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			Chapter 1

			Petra Aruda leaned back and surveyed the woman in front of her with a critical eye. “You are so going to knock ’em dead.”

			Sharla jumped out of the chair in the little cubby and surveyed herself in the mirror. “This is like one of those makeover shows. I’m amazing.” She gestured to the outfit Petra had chosen, a professional suit and skirt from the adjoining thrift store. “You’re amazing!”

			Petra smiled as she finished jotting down makeup and skin care tips. “I enjoy it.” Actually, she loved it. She handed the paper to Sharla and smoothed a stray lock of her hair.

			Katy Perry’s “Firework” trilled from Petra’s big, plum bag.

			“Go ahead, take that. Wish me luck with the interview!” Sharla gave her a quick hug and zipped off.

			“You won’t need luck! That job is yours.” Petra pulled out her purple rhinestone phone; she didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

			A man’s low, smooth voice said, “Petra?”

			Her breath hitched for a second before she realized it wasn’t him. “Yes?”

			“It’s Pope.”

			Pope. It took a moment to register. She’d only met him once, but the man had gone against the rules to save her and the lives of those she cared most about. They hadn’t heard from him in three months, since he’d gone home to face the consequences—a home that happened to be in a parallel dimension.

			“You’re back? And all right?” she asked.

			“I’m back.” He didn’t answer the second question. “Eric gave me your number. I need to meet with you as soon as possible.”

			Her heart plunged, taking her breath with it. Not again. No more running for my life, getting shot at. “There’s not ... we’re not ...” She couldn’t even utter the words in danger again.

			Post traumatic stress disorder had filled her dreams with nightmares and her days with paranoia. She couldn’t even go to a therapist. Like he wouldn’t escort her to the psych ward after she told him tales of being hunted by a Rogue CIA officer out to either use or kill her and her friends for their psychic abilities.

			“Everything is fine,” Pope said in his deadpan voice.

			“No, it’s not. Otherwise you wouldn’t need to meet as soon as possible. That means urgent, and urgent means life-threatening. We’re never going to be safe, are we? Every time we think it’s over—”

			“It’s about Cheveyo.”

			Hearing his name halted her panicky flow of words. “Cheveyo?” She hadn’t said his name in two months, when her friends stopped asking if she’d heard from him. Now the name slid over her tongue like honey, thick and sticky.

			“I need an introduction. I’ll explain more when I see you. Meet me for lunch, a noisy place where we can talk.” Without being overheard. Oh, boy.

			“Cleo’s Café, in downtown Annapolis.” She gave him the general location on Main Street, a touristy area by the harbor.

			“I’ll find it. See you in a few minutes.”

			Her throat tightened as she looked for the supervisor. The Women’s Center for Independence helped those who were out of work and needed a makeover, job skills, and more importantly, self-confidence. She volunteered her time and skills as often as classes allowed.

			“I’ve got a family issue,” she told the woman in the office. “I’ll try to get back before my afternoon class.”

			Why did Pope want to talk with her about Cheveyo? What was going on? The questions buzzed and crackled in her chest like a lightbulb about to burn out. She got into her bright yellow VW bug with its yellow silk flower in the holder, happy face charm dangling from her rearview mirror, everything bright and shiny to cover up those six weeks of Hell with a capital H.

			Yeah, how’s that working for you?

			The fact that hearing Cheveyo’s name twisted her all up inside said it all. He’d held her body against his, whispering in her ear, his hand tight on her waist. And that was their first meeting. He’d been locking her down to keep her from bolting, hand over her mouth so she couldn’t scream. He’d come on business, to bring them someone who needed their help, but there was nothing businesslike about the way her body came to life against his, how she’d come to life when his gaze met hers. He’d known her in an intimate way, known her fears, her idiosyncrasies. She’d felt every bit of the psychic connection he claimed they had.

			She was in full fidget mode by the time she walked into the noisy seafood restaurant that overlooked the docks. The seaside-ish decor fit its waterfront location, with tables that looked like weathered wood, and crab traps around the lights over each table. Tacky quaint, but the food rocked. The scent of fried calamari and fresh-squeezed lemon didn’t begin to tweak her appetite now, though. All she wanted was water to moisten her dry mouth.

			She spotted Pope sitting at a table near the window. Her gaze was drawn to him as though he’d mentally flagged her down. Maybe he had. He stood as she approached the table, and people glanced over. At six-foot-five, with a shaved head and dramatic, defined features, Pope was striking. He seemed to either ignore or not notice the attention he got. He held out her chair and waited for her to get situated before retaking his seat across from her.

			“You’re back in one piece,” she said, taking a sip of water from the glass on the table. “Does that mean things went well over there?”

			Please, please let things have gone well.

			He shook his head and opened his mouth to answer when the waitress arrived with a chirpy greeting. He ordered iced tea; she ordered a latte, glad for the waitress to depart so she could hear more. Her brother, Eric, had pretty much squashed her nervous habit of cracking her knuckles, but she’d picked up a new one: braiding her hair.

			Pope leaned forward on his elbows, long fingers clasped together. “I stood before the C—the Collaborate—and had to explain why I used my deadly powers. Though we can’t communicate when I’m in this dimension, my power usage is something they can track. They didn’t believe me when I told them the truth, and they sensed my deception when I didn’t.”

			Dread trickled through her veins like the slow drip of ice water at the thought of his facing the panel of leaders who resembled a powerful United Nations. “What did they do?”

			“Neutralized my deadly abilities and scheduled a SCANE.” His light violet eyes gave no clue as to the stress he’d gone through.

			“A SCANE? That sounds freaky-scary. What is it?”

