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				Prologue

				Felix smiled at the little girl one seat over. She was waiting for her mother to come out from the patient room where she was discussing whatever treatment their dog needed with Sydney. He could tell by the little ways she wrinkled her nose that the smell of dog food was getting to her. He’d long since become accustomed to the smell. A hard concept for him to wrap his mind around considering his nose was used to the aromas of fresh baked goods from working at the bakery.

				The sacrifices he made for friendship.

				The little girl returned his smile and continued to shift in her seat. A child could only remain in one position for so long.

				“Hey.” He leaned toward her conspiratorially. “You want to see a cool magic trick?”

				The girl’s honey-brown eyes brightened for a moment before her face saddened. “My brother told me magic isn’t real and only dumb little girls believe in it.” She hugged her arms to her chest in a gesture that told Felix she hadn’t quite broken the habit of carrying a stuffed animal around with her.

				He eased back from her and dug into his pocket. “Is that so?” He held up a quarter before letting it rest in the palm of his hand. “Ready?” The little girl scooted to the edge of her seat.

				Felix grinned at her hopeful expression.

				All too easy.

				He waved his other hand and the coin vanished.

				“Whoa!” The little girl was practically in his lap. “Where’d it go?” She grabbed his hand and flipped it over.

				He held his hands up and shrugged. “It’s gone. I told you.” He waggled his fingers for effect. “Magic.”

				She continued to look for it. “Yeah, but that’s what they always say, and then they pull it out from behind my ear.” Her large, honey eyes lit up, snagging on the side of his face. “Or from behind your ear!” She clambered into his lap and grasped his head between her little hands.

				Not this time, he thought as she tilted his head this way and that.

				If he’d been able to return things after Erasing them, it would have made his life a helluva lot easier when his powers had first manifested.

				Before the little girl could give him a headache, he gently pulled her away from his face, keeping her little arms and hands at a safer distance. It still amazed him how open minded children could be. It was a breath of fresh air. There was no judgment, no fear. He could blatantly use his powers, and this little girl didn’t even bat an eye. She simply sat on his lap, eyes glittering.

				“You want to know why those other people bring the coin back?” he asked her. “It’s because they didn’t really make it disappear, they only hid it.”

				“So you can’t bring it back?”

				He shook his head. “Nope.”

				“Not even if you really, really tried?”

				His smile slipped. The question was asked in innocence, but that didn’t stop his gut from sinking as he remembered all the times he’d desperately tried.

				He shook away the lingering ghosts of his past and pasted that smile back onto his face.

				“Not even if I really, really tried,” he told her.

				She considered him for a moment, and he half expected her to jump from his lap and tell him how lame he was that he couldn’t make a damn coin reappear.

				Well, I could always pull another one from my pocket … 

				But after a few more seconds the little girl nodded to herself and scooted closer so she could wrap her arms around his neck. “That sounds like real magic to me. Two years ago I had this one pet called Mr. Hobbles … he was a Junebug that I used to practice magic with … ”

				• • •

				Emily’s mom emerged from the patient room fifteen minutes later, clearly astonished to find her daughter in the lap of a complete stranger and positively glowing with excitement. She collected Emily from Felix, sprouting apologies and thanks for his patience with her daughter.

				“Bye, Felix.” Emily waved the entire time as her mother tugged her from the vet like their dog on its leash.

				Once the door shut and they disappeared into a large SUV a soft snort drifted over from behind the reception desk.

				Felix glanced over to find Niella, not bothering to hide her amusement. “I don’t get it,” she said. “What do they see in you? It’s almost sad how easily they fall for you. That poor girl is going to have a crush on you well into middle school.”

				He shot her a grin. “I can’t help it. At least I set the bar really high for her.”

				“You sure did,” she said sarcastically. “Now all it’ll take to get her engine going when she grows up is some cheap magic trick. Well done.” Niella gave another snort and turned back to her paperwork.

				“You’d be surprised how hard it is to find good magic shows nowadays,” he said. “You laugh now, Niella, but just wait. Give it a couple more years and you’ll be as head over heels as my youthful followers.”

				She didn’t respond.

				He gave her a few more moments but the retort never came.

				“Ell?”

				He leaned forward in his chair to get a better view.

				Her head was lolled onto her shoulder, her body tilting precariously over the side of her wheelchair.

				Felix shot from his chair with a curse.

				“Niella? Come on, I wasn’t that boring.” He gave her shoulders an experimental shake but he already knew she wouldn’t wake.

				She was Dreaming.

				“Damn.” He ran a hand through his hair. It’d been so long since she’d had a Dream in front of him, he’d forgotten how disconcerting the whole thing could be. He looked around the lobby, lost. What the hell was he supposed to do?

				He thought about calling Sydney from the back rooms, but there was nothing she could do. Her powers only negated the use of others and would likely wrench Niella from her Dream. And he had a tingling suspicion that would hurt like a bitch. Besides, didn’t they say never to wake someone from sleepwalking? Did the same concept apply here?

