend or pretty much any form of
female companionship, he’d tell me. Regardless, he would have called me by now
anyway. It’s been three weeks and we always talk more frequently than
that. And yes, he did tell me he was heading out of state for a week. That’s
why last week I only felt mild concern. I figured he was too busy to contact
me. It didn’t worry me at first. But it’s been many years since we’ve gone two
weeks without at least touching base with each other. Three weeks means
something really is wrong.”


Melia and Obediah had always been close. Much of Melia’s
life had been spent first looking after her younger brother, then keeping keep
him out of scrapes or helping him keep his grades high enough to avoid the
wrath of their very straitlaced parents.


When their folks had written her off and severed ties, it
was the first and only time in their lives Obediah had willfully defied them.
For weeks the tension in their small family had been almost unbearable, until
the elder Rowans had finally simply closed their eyes to their son retaining
ties with her and all their lives returned to “normal”.


Though Melia felt sad her parents had pushed her away and no
longer acknowledged her, she still had the love and friendship of her brother.
She could not have lived without Obediah. He was her rock as much as she was
his defender and rescuer.


Three weeks ago Obediah had swung by her house without
warning. She hadn’t been there and he had slipped a note under her door saying
he had business out of state and would contact her within the week. She hadn’t
thought much of it at the time. Obediah had held down any number of jobs, some
more interesting than others. Currently he worked in a club and seemed very
happy with his life, and that was enough for her.


As one week became two, Melia had grown more concerned. Now
she felt almost certain something had occurred and had reluctantly sought
Mishka’s help.


Melia knew the sexy wizard thought she was a flake because
she had found a niche in the human world selling castings, potions and charms.
Mishka was not a snob, but for centuries wizards and witches had kept
themselves and their lives separate from humans.


After being cast out by her parents and in desperate need of
work, many of Melia’s so-called friends whom she had reached out to had turned
their backs on her, afraid of alienating her parents. Already having achieved a
small measure of success in the human world, Melia had discovered it was easier
than she had been led to believe to assimilate into the gray areas straddling
between the human and magical world.


Some of the traditional Mages felt she had lowered herself.
Melia insisted she had merely cast off the shackles of self-imposed
restrictions wizards had adopted centuries earlier through fear and ignorance.


Right now, however, Melia needed to get through to Mishka.
She had tried letters, messages and waiting for Obediah to contact her. Now she
needed the magical help Mishka could offer.


“I told you that I’d used my key to search his apartment—”
Melia began.


“And you couldn’t tell whether any of his clothes were gone
or not, and you emptied out his refrigerator at least a week ago. I do
remember,” Mishka interrupted, with infuriating calm.


“I know how my brother thinks and works,” Melia insisted.
“He has never, ever gone this long without contacting me in some form.
Something has happened, I’m sure of it. Besides, there’s more.”


Melia looked at Mishka and tried to ignore the chemistry
that all but burst into flames between them. Slouching a little in his chair,
he looked like some decadent prince whiling away the time between debauching
lucky women. Dark brown hair streaked with gold nearly brushed the edge of his
collar and wicked blue eyes that followed a woman’s every move promised
intimacies one could only dream of. Melia had always thought Mishka could fuck
you where you stood—or sat—without removing an item of clothing.


The wizard had way more than his fair share of sexual appeal
and the bastard knew it. Melia dragged her thoughts back to her brother and the
aid she was asking for. Clearing her throat, she ran a hand through her
shoulder-length blonde hair, fluffing the curls out. She hoped Mishka couldn’t
read her attraction in her own blue eyes, but the deepening twinkle in his told
her otherwise.


“My grandmother’s scrying crystal is missing,” she said with
a slight wobble in her voice. “The only other person with a key and able to get
past my personal security is Obediah. It has to have been him who ‘borrowed’
it. It’s not anywhere in Obediah’s apartment. I searched it very thoroughly.
There is no way he would just go off for a raunchy weekend with my crystal. He
knows I’d murder him for that. My brother understands how desperately important
that one last thing of my grandmother’s is to me.


“Seriously, Mishka,” she tried again, injecting as much
passion into her tone as she could muster. Even to her own ears her voice
sounded husky and thick. “Obediah would know I’d worry, especially by now. If
he was off gallivanting with some beach bunny he would have spent the five
minutes it would take to leave a message on my answering machine and let me
know he was okay. Just like if I decided to go off for a wild, passionate week
or three on an unrestrained sexual orgy, I’d let him know I was okay and when
I’d be back.”


Leaning back in the comfortable chair, Melia watched Mishka
digest this. His eyes heated at the mention of a wild sexual orgy. Melia had purposely
planted the image in Mishka’s head, but of course now she had a brain
full of naughty thoughts.


Melia could just imagine how Mishka’s fingers would feel as
they stroked along her naked flesh, how his wet tongue could tease and taunt
her body, driving her wild with lust. She licked her suddenly dry lips and
tried to rein in the rampant, wicked thoughts now running through her head.
Refusing to shift in her seat despite the fact her pussy felt overheated and
her lower lips were slick with creamy need, Melia met and held Mishka’s gaze.
She’s made her point.


As Mishka looked her up and down, Melia forced herself not
to check whether her flirty knee-length skirt had climbed up her thighs. She
wore black leggings, a rainbow-colored skirt and a royal blue button-down shirt
with red flats. A quick glance down at her chest showed the top three buttons
were still undone, revealing a hint of lacy green bra and cleavage. It was by
no means enough skin to stop traffic.


Grinning wickedly, Mishka pressed his fingers together and
then shifted in his seat. Melia felt as if he were undressing her with his
eyes, and quite possibly imagining some creative positions both off and on the
desk, and how if her legs were thrown up over his shoulders he could… Pulling
her mind away quickly before her pale skin flushed and gave her away, she
licked along her bottom lip.


“Tell me about this scrying crystal of yours,” Mishka
finally answered gently. Melia sighed with relief. It wasn’t an admission he
believed her, or even an offer of help, but she at least had his attention—for
now.


“It’s spherical, a bit over five inches in diameter, made
from pure quartz. It fits almost perfectly into the palm of my hand,” Melia
began. “I’ve already told you it was my grandmother’s. She took scrupulous care
of it and I have too. She taught me the proper cleansing ritual to keep it in a
perfect state for casting. Even after all these decades the crystal is still
clean and clear, the quartz utterly inclusion free.”


Melia pressed her lips together to shut herself up. What she
didn’t tell Mishka was sometimes she could sense a faint presence of energy
that was her—and her grandmother’s—magic showing itself inside the focus point
of the crystal. This was just another reason the crystal was irreplaceable to
Melia.


“My grandmother left explicit instructions in her will that
the crystal was mine, especially after the fiasco with my parents. It’s the one
thing of hers that I own and it means more to me than I could possibly ever put
into words.”


“What, exactly, are you suggesting we do, Melia?” Mishka
asked.


Melia nibbled on her bottom lip, not breaking his gaze while
she thought. The heated intensity with which he watched her had a number of
delectable suggestions on the tip of her tongue. With a concentrated effort,
however, she reminded herself they were talking about Obediah. Not the ten
different positions she had in mind for how he could fuck her blind on the
smooth mahogany desk that lay between them.


She needed Mishka’s help and entertaining pleasurable
fantasies was not going to assist her with finding her brother.


“There are two things you could help me with,” she said with
unusual hesitancy. “I need to talk to Kalle, Obediah’s best friend. I’ve tried
calling him a few times at his work and I can’t seem to get past his
secretary.”


“Really?” Mishka’s voice held a tone of astonishment. Melia
grinned.


“I know Kalle has his own phone in his office,” she
explained. “But it’s spliced with a dozen others. There isn’t a way to call it
directly. You have to be put through by the receptionist and I made the mistake
of being honest the first time I tied. I said I was the sister of a friend of
his, and I’ve been very politely but firmly put off ever since.”


“That sounds a bit odd,” Mishka replied thoughtfully. Melia
shrugged, not certain how much weight to put to the receptionist’s behavior.


“If there would be anyone aside from me Obi would turn to it
would be Kalle. I’ve left dozens of messages on his phone, but I finally found
out he’s been on a trek across the Sahara. Today is his first day back and I
need your help to get in and see him. I figure it would be easier for us to
both talk with him outside somewhere, but I don’t want to get him into trouble
with his work.”


“You don’t think we should wait?” Mishka pressed. “It would
be a simpler thing to catch Kalle on his way out after work, on his way home.”


Melia nodded understanding. “I’d like to leave that as the
fallback plan,” she said. “I know you think I’m overreacting, but it would make
me feel a lot better if we kept moving on this. That’s why I’ve come here, to
you. Things have a tendency to happen—and quickly—with you around.”


Mishka laughed, a deep sound that sent thrills over Melia’s
body. The wizard didn’t contradict her. She smiled and felt that frisson of
energy stir between them. For a moment Melia forgot everything, drawn into
those beautiful blue eyes and sensual-looking lips.


The urge to taste Mishka’s lips became overpowering. She
wanted to crawl onto the desk and wrap her arms around his neck. She would have
given almost anything to have the freedom to touch him, lick him and beg him to
fuck her blind. Heat prickled along her cheeks and Melia didn’t need a mirror
to realize she had a dark blush spreading across her face and neck.


She had to focus! Searching Mishka’s eyes and praying
to the goddess Selene that she would pick the correct path, Melia sought the
right words. She hoped she was not about to corrupt a long-range spell of her
brother’s.


“When I searched Obediah’s apartment this morning, I borrowed
one of his casting notebooks,” she continued a bit thickly. Mishka’s eyebrows
rose and Melia nodded hastily.


As a caster herself she knew what she had done. A casting
was always tailored to the recipient. Time, effort, thought and magic all went
into such an action and were recorded in a casting notebook.


It was a deeply personal and magical item. Even more
importantly, if the caster had begun a ritual and left it to “mature”, the act
of another touching the notebook could have long-term ramifications. Under
normal circumstances Melia would never even have entertained the thought of
getting near her brother’s casting notebook. But she needed something with his
essence and after a thorough search of Obi’s apartment the notebook was her
only option.


“I know it was a serious thing. I perform plenty of castings
myself, I know exactly what I might have done. But I needed his essence so we
can trace it, I didn’t have a choice. Besides, it seemed only fair, since he ‘borrowed’
my grandmother’s scrying crystal. I’m pretty certain it’s his current notebook
and should have some of his magical essence in it. That coupled with the fact
we’re siblings and the crystal should resonate with both our essences…well, I
am hoping it will be enough for Zerachiel—or you—to get a reading on the
crystal and lead us to both it and Obediah.”


Mishka looked interested as she handed over the spiral-bound
notebook. He would know the damage had been done, but he hesitated briefly
before taking it. He flipped through the pages, starting at the end and working
his way backward.


Her brother had cast quite a few spells in the last few
months, mostly self-confidence and clarifying spells for women. Simple,
good-intentioned, open-ended spells that meant no harm, just boosted the
client’s confidence and ability to think rationally and logically. The kind
Melia often cast. They took considerable power and skill to perform on a
regular basis.


Mishka closed the notebook and set it to one side. “Kalle is
Obediah’s best friend. I know you think my brother has just gone off somewhere
remote and got sidetracked, but I just can’t believe that’s the case anymore.
It’s been too long. It is possible Kalle knows something of Obediah’s
plans that I wasn’t privy to.”


“Are you grasping at straws?” Mishka asked gently, “or do
you really think Kalle might know something?”


“A bit of both,” Melia admitted after a moment’s thought.
“Kalle and Obi have been best friends since high school. I can’t see Obediah
telling Kalle where he is and not me, but at the same time we don’t live in
each other’s pockets. It’s quite likely Kalle knows the bars or restaurants Obediah
has been frequenting and might be able to give us leads on where to start
looking for him.”


“Have you asked Obediah’s employer where he is?” Mishka
asked, picking up a pen to make notes in an open folder.


Melia was relieved Mishka appeared to be taking her
seriously. “I don’t know the name of the club he’s been working at,” she
confessed. “I know it’s a club and I suspect it’s a bit of a dive, because Obediah
didn’t tell me what it was called or where it was located.”


Melia squirmed, wondering how much of their private life she
should divulge. Mishka watched her, waiting patiently. Well, the more
information she shared with him the better they could help her. Sighing she
looked out the window.


“You know my parents don’t approve of how I work with and
for humans as well as Mages,” she said. “Well, Obediah has been treading
carefully, not wanting to make quite the…uh…splash I did with my
parents. He is happy to work with others in the magical world, but Obi has
always tried to balance that with his very firm belief in helping those who
need it, much like my own feelings. He rarely goes into too much depth with Mom
and Dad about what he does or where, though he is always very careful to make
sure they know he is working for someone in the magical world.”


“So why aren’t we asking your parents who his employer is?”


“Because they quite likely are three or four employers
behind.” She grinned. “And honestly, as long as they know he’s not jumped ship
and ‘turned his back on his heritage’ they don’t care in the least. They’ve
always been a lot more lenient with Obediah. A part of me believes they don’t want
to know exactly what he gets up to. They know they would be forced to once
again make a stand and so in their book ignorance truly is bliss.”


Mishka nodded and scribbled a few notes, returning to
Obediah’s notebook. “I can use this for you if you like, and not just to find
your crystal, but Obediah himself.”


Melia frowned, puzzled.


“What do you mean?” she asked. “I know you’re both
Retrievers, but neither of you are licensed as Trackers. I checked back when Ze
and Amber were having their difficulties.”


“Just because I didn’t add it to my license doesn’t mean I
can’t do it. Trust me, sweetheart, I can Track.” He smiled. Melia blinked in
surprise and he shrugged. “I didn’t want to limit myself and be pigeonholed, so
I keep it fairly quiet. Zerachiel is currently busy with a few other things,
and he and Amber are trying to start up their new sideline as well. It would be
better for everyone if I just help you find Obediah.”


“That sounds excellent,” she replied gratefully, but then
frowned. “Why the sudden change of heart?”


Mishka looked puzzled and Melia elaborated. “Shouldn’t you
be palming me off to Ze? Or making fun of me? You barely got more than a few
zings in, so what’s in this for you?”


Sighing and placing his pen on the desk, Mishka steepled his
fingers and looked at her, seeming to choose his words carefully.


“Regardless of how I might sometimes come across, you’re
friends with Ze and Amber. Despite our differences, I consider you a friend
too. In situations like this, friends are who you turn to, especially when I,
and Zerachiel if need be, can help. That transcends any other concerns I might
or might not have.”


Melia nodded but remained silent. Mishka had an air about
him that said he hadn’t quite finished yet. After a moment he resumed his
careful speech.


“Having said that, you know we’re branching out. Amber has
been astonishing in what she’s managed to accomplish so far, but there are
limitations to what she can achieve. When she does hit that blockage—and I
suspect it will be when she has to start playing with the politics and
bureaucracy of the human business world—I am hoping she…we can turn to
you for aid.”


A small frown marred Melia’s brow as she considered that.


“How much aid are we talking about? Of course I will help
however I can, but I just want to get an idea before we progress further. I
don’t want either one of us glossing over the finer details and being angry or
disappointed later.”


“Chances are we’ll need to work out a consultation agreement
with you when we come to the point of needing your knowledge. I don’t want this
to detract from the help you need now. I give you my word we will strike a
mutually agreeable set of conditions though, so you shouldn’t worry about us
imposing on you, or you disappointing us,” Mishka said, his eyes and face more
blank than she could ever recall seeing. She nodded, not quite understanding
his odd behavior.


“Of course,” she agreed again, “even if I didn’t need help
finding Obediah I’d help you all. As you said, we’re friends. Amber and I have
been out drinking a few times and her plans and ideas sound interesting. My
business might be very small and grass-roots, but after all these years I
certainly know my way around much of the bureaucratic structures in the human
world. As long as we can find a balance that we’re all happy with I’d be happy
to consult.”


“This might not be a short-term thing,” Mishka warned, his
face still schooled into a perfectly blank mask. Melia couldn’t help it, she
threw her head back and laughed.


“Mish, you know how I spend my days. A bit of extra money is
always welcome and honestly, it’s not like you’re asking me for a binding
magical oath of fidelity and unceasing allegiance. You’re asking me to help you
out as a consultant. I understand it might take a bit of a commitment, but that
doesn’t scare me in the least. Don’t look so concerned, I’m a big girl and I’ve
been making my own life choices and working my schedule for a number of years
now.”


Mishka seemed to search her face for something, and Melia
smiled at him as gently and reassuringly as possible. She had no clue why he
seemed so skittish about this. Did he think she didn’t want to work with him?
Offer assistance? They had never been best of friends, or even rubbed along
particularly well. He had a tendency to irk her and she often came across as
her most flighty and vapid in his presence.


Melia knew she had a sharp brain, good magical talent for
casting and was not some idiot bimbo. After careful thought she had realized
she unconsciously heightened the more ditzy aspects of her character so she
would not become as close to Mishka as she was with Ze or Amber—and thus
protect her heart from being rebuffed by the sexy wizard sitting across from
her.


She much preferred they were at each other’s throats than
acting on the very strong sexual attraction that, without fail, simmered
between them. Melia knew she could easily fall deeply, irrevocably in love with
the sexy wizard.


Keeping Mishka at arm’s length had worked well until now.
Regardless of any potential damage to her heart, though, she needed his help to
find her brother, and it appeared he would need her to aid Amber in the
quagmire that was the magical business world. Even had she not come to them for
aid with Obediah, she would have assisted Amber and the guys. But she would do
much harder and shadier things if it meant having him Track her brother.


“So you agree talking to Kalle would be best?” she
suggested, changing the topic back to tracing her brother. “I know where he
works. If you want to we can try to call again, but I’ve tried a number of
times over the last couple of days. We could head out straightaway if you’re
able to?”


Mishka glanced at the clock on his wall and agreed, standing
and collecting his jacket. “Let me just stick my head in Ze’s office to let him
know where we’re going.”


Melia followed Mishka out of the office. He walked the dozen
paces to the next office, knocked briskly and opened the door, then checked at
the threshold.


“Ah, sorry guys, I just wanted to let you know Melia and I
were heading out.”


Melia had to stand on tiptoes to see over Mishka’s shoulder.
Her curiosity turned into a smirk when she caught sight of Amber hastily
standing up out of Ze’s lap and patting down her long curls to put them in some
semblance of order.


“Melia?” Amber said. “What’s happened? Is everything okay?”


“Everything’s fine, hon,” Melia reassured her friend as she
waved from behind Mishka. He glanced at her and shifted to the side so they
could both hover in the doorway.


“Obediah has just disappeared somewhere. Mishka is going to
help me and Track him.”


“You can Track?” Amber looked startled and glanced from
Mishka to Zerachiel, the talent clearly news to her.


“I can do a lot of things,” Mishka replied smugly at first,
but then continued more seriously. “It’s not a secret, I just didn’t want to be
tied down continually doing the one thing, especially when there are plenty of
Trackers out there.”


Melia watched as Amber turned this over in her head, finally
nodding with a small smile.


“Well, if we can help, you know how to get in touch. I’ll
keep my cell on me. Ze’s landline is crackling again, so maybe call me instead
of him,” she added with a small wink.


“I thought you had the lines fixed,” Melia said. Mishka
shrugged with a grimace.


“I did. I think Ze has overloaded them with…erm…too much activity
on his desk.”


Melia turned to look at her two friends as they all but
scuffed their feet sheepishly, and suddenly she understood. Witches’ and
wizards’ magical energy could build up inside them. When Mages were
overwhelmed, their magic could leak out from them and into an inanimate object
and any technology in the way had a habit of going bang. Ze and Amber
must be overtaken by lust more than occasionally.


Most Mages did not bother with cells or laptops, as being in
frequent contact with the technological items had a tendency to make them burn
out after a few months if not weeks.


“Ah,” Melia laughed. “Well! We have to be going. We’ll leave
you both to your…work.”


Amber snorted and waved. Melia cheerily waved back. Taking
Mishka’s arm, she tugged him until he walked out of the office.


“My car is parked in the lot down the block—” she started,
but Mishka cut her off with a wave of his hand.


“We can take my car, no need to waste your gas.”


With a shake of her head and a mental shrug, Melia agreed
and let Mishka lead her down into the basement parking lot, glad to finally be doing
something productive to find her brother—and her crystal.









Chapter Two


 


Mishka drove his low-slung, dark green sports car exactly
the way Melia would have guessed had she thought about it—with restrained power
and effortless ease as he shifted gears and moved the steering wheel to zip
around the inner city traffic like a hot knife melting its way through butter.


“Amber told me about your other car,” Melia commiserated. A
few weeks earlier, when Zerachiel and Amber had met, they’d fallen into a bit
of trouble with a magical cuff bracelet. Mishka had helped them toward the end
and his car had been damaged when wizards who wanted the cuff threw fireballs
at it.


One entire side of Mishka’s sporty black car had been
burned, the paint melted off and the metal oxidized beyond repair.


Melia didn’t even want to think about how the front of her
house still needed a good repainting after a similar incident with the same
men. Luckily for her, it had been largely gunfire that had damaged her house.
The fireballs had only burned through some of her front yard, and that had been
fairly simply fixed.


“We turn left here,” Melia said as they reached an
intersection.


“I know the building. Does he work in the Healer’s office?”
he asked. Melia shook her head.


“No, he’s a clerk with the lawyers on the second floor. We
should reach there in time for the lunch hour. Maybe we should stop by a local
takeout? Maybe if we ply him with food we could get some answers.”


“Do you really think that will be necessary? Kalle is your
brother’s best friend and he will presumably be happy to talk with us.”


Melia gave him a withering look. “People, men and wizards in
particular, are far more likely to spill extra details and knowledge they might
otherwise self-censure with a full belly. I’ve seen that work time and again,
far better than idiotic male posturing, threats or blackmail,” she replied a
little more tartly than she had intended. Looking out the window, she breathed
deeply, wondering how without even trying, Mishka pushed her buttons. She
caught him glancing at her, looking a little surprised and thoughtful.


“I’m not a completely brainless idiot,” she retorted to the
look. “I might appear like a flaky blonde, but would I really have been able to
make a success of myself—alone, no less—if I didn’t have a brain?”


“I never thought you were brainless,” he replied, hands
clenching the steering wheel. “I just thought…well…to be honest I thought you
began working for human clients because it was an easy solution and simple money.
These last few weeks I’ve had my eyes opened. You thought quickly and very
sharply about the situation Amber and Zerachiel were in, and aided them
admirably.”


Melia flushed a little and began to stammer out a barely
coherent comment, but Mishka cut her off.


“Add to that, I’ve been working a bit with Amber lately. I’m
seeing first-hand how much effort is required—not to mention how complex it
is—to do business of any sort in the human world. It’s been eye-opening to say
the least.”


Melia was not surprised that Mishka was being as brutally
honest in his assessment of the human world as he was of everything else, but
it still was not a common thing to hear among her peers.


“Whereas we Mages all by and large know each other—or can
easily find someone who can introduce us to one another—there is a mountain
more red tape and bureaucratic bullshit out in their world. And now I hear you
casually tossing about fairly insightful commentary on people, and wizards,
and…well it’s making me feel ashamed for having made such a quick, snap
judgment of you. That’s all.”


Astonished by his apparent sincerity, Melia gathered her
thoughts before replying.


“You should know casting, regardless of the reason or person
it’s intended for, is a difficult thing. Not everyone can do it, and even among
those who can, performing the casting skillfully is harder to achieve. As for
my understanding of men…” She smirked. “I might appear flighty, but I haven’t
been living under a rock. It’s difficult to pass thirty and not have picked up
a few clues about wizards,” she said with a saucy grin and a wink, before she
noticed Mishka looking at her with narrowed eyes.


“You like to be underestimated,” he challenged her.
“To be thought of as flighty, don’t you? If people underestimate you then that gives
you a significant advantage in almost any given situation.”


Melia winced and looked out the window again. Mishka hadn’t
been the only one making snap judgments, she decided. After his caustic
comments in the past she had written him off as a typical pigheaded, arrogant
wizard—albeit a dead sexy one who pushed all her hot buttons. Melia had
believed Mishka simply thought brawn and strength of magical power could
resolve every problem.


The fact he listened to her showed he held more maturity and
open-mindedness than she would have given him credit for.


“Yes,” she replied after a while. Her heart hammered in her
chest. The more they interacted and came to understand one another, the more he
appealed to her on every level and not just kick-in-the-guts sexual appeal.


“Sometimes I play up the ditz card a bit more than is really
necessary,” she admitted. “An opponent who overlooks you is almost completely
powerless against you. And while sometimes people might brush me off or think
I’m useless…well…the important people in my life have always seen below that
mien and known who I really am.”


“So does that make me important?” Mishka teased, lightening
the mood. Melia turned back to him and tried not to not sink any deeper into
the gorgeous blue pool of his eyes.


“Yes, I suppose this does make you an important person now,”
she conceded with a small smile.


With a graceful maneuver, Mishka pulled into a space and
braked with a scant inch to spare.


“Second floor, right?” She nodded and they headed up the
stairs to find the second floor lushly carpeted and filled with the heavy
silence only a very rich, very discreet law firm could produce.


Feeling underdressed, Melia hesitated. Mishka took her elbow
with his hand, murmuring, “Follow my lead, sweetheart. Trust me.”


She nodded and pressed her lips together, allowing herself
to fall a half pace behind Mishka as he led her into the office. A prim-looking
witch with a tight gray-brown bun and a dowdy gray suit sat behind the
receptionist’s desk.


She looked Melia up and down and her expression showed
nothing but disdain. Some of her unpleasantness relaxed at the rich cut of
Mishka’s suit and his restrained tie, but she still held a formidable air.


Positively oozing charisma, Mishka smiled at the old dragon
and proffered a business card.


“I humbly apologize for the interruption, ma’am,” he
started, “But I am Allard, from Allard and Garret Investigations. I have reason
to believe a Kalle Milner works here?”


A curt nod was the only response. The receptionist studied
his card as if a test would be given later.


“As a legal secretary I am sure you understand I can’t give
out too many details, but I am conducting an investigation for a prominent
client in relation to some…delicate…inquiries that relate to an estate. I was
hoping I could speak privately with Mr. Milner, perhaps over a quick bite for
lunch? I should be able to ascertain if it is, indeed, he whom will be
beneficiary.”


“An estate, you say?” the elderly lady asked. Mishka nodded,
smiling seraphically. “And you are Allard? I have heard of you. You seem to be
rising in esteem in important circles.”


Melia had to bite her lower lip to stop the giggles as
Mishka’s eyes widened in a simile of pride and pompous righteousness.


“I am pleased to say that I am that Allard,” he said like an
utter prig. It worked like a treat on the dragon lady, however. With a last
distasteful glance at Melia, she picked up the phone, pressed a button and
spoke softly into the receiver.


“Mr. Milner, there is a gentlemen here who wishes to see you
and discuss some private matters over lunch.” The receptionist looked Mishka up
and down again, calculation in her hard eyes, then said, “No, I believe the
regular will suffice. I will make sure it gets duly processed.”


The receptionist hung up. Impressed, Melia batted her eyes
at Mishka and returned to being as invisible as she could so as not to ruin the
excellent work he had performed.


Mishka politely—and still a little pompously—answered
questions of how his business was performing as the fierce receptionist pumped
him for information. Hardly a minute passed before Kalle strode down the richly
carpeted hallway. He paused when he caught sight of her and Melia pressed her
lips together and shook her head. Kalle caught on and continued, holding out
his hand to shake first with Mishka and then with her.


“Kalle Milner, pleased to meet you. How may I be of
service?”


“I have some questions to ask you in relation to a distant
relative and a pending estate,” Mishka repeated. “If we could…” He let the last
part trail off as he half turned toward the door. Kalle nodded briskly and
thanked the receptionist, whose finger hovered over her phone—she was obviously
dying to call someone for a good gossip.


Without further discussion the three of them headed down to
the street.


“Holy Circe, how in the hell did you manage to turn Mrs.
Warnbrum up so sweet?” Kalle nearly exploded after they had walked a half block
down the street. “I don’t think I have ever seen her so happy to oblige
anyone except for the partners at the firm, and then only the stodgiest, most
tight-assed power brokers.”


“I got lucky,” Mishka explained with a smug smile. “Melia
had already given me a heads up about her attitude. I knew which buttons to
press and am lucky enough Ze’s and my company is making a reputation for
itself. The rest was emulating the stodgiest, most pompous ass of an instructor
I recall from my years in the Academy.”


“Well that act must have been golden,” Kalle insisted warmly
as he led them down the street. “With the backing of the firm the three of us
should be able to jump the queue and have something fairly promptly at The
Underground. I only have thirty minutes for my lunch break, but if old Warnbrum
is making sure I’m reimbursed, I’m not giving up the opportunity lightly.”


