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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.

				He gave her his own look. “What?”

				“Can’t you do something here?”

				“What do you want me to do?”

				“She’s your Mirror Mate,” she said. “Can’t you, I don’t know, control her or something?”

				Felix gave her a wry smile. “I don’t think it works that way, Syd.”

				“Well, it should,” she huffed. “It’d definitely make this easier.”

				He grinned. “As entertaining as that thought might be, now is not the time to dwell on it.” They needed to get out of here. Apart of him wanted to stay so he could question Collette when she awoke, but she was too unstable. Who knew how strong she’d be when she woke up? A full-forced Illusionist was nothing to mess around with. Especially one you’ve scorned. Ignoring his inner voice, he turned to his predicted Mirror Mate. She seemed to be handling everything relatively well, considering she hadn’t flipped out and called him a freak yet.

				He tried for logic. “Let’s say your parents were real. If they left, then I’m sure they’re getting the police as we speak.”

				That did it. Some of the edge left her shoulders and she rubbed at her temples. “That man … ” She gestured down the hall to where it dead-ended into the kitchen. “He’s gone, too. There isn’t even a sign of his blood. How is that even possible?”

				His eyes caught Sydney’s.

				They were both thinking the same thing. Someone was going to painstaking ends to set Cali up.

				What the hell was Collette up to?

				His confusion grew, as did his anger.

				Cali started toward the kitchen, pausing to pick up a large, duffel-type purse and sling it over her shoulder. Her attention crept to where the first Illusion had been. She was trying to piece it together, to explain it to herself, and Felix kept quiet. She was strong, but even the strongest of people broke when their world was flipped too fast.

				Hell, he’d locked himself in his room for two months when he’d first used his powers.

				He understood all too well about the fear, the loneliness, that feeling of being lost.

				“Are you guys some type of special military branch?” she finally spoke up.

				Sydney held back a laugh.

				“Not exactly,” he hedged. What to tell her? They didn’t even have a name for their little super squad. All he had was, “Hey, we go out and try to prevent disasters when Niella Dreams of them. And don’t forget we even save cats from really high trees!”

				The truth was that they were a small group. Very small. They had no idea if there was a military branch out there and personally he really didn’t want to be some mad scientist’s wet dream.

				It was those types of thoughts that made secrecy so important to people like them.

				“I know it’s not a lot to go on,” he began and then stopped. He cocked his head.

				Cali’s whole body tensed. “What?”

				It came again. The slamming of car doors.

				Sydney dashed to the front door and locked it. Cali jumped over Collette to pull back the curtains in the living room.

				Her face froze. “Jared.”

				Felix couldn’t help the white-hot jealousy that crashed through his body.

				“Garnet.” Cali spoke a second later.

				Sydney hustled to pull Cali away from the window before she was spotted. “Who?”

				“My brother and sister,” said Cali.

				The tension riding Felix’s body eased.

				“Right,” said Sydney. “Time to move.” She handed Cali off like a football, and Felix ushered her back toward the kitchen.

				He heard Cali mumbling under her breath. “What are they doing here?”

				A key jingled in the door.

				Sydney drew up beside him. “Tell me again how this is going to work?”

				He was supposed to have a plan? Didn’t running in and saving the damn day count? “Uh, we run out the back and circle around to our cars?”

				They’d reached the kitchen. The floor was clear of any bodies, though Cali kept searching the floor as if it held the missing answers.

				As soon as they made it into the backyard they heard a male voice call out from the front door. “Cali?”

				Felix cursed under his breath.

				“Well, you can’t blame them for searching for her,” said Sydney. “They did, after all, park behind her car in the driveway.” Something flashed across her face as soon as the words left her mouth, but Felix had no time to try and figure it out.

				He wanted to run his hand through his hair but was too busy steering Cali. “Not now, Syd.”

				She strayed to one of the windows on the side of the house and peeked in. “They’ve found Collette.” That didn’t give them very much time before the police would be called. “Where’d you park?” Sydney asked him.

				Hadn’t she seen where he’d parked? “One house up,” he told her. Then, with a sinking sensation, and a sudden understanding of her earlier expression, he asked, “Where’d you park?”

				Sydney winced. “Don’t go getting mad at me. You’re the one that took off without telling anyone. I was just trying to help.”

				“Where did you park?” he repeated.

				“In the driveway?”

				“Dammit, Syd.” This was not what he needed. Sure enough, as soon as they cleared the gate that led into the front yard, they saw Sydney’s white Toyota Yaris trapped between a beat-up Nissan parked in front of it and a new Ford Ranger behind it.

				New plan.

				“We can’t get to your car, Syd, so we’ll pile into the Hummer. I hope you didn’t leave anything valuable inside.”

				“I didn’t know her brother and sister were going to come by,” she defended.

				Cali seemed to wake up from her shocked stupor. “Neither did I,” she shot back.

				Sydney ignored the comment. “Felix, the car’s registered in my name. It has all my information inside the glove compartment. I have to move it.”

				“No time,” he told her. He hated to do this to Sydney, but the less they were connected to whatever it was Collette was involved with, the better. He wasn’t so much worried about the police finding them, but rather whoever Collette was working with finding them.

				They stopped a few yards short of his Hummer, and he turned to Sydney’s car.

				Sydney eyed him up and down. Realization dawned. “Felix, don’t you dare, I just bought that this spring.”

				The back of his neck began to prickle. He focused on her car. Fatigue beat at the edges of his awareness, warning him that he’d already used his powers a lot that day.

				He waved his hand.

				Her car blipped out of existence. There one second, gone the next.

				“You bastard,” Sydney hissed at him. “You owe me big.” Her face was deadly. The expression was almost comical on her sun-tanned face. She’d get over it. Sydney couldn’t stay mad at someone for longer than five minutes. Her incessant cheerfulness always overrode her anger.

				When they reached his Hummer, he gave Cali a gentle nudge, signaling her to go around to the passenger seat. Sydney was already crawling into the back.

				Once in the safety of his own car, he could breathe a little easier. Cali hesitated before getting in completely, a noise escaping her throat once she closed the door.

				“Everything all right?” he asked.

				Her eyes widened and a flush spread across her cheeks. “Fine.” She stared out the window, arms crossed.

				He wanted to press her for more details. Wanted to know if she had the same urge as he did to reach out and touch her. The setting sun flickered in through the car window, casting her in shadows. It exaggerated her dark hair and eyes. The mascara along her eyelashes seemed to glitter.

				Sydney poked her head up between the two seats. “Hey Romeo,” she burst into his thoughts quietly. “We going to get a move on or what?”

				Cali turned.

				He’d been caught but she didn’t look away timidly. Her chin rose and her eyes narrowed.

				Looks like she’s finally breaking through the shock.

				“You hustle me out of my parents’ house to stare at me in a car?”

				A smile split his lips.

				Oh, yeah, he thought. This is going to be fun.


				Chapter 4

				Cali stared out the car window, trying to ignore her body’s hypersensitivity to Felix and where he was in proximity to her. The scent of the ocean and freshly baked bread still lingered inside the Hummer, teasing her. The smell was positively intoxicating and she hadn’t been able to help the moan of appreciation she’d let slip when she’d first entered the vehicle.

				Felix had caught her red-handed, but she’d stared him down until he’d had to look away to start the car.

				She’d let him think what he wanted. She was here for answers. She already knew they wouldn’t hurt her, and she had to admit she was damn curious how Felix could make things disappear while that other woman, Collette, seemed able to make anything she wanted to appear. Not to mention her own inner turmoil as to what had been happening to her.

				Did she believe them when they told her she could manipulate sound?

				Yes.

				No, she lied to herself.

				She was going along to get answers. If she was in danger then it would seem idiotic to leave without any knowledge as to why. Someone was after her. Felix had come to help her. Felix had powers. Collette had powers. She had powers. What other explanation was there when she’d blacked out earlier? That prickling at the back of her neck … it hadn’t been natural.

				Questions consumed her, and she leaned her head back against the headrest to ease the ache that was starting.

				There was only one way to get what you wanted. You had to chase after it.

				Well, this was her, chasing it.

				Buildings blurred past as they continued along the freeway. Their “getaway” was anything but fast-paced and exciting. Felix had pulled away from her parent’s house as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Now he kept his white H2 going at a steady five miles per hour above the speed limit as they headed westward, farther out toward the coast.

				The freeway exit they took wasn’t all that far from where Cali lived. The surprises kept on coming when they pulled into a small shopping plaza and parked outside a veterinary clinic.

				Cali leaned forward to get a better look out the windshield. She tried to figure out the reason behind them stopping but none of the establishments popped out as offering getaway type necessities. There was the vet, a pizza place, laundry, groomers, and a dental office.

				“Why are we stopping?”

				“Welcome, Cali” — Sydney poked her head between the two front seats to say with much pride in her voice — “to our unofficial headquarters.”

				“This?” Cali couldn’t help but blurt.

				Felix shot her a cocky grin from behind Sydney. “Watch what you say about Sydney’s baby.”

				“What’s wrong with my clinic?”

				Felix got out of the car, smothering a laugh.

				Despite Sydney’s petite size, she had a level stare that made Cali squirm. She didn’t want to insult her.

				Beneath those perfectly arched golden brows her eyes glittered with amusement as she waited for Cali’s answer.

				“Nothing’s wrong with it. I was expecting something” — she floundered — “bigger.”

				The mirth behind Sydney’s eyes faded.

				Oops.

				Felix saved her by opening the passenger door. Cali would have fallen out if she hadn’t been belted in. She quickly undid the clasp and climbed out of the car, ignoring the hand Felix offered.

				No touching, she told herself. No matter how badly you want to.

				Felix dropped his hand and disguised his disappointment by leaning in to study Sydney. Both his eyebrows rose into his hairline. “Wow. What’d you say to her?”

				Embarrassment flushed Cali’s cheeks. “Nothing.”