				Gritting his teeth against this sudden helplessness, he kept his hand firmly on her shoulder to keep her from falling out of her wheelchair and remained where he was, kneeling beside her.

				He couldn’t imagine having to deal with having visions at random. All that information floating around through his brain … it made him grateful that he only caused things to vanish.

				“Ell? Niella!”

				Hazel eyes blinked at him. He grasped her shoulders more firmly.

				“Damn, Ell. Don’t do that to me.”

				A flash of anger passed over her face, and he could have groaned aloud.

				Watch your mouth, idiot.

				He knew better then to make it sound like she was able to control her Dreams. His heart sank further when she stared down at her mangled legs. Useless, she liked to call them.

				He tried to steer her attention elsewhere. “Did you have a Dream? Anything we can do to help?”

				Panic and fear flooded her face, and his whole body stiffened as her eyes sought his.

				He could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen Niella frightened. His gut clenched. “Your Mirror Mate, she’s about to be ambushed. A trap.” She closed her eyes as if she was trying to rearrange all the fragments of her Dream into some kind of order. “There was a cage. Pain. She was able to manipulate sound. A Silencer. She’s at a house.”

				She cursed under her breath and pulled paper from the reception desk. She scribbled something onto a scrap and thrust it into his hands.

				“She’s in danger.”

	
				Chapter 1

				This was so humiliating. After moving out seven months ago, Cali was already crawling back to her parents.

				That’s what you get for trusting anyone.

				Jessica had been her roommate, her sort-of friend, and she’d stolen Cali’s painting and hawked it to the highest bidder to get the money and run.

				Cali exhaled. “Figured.” She’d been working on that painting for two months. It was supposed to pay for this month’s rent. It was a little too convenient that it was Cali’s turn to pay the full brunt when Jessica decided to take off. Her parents were going to love that.

				Don’t think about that. Remember the job offer you got back in April. Vander said you were all but hired. Use that to lure them in, then when their defenses are down, pounce.

				It was as good a plan as any, but that didn’t stop the nagging voice inside her that said her parents wouldn’t do a damn thing to help her. While she knew her parents weren’t the harshest out there, she still thought it a little heartless for them to force her to pay rent at eighteen or move out when neither her brother nor sister had to.

				Jared and Garnet never got arrested.

				It didn’t matter. Her parents never helped her when she’d been behind paying them rent. Why would they help her now? She’d once had to pawn off a gold bracelet they’d bought her for her sixteenth birthday so she could make her payment. Granted, she’d splurged that month on new oils and brushes, but her parents never approved of her art.

				And that bracelet was hideous, so maybe they did you a favor.

				Either way, she’d see this through till the end. She kept her head high as she unlocked the front door.

				The drapes were pulled shut, casting the house in darkness. She squinted against the sudden change in lighting, giving her eyes a second to adjust.

				A lone shadow lay hunched in the hallway.

				The back of her neck prickled. “Hello?”

				The lump didn’t move. Gripping her side bag, she pushed the door open wider with her shoe. The sun spilled into the hallway, not quite reaching the far end where it led into the kitchen.

				Get a grip, Cali. How do you know that thing isn’t a new piece of furniture Mom and Dad bought?

				She squinted against the sun’s reflection cast on the wood floor and hesitantly made her way in.

				Her heart stopped. “Whoa.”

				The body slouched up against the wall was surrounded by a pool of bright red blood.

				That’s a lot of blood.

				She was going to be sick.

				Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t … 

				She sucked up her fear and approached. What if he was still alive?

				With all that blood? Yeah, right.

				The man couldn’t have been any older than thirty-five. He had brown hair and plain features, nothing to make him stand out in a crowd, unless one factored in the current piece of wood sticking out of his chest.

				Dropping her bag, she inched closer. Was that a stirring spoon?

				All panic fled as concern took root in her gut. She called out, “Mom? Dad?” The prickling at the back of her neck intensified, and nothing but dead silence greeted her.

				Movement at her feet had her jumping back with a shriek. The dead man slumped forward, his body caving in on itself. The skin started to sink in as if aging decades right before her eyes. This most definitely wasn’t a sign of rigor mortis, and with morbid fascination she watched as the body continued to shrivel until all that was left started to crumble and turn to ash.

				Cali wanted to scream, but her throat closed up, her eyes fixed to the sight before her.

				She had to find Mom and Dad.

				Trying to control the trembling of her limbs, she edged toward the kitchen, keeping as far from where the man had been as possible.

				“Don’t freak,” she told herself. “There has to be some sort of reasonable explanation. You’re not going insane.”

				But how did she know that? Didn’t all the research say that a person never knew when they were crazy?

				She shook her head and stopped dead in her tracks as she entered the kitchen. “Mom!” She rushed to her mother’s prone form on the floor, her father within arm’s reach. “Holy shit.” She checked her mother’s wrists, felt no pulse, cursed and fumbled around at her neck.