“I’ve not heard of The Underground,” Melia said with a small
frown. “Is it some gentlemen’s club?”


“Not quite,” Kalle said, “but it’s only a half step down.
It’s an insanely ritzy restaurant in one of the most expensive hotels in the
whole of Chicago. They say the main suite covers two floors, has its own maid
and butler service and goes for more than nine thousand a night.”


Melia realized where on South Michigan Ave. they were and
her eyes widened appreciatively. Looking down at her casual outfit, she sighed.


“Of course we are going to dine in the best style I have
experienced in years and this is what I am wearing,” she moaned, though she
couldn’t help but perk up quickly. After all, it wasn’t every day a girl got to
rub shoulders with the crème de la crème.


“So,” Kalle interrupted her thoughts. “What’s really going
on, Mel? Not that I don’t appreciate the lunch, for I truly do, and it isn’t
going to hurt my reputation back at the office either. But still. What’s up?”


Almost instantly her daydream shattered and the worries of
the last few weeks crashed back on her shoulders. Melia looked around in awe as
they entered the enormous foyer of the fancy hotel. She’d never done anything
except walk past it now and then, and a part of her wanted to soak up the
atmosphere and every detail possible, but she simply couldn’t when she didn’t
know what had occurred with Obediah.


“I’ve been trying to contact you these last few days and was
getting nowhere. That dragon of a receptionist wouldn’t patch through my calls,
and every time I tried to leave a message on your answering machine I’d hear
nothing but static. I was hoping—” Melia cut herself off as a group of
businessmen came up behind them to wait for the elevator. They were talking
loudly amongst themselves but Melia didn’t want to discuss private business
with their eyes on her.


“Let’s talk while we eat,” she suggested. “If we’re going to
be eating on your company time and budget then let’s at least try to enjoy it.”


The men agreed and they entered the elevator. Melia couldn’t
help but feel itchy in her impatience, but she knew this couldn’t drag out too
long. Kalle only had a half hour, and she banked on the pull of the law firm’s
reputation to get them served promptly so they could get on with discussing
where Obediah might be, what could have happened to him and most importantly
what their next move should be.


She had waited a little over three weeks to catch up with
her brother. Hopefully another half hour—or even an hour—would not make too
much difference to whatever situation he had found himself in. She was actively
looking for him and that was far better than the sitting on her hands she had
been doing.


As the three of them stepped out of the elevator slightly
ahead of the other group, Melia looked around the opulent entrance to The
Underground. Decadence was the main theme and Melia couldn’t help but stare.
There was a second’s uneasiness as the maître d’ glanced at her outfit,
but Kalle handed over his card and said they would need a table for three on
the company account. The name of his firm dispelled any questions and the
tuxedo-clad man all but bowed them into the restaurant.


They were near the wall of glass windows, one of the best
tables in the restaurant. They promptly ordered, a large dish of bruschetta
placed before them and they each had a glass of wine. Then Kalle repeated his
query. Melia took another sip before placing her glass on the table and leaning
forward so they could discuss the most important matter without anyone at the
nearby tables overhearing.


“Kalle, it’s been three weeks since I had contact with
Obediah, do you have any clue where he could be?” she asked, urgency creeping
into her tone as worry for her brother flooded back into her body, making her
heart beat a fast staccato against her chest.


“No,” Kalle replied simply, his face showing mild concern.
“I haven’t seen or heard from him since he went out of state for the club. My
instincts told me that something shifty was going on and I warned him the
last-minute trip sounded like trouble. Obi insisted he had it all under control
and he didn’t seem concerned at all. He just laughed at my worry and said I was
starting to become more like you, Melia.”


“Do you know what club he was at?” Melia pounced, barely
waiting for him to finish his thought before peppering him with her next
question. She sagged back when Kalle shook his head.


“I think deep down Obediah knew something twisted was going
on at the club,” he replied thoughtfully. “He kept fairly tight-lipped about
the whole situation, insisting he was doing the right thing and didn’t need
help. I know this trip of his was very spur-of-the-moment on his boss’ part.
Obi saw it as a foot in the door to something bigger, and nothing I said could
make a dent in his determination.”


“That sounds like my brother,” Melia replied, feeling a
little morose. Mishka rested his hand upon her upper thigh, the table hiding
the gentle reassuring gesture. Melia felt her breath catch as heat seeped from
Mishka’s palm to penetrate her muscles.


Whether Mishka felt a similar surge of heat or whether her
hastily sucked-in breath recalled him to exactly what he was doing, he jerked
his hand away. Melia licked her lips and, despite the moisture pooling in her
pussy and the prickling heat that spread along her neck and cheeks, the rasp of
her hard nipples against the lace of her bra, wrestled her mind back to the
situation at hand—that of finding her brother.


Before she could think of her next question Kalle continued,
his brow furrowed.


“Someone at his last club might know where Obi moved,
though,” Kalle suggested and Melia felt her hopes rise again.


“His last club?” she prodded.


“The Neon Train.” Kalle nodded. “A rave club a few blocks
away. Very trendy and a bit edgy. I went there a few times with him but it
wasn’t really my scene. Wasn’t his either, but there were girls there he was
helping and…well you know what Obediah is like when people need help.”


Melia sighed and nodded. She knew all too well what Obi was
like. Not that she was really much better, both she and Obediah were suckers for
anyone needing assistance. Before she could question Kalle further, two waiters
appeared with their meals and they were all busy arranging the plates in front
of them. The food smelled heavenly and her mouth watered.


Kalle and Mishka picked up their cutlery, eager to begin. A
part of Melia wanted to stop them both, continue discussing her brother until
they had a firm plan of attack. But just as she was about to speak, Melia
noticed Kalle steal a brief glance at his watch.


Recalling the strict timeline her brother’s friend was on,
Melia looked to her own sumptuous meal. Her stomach rumbled hungrily. She took
a breath after the first bite—the dish was delicious. With a tiny sigh, Melia
ate as speedily as she was able without drawing attention to herself.


“So the Neon Train is a rave club?” she asked.


“Yes, and a new, edgy one,” Kalle said. “Neon Train used to
be RaveRaveRave. You know, that club that the cops raided and closed down due
to under-the-table drug deals?” They nodded and Kalle continued, barely pausing
for breath, “Why they thought closing it down would help I have no clue. The
same club just pops up a week later under a different name in a new location,
word spreads around and they’re back in the same boat. Anyway, Obediah and I
have a few friends that got into the scene, and found themselves in a bit over
their head. Obediah started going to help get them out, made some more friends
and soon he was a regular there.”


Melia tried not to sigh. It sounded so totally like Obediah.


“Do you know the names of his friends that still might be
hanging around there? Someone who might know what’s going on?” she asked,
hopeful.


“He was pretty chummy with the head bartender. More than a
few times the guy had a couple too many hits of E and Obediah would help him
cover his shift, keep the floor manager off his back. Goes by the name of
Rinko, no clue what his real name is. People who stay more than a few nights
tend to create names for themselves so when the cops come around—which sooner
or later they always do—it makes it not only harder to track them, but also
means when they get word of the club reopening they’re welcomed back.”


Melia stood and smiled as Mishka took her elbow and they
followed Kalle out onto the sidewalk. She gave him a quick hug, energy humming
in her veins as she finally had a firm step to take in the quest to find her
brother.


“Thank you so much for your help, Kalle. I’ll get Obediah to
call you, assuming he’s alive after I beat him bloody for scaring me like
this.”


Kalle snorted and kissed her cheek, waving as he headed back
to the office. Melia turned almost immediately to Mishka, a frowning slightly.


“You’ve been awfully quiet. What’s going on in that brain of
yours?”


“I’ve been trying to remember what it was I’ve heard about
this RaveRaveRave club,” he answered. They strolled back toward the car. “When
Kalle mentioned the name I knew I’d heard something on the grapevine about the
place. It was linked with the Mages somehow. I can’t quite recall where I heard
the gossip. My memory is the Enforcers were involved somehow, likely with the
shutting down or follow-up, considering what Kalle just told us. Maybe it was
one of Ze’s contacts, or Ze’s father’s buddies. Somehow that club became mixed
up with the Magical world’s police and that’s probably why it was so hastily
shut down.”


“Well, if the Enforcers were a part of closing it down,
chances are they don’t have the faintest clue it’s reopened again. They’re so
used to everyone from our world shuddering in fear of the big bad boogeyman it
wouldn’t even cross their mind a group of mere humans would dare reopen less
than a week later. This,” she exclaimed with exasperation, “is why I feel like
more people should be in both worlds. I’d bet you a million dollars that if
they had asked the human cops, who actually know what goes on out here, they’d
have been informed that unless the money and power behind the club—and not just
the location itself—were shut down, nothing really would be achieved.”


“I actually agree,” Mishka said mildly, “the Enforcers need
to know what they are dealing with and have proper knowledge of the human world
to try to work within it. I’ve mentioned something along those lines a number
of times to Zerachiel’s father and he tends to agree with me. Explaining that
to the higher powers, however, is a different thing entirely.”


Melia sighed. She was sometimes stunned how arrogant many of
the magical community could be, especially in relation to humans. Mages were
trained from the cradle to listen to their instincts, to manipulate their
magical powers and to harness their other senses. They were certainly more
powerful in this respect than the average human who had not been raised in this
manner. That did not make them better in their personality or inherent
goodness.


Many of the magical folk Melia knew from her youth believed
magic could solve all problems. They took completely for granted the blessing
of being able to direct and control their innate magical talents and insisted
that made them a step above any human.


Melia held a lot of magical power and yet she had never
believed it made her above any of her peers, let alone those who could not use
magic. Melia preferred to think this talent—and the use of their magic—made
them different, not better. Mages could learn a lot from humans, just as
humans could learn many things from them.


That belief of superiority had been the cornerstone of her
disagreements with her parents.


“So…” Melia tried to circle her mind back to the task at
hand.


“I would think our next step is talking to this Rinko at the
Neon Train,” she continued. “I’d imagine if we arrived around midnight the
party should be far enough progressed we won’t look like fools or newbies, but
the really hard-core ravers won’t have managed to get too stoned to be useless
to us.”


“Do you even own an outfit that can be passed off as a
raver?” Mishka asked with a wicked grin. Melia shot him what was supposed to be
a withering glance, but a smugly satisfied smile blossomed instead. Instead of
verbally sparring with Mishka, she would show him just how easily she could
slip into the skin of the sultry seductress.


Many years ago, Melia had attended more than her fair share
of underground parties. In hindsight, she concluded it had been in part to
rebel against her parents, but she also simply loved to dance. Loved it
more than almost anything else.


“I think I can manage to scrounge something up,” she
murmured, avoiding Mishka’s eyes. “Can you pass as a sexy, drugged-up
high-chaser?”


Mishka, apparently not sensing her veiled sarcasm, appeared
thoughtful.


“Not sure I can pass as a raver, but I can certainly look
like a clubber. Don’t worry, Mel,” he patted her shoulder in an almost
comforting gesture, “we’ll manage to get through, and I won’t let anyone step
over the line.”


Melia laughed. “Oh Mishka,” she gasped as she wiped her
eyes. “Mishka, darling, I have probably been to more club dance parties, both
magical and non, than you have had home-cooked meals. Chances are I will end up
protecting you from the drugged-up teenyboppers. But I know what you meant and
I think you very gallant, never fear.”


Mishka muttered a curse under his breath as he beeped
the car unlocked and they climbed in.


“We’ll see,” he replied, casting a glance she couldn’t for
the life of her read. “We’ll see.”


* * * * *


Melia was thoroughly delighted by the look Mishka gave her
when she answered her door later that evening. Soft leather tightly laced
high-heeled boots covered her legs to mid-calf, giving her a faintly dominatrix
air. Fishnet stocking with sparkles would reflect in the strobe lights of the
club. A microscopic miniskirt, also in black leather, barely covered her ass.
The outfit was completed with a white shirt with a deep V in font—but it was
the panels cut away at the back and sides to show peek-a-boo hints of flesh
that really made the outfit zing.


Mishka looked practically edible in leather pants that
hugged his firm ass and a silky, dark green shirt that would look almost black
in the dimness of the club. Melia left the door open and purposefully turned
around to collect her small, glittered clutch purse, bending slightly at her
waist to let her skirt ride up and expose a hint of the curve of her ass.


The tiny lace thong she wore would show if she’d given
Mishka more than a short second’s flash, but she decided a girl needed a few
secrets up her sleeve to keep him on his toes. The brief glimpse of the lower
curve of her ass would need to keep them both pumping for now. The sound of
Mishka’s hastily drawn breath made her smile as she sauntered past him. Melia
struggle not to not gloat as she locked her front door and walked beside him to
his car.


“Well?” she purred, “do I pass muster as a sexy raver out
for a night of drinks, drugs, dancing and debauchery?”


Mishka cast her a hot glance as he beeped their doors open,
beating her by a millisecond to open her door for her. Touching his cheek
gently, she stroked her fingers over the smoothness of his freshly shaved jaw
before lowering herself to slide into the passenger seat.


A heavy, electric silence weighed between them as Mishka
pulled away from the curb. Determined not to squirm beneath his frequent
glances, Melia fussed with her curls as they drove toward the club. Finally,
Mishka broke the silence.


“Is that glitter really necessary?” he asked, sounding
almost pained. Melia looked down to her cleavage where, with exquisite care,
she had dabbed on some glitter body paint she’d found in a cabinet, leftover
from her clubbing days. The glitter sparkled enticingly on the rounded curve of
her breast and Melia looked over at Mishka with feigned innocence.


“What? This?” she asked, resting her fingers on her
cleavage. “Mishka, surely you’ve seen some of the younger girls with body
paint? The strobe lights catch the glitter and make you sparkle and really it’s
quite attractive. You did want me to fit in with this crowd, and this
will help.”


Mishka muttered darkly and Melia laughed, but decided to
stop pushing him. She rested her hand on his biceps.


“Honestly, Mish,” she said as soothingly as possible, “it’s
not like I’m going to let some young man turn my head and distract me. I’m not
going to the club to dance and have fun, we’re going to question Rinko about my
brother. If it makes you feel better, if some idiot makes a heavy-handed pass
you can push him away and be all macho and pull me somewhere else. That sort of
idiot male posturing is par for the course in clubs like this. No one will even
blink at it.”


Mishka cast an unreadable glance at her and Melia smiled in
what she hoped was a confident manner.


“So a bit of role-playing wouldn’t hurt?” he replied, a
teasing edge to his tone. Melia paused, surprised Mishka had thought to bring
it up. Recalling the ease with which he had slid into the pompous, anal
character at Kalle’s work, Melia realized she shouldn’t be taken aback by the
clever thought.


“Well,” she hedged as her mind whirled, “probably not. I
mean, there’s no need to go overboard or make this more complicated than it is.
Having said that, I suppose you pretending to be possessive of me will probably
help us appear more like a couple and less like two people investigating
something.”


Mishka nodded and smoothly turned the steering wheel,
parking the car on the dark city street. The heavy beat of loud dance music
thrummed on the air. Melia turned her head to scan the narrow alleyway. Only
the pulsing strobe lights reflecting through cracks in the darkened windows
gave away which of the closely placed buildings was the club.


Taking a deep breath to steady the nerves suddenly
fluttering in her stomach, she smiled as Mishka gently touched her hand.


“All joking aside, Mel, you don’t have to come in if you
don’t want to. It’s not exactly hard or dangerous to ask a skinny-assed
drugged-out bartender a few questions. You can wait here if you prefer.”


Melia silently ordered herself to get a grip and show some
spine. Pasting her brightest, most cheerful smile on her face she faltered only
for a split second as Mishka’s dark blue eyes caught her own.


“Obediah is my brother,” she said softly, reminding herself
as much as Mishka why she needed to do this. “If he’s in trouble, if something
has happened to him, I need to do this. You’re smart, Mish, a damn fine
investigator and you have a lot of power, I don’t deny any of that, but you
don’t know Obediah, not like I do. There might be something we see or hear in
there that only I can interpret. I couldn’t forgive myself if I chickened out
from a tiny case of nerves and it ended badly.”


“A damn fine investigator,” Mishka repeated, his eyebrows
rising and mockery in his tone. “A lot of power? Be still my heart! Can it be
the impervious Melia Rowan really does have a soft spot for me?”


Melia snorted and thumped her fist into Mishka’s chest.
Opening her car door she carefully stepped out, making sure she had her balance
on her heeled boots before slamming the door shut. She gave her skirt a tug and
a wriggle so she wouldn’t be flashing cheek to anyone on the street and glanced
down at her breasts, rearranging them suitably, pleased she’d thought to use
double-sided tape to keep the flimsy shirt from exposing more than she wanted.


A pace down the sidewalk, a warm arm encircled her waist.
Melia looked up, startled, to find Mishka grinning down at her.


“Possessive boyfriend,” he mocked, leering at her. She
snorted again but let it go, pleased she wouldn’t have to fend off any sharks
at the club herself. Melia knew she could handle herself, she had for many
years, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate having her life made
easier.


They paid the astronomical cover charge, had their inner
wrists UV-ink stamped and entered the Neon Train.






Chapter Three


 


The music was extremely loud, but it wasn’t ear-splitting,
bleeding noise like the clubs she used to frequent. With a bit of effort and
shouting one could get their meaning across. A skinny woman with huge fake
breasts covered in glitter and not very much else handed Mishka a glowstick
with a saucy smile.


Amused more than anything else, Melia gently pushed the
shoulder of the practically naked girl. Undaunted, the younger girl smiled and
shrugged before turning around and handing another glowstick to a nearby man
who eagerly wrapped his arms around her.


Smirking, Melia pressed her lips to Mishka’s ear and raised
her voice to be heard above the music.


“Lucky I did come in. I shudder to think of how you could
extract yourself from that clinging vine.”


Laughter shone in Mishka’s eyes as he lifted his arm around
her shoulder, dragging her petite body into the cover of his larger frame. They
surveyed the crowded room as they slowly made their way around in a large
circle. Almost the entirety of the cavernous room had been cleared so people
could dance, gyrate and bounce wherever they chose. A large bar lit up in neon
stood against the back wall to one side, but other than a few scattered chairs
and the odd table the rest of the club had become a dance floor to the packed
crowd.


As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, the roving strobe
lights revealed more in the dark corners and shadowed alcoves than they hid.
Couples and moresomes were everywhere along the walls, hands, arms, legs and
bodies entwining in various states of dress and undress. A few more minutes of
discreet watching and she realized more than a few groups were actually having
full-blown sex in public.


Astonished, Melia looked away until Mishka’s chuckle
penetrated her hearing. “And that’s only in the spots we can see,” he half
shouted in her ear. He nodded to almost completely obscured corners and
crevices around the enormous room. “I’d bet you anything even more is occurring
out there where we can’t see what’s happening.”


Melia flushed, but nodded casually. No one appeared to be
giving the writhing groups and couples more than a passing glance. The odd
couple here and there paused to watch for a moment before kissing each other
passionately and finding their own hidden nook.


Melia surveyed the room, about to suggest they make their
way over to speak with the two bartenders, when her stomach dipped. More than a
few people were looking at them, whispering to one another. She knew it would
be the wrong decision to go after what they wanted overtly.


They were new, unknowns and thus automatically viewed with
suspicion. Before she could say so to Mishka, he shouted, “I have an idea.
Follow my lead.” Melia looked at him, but he almost glowed with confidence and
she couldn’t resist his contagious smile. Grinning in response, she nodded and
let him lead her toward the bar.


He ordered two orgasms. The bartender looked from Mishka to
Melia and poured the shots, placing them on the bar and taking Mishka’s money.


Mishka pressed Melia’s back up against the bar and nudged
her legs open with his thigh. Taking the first shot, he slowly dribbled it down
Melia’s neck. The creamy liquor ran between her breasts, rolling over her skin
in a sensual manner. Mishka bent his head and licked up her body, swallowing
the liquor and lapping at her skin.


Melia moaned, her eyes fluttering shut at the feel of his
tongue stroking smoothly along her skin. The rich scent of the liquor enveloped
her senses. Mishka’s tongue had goose bumps spreading all over her body and her
nipples peaked almost painfully tight beneath the thin material of her top.
Melia could feel the peaks pressing out and she didn’t need to look to know
they would be visible to anyone who looked.


She was barely conscious of the click of the glass as
it was placed on the bar before Mishka repeated the body shot with excruciating
slowness. The liquor dribbled slowly over her skin, the drops rolling over her
sensitized body followed by his teasing, darting tongue capturing every last
molecule. Melia moaned wantonly, her back arching up from the bar, her body
pressing into Mishka’s as she rode his thigh, her pussy rubbing along his
leather-clad leg as her skirt rode up dangerously high.


A passionate haze clouded her head and Melia acted only on
instinct. She clung to Mishka’s shoulders, pulling him closer. When he lifted
his head from her chest and replaced the second shot glass, Melia threaded her
fingers through his soft, silky hair and cupped the back of his scalp, drawing
him close so their lips could meet in heated fusion.


The world rocked beneath her as they tasted each other
intimately for the first time. Mishka’s mouth had the distinct flavor of creamy
liquor and a faintly masculine spice beneath that. Their tongues tangled
passionately. Melia rocked her hips into Mishka, riding his thigh as if she
were straddling him and they were naked and splayed out in the privacy of her
large bed, not in the middle of a dance club.


Her nipples were peaked and hungry for Mishka’s touch. She
moaned and arched her back farther, pressing the soft mounds into Mishka’s
body. He cupped her breast, thumb and forefinger caressing her nipple and
sending sparks of hot electricity sizzling through her nerves.


Mishka moved his other hand beneath the edge of her skirt to
cup her ass. She guided him his fingers to play around her lips. They ate
hungrily at each other and Melia’s eyes fluttered shut. All rational thought
left her mind as she lost herself in the kiss. In that moment Melia didn’t care
if they both stripped naked and fucked on the top of the bar. She needed to
feel Mishka everywhere.


Mishka drew her closer to his hard, hot erection. Her skirt
bunched on her upper thigh and only the presence of Mishka’s body covering hers
protected others from seeing the lacy black thong that covered her
pussy—barely.


Melia could not guess how long they kissed each other,
locked in a tight, intimate embrace, gently caressing and exploring each
other’s bodies. Mishka’s fingers touched her ass cheek, her naked ass
cheek, and his head snapped back. He frowned and tried to tug the tiny leather
mini back down over her curves.


Laughing softly, Melia moved away from Mishka, pressed her
body back against the bar and turned her head to get the bartender’s attention.


“A cock-sucking cowboy, please,” she half shouted as she
turned with a wicked grin to Mishka. She could see him struggle not to smile,
but he lost the fight and finally grinned.


“You are not going to…” Mishka’s words trailed off. Melia
batted her eyelashes innocently and rested her hand warmly over the thick
hardness tenting his leather pants. A part of her wanted to make him believe
that yes, she would indeed pour the creamy butterscotch-flavored liquor over
his cock and suck it hard.


She handed a crumpled bill to the bartender as he placed the
shot next to her on the bar with a small click. She grasped Mishka’s
shirt with both hands and stood on tiptoes to bite his earlobe.


“Follow my lead,” she said. He chuckled and Melia tugged his
shirt to indicate she wanted them to swap positions.


When Mishka had his back to the bar, Melia mimicked his
earlier move, pressed her slender thigh between his legs and unbuttoned the
first several buttons of his shirt until the top half of his chest was bared.
Melia had never been the shy sort, but such possessive sexiness was not usually
her style either. She fleetingly thought that this whole situation, and Mishka
in particular, was not her usual casual fling before she took the shot glass,
slowly poured the liquor down his chest and eagerly bent to lick and suck it
back up. Potent alcohol flowed over her tongue and left a warm trail down to
her belly. Even after she had caught all the liquor, Melia continued to lick up
and down his chest, detouring over his hardened nipples and pressing her thigh
into the growing heat of Mishka’s groin.


Finally, with obvious reluctance, Melia replaced the shot
glass on the bar and lifted her head to capture Mishka’s lips with her own and
share the taste of her drink with him. They kissed passionately, and Mishka
stole Melia’s breath away as, without a care for where they were, dragged her
to straddle his hips.


He cupped her ass and they tasted each other, pressing their
bodies together and eating at each other’s mouths as if they were starving. A
hungry, needy, desperate kiss that had hung between them for months,
unacknowledged except for in the sparkling chemistry that continued to crackle
throughout each of their meetings. In her heart Melia knew they were well
beyond role-playing now, that this was real between them.


“Hey.”


Someone tried to get their attention. Lost in Mishka’s taste
and body, Melia barely heard him and certainly had no intention of
acknowledging the interloper just yet. She had no desire to lose the sense of
Mishka’s fingers, tongue and mouth upon her body. She wanted to hold on to this
moment and make it last for the rest of her life.


Mishka’s fingers caressed the seam of her ass, gently
prying, searching for her secrets. Melia’s head fell back and she moaned, her
pussy flooding as Mishka continued to touch her intimately. Whether he sought
the slick, heated entrance of her pussy or the tightly puckered resistance of
her asshole Melia would never discover. The annoying intruder interrupted yet
again. This time his words were louder.


“Hey, sexy, over here,” the same voice shouted again. This
time Melia cracked open an eye, surprised and embarrassed to find it was the
bartender. About to snap at him to mind his own damn business and leave them
alone, Melia recalled in a rush exactly where she was and more importantly, why.


The hand that had been resting on Mishka’s chest, playing
with his nipple, squeezed him. Hard enough to get his attention but not hard
enough to anger him. Melia nodded and leaned farther into Mishka, looking at
the bartender over Mishka’s broad shoulder.


“Hey, stranger,” she purred, “see something you like?”


Hoping she wasn’t overplaying her hand, Melia nipped her
teeth into Mishka’s shoulder, then nibbled her way slowly up his neck while
keeping her eyes on the bartender.


The bartender swallowed audibly, looking over at his
colleague and nodding his head at the dozen or so patrons waiting in line for
their drinks. Leaning his elbows on the bar, he tilted his head and let his
gaze wander.


Melia resisted the urge to squirm. Mishka’s hand disappeared
beneath the small piece of leather and she could feel the cool air of the room
caressing the very bottom curve of her ass. His fingers were stroking her outer
lips, collecting her juices and teasing the entrance to her pussy. The rhythmic
thrusting and pumping of his fingers showed in the movements of his wrist and
lower arm, but while he wasn’t actually fucking her with those slender fingers,
to Melia—and their observers—he might as well be.


Melia moaned as Mishka’s wicked fingers stroked over her
clit, her eyes fluttering shut as pleasure rocketed through her body. She
arched farther into Mishka, hanging on the knife edge, part of her wanting to
plead with him to fuck her right here and now, the other part of her wanting to
drag them both off into a quiet, dark corner so they could indulge themselves
in their first time with some modicum of privacy.


“You both have a great style,” the bartender drawled, and
for the second time that night Melia had to remind herself why they were there.
With difficulty she managed to drag her attention away from Mishka. The
bartender leaned forward onto the bar, resting his weight on his arms.
R-I-N-K-O was tattooed between his knuckles across the top of his hand.


“I know quite a few people, groups, that wouldn’t mind
joining you, if you’re interested. Since you’re first-timers here the fee is
minimal and I only take a small cut, but I can point out those I can set you up
with for the night if you want?”


Melia smiled slowly, seductively, but Mishka squeezed her
ass gently to indicate she should keep quiet. Melia caught his eye and tilted
her head, as if she were silently questioning him about Rinko’s offer. Actually
Melia wanted to look in the deep blue depths of his eyes and convey her own silent
message, warning him with a slight narrowing of the eyes not to expect her
always to be so amiable. Mishka kissed the edge of her jaw, his lips opening so
his tongue could flick out and taste her skin. His “okay” was so soft—a faint
whisper, a vibration of the word against her skin—she could barely hear him
above the music.


“Generally speaking, I’m a man who doesn’t like to share,”
Mishka rumbled as he pulled away from Melia. “But I’ve heard good things about
this club and I find I like the atmosphere. I’ve also heard some good reviews
about Obediah. I’d be willing to share with him, if you can point him out to
me.”


“Obi?” the bartender replied with a shake of his head.
“You’re a couple months too late for him. He never was heavily into the scene,
though he did muck around a little at the start. Made a number of friends here
and was quite handy pitching in when it was called for. He got a much sweeter
deal at the ass club and has only been in sporadically since then, and not at
all the last two months or so.”


“Ass club?” Mishka repeated. His tone conveyed mild interest
but nothing to make Rinko suspicious. A song with a slow, sensual beat started
and Melia moved sinuously in time to it, grinding along Mishka’s length.