				Sydney squeezed through the gap between the front seats to exit through the passenger side. “She called my clinic small,” she said indignantly.

				“Ouch.” Felix bumped his shoulder against Cali’s. “I told you to watch what you said to her.”

				Her shoulder tingled where he’d touched her. She glared at him.

				Sydney didn’t waste any more time on them as she went straight to the front door. She tried the handle but it was locked. She took out her keys, and still the door wouldn’t open.

				Cali tried to see through the glass. “Are you sure this is your clinic?” she asked skeptically.

				Sydney narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “You’re Felix’s Mirror Mate all right,” she mumbled. “Yes, this is my place,” she spoke up, exasperated. “Joel must have Locked it.” She pounded on the door.

				A few seconds later a man appeared. For a moment Cali thought they really did have the wrong place, but a smile broke out on his face and he put his hand against the clear door. There was a faint click, though his hand never moved from the glass, and then Sydney was opening the door.

				She rose onto her toes to kiss him. “Any trouble?”

				“I should be asking you the same question.” The man’s navy blue eyes glittered with affection before they turned to Cali. “You must be the Silencer. I’m Joel Kegler, Locksmith.”

				She gave him the once over. He had at least three inches on her. He had thick, mahogany brown hair that looked a bit too long and in need of a haircut. His skin was a nice, golden brown from obvious sun exposure like Sydney’s, but what caught Cali’s eye were his hands. They were covered with scars, some going all the way up his forearms.

				“Oh, these.” He caught her staring. “I used to work on cars with my old man when I was little. Let me tell you, hot oil burns, and steel cuts mighty deeply.”

				“And now you’re a locksmith?” That seemed like a rather strange transition.

				He flashed a bright set of straight teeth. “Actually, I’m a computer technician. I was referring to my power.” His brow furrowed at her expression.

				Another person who claimed to have powers? If they weren’t a military branch, then what the hell were they? Some kind of club? Super heroes anonymous?

				“You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

				Felix came up behind her. She could feel the heat coming off him. Her skin felt too tight for her body. She wanted to step away but there was nowhere to retreat. Joel and Sydney blocked her path.

				“We’re here to explain things to her,” said Felix.

				“And keep her safe,” said Sydney.

				“You can explain things later. I want to know what the hell happened out there,” a voice called from behind the counter on her right.

				Seated at the reception desk, a woman shuffled through some papers. She had hazel eyes and oak-brown hair that was cut in a popular pixie fashion. There was a faint scar on the bottom left of her lip indicating that at one time she’d had her lip pierced. Her nametag read Niella Souveray. Their eyes met. “You look exactly as I Dreamed.”

				As far as introductions went, this had to be the strangest. This was the woman who’d had a vision about her? Cali had one question — why her?

				Niella’s interest in her was fleeting as she directed her attention to Felix. “Well? I take it you got there in time, but that tells me next to nothing. What are we up against?” There was something haunted behind her eyes, something that told Cali that Niella had an idea of what they were up against but didn’t want to believe it.

				A shudder ran through her.

				Felix’s hesitation was slight. “We ran into Collette.” His voice was low, rough.

				Niella pushed out from behind the desk, giving Cali a glimpse of her wheelchair.

				She was paralyzed?

				Niella wheeled herself into the middle of the lobby. Felix’s answer wasn’t what she had expected. Her face clouded and all she said was, “Huh.”

				“‘Huh?’ That’s all you have to say? If this isn’t coming to you as a shock then why the hell didn’t you tell me there would be people with powers there? That Collette would be there?”

				Joel stepped forward. “Easy, Felix. Niella didn’t tell you because she didn’t know.”

				Niella’s jaw tensed. “I don’t need defending because I’m a damn cripple,” she bit out at Joel.

				The retort was like a slap to the face, and for a moment Joel looked at a loss for what to say. His expression hardened, and he opened his mouth then shut it again. “My defense had nothing to do with the fact that you’re in a wheelchair,” he said at last. He turned from her to walk over to the far wall where a row of seats was assembled before large stacks of dog food.

				Aren’t they one big happy family? Cali thought.

				Niella ignored Joel and the awkward silence that followed. “I didn’t tell you, Felix, because I didn’t Dream Collette.” She closed her eyes, her brow wrinkling. “There was someone else.”

				Felix crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Who? ’Cause whoever they are, they’d have to be pretty desperate to stage a kidnapping in the middle of the damn day.”

				Niella shook her head and opened her eyes. “A man. That’s all I’ve got. Who else was there besides Collette? A man?” The rest of them shuffled their way farther into the lobby so they were no longer clustered around the entrance.

				Felix stayed by Cali’s side and gave a shrug. “Two of them, but there was nothing special about them. Does this man that you’ve seen have powers?”

				“I’m not sure. It’s hard to tell.” There was more to it. Cali could read it on Niella’s face, but the Dreamer didn’t say anything more. Cali didn’t know if she was grateful that there was nothing else to discuss regarding her would-be captor, or if she should be worried.

				“How’d you end up stopping Collette?” Niella asked.

				Felix wrapped an arm casually around Cali’s shoulders. She tensed on instinct. “Cali Tasered the hell out of her.”

				The corners of Niella’s mouth curled into a quick smile before the smile faded. “Good to know at least one of you can handle yourself.”

				Cali found herself smiling. Despite Niella’s strange moods, she could picture the two of them getting along.

				Felix dropped his arm from around Cali to place his palm over his heart. “Your words wound me, Ell. But you know, for driving in there half blind, we didn’t do too badly.”

				Whatever tension there was left in the room slipped away.

				“All right,” Sydney intervened, “you guys may have nothing else to do, but I still have to finish up for the day. Niella, were you able to reschedule the remaining appointments when I had to leave?”

				“Every one.”

				Sydney started to move around the large main lobby. It was filled with bags and bags of dog food. Leashes hung on the wall to the left, flea treatments close by. Toys, treats, and everything Cali could think a new pet owner would need surrounded the perimeter. Sydney made her way toward a large bag of food that was already opened and badly resealed. “Good. The last appointments that I had to bail on, did you give them their complimentary food bag — Ah!” She screamed, jumping back to knock into Joel.

				Niella quickly rolled out of the way as Felix rushed over, Cali right behind him.

				“Gadget!” Felix cried scooping up a fat gray rat.

				Sydney squealed.

				Cali’s brow rose. “Aren’t you supposed to love animals?”

				“I do. All animals except rats.” She pointed to the cute plump rodent in Felix’s hands. “I told you to keep him out of here.”

				“I swear, Syd, I try, but he’s got a mind of his own. I have no idea how he got here.” He brought the rat up to his face and brushed his cheek against it affectionately.

				Sydney cringed at the display of affection.

				An odd rush of warmth came over Cali before it was interrupted by her purse vibrating against her side. Startled, she started to dig through her things until she found her cell phone. Glancing at the ID, she stepped out of the clinic before anyone could say anything, answering the call.

				“Hey, Jared.” She tried for nonchalance.

				“Cali!” Her brother’s voice came barreling through the phone. “Are you okay? I’ve called you a million times. Where are you? Are you hurt?” Cali flinched at the concern laced through his voice. How was she supposed to tell him she was fine, never better?

				Don’t worry about me, bro. I came across this super group with powers. Oh by the way, apparently I’m one of them and someone is after me. Nothing to worry about.

				Yeah, right.

				The door to the clinic opened, and she felt more than saw Felix come out.

				And did I forget to mention that I’m completely addicted to a strange man I’ve never met before?

				Jared would love that. While she’d grown apart from her siblings over the years, her brother did have a surprisingly annoying protective streak when it came to her dating life.

				Trying and failing to ignore Felix’s presence, she turned her back to him to gaze out into the street. Night had fallen, the street lights revealing yellow blots of cracked pavement.

				“Cali?” Jared asked, bringing her attention back to him. “Hello? Are you there?”

				“Yeah, I’m here,” she bit out.

				Felix drew closer, her body hyperaware of his location.

				“I’m fine,” she forced out of her clenched teeth.

				“Where are you?”

				“I’m … with a friend.”

				“Cali … ” He sounded conflicted. “Your car was parked outside Mom and Dad’s. There were strange people inside when Garnet and I dropped by to pick up the mail for them — ”

				She cut him off. “Pick up the mail for them? Why’d you have to do that?”

				A moment of silence. “Didn’t you know? Mom and Dad went on vacation a week ago.”

				Her mouth gaped. “No. Why didn’t anyone tell me?” She really shouldn’t have been all that surprised. The distance between her and her family wasn’t some small gap that could be bridged with a quick phone call. She’d gone months without speaking to them. She hadn’t wanted to. She had to prove she could make it on her own first. She had to show them her passion wasn’t a waste of time and effort. That she wasn’t the screw up they thought she’d be.

				“Cali, you haven’t contacted any of us in months,” Jared said, as if he were explaining something to a small child. “You moved out and then fell off the radar. We had no idea what you were up to or what you were getting involved with.”

				Getting involved with?

				“What — ?”

				But he cut her off as if she hadn’t even spoken. “If you were in trouble, why didn’t you come to any of us? We thought you’d gotten over this, but apparently we were wrong. Now they know where Mom and Dad live. I guess we should count ourselves lucky they weren’t home, but I mean seriously, Cali?”

				She couldn’t take it anymore. “Just what do you think happened?” He thought she’d planned this? Had known about it?

				There was an exacerbated sigh from the other end of the phone. “Drugs, Cali. That’s what I think happened. You got pulled into the wrong crowd again. By the looks of those guys I’d say they were after money.” She could practically see his head shaking, “And you brought them to Mom and Dad’s. Why? Were you going to ask for money? Were you going to steal from them?”

				Cali’s cheeks flushed with a combination of embarrassment, anger, and shame. She clamped her mouth shut, afraid of what she might yell at him. All those years ago, and that was still all they saw? A druggie? She’d never been one. She’d been a dumb seventeen year old who’d made the wrong choice in a boyfriend and had been left to the cops at an under-aged party when she’d been drunk, high, and given the date-rape drug.

