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            Chapter 1

         

         Kye Rivers bypassed the velvet rope that corralled the line of people waiting to get into the Witch’s Brew. Too bad the handful of Mundane humans didn’t know this exclusive Miami nightclub allowed in only Deuces like her. Of course, they knew nothing at all about Crescents, humans who carried the DNA of gods and angels. Kye traded a greeting with the bouncer and entered the jam-packed cave of a building.
         

         Sarai raced over, her serving tray tucked under her arm. “Kye, wait ’til you see the new bartender! His name is Kasabian. He’s totally hot. And”—she gave her the wait for it grin—“he’s Caido.”
         

         “No way. Maybe it’s a Deuce illusion, like his gimmick.”

         “He couldn’t hold it for two whole shifts. Plus, he’s healed a couple of people with some kind of angel-essence thing.” Sarai cracked her gum. “There was quite a stir at first, as you can imagine. The women were all gaga, and the guys were all ‘why’s the pretty boy Caido working here?’ But people are starting to warm to him. He’s nice. Not snotty like Tad or slutty like Donnie was. He’s politely turned down overtures from every woman who’s come on to him.”

         Kye’s gaze went right to the new face behind the bar. The gorgeous new face. Red lights within the thick glass counter cast a glow over the angles of his cheeks and the gloss of his dark-blond hair. Kasabian might be new to the Brew, but he was clearly not new to tending. He flipped bottles, poured, and returned them to their places with the speed and grace of a juggler. The relaxed smile on his face indicated that he was enjoying it. So were the people watching him in rapt awe. Of course, that could be the Thrall, the way Caidos could hypnotize with their preternatural beauty. Because of what Kye did for a living, she’d learned to shut out that allure.

         But damn, fascination stirred deep in her chest. Whoa, cut that shit out.
         

         Kye shrugged. “Just another gorgeous Caido.” She pushed her long, blond hair back over her shoulder. “Think I’ll order a drink now.”

         “Hah. You are so totally checking him out—” Sarai’s teasing smile disappeared. She gripped her arm, the mist in her eyes stirring like storm-tossed clouds. “Don’t do it!”

         “You’re freaking over me ordering a drink from the guy?”

         Sarai shook her head. “I’m feeling a lot more than a drink. First, I sensed that there could be something good and hot and sexy between the two of you. Which was crazy enough. Then I got a really bad feeling.”

         Kye splayed her hand on her chest. “Uh, remember who you’re talking to. The girl you’re always giving a hard time because I never date.”

         “Remember who’s doing the talking. I had a feeling about that guy Katie was dating, and he ended up being a drug dealer. I warned Rhea that her brakes were going to give out, and the mechanic said they wouldn’t have lasted another day.”

         “I don’t doubt your forecasts. Maybe something good and bad would come from getting involved, but I’d never get romantic with a Brew employee.” She patted Sarai’s hand. “I need to meet him. He’s in my world, after all.” The Brew was her second home, the employees a sort of family.
         

         But yeah, it was odd that a Caido was working at a Deuce nightclub. All three classes of Crescents traced their ancestry to a mysterious island in the Bermuda Triangle, where humans had procreated with gods, but none intermingled much socially. Caidos, who were descended from fallen angels, were downright reclusive.

         Kasabian looked up, zoning right in on her as she approached. His hazel-green eyes held the Caido glitter, like sun on early morning frost. Each of the three classes held their unique magick in their eyes, visible only to other Crescents.

         He watched her, even as he shoved limes into two Coronas and pushed them across the counter to the men waiting for them. “What can I get you, love?” he asked when she reached him. “Love”? What kind of Caido was this guy?
         

         The smooth edge of the counter pressed into her palms as she leaned forward. “Know how to make the Whis-Kye?” she called out over the pounding beat of Katy Perry’s “E.T.”

         His mouth curved into a heart-stopping smile as his gaze lingered on the patch on her black leather jacket that read NO DOES NOT MEAN CONVINCE ME. “You must be Kye. Before he left, Donnie filled me in on the special customers. From what I’ve heard, you’re quite special.” He held out his hand. “I’m Kasabian.”
         

         A strange twist of anticipation and fear overtook her, but she slid her hand into his—and instantly knew why. A jolt like a low-level electrical surge went through her. She pulled her hand back, heat flushing over her. He was watching her as though he expected her to react, so she did her best not to.