“Strip joint, further uptown,” Rinko replied distantly.
Melia had to strain to hear him—he seemed riveted on her gyrating ass. “Called
seXXXtasy. Obediah got a sweet deal there bartending and helping out the girls.
Sure seemed happy when he popped over here now and then. Can’t blame him really.
Bunches of naked girls, shaking their ass and rubbing themselves all over him
probably. Any guy’s wet dream of a job.”


Mishka looked to Melia, a quirk of his eyebrow asking if
there was anything else she wanted to ask. Melia decided to take advantage of
the situation and pressed her lips to his, kissing him deeply, their tongues
parrying for dominance as she rubbed her body enticingly along Mishka’s.


Panting for breath, she pulled away and cast a hot look to
Rinko, pouting as she returned her gaze to Mishka.


“I need to dance,” she said sulkily, winking at Rinko as
Mishka let her lead him away. Almost immediately they were swallowed up in the
huge throng of people and Melia held Mishka’s hand tightly so they wouldn’t be
separated. She slowly wound her way through the crowd toward the exit, but
Mishka tugged her arm gently and drew her attention back to him.


“Maybe we should dance a bit before we leave?” he shouted.
Melia felt a warmth spread in her chest. He wouldn’t hear any argument from
her. It would make them look less like they had arrived with only one agenda
and were leaving now they had been successful. Melia nodded happily and looked
around the crowded club.


With a sultry smile, she tugged Mishka over to the far side
of the room. Strobe lights converged on a couple of large cages where a handful
of people danced and ground their bodies along the cold metal bars.


Leading Mishka to the front of the cage, she squeezed his
hand to indicate he should stay here. Tugging open the cage door, Melia
gingerly climbed up into the enclosed area, carefully keeping her skirt tugged
down. The cage was fairly large—three other people were already dancing in
it—but as long as one didn’t mind their personal space being invaded it fit the
four of them cozily but not uncomfortably.


Her gaze riveted to Mishka, Melia half closed her lids,
leaned her weight back onto her heels and swung her body lithely. Gyrating her
hips, she lifted her hands above her head, tilted her head back and moved in
flowing motions to the rhythm of the music.


Losing herself in the sensual beat, Melia turned in a slow
circle, shimmying her hips and ass, swaying her head back and forth and just
letting her body take over as she danced. The music washing over her body, she
let all her worry and stress melt away as she danced for Mishka, allowing
herself to focus only on the deep bass of the beat and her silent, sensual
seduction of the handsome wizard in front of her.


The electric prickle of a hot gaze ran over her skin.
Cracking her eyes open, Melia locked glances with Mishka, who looked decidedly
wolfish in the darkly shadowed room. She met his hot, hungry blue eyes and
together they an entire conversation without a word being spoken.


Adding more bump into her hips and ass, Melia tilted her
head and caressed herself as she slowly lowered one arm over her face, down the
long, slender curve of her neck, and down over her breasts until she cupped
herself. The beat of the music pulsed around her and as Melia moved, she
glimpsed the crowd around her. People danced, sweated and writhed together in
ecstasy, and she joined them, dancing in a cage for Mishka’s hot and sexy gaze.


She had progressed so far out of her usual comfort zone with
Mishka. Melia felt safe with him, as if she could do or say anything right now
and it would be intoxicating and erotic, a secret to be shared by them. Her
feelings had moved swiftly from curiosity about the high level of electric
sexual awareness between them and into territory Melia was not certain she had
ever experienced with another partner.


Mishka was more than a quick fuck or a sultry fling. Melia’s
breath caught in her throat. Then the beat of the music, the hot feel of
Mishka’s eyes upon her had her reveling once again in the sexual bass beat and
her own love of dancing.


Melia mimicked how a woman looked during sex without
removing an iota of her clothing. Her body gyrated, swinging seductively, she
touched herself and her eyes fluttered as she performed for Mishka. Their gazes
continued to drink each other in, and Melia cupped her breast as she let her
other hand wrap around a bar of the cage and leaned her body back, arching for
Mishka as he watched her like a man starving.


She smiled a secret, knowing grin, seducing Mishka with her
dance, promising him what would follow very, very soon. No one else entered her
mind, as far as Melia was concerned she and Mishka were the only people in the
cavernous room. His gaze bored hotly into her, raking over her body and letting
her know in no uncertain terms he wanted her and would take her and discover
every inch for himself.


Melia tilted her head, canting a hip toward the gate of the
cage as if to say “Now?” Mishka grinned wolfishly, nodded once curtly and Melia
pouted, blowing him a soft kiss.


Slowly, sensually she stalked the pace and a half toward the
gate, her attention not moving from Mishka. Checking at the portal, Melia
instinctively took a half step backward as a rather large, man crowded the
small doorway. His stringy red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and a
trimmed goatee and mustache obscured some of his pale face.


Melia paused, waiting for the man to enter the cage and
clear the door so she could leave, but instead he reached for her with large
hands and drew her close. Melia tried to push herself away, her face wrinkling
in distaste.


Either ignorant or uncaring of her evident disapproval, the
man lowered his head to her breasts and licked over them sloppily, then rubbed
his face into her cleavage, his goatee scratching at her skin. Melia yelled at
him, thumping him hard with her fist. He groaned and looked up at her,
surprised.


Suddenly, the very large, very dark form of Mishka cast a
shadow over the pasty-skinned man, and Mishka planted his fist in the man’s
face, sending him reeling backward to come up against the bars of the cage.


With a hard swallow, Melia noticed Mishka’s eyes had turned
a silver-blue color, anger etched along the stiffness of his totally straight
back. Although no one could possibly see them, Melia could feel the
sparks of his magic like electric static heavy in the air between them, causing
the numerous people close to the edge of the cage to step back instinctively.
Melia let Mishka drag her out of the cage and down across the dance floor. When
she discovered he was heading toward the exit, she dug in her heals.


“Mish,” she shouted to get his attention. He continued
plowing through the dancers, but turned his head toward her. Shaking her head,
Melia tugged his arm to convey she didn’t think it wise for them to leave just
yet. He had attracted many stares and Melia was worried if they left the club
now security might follow them. There were any number of ways that could end
badly, and she had no intention of letting any of them occur.


Mishka paused and then turned them both around, stalking
away from the heavily lit area.


Melia followed as he strode across the floor of the club. He
didn’t need to push his way through the crowd. The heightened electricity of
his magic fairly sang in the air and even though only she could feel it,
everyone present sensed enough to move out of Mishka’s way.


They found an empty space along the wall. The music was not
as loud here and they didn’t have to shout to be heard.


“Are you all right?” Mishka asked. Melia brushed her arms,
shivering a little, but nodded with a smile.


“I’m fine, Mish,” she assured him. “You need to calm down,
please. The point was to try not to draw undue attention to ourselves.”


“You think I should have just let you be manhandled by that
ignorant asshole?” Mishka returned hotly, his anger barely under control and
whipping out at her. Melia flinched and reached out a soothing hand to touch
Mishka’s arm.


“No,” she replied firmly. “I’m glad you got me out of there,
and I’d not have blamed you for punching him in the face, he was a cretin. But
I don’t want people to gossip and find out we’re asking after Obediah. If we
stalk off with you angry like that it just gives people more to talk about.”


Without a word, Mishka pressed her farther back into the
shadows. Melia’s eyes had to adjust as they found a small nook. This, she
realized, was how some of the patrons could be a part of the club and still
remain apart and do…all the millions of naughty things currently running
through her head.


The feel of Mishka’s body pressed against hers,—lean, hot
and solid—made her shiver and moan. His hands were warm as they delved into the
large triangles around her torso where the material of her shirt had been
strategically cut away. The soft pads of his fingers caressed her bare flesh
and Melia moaned, arching up into his touch and drawing his head down so she
could kiss him hungrily.


She threaded her fingers through silky strands of his hair.
They were both totally in the shadows now and invisible to the rest of the
room.


“Do you know how you looked up there in that cage?” Mishka
asked, his voice thick and deep with barely suppressed need. “Your body moving
sinuously, showing the entire room just how delectable you look while writhing
beneath a man. Even your eyes, as you stared at me, ate me up and showed me
what you would look like while I penetrated you, fucked you to within an inch
of your life.”


Melia moaned deeper and watched Mishka’s face. In the
encompassing darkness, she could only barely catch the glint of silver-blue in
his eyes. Instinctively her hands clasped his forearms, the warmth of his
magical tattoos heating her palms. A hastily indrawn breath had her feeling
lightheaded.


Magic burned through him, electric and potent. Melia found
her own, more feminine magic rising to meet his. Mishka’s fingers sought her
heat, pressing aside her soaking thong to delve hungrily inside her wet pussy.
She reached between them to unsnap Mishka’s leather pants.


Pressing her hard against the cool wall, Mishka protected
her with his body as she tugged his thick, long erection out of his pants. A
tearing sound barely reached her ears and a cool waft of air caressed her
intimately—Mishka had removed her thong the simple way.


Wrapping one leg around Mishka’s waist, Melia silently
thanked the goddess Selene she had the foresight to wear her sexy garter belt
with her fishnets instead of pantyhose.


“Circe, I want to be inside you,” Mishka moaned as he gently
bit a string of slow, hot kisses down the column of her neck. It wasn’t until
she felt Mishka press a small square foil into her hand that she realized he’d
dipped into his pocket.


“I want to feel you around me, right this very second,” he
panted. “If this isn’t what you want, Mel, you better stop me right now before
I just can’t.”


Melia’s fingers shook as her hands stroked down his warmth.
Mishka groaned at the delay. Seconds later she canted her hips, her body
seeking the relief she had craved almost since the first time she had ever laid
eyes on Mishka. Her skirt rode right up to her hips but Melia couldn’t find it
in herself to care in the least. Not only could no one see her, but it opened
her fully to Mishka, which was exactly what they both wanted.


Mishka teasingly rubbed the head of his erection around her
entrance, moistening his tip and driving her wild with need.


“Please, Mish,” she whimpered, “fuck me. I want to feel you
deep inside me.”


With a groan only partially cut off as he pressed his lips
hard to hers, Mishka pistoned his hips forward. Melia let her head fall back
against the wall as her body stretched to accommodate him.


“Selene, but you’re thick!” she moaned, her body almost
uncomfortably stretched. With a rush, the large head of Mishka’s cock pressed
inside her. Slowly he worked his shaft deeper and deeper inside her.


After an agonizing moment where pleasure and pain blurred,
Mishka sucked her bottom lip inside his mouth, humming happily as he sank as
deeply inside her as he could. Melia nipped his lip gently and tilted her hips,
urging him another half inch inside her.


“I can feel you so deeply inside me,” she murmured against
his lips. Mishka smiled, a devilish grin that had her heart pounding in her
chest.


“I can feel your magic sparking,” she said throatily, “it’s
like these tiny shots of electricity zinging up and down my body, making my
nipples hard and my clit ache. Don’t hold back with me, Mishka, I can take it.”


Mishka pressed his damp forehead against hers and pulled
himself out to the very edge of her pussy, a long, slow process that had her
whimpering with need. When he pressed fully back into her, this time with more
force, Melia cried out in pleasure, kneading her nipples through the thin silk
of her shirt.


Heat pulsed through her pussy, but it was the power of
Mishka’s magic thrumming through his blood and crackling from his body that set
her heart pounding and had her toes curled with excitement and barely
restrained need. It was as if Mishka were some highly charged battery and she
the lightning rod drawing the energy to her, to race through her body and make
her want to scream with the need for sexual release.


“Harder!” she pleaded with him. “Please, Mish. By holy
Selene, I need you.”


“Circe, Mel, you’re driving me mad,” he panted, and then
with a groan of surrender he started fucking her hard up against the wall of
the club. Melia could feel nothing except the hardness of the wall pressing
along her spine and Mishka’s body ramming into her, hard and fast and precisely
what she needed.


It had been months since Melia’s last sexual encounter and
her body reacted promptly. Wound up tight from hours of sexual tension building
between herself and Mishka, Melia experienced a familiar tingling deep in her
belly as he thrust his cock deeply inside her. His shaft plumbed her depths,
stretching her slick walls and hitting every nerve ending in her body. Caught
up in the most intimate of dances together, Melia lost her breath as her heart
pounded, her womb contracted and her walls squeezed tightly down. A short,
sharp orgasm crashed over her. She recognized the sensual, brief shudders as a
prelude to far greater ones as her body quickly recovered and became even
lustier—hungry for more.


The music had changed to something slow with a deep,
thumping bass beat. Mishka thrust in time to the driving beat—sensual, raw and
utterly erotic. The simple lyrics pounded around them, heightening their
pleasure as Mishka took her in an elemental way she had never experienced
before.


Melia’s hips swayed unconsciously in time to the rumbling
beat of the bass. The movement rolled through her and pressed her in the most
primal of dances with Mishka. Forward and back they gyrated until his hard,
rough pace mellowed and they almost truly danced together. Their bodies swayed,
mirroring the sensual moves they had performed together out on the dance floor.


He moved in and out of her, slowly building the growing
magical electricity between them. Melia swung her hips around in sexy circles,
stimulating her clit and heightening both their arousal. They parried sensually
with each other, the eternal give and take of male and female as they moved together
instinctively. A tiny beam of light grew between them and Melia realized it was
her tattoo of Selene, ancient goddess of the moon, glowing with her magic and
their growing energy.


Sucking in a deep breath, Melia’s hands flew to the cuffs of
Mishka’s shirt. Quickly she unbuttoned them, scrunching his sleeves up to his
elbows so she could see his magical tattoos. Before she had even completed the
gesture the silvery light cracked with magical energy. They too were glowing in
the darkness with Mishka’s magic.


Melia was no virgin, had not been one for many years, yet
sex intimate and powerful enough to set off her tattoos had been a very rare
thing. Strong passion and strong violence were the two main experiences that
were powerful enough to bring her magic into focus like a laser in this manner.
Casting a powerful spell was the only other time a Mage’s tattoos were supposed
to glow like this.


Melia stared from Mishka’s tattoos to his eyes, not needing
to say a word. She knew he understood this was rare, something that spoke more
eloquently than mere words could about the power of their connection. Melia
embraced the knowledge that this would not be some fleeting one-off fuck
against the club wall. Not by a long shot.


“Circe,” Mishka said softly, “I’ve only once before… Damn,
Melia, you really are full of surprises tonight.”


Laughing, Melia drew his head down and licked around his
earlobe, sucking it into her mouth.


“We can discuss our mutual appreciation later,” she replied
huskily. “Right now, I want you to fuck me so hard I scream until everyone
knows exactly what you’re doing to me back here and I wake up bruised tomorrow
morning.”


“Really full of surprises,” he repeated, and as the music
changed to a new song with a hard, driving fast beat he started ramming into
her again. Melia met him thrust for thrust, and all too soon she felt heat curl
in her belly, a large, warm ball of melted electricity. Mishka panted, his head
thrown back in ecstasy and his blunt fingernails digging hard into her
leather-clad hip.


“Oh Mishka—” she moaned, her words cut off as her back
arched almost painfully and her body blew open, exploding into a million pieces
as she came harder than she ever had before. Magic shot out of her, ripping
down her spine and out of her limbs, her clit on fire. Mishka stroked the pad
of his thumb over her clit and she screamed again, this time in both pleasure
and pain.


She’d never been this sensitive before, and it came as a
surprise, as did the third orgasm hard on the heels of the second, the pleasure/pain
having set the last one in speedy motion. Mishka roared, a sound barely covered
by the loudness of the music. Melia strongly suspected many people in their
vicinity knew exactly what they were doing, even if they could see nothing in
the darkness.


Hot seed splashed as Mishka emptied himself into the condom.
Mishka dove inside her wet pussy again and again until he pressed her hard back
into the wall. After a moment he sank into her, collapsing as his head fell to
her shoulder and they both panted to catch their breath. Melia held him gently,
kissing his cheek and then his neck.


Breathing hard together, they touching each other tenderly.
Melia traced a thin bead of sweat down Mishka’s neck as he traced random
patterns along the side of her waist through the cutouts of her shirt. As the
moment passed, Mishka pulled back from her with a slight wince.


With gentle hands they put themselves to rights, Mishka
cleaning himself before doing up his pants again and Melia pulling his shirt
back down his arms and rebuttoning his cuffs. Mishka kissed her quickly, a
brief but sensual meeting of lips, and then without another word he circled his
hand around her wrist and led her from the club.


Melia couldn’t help the smug, utterly satisfied female grin
that beamed over her face as Mishka half dragged her from the club—edgy,
possessive, masculine need etched over every inch of his delectable frame. More
than a few envious women cast glances their way. Melia met every one of them
with nothing but pride as they left the club.






Chapter Four


 


Melia buckled her seatbelt as Mishka closed his door and
pulled away from the curb. She tried to read his mood, but it wasn’t easy.


His eyes were slowly bleeding back to their regular blue,
and she couldn’t see any light from his forearms. Melia guessed his tattoos
were returning to normal. For herself, her heart still pattered hard in her
chest, but much of the magic that had burned through her system had been
settled by the unimaginable satiation of her sexual release. She could only assume
the same could be said for Mishka.


So why did she get the feeling he was not quite himself?


For five minutes they were silent as Mishka navigated the
empty, silent city streets and Melia tried to figure out what he was thinking.
Maybe he regretted having sex with her? The moment she completed the thought
Melia discarded it. Their intimacy had been so fantastic and such a rare,
special magical experience. Something so beautiful shared with another Mage
could not be sullied by regrets afterward.


Finally, she shook her head, gave up and decided just to
just ask. The worst thing that could happen would be Mishka getting even more
annoyed.


“Do you always think this intently after such
earth-shattering sex, or is there something worrying you?” Melia asked. Mishka
remained silent, though he did cast her a quick, unfathomable look before
reverting his eyes back to the road.


“We established a strong and profound enough connection that
both our magic flared and made what would have been an already brilliant
experience absolutely rare and ecstatic. I couldn’t possibly regret it, do
you?”


“No, of course not. I’ve wanted to be that intimate with you
for ages,” Mishka shot back immediately, sounding frazzled. Melia blinked as
the small kernel of worry unknotted from inside her stomach. She remained
silent, hoping Mishka would open himself further to her and explain what held
his attention so fiercely.


“It was only pure chance that I had a condom on me tonight,”
Mishka explained after another moment of driving. “I wanted you so badly
though, and the thought I might not have had one on me and still been tempted
to… Are you protected from pregnancy?”


“Yes,” she replied in a small voice, curious now herself
whether she would have thought to stop or question him had he not placed the
condom in her hand. “I get the suppression shots. And six-monthly blood
tests—I’m a donor so I need to know I am clean regularly. My last checkup was
only a few months ago and you’re the first person I’ve been intimate with
since. So I’m perfectly clean and protected.”


Casting a quick glance over her shoulder, Melia saw Mishka’s
shoulders relax, a small lessening of tension through his body and after a
moment, he turned to offer her a small smile. Despite her mingled feelings of
the moment, that grin lightened her spirit and made her feel as if a weight
were slowly being lifted from her. Mishka’s eyes were warm as his gaze held her
own.


“I’m glad you’re covered. Just to be safe, though, I believe
I might start carrying condoms on me at all times. If anyone had asked me two
hours earlier whether or not I’d have semipublic sex with you—or anyone—in a
rave club I’d have told them to take their meds and stop being insane. Now,
however…”


Melia laughed, relieved that Mishka wasn’t regretting their
fucking as much as their having sex unprotected.


“Everywhere, huh?” she teased. Mishka shot her a hot, dark
look, filled with promise and so much passion it took her breath away. Those
blue eyes of his… Selene, she could not only lose herself in them, but under the
right conditions she’d bet large amounts of money she’d be able to come just
watching him watch her alone.


“Like you said, Mel,” he drawled, his voice low and thick
with lust, “we have a special enough connection that both our magic flared
while we had quickie sex in a rave club up against the wall. I don’t know about
you, but my mind is full of what kind of reaction we might have
together, say, after a slow seduction, a good meal and the privacy of one of
our bedrooms.”


Melia gasped as hot, sexy images flashed across her
mind—Mishka taking her from behind in her shower, hot water pounding over them.
Then later on her knees before him in the kitchen while they stole a midnight
snack. His cock in her mouth, his hands clasping her head and his thick, hard shaft
driving down her throat as he fucked her mouth.


Image after image, each more decadent and erotic than the
last, rushed through her head. Squeezing her legs together, Melia took a slow,
deep breath as she tried to stem the flow of moisture gathering slickly along
her lips.


“What…what do you think it means? Our magic flaring like
that, I mean,” she asked, still breathless from her sensual thoughts.


“I think, honey, that it means we are uncommonly well
suited. Despite the fact we have a tendency to drive each other slightly mental
at times, we obviously have a pretty unique connection that we’d be crazy to
ignore. I know we’re both guilty of making snap judgments about each other, but
that doesn’t mean we can or will ignore what our magic says to us,” he replied
with brutal honesty.


Melia glance at him and, catching sight of the small park
just a few blocks from her house, tried to gather her wits. The drive had been
short as there had been almost no traffic.


“I’m glad I came to you for help,” she admitted quietly. “I
wasn’t sure before, and I’m not talking about the fact we had amazing sex. I
didn’t once feel uncomfortable in the club, knowing you were there with me. You
helped boost my confidence. I haven’t danced in a cage like that since I was
extremely drunk one night in my late teens.”


Mishka laughed and shot her a heated look, his blue eyes
burning in the semidarkness around them. “Maybe you can dance for me again one
night,” he murmured, “though honey, you don’t need a cage to make those moves
sexy. If you hadn’t been in the middle of a couple of spotlights with half the
club watching you I’d have pushed you back against those bars, ripped your
thong off and fucked you there and then.”


Melia pressed her thighs together harder, feeling her juices
slickening her flesh, readying her for Mishka’s penetration. The car pulled up
smoothly in front of her home and Mishka left the engine idling. She tilted her
head, surprised he seemed to be waiting for an invitation after everything they
had done together. Melia smiled, certain this sexy wizard would continue to
surprise her.


“Care to come inside?” she offered huskily. A small stab of
pain shot through her as he shook his head. Mishka saw her reaction, turned the
motor off and reached over to cup her face, brushing the pad of his thumb over
her lower lip.


“I want to, honey, believe me. There’s nothing I want to do
more right now than carry you over my shoulder and wrestle you to your bed.
What we did in the club? That was just the beginning, an appetizer to what we
can share and experience together. I am more than hungry for the next course
and the one after that as well. But think, love. It’s going to be dawn in a few
hours and we have a strip club to go shake down. I think early afternoon would
be the best time for that and unless we’ve both had some sleep we’ll be
useless.”


It was an all too vivid reminder of the real reason
for their actions had her putting her priorities back in order. She needed to
keep this investigation on track. With that in mind, Melia agreed with his
logic.


Unbuckling her belt, she lifted herself up and held his
shoulder with one hand, angling her head so she could kiss him hard. Their lips
pressed together and simultaneously they opened their mouths so they could
taste one another.


Mishka lowered his hand to gently stroke inside her silk
shirt and her skin was instantly covered with goose bumps as her nipples
tightened in desire. She reached her hand lower to stroke Mishka’s growing
erection, a hot hardness beneath the soft, supple leather.


With an agonized groan of pleasure, Mishka captured both of
Melia’s wrists and lifted them above her head as he took control of the kiss.
They were both panting by now and Melia laughed huskily.


“Ooh, kinky,” she teased, “I like a bit of kink with my spice.
I’m getting the feeling you do too, huh, Mish?”


“Witch,” he murmured huskily, kissing her again before
reluctantly pulling back. “You’re going to drive me mad. Or drain me dry. And
with the spell you’ve put over me I don’t even mind.”


Sobering, Melia pressed a soft kiss to his lips.


“Mish,” she said slowly, “you know I’d never…”


“I know,” he agreed as he pressed another kiss to her
temple, right over her tattoo. The small crescent moon was the only outward,
visible symbol of her dedication to the Goddess Selene.


“I’m teasing,” Mishka added. They inhaled each other as
their lips and tongues twined erotically. Finally Melia sat back.


“Go on,” Mishka urged, his voice thick with lust as he
released her wrists. “Go get some rest. Believe me, you’ll need it when I’m
through with you.”


Melia hesitated, torn between wanting to convince Mishka to
come inside with her, which she didn’t feel would be at all difficult, and
being sensible.


“Go, seriously,” he repeated, and with a nod Melia stepped
out of the car. The door slammed and she turned to take one last look at
Mishka, who smiled and waved at her.


Blowing him a kiss, she ran up to her front door and let
herself in. Melia turned to wave at Mishka as he started the car and pulled
away. Closing and locking the door behind her, Melia released a pent-up breath.


She shed her clothes and had a quick shower, first hot but
ending it with cold water to chill the last of her sexual energy that still
bubbled under the surface.


Climbing into bed, Melia couldn’t help but stroke the empty
side of the mattress and wish Mishka had returned with her. She couldn’t fault
his logic, and a part of her agreed she needed to think of Obediah in this
situation and be rested and her sharpest mentally. Her pussy, however, ached to
feel Mishka thrusting deeply inside her, claiming and possessing her over and
over again as he had in the club.


Restless, erotic thoughts followed her as she passed
uneasily from wakefulness into the realm of sleep.


* * * * *


Mishka opened his eyes and automatically reached out a large
hand to draw Melia’s sexy, warm, utterly willing body close into the hardness
of his own. Cold sheets met his seeking fingers and with a groan of dismay he
realized it had been a dream. Melia straddling him and fucking herself on his
cock, Melia sucking him dry and lapping his seed from the edges of her
mouth—each erotic image that had filled his mind had been nothing but nocturnal
apparitions, and now he lay here with a hard-on that would seemingly never die.


The night before, however, that had been no dream, he knew
absolutely. Never in his wildest fantasies could he have conjured the actions
that had passed between them. Added on to that, he definitely never would have
thought their magic could flare between them with such intensity.


They had known each other cordially for a matter of years.
While they had not been as close as they now were, neither had they actively
disliked each other. Their antagonism was more polite enjoyment of poking at
each other. Mishka didn’t think Melia could possibly understand how hard it had
been for him to leave her the previous night. His body had ached with the need
for further release, to feel her warm, tight heat sucking at his cock again and
again.


Yet first and foremost he had an obligation to help her, to
find her brother and do what he had promised. Much as it had pained him, if he
had followed her sweet ass into that house there was no way either one of them
would have captured a moment’s rest before they had been forced back out into
the world. And if he couldn’t be at least professional, what possible use could
he be to Melia?


A lascivious grin crossed his face as he thought of any
number of far more pleasurable ways he could be of use to her. But he had
always been a capable wizard. He could multitask.


Deep in his heart, however, Mishka also acknowledged that he
needed just a bit of time and space to come to terms with their magic burning
so hot between them. While not unheard of, magic flaring between a couple like
that also was not common. Almost always it signified a rare and deep connection
between a couple, their magic and power resonating with one another to a deep,
spiritual level.


It was not something to take lightly or turn away from
without serious consideration. Mishka had been astonished and also a little
taken aback, as he felt fairly certain Melia would have been too. A small
amount of space to reflect on the depth of their connection would hopefully
help give him some clarity.


With a mumbled groan, Mishka scratched his hand over his
face, flicked his hair back, dragged himself from the warmth and comfort of his
bed and padded over to the bathroom. The tiles were cool, but Mishka ignored it
as he turned the faucets on very hot. After a moment he climbed in and let the
steaming water beat at his muscles, waking him up and getting the faint
stiffness of sleep out of his body.


Soaping his skin and washing his hair, Mishka mentally went
over his plan for the upcoming day as he usually did in his morning shower. He
and Melia would visit seXXXtasy and hopefully find another bartender or maybe
the manager and question them about Obediah. Mishka would discreetly probe the
area for any hint of Obi’s presence or his magical signature and hopefully
between these two actions something would lead them closer to Melia’s brother.


Mishka made a mental note to ask the club manager about the
interstate trip. This seemed to be a turning point in the timeline from what
they know of Obi’s actions. Something significant had happened either just
before this trip, or immediately after it.


Privately, Mishka still thought it highly likely a woman was
involved. He didn’t want to press Melia, but despite her belief, a sister didn’t
always know exactly what occurred in her brother’s life.


He had no doubt Obediah and Melia were close, nor that,
usually when Obediah got himself in trouble he turned to his sister to bail him
out. Since this time that had not occurred, something different must have come
to pass.


To Mishka’s mind it could only be one of two things. Either
Obediah hadn’t realized the depths of his troubles before he was overwhelmed
and he was unable to reach out for help, or his problems this time were
personal enough he wanted to keep them private from his sister.