				She clutched her phone to try and stop the shaking in her hands. “I would never steal from them.” She enunciated each word slowly, but the rage she felt still crept through.

				Jared didn’t even acknowledge her words. “The cops want you to come in for questioning.”

				Her entire body shook.

				No!

				She wanted to scream and rant. She’d done everything right from that moment on in her life. She didn’t want to see those looks again. The ones people gave those beneath them when they pitied them and their poor existence. She didn’t want to see the disappointment in her family’s eyes. She’d done nothing wrong.

				“Cali? Did you hear me?”

				“I want to give my own statement of what happened.”

				She could feel his surprise through the phone. He and Garnet had already made their minds up about her. And it stung.

				She inhaled deeply and caught the scent of fresh bread and sea salt.

				Felix.

				Could he hear what her brother had said?

				Why do you even care what he thinks about you?

				She didn’t know why. She just did.

				There was shuffling on the other side of the line and then Jared came back on. “The police want you to come in tomorrow to give your statement.”

				“I didn’t steal from Mom and Dad,” she said again. “You’re making assumptions you have no right to make, Jared.” And based on his reaction and Garnet’s, the police were sure to follow in their footsteps. Great. Tomorrow was going to be hell.

				They hung up shortly after that.

				Cali took some deep breaths. It didn’t help.

				Her back grew warm. Her heart sped up. “Are you okay?” Felix asked from behind her.

				She turned around and dropped her head when she couldn’t stand the compassion she saw in his gaze. She wanted so badly to rest her forehead against his chest, to feel those strong arms around her.

				“My family thinks I’m a drug addict.” She might as well get it out there in the open.

				His hands slid along her arms comfortingly. Up and down, up and down. She shivered. He was really making her no touching rule difficult right about then. “Looks like they don’t know you all that well,” he said.

				A harsh laugh escaped her. “And you do?” she couldn’t help but retort. She knocked his hands away to stare him in the face. “I may not know the significance of the mirror part of your weird little ‘mirror mate’ word, but I sure as hell know what the word mate means. I also know I’ve been called that a couple of times today. Now, I don’t know what you want from me, but I don’t owe you anything. I saved your ass when I took out that woman, Collette. You’re indebted to me.” She held up her hand, index finger extended. “That’s one.”

				A smirked tugged at his lips. “We’re keeping score now?”

				“I don’t like to owe anyone.”

				The smirk bloomed into a grin. “And my coming in and rescuing you from your parents’ doesn’t count as anything?”

				“All you did was warn me. Not to mention it doesn’t even give me much to go by. A man is after me — wow, that really narrows it down.”

				He shrugged. “Well, now all you have to do is stay away from men. I gotta say I’m not arguing with that.”

				The look he gave her sent a jolt right down to her toes. Her breasts tingled, the heat between her legs spreading.

				Why did he have to look at her like that?

				She stepped back from him. He stepped forward. “You do realize that would include you, right?”

				She took a step back. He stepped forward. Back, forward, back, forward.

				Her back hit a cement pillar.

				His eyes sparked when she couldn’t retreat. He leaned into her. “I’m the exception. That weird little phrase we like to use, Mirror Mate? It means exactly what it sounds like.”

				He was so close it was suffocating. Her body was on high alert as they stood there, at a standstill now, neither one moving.

				She cleared her suddenly dry throat, trying to ignore the throbbing of her entire body. “You’re really going to make this awkward for me, aren’t you?”

				The tension between them was palpable.

				His grin was all rogue. “As awkward as I possibly can.” He braced his weight on the palms of his hands, one on either side of her head, trapping her.

				“You’re certainly doing a good job of it,” she said breathlessly.


				Chapter 5

				Felix’s entire body was tense, his cock hard. Shit, but he’d never had this kind of reaction to a woman before. They both stood there, trapped, neither making the first move. Cali’s onyx eyes watched him warily as if she didn’t know whether to bolt or stay. Her chest rose and fell with her heavy breathing, her lips parted ever so slightly, as if inviting him to taste her.

				He couldn’t take it. He wanted her. Needed her.

				He dipped his head to capture her mouth. She gasped but didn’t pull away. Her hands grasped his hips, her grip like steel.

				He kept his hands firmly planted against the cement behind her. He didn’t trust himself to let them wander. Instead he surrendered himself to the tantalizing feel of her lips molding to his. They were soft and pliant and tasted like spearmint lip balm. His tongue snaked out to tease them. Her fingers dug into the flesh at his sides. Fire scorched his veins. He wanted to take her up against the wall, wanted to feel her sex clamping tight and hot around his aching cock.

				He ran his tongue along the seam of her mouth again, coaxing her to open for him. He couldn’t get enough of her. He wanted more. She hesitated, but when he nipped her with his teeth she drew in a ragged breath, and he slid his tongue inside.

				She arched against him, her breasts just barely grazing his chest. He moaned, but the blood in his veins must have been roaring too loudly because he didn’t even hear it.

				Her tongue stole out to stroke against his, and his body went rock solid. He growled in animalistic desire. But again he heard nothing.

				There was a gentle push on his hips, and Cali pulled her lips from his. Her eyes were fogged, her lips red, and she licked them as if to savor the flavor of his kiss.

				His cock twitched as he imagined all the uses for those beautiful lips and tongue. He curled his fingers into the cement pillar. Lust clouded his mind and all he could think of was her. Her scent. Her taste. He dipped his head back in for another sample.

				Her grip on his hips tightened to keep him away, though the effort was only half-hearted. But it was the sudden panic in her eyes that stopped him.

				“What is it?” he tried to ask, but nothing came out.

				Cold flooded his body.

				He opened his mouth to speak. Again there was nothing. Understanding dawned. Cali was using her powers.

				And by the looks of it, she had no idea how, and was terrified.

				He knew that fear. Had felt it many times, only this time she wouldn’t be alone as he’d been.

				He gripped her shoulders as much to comfort her as to draw her attention back from where she was staring down at her own body as if it wasn’t hers.

				“It’s okay,” he mouthed. “I’m staying right here.”

				She nodded shakily.

				He took a moment to think.

				How the hell was he supposed to help her when they didn’t have the same powers?

				He kneaded her shoulders absently until something clicked. It was only a hunch but it was all he had.

				He removed his hands from her shoulders and brought them to rest atop hers where they gripped his hips like a lifeline.

				“What are you doing?” she mouthed.

				Any other time he would have found her reluctance to release him amusing.

				“Trust me.”

				He pulled her hands from him and let them drop by her sides.

				She gave him a funny look. “What was the point of that?”

				Had it worked? He didn’t feel any different, but then again, he never felt anything when Sydney used her powers either. “It was just a theory,” he said.

				His eyes widened.

				“I made noise.” He looked down at himself, amazed she was able to take all sound from him.

				Her arms waved. “Why am I still silent?”

				Panic was starting to set in. He reached out to grab her and stopped himself short. If he touched her again, her powers would leak over to him.

				“Don’t panic. Getting control of your powers is the hardest thing to deal with.” He wracked his mind for some kind of instruction to give her, trying to remember back to those first cursed weeks when he’d discovered his power and had been abandoned and ridiculed by his “friends.” When nothing helpful surfaced he went with his gut. “When your power first manifests, it’s usually brought on by strong emotion.” He bit back a smile at what must have triggered them. “Do you have a weird prickling at the back of your neck?” It was the only common symptom that he knew of.

				Cali nodded.

				Should he try what he’d done with Sydney all those years ago when they’d found out about her ability? It was worth a shot. “I need you to try and relax.”

				She gave him a dead stare. Are you serious? it said.

				His lip twitched. “Close your eyes and picture yourself releasing all the tension in your body. Trust me. Just … let … go.”

				She eyed him balefully for a moment as if to convey that if he was pulling her leg she’d amputate his. Finally she closed her eyes.

				He waited, watching as she inhaled, held it, and slowly let it out.

				A few cars sped by and still she kept her eyes closed. “Did it work?” she whispered.

				He threw his head back and laughed. “I can honestly say with some confidence that it did.”

				She punched him in the arm. “You jerk. That was not a laughing matter. I was terrified.”

				He rubbed his arm. “So does that count, then?” He held up a finger much like she had earlier. “That was one.”

				Her eyes flashed with the challenge. She raised her chin, not saying anything, and he took it to mean that he had indeed evened out her little scoreboard. But he was far from finished with it.

				“How’d you know what to do?” she asked after a few more cars pass by.

				He stepped back to give her some room, his shoulder rising in a careless half shrug. “That’s the only thing that seemed to work for me.”

				“When did you first learn about your … ” She faltered. “Your, uh, ability?”

				It was not a time he liked to remember, but it looked as if she was opening up to the idea of having powers, so he’d do what he could to help her. “I was twenty-one. It was after finals. I went out with a bunch of my buddies and we got drunk. We were leaving when one of them made the offhand comment about my current girlfriend at the time being a whore. I got pissed, there were angry words exchanged. I wanted to fight.” He shook his head at his idiocy. He should have left it. Maybe then he’d never have lost his friends. “Jeremy kept blowing me off. He went to get into his car, and I remember wishing his car would vanish so he couldn’t leave without me knocking in a few of his teeth. There was this strange sensation at the back of my neck.” He placed his hand there absently, as if he could still feel that first time. “I was too angry to notice it, and when I raged at Jeremy again, waving my arms at him … His car just disappeared.”

				“Did they know it was you?”

				He exhaled. “Yeah, they were so freaked that they came after me. They ran me back into the bar we’d been drinking at calling me a freak, and when they couldn’t get to me inside, they smashed my Jeep to bits.”

				“Fucking bastards,” she whispered.

				That about summed them up. He’d known those guys for years, and all it took was one night to ruin the very foundation of their friendship.

				“Were you too new to your powers to bring that guy’s car back?”

