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Chapter 1 

				Here comes the pain.

				Footsteps echoed down the hall to stop outside Merrick’s cell door. He tried to roll his shoulders to ease the ache in his joints but there was limited mobility with his arms tied behind his back. His fingers were just starting to lose feeling, which meant he probably had a couple more days like this before they untied him. His hands were always well and truly numb when they released him. The better to keep him incapacitated. After all, he wasn’t much of a threat if he couldn’t feel his hands to throw a fist.

				At least they’d cut back on the drugs.

				The door clicked as the lock was disengaged. Stale cologne wafted in to override the scent of Pine-Sol. In walked Vander Donahughe.

				Merrick blew at the black hair that hung in front of his face to get a better view. Captivity made it a little difficult to keep up with his barber cuts.

				As his hair fell to the sides of his face he knew he hadn’t imagined it. Vander Donahughe looked different. Older. Wrinkles stood out along his mouth and eyes. His forehead had permanent creases and his hair was more than eighty percent silver.

				Two assistants followed him into the room.

				No. Not assistants. Merrick recognized the woman who liked to fondle him. Regina. No last name given. Average height, mid-thirties with brown hair and fake blue contacts. The bulky man who stood at her side was someone Merrick had never seen before. The most likely scenario? The man was there as hired muscle.

				That was peculiar. Vander wasn’t following his regular MO.

				“Merrick Haskell.” Vander shook out a sheet of paper in front of him as the muscle man pulled him up a chair. “Age: thirty. Current occupation: private investigator. And I must say you have quite an impressive success rate.”

				“Buttering me up isn’t going to do you any good,” said Merrick.

				Vander acted as if he’d never even spoken. “Most would look at that success rate and find it curious, myself included. Tell me, Merrick, how is it that you manage to find all those missing people?”

				Vander’s dark eyes probed at his blank expression as if trying to glean all the information he wanted from Merrick’s face.

				Merrick didn’t give him an inch. “I’m really good at my job.”

				Vander leaned back in his chair. Comfortable as could be. Merrick ground his teeth.

				“And all the reports from your fellow detectives that you used to work with … ?” He scanned the paper until he came across what he wanted. “They talk about eccentricities, like your never ending need to contaminate a scene by touching everything possible. Any reason for that?”

				Merrick stared straight ahead.

				“I’m really trying to help you, Mr. Haskell. I want you to join the Kratos Guild. You see, I’m looking for something.”

				Despite his current predicament, he found himself staring Vander in the eye. “Who are you looking for?”

				“It’s not a who, it’s a what. And what I’m looking for is an old employee’s journal that contains some valuable information.”

				“Then why don’t you ask the employee?”

				Vander gave a forced smile. “I’m afraid he’s not very chatty. He’s in a coma. Has been for some time.”

				Merrick returned to staring at the wall. “Sorry, can’t help you.”

				Vander grabbed the front of Merrick’s chair and pulled it toward him. Merrick’s body flew forward but his tied hands stopped him short. The jarring in his shoulders had him gritting his teeth.

				“Don’t lie to me.” Vander kept him tilted forward on the two front legs of his chair. “I know you have an ability. An ability that allows you to gain some kind of information from an object after someone’s touched it.”

				“No idea what you’re talking about,” Merrick lied through his teeth. “There’s no such thing as powers.”

				His chair rocked as he was forced back. Vander’s hands grabbed his face.

				And here it comes.

				Pain erupted throughout his whole body. Fire burned through his veins, eating him from the inside out. He refused to shut his eyes and instead stared down the root of his hatred. His heart raced in his chest as if it could outrun the agony. His neck prickled as anger boiled beneath the vicious pull of Vander’s power. His muscles started to weaken from the energy drain — 

				Vander stopped.

				Merrick gasped for air.

				The blackness that usually danced at the edge of his vision didn’t come.

				Vander had held back.

				During Merrick’s other interrogations he’d been drained until the point where his muscles were screaming, his heart fluttering like a caged bird, his vision spotting.

				Something had changed since those days. And Merrick had a pretty good idea what. Vander was on the run.

				“Trying to keep a disguise, eh Vander?”

				The way Vander’s face darkened let Merrick know he’d hit the nail right on the head. While Merrick might verbally reject the idea of powers existing, he knew otherwise. Vander’s ability allowed him to suck the very life out of a person and somehow manipulate that energy to keep himself young. If he was holding back then he was trying to keep the aged appearance he currently wore. That probably had something to do with the fact that Vander’s illegal kidnapping and cage fighting had been alerted to the police. He’d had to evacuate his last facility. Merrick had no idea where he’d been held and he certainly had no idea where he was now. But either way, Vander had to watch his back. Eventually he’d screw up and Merrick would be right there to get out of this hell hole.

				Vander’s hands returned to his face, his fingers digging into the bone of Merrick’s jaw.

				If Merrick swung his head fast enough he’d be able to take one of those digits and rip it off with nothing but his teeth.

				The opportunity was more than tempting.