				The pulse was slow but steady.

				Cali sagged in relief, her muscles turning to jelly. She crawled to her father and checked his throat. She’d never been good at taking radial pulses.

				“What the hell happened here?” The kitchen hadn’t been touched. There was no sign of a struggle. It was as if some kind of assassin had snuck in, incapacitated her parent’s and then gotten stabbed in the chest. But by whom?

				The light coming through the open threshold flickered.

				With a sinking sensation, she realized she’d left the front door wide open.

				• • •

				It couldn’t be real.

				Felix took the next corner a little too sharply. He’d always hoped — hell, he’d dreamed of finding the one woman who was meant for him. That one person he wouldn’t have to hide himself from, but after so many years he’d simply given up. He’d stopped looking for any sort of companionship ever since Collette — 

				He cut the thought off as soon as he’d had it, but that didn’t stop the memories.

				Jasmine. Dead.

				The bullet scar along his left shoulder stung. He ignored the phantom pain and sped through a yellow light. He’d learned the hard way that his life would never permit him to date or get close to any normal girl.

				And if this girl was another normal person to save?

				Was it possible Niella had Dreamed wrong? He doubted it, but it tempered his excitement. He needed to stay level headed. There was no point getting riled up over a fantasy that’d been haunting him for four years. The only living proof he’d been given had been shot down the very same day. By him.

				He turned down the last street and scanned the houses for their numbers. It wasn’t necessary. The house had the front door wide open.

				His hands tightened around the steering wheel.

				Was he too late?

				He parked on the curb one house up and ran from his car. His eyes caught a large, navy blue van two houses down. The hair prickled at the back of his neck.

				He stepped through the front door.

				Silence greeted him. The drapes were drawn shut, casting the house in shadows, the sun carving a shaft of light through the dim hallway.

				Something shimmered at the end of the hall. He gently shut the door. He took measured steps deeper into the still house. No matter how quiet it was, that didn’t mean he was alone.

				The hallway led into a kitchen but before he stepped through the threshold he squatted down next to the shimmering pile of ash. He passed his hand right through it. “Illusionist.”

				A chill swept down his spine. This was not another vigilante rescue mission. The seriousness of Ell’s prescience crashed down on him. He’d just run head first into something he had no concept of.

				Other people with powers were involved.

				Movement darted past the archway that connected to the kitchen. The shape female.

				Felix jumped to his feet. “Hey.” She was reaching for a drawer, and he had a pretty good idea what was inside. He grabbed her before she could get her hands on something pointy.

				Her body jerked. Felix hissed as a jolt went straight through his system.

				“Don’t touch me.” She started to struggle but he dropped her instantly, having no idea what had ripped through his body.

				She stumbled. Dark brown hair covered her face until she whirled on him, her hands held like claws near her chest, ready to strike.

				She faltered when she caught sight of him. He was pretty sure his face held the same expression.

				She was tall.

				It was the first thing he fixated on. And why not? Sydney didn’t even reach his shoulder, and Niella was bound to a wheelchair. He’d met tall women before, when they came into the bakery, but none of them was this tall.

				Not without high heels, anyway.

				She had to be at least five-ten. Her shoulder-length, dark chocolate hair was cut in an edgy fashion with side bangs. Her eyes were polished onyx and her skin had a faint golden tinge, as if she’d just begun enjoying the So Cal summer sun. She had on a loose-fitting tee and jean shorts with sneakers. It emphasized her lean build. Felix’s whole body tightened. It looked as if she’d been made for him.

				Her eyes finished their own appreciative assessment of him. His appearance had caught her off guard. The thought made him smile.

				When she noticed his attention all emotion was wiped from her face. She regarded him coldly. “Who are you?”

				He gave a bow from the waist, making sure to keep his eyes locked with hers. “Felix Del Valle.”

				Her eyes raked him again. His blood rushed south.

				Calm. Stay calm.

				She took a step back from him and glanced down the hall toward the front door. “Did you kill that man?”

				He frowned. There was no man … 

				Then he remembered. The Illusion.

				He ground his teeth. Niella was right. This was some kind of trap. Someone was setting her up. But for what, he didn’t know. “No, but I need to get you out of here.” Every instinct inside him raged for him to protect her. “You’re in danger. This is a trap, some kind of set up. There was a dark blue van parked two houses down. I thought I might have been too late, but either way I don’t think we have much time.”

				She looked at him like he was crazy and stepped back. He wanted to follow. He wanted to be near her, to smell her hair and touch her skin.

				She glanced over her shoulder. Felix followed the movement and spotted a man and a woman on the floor.

				Shit.

				“There’s no way I’m leaving my parents,” she said.

				He didn’t blame her, only now his chances of getting her to leave with him went from slim to none. There had to be something he could — 

				His gaze shot back to the girl’s parents. He stared hard, knowing he hadn’t imagined it.

				It came again. The slightest shimmer along their shoulders, like an image struggling to stay in focus.

				An Illusion.