				He gave a humorless laugh. The question was always inevitable when it came to his powers, and the answer always left a bitter taste in his mouth. “Once I Erase something, I can’t bring it back.”

				He waited for the shock.

				Check.

				He waited for the horror.

				Nothing.

				He kept waiting.

				It never came.

				Cali leaned her head back against the cement column, exposing the long expanse of her neck. Felix’s gut clenched.

				“Well, shit,” she said. “I guess there’s no denying it, I really am a — what did you call me, a Silencer?” She shook her head in disbelief. “It makes me sound like some kind of deadly assassination weapon. That’s gotta be a plus, right?”

				Sydney poked her head out the front door. “Are you guys still alive out here?”

				Felix frowned. “We’ll be in shortly.”

				“All right, but you’d think that if someone was looking for Cali that keeping her on the side of the road where anyone driving by could see her would be a bad thing.” Sydney dipped back into the clinic.

				Felix groaned and ran a hand through his hair. He knew Sydney was right but damned if he didn’t want to steal a few more moments alone with Cali. “Come on,” he beckoned. “We better get inside before we get reprimanded again.” He winked at her.

				She gave him an amused expression and he took it as progress. At least she wasn’t running away from him. He went to put his hand on the small of her back as she passed him and she jumped out of his reach.

				He sighed. At least she wasn’t running far, he amended.

				Sydney had been busy cleaning while they’d been outside. The lobby was swept, the chairs put back into a neat order, and the lights inside the patient rooms were off.

				Everyone was waiting for them.

				“We need to figure out what we should do with Cali,” Sydney said as soon as they were both inside. “It’s not safe for her to go home. I’m guessing if they found her parent’s house then they’ll be able to find where she’s living just as easily.”

				Cali walked over to the chairs on the opposite side of the lobby, no doubt trying to put space between them. He let her go. “She can stay with me,” he said.

				Cali stiffened in her seat. “No.” The rest of the group eyed her at the immediate response. She shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, no … thank you. Can’t I stay here?” She gave the lobby the once-over and barely managed to hide her revulsion.

				Felix wanted to call her out on it, but he didn’t have to. Joel beat him to it.

				“You want to stay here?”

				The comment earned him a hard elbow to the ribs.

				“There’s a futon in my office,” Sydney said.

				“She can’t stay here alone.” If she didn’t want to stay at his house that was fine, but she couldn’t remain at the vet’s all by herself.

				Cali crossed her arms. “No one followed us.”

				“It doesn’t matter. If they have a Dreamer — ”

				“If they have a Dreamer,” Niella cut Felix off, “then she’s screwed no matter where she goes. But I doubt that they have a full-forced Dreamer, so let the woman stay where she wants and someone drive me home already. Syd?”

				“I don’t have a car,” she said forlornly.

				“What happened to your car?” Joel’s hands tightened around her waist in concern.

				Felix braced himself as Sydney pinned him with a look. “Felix Erased it.”

				Joel’s jaw bulged. “He what?”

				He held his hands out in peace. “Syd blocked herself in when she parked in the driveway. It was the only way to get rid of any evidence so whoever Collette was working for couldn’t trace her.”

				Joel’s anger eased at the mention of protecting Sydney, just like he knew it would. One obstacle avoided. Now he had bigger problems to overcome, like getting Cali to quit being so bull-headed.

				“There’s too much risk if you stay here alone, Cali. It’s not safe.”

				She weighed his words, but all hope of her coming home with him was blown out of the water when Sydney decided to open her mouth. “If you’re worried about Cali then I can always stay at your place, Felix. You live closest to the clinic, and if anything happens, she can call. As soon as I’m within range I can Shield the place.”

				“No.” He and Joel spoke up at the same time.

				Niella rolled her eyes and dropped her head back.

				“What do you mean ‘no’?” Sydney asked Joel.

				He looked at her as if the answer should be obvious. “I don’t want you staying the night there alone.”

				Felix cut short the retort he had ready. He and Sydney had been friends for years. Well before she met Joel. However, Joel was the over-protective type, and he couldn’t begrudge the guy’s not wanting his girlfriend to spend the night at another man’s home, no matter how ridiculous the idea of him and Sydney getting together sounded. He checked his temper. “She’s not staying at my house,” he said, making sure to convey that to Sydney. She could be just as stubborn as Cali was turning out to be. “If Cali wants to stay here then I think Syd should too. That way she can Shield if anything happens.”

				“I don’t need a babysitter,” Cali spoke up from her seat in the corner.

				“Agreed.” Niella seconded the comment.

				Felix didn’t appreciate her interference.

				Sydney instantly adopted the role of mediator. “How about I stay here until Cali gets settled, and then I’ll crash at your place?” She turned to Joel. “We’ll all crash at Felix’s place.”

				“I’m sure as hell not crashing there,” Niella muttered.

				Felix ran his hand through his hair. He didn’t want any of them crashing at his place. Yet, his fate was sealed when Cali gave a cross between a nod and a shrug in accordance.

				Of course she’d agree. It wasn’t her home that was about to be invaded.


				Chapter 6

				“You’ll love it. Tom’s pizza is the best.” Sydney continued to gush as she led Cali out of the vet and two shops over to the little pizzeria. Felix, Joel, and Niella had left in the Hummer, leaving Cali alone with the very talkative and energetic Sydney.

				“You really don’t have to stay with me,” Cali told her for what was perhaps the fifth time.

				“Nonsense.” Sydney brushed her comment off as she had all the others. “I promised Felix I’d get you settled, and I will.”

				She held the door to the pizzeria open as if this were part of getting Cali settled. Cali bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying anything untoward. She didn’t need to be coddled.

				They’re trying to help.

				She had to constantly remind herself of that lest she go crazy from the constant hovering. With the rest of the group gone it was a little better, though she hated to admit that the sight of Felix leaving left an ache in her chest that refused to go away.

				The pizzeria was a quaint little place. It was done up in a red, orange, and white color scheme that had Cali thinking only of pizza. The smell of fresh garlic bread and tomato sauce permeated the air. She tried not to drool on the floor.

				“Hey, Sydney, what are you doing here so late? I’m about ready to close.”

				The man behind the counter could have passed for Sydney’s older brother. A dirty blond mop of hair stuck out from under a visor that read: Tom’s Pizzeria. He had laughing green eyes and a sun-tanned face, accentuated by the white uniform he wore that was dotted with red pizza sauce stains.

				Sydney grinned at her male doppelganger. “The hunger calls, Tom. It’s not my fault you make the best pizza in the city. If I bother you so much, you should really look into lowering those standards of yours.” She placed both hands on the counter and leaned forward until she could kick her legs out behind her like a little kid.

				Tom placed the palm of his hand flat against Sydney’s forehead and pushed her playfully off his counter. “I’m afraid I’ve built up quite the immunity to you and your flattery.” His attention left Sydney and held on Cali. “Where’s your manners, Sydney?” He wiped his flour-covered hand on his pants and held it out to her. “Thomas Larkin,” he introduced himself.

				Despite his attempt to clean the flour and dough from his hands they remained as if ingrained into his skin. “Cali Crazar.” She took his hand.

				“New to the city?” he asked.

				“Uh … ” Her gaze darted to Sydney before returning to Tom. “Kind of. I’m really only here visiting for a few days, hopefully.”

				Sydney’s expression clouded but Cali didn’t know what else to say. Was she supposed to tell Tom she was going to join their little group? Did Tom even know?

				Hell, she hadn’t known until a few hours ago that people with powers existed — that she was one of them.

				She couldn’t help but remember that feeling of terror and awe when she’d used her powers outside the clinic with Felix. One moment they were kissing and the next — 

				Her chest ached at the thought of Felix. Why did she want him near?

				Her traitorous mind thought back to the moment before her powers had kicked in. The feel of his lips on hers, the taste of his tongue in her mouth … 

				“ … so what do you like on your pizza?”

				Cali blinked.

				Tom and Sydney both stared at her with expectant expressions on their faces.

				Shit.

				“What was that?”

				Sydney huffed. “What do you want on the pizza?”

				She glowered right back at Sydney. “Pineapple and green peppers okay with you?”

				Sydney bobbed her golden head and turned to Tom. “And can we have an order of those tasty chocolate, cinnamon, funnel cake stick thingies?”

				“They have a name, Sydney.”

				She waved him off. “Yeah, but who wants to remember that? Funnel-ly cake thingies sound so much better.”

				With an exaggerated sigh Tom disappeared into the back to make their pizza. He called out, “Would you mind flipping the sign to ‘Closed’ so I don’t get any more late nighters?”

				Sydney dutifully went to do what he asked. “You know your life would be a bore without me,” she called back.

				Cali thought she heard a muttered, “If only,” from Tom but couldn’t be sure.

				Sydney took the chair across from where Cali was now seated at one of the circular tables. “So?”

				“So, what?”

				Sydney leaned forward. “Come on, you have to have some kind of questions about all this.” Her hands gestured around her as if to take in the pizzeria but Cali knew better.

				And she did have questions about what had happened that day. The only problem was she didn’t know how to phrase them, and those that she did know how to phrase she was more than a little apprehensive about hearing the answers to. There was also that small part of her that wanted to wait until Felix could answer her questions.

				“How do you know Felix?” she asked. It was as good a place to start as any.

				“Ah, you’re going to go the old history route first, huh?” She got up and took a Vanilla Coke from the fridge. She tilted the bottle toward her like an offering.

				“Don’t you have to pay for that?”

				Sydney took another bottle out despite Cali’s lack of answer and handed it to her.

				“Nah,” she said as she sat back down. “I’ve been pilfering sodas from Tom since I was a teen. Why do you think he keeps the Vanilla stocked for me? Anyway.” She cracked the plastic cap off and took a drink. “I met Felix when I was nineteen. We were in one of those combination first aid/CPR classes together. I stumbled across him when he looked like he could use some help. He was huddled into this ball in his chair, and I thought he might be injured. Turned out he was trying to control his powers.”