			“A laser that probes your brain to extract your memories and knowledge. Unfortunately, the beam burns the tissues as it does so.”

			“But ... you’d be brain damaged.”

			He nodded. “It’s better when the recipient dies.”

			“That’s barbaric. How did you escape?”

			“I called in a favor from a comrade. Now I am a Scarlett.”

			Only then did she see a flicker of emotion, perhaps disappointment or shame. “An outlaw.” She’d gotten the sense that he’d been a highly regarded officer for the Collaborate. Her hand went to her chest. “You saved our lives but put your own in danger. I’m sorry.”

			“I can live with that. Or ... not.” His mouth lifted at the corner in a smile tinged with resolve. “I do not regret my actions, so there is no reason for you to feel bad.”

			“Mostly I’m just grateful. But you’re here, away from all that horribleness. You’re now a permanent resident of our dimension. You need a life.” Her gaze dropped to his shirt: boring, white cotton business attire. “And style advice.”

			“I need more than that, as you astutely surmised from our earlier conversation.”

			Her smile faded. “I was hoping advice was what you needed so badly. And maybe you just wanted to meet Cheveyo out of curiosity. It’s all part of my bright shiny plan.”

			“Your what?”

			“Never mind.” She released a long breath. “Hit me. I mean, tell me what’s going on.”

			“One of my roles while I worked as a Shine—an agent—for the C was Extractor. When a Shine went Scarlett and slipped through to this dimension, I brought him or her back. Or killed them if I couldn’t. Now an Extractor has been sent for me. He is relentless, powerful, and ruthless. Apprehending me is preferable to killing me, as the C wants information. But killing me is the backup option. I have known him for many years. He used to come here illegally on independent business before he joined the C.”

			It seemed surreal, talking about lobotomies and hunters while all around people chatted and laughed about celebrity gossip or their baby’s latest accomplishment.

			The waitress brought their drinks, setting them on place mats that looked like fishnets. Petra hardly looked at her steaming mug. “Nothing else for me.”

			The waitress looked at Pope, who waved away any order he might have as well.

			When she left, Petra leaned forward. “You need our help to get rid of this guy? Because we will. We owe you big-time.” She pushed out those words like boulders from her throat. The ground shifted, threatening the tenuous hold she had on “normal.”

			He smiled. “You are brave, pretty one.”

			A laugh erupted. “Maybe with the rest of my peeps. But we can’t include Amy, ’cause she’s preggers. Or Lucas, because she’s going to need him.” She picked up her mug and lifted it to her mouth.

			“I just need one of you. Cheveyo. I’ve heard you have a connection to him.”

			“You talked to Eric.”

			“Something about you being gooey and dewy whenever you saw Cheveyo. Can you explain this? Eric only laughed when I asked.”

			“He teased me because my eyes looked dewy, which means ... Never mind that.” She rolled her eyes. “Eric, who gave everybody a hard time about falling in love while we were in danger and then fell the hardest.” The worst part was, she’d been the only one who wanted love, and now she was the only one who didn’t have it.

			Pope pressed a long finger against his mouth, regarding her with curiosity. “I’m getting anger from you.”

			“You can sense my feelings?”

			“Since ours have been bred out of us over recent generations, they are much more apparent in humans. Like a loud sound in a quiet marsh.”

			She forced a smile. “It’s not anger, only frustration.” She waved it away and planted her elbows on the table. “I saw Cheveyo twice. Yeah, maybe I was a little gooey and dewy, but that’s only because he’s mysterious and sexy, and he saved my life. One of the enemy who could mind-control got into my head and made me start the car in the garage so I’d kill myself.” She shuddered, still smelling the carbon dioxide. “Cheveyo swept in and got me out of the garage, breathed fresh air into me, breathing life into me.” She shuddered again, this time for a totally different reason. His mouth on hers, his urgently whispered words, begging her to come back to him. “After I revived, he kissed me and the whole world spun on its axis.” The memory still gripped her, just as it did every time she thought about the damned kiss, which was hardly ever.

			When he saved her life, she’d hugged him, thanked him.

			“I didn’t do you a favor,” he’d said. “If you died ...” He couldn’t even finish the sentence, but the fear of that thought was clear in his voice and expression. She’d seen his desire, too, when she pleaded with him to stay with her, and seen pain when he said, “I wish I could. You don’t know how hard it is to stay away from you.”

			She squashed the way that made her feel. He had reasons for staying away, and she had accepted that. Well, pretty much.

			“When two people kiss like that, it means something,” she told Pope. “Three months have passed since the danger’s been over and not even a lousy call.” Okay, it hurt. She thought she’d shored herself better. “I’m not gooey and dewy anymore.” She latched onto her braid again, unraveling it. “I’m so over him.”

			“I’m not sure if that is a good thing or not.”

			“It’s a good thing. I no longer kick my couch or punch pillows.” She gave him a forced smile because she’d said too much. “I’ve moved on. I’m taking a college program on esthetics, which is skin care and such. I have a date tonight with a guy who hopefully can’t do amazing, crazy things with his mind, who hasn’t killed anyone or been hunted by the government.” She released a breath. “A nice, normal guy.”

			“A date: a social interaction with sexual motivation.” He nodded.

			“Wow, way to take the romance out of it. What’d you do, study our dimension?”

			“Yes, we take extensive training to learn your ways. Our world is much like yours, but human emotions and social interactions are very different. So you have no troublesome feelings for Cheveyo?”

			“None whatsoever. Just a lingering frustration, and only because I never found out why he couldn’t contact me. It’s like when you date someone once or twice and never hear from him again. You always wonder why.” Had he ever fallen for someone and felt the ache of their loss? “Ever been on a date?”