That, to Mishka, spelled women problems.


Mishka’s only other niggling concern was Melia’s
grandmother’s crystal. Solid quartz crystal balls, especially those used
specifically for scrying, had to be inclusion free, clear and very well kept. A
ball that had been passed down from Melia’s grandmother, that had been used for
many decades and had been scrupulously maintained—these were not common items.


So why would Obediah have borrowed it, especially without
telling his sister? While it seemed unlikely to be a coincidence that Obediah
borrowed such an important family heirloom just before disappearing, this piece
of the puzzle just would not fit no matter how Mishka twisted or turned it.


Did Obediah take it to show some witch and impress her, but
then forget he had it? Did this mystery witch steal it? Had someone stolen it
from Obediah and, rather than face his sister, he had gone off in search of it?
Any number of believable reasons fit into the facts, but none of them felt right
to Mishka.


Often the most important part of investigating something was
discovering the right question to ask the right person. As yet he didn’t have
the feeling he had missed something and needed to backtrack, but he also didn’t
have a firm grasp of the situation or a clear mental picture of what had
occurred and which direction the investigation needed to lead.


Melia and her soft mouth, sexy blue eyes and delectable body
also acted as a strong distraction. One Mishka felt more than willing to
handle. Or fondle. Or fuck madly up against the nearest wall, bed, couch or
flat surface.


Groaning, Mishka leaned his head against the cool tile wall
of the cubicle and let the water pound on his neck and down his back. For a
moment he resisted the temptation to fantasize about the sexy blonde, but his
brain had turned toward her and now there would be no denying it. Closing his
eyes, Mishka let the fantasy wash over him.


 


Melia’s small, curvy body pressed against his back as she
shared his shower, her blue eyes deep and clear in the late morning sunshine.
He pulled her in front of him, pressing his achingly hard erection into her
soft belly and jerked against her with hasty, sporadic movements as his control
slipped.


Fantasy-Melia opened her eyes wider, smiled in a
seductive manner he had never before experienced from her, and sank smoothly to
her knees on the cool, wet tiles. Those perfect, pouting red lips spread open
and she swallowed him down, engulfing his cock in her warm, wet mouth.


 


Groaning, Mishka fisted himself hard, timing his thrusting
hand to the rhythm his dream-Melia sucked him off to.


 


Up and down Melia pumped her head, swallowing him right
to the back of her throat until he could feel his cock head against the back of
her throat. His balls tightened, he was on an astonishingly fast and hard climb
up to where he could feel the climax tingling at the base of his spine, his
scrotum painfully tight as his erection wept pre-cum. With a snort of soft
laughter, dream-Melia pulled back teasingly, licking her lips and kissing the
tip of his erection.


“Not so fast, lover,” she purred, the low, sexy cadence
of her tone driving him wild. “We have plenty of time for you to fuck my
breasts before you come.”


Mishka groaned deeply as she pressed her breasts
together, creating a deep cleavage that would have any red-blooded man, wizard
or not, drooling with desire. Crouching, Melia positioned herself so he could
thrust his aching erection between her tightly clenched breasts, the water
pounding down on them both as the friction of her soft mounds ratcheted his
pleasure even higher.


“Circe, Melia,” he panted, his eyes squeezed shut.
“You’re so fucking tight, so fucking wet. Hell, you drive me mad.”


In his mind he could hear the tinkle of her laughter, a
light, happy sound he sorely missed right in this moment.


“The feeling is mutual,” he imagined her replying, “all
the emotions you are feeling are mutual, love.”


 


Mishka gasped as he felt his body tingle and tighten with
his oncoming climax.


Love.


Love.


Holy heavens, he couldn’t even think about the depth
and sincerity of his feelings for Melia. Not even in the privacy of his own
brain. Mishka squeezed his eyes shut and with a roar of pleasure and
satisfaction, his body released the pent-up sexual tension. He came hard, jets
of hot seed shooting from his cock and mingling with the hot water of the shower.


Moaning, he wished Melia really were here, not just so he
could have pumped himself deeply inside her pussy or mouth, reached his climax
with her, but so he could have shared this moment with her. Have them both
achieve satisfaction with one another.


Shaking with the force of his release, Mishka leaned against
the cool, slippery tiles and suddenly the water felt a little too hot. Cooling
the spray, he breathed deeply and tried to get a hold of himself, clear his
mind.


Once again the image of Melia popped up in his mind’s eye.
Her breasts were splattered with his cum, a small drop of it caught on the
outside of those perfect, pouting lips. Mishka imagined how she would look as
she licked it off and swallowed it down, then kissed him deeply, sharing their
mingled taste with him.


His cock twitched painfully, not yet ready for a second
helping, and Mishka resolutely cooled the water further until it became almost
uncomfortably cold. He should have known better than to picture something so
sexy with Melia. He could have guessed it would raise the temperature in his
blood. She could drive him wild with lust and she wasn’t even really here.


It wasn’t as if it should be news to him either. After
dropping Melia off the evening before, he had needed almost half an hour in an
icy-cold shower to get comfortable enough to sleep. He had recalled their
antics in the club, the lusty, erotic manner in which she had danced for him
and fisted himself to completion then too.


Jerking off to her image in a hot shower was not exactly the
best way to clear his mind for the upcoming day. Despite how pleasant it was to
fantasize about her sucking him off, embracing him fully as he fucked her mouth
and throat hard, it wasn’t conductive to staying clear-headed. Even if he did
plan fully to reenact that fantasy in real life with Melia the instant he could
arrange it.


Shaking from the chill, Mishka rinsed his body and hair one
last time before turning off the faucets and stepping out of the cubicle.
Toweling himself dry, he tried once again to focus on what he needed to arrange
before picking Melia up and heading to seXXXtasy after lunch.






Chapter Five


 


Melia turned to view her ass in the mirror, checking that
when she bent over, the short pleated black skirt covered her properly. Since
they were going to a strip club she hadn’t wanted to wear something so
revealing that she would be mistaken for one of the dancers, but she also hoped
to get a chance to speak to the girls. Melia was afraid jeans or her usual
ankle-length skirts would make her appear less approachable.


Melia she had found a medium between the two. She wanted to
look sexy and fun, without the over-the-top sensuality of the evening before.


Besides, for now the strippers could have the skimpy,
glittery costumes. They appealed to her, but she thought it would be better to
go as herself, especially when she didn’t know what dancers’ egos were like. If
the strippers refused to talk to her, Melia wasn’t certain how many other
avenues would help her find Obediah, so she wanted to give this her best shot
first time.


In addition to her short skirt, Melia wore a white
off-the-shoulder peasant shirt she had embroidered herself with colorful
flowers along the hem, over-the-knee rainbow-colored socks and a pair of ankle
boots with a small heel. Gold hoop earrings and a thin simple gold necklace
completed the outfit.


Satisfied, she brushed her golden hair and idly reflected on
the previous night. It had taken her quite a while to settle down, but she had
finally managed to get some rest. Her dreams, however, had been full of Mishka.
His touch, his scent, his taste. Melia had relived how his hard cock felt
pounding inside her body, possessing her in the most intimate way possible. She
could not forget how his eyes had shone such a breathtaking silver-blue, full
of lust and magical power.


She’d fantasized until she had been moaning and writhing on
her bed, fingering herself to completion. Even with three fingers fluted and
deeply buried in her pussy it had not been anywhere close to how Mishka’s
thickness burned and filled her. Melia had even tried scissoring her fingers,
stretching herself to feel as if she had Mishka inside, but nothing satisfied
her aching body like he had.


Finally she had sighed and crawled out of bed, soaking for
an hour in her tub and revisiting every caress, lick and taste of him she had
experienced in the club. She told herself she did this to exorcise Mishka from
her mind so she could focus better on finding Obediah, but she knew it was a
lie.


Mishka had crawled under her skin, buried himself deeply in
her psyche and she worried she might never get him out now. The way his magic
had sung along her body like electricity, the intensity of their connection
when they were intimately entwined, even the manner with which she could take
his roughness and embrace it….a part of her couldn’t help but think they had
been created for one another.


“You’re dreaming, girl,” she murmured softly to her
reflection, her large blue eyes sad. “Mishka Allard is not a wizard to blindly
stumble into love over the course of one evening. You had sex. Amazing,
powerful, magical, potent sex—but still just sex. You fucked. You need to move
on and not dwell on something that might not happen.”


Even as she spoke the words, optimistic hope fluttered in her
chest. She and Mishka shared friends and had already admitted they had been
hasty to judge one another. Fuck buddies could be built upon a tender and new
friendship. More than that might be possible down the track. She was not one to
wait peacefully for something not possible, but neither would she cut off the
potential relationship that might flourish between herself and Mishka until she
knew it was hopeless.


There had always been a powerful physical attraction—on her
side at least—for Mishka. That was nothing new. Working together had also
always made her excruciatingly aware of him and her aforementioned attraction
to him. That wasn’t new either.


What was new was experiencing a deeper side to Mishka. They
had learned more about each other. He had surprised her with his sound logic
and impeccable timing, knowing exactly how to handle the people they had come
across.


But all her mind could return to was how much she had
enjoyed, and wanted desperately to repeat, their sexual encounter in the
shadows of the club. How she wanted to do a million naughty, sexy things to and
with him, and she could not get it off her mind.


Infatuation? she wondered. Turning the
possibility over in her mind, Melia didn’t think that was it. Her feelings for
Mishka were neither causal nor shallow. Deep, abiding, potent, lasting… Melia
dropped her brush as her jaw fell open.


Beautiful Selene, no! I can’t possibly… Melia
couldn’t even finish the thought. How the hell had she managed in the space of
less than a day to fall in love with—to give her heart—to a man
who rarely took her seriously and who had less than zero reciprocal feelings
toward her.


Blood drained from Melia’s face as she froze, caught
somewhere between horror and dismay. She couldn’t possibly…no. No, she would go
back to a fling, a short-term aberration that would be sated and quickly pass.
She didn’t love Mishka. Not at all.


The sound of a car door slamming made her jump, and like an
eager schoolgirl Melia rushed over to her bedroom window and looked out. Mishka
stalked up her footpath wearing black slacks, a dark blue button-down shirt and
a matching black jacket that would blend in with both business and neat casual
attire.


Blushing and embarrassed to realize it, Melia crossed back
to her dresser. She picked up her hairbrush and returned it to its place,
collected her handbag and hurried out to meet Mishka as the doorbell rang.
Taking a deep breath before opening the door, Melia put every single thought of
her and Mishka as anything other than temporary investigative partners in a
mental box.


Far, far out of sight and mind.


After a moment, she released her breath with a slow purge
and opened the door.


“Good morning, Mishka,” she greeted him with a warm smile,
hoping he wouldn’t be able to see anything unusual on her countenance.


“’Morning, Mel, how did you sleep?”


Melia flushed darkly, but quickly got herself back under
control. One damn sentence and the wizard had managed to fluster her. Not a
good start. Mishka looked completely at ease. Melia tried hard not to think about
the fact he must have slept like a rock and had managed to forget or move on
from the previous night, or it had been something that hadn’t meant much to him
and he could easily revert to his usual, easygoing self.


“I slept great, thanks, Mish. How about you?” Melia
struggled to keep calm and not read too much into his long, loping strides and
relaxed posture. Together they walked back through her garden toward his car.


“After a long cold shower, I slept just fine, thanks,” he
replied with a slow, sensual smile. Melia’s feet stopped moving and she threw
him a look, trying to decipher what lay behind the sexy face.


Relief flooded through her body. Melia had always considered
herself a strong, independent witch, but the thought that something like last
night, something so intense, erotic and meaningful for her had meant nothing to
Mishka—that had almost floored her.


“It took me quite a while to settle down too,” she
confessed, a naughty gleam entering her eye as she decided to pay Mishka back
in full. “I needed three fingers inside my pussy, stroking myself to completion
once I reached my own bed. And even then, it couldn’t come close to comparing
to having your cock rocking deep inside me. I’d better warn you, Allard, if you
plan to leave me alone for many nights like that in the future, I’m going to
have to invest in some toys. Large, long, thick toys. And I’ll buy stock in the
battery companies too.”


Mishka was frozen in place. He swallowed hard and her heart
lifted. Blue eyes burned into hers and with a naughty wink she climbed into the
car, slamming the door shut behind her. A moment later Mishka followed and
turned to stare at her.


“And here I thought I acted generously, reliably and sanely.
We both needed our rest,” he explained with a shake of his head. “That’s the
last time I play the gentleman with you, my witch. You wanted me as much
as I wanted you last night.”


Melia leaned over and kissed his lips hungrily, nipping down
on his lower lip in intimate chastisement for the emotional roller coaster
she’d been on. They had barely been in each other’s company five minutes for
the day and she already felt wrung dry.


“I wanted you more than you could have possibly wanted me
last night,” she disagreed. He snorted and started the car.


“I highly doubt that.”


About to argue, Melia opened her mouth, but caught his gaze
again and ended up shrugging and keeping quiet. Arguing about that seemed
pointless and juvenile. A comfortable silence fell between them and Melia
enjoyed it, relaxing into her seat.


“So what’s the plan for this afternoon?” she asked as they
entered the inner city.


“I don’t have a firm plan of attack in mind,” Mishka
admitted with a wry grin. Melia smiled but swallowed down her laughter.


“The great, almighty Mishka Allard admitting deficiency?”
she teased.


He shook his head vigorously, a stray lock falling over his
brow. “Not in the least,” he replied confidently. “Indeed, the fact our plans
are fluid and adaptable makes them even stronger. When you’re not certain of
what it is you’re heading into, when the ground is not sure under your feet,
being able to change at a moment’s notice makes you stronger, not weaker.”


Melia thought about this, and then nodded slowly. Even if
Mishka had thought of that on the spot and was simply blowing smoke up her ass,
it had firm logic behind it.


“That’s really true,” she conceded and smiled. “And just
think, maybe by the time we leave we could have a solid idea of what’s happened
to Obediah, and hopefully know where he is.”


Licking her lower lip, Melia cast Mishka a quick glance. “I
can’t help but be nervous for him. Honestly, what do you think has got into
him? I don’t think you truly think he’s in danger, you’re not acting like the
situation has any potential for violence, so I know you aren’t too concerned.”


Mishka kept his own counsel until they stopped at a red
light and he let his hands drop from the steering wheel before replying slowly.


“If I truly thought there might be violence, I’d be fighting
your being so involved every step of the way. This isn’t a joke, or a game;
some of the wizards we come into contact with are cold killers with no remorse.
I wouldn’t want you tangled up in that. So no, I don’t believe anything truly
horrific has happened to Obediah, but at the same time there are pieces that
don’t really fit and I can’t get a clear picture of what’s going on.”


The light changed. Mishka put the car in gear and turned his
focus back to the road.


“I think it most likely that, despite what you think, he’s
gone off somewhere with some girl and is thinking with his head that is minus a
brain. I agree two weeks is a long time to not be in contact—he wouldn’t have
thought to contact you that first week while he was working, he knew you were
aware of where he was—but if your brother has barely climbed out of bed, or is
otherwise totally occupied, he could very well have lost track of time and not
realize how worried you’d be. As time moves on I know this becomes less and
less likely, and I am keeping my mind open, I promise. But in all honesty I
don’t think he’s in danger, or some evil plot is afoot.”


Melia digested this as she stared out of the window. Trying
to look objectively at the situation she could see Mishka’s point, but a part
of her simply could not accept that her brother had lost himself in someone for
so long and not had a chance or thought about letting her know he was safe.


“I hope you’re right,” she answered. “I suppose there are
any number of explanations we could make up, but it all boils down to I just
need to know he’s safe and what’s happened.”


With a snort, she turned back to Mishka.


“And I want my grandmother’s scrying crystal back,” she said
with a laugh. “I know it sounds insane, and totally petty compared to my
brother’s safety. Regardless, before we leave Obediah to his orgy with a sexy
young thing I want to know where my damn crystal ball is and get it back. Then
I can hit him and make him swear to not scare me like this again.”


Mishka laughed and shook his head. “I don’t plan to get
involved in any of that, honey. What happens between you and your brother stays
between you. I’m just trying to help discover where he is.”


“I appreciate what you’re doing.” Melia gently squeezed
Mishka’s arm as he parked. Looking across the street Melia saw the strip club,
the XXX in seXXXtasy blinking in neon.


The exterior was painted an almost unremitting black, a few
of the edges trimmed in a deep burgundy, making the whole place seem dark and
forbidding. Melia remained in her seat for a minute, taking a long hard look
and trying to ignore the creepy sensation it gave her.


Too much imagination, she told herself sternly. It’s
just a strip club, not a den of iniquity.


Mishka had opened his door and half climbed out of the car
before he noticed her hesitation. Turning back, he cocked an eyebrow, grinning.


“Losing courage?” he teased. Melia took a deep breath and
released it slowly, grateful for his gentle prod. Only warmth and support were
in his tone, no mockery.


“Not at all,” she bantered back as she released her
seatbelt.


“I just wanted to check this was the right place,” she lied
smoothly, though a glance over her shoulder showed Mishka grinning, not at all
bamboozled. Opening the door, she cast a speaking look to Mishka before
climbing out.


As they crossed the street, Melia wrapped her arms around
herself and wondered why the hell anyone would have painted a strip club such
dark colors when the idea was to seduce people inside. She would have expected
something brighter, glossier. This was so sedate, it didn’t reflect the glitzy,
glittered world of the strippers within.


Before she could mention it to Mishka, she heard women’s
voices nearby.


Melia saw a small alley around the side of the building. It
would barely fit three people walking side by side and the sound of ribald
chatter came from over there. A brunette in a tiny, sequined demi bra and
frayed jean short-shorts smoked as she leaned against the brick wall of the
neighboring shop.


Assuming this was one of the strippers, Melia reached out to
touch Mishka, who had already noticed the woman and was leaning to whisper in
Melia’s ear.


“Maybe let me do the talking here?” he asked softly. Melia
shook her head and opened her mouth to whisper back, but Mishka rested his hand
on her elbow and added, “Trust me, Mel. Please.”


It was the please that had her pressing her lips together
and nodding curtly. Melia reminded herself she had come to him and asked for
help. What was the point of all this if she didn’t let him do his thing? While
a part of her mind rebelled, insisted these were women and she could talk to
most women with perfect ease, she decided if Mishka thought he could do
something she couldn’t, she needed to give him the latitude to do so.


“Good morning, ladies,” Mishka greeted the brunette and her
three friends, who came into view as they entered the small alley. “Do you mind
if my girlfriend and I join you for a quick smoke?”


The women eyed Mishka up and down, and while they were not
hostile, neither were they warm. Mishka ignored this and bummed a light from a
tall, willowy redhead. Melia schooled her features to hide her surprise. As far
as she knew Mishka didn’t smoke, but he inhaled slowly and deeply, clearly
relishing the cigarette.


“My girlfriend is looking for her brother,” he stated up
front in a no-nonsense manner. Melia stiffened silently, holding her peace but
shocked at how he cut through any small talk and went straight to the heart of
the matter.


“Sugar,” a dark-complexioned, busty stripper drawled as she
eyed Mishka up and down as if she could lick every inch of him and still want
more, “if your girlfriend is looking for her brother we don’t
know nothin’ about it. Now if your client is looking for her husband
we might at least give you a listen. Don’t go butterin’ us up an’ thinkin’ we
can help you if you feed us nothin’ but bullshit.”


Melia stepped next to Mishka. He wrapped an arm around her
shoulder and hugged her. Relaxing, Melia wrapped her hand around Mishka’s waist
and gave him a light squeeze, telling him her patience would only last so long.


“Can’t you see the resemblance?” Mishka asked, his voice
conveying curiosity and some disbelief. “I’m not buttering you up, nor am I
lying. This woman is mine, and her brother, Obediah, has been missing for a few
weeks now and she’s worried about him.”


All four women showed differing degrees of surprise and
almost as one they studied Melia. Silently, she met each of their gazes.


“Well, fuck me sideways,” the same dark woman spoke again.
“You do have more than a passin’ resemblance to Obi. I’m the Devine
Dahlia, honey, what’s your name?”


For a split second Melia wondered if this was a test. Just
as Obediah frequently told her stories about the people he worked with, she had
learned he often spoke of her warmly to others as well.


“I’m Melia,” she replied easily, a smile lighting her face
as she nodded at the four ladies. “Melia Rowan.”


A part of her wanted to continue speaking, to plead with the
women to help her if they could. Instead she kept her faith in Mishka and the
work he had done so far. With a small twitch of her hand on his side she left
the ball back in Mishka’s, and the strippers’, court.


The women looked at each other, an entire conversation
seeming to pass between them without a single word being spoken aloud. Mishka
and Melia let the moment draw on until finally the redhead turned to them and spoke
as she crushed out her smoke.


“I’m Jezzie,” she introduced herself, “and there likely
isn’t a girl working here who will have an unkind word to say about Obediah. I
was out sick with flu his last week so I only know the gossip circulating. They
can fill you in better than I.”


To the others, she cast a significant glance. “I’ll head
back in, keep the natives busy. Don’t forget security will come out here in a
few more minutes to see what’s going on.”


Melia dearly wanted to ask who the “natives” were and why
they’d need to be kept busy. She wondered if the dancers were simply kept on a
very tight leash, but with all the glances going back and forth between the
girls Melia felt certain something else bubbled under the surface.


“I’m Lily,” the brunette whom Melia had initially spotted
spoke as she lit a fresh smoke with the butt of her old one. “Obediah spoke of
you a few times, and he’s the best. He never leers at us girls, never pats us
on the ass to say we’ve done a good job or jokes about how sexy we are in that
fake I’m-your-buddy-so-why-not-put-out kind of way most of the other guys do.
He’s awesome, treats us like equals.”


“And friends,” added the blonde. “None of that bullshit you
get from most other men. Basically they fall either into the category of they
won’t meet your eyes, won’t touch you or let you touch them and pretend you
don’t exist, or they are sickeningly chummy and buddy buddy and acting like
your best friend and next door neighbor. They act all cool and jovial until
they ask for a freebie blowjob and get all offended when you refuse.”


“You won’t find many gals here with a bad word to say ’bout
your brother,” Dahlia said firmly, tapping ash from the tip of her cigarette.
“’Specially not after he started a sideline for us, helped us all earn some
extra cash.”


Melia could feel Mishka stiffen at this tidbit of
information. Her arm around his waist caught the tightening of his back
muscles, even though no interest showed on his face.


“Sideline?” Mishka repeated with mild interest.


“Candid photos,” Lily answered as she coyly blew smoke
toward Mishka. Sexual interest was clear in her deep green eyes as she surveyed
him from head to foot. Melia wanted to tighten her hold on Mishka possessively,
but decided such a blatant display would merely pique the stripper’s interest
further.


“Almost half our clientele are regulars. City business guys
mostly have a favorite or two among us and visit frequently for a dance and a
wiggle in the evenings before they return home to the missus and kids, no one
any the wiser,” Lily continued. “Obediah decided, for the regulars, to keep
them interested and feeling more special than any other bloke who walks through
the door, selling them candid snaps of us backstage, singly, in groups,
whatever, could bring in some extra cash for us.”


“Your brother split the cash with us, sixty/forty, straight
down the line. That extra ten percent he took mos’ly went to the cost of takin’
an’ printin’ the pictures too,” Dahlia added.


“So you girls were all happy to have the candid snaps?”
Mishka inserted carefully into the conversation.


“Happy?” the blonde snorted as she stubbed out her smoke on
a brick and tossed the filter toward the small ashtray already crammed with
butts. “Hell, we wish we’d have thought of it ourselves. Most of us are not
exactly in this business because we love taking our gear off for fat strangers.
It’s a matter of circumstances being what they are and this is something fairly
simple to do. Extra cash that doesn’t really cost us anything is fantastic.
None of us are going to turn that down, are we?”


“Obediah would take snaps of us practicing backstage, or
helping one another with hair and makeup, sometimes we’d even mock up a few
sultry poses or more staged shots,” Lily continued, “but basically there was an
endless array of pictures Obediah could take and offer the regulars under the
table. They got a few happy snaps and we got an extra couple of hundred in our
pockets. At the end of the night, there weren’t any losers.”


“He acted protectively toward us too,” the blonde added as
she peered at her manicure, “would walk us to our cars after the end of shift,
or would boot any drunken idiots if they got too grabby during a performance.
He respected us and tried to help us.”


“You might wanna speak to Jacqueline,” Dahlia said after the
girls were silent for a moment. “We’ve had six of the girls leave durin’ the
last four months or so, but Jacqui has been here for a couple years. Candy
there and I are both rope-ins while the club is so understaffed, though Lily’s
been here a number of months now. Obi and Jacqui seemed to get along real well.
He’s sat in her dressing room through more than a few breaks. She might know
more about where he went, certainly if there’s anyone here he’d have told
secrets to, it’s her. She’s been around longer than the rest of us combined and
is closer to him. This here business has a high turnover rate, know what I
mean?”


“After Shane sent him over to St. Louis, a new bartender
showed up and started covering his shifts,” the blonde, Candy, interjected
again. “Nothing was ever said about him leaving or quitting, he just never came
back and the new grabby-handed pimply boy took his place. When you find Obediah
you tell him he can come back any time.”


“Who’s Shane?” Mishka asked. “And is Jacqueline in today?”


Again the three strippers cast speaking glances to each
other before finally Dahlia spoke as she stubbed out her cigarette butt.


“Jacqui is in, though good luck on getting past Shane and
security to speak with her. She’s one of the leads and a damn popular gal
amongst the paying clientele,” Dahlia drawled as she adjusted the microscopic
demibra barely restraining her cleavage. The fringed scrap of material swung
and danced around her lean torso in a sensual manner. “Shane, may his ratfink
soul rot eternally, is the manager of the club.”


Lily slowly ground out her cigarette, twisting and turning
it but keeping her eyes locked on Mishka.


“We need to get inside,” she purred, “but I do hope we see
you one night. I’d love to dance for you…privately.”


Melia had to resist the impulse to scratch the eyes out of
the slinky stripper. She couldn’t believe that though Lily professed to care
for Obi, she’d still come on to Mishka right in front of Obi’s sister. In the
rational part of her brain Melia knew lunging at the wannabe seductress would
serve no purpose, but it took every ounce of restraint she had not to do so.


“Thank you for speaking with us, ladies,” Mishka replied
with a smile and tightened his arm around Melia. Melia didn’t move a muscle as
Mishka pressed a soft, tender kiss to her cheek, but a petty part of her did do
a little happy dance. Mishka didn’t deign to acknowledge Lily’s blatant
invitation. Lily sighed forlornly and the three women entered the side door
that had been propped up with a cinder block.


The door slammed shut behind them and Melia thought over
what they had learned. Mishka squeezed her shoulder gently and she tilted her
head up to look at him.


“We can still talk to Jacqueline,” he reassured her, “and
Shane. But it sounds to me like your brother had a lot of friends and respect
here.”


“Obediah can always manage to make friends,” Melia smiled.
“You don’t think he got into trouble for earning the girls some extra cash, do
you? It didn’t seem like any of the strippers had the remotest liking for the
manager.”


“It’s possible, but remember, no one ever really likes
their manger,” Mishka cautioned. “Sometimes you get lucky, but generally
speaking a manager isn’t supposed to be your friend, but your boss. It’s a rare
thing when that can coincide with genuinely liking your superior.”


Melia sighed, leaning her head against Mishka’s shoulder.


“But it’s definitely possible. Maybe this Shane person found
out about Obediah selling pictures of the girls. Maybe he told Obediah to stop
it and he didn’t, and so Shane has hurt him, or…I don’t know…kidnapped him and
put him somewhere?” Even to her own ears it sounded far-fetched, but Melia
could only grasp at straws as she tried to piece together what might have
happened.


Mishka chuckled and pressed a kiss to the top of her head.


“It’s possible. Let’s go and see what we think of this Shane
character first, before we jump to wild conclusions, okay?”


Melia turned her head into Mishka’s chest and he pulled her
close for an all-too-brief hug. Melia tried to soak up the warmth of Mishka’s
body, his scent engulfing her and calming her racing heart. Mishka’s arms felt
strong and sure around her, the perfect safe harbor against all her cares and
woes.


Tilting her head up, Melia pressed her lips to Mishka’s
chin, then he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed him more passionately,
losing herself in the intimacy of the moment. Flicking her tongue out, Melia
tasted Mishka’s lower lip and he instantly parted so she could tangle her
tongue with his.


“Mmm,” Mishka murmured as he pulled away gently, “don’t
start me. Taking you against a hard, rough brick wall in broad daylight when
one of the dancers or security could come out at any moment is not the same
thing as against an inner wall in a dark club in the shadows where no one can
see us.”