         He turned and pulled down the bottle of Johnnie Walker Black whiskey with one hand, a highball glass in another. There were no available stools, but the couple beside her shifted so she could settle in more comfortably. Which she shouldn’t do. Which she did.

         Kasabian mixed the drink Mike, the club’s owner, had concocted for her years ago. Whiskey, Mountain Dew, and a splash of lime, just enough liquor for a tiny buzz. He snuggled a wedge of orange on the rim and slid the glass in front of her. Someone farther down the bar flagged Kasabian down.

         “Don’t go,” he said, moving away to take an order. He made three different drinks and pulled one draft. His tight black shirt showed off a physique he got doing more than tossing bottles. Not bodybuilder thick, but lean and well defined. He returned to her. “Mike told me you’re a Zensu Deuce, that you pick up people’s sensual pathos and fix them. He thinks you’re a goddess.”

         Embarrassment stung her cheeks but warmed her heart. That was a lot more appreciation than she’d ever gotten from her own family over her gift. She couldn’t go into how she’d helped Mike with his sexual dysfunction, discovering it stemmed from an impotency spell cast by an ex.

         “I’m a certified sex therapist,” she felt compelled to say. “With a doctorate in clinical sexology.”

         “Plus a dash of magick.”

         She lifted one shoulder. “To be honest, it’s mostly the magick.”

         Kasabian regarded her with a curious expression. “You pick up people’s feelings?”

         “It can work that way, if someone asks me to open the door. I don’t make a habit of eavesdropping. In fact, I keep the psychic door closed most of the time.”

         He gestured for her to lean closer, then leaned in himself. She had the bizarre notion that he was going to kiss her. Even more bizarre, she involuntarily licked her lips in anticipation. His mouth moved close to her ear, brushing the shell of it ever so slightly as he said, “So, what do you get from me?”

         She tried to stifle her shiver at his touch. He leaned back, and she saw that his question was a challenge, maybe a test. She opened the door and…holy Zensu, a wave of desire, pain, and heat washed over her. Desire for her. He’s Caido. This can’t be right. She’d never picked up anything like that before. It spiraled inside her like a vine, a dark hunger twining through her until she slammed the door shut.
         

         She worked to mask her surprise, along with the flush on her face. She had to lean close to him now. “I got nothing, but that’s no surprise. Caidos don’t have sexual pathos…or sexual anything. You’re all shut down.” She grabbed her drink, intending to turn around and leave.

         Kasabian’s raised eyebrow and smile said, I don’t believe you. He gave her a wink and tipped his chin toward the dance floor. “Go dance, give me something to watch.”
         

         Was he serious? His playful smile could go both ways.

         A woman tugged her sleeve. “Are you Kye? I was told you could help me with…a problem.”

         “Yes, yes, I can.” Kye gratefully led her to her usual table. Damn, did she need a diversion from the way his smile still tingled through her.

         A RESERVED sign sat on the shiny black tabletop. Mike let her conduct business in the club, and she insisted on giving him a cut. Some people felt more comfortable talking about their sexual issues in loud, smoky surroundings. The club had become her second office.
         

         It was damn annoying how Kye’s attention kept straying to Kasabian through the night, how her mind kept replaying their conversation. Women gawked and flirted, but he didn’t flirt back. She was glad to see him leave while she finished up with a client session after closing time.

         Her relief evaporated when she stepped into the well-lit parking lot and spotted him leaning against a deep yellow sports car. As though he were waiting for her. The thought fluttered in her chest. Not helping, the Lotus’s license plate read NOANGEL, and black angel wings spread across the hood. Caidos in particular were drawn to fancy, fast cars, funded by the good investments many had made in real estate before the boom.
         

         But the man himself was far sexier than his car. His arms were loosely crossed in front of his chest, which made his biceps bulge nicely. She told herself it was enough to enjoy the view. Men who took care of their bodies, working out enough to build muscle without looking jacked up, were eye candy. No calories in looking.

         The thick, black heels of her boots clunked on the asphalt. She felt such an odd pull toward him that she gave him a brief smile and made to continue on.

         “Aren’t you hot in that?” he asked, gesturing as though he were wearing a jacket.