				“I take it that there’s no destined age when we, uh … ” She lowered her voice. “ … come into our power?”

				“Nope. My powers started manifesting when I was twenty, almost six months after I met Felix, though it took us close to four months to figure it out.”

				Cali took a sip of her own soda, the smooth vanilla flavor sliding down her throat. “And you’re what, exactly? A shield?”

				“Shielder,” she corrected mildly. “Think of it as if I sent out a giant bubble that enveloped everyone around me, and while I’m actively using my powers no one else around can. Make sense?”

				Tom came around the counter holding a large pizza box with a smaller one perched on top. He stopped short when he saw the soda in Sydney’s hand. When his eyes fell on the one in her hand Cali felt an immediate flush of guilt. “I’ll pay for this,” she said instantly.

				Tom gave her an easy grin. “No worries. I didn’t expect Sydney to engage in her bad habits in front of guests.” He gave Sydney a mock scowl.

				She saluted him with the bottle before getting up to take their food off his hands. “Old habits die hard,” she told him. “Thanks again for the pizza. You’re the best.”

				“Yeah, yeah,” he said, “now get out of here, I have to close up.”

				Back in the vet clinic Sydney directed Cali around the corner of the lobby to where a door was labeled “office.” This way they were able to escape the smell of dog food that seemed to be rooted into the walls themselves.

				The office itself was decorated with dark furniture and an aqua and white color scheme. The faint scent of vanilla drifted around the room, a nice change from the combination dog food, bleach, and animal smell of the lobby. There were pictures on the walls, most of them beautiful tropical beaches that hung on the wall right next to Sydney’s doctorate diploma and certifications. A yellow futon was pressed to the wall on Cali’s left. Though the room was filled with all sorts of furnishings and decorations, somehow Sydney had organized it in such a way that it didn’t feel crowded. Instead, the office was warm and inviting.

				Cali took a seat on the futon. “I take it I’ll be sleeping here?”

				Sydney followed her in, leaving the door partially open. She set the pizza down on her desk and pulled paper plates out from one of the cabinets above the mini fridge in the corner behind her desk.

				She handed a plate to Cali. “It’s a lot more comfortable than it looks. Trust me. I’ve spent a few nights on it myself.”

				They lapsed into silence as they tore through nearly the entire large pizza. Sydney passed out the funnel cake thingies and Cali took a bite of pure bliss. The dessert resembled a churro only with a more funnel cake-like consistency. The cinnamon sugar sprinkling had a touch of cocoa that only added to the flavor when combined with the fudge drizzle.

				“Amazing, huh?” Sydney said around a mouthful.

				“What are these called again?” She might just have to buy them once a week, if not daily.

				“Technically they’re called Tom’s Incredible Twists, but Joel and Felix both got it into their heads to call them T.I.T’s for short and I just can’t say the name now without hearing one of them asking for a double order of tits to go along with their pizza.”

				Cali choked on her twist.

				Her eyes began to water as she desperately reached for her Coke.

				Sydney shot to her feet to give her a couple friendly pounds on the back. “Sorry, I probably should have warned you not to have any food in your mouth first.”

				Cali sucked in some much needed air. “Thanks,” she gasped out.

				“Don’t mention it.” Sydney moved around the room, cleaning up their mess.

				Silence fell once more as Cali watched Sydney tidy up. She felt useless at that moment and wanted to volunteer her help but something told her Sydney would just tell her to stay seated.

				Once everything was cleaned, Sydney took a seat on the opposite end of the futon and curled one of her legs under her like they were at a slumber party. “So did any other questions come up while you were eating? There has to be more on your mind than how Felix and I met.”

				Cali leaned back against the railing of the futon. “Look, I appreciate your friendliness and everything but you don’t have to babysit me. Really. I’m fine.”

				“I’m not babysitting you. Why can’t we just hang out?”

				“And what? Paint each other’s toenails? Thanks, but no thanks.” Cali went to get off the futon but was blocked.

				She hadn’t even seen Sydney move.

				“What’s your problem?” Sydney snarled. She was bent over so that her green eyes blazed level with Cali’s. “You look at me and all you see is the blonde hair and think I’m some stereotypical cheerleader who wants to do each other’s toes?” Shame flooded Cali because that was exactly how she’d pegged Sydney. She opened her mouth to apologize but didn’t get the chance as Sydney continued. “If you don’t want to be my friend then that’s fine, but Felix is one of my closest friends and you’re his Mirror Mate, which means you’re going to become a major fixture in his life, and I’m not going anywhere so you better damn well get used to the sight of me.” Her green eyes widened, and she leaned back as if she’d never exploded at someone like that before.

				Cali stared, transfixed, before she cleared her throat. Feeling like a real ass all she could think to say was, “Okay.”

				Sydney narrowed her eyes. “That’s it? ‘Okay’?”

				“You were right. I was being a complete asshole thinking you were nothing more than a perky blonde with half a brain. Can we start over?”

				Sydney exhaled in relief, a smile tugging at her lips. “I’d like — ”

				Her words cut off as the sound of shuffling reached them from the front of the vet.


				Chapter 7

				Cali and Sydney both froze.

				The shock wore off Sydney first. Cali summed it up to being a part of a little super group longer than her. “Did you hear that?” She shot to her feet, Cali right behind her. The sound came again but it was too faint to make out.

				Okay, Cali, you can do this. Your power is to manipulate sound, so … manipulate it. She shook out her hands to steady her nerves and shut her eyes. She tried to imagine all the sounds around her fading. After a moment of nothing happening she began to feel foolish.

				Cali turned to Sydney. Her face was pinched in concentration.

				“Are you using your powers?” Cali asked her.

				Sydney nodded. “Why?”

				How did she say that she’d tried to use her powers and was unsuccessful without sounding like she was whining?

				Cali proceeded toward the door. “Just wondering,” she said.

				Sydney touched her arm. “Cali, wait. We have no idea what’s out there. I promised Felix … ” She let the sentence hang.

				“You promised to get me settled,” Cali pointed out. “He said nothing about what to do in the event of an attack.” But damn, she had to admire Sydney’s loyalty. She’d only ever dreamed of having a friend as loyal as that. Someone she didn’t have to worry about going behind her back and taking her paintings, or sneaking drugs into her drinks … 

				She shook the thoughts away.

				“What’s our plan of action?”

				Sydney nibbled at her bottom lip. “Well, I used my powers so if whoever is out there tries to use their own abilities they won’t be able to and … that’s all I’m basically used for.”

				“You mean you guys all don’t know some crazy special kung-fu fighting technique?”

				Sydney’s gaze could have frozen water. “We’ve already told you, we’re not a military branch.”

				More was the pity. How the hell were they supposed to defend themselves if all they had was a woman who could negate power and another who could manipulate sound? Where were the super strength and fire-wielding powers when you needed them?

				The rustling came again.

				Sydney grasped the door and gave her a nod. We take this nice and slow, it said.

				Together they crept out into the large hallway. A faint light came in through the reception area caused by the streetlights outside. Sydney took the lead as they filed into the smaller hall that opened into the front lobby. Sydney stopped and took a deep breath before turning the corner.

				She poked her head out just enough to see into the main room before she pulled back. “It’s coming from behind the reception desk.”

				She leaned out to take another look. Cali was tall enough to lean over her and peer around the corner above her head.

				The lobby was empty.

				The faint rustling came from the far corner, right where Sydney had said. There was no light of any kind, which begged the question how the hell did whoever was over there see anything? Didn’t they need a flashlight?

				A small part of Cali had worried Collette had come after her, but with Sydney nullifying any and all powers, Collette would be useless. Plus, Collette didn’t strike her as the type of woman who would hide out behind a reception desk.

				Sydney’s thoughts must have been following her own. She bravely made her way into the lobby, Cali right behind her. When they reached the desk, Sydney waved her back, signaling her to stay put.

				Cali bit her tongue to keep from protesting but ultimately stayed where she was.

				Sydney stepped behind the reception desk.

				And screamed.

				Cali reacted instantly. She grabbed the first thing within reach. It turned out to be a dog leash hanging on the wall closest to her.

				She rushed the reception desk and nearly got bowled over by Sydney.

				“What is it?” she demanded. There was nothing in sight.

				Something moved past her foot and Cali yelped.

				The fuzzy gray blob scuttled toward the dog food, giving Cali a moment to identify it. “Gadget?”

				Felix’s rat continued to make a break for the dog food. Sydney jumped out of the rodent’s way with another screech.

				Cali forced her laughter down. She hurried to scoop the fat rat up before it gave Sydney a heart attack. “Easy, Sydney, it’s just Gadget.”

				Sydney’s face was murderous. “I’m going to kill Felix.”

				Cali highly doubted it, but she kept her comments to herself as Gadget nuzzled into her palm. Sydney might hate the fact that Felix sometimes left his pet rat in her vet but he was important to her, special … 

				The dull ache in her chest throbbed. “Hey, Sydney?”

				She was busy dusting herself off. “Hm?”

				“What’s a Mirror Mate?”

				Her hands faltered before continuing to brush at her clothing. She looked up to give her a bright smile. “You are.”

				Cali wasn’t buying it. “That doesn’t tell me anything. Everyone keeps calling me Felix’s Mirror Mate but no one’s really told me what that means. How do you even know that I’m his or that he’s mine? I don’t get it.”

				Sydney held her hands out in surrender. “I understand, and I wish I had more information for you, but to be perfectly honest we’re not even sure what it is. When I met Felix years ago, he thought he was the only one with powers. When we figured out I had them too, I freaked out thinking perhaps they were contagious. They’re not. Felix eventually met Collette and found that she too had powers. Our little network of powered people was growing, but that still didn’t give us any insight. All of us had different powers. Were there others out there with similar powers or was every person different? The questions continued to grow when Collette confided in Felix that she found work at a company that used people like us. Felix wasn’t happy with this new discovery and exploitation. He stopped talking to Collette, and some months after that he received a call that she had discovered something amazing. It turns out Collette was the first one to discover Mirror Mates, though she didn’t call them that. That’s our own specialty term.” Sydney grinned. “Anyway, from what Felix has told us, Mirror Mates are a sort of soul mate with the added benefit that, once a certain bond is formed between them, they increase each other’s powers.”