Melia snorted and untangled herself from Mishka’s embrace,
though she didn’t pull her hand free when he laced his fingers with hers. Their
kiss had been a well of strength for her to hold on to. Her fears for her
brother might be growing into fanciful worries, but she knew truth was usually
stranger than fantasy. Underneath it all the strippers were as bereft and
confused as she was at Obi’s sudden departure. Melia could not believe her
brother would leave these girls with no notice and no closure. It wasn’t like
him at all. Melia’s concerns were only deepening and Mishka was the rock she
needed to stay steady with.


Melia smiled, though only half her mind was on the playful
banter. The other half continued to worry the puzzle of her brother’s disappearance.


“Chicken,” she taunted him lightly. Fire lit his dark blue
eyes and Mishka grinned at her in pure, unadulterated wickedness.


“I dare you to say that again later tonight,” he said
softly, erotic promise burning deeply in his eyes as his fingers stroked her
delicate palm. Melia blew him a kiss as they entered seXXXtasy through the
front door.






Chapter Six


 


A small foyer with a coat check booth opened out into an
enormous open planned space with a stage and a small catwalk. The club was
warm, almost uncomfortably so.


Curtains pulled closed around the few windows were of a
heavy, dark burgundy, same as the trim outside. The walls were largely black,
with thin panels of burgundy to offset the silver mirrors and keep all the
attention on the stage and dancers. Obviously the decor had been kept to a
minimum so instead of admiring their surroundings, the gentlemen would be fully
focused on the main attractions.


Tables were scattered around the large room, though by far
the most were lined up three rows deep around the catwalk and stage itself. On
stage, two girls who looked barely old enough to be legal were in matching sexy
sailor outfits complete with caps. Two identical golden poles were set up and
music blared loudly, a slow, sensual bass beat and the girls danced and
shimmied around their respective poles almost in tandem.


Melia felt as if she were inside a dark, warm mouth. She and
Mishka slowly walked into the main room side by side, both of them looking
around and getting a feel for the club.


After a moment Melia realized the entire club gave her a
faint sense of being dirty—and not in a good way. She wasn’t sure what had set
off her internal radar. Lost in her own musings, Melia didn’t at first see the
tall, handsome blond man watching the two girls dance in near synchronization.


He drew her attention when he shouted and clapped his hands
loudly.


“Stop. Stop! Not anywhere near good enough. Lisette, you’re
a full step behind the beat and thus ruining the synch,” he said to the
girl on the left. His almost camp tone didn’t mask his genuine annoyance and
seeming dislike of the dancers.


“And Pansy, your limbs are as stiff as a crone’s spine in
Sunday church,” the blond continued in a part amused part derogatory tone.
“Either get laid, have a massage or just do something to loosen up. I
can’t believe this is the best you can do and you’re supposed to be opening
tonight. Where’s—”


Melia and Mishka had stopped two dozen or more feet away
from where the man stood in front of the stage, chastising the dancers. Both
girls were panting and looking dejected, but taking the criticism well. The man
stopped, however, when he realized others had entered the room. He took one
fleeting glance at Mishka and then his gaze rested on Melia. Cutting himself
off, he threw his hands into the air with an exclamation.


“Thank fuck! Saved by the grace of all that’s holy. You naughty
girl, making poor Shane wait. What were you thinking? I know all dancers
consider themselves artistes but honestly, half an hour late? Without a call or
a text? Even that’s too much for someone as highly recommended as you, angel
face. Pansy, Lisette, you can go. You’ll run third and you’d better get your
timing sorted out or else you’ll both be back to chorus line in the group
dances.”


Both women picked up their half-shed costumes and scurried
off the stage without a single word. Melia tried to gather her scattered
thoughts.


This was the Shane Dahlia, Jezzie, Candy and Lily had been
concerned about? As he spoke to her Melia caught a flicker of annoyance cross
his handsome features. Despite his light tone and friendly mannerisms she
couldn’t help but catch the steel running beneath the façade.


If he were mad, why didn’t he just say so? Melia wondered if
perhaps the habit of hiding his frustration with the dancers—or the world at
large—was so ingrained he didn’t even think about it anymore.


“Honey, what is that costume you are wearing? Holy
heavens I do hope you can dance, coming to a last-minute audition dressed like
that—what were you thinking? This isn’t some third-rate slimy grope joint where
down-on-their-luck greasy salespeople come to watch some aged hag do the bump
and grind! We are a classy joint, classy and glitzy and full of sparkle. We
have glamorous adult entertainment for distinguishing and discerning gentlemen
who want a bit of discreet adult fun before going home to the wife and kids
after a hard day in the office.”


Melia looked down at her outfit, pleased at least that she
had thought to wear a short skirt. Had she arrived in jeans or one of her usual
long skirts, things could have been very different.


“Our girls wear glitter and slinky numbers, not knee-high
socks and a peasant top like some MILF going out for a kinky quickie with the
neighbor,” Shane continued chidingly. Now his full attention was on her,
Melia’s skin crawled. She was quickly beginning to understand why the strippers
hadn’t liked Shane much. “Now that skirt with a sparkling thong underneath it,
maybe I could see that working. But our gents want glamour with their pussy, not
rainbow knee-high socks.”


Melia felt Mishka stir next to her and she squeezed his hand
in hers, tightly. She shot a quick, repressive glance at him, warning him not
to ruin this for her, and then pasted on the most conciliatory smile she could
muster when everything inside her urged caution.


“I am so sorry,” she interjected in her best flirty, flaky
tone of voice. Idly Melia wondered if Shane ever paused for breath to let
someone else get a word in edgewise. “But the power went out and I slept
through my back-up alarm and I got dressed in such a hurry I simply threw on
whatever came to hand. Could you please forgive me? I’m happy to borrow a
costume from wardrobe if you want me to do a full audition?”


As if a switch had turned off the angry, sarcastic manager,
Shane once again became the charismatic, jovial buddy-buddy supportive boss. He
opened his arms as if to embrace her, but thankfully simply held her shoulders
and kissed her cheek.


“Of course! And what name do we call you by? For financial
purposes, of course, the agency gave me your real name, but we have a strict
policy here of only using stage names off and on the stage. Keeps slipups from
happening during the evenings and on shift.”


Melia thought rapidly, then with a gracious smile said,
“Melisande.”


“Melisande! Lovely. Now, since you apologize so very
prettily I can overlook your strange audition costume and we can begin. Up the
stairs over there and through the curtains to stage right. And you are…?” Shane
asked, turning to Mishka.


Melia held her breath, her eyes pleading with Mishka to
follow along with her ruse. It hadn’t been planned, but a gift such as this
falling in their lap simply couldn’t be overlooked. Mishka pressed his lips
together, clearly unhappy, but with a tiny nod to Melia he locked gazes with
Shane and replied, “I’m Mishka, I’m Melisande’s boyfriend.”


“Ah. Well, Mishka, I’m very much afraid—”


“Oh please, Shane,” Melia jumped in with a rush and a
charming smile. “Mishka is my good luck charm. He always comes to my most
important auditions. I find he gives me…incentive…to be my absolute best. He
won’t be any trouble, he’ll stand right at the back and not interfere in the
least.”


Shane reached out and took Melia’s hands in his own, and
then squeezed gently. Melia knew Shane assumed it was a sweet, gentle action,
but it sent a shiver up her spine and made her flesh crawl. Never had her
instincts shouted so loudly before. Melia didn’t understand if Shane was just a
class A phony, an abusive jerk behind closed doors or possibly even tied up
with her brother’s problems, but whatever her intuition had caught on to she
was not fooled, nor liking Shane one bit.


With a smile and a tilt of his head, he acquiesced to her
request to keep Mishka nearby.


“Oh, very well,” he simpered. Melia’s stomach somersaulted
with jitters, and not about her upcoming “audition”. “I suppose seeing you at
your very best can only be a good thing. Now, you should meet our DJ on the
other side of the curtains, tell him what song you want put on and then come on
out right away. I will ignore the costume and I’ll make a call on how the
headline act will go, okay?”


Melia nodded, eager to get this done. She hoped to get out
from under Shane’s roving eye as quickly as possible. With a brief, thankful
glance to Mishka, she hurried up the stairs and behind the drapes Shane. In the
minute she had, Melia thought furiously of what she could dance to and just
what on earth she had talked herself into.


“Obediah, brother mine, I am going to kill you when we find
you. Wrap my hands around your throat and strangle you.”


Taking a deep breath, Melia ducked around the thick black
velvet curtain that separated the backstage from the main room. A red-haired,
freckled man in his early twenties stood there with a huge grin splitting his
face.


“Are you the DJ?” Melia asked. The young man nodded eagerly.


“That’s me, ma’am. I’m the music man around here. What would
you like to start with? Chances are I’ll have it already downloaded and can put
it up in a few seconds.”


Despite the fact it would be a terrible cliché in the
stripping world, Melia decided being edgy and different would hurt, rather than
help, in this instance. She named a popular stripping song by the Pussycat
Dolls. The DJ fiddled for a second and then gave her the thumbs up. Melia closed
her eyes, stretched her muscles quickly and as the sexy song started she
stepped out onto the stage.


Melia concentrated on the stage as her eyes adjusted to the
bright lights. The floor was smooth but she could see salt to keep the dancers
from falling over. Swinging her hips to the sultry beat, Melia took a deep
breath and strutted confidently out toward a golden pole.


Tilting her head higher in a defiant, assured movement,
Melia looked out into the empty club and smiled wickedly as she wrapped her
hands around the sturdy pole. Spreading her legs suggestively, she started
dancing, gyrating and shimmying around it, thrusting her hips now and then in
an unmistakably sexual manner.


As the music pulsed around her, she danced and moved
sensuously. Turning at times to rub her ass against the pole, Melia mixed the
routine up a little by bending her knees so she could raise and lower her body,
taking care not to leave any easily reached part of the pole unmolested.


Years ago, she had taken a few classes in pole-dancing to
help boost her self-confidence. Melia had asked her instructor how it was the
other dancers didn’t seem to follow any set routine or structure, but all
managed to look confident and extremely erotic simultaneously. The instructor
had replied with a nugget of wisdom Melia had never forgotten.


“Dancing sexily isn’t about a set routine or choreographed
moves, Melia. Pretend that pole—or whatever you are using as a prop to dance
with—is a man’s cock. Dance as if you are playing, enticing and arousing that
cock, and no matter what you end up doing will be seen as erotic and a huge
turn-on. I can guarantee it.”


Melia caught the slight reflection of light from dark blue
eyes, and she instantly focused on Mishka. Relaxing further, her movements
slowed in time to the beat and she lost herself in dancing for him. In that
instant the world narrowed and only she, he and the music existed.


Clinging to the pole, Melia rode it, danced around it and
pretended it was Mishka’s cock. Wanting to try a trick she’d learned in her
class, perhaps to help set herself apart from the regular dancers, Melia
stalked out farther onto the stage and down the small catwalk. A thin metal
rail ran around the edges. Likely it served the dual purpose of helping to stop
any stripper from falling off the stage and reminding the gentlemen only a
certain amount of interaction and touching was allowed.


Melia wrapped her hands around the thin metal bar. Leaning
over it with an enticing smile, she ground her body sinuously against the small
barrier, crooking her finger in a come-hither motion. Before Mishka—or anyone
else—could react, she squatted, spreading her legs and thrust her hips in a
quick pumping movement before standing upright again and shaking her ass. Melia
rocked her hips from side to side in time with the beat, letting her hair fall
back in curling waves. She raised a hand to lift them away from her neck,
turned to look at Mishka in the audience and slowly let the curls fall back
gently to her nape.


“Oh, angel face, you are so hired!” an appreciative
male voice called out, startling Melia for a moment until she recalled Shane
was also present. “Melisande, you are perfect. Make sure tonight you
incorporate this extra flirting with the audience around the barrier into your
routine. The men will just eat you up whole, I can guarantee it.”


Melia stopped dancing and plastered a smile on her face as
Shane came up to her and offered a hand to help her off the catwalk.


“We’ll put you in the red, blue and gold outfit,” Shane
decreed. “It’s been a while since anyone has used that one and it’s always been
a favorite of some of our regulars. It will go beautifully with your pale,
creamy skin and gold curls. Make sure you’re backstage an hour before we open
and we can run through a few things you must put in your routine, otherwise
what you dance is up to you. You’ll be leading the first, third and final set.
Donny, our stage manager, will run through all that with you tonight when you
get in.”


Mishka appeared at Melia’s side and the slight tightness
that had formed in her chest eased. She managed to smile mostly genuinely at
Shane.


“Thank you very much,” she replied as charmingly as she
could. Mishka merely nodded at Shane and Melia tried to hide her surprise at
how the two men almost glared at each other. While no baring of teeth occurred,
she sensed it was a near thing.


She wondered if she should chalk it up to one of the strange
masculine things women so rarely understood, or if something else flowed
between the men. Mishka had not appeared to have any opinion of Shane one way
or the other at the start of this meeting, so she wondered if Mishka’s
antagonism stemmed from possessiveness.


Mishka shouldn’t feel the need to be possessive and Shane
didn’t have the right to be possessive, she thought a little crossly.
Mishka and she might not have discussed the details of what sort of
relationship grew between them and their expectations of each other, but there
was no doubt in Melia’s mind some form of commitment had been forged between
herself and Mishka. She had assumed they both understood that. Melia made a
mental note to explain to Mishka first chance that her commitment was to him,
no one else.


Admittedly, a small, secret part of Melia’s heart grew warm
and happy at the knowledge Mishka did feel so strongly for her as he wrapped a
large, warm arm around her and drew her close to his body. Leaning into him
with the tiniest smile, Melia wrapped an arm around his waist and spoke to
Shane.


“I won’t be late tonight, I promise,” she assured him. “And
thank you again for giving me this opportunity. I look forward to working with
you and the girls.” Especially the elusive Jacqui, she thought, hoping
the stripper would be able to give her more insight as to what had occurred to
Obi.


Mishka tightened his arm around her, digging his fingers
into the tender flesh of her upper arm as Shane leered at her. Shane probably
thought he came across as a decent guy who looked charming and sexy. But he
creeped her out and made her think of a cold, slippery creature.


“My pleasure, Melisande. I look forward to…working with you
as well.”


Mishka snorted none too quietly, and with a hasty wave from
Melia they left.


Melia waited until they were back in Mishka’s car and had
pulled away from the curb before rubbing her hand over the gooseflesh on her
arms.


“I know we haven’t discussed…well, us, in too much
detail,” she began, caught somewhere between amusement and irritation at
Mishka’s reaction to. “But you know that I’m committed to you, to seeing where
this attraction and relationship between us goes, right? I think Shane is a
slimy, creepy idiot who is wearing a campy, friendly mask over some seriously
unpleasant feelings for his dancers. It might make the girly part of my heart
pitter patter to have you act like a macho, protective goon, but I’m not sure I
actually really like it at all.”


“I don’t like him either,” Mishka replied, his tone angry as
he vented. “And while I am definitely committed to seeing where this
relationship goes—an exclusive one I might add—I’m not sure I like the thought
of you nosing around backstage with him leering at you and all but salivating.”


Melia felt two opposing emotions simultaneously, irritation
and Mishka’s high handed ways but also happiness at his wanting a firm basis
for their growing relationship.


“I agree we should be exclusive, but please, asking, not
commanding, works far better with me,” she replied slowly as she tried to
formulate her response to the pressing issue of their mutual dislike of Shane.
To Melia’s mind he was a stepping stone to her brother, much like Rinko and the
strippers had been.


“You know this is our only real lead to Obediah,”
Melia began, determined not to argue but wanting Mishka to understand how
important she saw this as. “Shane gave us the perfect opening when he assumed I
was a stripper he had been waiting on. It would have been a crime not to run
with it, especially since I can dance and love to do it and it will give
me easy access to Jacqueline between sets. I would be astonished if after a few
dances I won’t have got everything I need from her and I can just disappear
into the back alley and mysteriously never be seen again over there. I don’t
see it as a big deal.”


“Do you also like to strip, Melia? Is that what this
is all about? You wanting to get your gear off in front of a house full of
randy, half-drunk strangers? Because if it is—”


This time Melia fisted her hand and hit his shoulder. Hard.
Mishka grunted and the car swerved a little, but he quickly got control back.
Melia wanted to hit him again, but satisfied herself by giving him a furious
glance.


“Don’t you dare even finish whatever stupidity you were
going to say. Mishka Allard, how dare you say something so stupid and
flat-out rude. You know exactly why I am doing this, and if you could get your
brain out of your cock for one minute you’d realize this is a golden
opportunity for us. And what if the roles were reversed, eh? What if you had
been mistaken for the stripper and asked to give a performance? You wouldn’t
even have hesitated. Admit it.”


Mishka scowled darkly and Melia sat back in satisfaction. A
heavy silence fell between them and she calmed a little.


“Wouldn’t you be upset though, to see me up there, dancing
away and taking my gear off?” Mishka finally asked. The words seemed dragged
out of his chest.


“Not upset, no,” she answered slowly. Recalling the way she
had felt at Lily’s come-ons she flushed and added hastily, “I’m not saying I’d
be sitting in the front seat, cheering you and shoving twenties in your
waistband. I’d also likely want to scratch out the eyes of half the women who’d
be catcalling out to you. But knowing why we’re doing this, I’d hope neither
would I sabotage an opportunity like this by having a pissing contest and all
but tattooing a stamp on your forehead—or your ass—claiming rights.”


Melia licked her lips and tried to search for the right
words.


“Mish, I’m here with you, not Shane. I actively don’t
like him, he makes my skin crawl and he has nothing really to offer me except
an opportunity to fulfill my…our…agenda. There’s nothing to feel angry
or possessive about. I promise.”


The knot in Melia’s stomach unclenched as she saw Mishka’s
shoulders relax, the tension draining away.


“You’re right,” he finally admitted. “But Mel, I didn’t
sense Obediah there. He worked there, and some of his castings had been
activated in the club somewhere—I could feel the faintest trickle of his
magic—but he wasn’t there. I think you just need to talk to Jacqueline
and then leave. You might not even have to do more than the opening set.”


Melia bristled slightly at his commanding tone again, but
determined not to fight, she tried to keep her tone light.


“Shane is a wizard,” she pointed out. “You must have felt
his magic. Yes, it’s weak, but it’s there. Any wizard, no matter how powerless,
would know someone who could create a genuine talisman to mask Obediah’s
magical signature. So it’s possible he is there somewhere, or nearby.”


Melia stared at Mishka, willed him to concede to her sound
logic. After a moment’s silence he scrunched his face and reluctantly nodded.


“Fine, it’s possible, but I don’t want you—us—spending more
time than necessary at that place. I don’t like Shane and wouldn’t trust him an
inch.”


“Actually,” Melia replied, “I don’t have any plans to stay
there longer than necessary either.”


Mishka’s head swerved to her and he carefully looked over
her face. Melia didn’t turn, but could see him studying her out the corner of
her eye. She waited patiently, not quite sure why her words should have
surprised Mishka so much. He returned his eyes to the road an instant before
she was about to remind him they were driving down a busy street.


“You saw beneath that façade of his? Heard the derogatory
tone in his voice?” Mishka finally asked. “His mask makes him appear charming,
witty…he almost glowed he was so damn amiable.”


Now it was Melia who stared at him as if he had grown a
second head.


“What are you talking about?” she asked. “Shane has
charisma, I’ll grant you that. And some might consider him charming, but he had
a sense of sleaze underneath. I’d have thought anyone would be able to tell.”


Almost comically they exchanged nonplussed looks until they
both smiled. Mishka appeared vastly relieved and Melia wanted to laugh, but
managed to curtail the impulse.


Instead of belaboring the point, Melia leaned over and
pressed a soft kiss to Mishka’s cheek. He snorted, but as Melia sat back in her
seat he reached out with his right hand and took hold of hers.


“Unless you want me to pull over right here in the middle of
the busy city street, you better not start on me, witch,” Mishka warned.


“Got you a little worked up, did I?” Melia teased softly.
Placing her free hand on his thigh, and then slowly caressing her way up his
leg, she found him rock hard under his jeans, straining the seam with his
erection.


She gasped, pleased but surprised by just how strongly he
had been affected by her dance, particularly since he’d been cranky not a few
minutes earlier. Melia looked back at Mishka, a smile twitching the corner of
her mouth.


“Well, then, I guess since I’m responsible for this, I had
better do something about it.”


A small tug freed her hand from Mishka’s and, before he
could talk her out of it, she unsnapped his jeans and scrunched down his boxer
briefs, freeing his impressive, hard shaft. Bending, Melia engulfed his head
while pumping her hand up and down his length.


Breathing through her nose, Melia licked around his head.
Stroking her tongue wickedly over him, she pressed into the weeping slit and
sucked down the pre-cum leaking from him.


“Fuck,” Mishka moaned, and Melia felt the car jerk a little
as Mishka struggled to keep driving. He thrust his cock deeper into her mouth
and she lowered her head to suck him deeper as he fucked her throat.


“Mel… Circe,” he groaned. Melia stroked him harder
and licked around and around the warmth of his head. She stroked her index
finger around the base of his shaft and then moved lower to cup his balls
gently.


They were tight, and while the skin felt soft, they were
hard and lifted from the strength of his arousal. Melia sucked continuously,
bobbing her head eagerly as her fingers stroked the sensitive area beneath his
balls and along the fine line of his scrotum.


With a muttered curse, Mishka braked as they reached an
empty intersection a few blocks from her house. Melia saw her chance and gently
scraped her teeth along the outer edge of Mishka’s cock. He lowered one of his
hands to fist in her hair and pushed her farther down until she felt the bump
of his head at the back of her throat.


“Fuck! Melia!” Mishka cried out as with a hard thrust, hot
seed spurted from his tip. She swallowed convulsively around his cock as her
mouth filled with tangy, salty warmth. His cock shrank, but as Melia licked the
last of his seed from him and sat up again she noticed Mishka’s erection had
only half flagged. Licking her lips, she carefully pulled his boxer briefs up
and snapped his jeans closed, then kissed the edge of his mouth softly.


“You’re still half hard,” she murmured as the light changed
and Mishka peeled away from the intersection. Speeding, he hurried them back to
her house.


“Baby, I’m going to be hard until I’m balls-deep inside your
wet cunt and feel your walls clenching at least once around me in orgasm. Only
then will I be able to come hard, and even then I might still not completely
flag.”


Melia licked her lips again as Mishka braked, the tires
screaming on the asphalt. The second he had switched the engine off, Mishka
turned toward her, cupped both of his hands along her jaw and fused their lips
together in a hard, hungry kiss that nearly set her hair on fire.


Desperately they tasted each other, teeth clicking as they
fought to suck everything they were able to reach. Finally, panting
breathlessly, Melia blinked, trying to clear her vision.


“Inside,” she said semi-coherently. “Come inside with me.”


“Absolutely,” Mishka growled. Melia jogged up the footpath
and tried to open the front door as quickly as possible.


As the key slid into the lock, she felt Mishka come up
behind her, wrap his arms around her waist and cant his hard erection into the
small of her back. Moaning, Melia pushed her ass back, rubbing her cheeks
against the thickness of his cock as she finally opened the door.


Joined together, they entered the house, Mishka kicking the
door closed behind them. Lifting her up and turning them both around, he guided
Melia to face the solid wood of the door. Melia braced herself, her hands palm
down against the cool, smooth wood as her back arched in arousal. Mishka lifted
her skirt and growled in dismay when he found her partially covered by the
skimpy navy lace thong.


“I can’t believe you danced and almost flashed the room with
only a scrap of lace barely covering you.” He tore the see-through garment from
her body. Melia didn’t have time to respond as two thick, long fingers plunged
into her wet pussy, stroking her and curving just perfectly to rub across her
G-spot.


She felt her legs wobble, but with Mishka pressed up against
her back she couldn’t stumble. Her head fell back and a long, soft moan fell
from her lips as his thumb caressed her clit.


“Mish,” she pleaded, “don’t tease me! Just fuck me. Right
here, right now.”


“Tease?” he repeated with a soft laugh. “After you dance
like that for me, as if you were fucking that damn pole, and nearly flash that
jerk, Shane. After sucking me off in the front seat of my car, you don’t want
me to tease you? My love, you’ll be damn lucky if I don’t draw this out for
hours.”


Mishka brushed her hair back from her neck and bit gently on
the exposed skin. His warm breath spread over her sensitive flesh, electric
tingles racing down her spine and across her body. Lightly, Mishka blew on her
nape. Melia felt her nipples peak, aching with the need to be touched
intimately. Her desire for him to stroke her clit, finger-fuck her deeply and
ram his thick cock fully within her pussy had Melia on edge and whimpering with
need.


Melia moaned again, her fantasies about what Mishka would do
next heightening her craving for this wizard.


“Please,” she begged, her hands pressing against the cool
door, her nails digging into the wood. Mishka merely nipped again at her neck
and licked a long, slow trail down her backbone, kissing each vertebra until
her top stopped him.


Melia let her hands fall to her breasts, kneading herself
through the thin shirt, crying out softly as her pleasure grew with the slight
pain of her nipples being pinched.


“No, love.” Mishka acted swiftly. Withdrawing his fingers
from her pussy, he turned her around and captured both her hands in one of his
much larger ones. Lifting her hands above her head, he kissed her lips roughly
in sweet chastisement.


“I couldn’t touch myself while you danced,” he told her
after pulling back and returning his fingers to stroke at her damp cunt, “and
so you can’t touch yourself now either.”


“But,” she whimpered, “I need more. I need you so badly,
Mishka.”


“I know, love,” he replied huskily, unzipping her skirt and
letting it pool on the wooden floorboards. Letting her hands fall, he unzipped
each boot and pulled off her socks, letting them fall where they were onto the
floor.


Bare now from the waist down, Melia spread her legs wide,
urging Mishka to touch her everywhere he wished. Instead, he simply caressed
her ass as he looked his fill of her.


“I couldn’t see you last night in the dark,” he murmured,
hot blue eyes eating her up as he watched her writhe in his hands. Melia’s back
arched against the door as once again Mishka stroked her intimately.


He lifted her shirt up over her head, leaving her in a
flimsy white lace bra. Anticipation sang in her blood as Melia helped Mishka
shrug out of his jacket and her fingers went to work on the buttons of his
shirt as he unsnapped his jeans and slid them off.


Less than a minute later, foil packet in hand, Mishka stood
naked before her and Melia had to lick her lips to get some moisture in her
suddenly dry mouth. The man was built like a god, all hard muscle and
well-defined abs below the smooth plane of his chest. Strong, lean legs she
itched to run her hands down and a long, thick, extremely hard cock, which
sprang out, eagerly bobbing for attention.


Mishka smoothed the condom over his shaft and reached for
her again, lifting her and helping her wrap her legs around his waist. Melia
tried to raise herself a little higher so she could join them intimately, but
with a light, sharp slap to her ass, Mishka waggled his finger at her.


“This time we’re doing it in a bed,” he said with a smile.


Cupping his jaw in her hands, Melia kissed him before
whispering against his lips, “Then you’d better get us to my bedroom or else
that just isn’t going to happen, lover.”


Following her directions, Mishka walked them to her bedroom,
finally lowering them onto her soft mattress. Mishka lay above her, the
majority of his weight taken on his elbows as his thighs nudged her legs even
farther apart.


Melia let her fingers trace the patterns of the tattoos
running down the length of his forearm, following the symbols as they pulsed
warmly with the power of his magic. A warm, wet kiss to her cheek had her
smiling and turning her face to capture his lips again.


“Come inside me,” she pleaded, tilting her hips up
invitingly. This time, fortunately, Mishka pressed deep inside her in one long,
slow thrust. Gasping at the stretched, achingly full sensation, Melia relaxed
her muscles and gloried in having Mishka inside her, completing her once again.


Taking their time, they touched each other gently, tracing
with fingers and tongues, until they could hold back no more, straining
together faster as their breaths came harder. Melia could feel sweat covering
her body. Her face and neck flushed warmly as her arousal became almost painful
in its intensity.


“Harder, Mish,” Melia pleaded, “I won’t break. I want to
feel you all over my body for hours.”


As if this plea was exactly what he’d been waiting for,
Mishka started slamming hard, pistoning himself deeply into her until his balls
slapped against her body. Harder and harder he thrust inside her, pressing her
into the softness of her mattress. Melia felt her muscles strain with the
effort of lifting her pussy to meet each thrust, their breaths mingling as they
panted.


Suddenly, Mishka grabbed her shoulders and rolled them until
he lay beneath her and she straddled his hips. Melia set a hard, driving pace,
raising and thrusting herself down hard on his thick erection. Filling herself
over and over with his hard cock.