				“I can feel the difference in your energy,” said Vander. “I know you have power and it’s only a matter of time before I find out what it is.”

				Merrick’s repressed anger started to surface. The back of his neck tingled.

				Vander thought he could manhandle him? Thought he could buddy up or buy him off after kidnapping him and torturing him for months?

				Screw this fucker.

				Merrick thrust his head forward with everything he had. The scent of copper burst into the air. He hoped like hell it was Vander’s blood and not his own.

				His hair obscured his view but he could hear Regina cry out as she went to Vander’s side. The muscle man’s beefy arm came around his neck in a choke hold.

				“Drug him,” Vander snarled as he wiped blood from his lip.

				Merrick smirked.

				Vander shoved the bloody sleeve he’d used to mop up his face right in front of Merrick. “You think this symbolizes a win for you? We’ll see how gutsy you are after we pull the nails right out of your fingertips.”

				Merrick’s vision went red. He struggled anew as Regina came over with a syringe.

				Vander pushed the sleeve into his cheek, smearing the blood there. “Enjoy your feeble smell of victory.”

				But Merrick hardly heard him.

				Vander’s clothes … the impression in the fabric … 

				His own power reared up, and the vision bombarded him before he could stop it.

				A woman with dark brown hair stared up at him with disgust. But why? She was his. His Cali. His soul mate. She was the one that would set him free. He leaned in to kiss her. If she didn’t see that she was his then he’d make her. Her long, slender hands pushed uselessly against him. She was a fighter. He admired that about her … 

				Merrick jerked himself back to the present, bile rising in the back of his throat at what he’d seen through Vander’s eyes.

				That woman … Cali. Merrick had seen her before. The night Vander’s corporation had been searched and busted. Vander had fled and Merrick had been transferred, but that woman had been there, staring at him through the cell window along with … the blonde one.

				Those green eyes and that blonde hair haunted him in his dreams. He remembered the night of chaos, sitting in his cell waiting for his next visit when the feeling of being watched had him lifting his head and finding her there, watching him. Something had passed between them. Something instant. And he had no idea what it was.

				A deep warmth spread through his chest and he had no idea if it was the drug Regina had administered or not.

				His vision swam. Regina’s hand trailed down his neck and chest until it rested on his inner thigh. She leaned into him, her breasts brushing along his shoulder. The sickly sweet scent of cherries surrounded Merrick. “Until tomorrow,” she promised.

	
Chapter 2

				There was no escaping him.

				Everywhere Sydney looked, he was there.

				The prisoner she’d left behind in the Kratos building.

				The ice blue eyes of the Husky she was tending stared at her as if he knew the thoughts his eyes triggered inside of her. Sydney carefully leaned away to jot a few remaining notes into the dog’s portfolio.

				Andrew, the Husky’s owner, clutched his hands nervously. “Well, Doc? Is Shovel going to be all right?”

				Shovel was going to be just fine. Andrew was a hypochondriac when it came to his dog’s health. “Shovel’s in perfect health, nothing to worry about here. He probably started sneezing uncontrollably because he sniffed the wrong plant in your backyard.” She closed the folder and stretched out her hand to pat Shovel on the head.

				Those ice blue eyes watched her. The burning sensation in her chest intensified.

				She pulled her hand back.

				“Well, take care. Remember, Shovel is due for his shots next month.”

				She got to her feet.

				Andrew frowned.

				Never in her career had she hustled one of her patients out without first chit chatting about their lives. Her parents would be horrified, but she had something else to take care of. Those eyes, so much like the ones that had seared her soul, were a reminder that she had a plan to finish formulating.

				Back in her office she logged into her computer and pulled up the copied database from the Kratos computer system that she’d taken from Joel.

				It had been a little over three months since the location in Orange County had been shut down. With the exposure of Vander Donahughe’s illegal dealings, the entire Kratos Corporation was supposed to crumble and fall. But the large conglomerate had only shut down the one location and while that was supposed to lead to the release of all those captured within, Sydney knew first hand that that wasn’t the case.

				Vander had been able to get a few of his captives out, her mystery man being one of them. The guilt over that had never truly left her, but it was another deeper fear inside her that urged her toward finding their new location. The fear that her mystery man was her destined Mirror Mate — a soul mate that, once bonded with her, would increase her individual power.

				She shook her head.

				It wasn’t possible.

				She clicked on a file folder a little too forcefully.

				All she needed to do was find the new location, free the man she’d seen all those months ago, and then her conscience would be clear. She’d be able to celebrate her three year anniversary with Joel without a doubt that he was the man for her.

				It was time to take action.

				“Come on,” she mumbled to her computer as she searched for any address that could be used as an alternative facility.

				The harsh clatter of metal hitting the floor made her jump.

				“Sorry.” Cali Crazar stood in the doorway to her office, two paint cans resting at her feet. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

				“Liar.”

				Cali shrugged. “Not my fault you were too absorbed in your computer. What are you looking at?”

				“Nothing.” Sydney tried to minimize the window but Cali was too fast.