         She slowed to a stop in front of him. “Only when I dance.” No matter how warm she got, she never took off the black leather jacket with her patches and studs.

         “And you didn’t dance.” He tilted his head, giving her an oh-my-gods-stop-my-heart pout. “Pity.”

         “Are you flirting with me?”

         He arched an eyebrow. “You make it sound like a crime.”

         “What you’re hearing is surprise. I know it’s painful for Caidos to feel desire, punishment when your forefathers fell to human temptation. Don’t worry. As a therapist, I’m sworn to secrecy,” she added. “Caido clients tell me it’s easier to shut down their desire. Yet you do…feel desire.”

         “Ah, so you did sense it.”

         “You threw me off back at the bar. First that you were flirting, then that you asked me outright to feel you.” She had an instant visual image of her hands sliding down those biceps. “I mean, to sense your feelings. You’re different.”

         “Very. I don’t usually flirt.” He let his gaze drift down over her black leather skirt and fishnet stockings. His eyes met hers again, jumpstarting her heart. “You have a strange effect on me.”

         Ditto, buddy. Which made her all too aware that they were outside alone together.
         

         His chuckle rolled across her skin. “Don’t worry, I’m not waiting out here to pounce on you.”

         “But you are waiting for me.”

         “Yes, I am.”

         “You’re not going to ask me out or anything, are you? Because I don’t date.” He didn’t say anything, which made for a really awkward few seconds. “It’s a general rule, nothing personal. If…that’s what you were going to ask.” She would thwap herself on the forehead if it wouldn’t look stupid.
         

         And, of course, as a Caido, he picked up everything she was feeling, which put a sexy smile on his face. “As much as I’d love to hook up with you, it’s not feasible. Or wise.”

         He’d love to hook up with her. She tried to stanch her reaction.

         He gave her a sympathetic smile. “The love guru doesn’t date? That’s sad.”

         She debated being obtuse but decided it was better that he knew she wasn’t just playing hard to get. “Being involved with someone interferes with my abilities. The drama and distraction, even if things are going well, takes over my mind. All I get is noise when I read someone.”

         He cocked his head. “And that terrifies you. Why?”

         She really hated that he could read her. “Helping people is important to me.”

         “Which leads beautifully to the reason I’m waiting for you. The Caido/Deuce couple who came in and greeted you like you were their best friend, who danced together, and kissed…you helped them, didn’t you?”

         Kye had watched them snuggling together on the dance floor with just a tiny bit of longing. “Sorry, client confidentiality.”

         He rubbed his chin. “So you did help them. The only way they could be together is by doing the Essex. I assume you know what that is.”

         She had been shocked and saddened to learn that the emotions Caidos picked up from others cut through them like a knife. It was a secret they held very closely, for their own well-being. Kasabian was testing her. She knew he wouldn’t volunteer the information. “That’s when a Caido exchanges his magick essence with a Dragon or Deuce. It’s how a Caido heals other Crescents’ emotional or physical pain. Unbeknownst to those Crescents, our essence has a balancing effect on him so he’s not as sensitive to others’ emotions. Or desire.”

         He nodded. “But it only temporarily eases his pain. So a long-term relationship would eventually deplete her essence, because he would have to do it with her every day. No self-respecting Caido would endanger someone he cares about. So how is it that they’re together?”

         “I can only give you a general answer. Not one specific to any couple in particular. I’ve come up with a way to make the Essex permanent.”

         He pushed away from the car, interest crackling off him as he came closer. “Tell me more.”

         She fought the instinct to back up a step. “I’ve had a few mixed-Caido couples approach me about circumventing the pain. They hadn’t meant to fall in love, but now they wanted to be together. I tried several different spells and magick devices, but nothing worked.”

         He crossed his arms in front of him and rocked back on his heels. “And you take it very hard when you can’t fix someone.”

         “You get that from me, too?”

         “I suppose we both bear a similar burden in picking up feelings we have no business sensing. How does your permanent Essex work?”

         She laid one of her hands on top of the other and let her fingers barely settle between each other. “With the Essex, you’re limited to how much essence you can exchange, kind of the way my fingers aren’t fully locked together. That’s why it’s temporary. The Cobra, which I named for the tantric position, surrounds the Essex process with magick that acts as a conduit, allowing both essences to reach fully toward each other, like this.” She laced her hands together, fingers straight so that they formed an X. “This starts the bonding process. The last step is when both parties actually pull each other’s essence into their souls, permanently locking them together.” Her fingers wrapped over her hands as though in prayer. “At least, I think it’s permanent. The first couple did it four months ago, and it’s still holding strong.”