She reached down to pinch and stroke her clitoris, the extra
stimulation making her head fall back in ecstasy as she moaned. Mishka’s hands
cupped her breasts, kneading them gently and pinching her hard nipples. Leaning
forward, Melia felt Mishka’s thick cock press against her G-spot, and with a
cry of pleasure she felt her body tense and then explode as she climaxed.


Her body squeezed deliciously around Mishka’s thick staff,
urging him to join her in intoxicating ecstasy. Cool air caressed her naked
breasts as Mishka moved his hands to her hips to pull her down even harder onto
his erection as she rode through her climax.


Before her body had finished contracting, Mishka shouted,
his eyes darkening as his pupils dilated. With fierce thrusts, he rammed inside
her and pumped convulsively as his own climax washed over him. Sweating,
panting and utterly drained, Melia lowered herself to cover Mishka’s body, her
breasts pressing against the hard planes of his chest. She kept his cock buried
deeply inside her body, not wanting to let him go just yet.


They gasped as they gathered themselves. Kissing softly,
they traced each other’s faces, chests and arms, reveling in the shared
intimacy of the moment.


Rolling, Mishka separated them long enough to dispose of the
latex. A moment later he returned, comfortably spooning their bodies together
before pressing his softening cock against her dripping pussy. With a deep
sigh. Melia snuggled her body back, sated and beyond happy.






Chapter Seven


 


“Seriously, Mishka, I get it already. You want me to speak
to Jacqueline as soon as I can so we can leave and you can rest easy. I know.”
Melia spoke with her head in her closet as she dug as far back onto her shelves
as she could manage.


Dressed in a white, midriff-baring halter top and a skimpy
black thong, she felt a little chilly but a lot more psychologically naked as
she hunted for a pair of tiny blue shorts she knew she had owned a number of
years ago.


This time when she returned to seXXXtasy, she didn’t want
Shane to think her anything less than a dedicated stripper. She had spent more
than fifteen minutes carefully applying her makeup, including a deep red
lipstick that made her lips look full and pouty. Mishka had declared them kissable,
and then promptly returned to trying listing every reason under the sun why she
should talk to Jacqueline before the first dance.


Most of the last half hour he had dedicated to expounding
the reasons she didn’t need to turn up to dance, but merely question the
stripper. Melia knew he was mostly venting—not truly opposed—or else he’d be
barking at her like he had in the past when they had disagreed. She understood
his reluctance. She just didn’t agree with him.


“By the way,” Mishka said with almost studied casualness,
“you came up with the stripping name of Melisande rather promptly, is there
something I should know about that?”


Melia threw a saucy look over her shoulder, barely able to
repress laughter as Mishka arched an eyebrow at her. The glint in his beautiful
blue eyes held teasing laughter and she let a chuckle escape.


“When we were children, Obediah and I used to sneak off to
the local shop and get candy. Mother and Dad would have had a cow if they’d
known, so in our own childish way we tried to throw dust in everyone’s eyes.
When the store owner asked our names he would become Oded and I would be
Melisande. The names were similar enough to our own we could call one another O
and Mel without raising suspicion.”


“As we got older,” she continued as she searched for the
shorts, “when we needed a quick alias, having a name that readily sprang to
mind and could be said without hesitation has come in use. I guess it’s just
stuck.”


She finished with a smile as she dug past sweaters she had
forgotten owning, a few business-style suit shirts which were crumpled and now
in serious need of being pressed, and more t-shirts than anyone could possibly
wear. Mishka made a “huh” sort of sound and fell back into silence as she
continued to hunt for the shorts. She had been positive they were back here
somewhere.


Melia’s stepped up onto her tiptoes and sifted through piles
of clothes. She really needed to clean this out sometime soon. Eventually Melia
realized Mishka had not reverted back to his grumbling monologue, which she had
been only half listening to for the most part.


One glance at Mishka explained why his complaints had run
out. The man was staring at her ass as if he had been sex-starved for years and
had just been presented with a delectable hooker—prepaid.


Melia shook her head and stood back up on tiptoes as she
hunted for the shorts. Finally she unearthed them beneath a ton of string
bikinis that couldn’t possibly have been hers. She peered at the shorts,
thinking maybe they were too short even for a stripper to wear to work.


Stepping into them, Melia pulled them over her hips, did
them up and turned around to look at herself in the mirror. A small frown
marred her face as she looked at herself in a few positions. She decided with
the thong she shouldn’t flash anyone, although the lower curve of her ass was
visible when she walked.


“You don’t think this is a bit much?” she asked Mishka,
instinctively asking the opinion of the other person present. Mishka snorted
and shook his head, his hands raised in surrender.


“Do you really want to know? Or are you just asking for me
to reassure you?” he replied with a wry grin and a soft light in his eyes.


Melia thought about it for a moment and then nodded as she
cast one last look in the mirror. “Okay, I get the picture,” she assured him.


Turning back to her closet, Melia pulled out a knee-length
black jacket and belted it around her waist. Spreading her hands open in the
classic “there” position, she tilted her head for Mishka’s approval. He nodded
curtly and stood.


“Now remember,” he repeated for what felt like the dozenth
time. “Once you speak to Jacqueline we can get out of there. There’s no need
for you to complete all the sets that jackass wants you to. All we need is for
you to pump Jacqueline for whatever she can tell us about Obediah and we can
leave. Immediately.”


Barely able to stop herself from rolling her eyes, Melia
sighed and nodded.


“I know,” she replied as she reminded herself, again, that
it was not worth an argument. Mishka in his current mood was blind, deaf and
dumb to anything except for the fact that a room full of men would see her
strip down into a bra and thong. A part of her could understand and accept his
single-mindedness, it just didn’t make it easier for her to listen to it again.
Logic, for him at least, had flown out the window a few hours earlier and
likely would not return until they had finished at the club.


Melia, on the other hand, fully planned not only to do
tonight’s shift, but if necessary any number of them. Privately she planned to
poke her nose around the club, assure herself Obediah had not left a clue or
been stashed somewhere. Not that she’d admit that to Mishka.


Even though she believed tonight would be plenty, Melia was
determined not to back down on this. Obi was her brother and if the price of
discovering where he was and what had happened was a few shifts dancing around
a pole and taking off her costume then so be it. Mishka and his idiot male
posturing could just deal with it. “Do I need to tell you, again, that I
didn’t find Shane to be attractive? Because I didn’t. I know you think he had
charm and charisma, and while to a degree I agree with you, I wasn’t bamboozled
by it.” She adjusted her crop top and checked the dangling earrings she wore
wouldn’t catch on her hair.


“I’m not an innocent, Mishka. Nor am I a fool. Beneath his
suave persona there’s something to Shane I simply don’t like. You’re just going
to have to trust me,” she finished as she turned to look him solidly in the
eye. “Can you do that? Because if you can’t…well…we have problems them. Real
problems.”


Surprising her, Mishka came around the side of the bed and
enveloped her in a warm hug. He kissed the top of her head and let his hands
stroke down her back. Melia smiled into his shirt and clasped him back tightly.


“I trust you,” he said softly. “But…but I also love you. Really
love you, Mel.”


Melia felt her eyes widen a little at his almost guiltily
said admission. She had already probed her own heart and knew she was falling
in love with the wizard. But she hadn’t expected him to return the depth of her
feelings so quickly and certainly not tell her so aloud.


Hearing Mishka say the words had her heart beating a hard
staccato in her chest with both nerves and happiness. She opened her mouth,
began to return her own expression of love, but Mishka continued, effectively
cutting her off.


“I know this is out of the blue and I’m not saying it as
emotional blackmail. I freely admit I don’t like the thought of you back there
where I can’t see or reach you and where he could have anything planned. It
makes me uneasy and I’m not used to being worried like this. It’s not
comfortable or pleasant, let me tell you, but that’s because I care so deeply
for you. It’s one of the many reasons I know this is love, despite the seeming
suddenness of it.”


Melia lifted her face, smiled as reassuringly as possible
and then lifted herself up to kiss him firmly on the lips when he was finished.


“I’ll be fine, love. I promise. And for the record, I
discovered this morning that I love you too. Deeply. Madly. Crazily. But don’t
tell anyone, it’s a secret,” she teased as her eyes danced with laughter.


“Secret?” he growled, half seriously half mockingly. He
added suspiciously, “Why is it a secret?”


“Because.” She laughed, pulling herself from Mishka’s
embrace to pack a small clutch. “This Mishka Allard I’m in love with? He’s this
serious, sturdy investigator who moonlights as a Tracker or sometimes a
Retriever. He thinks I’m this flaky half-assed witch, not at all his style. I
don’t think he’d like to know I’m in love with him.”


“Then you are crazy, witch,” Mishka snorted as he wrapped an
arm around her and drew her closer for another searching, lengthy kiss.
“Because I’m glad you love me. Glad and very, very relieved.”


Melia murmured softly as they kissed passionately and then
groaned in dismay as her alarm sounded. When they had caught an all too brief
nap, she had set her alarm to make sure they didn’t oversleep. They really
needed to get a move on right now.


Sighing, Mishka pulled back with a shrug and grin.


“Come on, hot stuff,” he said, “Let’s get this over and done
with.”


* * * * *


Backstage, Melia glanced again out of the thin crack she had
pulled between the heavy velvet curtains. For a midweek evening, the club was
surprisingly full. Middle-aged men in business suits drank beer or small
tumblers of whiskey and talked amongst themselves in small groups of two or
three to a table.


Over by the bar, more men drank alone and periodically
looked over their shoulders to the stage, obviously waiting for the first act—her—to
begin. Even though Melia knew this was not a real job, butterflies tied up
knots inside her stomach.


Dear Selene, I’m really going to do this, she
thought, go out there and strip down to my bra and thong in front of a bunch
of strange men. Obediah Rowan, I will kill you for this.


“Ready, Melisande?” the DJ asked from beside her, making her
jump in surprise. Breathing a sigh of relief, Melia placed a hand to her chest,
her rather bare chest, and grimaced.


“We might as well get this done,” she agreed. “After the
first set I shouldn’t be ready to climb the nearest wall in nerves. Hopefully.”


The DJ patted her shoulder, warned her he’d go start the
music and she’d need to wait for her cue, and disappeared around the corner to
where his music gear sat just out of sight. Nervously, Melia checked none of
her curls had fallen out from under the red, blue and gold sparkling cowboy hat
she wore.


A few small twitches to her costume and she looked herself
over once more. A red sparkling push-up bra showed off her breasts as if they
were served up on a platter, a tiny bolero-style jacket in royal blue and red
with gold piping around the edges barely reached her mid torso. A
cheerleader-style pleated miniskirt also in royal blue with gold and red piping
and sparkles flared with her every step. A tiny red thong underneath let her
retain some modesty. Sturdy ankle boots in black with a stiletto heel completed
the outfit.


The intro to her song came over the loudspeakers discreetly
placed around the club and with one last deep breath, Melia stepped out onto
the stage and plastered the biggest, sexiest smile she could muster on her face
as the crowd jeered and roared at her arrival. Wolf whistles and clapping
nearly drowned out the music. Thankfully Melia could follow the snatches she
could hear as it was a well-known bar song, recently updated to mix country
style with modern dance rhythm to make it appeal to a wider audience.


Earlier, a few of the other dancers had given her tips on
what to do. Most of them agreed that as long as she smiled, moved her ass and
hips and took her gear off at the right cues, none of the patrons would care
whether she could dance or not. They had much more detailed hints on how to
keep Shane at bay, but Melia had only half paid attention to that. With luck
her handling of Shane would be a moot point as soon as she had checked out the
club carefully and talked with Jacqueline.


Placing her hands on her hips, Melia cocked her head to the
side, grinned unseeingly out into the crowd and swiveled her hips in a small
bump and grind. The crowd hooted and cheered, and Melia felt a trickle of
confidence slide through her. Looking around the room as she danced sinuously
around the stage, she paused infinitesimally as she saw Mishka, as promised, in
one semidark corner, watching her with hot eyes.


Suddenly the room narrowed for her and warmth stole through
her body. She barely noticed any of the other men. Even the cheers, laughter
and raucous noise dimmed until she could hardly hear it. Only she and Mishka
existed and she danced for him. Her body slowed to the beat of the music, her
moves became more sensual.


Shrugging one shoulder out of her small jacket, she looked
over her shoulder at the crowd until she again locked eyes with Mishka. An
eyebrow rose as she silently asked, “Should I?” The crowd roared its approval
and more than a few men screamed, “Take it off, baby!”


Melia rotated both shoulders in a circular motion so the
jacket fell off her back but held for a moment on her elbows, half on and half
off her body. With her back still to the crowd, she swung her hips teasingly
from side to side as if she were grinding back on a man, rubbing her ass into
him as she “struggled” to get out of her jacket. The crowd ate it up and Melia
silently thanked the other girls, who had suggested instead of simply whipping
her gear off as fast as possible to take her time, to pause in the middle of
things and make them “work” for it.


“Those men know for a fact you’ll strip down, so you need to
tease it out of them. They really get revved when you make them think you’re
playing coy or hard to get, make them feel like they’re pushing you along.
That’s when they will really start to shout for you and encourage you, really
convincing you to do it for them,” Jezzie had said earlier.


Melia pouted and blew a few kisses over her shoulders until
the crowd roared with a near-deafening cry. She whipped off the jacket, twirled
it above her head and tossed it behind her on the stage, far enough that it
could be tugged discreetly behind the curtain.


The whistling and cheering from the crowd more than showed
their approval, both at her taking it off and the remaining tiny sparkling bra
that barely concealed her. Once again Melia locked eyes with Mishka and
continued to dance for him, strutting confidently over to the pole and wrapping
her body around it as though it were her favorite plaything.


Feeling a small thrill as she twirled around the gold post,
Melia tilted her head back and grinned to the room, but kept her eyes and focus
on Mishka. Her hands fell to the waistband of her skirt, only Velcro holding it
together.


She ripped the skirt from around her waist—a sound no one
could hear over the crowd and the music—and tossed it behind her onto the
stage. The crowd roared again and Melia strode forward, accentuating the swing
of her hips as much as possible. The girls had agreed that unless she acted
stupidly it was impossible to have too much swing in her ass or her hips as she
walked.


Leaning over the banister around the edge of the catwalk,
Melia continued to dance, bending down and up, swinging her hips and caressing
her breasts as if she were performing for her lover. Time stretched out and the
two and a half minutes of the song seemed to circle on endlessly.


Many times Melia looked to Mishka, winking at him and
blowing him kisses as she moved her body to the beat. The crowd was practically
deafening when she twisted her hands around and with a quick motion unsnapped
her bra. The red sequins caught in the strong lights, glinting like fire. Melia
threw it behind her and cupped her breasts in her hands, part teasing, part
coy.


Just as she began to fear nerves might unsettle her once
again, the key changed in the music, indicating it was almost time for her
finale. Strutting to the middle of the catwalk, she paused, her legs spread
wide, her back to the crowd. At the crescendo of the song, she lifted her hand
to her cowboy hat, looked over her shoulder, winked naughtily at the room and
lifted the hat off her head. Soft, golden curls spilled down around her
shoulders and brushed her skin.


The crowd of middle-aged, sober businessmen roared their
approval. So loud were they, Melia couldn’t even hear the song finish as she
walked around the edges of the catwalk, cowboy hat in hand, collecting the tips
that were stuffed into her thong, hat and garter belt.


As the strains of the next song began, Melia hurried off the
stage, dropped her clothes in a small box she’d left on the floor for them and
instantly put her red sparkling bra back on to cover her breasts. Breathless
from excitement and jangling nerves, she wished the next four girls good luck
out there.


“Warmed ’em up nicely for us,” Dahlia commented as she
checked the positioning of her white wings and the straps over her arms holding
them in place. “Means more tips for the lot of us. When the first act really
gets them raring to go they all huddle around the catwalk knowing it will be a
big night. You ain’t bad as a stripper, hon.”


Snickering, Melia hugged the girls as they all ducked
beneath the curtain. After they left, she headed to Jacqueline’s room, which
had been pointed out to her earlier. The door had been firmly shut and with
everyone running around madly she hadn’t had an opportunity before starting the
evening to find a private moment to speak to the stripper.


Now, however, with everyone busy and her first set was
complete, Melia had the time and privacy to ask the elusive stripper a few
questions. She grabbed a silky robe from the hook she had been given, stuffed
the bills from her tips into her small clutch and hurried on her stilettos,
looking around compulsively until she reached Jacqueline’s door.


Knocking a sharp staccato with her knuckles, Melia didn’t
bother to wait for the stripper to grant her entry, she simply turned the
handle and entered the small dressing room.






Chapter Eight


 


Closing the door firmly behind her, Melia spotted a woman
with pale, creamy skin flashing from beneath a silky robe almost identical to
the one she wore. Gaping open to show a hint of cleavage, the red material fell
half off one shoulder, revealing a light dusting of freckles. Long, dark red
curls hung most of the way down her back.


“Oh!” the redhead exclaimed. “I’m sorry but this is my room.
Are you new here?”


Melia looked her up and down once. The woman didn’t appear
angry at the interruption, merely puzzled. And if she really had been a close
friend of Obediah’s… Melia decided to trust the woman and be up front with her.


“I’m Obediah’s sister,” she said quickly, continuing though
Jacqueline’s eyebrows rose and she opened her mouth to speak. “I know you have
a set to dance in about ten minutes, hell, I have another one myself right
after you. But I know you and Obediah were close and I’m hoping you can give me
any information to help find him. It’s totally out of character for him to just
up and leave and not contact me. I’m worried about him.”


“You came here, and joined as the new lead dancer, just to
find your brother?” she asked slowly, as if the words were strange in her
mouth. Impatiently Melia nodded, struggling not to shake Jacqueline. She simply
wanted the stripper to tell her whatever it was she could so Melia could find Obi.
Deep in her heart Melia had been hoping Jacqueline would hold the key to
discovering where her brother had gone and what had occurred.


“I love him,” she replied impatiently. “He’s my brother. My
baby brother. We’ve always watched each other’s backs and now something’s
happened and so of course I’m going to chase after him and do whatever needs to
be done. So please, Jacqueline, whatever you know, tell me.”


“Well…” She hesitated, scrunching her cute little nose for a
moment. “Shane—the manager you know—he sent Obediah to St. Louis three weeks
ago. Supposedly there is a new branch of seXXXtasy opening over there. Shane
wanted Obediah to go work for a week at the new site. Obi told me he would be
doing a range of tasks like scout out the land they’re developing and check
everything was moving to schedule.”


Melia nodded and, when Jacqueline paused, resisted fiddling with
the sash of her robe in agitation, wanting to hurry Jacqueline up.


“I knew he was traveling for work. Obi told me. I didn’t
know it was St. Louis,” Melia said when it appeared Jacqueline wouldn’t speak
further. She indicated with her hand for the redhead to give her more. “Or if I
did I had forgotten, but I knew he’d gone on business. What else?”


“I just found it strange,” the redhead mused. Melia nipped
down on her bottom lip to stop herself from pressing before Jacqueline appeared
ready. “Well, why send Obediah?” she asked. “Shane going I could understand, or
that smarmy accountant with the grabby hands. But Obediah was our under-barman.
Oh, he is a wonderful man, acted as a protector and confidant to most of us
girls. We could talk to him about anything, ask him his opinion on any topic
under the sun. He listened to us and our dreams, he gave advice or helped us
research ways to get what we wanted and make it more than just a dream.”


Jacqueline reached under her robe and pulled out a thin
silver chain with a small charm dangling on its end. Even from across the room,
Melia could feel her brother’s magic. He’d performed a casting on the charm,
she would bet her life savings on it.


“He told me not to tell people the details, said something
about it losing its potency each time I do that, but I need this job for my
little girl. I have to keep it and get the highest tips I possibly can. This
helps me somehow just know instinctively what the right move to make is. My
tips have tripled in the months since Obediah gave it to me.”


“It opens your psyche to your instincts,” Melia said slowly,
understanding exactly what her brother had done. “Instead of you doubting and
questioning every move, this talisman helps you tap into what your subconscious
already knows. Acting on that intuition, it feeds you the confidence you need
to ‘appear’ more beautiful or self-assured. It’s a simple but highly effective
spell that at heart keeps the power mostly with you.”


Jacqueline nodded and replaced the talisman beneath her
robe. “I don’t know how else I can help you, that’s honestly all I know.
Obediah is more than just a coworker or a bartender. I consider him a friend of
mine. I know Obediah arrived, and I know he left on time, I overheard Shane on
the phone confirming Obi had caught his flight, but I heard nothing else until
we all realized a few days later he hadn’t arrived for his shift and a new
bartender showed up.”


Melia frowned, certain there should be something else
Jacqueline could help her with. Something sat right on the edge of her tongue,
but before she could put it into words a knock rapped on the door and a male
voice called out, “You’re on in a minute, Jac, better shake that delectable ass
of yours.”


The women shared a glance and rolled their eyes. Jacqueline
didn’t need to say “see what I mean?” They understood each other completely.
With a frustrated sigh, Melia realized she would have to change for her next
set as well.


“You’ll be around after your number?” Melia confirmed. “I’m
sure there’s more information I can get from you, stuff you mightn’t even
realize is important. I’ll come back after my next set, if that’s okay?”


Jacqueline nodded and shed her robe. She wore a tiny pair of
shorts that barely covered her butt and two small triangles held together with
straps over her breasts. In a swift motion that showed she had done this a
number of times, Jacqueline removed her necklace, folded the chain and talisman
into a tiny package and hid it behind the scanty triangle covering one of her
breasts. The talisman secure, the stripper then stuck the material over her
nipple with double sided tape, holding them all together so they wouldn’t fall
when she danced.


Lastly Jacqueline took a fur-lined trench coat from a hanger
and wrapped herself up in it, flicking her long red curls outside the soft
material. Together they left the dressing room, Jacqueline heading toward the
busy backstage area and Melia hurrying farther down the corridor toward
wardrobe.


“There you are!” came the shrill tone of Graeson, the lead
costume designer. Long fingers wrapped around her arm and he half dragged her
into the room where a rack of skimpy, glittering costumes hung in various
groups only Grae could interpret.


“Strip!” he ordered without looking at her or pausing as he
rummaged for her next outfit.


“My shoes as well?” Melia asked as she folded her robe over
the back of a nearby chair. A little self-conscious at her near-nudity, she
unclasped her bra but didn’t actually remove it just yet, and readied herself
to shimmy out of the thong. A black bustier trimmed with sparkling diamantes
was thrust into her hands, followed by a matching black thong and sheer black
stockings.


Grae glanced at her stiletto boots and shook his head before
ducking back into the racks.


“No, they will work. There’s a Victorian-era ruffled skirt
in here somewhere, ankle length, I just know there is. Damn, I hope that
useless Jade didn’t take it. She knows it’s supposed to go with this outfit and
not hers. That girl just will not listen.”


Melia stepped quickly out of her thong and into the one
Graeson had given her. A large hamper stood in a corner and she crossed over to
it, dropping the worn scrap and then the sparkling red bra into it and looked
the bustier over.


Strangely, it looked like a completely normal bustier, one
that needed to be done up with a dozen or more hooks at the back.


“Grae?” she asked nervously, “how am I supposed to get out
of this? I can’t stand there and undo a dozen or more hooks while these guys
are waiting.”


“No, no,” he assured her, “you strip out of the skirt and
here, these gloves. Damn that bitch Jade, I’m going to kill her for taking that
skirt.”


Melia clutched the bustier to her chest as Graeson ducked
out long enough to hand her a pair of elbow-length black satin gloves. Not
surprisingly, he didn’t even glance at her before returning to his clothes
racks.


Amused, Melia placed the gloves to one side and quickly
unhooked the bustier and wrapped it around her body. Clearing her throat, she
turned her back and was about to call for Graeson to help her do up the top
when he came out holding a hugely ruffled skirt with silver piping glittering
around its edges.


“Here, doll, you’ll have to make do with this. Oh. Right.”
Graeson deftly hooked the bustier up her back before handing her the skirt. A
can-can-style piece, it had many layers of ruffles to each side, and a large V
opened the front widely. Melia looked it over for a moment before realizing the
huge V would mean her legs and most of her thighs would be visible. Well-hidden
strips of Velcro to either side meant it could easily be pulled off when she
was ready.


“Skirt first, then gloves?” she checked as she stepped into
the flouncy garment and made sure the Velcro was securely fastened. Only when
she felt confident walking in the skirt did she begin to pull on the gloves,
smoothing them up her arms and taking stock of herself in the mirror. The black
outfit with silver matched her pale complexion well, her soft blonde curls
relieving the darkness and looking strangely elegant—if one ignored the fact
with a few good tugs she could be practically naked.


“You got it,” Graeson agreed as he eyed her critically then
gently pushed her by the shoulders toward the door. “You’re going to be late.
Come back straight after your dance too. Your next outfit needs glitter glue
all over your chest and you’ll need wings and different shoes as will a half
dozen other girls. This place will be crazy and you can’t fall behind as you’re
supposed to be in the lead.”


Promising to return promptly, Melia hurried out the door and
down the corridor as quickly as she dared in her stilettos and the long skirt.
It draped over the floor and Melia needed to watch her footing.


She arrived in the backstage area breathless and peeked out
the crack in the curtains to see Jacqueline, Dahlia and a couple of the other
girls still grinding and performing their routine. Heaving a huge sigh of
relief, Melia caught her breath, touched her hair and tried to check her outfit
looked right.


Catching sight of Lily and Candy, Melia smiled and had opened
her mouth to greet them when a cold hand touched her bare shoulders. Her back
instantly stiffened and she turned her head to see Shane.


Moving out from his touch, Melia reminded herself this was
her boss—however temporary—and forced herself to smile at him.


“Shane, hi,” she said. “I’m about to go on stage. I need to
get over with Lily and Candy.”


“You have a moment for me, angel face,” he replied with a
leer. Melia had to force herself not to back away from him as he stepped
closer, wrapped his hands around her shoulders and traced a pattern over her
skin.


“You were hot as fucking hell out there in your first
number, the way you winked at everyone as those luscious curls of yours fell
out of that hat had them all coming in their pants. I bet you got a king’s
ransom in tips.”


Melia turning her head to try to catch Lily or Candy’s eyes
and plead for help. They were so focused on the dance routine happening on the
stage neither girl glanced in her direction.


“I didn’t really look,” she said, wincing as Shane tightened
his fingers around her arms and dipped his head to nuzzle her cleavage.


“Hey!” she shouted and tried to shove him away, though with
his hard grip on her shoulders she barely moved him.


“Come on, angel face, don’t be like that,” he purred. What
little mask Shane managed to hold dissolved and she could easily see below the
fakeness he tried to present. Melia couldn’t believe anyone could think him
charismatic. Her revulsion growing, she struggled in earnest, trying to get out
of his grip.


“Shane, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but you better
let me go or—”


“Or what, honey?” he laughed, “that brawny boyfriend of
yours is gonna get jealous? I can help you make way more in tips than he ever
could. Why can’t you let me give you a little sugar, hmm?”


“Because you are a slimy, perverted, disgusting Neanderthal
who even were I single and had been celibate a decade I wouldn’t give the time
of day to. I’d never want someone like you to grope me like you’re doing,
asshole,” she mouthed off, her patience at an end. Shane simply stared at her
as if he couldn’t believe she’d spoken to him like that.


“Why, you uptight little bitch,” he raged and slapped her
with an open palm across the face. It took a moment for the sting to register.
Utterly stunned by the casual violence he dished out, Melia was frozen in place
for a moment.


She stared at him, outraged and disbelieving that he had
just done that.


“You…you dickhead,” she stuttered, fuming with anger. She
scratched deeply at his shoulders and chest, digging into his shirt and skin.
Shane grunted and pulled back without actually letting go of her.


A thin gold chain with a small charm peeked out from his
shirt, and even though something about it tugged at Melia’s consciousness, she
stayed focused on getting as far as humanly possible away from the wizard. A
hard shove to his chest with strength she didn’t know she had caused Shane to
stumble backward and lose his balance. Pivoting on one foot, Melia stormed
away, her face flushed with fury and embarrassment.


Feeling dirty and violated, Melia stalked out the back,
ignoring Lily and Candy, who called to her saying they needed to go on stage in
less than a minute. Not certain how to reach the back exit from where she was,
Melia kept walking, knowing sooner or later she would reach the small side
door.


“Melisande!” Shane shouted and Melia hurried her pace but
refused to run. She worried fear would take hold and she refused, absolutely refused
to show fear to a wizard like that.