				The air left his lungs. “Son of a bitch.”

				That could only mean two things. One, the Illusionist was getting tired. Two, he was still close by.

				He swung his attention back to the girl. She jumped back.

				He ran a hand through his hair. How the hell was he supposed to explain this?

				“Look, your parents aren’t real.”

				Her eyebrows rose and her foot darted out behind her, seeking an escape.

				Great start, Felix.

				He took a hesitant step sideways, trying to ease his way over to where the Illusion of her parents resided. If he could get her to reach out and touch them then she’d see that they weren’t real. The Illusion was fading, the power draining, which meant they were going to lose their solidity.

				She watched his progress with blazing eyes, but she didn’t retreat. He took that as a good sign.

				When he got within a foot of the Illusion he stopped. She looked ready to strike if he so much as sneezed at the Illusion wrong. “I’m not going to harm them,” he tried soothing her. “But you have to believe me when I tell you they’re not real. If you’d simply touch them you’d know.” He started to lower himself. All he’d have to do was show her, then she’d see … 

				“I’ve already touched them. I felt for a pulse. It’s there — faint — but there. And if you so much as harm one hair on my father I’ll make that trick you pulled with the stirring spoon on the man in the hall look downright enjoyable.”

				Felix halted his hand where it was inching out to touch the shoulder of her father. “Stirring spoon?” What the hell had been back in that hallway?

				She didn’t elaborate on what she had seen and Felix didn’t ask.

				There was no time. He could sense the minutes ticking by.

				There was another faint glimmer from the Illusion. Time was running out. If the Illusion dropped then he had a feeling their time was up.

				“Would you just watch?” he bit out. “Nothing is going to make sense to you right now but if you’d simply watch, it would really cut down on all the explaining I’d have to do.”

				He looked up and found she’d retreated a few steps.

				He lightened his tone. “Please.”

				He didn’t wait for her to respond. He eyed her father and slowly lowered his hand. If the Illusion remained solid, he was so totally fucked.

				His hand slid right through the back of her father’s shoulder blade. He sighed in relief and kept his hand where it obviously sat in the middle of the Illusion’s body.

				He looked up to explain. “I know it looks — ”

				She’d made a break for it.

				He exhaled. “Fucking hell.”

				• • •

				Cali didn’t wait. As Felix’s hand reached out for her father she took it on blind faith that he bore no malicious intent toward her dad. Besides, it was the perfect opportunity. Felix was distracted, and Cali had spotted the portable phone on the bench by the front door. As much as it pained her to turn her back on her parents, she had to contact the police. Her parents were unconscious and defenseless, and she was alone with a murderer.

				And just what the hell had happened back there when she’d first laid eyes on him? God, when he’d introduced himself with that elegant bow, his brilliant blue-green eyes locked with hers … the effect had been positively electric.

				Her fast-acting lunge only carried her as far as the hall before a pair of warm, firm arms wrapped around her waist. “Yeah, I don’t think so.” His breath brushed against her neck, causing a shiver to run down her body. Her knees buckled.

				Felix’s arms locked around her as they went down with a grunt. He twisted at the last minute, his firm chest cushioning her fall. One of her hands landed on his sternum. She felt his heart kick start beneath her palm.

				She snatched her hand back as if burned.

				His eyes locked with hers. “You don’t understand — ” he started to say but she refused to listen. She needed to get out of his arms. His touch did something to her, made her feel things best left unnoticed.

				That strange prickling at the back of her neck started up again.

				She’d never been very good at fighting, but she’d spent a lot of time with her older brother when she was little. He’d been a wrestler, and she’d been famous for her flexibility that allowed her to maneuver out of his holds.

				Felix must have seen the determination in her face because he quit talking. His arms wrapped tight around her back. She ignored the flutter in her chest and twisted her limber body out and under his arms.

				He swore. “Look, I don’t want to hurt you,” he pleaded as Cali shot to her feet. He was behind her in an instant, his fingers curling around her wrist like a vise. She ducked the left side of her body, going down to one knee while simultaneously turning her torso and arm out and around, breaking his grip. His other hand shot out in an attempt to make up lost ground. She pushed up with her bent leg, throwing her right shoulder back to pivot out of his reach.

				She collided with the stair banister, and pain spiked up her spine as the wood hit one of her vertebrae.

				Felix winced, hesitating in his pursuit.

				It was all the opening she needed. She dove for the phone. Her fingers closed clumsily around it as her momentum drove her into the living room. It was one of those sunken rooms that she swore she’d never get in her own home specifically for this reason. She’d forgotten the drop-off was there. She tried to stop herself from landing on her face but her foot met nothing but air.

				A yelp whooshed out of her as her stomach smashed into the hard back of her dad’s favorite leather chair. She took in a pained gulp of air and rolled as Felix grabbed for her.

				“Would you stop already?” He sounded beyond frustrated. “You’re my Mirror Mate. I’m not going to harm you.”