				“Increase their powers how?”

				Sydney shrugged. “Not sure. When Collette found her Mirror Mate, her Illusions became corporeal. So far she’s the only one we know of who is what we term ‘full-forced.’”

				So that was it, the reason why Felix was so nice to her. He wanted to use her to increase his own power. Her heart sank, though she shouldn’t have been surprised. She’d yet to meet anyone who didn’t want her for some other purpose.

				No one wants you for you.

				“Are you okay?” Sydney peered up at her studiously.

				Cali instantly pasted a false smile on her face. She didn’t want Sydney to know how much Felix had inadvertently hurt her. And here she had started to actually like the bastard.

				Her anger grew, something she welcomed as it burned away the betrayal and hurt she felt.

				“I’m fine,” she lied. “So I take it Felix and Collette dated back in the day?” The bitter words burst from her lips before she could even process what she’d said.

				Sydney gave her a funny look. “No. Never. Felix refused to date her, which only added to Collette’s anger toward him.” She stopped abruptly as if there was more to the story but she didn’t want to divulge it.

				Fine.

				Cali didn’t want to hear it anyway.

				“I think I’m going to turn in for the night,” she said briskly. She started back toward the office.

				Sydney huffed behind her as she tried to catch up to her long strides. “Hold on there Cali. Why do I get the feeling I said something to upset you?”

				“I’m fine,” she said through clenched teeth. “It’s just a lot to take in.”

				“You don’t believe us? Niella Dreamed it. I know to you that still doesn’t make it a hard fact but I’m sure deep down you know it’s true. There has to be some kind of connection you feel toward Felix that can support what we’re telling you.”

				Her chest chose that moment to ache. Cali ignored it. “Goodnight, Sydney. Thanks. For everything.”

				Sydney came up short, unsure where she went wrong. She opened her mouth to speak but shut it just as quickly. She collected her things from around the office and made her way toward the exit. She paused at the door. “Goodnight. I’ll lock you in. See you tomorrow.”

				Cali sat quietly as she listened for Sydney’s retreating footsteps. A few moments after she heard the door close, a car started, no doubt Joel’s truck. He’d left it for Sydney because she no longer had a car. Thanks to Felix.

				Cali groaned and flopped back onto the futon.

				Why did she keep thinking about him?

				An annoyed squeak alerted Cali to the fact she was squeezing Gadget a little too tightly. She loosened her grip. “Sorry little buddy.”

				Lying there staring at the rodent did nothing to calm her turbulent emotions. She cursed Felix anew and set Gadget on the floor. It was all his fault that she was lying there restless while he was no doubt calm as could be in his home, busy thinking up his next plan of action to try to trick her into trusting him.

				She punched one of the futon pillows to try to mold it into a more comfortable shape. She wanted her own bed. She didn’t want to have to be on the run or hiding from some group she’d never even heard about before just because, for some reason, they were after her. She didn’t want any of this. She punched her pillow again, bad mouthing all the people involved in creating her current predicament. “I hate people,” she grumbled.

				• • •

				Felix paced restlessly back and forth across his living room. “We shouldn’t have left her there alone.”

				Joel rubbed at his temples. “She’s fine,” he repeated for the umpteenth time. “Sydney told you nothing was out of place when she left. Now can you please go to sleep so I can stop being a good friend and go to bed with my girlfriend?”

				Felix spun on his heel to stride the length of his couch. He rubbed idly at his chest, the hollow ache continuing to gnaw at him. “I really don’t think we should have left her alone.”

				Joel dropped his head back onto the couch. “You don’t say.” His sarcasm was lost on Felix.

				Felix couldn’t stop thinking about Cali. Alone. Somewhere Collette could easily find her. Felix had never told Collette about Sydney’s clinic when they had been friends years ago, but she was clever and had resources at her fingertips. Resources that were becoming increasingly suspicious to Felix. He’d learned long ago that she’d sold her soul to the devil for a well-paying job, one with the shady prospect of paying people large amounts of money if they used their powers. As for what they used those people’s powers for … he never asked Collette. He didn’t want to know. It had been too much for him to take that she would give up her dreams, her hopes, everything, for money, for a chance to feel superior.

				“It has to be more than revenge,” he mused aloud.

				Joel’s eyes were closed. His head still rested back against the couch.

				Felix kicked his shoe and Joel came awake with a curse.

				His dark blue eyes searched for what had woken him before they focused on Felix. “What?”

				“Revenge,” Felix repeated. “It doesn’t add up.” He rubbed at his chest again.

				Joel’s eyes followed the movement. “What’s wrong with you? You got a rash or something?”

				Irritated that Joel wasn’t listening to him he snapped, “No, I don’t have a rash. My chest just feels … compressed. It’s like I can’t get a full lungful of air. It doesn’t matter right now. What matters — ”

				“Is that you get some sleep. Felix, you look like hell. You’ve been up since what, three this morning working? You took on Collette and probably expended a lot of energy using your powers. You need sleep. Everything will fall into place after a full night’s rest. And to be perfectly honest, if I don’t get some sleep I’m going to be fucking miserable tomorrow at work. Cali is fine. Collette’s not coming after her tonight. The most likely scenario is that she’s locked up behind bars after being found at Cali’s parent’s house. No one will get to her tonight.”

				Before Felix could even protest, Joel got up from the couch and headed to the extra bedroom where Sydney was already fast asleep.

				Felix stood alone in his living room only a few minutes longer. He was exhausted. But he couldn’t explain the nervousness that coursed through him.

				He ran a hand through his hair with a sigh.

				Joel was right. He’d be no good to anyone tomorrow if his brain wasn’t working right from lack of sleep.

				Cali will be fine.

				He tried to make himself believe it, but the cold that ran along his spine wouldn’t cease. The others didn’t know Collette like he did. The reason behind her ability to succeed at anything was her dedication. Some would call it obsession. And for whatever reason, Cali was that new target.

				• • •

				Cali awoke without having any idea as to why. Darkness engulfed her and she blinked furiously. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust and for her brain to catch up with her location. She wasn’t in her apartment. She was at Sydney’s vet clinic. The rest of the day’s events caught up to her, and she was amazed that she’d even fallen asleep.

				She must’ve been exhausted.

				Exhausted from using your powers.

				She shivered and reached for the blanket that had become entangled at her ankles.

				A dark shadow shifted beyond the entrance to the office.

				Cali’s heart stopped.


				Chapter 8

				The black silhouette froze, as if it knew she’d caught sight of it. It was of average height and had the distinct build of a man.

				Cali’s limbs started to shake.

				She blinked.

				He was gone.

				Cali jumped from the futon and grabbed a hefty picture frame off the small table next to her. It was well made and had sharp edges. She raced for the waiting room, uncaring of her rash behavior or lack of clothing. She’d much rather go with the element of surprise than wait helplessly for the danger to come to her.

				There was no sound of retreat.

				Faint light drifted into the front lobby from where the sun was starting to rise. Morning was approaching. She went over to the front door. Locked. The two patient rooms were open, both empty. She couldn’t remember if the doors had been closed when Sydney left. But other than that everything seemed fine.

				Was she simply losing her mind?

				She knew she’d been exhausted and had gone through a lot of strange shit, but she’d never seen things before.

				She checked the whole clinic to be safe before heading back to the office. Gadget had somehow made his way onto the futon. The sight of him made her feel a little better, but she still closed and locked the office door.

				You can never be too careful.

				She glanced down at her temporary weapon of choice. It was a high school photo, the title across the top identifying the group of teens as the hip-hop dance team. Sydney sat front and center, looking incredibly young with her giant smile and braces. Cali carefully put it back where she’d found it. The adrenaline was quickly fading from her system. She dropped to the futon and pulled her cell phone from her purse.

				Sydney had left her number and the number to Felix’s house.

				Should she call?

				The idea was more than tempting. She wanted to hear Felix’s voice. There was something about his deep baritone that calmed her, made her feel safe.

				But he was using her.

				She stuffed her cell back into her purse, along with the sticky note. There was no reason to call. What would she tell them?

				That she’d seen a dark shape in the form of a man hovering outside the office doorway?

				She gave a derisive snort.

				• • •

				A keening howl woke Cali from a dead sleep.

				Her eyes shot open. She rolled to slam her alarm clock off, only to realize too late that she wasn’t at home. She rolled straight off the futon.

				Pain exploded all over her body and she cursed aloud only to be drowned out by that horrible howling.

				She quickly cupped her hands over her ears. “What the fuck is that?”

				She dug through her handbag to find her cell phone.

				10:02 A.M.

				She rolled onto her back with a groan, taking the blanket with her to cover her face.

				A knock came at the door. The knob jiggled. “Cali? You awake yet? I really need to get into my office. I tried to wait as long as possible so you could sleep, but I thought by now — ”

				The rest of her sentence was cut off by another low wail.

				“What the fuck is that?” Cali yelled.

				“That’s Yeller, my ten o’clock. He’s in quite a bit of pain and I really need to treat him.”

				Cali groggily got to her feet. She wrapped the blanket around her as a makeshift skirt to hide her state of undress and opened the door. “Quick, come in and get whatever you need to get that thing to shut the hell up.”

				Another high-pitched yowl started. With the door open the sound was even worse. Cali cringed in pain. She started to close the door only to be knocked aside as Joel came barging into the room. He quickly shut it behind him with a curse.

				He leaned against the door. “For fuck’s sake, as if my morning headache wasn’t bad enough.”