				Darn her and her long legs.

				Cali had all the makings of a runway model: tall, lean build with dark hair and dark eyes. She was twenty-five, nearly two months older than Sydney. However, with her height, most days Cali made Sydney feel like a child when she stood next to her.

				“The Kratos database?”

				“Like I said.” Sydney exited the window. “Nothing.”

				Cali leaned against her desk, arms crossed. “That’s not nothing. What are you expecting to find?”

				As if she didn’t know. Cali had been there when they’d found the man with eyes like ice. She’d been there when Sydney had gone to the hospital in hopes of finding him among the other rescuees. But Cali wanted her to say it out loud.

				Sydney had a sneaking suspicion that Cali might know what Sydney was too afraid to voice.

				Cali had found her Mirror Mate all those months ago in Sydney’s best friend, Felix. He’d been sent to rescue Cali from Vander Donahughe — who, at the time, had believed Cali to be his soul mate.

				“Well?” Cali prodded. “You were trying to find where they might be keeping him, weren’t you?”

				Sydney avoided her eyes, her heart speeding up.

				Her office grew quiet, the faintest ba-bump, ba-bump filling the air.

				It sounded in time with her heartbeat.

				Sydney shot her Shield up.

				The sound cut off instantly.

				She whirled on Cali. “Don’t do that.”

				Cali narrowed her eyes. “If you’d tell me the truth I wouldn’t have to use my powers as a lie detector.”

				Cali was their guild’s Silencer, someone with the ability to manipulate sound, and ever since she became full-forced she’d been experimenting with her powers like crazy — her most recent breakthrough being she could determine if a person was lying by how fast their heart beat.

				“Everyone is worried about you, Sydney,” Cali continued. “You’ve been acting different for months now. And don’t think I don’t know why. What I don’t know is why you’re so obsessed with finding him.”

				Sydney dropped her Shield, the prickling at the back of her neck fading with her powers. “I’m not obsessed. I feel guilty. Every time I remember that we had a chance to free him and didn’t, it eats at me. We thought he’d be safe with the cops on their way, but all we did was condemn him to more time with Vander. I feel it’s my duty to find him.”

				Cali gave her a look that said she didn’t one hundred percent trust her answer. “Duty? That’s all you feel?”

				“Yes.”

				No.

				“I’m trying not to let it get to me but after so long with no results … ”

				“It wears on you,” Cali finished for her. “I get it. But don’t worry, Joel’s continually hacking into the system to find new information so it’s only a matter of time. Now let’s finish painting this room, shall we?”

				As well as being a Silencer, Cali was also an amazingly talented artist. She was hard pressed for a job so Sydney had hired her to repaint the office. They both knew it was a waste of her skill but it was the only way Sydney could help her without giving her money outright. Cali wouldn’t have accepted it any other way.

				• • •

				Joel burst into Sydney’s office. “I got something.”

				Sydney and Cali both looked up from their work.

				“What’d you get?” Cali asked as Joel came around Sydney’s desk, his midnight blue eyes sparkling.

				“I’ve been keeping tabs on all the e-mails that have been going back and forth to the different Kratos Companies. I have a system in place to alert me if there is any form of address going through the message and today there was a red flag.” Joel gave Sydney a quick kiss in greeting.

				She hardly felt it.

				“You have a new address?” she asked.

				He slapped a sheet of paper down in front of her. “Not only an address. Look at what was being shipped to this location.”

				Cali came up behind him. “Propofol?”

				Sydney snatched the document. “It’s a sedative, the one that I use in my practice.”

				Cali caught on instantly. “Which means that there’s something at this address that they are trying to contain.”

				“All in favor that what they’re keeping are people?” said Joel while raising his hand.

				Sydney shared a look with Cali before they both raised their hands in agreement.

				“This is it,” said Sydney, staring at the address. San Francisco. Her heart beat rapidly. “We need to get Niella and Felix in here to discuss our next move.”

				Cali already had her cell phone out. “Felix said he’d be here shortly. He also has a surprise for you.”

				A surprise for her? The thought gave Sydney pause.

				“Come on.” Cali beckoned them out of the office to the front lobby where Niella sat at her regular post behind the reception desk.

				Niella Souveray was the guild’s Dreamer. Her power included visions of the past, present, or future. Unfortunately, she had no control over what or when she Dreamed. She looked up from her work when they entered the room. “So? We learn anything new?” She wheeled herself out into the middle of the lobby.

				Sydney handed her the printout of the e-mail.

				Niella’s hazel eyes scanned the information. “So who’s going to San Francisco?”

				“I am.”

				“I will.”

				Sydney exchanged a startled look with Cali who had answered at the same time. They both stared at one another until Felix came through the door. Cali’s eyes instantly sought him out.

				Sydney felt a pang of jealousy — which was ridiculous because she had Joel.