				Ignoring him, she hit the talk button on the phone, her finger shaking over the 9. The button gave the appropriate beep before Felix caught her in his arms again. Cali swirled around, having no qualms about fighting dirty, and kicked him in the shin as hard as she could. His blue-green eyes widened in pain.

				She expected him to release her, but instead her kick must have disrupted his equilibrium because he lost balance, and together they fell onto the beige leather couch.

				She kept the phone above her head to keep it from getting crushed between them. She squirmed against him but only succeeded in pressing her body closer to the hard planes of his.

				Heat pooled low in her gut.

				She brought the phone close to her face and hit the 1.

				“I said stop.” One of his arms snaked out from under her, giving a showy wave, and just like that the phone vanished.

				“Holy shit.”

				Cali stared at her hand, waiting for the phone to reappear. It didn’t. Her shock started to diminish as the realization that Felix was still atop her sank in, his tall, powerful body pressing hers into the material of the sofa.

				He was a magician.

				It was the only explanation her mind could come up with.

				“How — ?”

				Her mouth went dry as her eyes bored into his oceanic ones. The prickling on her neck increased as all sound seemed to fade from existence except theirs. Her breathing was loud and harsh, and she could’ve sworn she heard the pounding of Felix’s heart like thunder.

				A look of awe came over him as his gaze fell to her lips. She licked them instinctively but they continued to tingle. “What’s your name?” he asked her.

				In the strange stillness of the house, his words reverberated in her ears louder than normal.

				She found her own gaze dropping to his mouth and forced her eyes back up to his. They met with a spark.

				“Cali Crazar,” her traitorous mouth spoke.

				A boyish grin tugged at his mouth. “Cali.” He seemed to test her name on his tongue. “Cali from Cali-fornia.”

				She glared daggers at him and he laughed.

				“How did you make the phone disappear? Are you a magician?” A murderous magician, she tried to remind herself. Don’t forget you still have no idea who this man is. But she couldn’t dispute the fact that if he wanted to hurt her he would have done it by now.

				Amusement sparkled in his eyes. His thumb reached out and brushed her lips. Her heart pounded against her ribs, her nipples hardening where they were pushed against his firm chest. “No, I’m most definitely not a magician.”

				She didn’t believe him. He had to be. Phones didn’t simply vanish, and dimly in the recesses of her mind she recalled that there had been no sign of the dead body in the hallway when she’d gone for the phone.

				Strangest. Day. Ever.

				Felix’s head dipped close to hers.

				Alarms shot through her brain.

				Pull away. Spit in his face. Do something!

				She couldn’t, even if she wanted to. Something inside her simply responded to him. She couldn’t resist. She’d wanted him as soon as she’d laid eyes on him, and that want frightened her.

				The warmth of his lips ghosted over hers. Heat rolled through her body.

				The front door burst open.

	
				Chapter 2

				In the silence of the house the crash sounded like an explosion. Cali winced as pain tore through her ear-drums.

				Above her, Felix’s face contorted with agony. Like a picture returning to focus, regular white noise flooded the room. Felix rolled off her.

				She went to sit up but the room started to spin. She lay back down. She was tired, as if she’d expended a large amount of energy in only a few seconds. She turned her head. It was about the only thing she could still do. Two bulking men in black flanked a thin, regal-looking woman with delicately waved hair.

				She spotted Cali instantly, her grayish-blue eyes holding no emotion. “Get the girl.”

				Cali’s jaw clenched. She was not a girl. She was twenty-four and lived on her own. Sort of.

				Her temper was short-lived as the two men started into the living room. They lacked any sort of grace as they lumbered toward her.

				And where the hell was her knight in shining armor?

				Gone, she decided. She swallowed the sudden stab of disappointment. Fine. She didn’t need that murderous bastard anyway.

				The shorter one reached her first. He took hold of her right ankle, giving her an opportunity to gather her strength and kick out with her left leg. She nailed him in the face, but it was like hitting a brick wall for all the good it did.

				My strength is obviously lacking today.

				Now with a bloody nose and a pissed expression, the man nodded to his partner. “Take her arms.”

				Panic started to set in. If they took hold of her arms, there’d be no way she could squirm from their holds. She needed to get up. What had zapped her energy?

				The taller of the thugs came at her with a grim determination. Cali balled her fists, prepared to go out fighting.

				She never got a chance.

				Felix sprang from the archway that connected the living room to another section of the kitchen. One of her father’s bookends rested in his hand, and he slammed it down right at the base of the man’s skull. The thug went down with a groan.

				He didn’t release the bookend, but eyed the man who was holding her ankle. Felix radiated protectiveness, and Cali tried not to stare. But it was damn hard not to. He was like some pissed guardian angel. Dark, slightly curled hair fell into those beautiful eyes that glittered against the bronze of his skin. His five o’clock shadow added an edge to his appearance, and he looked even taller from her vantage point on the couch, his wide shoulders and well-muscled frame taking up what felt like all the space in the room. Her body clenched in response.