				Sydney cooed in sympathy. “My poor baby.” She dug around in her desk and pitched a small container over to him. “Take two of those to help with the headache.”

				Joel popped four pills into his mouth. “I wouldn’t have it at all if Felix had gone to bed at a decent hour. He kept pacing in his damn living room, restless, kept rubbing at his chest like it was hurting him.” He glanced at the clock on Sydney’s wall. Cali had gone stock-still. “And where the hell is he? I have to be in LA at eleven.”

				The dog howled from the front of the lobby. Joel cursed again. “I’m going to wait out front.”

				Sydney gave him a kiss. “Have a good day.”

				Joel’s face gentled. “You too.”

				The emotion on his face hit Cali right in the gut. She shut the door after him, her mind spinning after what he’d said.

				Felix had been restless too.

				She had no idea if that meant anything. Was she making something out of nothing?

				She stopped Sydney as she tried to follow after her boyfriend. “Cali, what — ?”

				“When you first met Joel, what did you feel?”

				Sydney drew back. “What do you mean, what did I feel?”

				“When you first touched, did it feel like you got shocked?”

				Sydney gave her a blank look.

				Cali tugged in frustration at the blanket wrapped around her. “You had to have felt something. He’s your Mirror Mate. Didn’t anything happen?”

				Understanding slowly dawned on Sydney. “Cali, I told you last night that Collette is the only one who found her Mirror Mate.”

				“No, no.” She shook her head. “You told me she was the only one who was full forced. I took that to mean that you and Joel haven’t bonded, or connected, or whatever, yet.”

				Sydney’s ever-present smile turned slightly bitter. “Joel and I aren’t Mirror Mates.”

				“But … ” Cali pointed uselessly behind her. “He. You. You’re dating.”

				Yeller chose that moment to let rip one of his ear-piercing yowls.

				Sydney didn’t even seem to notice. “We don’t have to be Mirror Mates to date. The thing with Mirror Mates is that we don’t know if they’re rare or commonplace. We only know that they exist. I’m all for a happily-ever-after ending, but I can’t wait around for my soul mate to find me, or me him. What if he lives somewhere like Latvia? Or was killed in an accident when he was seven? There’s no knowing.”

				“So what happens if you do find him?”

				Her expression turned solemn. “I’m not sure. Sometimes I hope I never have to find out.”

				Sydney hastily left to treat her first patient, leaving Cali alone.

				She pulled her hair back into a hasty ponytail and stepped into her shorts. She tried to fold the blanket as nicely as she could and left the office to join the others in the lobby.

				Her feet froze as soon as she turned the corner and spotted Felix. He was talking to Niella over the desk. One of his hands held a white paper bag. That same hand was also pressed to his left ear.

				The tenseness coiling within her chest gently eased.

				As Felix stood there, smiling openly at Niella, she didn’t know what to make of him. Was he playing her? Did she believe Joel? Was Felix feeling the same things as she was?

				She didn’t know what to think anymore.

				She stepped more fully into the room. Felix noticed her instantly. He straightened to his full height, the shirt he wore straining against his broad chest. Cali swallowed.

				“Morning,” he said brightly. He held the white bag out to her. “I brought breakfast.”

				She smelled fresh pastries. Her stomach grumbled, and she snatched the bag from his hand.

				“Aren’t you cheery in the morning?”

				She scowled at him and proceeded to dig through the bag.

				Felix watched her with amusement. “Looking for anything in particular?”

				“Anything with cherry filling?”

				Felix made a thoughtful noise in the back of his throat and came up beside her to take a look into the bag.

				He smelled of fresh bread.

				Her heart skipped a beat.

				He reached into the bag. His shoulder pressed against hers. It felt like heated steel. “There might be a cherry Danish in here somewhere. Ah, here it is.” He held the pastry out to her. “I’ll make sure to add them to my repertoire.”

				She eyed him carefully. “Thanks.”

				Yeller let loose a baleful howl. Cali jumped, her breakfast jumping with her, right out of her hand.

				She stared at the splatter of cherry on the linoleum floor. “Seriously?” she mumbled.

				“All right, I’ve had enough,” Niella rolled out from behind the desk. “Take care of that, would you?”

				Sydney stepped out of the patient room and closed the door on another howl. “I can’t sedate him just because he’s loud.”

				“Not you.” Niella pointed at Cali. “Her.”

				“Me?”

				“Yes, you. Zero out the sound. Take it away. Use your damn powers.”

				She could feel everyone’s attention on her. Her eyes, unbidden, turned to Felix for help. He smiled at her. There was no hidden seduction behind it. It was all warmth and support. It set her nerves at ease.

				Then he had to go and ruin it by raising two of his fingers and wiggling them. He mouthed, “Two?”

				That scum-sucking jackass.

				If he thought that she was going to ask for his help only to have to owe him one later, then he was sorely mistaken.

				His smile took on a wicked glint at her expression. He lowered his hand back to his side.

				“Sure thing,” she told Niella with more confidence than she was feeling. Now she had to figure out how the hell to do it. “Could you open the door back up so I can see the dog?”

				Sydney hesitated. “This isn’t going to hurt Yeller, is it?”

				Cali turned to Felix. “Does it hurt?”

				“Not at all.”

				Sydney looked less than convinced, but she did as she was asked. Yeller was lying down on the patient table, his snout on his paws, his big brown eyes full of sorrow.

				Sydney scratched him on the head affectionately. “I gave him something for the pain. Once it takes full effect, I’m going to check him over thoroughly for the cause. Maybe run some scans.”

				Yeller whined.

				Cali inhaled deeply. She’d never done this before. The one time she’d knowingly taken sound from something was when she was with Felix and they had been touching. Now there was no physical connection, and her emotions were a lot more stable.

				You can do this, she chanted to herself.

				She focused on Yeller, the low whine coming from his throat, and the way it seemed to reverberate through the whole clinic. She imagined that sound as a physical presence, one she could suppress. She tried to do what Niella had said and cancel the sound out.

				The back of her neck started to tingle.

				Yeller’s whine went in and out before the sound finally dropped off.

				Cali held her breath, half expecting the sound to come back with a thunderous boom.

				“Thank the lord,” said Niella.

				Sydney stared in amazement at Yeller, who now had his head tilted up as if that would help bring the sound of his howl back. It didn’t.

				“I have to admit,” said Sydney, “that is a nice trick to possess. What I wouldn’t give to be able to make all my animals shut up when I have a full holding room.”

				“I don’t know how long it’ll last,” said Cali.

				“That’s fine. The medicine should kick in soon enough, so he should stop with the baying once the pain recedes.”

				“One can only hope,” mumbled Niella.

				• • •

				“You ready?” asked Felix.

				Cali’s nerves were still a jumbled mess, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “Yeah.” She buckled her seatbelt. Felix had “volunteered” to take her to the police station that day. She’d been prepared to call Jared to come and get her but Felix had protested the call, spouting something about blowing the location of their headquarters.

				She would have protested more if Niella hadn’t backed him up. She’d pointed out that they still didn’t know what was going on with the people who were after her, and that it’d be plain stupidity to go out by herself.

				Which left her to be chauffeured around. It was probably for the best that she didn’t drive anyway. She had no time to focus on the road. She was too busy thinking of what she was going to tell the police. It’d been a good long while since she’d had to deal with governmental authority. And she wanted to keep it that way. She’d spent the last few years keeping her record as spotless as possible, but she doubted seven years would look as good to the authorities as it did to her.

				She shifted in her seat.

				The last thing she wanted to deal with was punishment for being pegged as an accomplice. Could they even do that to her? She’d fled for her own safety — surely they’d see that.

				Not if Jared and Garnet already convinced them otherwise.

				She wrung her hands together.

				Beside her Felix chuckled. “What are you so nervous about?”

				“A lot, actually.”

				“Like what?”

				She stayed silent.

				They came to a red light. Felix nudged her with his hand. “Come on, hit me with it.”

				She eyed him for a moment. “Fine.” She punched him in the arm.

				His eyebrows rose in challenge. “So you wanna go there?” He feinted for her knee and she jumped, a small laugh escaping her.

				“Green.” She pointed toward the street light.

				Felix was forced to focus back on the road.

				She scooted closer to the passenger door in a vain attempt to escape his long reach. Why did he have to be so damn playful? “You asked for it, you know,” she pointed out.

				“So you’re saying I started it?”

				“Absolutely.”

				He pretended to contemplate that. “Well, then, I should warn you I always finish what I start.”

				The look he sent her had heat rushing straight between her legs.

				“So are you going to tell me what’s got you so jacked up?”

				She pulled her mind from the gutter.

				What the hell, she thought. She’d already told him some of the story. The worst it could do was cause him to run from her. And wasn’t that what she wanted anyway?

				“I tend to try and avoid the police. I got enough of them when I was in high school. I earned myself a little record that I’m worried is going to creep up and bite me in the ass.”

				“It is a nice ass,” he commented.

				She wanted to punch him again but his humor helped ease the nervousness inside her.

				They drove a few miles in silence before he broke it. “What happened in high school?”

				“Two things happened, actually. Isaac Gregory and Tyson Miller.”

				Felix’s jaw tensed. “I’m not going to like this story. I can already tell.”

				Cali smiled. “That makes two of us. Isaac wasn’t so bad, it was Tyson who really screwed me.” She stopped as old emotions welled up within her. “The short version is that Isaac and Tyson were both druggies. With Isaac I got caught with possession of marijuana and got fined for it. No big deal. I dumped him the next day. Tyson … Tyson was like a cancer. The trouble with him just kept growing. I was young and stupid, he was eighteen to my seventeen, and I thought he was the coolest thing on the planet. A couple months after we started dating he took me to a party. There was drinking, weed, you name it, they had it. I was pretty drunk and high by the time Tyson slipped some kind of benzodiazepine into my drink.”

				Felix’s knuckles had gone white around the steering wheel.