         “Why haven’t I heard about this magick of yours? The Caido community should be buzzing.”

         “I haven’t made it public yet. There are some side effects I’m still working out. The Caido is bombarded by every emotion he’s ever repressed. It can be intense. One Caido had to, as he put it, get deprogrammed. It was a fail, and yes, I took it hard. Another effect: the couple is emotionally bonded, perhaps permanently. And one Caido experienced a resurgence of buried memories.”

         Kasabian’s eyes shimmered. “Buried memories?”

         “It apparently caused some big problems, but he couldn’t give me any details beyond that. He just wanted me to know that it happened.”

         Kasabian went silent for a few moments, sliding his fingers across his mouth. “Can you do it so a Caido can simply experience desire?”

         “Only if you have a committed partner who wants to be permanently bonded to you.”

         “That would not be a good thing. For any woman.”

         “Why?” The mystery of him pulled at her, the dark desire she’d sensed.

         “Oh, love, there you go, needing to help even though you know you should run the other way.” He lowered his chin, the street light reflecting off his razor-sharp jawline. “And you should run. I’m forty ways fucked up.”

         She swallowed. No one had ever made her this off balance. “I do want to help. Too many messed-up people are not only suffering but also inflicting their misery on others.”

         “I assure you that I’m not inflicting my anything on anyone.” He reached out and brushed the back of his hand down her cheek. “As much as I’d like to.”

         She stumbled back, his touch curling throughout her body. “I should go.”

         Hunger flashed in his eyes. “Yes, you should.”

         Go, run, and never look back.
         

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Another game, Mr. Grey?” one of the Youth Harbor kids called out as he ran the basketball down the court.
         

         Kasabian dropped down on the bleachers, catching his breath. “I’m done.”

         “Getting old, Kasabian?” one of the kids chided.

         “Yeah, thirty-two and over the hill.” Of course, that was old to these kids. They couldn’t yet comprehend how long Crescents lived, how those years would drag on. “Five hours straight, and I can’t take a break without getting harassed?” Had he been this relentless when he lived here? Yeah, probably, in his eagerness for a grown-up’s attention.

         Most of the Harbor kids were Caidos, but some were Dragon or Deuce orphans. Here, there was none of the separation that eventually happened between the Crescent classes. They all belonged equally. And while Kasabian had felt safe and accepted here, he had never truly belonged.

         “I’m done, too.” Daniel Portofino, another volunteer, flopped down beside him, panting. “Man, I can’t believe you do this and then work until three in the morning.”

         “Helping out here is recreation for me.” He liked giving back to the place that had taken him in after his mother’s murder when he was twelve. “Actually, so is bartending.”

         “I don’t know how you do that, either. All those emotions, people getting hot for each other, jealousy…that’s got to kill you.”

         Even joy felt like a thousand razor blades across his soul. “I’d rather suffer than shut myself off from humanity.” Kasabian wasn’t about to tell anyone he craved emotions. He leaned back on the bleacher behind him. “Ever been in love, Daniel?” At his surprised look, Kasabian added, “Not seriously in love, but crushing on someone even though you knew it wouldn’t work? Because we’re Caido.” An innocent crush, he wanted to add, but his thoughts about Kye were far from innocent.
         

         Daniel stared at him for a long second, some odd emotion flashing behind his dark blue eyes. “Once. Long time ago. You?”

         Kasabian chuckled, shaking his head. “There’s this Deuce chick who hangs out at the Witch’s Brew, and she’s freakin’ amazing.”

         “A Deuce?”
         

         Caidos couldn’t pick up the emotions of other Caidos, but Kasabian didn’t need supernatural ability to see that the idea annoyed Daniel. Who cared? It felt good to talk about her. “Long blond hair, the creamiest skin I’ve ever seen, dresses all biker-chick in black leather and fishnets.” He thought back over the last few nights that he’d seen her at the Brew. “Last night she finally danced within sight of my bar, and man, can she move. She kept checking to see if I was watching.” And he had been, every spare second. It had been a long time since he’d desired a woman, and then only fleetingly. With Kye, he couldn’t seem to stop.