				“Felix?”

				Cali’s attention was ripped from Felix at the sound of the lilting feminine voice.

				The woman stared transfixed at Felix. His face held the exact same confusion. “Collette?”

				Too many expressions crossed his face for Cali to read any of them, so she summed it up to something like motherfucker.

				There was history here between them. She could all but feel it. Her stomach lurched as if she’d swallowed something vile.

				Felix’s fingers tightened around her father’s bookend. “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.

				“I could ask you the very same question. You weren’t scripted into this performance.” Those blue-grey eyes speared Cali right through the chest before settling back to Felix. “I’m simply following orders. So tell me, Felix, what exactly are you doing here?” She looked positively eager to hear the answer.

				Felix didn’t budge an inch.

				His silence only made the curl to Collette’s lip grow. “Protecting your interests perhaps?”

				His knuckles went white around her father’s bookend but still he didn’t answer.

				Collette’s second assessment of Cali was done with narrowed eyes. She was searching for something, but what that was, Cali had no clue. “No bother then. What the hell are you waiting for?” she snapped at the man holding Cali’s ankle.

				The thug’s fingers tightened instantly.

				Cali winced as he dug into her bone.

				Felix took a step toward them, voice fierce. “Don’t.”

				Collette turned on him like he was nothing more than an annoying gnat. “You never did learn your place.” She gave a dismissive wave of her hand.

				White cloth appeared out of nowhere like a nest of angry snakes. With a snap like thunder, Felix was encased and dropped to the floor.

				Cali blinked.

				What. The. Hell?

				Fear gripped her. She searched desperately for Felix over the coffee table but the thug at her feet gave a pull on her ankle, causing her to slide halfway across the sofa toward him. A startled gasp escaped her. She grabbed blindly for the sides of the couch while at the same time she kept an eye trained on Collette. Her mind stuttered to try to make sense of what was going on around her. What the hell had Collette done? How could she possibly have done it?

				Felix picked himself up off the floor, not a trace of the white cloth in sight. “And where exactly was my place, Collette? At your side like some lackey?” He paused. “Like Kevin?”

				Rage flooded Collette’s face, a truly terrifying expression that held a pinch of madness.

				Her fingers turned to claws, and she lunged for Felix’s throat.

				His eyes widened in genuine surprise, and for a moment he looked at a loss for what to do.

				Cali tried to call out to him, but another pull at her ankle had her collapsing back on the couch. She lost sight of them. Her focus turned to the man who was reeling her in like so much fish. He leered down at her with a sardonic smile, enjoying her poor attempts at rebellion. Bastard. She felt like kicking him in the face again. But she knew that wouldn’t work. Instead she eyed the hand around her ankle. Taking a gamble that he wouldn’t catch her intent and move his hand, she brought her left leg up and drove the heel of her foot as hard as she could toward her own ankle.

				He didn’t react fast enough, and the thick heel of her shoe smashed into the top of his hand. His fingers shot open like she’d pulled a release lever. Cali turned on her side to grab the large picture book of castles that her mother kept on the coffee table. With two hands, she swung for all she was worth and smacked her attacker across the side of his face. The hit disoriented him. His hands shot out as if to grab something but they met with nothing. The sudden shift in his weight caused him to overcompensate, and he went down. The side of his head met the edge of the sharp coffee table.

				She stared down at him. “Shit,” she breathed. She’d never knocked anyone out before.

				A strangled cry of frustration had her rearing up. Collette stumbled back from Felix who was engaging three — four? — men.

				Cali blinked, not quite able to follow what was happening. For every step the men around Felix took toward him, he took one back and waved his hand. Poof! They were gone. Stranger still was when he didn’t react fast enough and the men that hadn’t vanished yet threw a punch. A punch that never landed as their hands seemed to shimmer out of existence and pass right through him.

				A few feet away Collette was breathing heavily.

				Her eyes locked with Cali’s.

				“You.” She threw an arm up and those twisted white strips of cloth came barreling at her.

				She’d like to say that she jumped back in time, or that she put up a fight, but in reality her body froze. Froze like a fucking deer in the headlights.

				The cloths brushed her face, the lightest of touches, before they shimmered and faded from view.

				Collette snarled something but Felix was advancing on her. “You’re too tired, Collette.” He dodged a blow that wouldn’t have landed anyway and waved his hand. “All this is pointless. Your Illusions are failing.”

				“Shut up.” She threw her arm out. Blood bloomed on the side of Felix’s arm. A dagger stuck out from the wall behind him, still vibrating. “You don’t know anything, Felix.” It was her turn to advance on him. “But I’m hoping soon you will.”

				Cali shuddered at the look Collette shot her way. But it was that look that undid whatever kept her frozen to the floor. She might have been caught unaware before, but she was damned if she was going to get carted off by this psycho bitch without putting up a fight.

				“Is she important to you? Is that why you are here?” Collette’s eyes didn’t leave Cali, though her words were aimed at Felix. “There’s something more to this scene. I can feel it.”