			“I have no desire to engage in that sort of activity, as I see the chaos it creates in humans.”

			She snorted. “Probably a good idea.” Look at me, and Cheveyo and I didn’t even go out on a date. “I can’t tell you all that much about Cheveyo.”

			“I don’t require information; I only need you to contact him. Your untroubled feelings will make that easier?”

			“I suppose. But why do you need me? Can’t you, like, teletransport to wherever or whoever? Or did you lose that ability?”

			“My transport skills are still weak. Even when they were fully operational, I could not go to him. He’s different.”

			“Yes, he is. Did you know he can turn into a panther? He did it in front of me once. It was freaky, sexy, cool, even if I am afraid of large animals with sharp teeth. He seems more advanced than any of us.”

			“Indeed. Since he trusts you, I want you to bring him to me.”

			Her chest tightened at the thought of contacting him. She hadn’t even tried, out of pure pride. If he couldn’t be bothered to call her, why should she be the one to go knocking on his psychic door?

			The sun slanted in through the window, lighting Pope’s untouched iced tea to a deep amber. She pulled her gaze from the rich color. “What do you want me to tell him?”

			“It would be better not to mention me until you get him to our meeting place. I’ve tried to find him over the years, and he may think I’m hunting him down.” His mouth twitched again. “Use what you call here feminine wileys, if you must.”

			Now her mouth twitched in a smile. “Wiles, you mean. Yeah, well, I don’t really have any of those.” People seemed to think that just because she was pretty, she was (a) easy, (b) had tons of dates, or (c) was a man stealer.

			A Mona Lisa smile stole across his features. “I think you’ll be able to accomplish the goal.”

			His confidence buoyed her. Cheveyo had once told her she was stronger than she thought, and he’d been right.

			“I’ll try. That’s all I can promise. Are you going to tell me why you’re having me summon him?”

			His smile faded. “Do you want to be involved?”

			“No. Absolutely, positively not.”

			“Wise answer. Bring us together, and your part will be done.”

			“So the Rogues, we’re okay?”

			He blinked before saying, “Yes, your friends and brother are safe.”

			That blink spiked into her heart. She could hear the for now tacked onto the end of that sentence.

			He stood and dropped a twenty on the table. His gaze scanned the restaurant. “You walk out first. In case the Extractor has found me, I do not want him to know we are linked in any way.” His voice got lower. “You will need to be even more careful when we meet next.”

			She blinked as an image flashed in her mind.

			“That is where we’ll meet,” he said. “Speak not of it to Cheveyo. Just bring him to the location.”

			She nodded, knowing where it was. “This is starting to sound scary again.” Scary, but her heart was thrumming with adrenaline. Good God, she couldn’t actually miss the danger, could she? That would be sick. And not sick in the good way, either.

			Yurek watched a tall woman exit the restaurant where he’d tracked Pope. She headed to the right, unraveling her straight hair from its braid and shaking it out. The blond strands shimmered in the sunlight, falling to the middle of her back. Pope emerged a few seconds later, watching the woman for a moment. She looked back, and in that glance he saw a connection between them. He was close enough to pick up on the woman’s emotions: an odd mix of excitement and trepidation. But he also picked up something from Pope. Was it concern that came from him? Yes, he cared about the girl. Interesting. They weren’t supposed to have those feelings.

			He picked up something even more interesting: the Geo Wave, an almost electric sense their kind got from each other. It shouldn’t be coming from the human girl.

			Intrigued, he followed her, making sure he wasn’t picking up Pope’s Wave. She looked as though she’d stepped out of one of the many advertisements that bombarded society here: tall, but not emaciated as many of the female models. Her body filled in her black pants and pink, knit tank top with luscious curves. Even though he saw humans as the lesser species, he found some of them attractive in their own way. Like this girl.

			People streamed past them, many paying more attention to what was in the shop windows than where they were going. Some looked at him, at the handsome visage he had chosen for his visit here. Callorians, his species, took on a human guise when they visited this dimension. He could take that ability one step further.

			The woman stopped at an intersecting road, and he bumped into her. She turned and looked at him without malice, and he apologized. She gave him a forgiving smile and turned forward again.

			Yes, a beautiful woman ... who was part Callorian. Then the pieces clicked together. Pope had been coming here for many years on various assignments. He had been an Elgin, a highly placed Shine, before he went Scarlett. He obviously broke the rules and had an assignation with a human. This lovely creature was the result. It explained why Pope cared about her.

			The crowd surged forward again. Now that he worked for the Collaborate—the C, as it was referred to from within—his duties included eradicating anything troublesome in this dimension. This woman was troublesome, just by her very existence. It would disturb Pope if his daughter was killed, and that would distract him and further weaken his Essence. Yurek’s smile wasn’t all for show. The idea of bringing down the last vestiges of the once-powerful Pope was as luscious as the woman only inches in front of him.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Petra walked down the sidewalk, her stomach churning with both excitement and annoyance. A sea breeze washed down Annapolis’s main street, sending strands of her hair to tickle her face. The boutiques, restaurants, and novelty stores catered to tourists. She paused in front of a window full of baby items. With a sigh, she stepped inside, breathing in sweet smells, taking in all the soft squishy and squeaky things that would make a baby giggle. Not that she wanted a baby just yet.

			She gasped at the sight of a Wizard of Oz crib set. The bumper depicted Dorothy and gang along the yellow brick road. She plucked out her iPhone and punched a speed dial number.

			Amy answered. “Hey, Petra. What’s up?”