         “You going to act on it?”

         “I have to do the Essex twice a night to dull the pain. But wanting her is as far as it goes.” The only thing he and Kye could ever do was exchange furtive glances.

         “Smart. That kind of thing never works.”

         “Actually, it could.” For normal Caidos, anyway. “She’s a Zensu Deuce, and she’s come up with a permanent Essex so the Caido is immune to his lover’s emotions.” Then he remembered that it wasn’t public knowledge yet, so he added, “But keep that to yourself.”

         “Caidos should stick with their own.”

         It was easier for Caidos to get together. Desire didn’t hurt as much if they were in angel form, nor did any emotion, a layer of protection that allowed them to heal others. Caidos could Invoke and partake in carnal activities with a non-Caido, but the numbness also muffled the excitement. And, unfortunately, holding on to angel form for the sole purpose of getting off was difficult. After a while, it was easier—hell, necessary—to douse desire altogether.

         Until someone like Kye came along.

         “Yeah, and that would be fine if there were plenty of Caido females.” Part of the curse their forebears passed on was relatively few females in their Crescent class. At least that was the theory.

         “That’s why some males turn to each other. Ever considered that?”

         Kasabian shook his head, wondering if Daniel was making a pass at him. “I like women way too much. Their curves, the soft mounds of their beautiful breasts…” Kye popped into his mind again, and desire prickled through him. Yeah, she had some nice curves, all right.

         Daniel’s mouth tightened, like he was preparing some kind of lecture, but his sulk turned into a speculative look. “A permanent Essex, you said? How does it work?”

         Kasabian demonstrated the way Kye had.

         “Who is she?” Daniel asked, not so judgmental anymore.

         “Kye Rivers.” Damn but he liked the way her name rolled off his tongue. “But remember, she’s not offering this magick to just anyone. In fact, I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

         “Kasabian!”

         Hayden Masters approached from the end of the bleachers. He acknowledged Daniel with a nod but focused on Kasabian. “Can I talk to you for a sec?” He glanced at Daniel. “Sorry, but it’s confidential.”

         Kasabian pushed up, excusing himself. He bumped knuckles with the big Caido, and they headed out of the gym.

         Hayden lowered his voice. “Something came up at work that you need to know about. Even though you’re not supposed to know.”

         “Gotcha.”

         Hayden was a Vega in the Guard, the Crescent’s police force. He’d shared some of his cases, mostly hunting down Crescents who broke the laws of the Hidden. Rule Number One was to never reveal the magick of the Hidden to Mundanes. Other rules focused on not using fangs, orbs, or other magickal weapons on either Mundanes or Crescents. Not that everyone obeyed.

         They stepped out into the humid air, the afternoon sun cooking them until they moved beneath a tree by the tennis courts. Two Harbor residents were batting a ball half-heartedly back and forth.

         Hayden braced his hand against the tree trunk. “A five-year-old Caido boy was picked up this morning, just wandering the streets. The kid was weak, disoriented, and mute. Whatever he’d gone through traumatized him pretty bad. And he had this.” He yanked up his shirt to reveal a faint gray starburst over his diaphragm.

         Kasabian felt a squeeze where his own scar was. “Hell. Whoever kidnapped us more than twenty years ago is still doing it.” He remembered the group of kids who’d escaped with him, none with any memory of their captivity. Once sexual abuse had been eliminated, based on physical exams, all they had were questions. Four years of captivity were locked away in some part of Kasabian’s brain that no magick or hypnosis could touch.

         Kye’s voice echoed in his mind: One Caido experienced a resurgence of buried memories.
         

         “Did you talk to the kid?” Kasabian asked.

         “Yeah, for about three minutes. My sergeant called me in because he knows about our ordeal and recognized that it was the same type of scar I have. He thought if I showed the kid, maybe he’d open up. And I think he would have, only my sergeant pulled me out of the room. He said the Concilium was taking over the investigation. Sensitive matters and some such bullshit.”

         Hayden smacked the tree, making leaves float down. “Within minutes, the kid’s sucked into the system. My boss wasn’t happy about it, but what’s he going to do, fight the Elders, who are like the United Nations of Crescents? Hell, we don’t even know who’s in the Concilium, and they’re supposed to be representing us. My guess is that someone knows what these marks mean. Wouldn’t be the first time something was covered up to protect society,” Hayden added with finger quotes.
         