				She looked over her shoulder at him and found that he was watching Cali and Felix too, a wistful expression on his face. Her jealousy turned to guilt. Out of everyone in the guild, Joel had suffered the most at her strange behavior. She owed it to him to find this man so that she could return once more to the woman that she was.

				He caught her staring at him and offered a warm smile before he came closer and took her hand in his. Sydney waited for the flutter of her heart or the flip of her stomach, but she guessed that after dating for so long it was natural to lose some of the excitement.

				She squeezed his scarred fingers, resisting the urge to wince. The scars that ran along Joel’s hands and forearms were something that she could never truly accustom herself to. It wasn’t that she was shallow and wanted his skin perfect, she just couldn’t look at them without thinking about how much pain he’d gone through when he’d been cut or burned working on cars with his father as a teen.

				“What’d I miss?” Felix slid one arm around Cali’s waist to address the group at large.

				Cali gazed up at him. “We’re going to San Francisco.”

				Sydney stepped forward. “Actually, I think it’d be best if I went.”

				The silence that followed was oppressive. She shifted nervously under everyone’s gaze.

				Cali found her voice first. “You can’t just take off for a week. As much as I hate to admit it, I don’t have a steady job like you do. I’m a little more flexible right now.”

				Sydney’s brain understood the reasoning behind Cali’s words, but her heart simply wouldn’t listen. “I’ll take time off, reschedule all my appointments. I’m overdue for a vacation anyway.”

				“Don’t worry about it, Syd,” said Felix. “Cali’s right, we need you to stay employed to fund our little Guild of Truth.” He flashed a grin.

				Sydney’s temper flared. A normally rare occurrence that she now found happening more and more. “Maybe I don’t want to freakin’ stay behind this time. Anyone ever think of that? I may not have the most offensive powers but I can still pull my own weight. I don’t want to be the guild’s sugar momma.”

				Felix held his hands up. “Whoa, totally not what I meant, Syd.”

				“I know what you meant and I’m sick of being assigned to the B-team.”

				“Now you know how I feel,” Niella mumbled.

				Sydney left that comment alone. She wasn’t about to get into it with Niella. “If Vander’s at this location then anyone who goes up there is in danger.”

				“Yeah,” Cali butted in, “which is why — ”

				“Everyone but me,” Sydney cut her off. “Vander is powerless with me there. Literally.”

				Cali wanted to say more. Sydney could see it in her expression. Cali had a vendetta against Vander after he kidnapped and tortured her personally. There was also the small fact that he’d tried to have Felix killed. But she also knew how much Sydney needed to find this mystery man of hers.

				Their eyes locked, her green with Cali’s obsidian.

				“You know, I’m a little overdue on some vacation time too,” Joel broke into the conversation.

				Sydney gave him a dazzling smile. He was backing her up. After everything she’d put him through he was still sticking with her.

				“When are you guys leaving?” Felix kept his hands up in surrender and Sydney felt a little bad about snapping at him like that.

				“As soon as possible, I guess,” said Joel.

				Sydney straightened her shoulders. “Tomorrow night.”

				Joel gaped at her. “T-tomorrow night? Syd, I have to request time off. I can’t just get up and leave.”

				“Tell them a relative passed away. They’ll understand.”

				Joel shot a beseeching look at Felix. Felix shrugged his broad shoulders, some of his regular mirth shining in his blue-green eyes. “Oh, before I forget, Syd,” said Felix, “I have a surprise for you.”

				Any more debate about San Francisco was put on hold as Felix led them out into the crisp autumn evening. The wind had kicked up, the sun already setting, the days getting shorter as they neared October. Gone were the days when it was light until eight at night.

				“You too, Niella.” Felix called as she stopped her wheelchair in the doorway of the clinic.

				She waved him off and crossed her arms as the breeze barely disturbed her short pixie hair. “I can see everything I need to from right here.”

				Cali stuck her tongue out at her. Niella quirked an eyebrow, her lips twitching as if repressing a smile.

				“What are we looking for exactly?” asked Sydney with a shiver.

				Joel put his arm around her and tucked her into the warmth of his body. She stiffened for a fraction of a second before she forced herself to relax.

				“You ready?” Felix’s grin widened. He scanned the plaza parking lot but the traffic was slow. He inhaled deeply and focused his eyes on the empty handicap parking spot.

				Everyone waited.

				They kept waiting.

				Sydney looked to Cali to see if she’d give anything away but her attention was riveted to her Mirror Mate. “What — ?”

				Felix waved his hand. Sydney’s Toyota Yaris appeared out of nowhere.

				“Shit,” Joel breathed.

				Sydney stared at her long lost vehicle. “You brought it back?” Three months ago when Felix had rushed to Cali’s rescue, Sydney had followed to offer backup and was rewarded with Felix Erasing her car so that no one could trace her to what had turned into a semi-crime scene. She’d thought the car she’d bought last spring to be lost forever. Felix had never been able to return things once he Erased them. But that was before he bonded with Cali and became full-forced.

				She went to the hood of her car. It was hot to the touch. Unnaturally so. There was a faint aroma of sulfur that lingered.