			“How about a Wizard of Oz crib set? It would work for a boy or girl, and it’s soooo adorable!” They were waiting until birth before finding out the gender, which was so not fair for the rest of them. “No witch or scary monkeys in sight.”

			There was a—dare she think it?—pregnant pause before Amy said, “I appreciate the thought, but Oz is your thing, not ours. Besides, we’re already set on a jungle theme.”

			She pivoted to the right. “They have a huge giraffe—”

			“You’ve bought enough stuff for the baby to fill the extra room already.”

			She hugged a stuffed Toto to her chest. “But I like buying the baby stuff.”

			Or did she like torturing herself? That Amy and Lucas were expecting a baby was stunning. Bittersweet. No, she wasn’t jealous ... exactly. She was thrilled that they’d found happiness. Amy had confided that the thought of having a baby was scarier than anything they’d gone through, but Petra knew they’d be great parents.

			“No more, hon. You know what we’d rather have? You over for dinner. Every time we invite you, you have some excuse for not coming.”

			“I know, I’m sorry. Next time you invite me, I’ll come. Promise.”

			“I’m holding you to it. Hey, you could buy something for Eric and Fonda’s housewarming next month.”

			“Trying to distract me by throwing a different bone? Won’t work. He’s cut me off.” They had a fully stocked apartment, and the barista machine was quite enough, thank you.

			“How about something for Rand and Zoe’s elopement?”

			“Already bought them a gazillion things.”

			“Okay, then Nicholas and Olivia’s wedding?”

			Petra sighed. “The other half of my guest bedroom is filled with silver and white wrapped boxes.”

			“You know,” Amy said, a teasing lilt in her voice, “they say that shopaholics are substituting for something that’s lacking in their lives.”

			“Like hip-grinding, sweaty sex,” she said, catching the clerk’s disdainful attention. Well, how did she think there came a need for all this stuff? Sheesh. Petra held up Toto. “Maybe you’re right. I have a date tonight, but it’s only a first date. Still, it could lead to ...” Another glance at the clerk, whose petite nose was still wrinkled in disgust. “ ... crazy, screaming monkey sex.”

			The clerk hmphed and turned away.

			Petra stroked the blue-checked ruffle on the mobile. “Are you sure about the Oz stuff?”

			“Sorry.”

			“All right, I’ll let you go.” No need to tell them about Pope. They had their own lives now.

			She walked up to the counter and bought Toto, ignoring the clerk’s derisive I’m only smiling at you because it’s in my job description smile.

			Maybe it was the fear of Cheveyo’s rejection, but an eerie feeling chilled her on the way back to the garage where she parked her car. She looked around. Only a few people in the area, and none were paying attention to her. I don’t like this feeling. It wasn’t like the pricklies she got when she was being psychically spied on during those six weeks of Hell, but it still raised a slew of chill bumps on her arms.

			She felt some relief when she was locked in her car. She fished out the little foil-wrapped Dove chocolates she kept in her purse and tossed one in her mouth as she backed out of the spot. Back at the Center, she parked in the lot but remained in her car.

			“You’d better not pretend you’re not there,” she muttered, closing her eyes and reaching out to Cheveyo. He had come to her, but she’d never gone to him. If they shared a connection, she should be able to talk to him, too.

			She thought of his face, surprised at how easily she could conjure it in full detail, his thick, arched eyebrows, the curve of his mouth, his blue-gray eyes ablaze with a fierce protectiveness that squeezed her chest. Her heartbeat stepped up, a heavy, sensuous thudding that seemed to pump honey through her veins.

			Cheveyo ...

			The connection was like two train cars locking onto each other. She felt him first. Then scenes flashed into her mind: a boy with blue-gray eyes and thick eyelashes staring pensively into the night sky; a dark alley, something moving in the shadows, and the flash of light on metal. The smell of blood. That same boy screaming in fear. Her body shuddered at those images.

			The images went dark, and she saw him as he might appear in a dream, hazy and in a void. “Petra?”

			She could hardly breathe. “Our connection goes both ways. I can reach you, too.”

			He didn’t look particularly thrilled by that. “I heard you ... felt you calling me.”

			“I need to see you. Not in a ‘need to see you’ way. I mean ... I’m in trouble.”

			“What’s going on? I haven’t gotten any visions.”

			“I don’t mean to sound all conspiracyish, but I have to tell you in person. And as soon as possible.”

			“Petra, unless this is life and death, now is not a good time.”

			She gripped the bottom of her steering wheel, quelling her irritation and the hurt that he would put her off. Was he with someone? Was she not important to him after all? “It’s life and death. I wouldn’t bother you otherwise.” Okay, that had come out just a tiny bit snippy.

			“All right. I’ll meet you in an hour.”

			She gave him a location near the warehouse Pope had put in her mind. “See you soon.”

			She pulled out, feeling the loss of the connection tingle through her. Take a deep breath. It was only Cheveyo. No big deal. She called the number Pope had given her. “We’re on, in an hour.”

			She went into the Center and spent twenty minutes hunting for makeup deals on eBay. Sometimes she could find brand-name product for a great price. Only Cheveyo could distract her from the joy of bargain hunting. She put in two bids and logged out of her account. A few minutes later she walked out to the parking lot.

			As she reached for her door handle, a man standing by his car two spaces away caught her eye. She’d seen him earlier that day in downtown Annapolis. A normal person might think it was a coincidence and nothing more, given that he was nice looking, dressed in business attire. But after everything she’d been through, she’d developed a healthy respect for her sixth sense, and it was telling her something wasn’t right. Their gazes met, and she held his for a moment, letting him know that if he had any devious thoughts, she was onto him.