         “Five years old.” Kasabian shook his head in disgust. “Even younger than when we were taken.”

         “If it’s like last time, the bastards are taking kids from hookers or drugged-out mothers who either are accepting a payoff or are too scared to report their kid missing.” A shadow passed over Hayden’s features.

         When they were able to track down the mothers, they got a story about how some government official had offered to send the boy to a camp and get him away from the situation while the mother got sober. Pressure had a way of cracking people with magick. Crescents had to worry about being incinerated by Dragons, stalked by demons, hurt by spells. Exposing their magick.

         Hayden pushed away from the tree. “I’m going to do some digging.”

         “I’ll check around, too.” Kasabian headed back into the building.

         Cory, one of the guys who ran Harbor, was going over some details for the middle school kids’ overnight trip to the Everglades. Maps and brochures were spread out all over the desk. Cory looked up. “I keep expecting the headmaster of the Deuce Academy to postpone the trip, what with all the talk of the solar storm effects hitting as early as Thursday. Even the Mundane news is reporting on possible GPS distortion and electric outages. We’ll feel it in deeper ways. Some of the younger Caidos are already experiencing headaches and bad feelings.”

         “We’ve weathered them in the past. We’ll get through this one.” The solar storm was the least of Kasabian’s concerns. “Have you heard about any kids going missing recently?”

         “You know Lyle?”

         “Skinny Caido with the choppy hair? Came here, what, a year ago? Keeps to himself.”

         Cory nodded. “He’s barely hanging on to his required grades. I’ve suspected him of running drugs, maybe Abyss. I hate to even think it, a twelve-year-old doing that. Caught him sneaking out a few times, though I couldn’t find anything on him but a bunch of pictures of the same kid. His missing brother, he said. I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth or using it as a cover.”

         “I’ll have a chat with him, see what I can find out.”

         Kasabian found Lyle at a computer in the library. The kid quickly closed the browser screen, a suspicious move. Kasabian decided not to call him on it, turning a chair at the next computer and sitting down backward. Although it was obvious that Kasabian was there to talk to him, Lyle opened a new screen and pulled up one of the curriculum programs, ignoring him. His eyes were bloodshot, face gaunt.

         “You came from the Vale, didn’t you?” Kasabian asked, finally getting the kid’s attention. The Vale was a run-down area populated by the addicts.

         “Yeah.” Lyle kept his gaze on the computer screen, but he was working really hard to do it.

         “I’m investigating some disappearances. Have you heard anything about kids going missing from there?”

         Lyle turned to him, his mouth working. He pulled back whatever words he was going to say and affected a nonchalant shrug. “I’m not sure you could call it disappearing. They supposedly went to some kind of camp, while the mothers moved to this weird neighborhood for a better life.”

         Kasabian considered what angle to use. “But they lied.” Not a question. “How do you know?”

         The kid was clearly in a war with himself: tell the nosy guy the truth or distrust him as he did everyone else.

         Kasabian knew how he felt. Sharing didn’t come easy for him either, but he needed to if he was going to get anywhere. “I was kidnapped when I was eight. I was lucky. I escaped. The people who took me, I think they’re still taking kids. I want to stop them. Maybe it has something to do with this camp. I need to find out more.”

         Lyle’s expression slowly revealed his pain. “My brother went a year ago. They said I was too old to go with him.”

         “How old was he?”

         “Four.”

         “And you never saw him again.”

         Lyle chewed his lip, his eyes staring at nothing. Finally he shook his head. “We moved to the Bend soon after.”

         “Is that the weird neighborhood?”

         Lyle nodded.

         The Bend. Kasabian had heard about the gated community that housed middle- and low-income Crescent families, particularly single mothers. It was touted as being safe and claimed to help the drug-addled clean up their lives.

         “They never returned your brother,” Kasabian said gently.

         “They said three months. Then it was six months. All my mom kept talking about was our beautiful house and wasn’t our life so nice now? She didn’t even seem concerned.”

         Because she knew the kid wasn’t coming back.