				“Where did it go?” She pulled her hand back with a frown. Her fingers were covered in a sticky goo. In fact, the entire car seemed to be coated in the faint pink mucus. Brown dirt clung to the goo-like film and Sydney investigated the side of her car where there were a few dents and scratches.

				A frown marred Felix’s handsome features. “No idea.”

				She crouched down to get a better look at the markings. She had to be hanging around Joel and Felix too much, because if she were perfectly honest, the scratch marks didn’t look entirely human or animal.

	
Chapter 3

				“When did you learn that you could do this?” Sydney finished wiping the substance off her hand with the towel Niella offered her.

				“Cali’s not the only one that’s been experimenting,” said Felix. “I first started with Niella’s theory that when I became full-forced it’d increase the distance in which I can use my powers. I tried Erasing something I couldn’t see in another room, but that didn’t work. So I moved on to something extremely far away that I could still see.” He shook his head. “But that was a no-go too. Finally, I tried to bring back something I Erased.”

				“And still no idea where it went?” Joel pointed to Sydney’s car.

				The entire guild was a little on edge after they inspected her vehicle.

				Felix promised to clean off the “ectoplasmic membrane” by the time she got back. But that wasn’t what worried her. What if the substance was toxic? It was highly unlikely, considering that she’d touched it, but what if it was ingested by accident? She almost wanted Felix to Erase it back to wherever it had been.

				Felix looked genuinely concerned. “No idea, man,” he answered Joel. “Everything else I’ve Erased and brought back were on a much smaller scale.”

				“They also weren’t Erased for as long as Sydney’s car,” added Cali.

				“So who’s going to brave going inside of it?” asked Niella.

				Hesitant glances were exchanged all around.

				“I think it’d be best if we let it stay here for a while,” said Sydney.

				“Agreed,” said Felix as he ran a hand through his hair. It was a nervous habit of his when he was troubled.

				Sydney put her hand on his forearm. She had to crane her head back to look up at him. “Don’t worry, okay? We’ll figure it out. Thank you for bringing back my car though.”

				He seemed to relax a bit. “You’re welcome.”

				• • •

				Sydney spent the majority of the evening rearranging appointments and clearing her schedule for the next week. She booked herself and Joel a flight up north to Oakland Airport where they’d stay at a nearby hotel. She couldn’t help but think that the further they distanced themselves from San Francisco the safer they’d be from Vander and the Kratos Corporation clutches. Plus it was a little cheaper to stay outside the city.

				If this whole rescue went off without a hitch, the first place Vander would look for them would be close-by hotels.

				Not if, she reminded herself, when. When they pulled off the rescue without a hitch … she’d finally be rid of the anxiety that coiled inside of her.

				• • •

				“So this is it, huh?” Joel asked.

				Sydney stared at the beige two-story building from across the street. Nothing stood out aside from the fact that it looked run down and half empty. The small windows on the bottom floor were all covered. There was no street entrance to the building, only a fenced-in parking lot off to the side.

				Joel and Sydney watched as an elderly man got into his BMW and drove away. There was no security guard and no cameras that Sydney could see. But she was far from a trained expert.

				“Should we come back later?”

				Joel pulled out his laptop and made his way toward the crosswalk.

				“Where are you going?” Sydney tailed him.

				“I’ve been updating my hacking and pretty much everything illegal software. I want to walk the perimeter of the building to see if I pick up on anything.”

				Sydney felt completely exposed, like their intentions were obvious as they walked the outer edges of the building, but no one spared them a second glance.

				One their third walk-by Joel stopped. “Got it.” He shut his computer. “Let’s go plan.”

				• • •

				“Everything all right, Syd?” Joel kissed the back of her neck.

				Sydney jumped. “What?” She’d been completely lost in thought. They’d gone over their plan of action at least a dozen times. Sydney had convinced Joel that they needed to strike that night. She should have been excited, instead she was filled with dread.

				He started to massage her shoulders but Sydney couldn’t force her muscles to relax. Joel stopped. Sydney braced herself for the inevitable question.

				It didn’t come. “We still have time before we go out, why don’t we take a shower? Calm your nerves?”

				“A shower sounds … wonderful.” And it did. She’d shared dozens of showers with Joel, why should this one be any different? Everything was fine. She was simply suffering from some pre-rescue mission anxiety. It was natural. Totally and completely understandable.

				Joel visibly sighed in relief. He trailed his hand down her arm. “I’ll get the water running.”

				Sydney got up to strip, her hands shaking as she folded her clothes neatly into her dirty laundry bag.

				She clenched her fingers into fists to stop the trembles.

				What was wrong with her?

				It was just a shower.

				Just. A. Shower.

				Then why was her stomach knotted and her dinner threatening to come up?

				“Syd? Are you — ?” Joel stopped short when he saw her standing there naked. His Adam’s apple bobbed and his navy blue eyes roved over her hungrily.

				Sydney felt the ridiculous urge to cover herself.