			He gave her a nod before getting into his car. She dropped into her seat and locked the doors, but waited until he backed out of his spot and left the lot.

			Paranoid? Maybe, but deservedly so. She took the rear entrance out of the lot.

			She pulled into the gas station and waited in her car for Cheveyo. She had a full five minutes before he was due. “Breathe.” Her nerves felt like an army of ants marching inside her stomach. “Look, there’s no point in getting excited or anything,” she said aloud. “He only came because you fudged the truth. So seeing him means ... nothing.”

			Still, she couldn’t help but braid her hair, loosen it, and braid it again. The silky strands sliding around her fingers were comforting, even more so than cracking her knuckles had been. And she didn’t have to see people grimace or hear lectures about developing arthritis later in life.

			She glanced in the mirror, using her nail to scrape away a slight overlap in her lipstick. The only reason she’d taken the time to pretty up was because she wanted him to see what he was missing. Not that she went anywhere, even to the store, without going through her routine.

			“So there, buddy. Too late now. I’ve got a date with a nice, normal guy tonight, to go along with my nice, normal life, which I love. Besides, who needs a guy that turns into a cat? Probably get cat hairs all over the furniture—”

			A shadow fell across her lap and she jumped. Cheveyo leaned sideways in front of her windshield, his hand braced on the hood. Her heart jumped, too, because that’s what looking into his eyes did to her. How had she missed hearing him ride up?

			She pushed the door open and got out, cringing at the breathless quality of her voice when she said “Hi.” Not helping at all were the high heels she was wobbling on.

			Really not helping was how damned gorgeous he looked, his wavy dark hair tied back with a leather strap that matched the black bomber jacket he wore. It was unzipped, and beneath, a dark red shirt was unbuttoned enough to reveal a sprinkling of dark hair and a silver charm on a chain at his neck. Oh, jeez, she hoped she didn’t look gooey and dewy.

			He glanced in her car, his eyebrow arched. “Who were you talking to?”

			“Uh ... no one. The car. I was muttering to my car. It’s temperamental sometimes.”

			He looked tense, his gaze shifting to his surroundings before returning to her. She’d seen that particular type of awareness before, when they were being hunted. Or maybe he suspected she was going to spring the Rogues on him, as adamant as he was that they not meet. Or spring herself on him. Fat chance.

			His gaze softened as it swept over her, but it sharpened again, all business. “What’s going on?”

			She nodded toward the warehouses half a block away. The transportation company that had used these waterfront metal buildings had gone out of business, leaving the area abandoned. A sign had been promising an upscale shopping revitalization, but the economy probably put that on hold.

			“Follow me over there.”

			He arched his eyebrow again, this time aiming his puzzled look at her. Then he shrugged and walked over to his black Harley. He had a smooth, powerful gait, efficient but not hurried. She was reminded of those wildlife shows where a lion walks his territory. In one move he got onto the bike and started it. When he looked at her, she realized she’d been too busy looking at him and not getting her car started.

			He fell in behind her as she pulled through the tall fence that was opened just enough to let a car pass through. Otherwise, NO TRESPASSING signs made anyone think twice about entering. The artist’s rendering for the future shopping area had faded beneath the graffiti.

			She parked, and he pulled up beside her and dismounted. His black boots scraped on the faded asphalt as he walked beside her toward the door of the building she remembered. He smelled of fresh air and a smoky fragrance that wasn’t tobacco. She remembered the images of the boy she’d seen, but the most vivid memories where when he’d held her in his arms and coaxed her back from death, whispering “Babe” in her ears, emotion in his voice when he—

			“Why don’t you look like you’re in a life and death situation?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts.

			“What do you mean? Oh, because I’m not freaking out?” He knew her well, which drove her crazy. Babe, I know a lot, he’d told her once, a ghost of a smile on his face.

			“Yeah.”

			She took a breath at the door, not quite meeting his eyes. “Come in, and I’ll explain everything.”

			She opened the door and stepped inside. His gaze scanned the interior of the large, empty building. Empty. Great, where was Pope?

			She turned to Cheveyo. “Because it’s not exactly my life and death.”

			His eyebrows furrowed. “You tricked me into meeting you?”

			“No. Well, sort of. It’s—”

			At a sound behind her, he moved so fast he was a blur. He pushed her behind him, she saw a flash of metal, and before she could gain her footing, Cheveyo held a dagger at Pope’s neck.

			“What are you doing here, Otherling?” Cheveyo growled, his fingers gripping the blue handle so hard his knuckles were white. The knife was exotic, with a curved blade on one end and a hole for his thumb on the other.

			Pope looked calm, his hands at his sides. His gaze flicked to her. “I gather you haven’t had a chance to explain?”

			She shook herself out of her shock, ran over and clamped her hands on Cheveyo’s arm. “Stop! He’s a friend.”

			His expression was fierce, transformed not into a panther but a warrior. His eyes were nearly black, and in their depths she saw death and destruction. He didn’t even seem to see her. A cold feeling gripped her, but she didn’t dare back down.

			Cheveyo flicked a glance at her. “He’s a friend of yours?”

			“He saved my life, all of the Rogues’ lives. Pull the knife back, Cheveyo. Now.”

			The knife was beautiful, the metal on the handle engraved with cat eyes, the blade reminding her of the tooth of a very large, vicious animal. She was close enough to see the details, including the deadly tip and blade edges sharp enough to shred the air. It was made to fit his hand, with grooves for his fingers.

			She kept her grip on his arm, his muscles rock hard beneath her fingers. “Please put the knife down,” she whispered, feeling as though she might be swallowed up in those dark eyes. Not the man who’d held her the day he saved her life. Not a man she knew at all.