				“When I finally woke up I was in the hospital. I was really messed up but luckily the cops had been on their way when I was given the drug so Tyson didn’t have time to do anything to me. But he sure as hell did enough. There was still marijuana in my jeans. I’m pretty sure he put it there, but it doesn’t matter now. I was fined, had my license suspended for a year, was sent to a detention facility, and had to do community service.”

				They were back at a red light.

				“If I ever cross that guy, Tyson, I’ll kill him.” The serious protectiveness on Felix’s face was as misplaced as his harsh words. It should have scared her. It didn’t. In fact, it did the exact opposite. It made her feel worthwhile.

				“Well, you can see why I have a problem with the police. My family never really believed that I’d quit drinking or smoking, so I can only imagine what the police must think.”

				“Fuck what they think. You’re not that person anymore. You never were from what I’ve heard.”

				They pulled into the station parking lot.

				Foreign emotions swirled inside her. Emotions she didn’t know how to deal with. “Thanks.” She reached for the door handle once they’d parked.

				“I can go in with you if you want.”

				The offer caught her completely off guard. She’d never had such support. She suddenly wondered what it would be like to have a guy like Felix in her life. To always be there for her.

				Don’t even go there.

				She got out of the Hummer. “I’ll be fine.”

				As soon as she stepped into the police station she was anything but fine, which probably had a lot to do with the fact that she nearly ran face first into Collette.


				Chapter 9

				Cali’s first instinct was to duck and cover.

				Had it really only been less than twenty-four hours since Cali had seen her?

				For her part, Collette looked like shit. It gave Cali a brief satisfaction to see the bags under her eyes.

				But any satisfaction at seeing Collette’s haggled appearance was wiped clean when Collette fixed Cali with a murderous expression.

				For the tensest minute of her life, Cali did nothing but stare down her enemy. This was the woman who’d been sent to take her, the woman responsible for her being at the police station in the first place. But why did Collette want to take her? Who did she answer to? What did they want with her?

				“Can we help you, miss?”

				The voice broke the tension between them, and Cali stepped from around Collette to face down an officer sitting behind the front desk. She tried to walk over to the officer but was stopped when Collette grabbed her wrist painfully.

				“I know what you are,” she whispered. “I know what you mean to him, and I don’t care what my orders are. I’m going to make him hurt like he hurt me.”

				Cali ripped her arm from Collette’s grasp. She was taller than Collette by a couple of inches but what Collette lacked in height she made up for in presence. Still, Cali stared her down. “Don’t ever touch me.”

				Collette grinned. “See you around.”

				The officer behind the desk watched everything with a careful eye, one hand held ready to go for his belt. “Is everything okay, miss?” he asked once Collette was gone.

				“I’m here to give a statement. My name is Cali Crazar.”

				She waited patiently as the officer typed her name into whatever database they had. A few seconds later something flashed across his face. It was too quick for her to make any sense of it, but she had a good idea when he looked up and his expression was closed off.

				So much for not pegging me based on my record.

				“This way Miss Crazar.” His tone lost all warmth, as if he were addressing a criminal.

				Cali ground her teeth, but followed after him like a good little citizen.

				The room she was to give her statement in looked a lot like an interrogation booth. Her escort dropped her off, instructing her to take a seat. The officers would be with her shortly.

				Was being left alone supposed to intimidate her? Were they trying to wait her out and jumble her nerves so that she’d plead guilty?

				The bastards could rot in hell for all she cared. Let them watch and analyze her all they wanted. She wasn’t going to give them as much as a nervous tic.

				After seven minutes of staring at the wall ahead of her, the door finally opened, admitting two officers.

				“Miss Crazar?” the one on the left asked. He was short and stocky with blond hair and hard eyes. His partner looked a few years his junior with a short military cut and blue eyes.

				“Yes.” She kept her face devoid of any emotion. These assholes had lost all right to polite respect from her when they started treating her like a felon.

				They each sat across the table from her. “I’m Officer Collins and this is my partner Officer Jacobs. Before we take your statement, there are a few questions we’d like to ask you.”

				“Of course.” She pasted on a pleasant expression. “Anything I can do to clear up this mess.” Her mind wandered to Collette. How the hell had she been released? She was found at the scene. Cali wanted to demand answers of her own, but she didn’t want to make them think she was involved more than she really was.

				“We’re happy to hear that.” Collins’ voice could have been discussing the weather for all the emotion it held. “Are you familiar with a woman by the name of Collette Lizeroux?”

				The opportunity to broach the subject was too much to pass up. “Was that the woman I ran into in the lobby? Shouldn’t she be behind bars? She attacked me.”

				The two officers exchanged glances but didn’t answer her question. “So you don’t know her or why she was in your parents’ home yesterday afternoon?”

				Cali went for dumb innocence. “No, I have no idea why she came after me.” Unfortunately, that statement was true. All she knew was that Collette had orders to collect her, and not even Felix and his super friends had any leads as to why.

				Or maybe they did and just hadn’t told her.

				She stiffened her spine.

				Officer Collins looked through some of his paperwork. “And you’ve had no problems … socially since this little incident in high school?” He turned the folder around so she could see her record. She wished for all the world that she’d bitten the bullet and paid the money to have it sealed. He gave the papers a quick tap. “No dealings with those that might hold something against you for not paying on time?”

				Cali’s temper spiked. “Do I look like a druggie to you?”

				Collins leaned back in his chair and exchanged another look with the still silent Jacobs. “Why don’t you tell us, Miss Crazar?”

				Underneath the table, her hands balled into tight fists. “I’m not a druggie.” She enunciated slowly through clenched teeth.

				“So what were you doing at your parents’ house yesterday?” Jacobs spoke up for the first time. His voice was a startling contrast to his appearance. It was a deep rumble that rolled through the whole room. “Looking for some quick money?”

				Cali bit the inside of her cheek to keep from snarling at him. The truth was she had gone there for money. Dammit. But it wasn’t what they were thinking. She’d needed the money for her rent. “I’d never steal from my parents.”

				“Of course not, Miss Crazar,” Collins soothed. His patronizing tone grated on her. “But we’re curious as to why you would be at your parents’ when they were conveniently on vacation.”

				The hairs on the back of her neck started to prickle. “I didn’t know they were on vacation.” Asshole, she added silently.

				Jacobs opened his mouth to speak, and Cali already knew she wasn’t going to like what came out of it. “You know what I think, Miss Crazar?”

				Don’t give a shit.

				“I think you’re still a little lost, that you haven’t quite got your feet under you yet. I think you panicked and sought out the only safety you knew.”

				She’d had enough. The whole back of her neck was tingling, her anger raging inside her. “I’m not a druggie. I’m not a dealer, or a user. I don’t care what misconceptions my siblings might have given you, but I’m clean. Have been ever since … ” She tapped the folder perhaps a little too forcefully for emphasis. But screw them. If they thought she would just go along silently with their accusations then they could go fuck themselves.

				The silence in the room was deafening, a deep, rhythmic lub-dub, the only sound to be heard.

				Cali’s whole body turned to ice. Oh, no.

				She tried to reel in her emotions. It didn’t work. In fact, the sudden anxiety made it worse. The thumping grew louder.

				Collins’ and Jacobs’ eyes both grew wide.

				Jacobs put both hands on the table as if to shoot up from his seat. “What the hell is that?”

				The lub-dub increased as Collins and Jacobs began to lose their cool. At this point it sounded like a cacophony of drums.

				Collins was trying to keep his resolve. “Easy, Andy.” He put a hand on his partner’s shoulders. “I’m sure it’s jus — iss — azar’s — ell — one.”

				Cali sat in stunned horror as his words went in and out.

				Holy shit, holy shit. Calm the fuck down, Cali!

				She shut her eyes and exhaled. She desperately drew on what Felix had told her to do the other day. Damn, how she wished Felix were here with her.

				Jacobs shot to his feet, the chair smashing to the floor behind him as he started to yell. Half his sentence was not even audible as his voice went in and out like Collins’. His sudden outburst did little to help Cali relax, but she pushed through it.

				Stay focused.

				Collins was now on his feet, attempting to calm the young cadet.

				Come on, Cali. Think serene forests, calm beaches … 

				It didn’t work.

				Felix’s arms around you … 

				The prickling receded.

				The pounding of the officers’ hearts faded. Cali sagged in relief, but it was short-lived.

				She needed to get out of there.

				She got to her feet. Collins and Jacobs both took a step back from her, their faces pale. “I wanted to give my statement and here it is: I went to visit my parents. I had no idea they were on vacation. While I was there, I was attacked, I believe the people were robbers, I fled for my own safety. Now, if there is no sufficient evidence to detain me, I’m leaving.”

				Collins looked like he wanted to say something but he stopped. “Very well,” he said finally. “Good day.”

				Cali nodded and got the hell out of there.


				Chapter 10

				Felix could tell Cali was upset. Hurt, angry, and underneath it all, sad. She tried to hide it. Did a pretty good job of it. But he knew better.

				He was supposed to be taking her back to the clinic or even her own place if she asked him. But she’d said nothing since she had stomped out of the station with her chin high and her eyes haunted. He wanted to ask what had happened. He wanted to chase away the fears he saw in her eyes but she wouldn’t let him, dammit.

				So instead he decided to take matters into his own hands and help her deal with her anger another way. He maneuvered the Hummer in the opposite direction of the clinic, and it wasn’t until they were almost to their new destination that Cali even noticed the change in scenery.

				“Where are we going?”

				“My place.”

				That knocked her straight out of whatever slump she’d been in. “Why?”

				He pulled into his driveway. “For some anger management.”

				“I don’t need anger management.”

				“Fine, for stress relief.”

				“I don’t need stress relief.”

				He turned in his seat to face her. “Is that so? So you always clutch your hands like that until they’re white and shaky?”

				She instantly unclasped her hands.

				“Look, you obviously don’t want to share with me what happened in there, but I’m still going to try and help you. It’s not good to keep all that locked inside. Now come on.”
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