				The white binding cloth shot out again, and this time Cali was ready for it. She hurled herself over the back of the sofa. The impact of the cloth hitting reverberated down the back of the couch. Again Cali shuddered. How much force could Collette generate to have cloth hit with that much of an impact?

				She wasn’t going to wait around and find out. She eyed the archway that led into the kitchen. If she could make it in there without getting detected, she could slip out the back door.

				Mom and Dad … 

				She couldn’t leave them, but she couldn’t very well help them in her position, either. Gritting her teeth, she got down on all fours and slowly crawled her way out from behind the couch.

				The tingle at the back of her neck started again. Her vision blackened around the edges but she shook it back and exhaled, all the while willing her body to absolute silence.

				Felix was keeping Collette occupied. Cali pulled her gaze away from them. Her headache was bad enough; she didn’t need to make it worse by trying to make sense of the scene going on around her.

				She made it into the kitchen without incident, but it wasn’t until she was on the tile floor that she noticed it.

				She wasn’t making a sound.

				Her mind had to be playing tricks on her. She placed her hand flat on the cold tile and pulled up. There was no sound of suction, no whisper of skin coming off a surface, only silence.

				The tingling at the back of her neck intensified, and she rolled her head to try to ease the tension but it did little good.

				O-kay … 

				She pushed any thoughts about what was happening out of her head and got to her feet.

				Deal later. Right now you need to focus. Mom and Dad — 

				Were gone.

				She cursed. And in her sudden haste to get to the area where they had last been, she couldn’t remember if she’d heard the word come out of her mouth or not.

				She took in the yellow kitchen, the white marble, and the flowery curtains, searching for any sign that her parents had regained consciousness and then left. But wouldn’t they have heard what was going on in the living room? Wouldn’t they have intervened if they’d seen her?

				Her mind was a jumbled mess.

				She raced to the back door, her hand on the handle when a pained grunt came from the front of the house.

				Felix.

				Her chest constricted. She couldn’t leave him.

				She flew to the kitchen sink, yanking open drawers.

				Even if she had no idea who he was or how the hell he’d become entangled in this gigantic mess that was her life, he’d done nothing to warrant being injured.

				Her dad had always wanted to keep a gun in the house for protection, but her mother was squeamish. She had insisted on a Taser instead, and Dad, ever dutiful, went out and got her one.

				Cali found it in the very back of the kitchen junk drawer. It was fully loaded and ready. She ran through the kitchen, bypassing the hallway that led to the front, and went through the third entrance of the kitchen that connected with the dining room. The dining room opened up to the hallway and front door, the bottom floor of the house connecting in one large circle with a central hallway, putting her directly behind Collette. Her head kept darting to the sofa, no doubt thinking Cali was still hiding behind the couch.

				Arrogant bitch.

				Cali crept up on her, her body still disturbingly quiet. When she cleared the stairs she could see into the living room and saw that Felix was surrounded by even more guard-type men. Only this time they had no faces.

				She faltered at the sight.

				It was as if Felix were fighting a group of mannequins someone hadn’t bothered taking the time to detail.

				Collette hunched into herself, her shirt plastered to her back from sweat.

				Felix was spinning around in a circle, his hands waving frantically. Only as each body vanished another one was already waiting.

				Collette threw her hands wildly, and like the faceless men, the sharp shards that appeared had no detail or substance, almost resembling thin slices of mirror. The weapons went straight for Felix. He spun around just in time, his hand waving, the dagger-like pieces blipping out of existence inches away from him.

				“We can do this all day, Collette,” he said with an air that defied his heavy breathing.

				“You haven’t changed a bit, Felix. You’re still playing the good guy, wearing his persona. You try to hide that darkness within you, but I see it. You might not use your gift to make people vanish, but you’ve erased others from this plane just the same.”

				His jaw ticked, and the next shard nicked him along the back of his hand.

				Cali couldn’t follow the conversation completely but she did agree with Collette on one thing. Why the hell didn’t he make her vanish into thin air?

				Raising the Taser, she stepped deeper into the room until she caught Felix’s gaze. Disbelief was written all over his handsome face.

				Collette caught sight of his hesitation before he could look away. “What are you — ?”

				Cali shot the Taser at her.

				Collette’s body convulsed before dropping. The guards that surrounded Felix turned to mist.

				Cali dropped the Taser, a stab of unwanted guilt assailing her. She pushed it away.

				Felix rushed to her. His arms came around her. They felt good. Too good.

				The front door was thrown open. “Felix! Don’t worry, I’m here. You’re Shielded. You’re — whoa.” A blonde woman nearly collided right into the stairs. Her arms flailed until she caught the banister of the stairs. Readjusting herself, she found her footing and turned.

				Her golden locks fell just past her shoulders. Her green eyes lit up with genuine joy. “You’re all right!”

				Felix unwound his arms from around Cali. She missed the sensation instantly and wrapped her own arms around her body as a poor substitute.