			By degrees he allowed her to pull his arm down. He kept those eyes on Pope, pinning him with a suspicious glare. Even when his arm was down, she kept hold of him, watching his eyes slowly lighten.

			She could breathe again. “If you’d bothered to see me after we were almost killed down in the bomb shelter, you’d know about Pope.”

			Cheveyo’s gaze hardened and he stared just past her. “I tried to go to you that day. I couldn’t.” He looked at Pope, then her. “By the time I could get away, it was over. You were all fine.”

			“Never mind. Pope risked his life to save us that day, and now he needs our help. Your help.”

			Cheveyo seemed to assess the situation. He looked at Pope. “Who are you, and why would you save them?”

			Pope stepped closer. “The Offspring are family. My father’s aircraft slipped through a crack between our dimension and this one. He died on impact. It was his Essence that was given to the parents of the Offspring, which they inherited. I’ve been watching over them while on missions here. I have sensed you during those missions, too, but you have always been elusive. I knew your father, what he was doing here. And I believe you have taken up his cause. An agent has been assigned to take me back to my dimension. I want to hire you to kill him. I’ll pay you well.”

			So Pope thought—or knew—Cheveyo could kill this assassin. Having seen how quickly Cheveyo had that wicked knife against Pope’s throat, she knew he could, too. He’d called Pope an Otherling.

			Cheveyo’s eyes, now back to their normal color, flicked to her, then back to Pope. “You saved their lives. I’ll help you. But I won’t accept payment.”

			Relief flooded through her. He was going to help. And he was doing it for her. Somehow she knew that’s what that subtle flick of his glance meant. Because Pope had saved her. The thought of that tightened her stomach.

			“You called Pope an Otherling. What’s that?”

			“My word for someone from the other dimension, a Callorian.”

			“And you just assumed he was evil?”

			“Every one I’ve encountered has been. I have no reason to believe otherwise.”

			She wanted to say more about the injustice of that, but the first part snagged her. “Every one you’ve encountered?”

			Pope stepped closer to her. “We have much to discuss.”

			Cheveyo touched Petra’s forehead as though to brush away a stray lock of hair. His fingers remained, hot against her skin. “Leave now. There’s no need for you to be involved in this.”

			His touch stole away her breath, her thoughts. She managed to shake her head. “I’m going.” She remembered he could exert influence over her. He’d gotten her to come outside once, pulling her from a dream state. Her body wasn’t moving, though. As if their bodies were magnetically drawn, she felt a force field holding her in place.

			He dropped his hand and stepped back, breaking the hold. She inhaled, pulling her gaze to Pope. “Good luck. Please call me, let me know you’re all right.”

			He nodded. “Thank you for your help. Have a good date. Be happy.”

			Cheveyo tilted his head. “Date?”

			“Yes, a social interaction with sexual motivation.” She turned and walked to the door, unable to stifle her grin. Had she imagined a flare of jealousy, of possession, in his eyes? She walked out, closing the door behind her, the screech of metal scratching across her nerves.

			Walk away and go back to the normal, safe life you cherish. Whatever they’re up to, you don’t need to be involved. It’s dangerous. He’s dangerous. She conjured the memory of his eyes, black and deadly. Stay out of this. It’s not your business.

			She got as far as her car, bracing her hands against the roof, pressing her forehead against the hot metal.

			Don’t do this.

			Dangit. She closed her eyes and tuned her hearing in to their conversation. It was an ability she didn’t use often, because it was invasive, and sometimes she didn’t like what she heard.

			Cheveyo’s voice was all business. “Tell me what you know about the Otherling who’s hunting you.”

			“He is called Yurek. Like you, he can manipulate the energy of his appearance, but his ability goes beyond that: he is gifted with mimicry. He can look like anyone, once he’s been near that person, and worse, can also absorb and mimic the powers of others. He was what you would call a mercenary, hired privately to take care of matters in both my and this dimension. When I saw him yesterday, I was surprised to see the Collaborate ring on his finger: a diamond shape with a C in the middle. He’s obviously working for them now. I’m sure he wants to take my place. He has been an assassin for a long time. He’s good at it.”

			“So am I.” Cheveyo’s words chilled her. He meant them.

			Okay, see, that’s why it’s a good idea not to be anywhere near him.

			As she was about to pull out, Pope said, “That is why I wanted you for the job. When the Collaborate saw I was hiding something, they psychically handcuffed my abilities, intending to SCANE me. If they do, they will discover the existence of the Offspring.”

			Cheveyo’s voice was tight. “And they will be killed.”

			Her eyes snapped open, her heart lurching in her chest. They were in danger! It thrummed through her, pulsing in dark waves, closing in the edges of her vision.

			“Without my major abilities, I am no longer on equal ground with Yurek. Killing him will only temporarily solve my problem, however, as they’ll only send another Extractor after me. I’m hoping my powers will return, and I will be able to handle future Extractors on my own. But I can never be taken back. Not only are the Offspring at risk, my brother would also be implicated, as it was his job to collect our father’s Essence. Some of it was taken before he could get there. The C would view that as a failure.”

			“So you’re only concerned about the Offspring ...”

			“I can’t return to my home, my family. I am, in fact, a defector and criminal. My life now means nothing.”

			She was walking back to the door, one foot going automatically in front of the other.

			“Which brings me to the other, more important part of my request for your services,” Pope continued. “If I am captured, I want you to kill me.”

			“I can do that, but be absolutely sure.”

			“I am.”