“Melisande, what the fuck do you think you’re doing? You’re on!
You can’t just storm off in a huff no matter how good a dancer you are.” Shane
grabbed her arm again, whirled her around. Even though a healthy spike of fear
raced through her blood, an equally potent surge of anger followed hard on its
heels.


“Do. Not. Ever. Touch. Me. Again,” she warned him,
slowly and through clenched, bared teeth. “So help me, Shane, if you ever lay
so much as a finger on my person again I will perform a casting so
powerful it will make you as impotent as a eunuch for the rest of your days on
this earth. Do not fuck with me again. Ever.”


Suddenly, she felt a faint tingling on her right temple. As
Shane’s jaw dropped and he let go of her arm, she lifted a hand and felt her
crescent moon tattoo warm beneath her fingertips.


As if in a dream, Melia saw the gold charm around Shane’s
neck, still hanging outside his shirt where it had been bared in their
struggling. In a rush, she knew that magic, knew the pulse of that
signature. Her breath caught in her throat, and with a gasp she looked up to
Shane, who looked puzzled and wary. Whirling around, Melia ran a step or two
before she realized the corridor she stood in ended at a barred door she did
not recognize.


She was about to turn around again, determined to push past
Shane and to hell with the consequences when she registered the faintest
trickle of magic coming from the door…or perhaps behind the door.


“Look, you stupid bitch,” Shane growled, closing the
distance between them. “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, acting so
high and mighty, but seems to me you need a lesson. All you girls are the same,
sluts at heart, and I’m going to prove it to you.”


A part of Melia desperately wanted to pry open the barred
door and unearth the magic around or within it. She could tell it was
important. Shane, however, had a very mean and determined look on his face, and
she knew she would not like whatever “lesson” he was about to give her.


Melia ran as fast as her stilettos would let her. Fear, fury
and doubt all assailed her, spiking her adrenaline to a fever pitch until she
questioned everything that had occurred in the last couple of minutes. Rushing
past Shane, dodging his groping hands, Melia hightailed it out of that corridor
as fast as she could without risking a broken ankle.


A wide, solid chest appeared out of nowhere and Melia
shrieked as she bumped hard into it. Large, warm hands wrapped around her
shoulders and, feeling the faint beginnings of bruises from Shane’s treatment,
Melia shoved and cried out again.


“Hey, easy there, love,” Mishka soothed her, his fingers
loosening on her arm as he touched her hair. Melia looked up into his face and
relaxed, almost slumping into him.


“Mish, oh Selene I have never been so happy to…” Shaking her
head, not wanting to take the time to explain Shane’s violence or imminent
“lesson”, she cast a nervous glance behind her.


“We need to leave,” she said in a rush, tugging at him to
follow her. “Right now.”


“What—?”


Melia didn’t let him get further. Pulling harder on his arm,
keeping her face averted and hoping her hair could conceal what she felt sure
would be a red patch on her cheek where Shane had slapped her, Melia shook her
head.


“No, Mish, trust me, please. Let’s go. Now.”


Something in her tone must have convinced him she wasn’t
playing around and he followed her as she retraced her steps. Grabbing her
clutch from the hook as she passed, Melia turned down a different corridor and
let them to the back exit. Mishka helped her push open the door. Only as the
cool air hit her face and she could draw the crisp sensation of freedom into
her lungs did she begin to feel steadier.


Adrenaline still surged through her system as they walked
back to the car, Mishka gently holding her elbow and keeping silent. He beeped
the car open and Melia climbed in. Mishka paused after closing the door behind
her, and she almost turned to urge him to hurry, but he had begun to walk
around the car and let himself into the driver’s side.


When he just sat there, however, she turned to face him,
grateful for the darkness.


“Mishka, what are you waiting for?” she asked, still tense.
The furious throbbing of blood in her system had not yet settled.


“I think I need you to tell me what happened in there,” he
said with an icy calm she’d never heard from him before. Faltering a little,
Melia tilted her head so her hair covered her face again and sat back deeper
into the shadows. She was certain if Mishka saw the growing bruises on her arms
or the signs of Shane’s violence to her face he would act promptly and
decisively—burn down the strip club, with Shane and anyone stupid or unlucky
enough to remain inside it, or bring down a blast of lightning to turn the
manager into a crispy delight—that and worse Mishka would do in a heartbeat.
Until she could process all she had learned, Melia didn’t want Mishka to
overreact to anything.


“Let me catch my breath,” she hedged, “I need to think. But
I’ll tell you everything.” Mostly, she added to herself with a small
wince. He started the car after sending her a tight glare.


“Everything,” he repeated, “including why you were running
like a bat out of hell.”


They pulled away from the curb and Melia pressed her lips
together, neither agreeing nor disagreeing as she stared out her window and
tried to gather her thoughts.






Chapter Nine


 


“Melia, you’re starting to freak me out. I don’t think I’ve
ever known you to be silent for this long,” Mishka said after a couple of
minutes. “Talk to me. Tell me what went on back there right now or else I’m
turning this car around, driving back there and discovering it for myself.”


As she turned to look at him, Melia realized the city lights
lit up the inside of the car almost as bright as day. She turned to stare out
of her window again. Her face still stung but she dared not check her
reflection in the passenger side mirror to see what, if any, damage Shane had
caused.


“It’s not the great drama you’re imagining, and I’m being
quiet because I’m trying to sort out what I really saw as opposed to what I
think I might have found,” she insisted.


Mishka shook his head. “I’m not following. Start at the
beginning and please, Melia, don’t leave anything out. We’re partners in this
and I need to know everything, even if you think I shouldn’t.”


Melia worried her lower lip, but had to admit she owed
Mishka that. He’d helped her even though he hadn’t agreed with everything she
had proposed to him. Besides, he could be her sounding board and decide if she
was being hysterical.


“I was backstage just before my second number. Shane was
being a dickhead and we struggled a bit. I discovered he was wearing a
talisman, which I should have recognized right away. When I spoke with
Jacqueline after my first number she showed me a talisman Obediah had made for
her. I could feel his magic. She took a great risk in showing me, especially since
he warned her not to just go around showing everyone as it depletes the magic
in it.


“I can certainly believe he created a talisman for
Jacqueline or any number of people. Obediah has always been a soft touch. What
I just can’t understand is why Obi would have cast for Shane. I’m not at all
sure he would have done that willingly, or why Shane would have needed it. I
saw and felt it myself, however, and Obediah did create the talisman for Shane.
I just don’t understand what it means.”


Melia paused, frowning at her flickering reflection in the
car window as they left the city proper. Mishka cleared his throat. “You said—”


Melia held up her hand, lest Mishka hone in on the one thing
she didn’t want him to press her on—she and Shane struggling.


“There’s more, and I think it’s more important than how,
when or why Obi created the talisman for Shane. When I was running around
backstage, I got turned around and I found at the end of a corridor a locked
and barred door. Now I’m sure there are dozens of doors back there. Closets and
the girls’ changing rooms, practice areas and all that, but barred? It caught
my attention. I…well, I might be mistaken, it all happened so fast, I was
pretty angry and it was barely a few seconds. But I think I could feel the
faintest trickle of magic coming from behind it.”


Melia looked at Mishka. Even though he drove the car, he
seemed to be spending an inordinate amount of time watching her.


“I really can’t be sure, it might have been my imagination
or just wishful thinking, but I really did think for a moment there I could
feel magic coming from behind that door. You know magical suppressors get weak
after a lot of exposure to relentless magic. It could be Obediah is down there
and his natural magic is starting to seep through the barriers.”


The car swerved suddenly, and Melia held on to the dashboard
as Mishka turned sharply into a dark, empty lot. Mishka pulled over in the
shadows of a small factory. Melia wondered what he was doing. Mishka turned to
face her fully.


“Okay, I need you to clarify a few things for me,” Mishka
started and Melia felt her heart beat hard against her rib cage. Nervously she
licked her lips, but before she could try to divert him again he continued.


“How and why were you struggling with that bastard Shane? Why
were you running backstage and how did you manage to get lost and why, for
Circe’s sake, were you fleeing like the hounds of hell were on your heels when
I found you?”


Melia got the strong impression Mishka had already made his
own conclusions but wanted her to verify them for him before he blew his top.
Before she could stammer out her reply, he continued as if he could read her
hesitancy.


“I need you to tell me, Mel, because the picture I’m getting
is not pretty. Since murder is still a capital crime and the wizarding laws are
a lot less lenient than the human ones—”


“There’s nothing to get so worked up over,” she insisted. “I
had a small misunderstanding with Shane and I more than set him straight. It’s
done and what we really should be focusing on—”


A touch to her chin cut off her words. Mishka barely brushed
her skin with two of his fingers and slowly turned her face toward his. Melia
sighed and let him do it, knowing he wouldn’t let her deny him this. Then the
look of protective anger in his eyes made all her words dry up.


“That couldn’t have happened when you ran into me,” he said,
inspecting the side of her face. “Melia, my love, why is there a bruise around
your cheekbone?”


“I did tell you I didn’t find Shane at all charming,” she
said wryly. “I let my mouth get away with me and it turns out he’s not just a
slimy toad, but one with a temper too.”


“That fucking bastard. I’m going to kill him.” Mishka let go
of her chin and moved to start the car again. Magic crackled around him, his
eyes had turned hard and gray with the force of his anger. Melia put her hand
on his to stop him.


“Mishka, love, I’m fine. It stings a little, true, but I
dealt with it. I promise. If we go back now you won’t be able to do anything,
anyway. You can’t burn the place down with the girls and customers inside, you
know you can’t. Besides, I’m a big girl, I handled Shane.”


“Good,” he replied quickly and with far too much calm for
her liking. Mishka sounded composed but energy still crackled around him. Melia
would bet large amounts of money his forearms were glowing with barely
suppressed electric magic.


“We probably need to find a shovel,” Mishka mused smoothly.
“Because the only way you can have dealt with that asshole to my liking would
require us to bury his cold, dead corpse.”


Melia couldn’t help it, she snorted in laughter. Now
everything was back out in the open between them she met his eyes and touched
the side of his face tenderly. “Oh Mishka, there are so many other, more subtle
and better ways to deal with men like Shane.”


Melia slid across her seat and kissed the edge of Mishka’s
jaw, then whispered the name of the casting she had threatened. Mishka grunted
and turned his face so he could kiss her tenderly.


“Witch,” he murmured against her lips, obviously only
partially allayed by the threat of lifelong impotence. Mishka touched her
cheek.


“You should heal yourself.” Mishka’s tone held nothing but
gentleness. “Your skin is so pale, so soft and delicate, I can’t bear to see
any mark of violence on it.”


Melia smiled, her heart melting a little at his words. She’d
been so upset and angry as they had left the strip club it hadn’t crossed her
mind to use her slight Healing magic upon herself. Something as soft as that
casting would not work with the heat of anger behind it. Healing magic was by
its very nature gentler and needed the right frame of mind for it to work.


Mishka’s gaze caught her own and Melia felt herself calming
as they shared a tender look. Slowly she opened herself and focused her
thoughts. The familiar feel of her magic singing through her blood and
crackling over her skin helped boost her confidence and dispel the last of her
edginess from her altercation with Shane.


Melia whispered an incantation. Gentle, warm energy passed
out of her hand and into her skin, the small mark healing quickly and simply.
Confident the mark had gone, Melia let her hand lower to Mishka’s chest, tilted
her face into what little light managed to filter through from the street and
smiled.


Mishka lowered his head to hers and they kissed, tenderly at
first. As Melia’s latent anger and fear morphed into passion, she pressed
harder into Mishka, demanding more from him. His anger too, appeared to ignite
into ardent desire.


Mishka’s hands became rougher, more urgent in their
possession of her body. With the sound of Velcro separating, the can-can skirt
came loose. They murmured softly, hands eagerly exploring intimate places.
Melia moaned, the softness of Mishka’s skin sending heat through the pads of
her fingers. Even though they had spent much of the last day discovering each
other’s secret places, she yearned to learn more of his sensitive zones, to
uncover those delicious places she could touch him and bring him on edge from a
single stroke.


She bent with a groan and groped for the small lever under
Mishka’s seat. Finding it, she pulled it and pushed Mishka back, reclining the
seat as far away from the steering wheel as possible. She then straddled his
waist and hurriedly unbuttoned his shirt, needing to feel him with a hot,
desperate urgency she hadn’t felt for anyone else, ever.


Mishka’s nimble fingers had dipped into the bustier to cup
her breasts and he was playing with her nipples. Melia spread his shirt open
and set to work on his pants. Her back arched, pressing her breasts into his
large hands as her nipples beaded. She rocked into the heat of his erection.


“I don’t want to wait,” she moaned as she stroked her hand
up and down his thick shaft. “I have to feel you inside me right now. I need
it.”


“Then take me, love, I’m all yours,” he replied huskily.
Melia watched Mishka’s eyes as she stroked the soft pad of her thumb over his
head, smoothing pre-cum around his bulbous tip. Mishka dipped a hand into the
pocket of his pants. Quickly Melia helped him sheath his long length, smoothing
the latex down his shaft.


When they were both ready, she lifted herself on her knees
and sank slowly. Wet and ready as she was, he still managed to stretch her
almost unbearably. Their position let him penetrate her deeply. Warm hands
circled her waist and Mishka’s eyes burned a hot blue-silver.


“Ride me, baby,” he murmured. “I want to watch your eyes as
you come, I want to hear you cry out as I fuck you hard.”


“Selene,” she moaned, balancing herself on his broad
shoulders. “I think you could almost talk me into orgasm with that voice of
yours, Mishka. I love how you can’t hide anything in your eyes. All your
passion and lust is right there for me to see.”


She rode him, slowly at first, shivering as Mishka stroked
her clit and then moved one hand up her body to cup her breast. His hips canted
up, meeting her thrust for thrust. Their breaths came faster as their
excitement built.


Melia clamped down tightly on him. The friction as she
lifted herself up and sank back down on him drove her wild. Soon urgent sounds
were falling from her lips.


“I love you.” Her gaze drank in his as they came together
passionately.


“I love you too, Mel,” he replied huskily. “So very much.”


Melia moaned as their bodies slapped together with a faster
rhythm. Urgency almost overwhelmed her. Usually she enjoyed taking her time,
drawing out the moment and relishing each and every touch and thrust. In this
moment, though, she only wanted to reach the climax she could feel growing in
her chest and belly, she wanted to feel Mishka erupting inside her and have
them both achieve satisfaction together.


Nipping his full lower lip, Melia sucked his tongue into her
mouth and moaned as he cupped her ass and kneaded her soft flesh. He pulled her
down harder onto his thick erection and Melia could feel her walls tightening
as her world exploded.


Her head tipped back and she gasped as she cried out. Magic
surged through her and even with her eyes closed she could feel her tattoo glow
warmly at her temple. Just an instant behind her, Mishka shouted hoarsely and
thrust his hips up hard, lifting them both off the seat as he pressed as deeply
inside her as possible. Warmth entered her body where they met, but also where
his hands supported her at the base of her spine.


Melia could almost believe magical energy spread from her
hands down through his shoulders, and from his hands up her spine. She had
never heard of two people exchanging magical energy before, but in that moment
it felt beautiful and made sense as each released something of themselves into
the other.


Panting from the force of exertion, Melia let herself
collapse onto Mishka’s chest. She rose and fell in time with his deep gasping,
enjoying the sound of his heartbeat beneath her ear. They sat in comfortable
silence, a faint sheen of sweat over them both from their exertions.


Kissing his collarbone, Melia finally lifted herself up and
grinned down at Mishka, happiness making her feel as if she were glowing.
Mishka stroked the back of his finger down her freshly healed cheek.


“I think it’s time I got you home and went back to the
club,” he murmured, lost in thought.


Melia stiffened and tilted her head as she tried to
understand what she’d missed.


“You’re kidding! You can’t return there without me, this is my
brother we are talking about.”


Now it was Mishka who frowned. He peered up at her as if she
were crazy.


“You are not returning back to that place. End of
story,” he decreed.


Melia snorted settled her hands on her hips. “I have no
doubt your macho, manly brain thinks that poor little me can’t cope with going
back there, but you’re wrong,” she insisted. “Shane is a bully and a pervert. I
have no doubt he likes to grope the girls and slap them around when they don’t
play the way he wants them to, but at heart he’s a coward. Running away from
those sorts of people never helps. Besides, if he’s got Obediah down there
somewhere then I want to be there when we find him and help him.”


Mishka almost audibly ground his teeth but Melia refused to
give in on this. She adored Mishka, but he was so very used to everyone
following his commands it was about time someone stood firmly against him. She
was not a meek, mild witch, one who would blindly obey without thought.


“I don’t want you—”


Melia pressed two fingers to his lips. “I know, love. And I
am grateful you want to rescue me and take care of me. I love it, I promise I
do. But for the last ten or more years I’ve been watching out for myself. We’re
both going to have to compromise here.”


Mishka was silent a moment, and so Melia decided to press
the small advantage she had found.


“I have a security keycard, or I do assuming it’s still in
my clutch. We can go back to the club together and we can find my brother. You
can beat the hell out of Shane if he’s still there and we can both get what we
want.”


Mishka studied her and she could see him calculating his
chances of changing her mind. He visibly weighed his options until, with a
heavy sigh, he nodded. Melia smiled and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. Mishka
gently stroked his fingers down her cheekbone. A few flickers of silver mingled
with the blue of his eyes, though Melia kept her peace.


“We’ll grab a few hours of sleep,” Mishka decreed. “The club
closes around 4 a.m., so we’ll go back close to dawn. The place should be empty
and we can find your brother and anyone else who might be in trouble.”


Melia snorted and threaded her fingers through Mishka’s long
hair.


“You just want an excuse to turn Shane into a crispy morsel,
don’t you?” She laughed.


Mishka watched her, no smile on his face. He simply nodded
and Melia sighed but let it go. A part of her couldn’t blame him. Had Shane
touched her again she would have cast the spell on him. A nastier curse
she didn’t know.


But the damage wouldn’t have just been to Shane, Melia knew.
A casting like that, powerful and performed in the heat of fierce anger, would
have left a stain upon her essence as well. It was not simply a cliché to have
events performed with ill intentions came back threefold upon a soul. It would
have taken a long time to work off the anger and stain to her karma as well.


Realizing she was in no position to cast stones when it came
to her reaction to Shane, Melia kept her thoughts to herself. Bending down she
kissed Mishka again and accepted he felt too strongly to be denied in this.


Melia climbed out of Mishka lap and tried to arrange the
long skirt around her again. Giving up with a sigh—they’d be home in a few
minutes anyway—she simply held the skirt over her thighs and returned to her
seat.


Mishka rearranged his own clothes, removed the wet condom,
placed it in a small plastic bag for garbage, tucked himself back into his
pants and started the car.


Linking their fingers, Mishka kept them joined as they drove
onto her road in companionable silence. Melia looked at her small home and
decided she liked having Mishka there with her. The place felt more
comfortable, more like a haven than ever with him there.


“You’re coming in,” she stated. He nodded and she tried not
to not show her relief.


Melia collected her clutch and carried the skirt. The chance
of any of her neighbors peering out their windows after two a.m. was small.
Even if they did they’d only catch a glimpse of her legs and ass. There were
worse fates. If they wanted an eyeful so be it.


Melia let them both into the house, draped the skirt over
the back of her couch and led them down the hall toward the bedroom.


“I’m exhausted,” she said. “If you want a drink or a snack
help yourself. I badly need a shower. And if we’re going to be up in a few
hours, sleep will be necessary.”


“I’ll help wash you,” Mishka said. Melia turned to him with
a smile, but his face appeared serious, no teasing glint. This was the sober,
tender side of Mishka she had believed existed but never seen for herself until
the last day or so. She crossed to him and he enveloped her in a comforting
hug.


A shaky sigh escaped her, she was still trembling. Despite
her bravado, Shane had rattled her. Melia knew herself to be a strong, capable,
witch. What she had said to Mishka was perfectly true, she had taken care of
herself for many years now. She believed she had handled the situation
backstage with Shane perfectly well on her own. That didn’t stop her reacting
to it now the heat of the moment had passed.


Mishka held her until her shudders subsided and her
breathing became normal again. Kissing his lips tenderly, Melia turned and
lifted her hair. Mishka unhooked her from the bustier.


“I’ll return the costume when we go back.” She folded the
bustier and stockings neatly. “Shane might be a cowardly asshole, but Graeson
doesn’t deserve to have his costumes stolen.”


Entering the bathroom, Melia adjusted the shower and stepped
into the stall. A moment later Mishka arrived. He tugged aside the curtain and
handed her a washcloth. He was gloriously naked and Melia had to struggle not
to eat him up with her gaze.


“Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”


Melia waved her hand in dismissal and moved over so he could
step in behind her.


“I might be a little wobbly, but I’m fine, Mish, I promise.”


He washed her with no overtly sensual touches, just a
gentle, caring stroke that soothed her. After he had finished they both turned.
Mishka handed her the soft, wet cloth and, squirting some liquid soap onto it,
she returned the favor.


As they rinsed off under the hot spray, Melia kissed his
cheek. “You’re full of surprises,” she commented. “You can boil my blood, make
me lose my temper over the smallest idiocy like few others can. And you can
make me melt with one look, one heated glance from those gorgeous blue eyes of
yours and my pussy turns to liquid and I want to throw myself at you and then
scream for release. Now you touch me so tenderly, with such care and
protectiveness it makes me want to weep. You’re such a complex wizard, Mishka.”


“Whereas you,” he replied with a gentle kiss, “can be strong
and powerful. A conduit to the goddess, or teasing and playful, or naughty and
kinky. None of us really are as simple as one would assume without looking
deeper.”


Agreeing, Melia turned off the taps and they dried
themselves. Mishka gathered his boxer-briefs and took a large t-shirt from her
chest of drawers—one she had stolen years ago from Obediah because she liked to
sleep in it—and Melia pulled on panties and a baby-doll t-shirt.


Together they climbed between the sheets. Melia set her
alarm and then turned into Mishka’s embrace. They whispered soft good nights
and she fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.






Chapter Ten


 


At Mishka’s apartment the next morning, curiosity kept Melia
busy while he shaved and dressed. His apartment might be small but he kept it
neat and so scrupulously clean she wondered if he had a service. A few photos
stood in frames on a large bookshelf, comfortable chairs were arranged around a
coffee table in front of a large plasma screen.


Melia had dressed in jeans, a long-sleeved top, jacket and
scarf. She had debated wearing one of her ankle-length skirts, but the chill of
winter in the air had convinced her warmth would be better than style. Their
plan did not involve a long stint outside in the pre-dawn cold, but she had
decided to err on the side of caution.


“You ready?” Mishka came out of his bathroom. Dressed in a
similar outfit of jeans, button-down shirt and jacket, Mishka grinned and
tilted his head, as if asking “what?” in his boyish, charming manner. Melia
crossed to him, cupped his jaw and stroked her fingers over his smooth skin.


Melia had watched Mishka perform his morning ablutions,
captivated by his smooth, easy manner. “You’re cute,” she laughed with a
teasing glint in her eye. “I think I might keep you. Hope you don’t mind.”


Mishka snorted and pressed his lips hungrily to hers. He
pushed her back against the doorframe and ate at her mouth. When he finally
pulled away they were both breathless again.


“Just try to get away,” he said, winking cheekily. “I can
Track, remember? You don’t stand a chance in hell of getting away, Melia
Rowan.”


“Mmm,” she murmured, licking her lips and following him out
of his bedroom and through the living area. “Might be an interesting game,
seeing how long I could avoid you. I bet I could keep you on your toes and
guessing for a few days at least.”


Mishka snorted, snapped off the lights and held his door for
her.


“Just try, little girl. When I caught up with you—and
believe me, I would—I’d spank your pert little ass so hard you wouldn’t be able
to sit down for a week.”


Melia l wriggled her ass as she passed him. Looking back
over her shoulder, she laughed, “Kinky!” but left it at that. Mishka locked his
door and took her hand, and they set off in the still-dark early morning toward
the club.


The closer they got the more nervous Melia became as doubts
assailed her.


“A part of me wants to call the Enforcers,” she admitted as
they waited at a red light. Mishka turned to her and Melia worried her bottom
lip. “If I had more confidence in what I felt I think we would have to.
But…well, to call them in is so final. And they’d be obliged to call my
parents, and not only would I hate that beyond bearing, Obediah would kill me
if he wasn’t in some life and death situation.”


“I know this isn’t a you-don’t-trust-me scenario,” Mishka
replied, “so why, exactly, would we be calling them?”


Melia checked Mishka wasn’t joking and thumped him gently on
the chest. “Because, doofus, if Shane has kept my brother at the club against
his will for most of a fortnight then the Enforcers would need to bring him to
trial. You remember, that whole law and order, truth and justice thing.
Tribunals of the great wizards and witches as they punish and strip magic from
the evildoers? You are mighty and powerful,” she added, only slightly mocking,
“but not even you can strip him of his magic.”


Mishka mumbled something about burning the club down and his
own brand of justice but Melia merely snorted. She knew he was being half
serious, but he also had his own very strict, rigid code and she knew he
wouldn’t overstep those boundaries.


“If I did imagine magic leaking from that room, or if there
is a perfectly logical explanation for it—say Shane might keep magical
artifacts down there, or it might be his casting area, or any number of
things—then calling the Enforcers will only make me look like a fool. Also, the
next time I called them they wouldn’t believe me, would they? It would be all
‘oh that pesky Melia Rowan, always jumping at shadows’.”


Melia worried her lower lip further and her gut clenched as
she tried to see what the smart thing to do would be. Something felt deeply
wrong about breaking into the club, sort of, and rooting around looking for
answers. Melia had never disregarded her intuition before, but between worry
for her brother and her own muddled emotions surrounding the situation she
couldn’t get a clear thought.


With a heavy sigh, Mishka opened the glove box and handed
her a small box. With one hand still resting on the steering wheel, he cracked
the lid open to reveal a cell phone resting inside.


“Go on, call them,” he said.


Melia beamed at him, but then frowned as doubt again
assailed her. “You don’t think they’ll—”


“Just do it. If I were worrying and doubting myself and my
intuition, you’d tell me it couldn’t really hurt and it would be far wiser to
listen to my gut, wouldn’t you?” Nodding, Melia brought up the number of an old
school friend she had kept in occasional touch with.


A sleepy, cranky “What?” answered the ring and guiltily
Melia recalled what an unearthly hour of the early morning it was.


“Um, hey Isobel, it’s Melia Rowan here. I’m so sorry to wake
you up, but, well, I might be walking into a bit of trouble. I was wondering if
the Enforcers might be interested in a strip club called seXXXtasy? Or maybe
the club’s manager, Shane?”


“Melia,” Isobel sighed and a rustling of sheets could be
heard in the background as Isobel presumably sat up. “Speak quickly and give me
what you can. You know I can’t discuss anything that might or might not be
ongoing. Even if I wanted to, the Enforcers’ geas magically binds us, we
can’t discuss a case with outsiders. So give me what you can and I’ll do my
best.”


As quickly as she could, Melia explained her worry for
Obediah and the situation she and Mishka had found at seXXXtasy. Melia
concluded with the thought that while Shane had been acting like a pig she had
not been very clearheaded when she noticed the barred door, but both she and
Mishka felt strongly enough about it they were returning for a closer look.


“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Isobel responded crisply. “Aside
from the murky gray area legally you’ll be putting yourself in, if this guy is
as much of a jerk as you’ve said, chances are we’ll be digging you and Mishka
out of trouble next. And that won’t make me happy, Mel.”


“I’m not going to just sit back, Isobel,” Melia replied.
“I’m letting you know from respect and courtesy. And possibly as a backup plan
in case things go badly. I have no proof, nothing in the least to bring to your
superiors or to make a case against him. Sadly, being a slimy perverted jerk
isn’t exactly against our laws.”


“Give me a few hours. I’ll wake up my partner, make him as
miserable as you’ve made me at this ugly hour of the morning, and we’ll look
into it. Don’t be an idiot, Mel,” her friend cautioned. Melia smiled fondly as
a memory returned.


“Isn’t that what you said in our final year of high school?
When I tried to convince you to raid the kitchens for a pre-breakfast party
with the guys?”


Isobel snorted. “You nearly got us expelled. Not only did
the headmistress not see the humor in stealing half the chocolate in the
cupboards, but she also pointed out quite rightly how every ‘no fraternizing
with the opposite sex after curfew’ rule was broken.”


“True,” Melia admitted, “but you still got that kiss and
grope from Thom Manning. And I still managed to convince Ray Firthington I
wasn’t some blonde bimbo scared of her own shadow. And we both got to eat
chocolate instead of breakfast. I don’t see why you’re complaining.”