				“Sydney? What are you doing here?” he asked.

				Sydney glanced Cali’s way and gave a welcoming wave before returning her attention to Felix. Her bright expression darkened slightly.

				“Niella told me what she Dreamed. Way to leave me in the dark. I went looking for you but you were gone. I came as soon as I could. What the hell do you think you were doing, anyway?” she scolded. “You could have gotten seriously injured, you dumbass. You have no idea who — ” Her gaze caught on Collette, noticing her for the first time. Recognition flashed briefly. Her voice dropped, and Cali could just barely detect the fear behind it. “What is she doing here?”

				Felix shook his head.

				Sydney turned to Cali. “Was she the one that attacked you?”

				Something tickled in the back of Cali’s mind. “She said she was following orders.”

				Felix and Sydney both shared a look.

				“She’s a full-forced Illusionist, Felix. This wasn’t the regular cookie cutter Dream from Niella.”

				Felix’s face was solemn. “I know.”

				“How’d you take her out?” Sydney walked a small perimeter around Collette as if looking for signs of life.

				Cali wanted to step forward. She wanted to boast that she’d taken a Taser to Collette and hadn’t needed Felix’s help. Only her vision started going black again. A sudden wave of exhaustion hit, and she reached out blindly.

				Warm fingers grasped hers before everything went dark.

	
				Chapter 3

				Felix wrapped his arms around Cali as her body went limp. It lasted only a second. A dizzy spell? Had she fainted? Either way she was back on her feet shortly. She averted her eyes from his as she pushed away from him. He wished she wouldn’t do that.

				Put space between them.

				He bit back a growl of frustration.

				“I’m okay,” she said before he or Sydney could ask.

				Sydney, ever the doctor, came up and got right in Cali’s face. Cali gave a start but she didn’t back down.

				Felix’s lip curled.

				“Too much, too soon,” Sydney diagnosed.

				“Huh?” Cali said articulately.

				Sydney leaned back, arms crossed. “You used too much of your powers too soon. I take it you’ve never used them this much, if at all?”

				“Power?”

				“You’re a Silencer. You know … ” She wiggled her hands in a way that had Felix biting back a laugh. “You manipulate sound. I’m a Shielder.” She thrust her hand out. “Sydney Spencer. I block everyone’s powers around me.”

				Cali hesitated before shaking her hand. “Cali Crazar,” she said carefully. “Nice to meet you.” She turned on Felix. “And you’re what? The Vanisher?”

				He grinned at her sarcasm. “Eraser.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Of course.”

				“I don’t know about you guys but I have a feeling we need to get out of here.” Sydney kicked the unconscious Collette without remorse. “I’m sure there’s going to be reinforcements when she doesn’t report in.”

				Felix couldn’t agree more.

				Collette. Here.

				Shit.

				Shitshitshit!

				The scar along his shoulder burned insistently. Every scenario he played out in his head ended poorly. Collette showing up here couldn’t be coincidence. She had to know. The way she eyed Cali … it was as if she knew Cali was his missing half. His Mirror Mate.

				Was this some kind of revenge gig then? An eye for an eye? The poetic and barbaric justice suited Collette to a T. He’d destroyed her Mirror Mate so she would get his?

				Well, it wouldn’t fucking work that way.

				He reached for Cali’s hand, wanting the contact, craving it like he’d never craved anything before in his life. His whole body was tuned into her, and it took all his control to stay his more intense impulses. “We should go out the back in case anyone was left in that van two houses down.”

				Cali swung her hand out from under his right before they touched. Their eyes locked. Felix grew hot and cold all at once.

				Fuck, he wanted her.

				Those insanely dark eyes left his quickly. Had she seen the carnal need raging within him? “I can’t leave. All this” — she encompassed the whole house — “aren’t we supposed to, I don’t know, report it to the cops? We were attacked. What if my parents come back? They probably made a run for it.”

				“They didn’t leave.” He tried to say it gently. She needed to understand that her parents hadn’t been real. “They were an Illusion. Like whatever it is you saw in the hallway. I’m guessing they were Collette’s doing. They were planning this, Cali.”

				Her fisted hands came to rest on her hips. “Oh, yeah? And how the hell did they know I was going to be here? I don’t live here anymore.”

				“A Dreamer,” Sydney spoke up softly.

				Cali spun on her. “A what?”

				“Dreamer,” Felix answered for her. “They have visions. Past, present, future. They usually don’t have control over it unless they’re a full-forced Dreamer.” Was that how Collette had known to find Cali? But the only full-forced Dreamer he knew was Kevin, and he was in no position to help Collette.

				“Look,” Sydney said. “We’ll explain everything to you, but we really need to get a move on. For whatever reason someone is after you.” She stared pointedly at Collette. “That’s bad news in my book.”

				“I can’t just get up and leave,” Cali persisted, stubbornly.

				Sydney gave him an exasperated and somewhat expectant look.
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