			The door screeched when she yanked it open. “No!” She walked in and stalked toward the two men, her finger pointing at Cheveyo. “You are not killing Pope. I couldn’t help overhear—okay, purposely hear—your conversation. I want to know and I don’t want to know. Maybe that makes me crazy, but whatever. You can’t just ... just kill Pope! That’s not a viable solution.”

			Pope shook his head. “You humans get so sentimental.”

			She could hardly utter the words, “Sentimental? Sentimental? We’re talking about killing another person here! Killing you!”

			Cheveyo said, “Death isn’t that big of a deal. Our bodies die, not our souls.” His voice went lower. “It’s only hell when you lose someone and you have to live day after day without them. Dying is easy compared to that.” His eyes sharpened. “You need to get away from us. This has nothing to do with you.”

			“That’s not what I just heard. If he’s taken back, we’re all dead.”

			“And you as well,” Pope said to Cheveyo. “You will be in my memories, too.” He shifted his gaze to her. “I don’t want any of you involved in this. Cheveyo can handle this situation, and you will be safe. Now, go.”

			She had been daydreaming about, yearning for a cold-blooded killer. He’d just agreed to commit two acts of murder without hesitation.

			Cheveyo put his hand on her back and ushered her to the door. He opened it but turned her to face him before he might give her a shove through the opening. His hands settled on her lower arms, and his calluses felt like the light side of an emery board across her skin. He tilted his head down, eyeing her from beneath thick black lashes. “It’s dangerous for you to be involved in this. Do you remember how it was when you were being hunted? When you were hiding in the old asylum, running through the woods with that man gunning for you?”

			Those memories seized her. “How did you know?”

			“I saw it, before it happened. I also saw Eric save you. Think about everything you went through.”

			“I’m trying to forget.”

			“Good. Forget it all. Forget what you heard today.”

			Logical advice. She looked into his eyes. “Am I supposed to forget you, too?”

			“Yes.” He let go of her and took a step back. “Go.”

			She lifted her chin. “I will forget you. Watch me.” She started to walk but turned. “You’ll let me know if ... if something happens to Pope?”

			“Of course. But that’s not going to happen.”

			Another step. “Don’t you dare kill Pope. Find a way.”

			“I will.”

			He looked confident. He sounded confident. She released a breath and continued walking. Everything she’d heard bombarded her as she reached her car. She never turned around again—good job on that—but felt him watching her. She wouldn’t tell the others that danger loomed unless it became an imminent threat. She set the stuffed dog on her lap as she pulled out.

			“Toto, we’re still not in Kansas.”

			Cheveyo watched her leave. How many hells would he have to endure where she was concerned? Every time he left her, it tore a part of him. Watching her leave was no easier. You think you’d be used to it by now.

			He closed the door and found Pope regarding him curiously. “What?” he growled, uncomfortable with being assessed.

			“I find humans very interesting.”

			In other words, amusing. “Must be nice not having emotions. I wish I’d inherited that from my father.”

			“No, you don’t. What I sense, the pain, joy, love and hate, all of it makes you alive.”

			Cheveyo glanced back at the door. “And it shreds you. She made me promise not to kill you.”

			He smile was bland. “She feels loyalty, a debt of gratitude. What she feels for you, however—”

			“Isn’t important. How will I know if you’re captured? I may get a vision, but there are no guarantees.”

			“We bond. A replicate of the bond you share with her. You will see my capture, and I will let you know where I am. Yurek will have to take me to one of the finestras. There are two near here.”

			“Finestra?”

			“What you call a portal. The first finestra to your dimension was found a hundred years ago in a tomb. We named it after the ventilation hole in case anyone overheard an insider talking about it. We can’t let our population know about the finestras, which are guarded. It’s bad enough that some know about the cracks between our dimensions.”

			“My father never spoke about the finestras, other than to say he’d come through a vortex a long time ago. What happens if a human finds one that leads to your dimension?”

			“Humans feel them, like they feel the energy vortexes in certain areas. But their bodies won’t respond to the finestra in a way that allows them to slip through. At least not the finestras we’ve observed humans encounter.”

			“What about my body?”

			Pope considered that for a moment. “I would stay away from the actual finestra, just in case you have enough Callorian DNA to get you through in one piece. The guards on the other side would apprehend you immediately.”

			He thought about what it would be like on their end to have someone like him pop in. Not good. “So you’ll telepathically let me know where you are.”

			“You’ll have time to intercept us at the finestra, or possibly even catch up to us before we reach it. It’s more important that I die than for you to kill Yurek. The danger to the Offspring exists as long as I do. I have even considered simply having you terminate me now to save us all the trouble.”

			Cheveyo shook his head. “I won’t kill you unless I have to.”

			“Which is amusing, considering you had a knife to my throat minutes ago.”

			“Yeah, amusing. I didn’t think Callorians had a sense of humor.”

			“I get twinges now and then. This is an entertaining dimension. Maybe it’s rubbing off on me.” Pope’s pseudo smile faded. “If you do terminate me, know it is for the best. I have nothing.”

			“You have the Offspring. As you said, you’re family.”

			He lowered his head. “But I pose them great danger. Being near them brings even more risk. I cannot do that.” He met Cheveyo’s gaze, his light eyes softening. “I believe you understand this.”

			He nodded, feeling a twist in his chest. “Too damned well.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Petra had almost canceled her date, now that her mind was muddled with thoughts of Cheveyo and Pope. And Cheveyo. And Cheveyo. As she sat across from Greg Swenson, however, she was glad she hadn’t. This was a distraction, and more importantly, a test to see if she could push all that away and pretend it never happened.