				Joel was only clad in his jeans, his sun tanned chest seeming even darker in the poor hotel room lighting. He drew closer. His hand reached out and rested on her shoulder. “The shower can wait.” His voice was rough. His other hand slid along her lower back to bring her closer to his body so that her small breasts pressed firmly into the hard warmth of his chest.

				He kissed her. A slow, gentle kiss with a delicate swipe of tongue. His hands started to wander. Sydney pushed back. Her hand shook where it rested on his skin and she snatched it back before he could notice. “Joel.” She cleared her throat. “We really should shower.”

				He stared down at her in confusion, the bulge in his jeans painstakingly obvious. “What’s going on, Syd?”

				She went to push away but his hands tightened, keeping her close.

				“I know this is really going to sound bad, but we haven’t had sex in three months. Ever since we helped rescued Felix and Cali from the Kratos building you’ve been acting differently. You’re keeping me at arm’s length and I don’t fucking know why.” His eyes pleaded for her to confide in him.

				She looked away.

				Joel cursed and dropped his arms from around her. “What’s gotten into you? Is it me? Are you getting a three-year itch or something?”

				Sydney whirled back to face him. “What? No. Joel, I … I want you.” She cupped his cheek and forced herself to kiss him. He clutched her to him as if she’d disappear any second. Their tongues twined; the familiar flavor and feel of him after nearly three years together was like returning to the comfort and safety of home after a long trip away. Joel had been the longest relationship she’d ever had. She didn’t want anyone else. No one knew her like he did. Fate had to have missed the memo where Joel was supposed to be her Mirror Mate.

				When they broke apart they were both breathing heavily. “Then what’s been bothering you?” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

				She’d been trying to analyze the answer to that question for months. And the only thing she kept coming back to was her brother. He’d died of cancer at age seven. She’d been able to do nothing but watch as he withered away, as he suffered through treatment after treatment. She had been nine. It had been her job to protect him and there wasn’t a single thing she could’ve done.

				No one in the guild knew.

				She kept the memory of Aaron locked away like she had his possessions locked away in her closet.

				She stared Joel in the eye and answered as honestly as possible. “I can’t stand by and do nothing if I know I can prevent someone from dying.”

				Sometimes she wondered why she never majored as a doctor or oncologist to deal with her brother’s loss. It would have made more sense than becoming a veterinarian, but she’d never forget the proud look on Aaron’s face when she told him that she wanted to take care of animals. He’d always wanted a ton of pets but with his disease they were never allowed to have them. Sydney had promised that when she became a vet and when he got better, she’d take care of all the animals he could fit into his house. She’d pinky promised him.

				Joel brought her back to the present. “You’re too good of a person, you know that.”

				She shook away the melancholy thoughts. “I’m not that good of a person, trust me. So … are we okay?”

				He trailed a finger down the side of her face affectionately. “We’re golden.”

				“How’re we on time?”

				Joel glanced over at the alarm clock. His face fell.

				“Not enough time for sex and a shower?” she guessed.

				Joel flashed her a bright smile. “We can always kill two birds with one stone.”

				Sydney scrunched up her nose. “You know how much I hate that saying. Besides, in the shower? I don’t think so. Sex wasn’t meant for the shower.” His face grew crestfallen. She kissed him on the nose. “After,” she promised. “After we get back home we’ll spend the rest of our vacation together. In bed.”

				Joel perked up instantly. “Then what the hell are we waiting for?”

				• • •

				“Not much security, is there?” Sydney surveyed the area for what was probably the seventh time. She wrapped her arms tighter around her body as another breeze swept through the streets. She didn’t know if it was just her, but the San Francisco wind seemed so much colder than the breeze that blew off the Newport ocean back home.

				Joel was busy on his laptop. Somehow he had hacked into the building’s well-concealed security system and deactivated the feed and alarms. He had some kind of loop playing that would make them invisible in the building as long as they didn’t encounter anyone.

				“Only a handful of guards on duty,” he answered.

				And they had no idea if those guards had powers or not. Which made their plan extra tricky. Back in their hotel they’d come up with a roughly put together plan. If they came across someone with powers, Sydney would Shield until Joel could get close enough, then she’d drop her Shield and he’d use his ability to Lock anyone to anything, including a person’s shoes to the floor. One their prey was stalled with nowhere to move, Joel would knock them out. Because once she put her Shield back up his Lock would be negated.

				She patted the side pocket of her cargo pants. And if all else failed then it was a good thing she’d brought her own supply of Propofol.

				Joel shoved his laptop into his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. “Ready?” He looked positively delighted. Sydney couldn’t understand how he and Felix could get so excited about playing super hero. It was downright terrifying.

				Maybe you should have let Cali come instead.

				She could hardly keep the water in her stomach down.

				“Syd?” Joel asked when she hesitated.

				No backing out now. You can do it.

				“I’m ready.”

				He gave her an encouraging squeeze on the arm.