Isobel laughed. “Don’t do anything stupid, although knowing
you, you will. Just try to be patient and wait for me to call you back.”


Both women hung up and, feeling much better, Melia replaced
the cell in its box in the glove compartment, so Mishka’s magic wouldn’t short
it.


Mishka parked a block away from the club and Melia climbed
out of the car with the bag holding her costume, trying to remind herself this
was the right thing to do. With a keycard she figured they should be able to
talk their way out of any questions about their right to be on site. Shane hadn’t
actually fired her earlier that morning, nor had she technically quit.


As Isobel had stated it was a gray area legally, but Melia
didn’t want to overthink the thin line they were going to walk. When balanced
against finding out where Obediah might be, however, there was no contest.
Melia’s spine straightened and her chin jutted out more firmly.


Mishka wrapped an arm around her shoulder and kissed her
temple as they walked to the club.


“You don’t have to do this,” he reminded her. “I can handle
it. Slip in and out, find that door and even search Shane’s papers if need be.
You don’t have to be here for that, you can wait outside.”


“No, I need to, Mishka. I’m not going to chicken out at the
last moment. Obediah wouldn’t if the situation were reversed. I’m not letting
my brother down.”


Mishka squeezed her shoulder and desisted.


As Mishka used her keycard to unlock the door, Melia tried
to ignore the rising tension in her chest. Her stomach twisted in knots. She
knew it was her imagination, but the prickling at the back of her head made her
think they were being watched. Melia pressed her lips together firmly, saying
to herself over and over it was her mind playing tricks on her. Even so she
cast quick, furtive looks around.


No one stood in sight, no indication at all in the growing
dawn of anyone present except for herself and Mishka. Still, the itching at the
base of her scalp caused Melia to shift uneasily from foot to foot.


“Are there wards?” she whispered softly near his ear. “Or
maybe a casting of some sort?”


Mishka paused, then shook his head.


“Not that I can tell. It wouldn’t be wise, anyway,” he
assured her. “The whole point of the club is to have people walk constantly in
off the street. Even trying that level of protection for the back door would
cause the club to lose some of its appeal.”


Melia took a deep breath and nodded. Mishka was right, she
was acting like a fool. Struggling to get a grip on herself and her runaway
emotions, Melia followed Mishka inside and tried to retrace her footsteps from
earlier in the evening.


After a few wrong turns and placing the bag with her costume
outside the wardrobe area, Melia found the lower level she had accidently come
down while fleeing Shane. Even though she still felt a prickle of unease across
her skin, Melia strode determinedly toward the door and was about to try to
remove the bar when Mishka grabbed her hand.


“Don’t,” he said curtly, his entire focus on the door. “This
one is booby trapped. Can you manipulate the magic?”


Melia frowned at Mishka’s words. For a split second she
worried that the trap would be the faint trickle of magic she had felt. Pushing
that and all other thoughts out of her mind, she focused her attention fully on
the door in front of her. Deep, meditative breathing helped clear her mind,
settle her emotions and focus on her innate power.


A moment later Melia could sense the magic woven around the
wooden door and also the bar. Her magic hummed through her senses and the
closer Melia studied the threads the more complex the web was revealed to be. A
magical snare had been created around the entrance and it was several minutes
before she could find a thread to manipulate that wouldn’t bring the entire
assembly crashing down around their ears.


Prodding the weak point, Melia slowly unwound the magical
pieces of energy until there was a hole in the web large enough to remove the
bar without triggering the snare. Mishka followed her direction perfectly as
she guided him to untangle the door enough so he could kick it open.


Blinking, Melia took a deep breath when she believed they
were ready and indicated one side for Mishka’s attention.


“Stick to this side,” she cautioned him. “We should be able
to walk in and out easily, but it’s hard to see just how far the other threads
are interwoven and how deeply they reach.”


As Melia tried to enter the room she felt pressure, at first
on her head, and then in her bladder. About to turn and leave to find the
ladies’ room, Melia realized she shouldn’t need to. Confused by the conflicting
signals, she realized it was a spell making her not want to enter the room.


Gritting her teeth, Melia turned back around and tried to
force herself into the room. The spell was a potent one, stronger than she had
guessed at first. Her bladder felt like bursting, and then her head ached
unbearably. Melia continued to press forward ruthlessly, but then she suddenly
felt panic flutter in her chest as she thought she had left her front door
unlocked.


Refusing to give in, Melia ignored the strong sensation that
she was being watched by evil eyes, or that hungry, slavering beasts waited on
the other end to tear her skin from her bones. A dozen different thoughts
rushed through her head, each more unsettling than the last as Melia
determinedly forced herself through the strong magic.


She stopped, panting, only to realize she hadn’t managed to
enter the room yet. Her eyes squeezed shut as she fought not to simply turn
around and run back down the corridor.


Obediah, she finally recalled. I have to find
Obediah. I have to save my brother.


This thought gave her strength, and she held on to it for
dear life.


You won’t keep me from my brother, you stupid asshole,
Melia thought, cursing Shane for his spell. I want to help my brother. I
will not let anyone stop me from giving aid to my brother.


She focused on nothing but Obediah. She remembered the times
they had comforted one another, supported each other through their childhood
and into their adult lives. With a release of pressure and a pop she
broke through the spell and into the room beyond.


* * * * *


Mishka had found himself on the outside, the wrong side, of
the door after three attempts. At first he had needed to sneeze, then he had
felt as if he were choking and gone in search of water. He had been a dozen
paces down the hallway before he caught on to what the spell did to him.
Returning, he now felt the prickling across his skin of someone watching him,
wanting to hurt Melia. Each time he had not been able to cross the threshold
and it was starting to frustrate him.


Each time he had found himself alone outside the room. Melia
was nowhere to be seen and when he called her name there was no answer. After
the second time his entrance had been thwarted Mishka understood it was a spell
of some sort, but he couldn’t begin to try to undo it.


Also, each time he became aware of his isolation outside the
room he knew Melia probably had managed to get inside. Whether she was there
alone or with her brother, neither thought sat easily with him since he wasn’t
there to protect her from whatever they faced.


That thought had been enough each time to spur him into
trying to beat the spell again and again.


Panting from the mental exertion, Mishka decided to focus on
Melia. Her smile, that twinkle she got in her eye before doing or saying
something outrageous. Her soft, creamy skin, the burning desire in those clear
blue eyes of hers. The naughty tilt to the corner of her mouth just before she
leaned over to do something wicked to him.


How very much he loved her, more deeply than he could ever
have believed possible.


“Melia,” he whispered softly, using her name as a talisman.
“Melia, Melia. I won’t ever leave you, didn’t I just promise that earlier?”


Firming his resolve, Mishka pressed himself further,
refusing to give up on Melia or his love for her. Whatever she was facing, no
matter how inconsequential, he never wanted either of them to have to face
anything alone again. They were together, now and forever as far as he was
concerned. They were a team, a matched pair. And damned if he’d let some
pissant little wannabe caster keep him away from the witch he planned to link
his life with forever.


With a release of pressure and a pop, Mishka broke
through the spell and entered the room beyond.






Chapter Eleven


 


Melia looked around the small, dark room but couldn’t see
anything as her eyes adjusted. With her magical senses wide open she could tell
the room had been heavily and professionally dampened. Considering the outright
power of the spells she had no idea how she had managed to sense the trickle
leaking out earlier in the evening. Luck and the goddess must certainly have
been on her side.


Now she could also sense and unravel the nasty little
diverting spell she had come across. She found it too complicated to undo
easily, and before she could manage Mishka came barreling through the door as
if he would knock it to pieces with force alone.


Catching him in her arms, she smiled.


“Easy there, tiger,” she laughed, “no need to run me over, I
swear.”


Now her eyes were accustomed to the semidarkness she could
see the annoyance flicker across Mishka’s face. Before he could retort,
however, an achingly familiar cry of “Mel!” had her swiveling around and
searching the large room.


Nestled away in a corner, chained to a small post, half
lying, half sitting her brother. He appeared exhausted, dirty and bedraggled,
but whole and alive.


Every other thought fled her mind as she raced over to
Obediah. Smoothing his hair from his forehead, she cradled his face in her
hands. Melia ran her hands quickly over her brother my reassure herself he
hadn’t sustained an injury not visible to her. After a moment she sighed in
relief. Near as she could tell, Obediah was completely unhurt.


Then, surprising them both, she punched him in the arm.
Hard.


“You jerk! You stole my scrying crystal and scared the
ever-loving hell out of me.”


“Hey, sis,” Obediah replied, and after a small wince his
smile returned, this one smug. “I knew if I took that damn crystal you’d find
me.”


“Find you?” Melia repeated, trying to pry the chain from the
post. “You know damn well I’d hound you to the very gates of Hades if you’d
wandered off there with my crystal. And whoop your sorry ass for making me go
to the effort. Where is it, by the way?”


Obediah nodded to one side and Melia didn’t bother to look,
focused as she was on trying to free her brother.


“Over there. It’s fine. When Shane blew his top at my
helping the girls and them all leaving because my charms were helping them
achieve their goals, I thought things might get a bit dicey and so I ‘borrowed’
it. I didn’t expect him to try to turn me into his own personal charm slave,
but I’m rather glad I had the foresight to take the crystal.”


Melia hugged her brother and kissed his cheek, his
explanations diverting her from trying to free him.


“You know I’d have found you with or without Grandmother’s
scrying ball. If you’d let me know sooner—”


“Oh please, don’t start. I’ve hassled myself enough for the
both of us. It’s not like there’s anything much else to do in here when dickwad
isn’t making me miserable.”


“Okay.” She let it drop. She could always antagonize Obediah
afterwards should she feel the need.


“Mishka? Could you please give me a hand? I don’t seem to
have enough strength to do this myself.” She indicated the chain and manacle
tethering Obediah’s ankle to the post.


Melia watched as Mishka and Obediah seemed to size each
other up in that way men do. Obediah rose to his feet, presumably to be on
equal footing with her partner. How Obi could tell she and Mishka were
intimate, Melia wasn’t sure, but she was certain he knew.


Mishka, on the other hand, seemed determined to convey that
while he respected Obediah’s influence it didn’t worry him. Much more, Melia
felt certain, flew silently between the two wizards, but she tried to give them
space to do whatever it was they needed. It only took a small bit of effort not
to roll her eyes at them.


Just before she could remind them they were in a rush here,
Mishka and Obediah seemed to come to a silent understanding and together worked
furiously to free him. Once she felt positive neither would throw a punch, she
headed to where Obediah had gestured and, after a moment scrounging around,
found her grandmother’s scrying crystal.


Rolling it between her hands, she looked it over as
carefully as she could in the dim light. The crystal warmed in her hands, but
as she let a thin trickle of her magical energy shoot into the heart of the
ball the reflection assured her as little else could have.


Having ascertained no real damage had occurred to the
heirloom, Melia placed it carefully in her pocket. She rested her hand
protectively over the bulge—it was the best she could do for now. The sound of
wood snapping indicated the men had freed Obediah.


Obi lifted the ring from the wooden post and wrapped the
chain a few times around his hand before nodding that he was good to go. Mishka
started toward the door.


“Okay, we’re parked around back. There’s a cell in the glove
box. Melia, you need to call your friend from the Enforcers and let her know
we’ll be dropping Obediah—”


“I’m sorry to disoblige,” Shane spoke from the entrance to
the room, “but I don’t believe anyone will be going anywhere. How you do
disappoint me, angel face. First by spurning my advances, now with this? I
suppose at least that answers how you were able to resist my charms.”


Melia struggled not to launch herself at Shane and hurt him
for hurting her brother. Refusing to answer, she turned her head and caught
Mishka’s gaze.


“I wouldn’t,” Shane said. The angry confidence in his tone
had her turning back to him. Some wild thought of distracting him so Obi or
Mishka could attack him flittered in her head, but Shane pulled a gun from his
waistband. Melia started, surprised and annoyed with herself for not thinking
to bring proper protection.


“Your brother created my talisman,” Shane explained far too
calmly for her liking. “As the blood kin of the caster, you were partially
immune. I should have guessed. I knew Obediah had a nosy sister floating around
somewhere. I just expected it to take you longer to miss him. But this all has
turned out perfectly. The three people I need to kill all in one handy little
barrel for shooting. Really, I couldn’t have planned it better had I tried.”


“It’s not easy to shoot three people at once,” Melia said,
still hoping to distract Shane long enough for Mishka to be able to hurt him.
“There’s this problem with the gun only shooting a bullet at a time. And three
against one…I wouldn’t like those odds if I were you.”


“It’s such a shame you are who you are,” Shane continued,
eyeing Melia in a hungry way that made her stomach churn. “I don’t suppose
you’d allow yourself to be swayed to the winning side here? No,” he said as she
shot him a death glare. “I didn’t think so.”


Magical energy crackled across Melia’s skin and she stood
very still so as not to give Mishka away. Not only were they inside, but
dangerously close to the fuse boxes. The static running along her every nerve
ending told her more than anything else just how dangerous it would be for
Mishka to call down lightning or electricity in here.


He could blow them all up if he couldn’t contain the power
he called, though Melia didn’t see any other alternatives. Purposely moving to
draw Shane’s attention away from her lover, Melia tried to think quickly.


“Well, you are handsome,” she started.


Shane didn’t seem fooled. His eyes narrowed and he looked
from her to Obediah, and then finally rested his gaze on Mishka. For a moment
she thought maybe he would get away with it, but Melia knew with all the magic
running through his system his eyes must be far more silver than blue.


While gray eyes were not unusual, the silver-pewter color
that glowed luminescent in Mishka’s eyes was a common sign of a Mage harnessing
their magic. Silver—or sometimes a green or gold color—was an indication they
were preparing to strike. One look at his eyes and the element of their
surprise would be ruined.


“Mishka!” she shouted in warning, but it was too late.


Shane turned his gun on Mishka, and with an ear-splitting bang,
the muzzle flared. The crackling sound and smell of hot electricity fell
heavily on the air as Mishka simultaneously hurtled a crack of lightning at
their nemesis.


A split second later, Melia saw Shane, shaking and singed,
but still in possession of his gun and trying to aim it at Obediah, who stood
there in shock.


Mishka had been thrown to the ground, seemingly unconscious,
his chest bleeding copiously from the large bullet wound. Instinct took over
and Melia threw herself at Shane, punching and kicking him, knocking the gun
from his hand and attacking him with all her pent-up fury. A mixture of fear,
dread and anger unlike anything she had ever experienced was ringing in her
ears.


The urge to put Shane down so she could go to Mishka and try
to stem the bleeding was almost overwhelming. The force of her agitation tempted
her to ignore anything other than Mishka. Shane was not likely to just melt
into the woodwork, however. So Melia forced herself—for now at least—to focus
on their enemy and make him pay for the damage he had caused her lover.


A part of her brain registered Obediah shouting at her, but
nothing else mattered while the man beneath her still lived and breathed.
Large, hard hands lifted her away. Melia turned her attention to this other
man, biting and scratching at him, half incoherent. Her only thought was this
person had stopped her attacking the man who had shot her lover.


“Melia,” the man shouted, shaking her vigorously. Some sense
returned, and although she didn’t recognize him, the witch standing next to
him, a ball of blue-green energy calmly spinning in the palm of her hand, she
did know. Very well.


“Isobel?” she croaked, surprised to find her voice almost
gone. It was only then she realized she’d been screaming at Shane. Her old
school friend grinned wryly.


“What happened to being patient?” Isobel asked rhetorically.
“Waiting it out? We couldn’t have been more than fifteen, twenty minutes behind
you, tops.”


Melia felt a smile twitch the corner of her mouth and she
shrugged as much as she could, still in the death-grip of the wizard she
assumed was Elias, Isobel’s partner.


“I never was very good at waiting. You should remember
that.”


Isobel chuckled and cast her a speaking glance, then turned
to Shane who looked rather the worse for wear.


“I hereby arrest you to stand trial before the Tribunal of
Magical Elders,” Isobel stated. “Do you understand?”


Shane spat at Isobel, a weak attempt at defiance but enough
to make Isobel smile grimly.


“Good enough acknowledgement for me. Elias?” The tall wizard
released Melia and waved his hand almost casually. Thick manacles of magical
energy wove around Shane’s wrists and ankles and Elias bent and lifted Shane
over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.


A short, curt nod to Melia and Obediah and Elias left the
room. He or Isobel must have removed the casting before entering. Melia hurried
over to Mishka and crouched beside him.


“Obediah,” she called, “I need your help here, please, like
we used to.”


Obediah knelt beside her. Together they pressed their hands
over Mishka’s wounds to stop the worst of the blood flow. Before Melia gather
her magic and begin to heal her lover, Isobel cleared her throat.


“Obediah will have to come in later, explain whatever the
hell has gone on. We’ve been watching Shane off and on for a while. Much like
you, we never uncovered anything solid enough to make stick. This, however, I
feel sure will make for an interesting case before the Tribunal. Maybe we
should have lunch or something, hey Mel? I’ve been meaning to catch up with
you, just not like this.”


Melia nodded, her mind only partially taking in what Isobel
told her. Helping Mishka filled her thoughts.


Isobel nodded to Mishka.


“Can you still Heal? Do you want me to call someone?” she
asked. Melia glanced at her brother before shaking her head.


“You deal with Shane,” she replied. “Obediah and I have this
covered.”


Isobel shrugged and left the room.


“Our old bumps and scratches is not the same thing as a
bullet to the chest, Mel,” Obediah snorted. Melia shook her head.


“We used to be able to join energy and Heal. There’s no
reason why we still can’t and we need to do this. You owe me, you owe Mishka
that,” she pressed. Obediah shrugged but didn’t disagree.


Together they focused and worked up a bright, electric
charge of healing energy. Melia threw every ounce of magical energy she had
into it, Obediah supporting Melia’s much stronger power.


“We need to remove the bullet,” she said, her focus on
holding the charge they created, “and try to seal the wound. Then you can take
us to Healer Dina and she can finish the rest.”


Obediah muttered something but Melia couldn’t hear properly
and refused to lose focus. As she felt their combined energy reach its peak,
she opened her hands, controlling it like a sharp tool that was a natural
extension of her own fingers. With a quick, decisive movement Melia thrust the
magic deeply into Mishka’s body.


As gently but quickly as she could, Melia probed, found and
then extracted the bullet and threw it from Mishka’s chest.


Mishka’s body convulsed and he drew in a deep, startled
breath. Blood once again poured from the wound. Melia unsnapped her shirt,
whipped it off her body and pressed it as hard as she dared against the wound.


Even though her limbs trembled and her stomach felt sick
from the mammoth use of her magic, Melia didn’t hesitate. Often a wizard could
burn out if they used too much of their magic in one hit, but she didn’t fear
the potential repercussions. Using what remained of her strength, Melia focused
her power and Healed Mishka, forcing her energy to close over the gaping hole.


Blearily, Mishka cracked open an eye, a tiny smile of
appreciation crossing his face.


“I always wanted an avenging angel who also needed
protecting. Soft, seductive woman and she-cat rolled up into one,” he commented
huskily.


“You’ll see a hellcat if you pull a stunt like that again,
mister,” she returned softly, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.
“You’re lucky the gunshot was all you got for your troubles. Calling down
lightning just a couple dozen feet from the main fuse boxes. We could all have
suffered for that.”


“Needed to take the risk.” He coughed wetly. Melia fished
the keys out of his pockets and threw them to Obediah.


“It’s the dark sports car a block down the street,” Melia
said, reciting the license plate number, “bring it as close around the back as
you can.”


“Sports car?” her brother repeated with a happy grin and
light shining in his eyes. Melia snickered and nodded.


“There, now you’ve gone and enslaved my brother. Hope you’re
happy,” she laughed, exhausted. Melia looked down to Mishka as Obediah all but
skipped out of the room.


Mishka held her hand and helped her press down harder on his
still raw wound.


“Think we’ll see my car again?” he joked weakly. Melia
pretended to wonder for a second, but nodded.


“Oh, we definitely will. Dina will make you stay at her place
at least a few days, maybe even a week to recover fully. You might not see your
car then, but Obediah will give it back once you’re back on your feet. I
think.”


“You think, huh?” Mishka laughed and tried to catch his
breath. Just the exertion of speaking seemed to wear him down. Melia pressed a
hand to his shoulder to make him lie back again.


“I’m worried there might be damage to your lungs,” she
fretted. “Obediah and I are both decent Healers, but we have our limitations.
Should I call Zerachiel to help us?”


“I will never speak to you again if you call Ze,” Mishka
said firmly. “He’s my best buddy, but to have three of us against one idiot
like Shane and for me to be shot of all things. No, he’ll never let me live
that down. Obediah can help me into the car when he gets back.”


Melia rolled her eyes and decided if Mishka passed out from
the pain she could use his cell to call Zerachiel if she needed. Mishka might
have his male pride, but she wouldn’t let him suffer too much because of it. A
girl could only have so much patience.


“Hey, no need for those dark thoughts,” Mishka said gently,
reaching out to touch her chin and bring her down for a soft kiss. “Your
brother is safe, the bad guy is in deep shit and we’re all okay. Another day or
two and I will be up for molesting you again.”


“A day or two?” she snickered. “I’ll be doing all the work
for a week at least, Mish. You can barely sit up unassisted right now.”


“Mmm, I do love it when you try to take charge. Come on,
baby, handle me,” Mishka teased.


Stroking his hair tenderly, Melia laughed and peppered
Mishka’s face with kisses, each one deepening until she heard a slight choking
sound from the doorway. She covered Mishka’s body with her own as much as was
possible, and turned to find it was only Obediah making gagging noises.


“Selene, Obediah. Don’t scare me like that,” she admonished
him.


“That’s one wicked car you have there, Mishka.” Obediah
crossed the room to help Melia lift Mishka to his feet.


“If you’re going to be laid up a while, I was thinking maybe
I should keep her running smoothly, you know? Maybe borrow her for a bit of a
spin around town, just to keep her battery charged and running in tiptop
shape…”


Melia snickered as Mishka sighed halfheartedly. The men
bantered back and forth as they slowly made their way out to the car, where
Mishka sank into the back seat and passed out.


Worrying her lower lip, Melia gave directions to Obediah As
they pulled away from the curb, she checked Mishka’s pulse and breathing.


Opening the glove compartment, Melia pulled out the box with
Mishka’s cell. Calling ahead to Dina, she gave her friend a quick rundown on
what had occurred to Mishka and what assistance he might need. When she hung
up, she noticed her brother seemed to be deep in thought.


“Are you going to be okay?” Melia asked. Obi shrugged.


“I’ve had a lot to think about but I’m not finished with it
just yet. Can we leave it for later?”


Melia felt a tinge of sadness at Obi’s words, but she shook
herself. He was safe and here with her. Those were the important things.


“Are you going to call this Zerachiel, Mishka’s friend?” Obi
asked, seeming to want to say something instead of remaining silent. Melia
pondered this for a moment but shook her head.


“I’ll bring Mishka’s cell with me into Dina’s,” she
compromised. “Once Mishka is settled I’ll call him and let him know what’s
going on. Despite what Mishka said, he’d have to agree his partner would have a
right to know what’s going on.”


“Uh, yeah,” Obi replied with a slight laugh. “Good luck with
that, Mel.”


Melia caught her brother’s gaze and they both snickered.
Right then she knew. It would all work out just fine.






Epilogue


A few days later…


 


Melia had her arm linked through her brother’s as they
strolled along the Chicago River together. Mishka was largely healed, enough
that he tried to grab her ass every time she came within reach. Zerachiel and
his partner Amber had been teasing Mishka for most of the last day, a clear
sign he was well enough that worry had turned into amusement.


Mishka was still healing, however, and would never admit he
needed the naps he took. Dina and Melia had helped make sure he was “resting”
quietly early each afternoon so he continued to take the much needed break to
allow his body to complete recovery. Obediah had come for lunch, sparring
amiably with Mishka, and when she made an excuse to leave her lover to rest, Obediah
had suggested a walk.


Melia knew her brother well enough to know something weighed
on his mind, but she also knew enough to let him get to it at his own pace.
When he spoke in a soft tone, she listened.


“Working with those girls, at the club, I realized how much
I could help them. So many of them just needed a small boost. A few kind words
here, or a gentle suggestion there. Not all of them needed a talisman or for me
to cast for them. Most of them knew exactly what they wanted to do, but not how
to reach for it. Even if I had known the trouble it would cause, I still
wouldn’t change any of my actions.


“Shane blew his top when he found out I was helping the
girls earn a bit of money on the side, but when he realized the reason so many
of them were leaving the business, he went berserk. I hadn’t realized how much
of his self-esteem was wrapped up in having these girls under his thumb. He had
a hefty dose of charisma naturally, and his magic added to that, but when he
realized I could cast powerful charms he tried to make me add to his arsenal. I
refused, of course. It was the last straw between us. From there…well you know
what happened. He offered me a lift back from the airport, lured me into the
back room and that was that.”


Melia squeezed his arm gently as they continued to walk.


“It’s over and done now, so that’s all that matters.”


“There’s only one more thing,” Obediah added hesitantly. He
paused, then turned them back in the direction of Dina’s house and slowly they
started the long walk back.


“I decided while I was stuck down there I really want to
work with people like that, people who really require my help. Not just
strippers, but anyone really needing it. Not just because it feels good, but
you know for a long time I’ve felt what’s the use of having magic and power
like this if we don’t use it? Others might like inflating their sense of
self-worth, but I have never felt as good as I did while helping those girls. I
really think that’s my path.”


Melia nodded her understanding, but her eyes were sad.


“Mother and Father…well…it’s not as easy as I might have
made it look.”


Obediah swished his hand impatiently. “Mom and Dad will
either understand or they won’t. I should have made this decision a long time
ago. This is my life, not theirs. If they choose to remain stubborn over this
then that’s their loss. More and more now we’re mingling in with this human
world. One day, probably not too much further into the future, people are going
to realize we’re here and maybe trouble will bubble for a while, but I refuse
to turn my back on people I can really make a difference to simply because I’m
scared of what my parents will do or think.”


Melia hugged her brother tightly, simultaneously proud of
and scared for him.


“Just don’t forget to keep in touch. Regular touch, Obediah.”


They shared an understanding laugh. Obediah squeezed her
shoulder.


“You glow, Mel. I’m so pleased for you.”


Melia beamed at her brother, her world feeling completely at
rights. She had the sexiest wizard in the world waiting in his bed for her.
They were building a wonderful, lifelong relationship together. Added onto
this, her baby brother had finally found his path for life and set off down it.
Nothing could ruin the joy blossoming inside her.


“I’m deeply happy,” she agreed, “even though Mishka and I
will likely butt heads now and then. Considering how determined and stubborn we
can both be it’s almost a given. Regardless of that, we’re firmly in love and I
think that trumps anything the world—magical or non—could throw our way. I
never dreamed I could be so settled, so content.”


“Well I promise to try not to worry you so badly again,” Obi
chuckled. “Though if you really think about it, it’s my mess up that has been a
direct influence on you and Mishka getting together.”


Melia had to acknowledge the truth of her brother’s words.


“Well, since it’s happened that means it never needs to
reoccur,” she pointed out with cool logic. They snickered as they neared Dani’s
house.


“Will you be all right if I head off?” Obi asked. “I was
hoping to scout around a bit, maybe find a new place to work where I can be
really useful.”


Melia kissed her brother’s cheek.


“Don’t worry about me, I’m happy to hang around. Dina’s here
somewhere and Mishka will be waking up soon. There’s no need for you to feel
like you’re leaving me behind. I’m proud of you, Obi.”


They exchanged hugs and farewells, then Obi returned to his
car. Melia waved him off as he pulled away.


The air was crisp but the sun still had a nice amount of
heat to it. Melia drew in a deep breath and felt truly blessed. As it so often
did now, her mind turned toward Mishka, the love of her life. The afternoon was
progressing and she pondered the deep question of just how she could
wake her wizard.


Her grin turned decidedly naughty at the thoughts running
through her head. Mishka was significantly better, but it never hurt for a
witch to take advantage of the opportunities presented to her. All too soon the
sexy wizard would be back up to full speed. Chances like this to take him by
surprise, to hold the initiative and keep him guessing would be harder to come
by and take far more planning.


Mishka had let her take the lead in bed since he’d been
cleared for partial physical activity and they had both reaped delicious
rewards from it. Melia thought wickedly about the bottle of flavored massage
oil she’d brought with her this morning. Sitting in her purse, it was just
begging to be tested out, and there was no better time than the present.


She licked her lips and hurried back into the house as her
thoughts turned toward just how much trouble she could get them both into over
the course of the rest of the afternoon.


Laughing, she headed back to Mishka’s room, wicked intent
filling her mind.
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