			A mariachi band wended its way around Margarita’s large, crowded dining room, taking requests at each table. She rolled her eyes as they launched into their next song. How many times would she have to hear the “One Ton Tomato” song? Piñatas hung from the high rafters, and the wait staff would bat them as they passed by so the twenty or so donkeys, parrots, and sombreros were always swinging.

			This was a great place for a first date, filled with opportunities to people watch and chat about surface things. She took in Greg’s blond hair, combed to one side, his bright, blue eyes and easy smile. They’d shared a couple of brief conversations as they crossed paths in the hallways at the Baltimore School of Massage. She’d sensed that he’d had to build up his courage to ask her out, which she totally didn’t understand. Was she that scary?

			After the waitress brought another round of margaritas, he lifted his and said, “To having a salty margarita with a beautiful woman.”

			She touched her salt-rimmed glass to his and murmured a thank-you, but those kinds of compliments felt like empty peanut shells. What she looked like had nothing to do with who she was. Even though she was taking courses to learn skin care and makeup artistry, she didn’t like being judged on her outer appearance. Confidence was key, and she was working on that from the inside out.

			“Did I say something wrong?” he asked, his salt-crusted glass held aloft.

			“No, not at all.” She would rather have him say she was smart or funny, though she wasn’t sure she was either. All her life people had said she was beautiful, but no one had ever made her feel beautiful.

			She’d noticed a man sitting at a booth nearby. He was alone, and apparently the only people he was interested in watching were her and Greg. That he didn’t avert his eyes when she looked over made her uncomfortable.

			She turned back to Greg. “So, what’s the craziest thing that’s ever happened to you?”

			He rolled his gaze up, chewing on his lower lip as he thought. “I fainted at my high school prom. In my defense, the air-conditioning wasn’t working properly and I hadn’t eaten much.”

			She gave him a genuine smile, though he couldn’t have guessed exactly why. See, that’s what normal people experience.

			“How about you?” he asked.

			“Uh ... me?” You should have seen that coming. “Let me think.” Breaking into an abandoned insane asylum to free a prisoner? Cheveyo turning into a panther right before her eyes? She ran her finger along the salty rim of her glass and stuck it in her mouth to buy time. Of course, nothing normal came to mind. “I saved my brother’s life.”

			“Wow. What happened?”

			Oh, shoot. She couldn’t tell him Eric was shot. Nor could she say that, actually, she’d saved the lives of the two most important people in her life.

			“CPR. He, uh, nearly drowned.”

			Greg’s blue eyes lit up. “I’m impressed. What an incredible feeling it must be to know you saved someone’s life.”

			“Yeah.” Her face flushed, warming to his admiration and the memories of how it felt. “When he started breathing again, it was like the world shifted. Not the ego thing of, like, ‘I have the power to save a life.’ It’s that I didn’t lose them—him.” Damn, she was getting teary-eyed just thinking about it.

			“I’ve never done anything heroic like that, other than rushing my little sister’s dog to the vet.”

			She smiled. Sweet. Nice looking. Couldn’t dress himself well, but that could be fixed. She liked Greg. Except that compared to Cheveyo ... Forget Cheveyo.

			She waved her hand. “Other than that, nothing weird ever happens to me.”

			“Petra.”

			She jerked her head to the right, where the breathless male voice had come from. Her heart leapfrogged into her throat at the sight of Cheveyo standing there. He still wore the red shirt and black leather jacket, and was holding a helmet in his hand. His eyes were wild, scanning the restaurant before locking onto her again. She could barely begin to grasp that he was there when he said, “You have to come with me. Now.”

			She lurched to her feet, sending her margarita glass tipping, and dousing the basket of chips. “Is it Pope?”

			“No. It’s you.” Now she saw the fear that glowed in his eyes. She’d seen it before, when he’d come to her psychically with his vision of her and all the Rogues dying. She couldn’t breathe. Her. It was her.

			Greg stood, too, his blond eyebrows furrowing. “Is everything all right? Who is this guy?”

			A bubble of hysterical laughter erupted. How did she identify him?

			Cheveyo answered for her. “I’m a relative, and we have a family emergency. She has to go.” He put his hand at the small of her back and guided her to the door.

			“I’m sorry.” She grabbed her purse, throwing Greg an apologetic look. She made the I’ll call you sign as Cheveyo was escorting her out of the restaurant.

			“Do you know how to ride on a bike?” he asked the moment they were outside.

			“I’ve ridden a few times, but not in a miniskirt and high heels.”

			“There’s a first for everything.” He’d left his bike at the curb, and he wrenched the black helmet over her head and adjusted the strap. It had a plastic shield that went over her face and gave her a moment of claustrophobia.

			She hitched up her skirt and felt the cool leather slide against her bare thighs as she got on.

			The man who’d been watching her in the restaurant stepped out, his gaze on them.

			“Hell.” Cheveyo jumped on the bike, starting it in almost a simultaneous move, and tore away from the curb.

			She turned to see the man running to his car. She tightened her body against Cheveyo’s, squeezing her eyes shut, holding back the questions she wanted to scream out.

			Breathe, she commanded herself, smelling the scents of nearby restaurants and the leather of Cheveyo’s jacket. She wasn’t crazy about riding on motorcycles, and going way fast was even worse.

			A sense of exhilaration raced through her veins, as though some part of her had been waiting for this for a long time.

			Which was just plain insane.

			Maybe the thighs tight against his waist part, or him barging in on her date to steal her away part. Not the running for her life stuff again.

			He looked back, and she followed his gaze. A sleek black car was trying to pull away from the curb but was blocked by the stream of traffic. The driver wailed on his horn, but traffic wasn’t moving. They were, since Cheveyo could slip between cars and around the driver that was holding
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