				They crept out from the bus stop when there was a lull in traffic. This late at night on a weekday there weren’t many cars on the street. They reached the chain-link fence and Joel pulled out a master key that he’d programmed to open the gate. He slid it past the sensor. She held her breath. The gate rattled open on its rusty wheels.

				They slipped inside the parking lot and made their way along the wall of the building to remain unseen to those driving along the street.

				Any minute she expected a car to drive in and spot them.

				Did her heart always sound this loud?

				She shook herself. Stay focused.

				A loud burst of laughter came from down the street. Sydney spun.

				Joel got to work on the entrance lock. “Don’t worry.” He seemed to sense her nervousness. “No one from the street can see us.”

				The gate started to rattle closed.

				“Joel — ” she started.

				“It’s supposed to do that,” he reassured her. “It’s set on a timer as if a car was driving in.”

				Right.

				Stop being so childish. Remember why you’re doing this.

				She recalled to mind the way her mystery man had been drugged, sitting all alone in that cell, suffering.

				The image bolstered her confidence.

				Joel cracked the lock on the front door. “Go in easy,” he whispered as she passed by him to enter the dim lit lobby.

				She hovered near the door while he propped the door open an inch for an easy escape. He turned around to survey the area.

				It was like any other office building, Sydney supposed: empty lobby, two hallways leading in opposite directions to lead up behind the main wall. There were no decorations whatsoever. Along the ceiling was the impression of inverted stairs, which meant that they were above them behind the wall they were facing.

				She pointed to the ceiling. “Do you think they’re being held upstairs?”

				Joel tilted his head as if listening for something. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m a little more worried about where the workers on duty are at.”

				Neither one of them spoke the one doubt that she was sure they were both thinking: What if no one was being held here at all?

				Footsteps came from down one of the hallways.

				Joel flew to the opposite hall and motioned her over.

				They slipped behind the cover of the front wall just as a man came around the other end. He was average height with dark hair, but with the poor lighting she couldn’t tell if it was black or brown.

				She exchanged a glance with Joel. They were both thinking the same thing.

				The man was too thin to be a hired guard. That left only one other option. He was hired because he had powers.

				Joel motioned for her to use her ability. She nodded.

				The man strolled through the lobby, his gaze catching on the ajar door.

				Joel crept out from behind their hideaway and carefully made his way over.

				The back of Sydney’s neck gave the appropriate tingle, letting her know that her Shield was up.

				Joel tapped the man on the shoulder. He spun. “You picked the wrong place to rob, buddy,” the man said as he grabbed Joel roughly around his neck.

				Joel wasn’t the least bit concerned. The man stared at Joel, his arrogant smile slipping when he realized his powers, whatever they were, were useless.

				“Something the matter?” asked Joel before he clocked him.

				The man went down.

				Sydney lowered her Shield. Not that Joel really needed his powers. That right hook took his opponent down. But just to be on the cautious side she ran over and injected him with her sedative.

				“Questioning my fighting ability, Syd?” Joel asked as they propped the man up in a dark corner.

				“Not at all,” she huffed. “Simply covering all possible means for interference.”

				“How much did you give him?”

				“Not too much, he should be out for a good half hour.”

				There was the scrape of a chair being moved upstairs, followed shortly by footsteps.

				Joel eyed their unconscious friend. “Coming to check on him?”

				Sydney strained her ears. What she wouldn’t give to be able to use Cali’s powers right about then to hear better. “I don’t think so.” The steps were getting further away.

				“We should move slowly then. There’s still two more up there.”

				She followed Joel as he took the stairs two at a time. The second floor opened up to a long hallway with doors on both sides. Some were open, others closed. The footsteps they heard could have gone into any number of those rooms.

				A chill slid down her spine. Were they being expected?

				Joel cursed under his breath.

				She joined him down the hall. “What?”

				“I think we found where they’re holding their captives.”

				He jerked his thumb at the sideways folder that rested in the holder that was mounted to the door. It was the same type of paperwork a doctor would have for their patients.

				Sydney’s stomach twisted. Was this it? Was her mystery man inside?

				Joel already had one of his gadgets out that would hack into the electronic lock on the door. “You should watch this,” he told her.

				“Why?”

				“Because we have no idea where the other two guards are and I’ll be a better look out. You can get everyone out of their cells.”

				He didn’t give her time to argue. Not that she would have. “See this?” He held up some kind of card that was connected to a small device he held in his hands. “Jam it into the slot here.” He motioned to the designated spot on the lock. “When the card’s in, it’ll scan the proper code and unlock the door. When you’re all done pull the card out and open the door. Simple.”

				He handed her the stuff as he opened the door he’d been working on.

				Sydney’s heart leapt into her throat.

				A young man lifted his head.

				She exhaled. It wasn’t her man.

				“Who’re you?”

				Joel pointed to himself. “I’m Joel, this here is Sydney. We’re here to bust your ass out.”

				She rushed over to the kid. The lighting was poor in the cells, more so than out in the hall. “What’s your name?”

				“Luke. Luke Teagan.”

				Luke had hair that was either a sandy blonde or a mousy brown. His sky blue eyes watched her carefully as she worked on the ties at his hands. He had the smallest cleft in his chin.

				“Nice to meet you, Luke.” Sydney ripped at the knots until they came undone. His fingers were nearly purple and swollen from poor circulation. She cringed inwardly. “Can you stand?”

				He got slowly to his feet. He towered over her.

				Kid must still be growing.

				“This way.” She ushered him out. “Stay with Joel, all right?”

				He nodded.

				She rushed down the hall past an open conference room and stopped outside the next locked door. She shoved Joel’s key card into the slot and waited as the machine ran through its algorithms.

				There was a faint click and she pulled the key from the slot and opened the door.

				Peering up out of a face shrouded in ink black hair, ice blue eyes locked with hers.

				Sydney’s heart hiccupped.

	
Chapter 4

				Regina must have gotten bored, Merrick thought as the lock disengaged. He went to straighten his posture then thought better of it.

				Screw it.

				What good was showing defiance, anyway? Regina just seemed to enjoy it more.

				The door opened. Merrick felt a kick to the gut when she walked in.

				It couldn’t be … 

				Yet his eyes told him a different story. Dressed in a black shirt, green cargo pants, and black … Sketchers? His blonde beauty stood in front of him like a dream come to life. For a handful of heartbeats she stood in the doorway watching him, as if afraid to breathe.

				There was a hiss from down the hall. A male voice. It snapped her into action.

				She raced around his chair, her soft fingers working at the knots binding his hands, brushing against his skin every now and again. Merrick repressed a shiver. The warm scent of vanilla wafted over from her. His cock stirred.

				“Who the hell are you?” he finally found his voice. It was a little rough.

				There was a hard tug on his wrists before the bindings fell away.

				“Sydney Spencer.”

				He massaged feeling back into his hands. She watched him openly with a mix of curiosity and fear.

				He stood, for the first time realizing how tiny she was. She didn’t even reach his shoulder. “I’m Merrick.”

				She stared up at him, swallowing visibly. She forced a smile. “Nice to meet you.”

				She booked it for the door.

				“Where are you going?” He took a step and had to reach out for the wall as a sudden surge of vertigo hit him. Damn drugs, malnutrition, and dehydration.

				“I have to free anyone else,” she threw over her shoulder.

				He followed her into the hall. At one end there stood two men. One was dressed in scrubs like him. Another prisoner. The other man motioned for Merrick to join them but he followed Sydney.

				She was busy deactivating another lock.

				He came up behind her. “Where did you get that?”

				She stiffened fractionally. It was a small tightening in the shoulders, but Merrick saw it. Did his presence upset her?

				“I got it from Joel, the man over there. He’s really good with electronics.”

				“And what do you do?” he found himself asking, wanting to know the answer. Who was this woman that looked so incredibly young and why was he so drawn to her?

				She pulled a wired card from the slot in the door and twisted the handle. She turned to face him and his gut clenched as their eyes locked. His whole body prickled with awareness.

				There was a flash in her green eyes, gone before he could identify it. “I’m a vet,” she said before disappearing into the room.

				He decided to stay outside the cell. He heard Sydney introduce herself and ask the girl’s name.

				“Hazel Benedict,” came the answer.

				A girl a little taller than Sydney came out of the room. She had thick, straight black hair, with a full set of bangs that brushed into a pair of deep forest green eyes. Hazel eyed him hesitantly before she noticed he was dressed in scrubs. Same as her.

				“Right that way.” He pointed down the hall where the man named Joel stood with the other freed captive.

				Hazel went to join the others. Merrick continued to follow his blonde.

				“Who do you work for? Why are you doing this?” he asked as she worked on the last locked room.

				She shot him a frustrated glare. “Can’t I say I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart and be done with the interrogation?”

				She vanished into the last cell where another girl named Juliet Arden was being kept. She had long, wavy brown hair and deep blue eyes. She was nearly the same height as Sydney, but unlike Sydney, Juliet was gifted with curves and an ample chest.

				Any further questions Merrick would have asked were put on hold as Juliet conducted her own interrogation. “What’s going on? Why am I here? Those people kept asking if I have any powers. I don’t! Who are you really?”

				Sydney looked like she was holding back an eye roll. She gave Merrick an annoyed look as if the girl’s curiosity had been his fault.

				“No more questions,” she hissed to shut Juliet up. “We need to get out of here first.”

				Juliet’s blue eyes widened as she realized they weren’t out of the woods just yet.

				Merrick held his finger up to his lips to signal her to be quiet then pointed to the group forming at the other end of the hall.

				Juliet scurried to meet them.

				“Where are you going?” Merrick whispered.

				Sydney continued down the hall investigating all other rooms. “I thought I said no more questions.” She sighed. “I’m looking for the other guards on duty. We only took down one. There’s supposed to be three.” She paused when she came to the end of the hall.

				“What is it?” He followed her gaze. It was another set of stairs. “You think it leads somewhere else?”
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