         “When I threatened to go to the Guard, she admitted that Jonathan had been adopted by another family.” Lyle met Kasabian’s gaze with a fierce expression. “She said it was kind of a trade-off. I accused her of selling him, and then she was all like, ‘I didn’t say trade-off!’ I ran away and came here.”

         The pieces were coming together. “You sneak out to the Vale to search for him.”

         Lyle searched Kasabian’s face, sensing whether he could trust him. Finally he nodded. “I ask around, talk to people. But no one knows anything.”

         “Can I help you?”

         “No. But thanks. I can do it on my own.”

         Just like Kasabian, not wanting to involve anyone else. The poor kid had been dealing with this alone, driving himself to exhaustion.

         “I understand. No one cares about your situation like you do. But sometimes what you’re after is more important than your need to do it on your own. I’m going to look into this for my own reasons. It would help if I had a picture of your brother.”

         Lyle pulled out his worn nylon wallet and extracted one of many color copies. On the back was the boy’s name, age, height, and weight, along with the date he’d gone missing. The boys looked nothing alike; Jonathan had straight brown hair while Lyle’s was dark blond and wavy. Lyle’s face was lean and sharp, Jonathan’s round, his eyes soulful.

         Kasabian ran his thumb along the edge of the photographic copy paper. “Thanks.”

         “I should be thanking you.”

         “Don’t thank me yet.”

         Kasabian left Lyle in the library, feeling the unease sympathy caused in his body. Caidos didn’t feel pain at their own emotions, only a sense of discomfort. He let the tightness in the chest come as he gathered information from both the kids and the counselors. Nothing conclusive, just tidbits here and there that added up. It wasn’t just the camp. One kid was thought to have drowned in a canal. No body was ever recovered. One kid wandered off and was never seen again.

         Kasabian found Cory on the worn-out chair in front of his desk. “Lyle’s not running drugs. He’s trying to find his little brother. Give him space, okay?”

         Kasabian saw Cory’s reaction in a quick-fire burst: surprise, guilt, and then a nod. He didn’t stick around to say more. Cory would have questions—so did he—but answers, well, he was painfully short on those.

         You have the answers…
         

         Buried in the recesses of his mind. He rubbed the scar. He would always be fucked up, and it wasn’t only because of his abduction. But he could help these kids, get to the bottom of the abductions, and put a stop to them once and for all.

         Good thing for him he knew a chick from a bar with just the kind of magick he needed to unleash the repressed memories in his mind. He’d vowed to stay away from her. But now he needed to get close. Very, very close.

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 3

         

         You want me to do what?”
         

         Kye stared across her table at Kasabian, where he’d sat after closing his bar. She was sure that the echo of the night’s pounding music was distorting his words.

         “It’s not a want. I need to do the Cobra with you.”

         His words catapulted through her body. “Uh…no.” She swallowed. “Remember what I said about it bonding.”

         No longer in the tight shirt encouraged by Mike for the purposes of being eye candy, Kasabian wore one of those urban shirts with angel wings on the back. He smelled like limes, clean and citrusy.

         He took her hand and mirrored her earlier gesture of hands on top of each other. “So we take the Cobra to the second step”—he slid his fingers between hers—“but don’t permanently take each other’s essences.” His touch, along with what he was proposing, shook her.

         As much as she knew she should pull her hand free, she couldn’t. “Just so you can lust without pain? No way.”

         But he didn’t look like a man in search of physical pleasure. His expression was somber, his eyes intense. He turned her hand and traced a circle on her palm. “When I was eight, I was kidnapped and spent four years in captivity. I escaped, along with four other children. Three of them were Deuce or Dragon, and they were dreadfully weak. I heard they survived, but I never saw them again. There were two of us Caidos.”

         He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it open to reveal what looked like a gray starburst tattoo at his solar plexus. “Whatever they did to the Caidos left these scars…and made us crave feelings. What they did to the other kids depleted their essences, leaving them in the same shape as someone who’s left Miami for an extended period.”

         The god essence inside Crescents needed Deus Vis, literally the “god force,” that radiated from the Bermuda Triangle. If Crescents were away for too long, their magick essence withered away, and so did they. “But I doubt we walked far, not with the kids in such bad shape. The problem is, we don’t know anything because we think they memory-locked us. That’s a Caido ability to lock away a period of time or event. So when you mentioned that the Caido’s buried memories returned, you got my attention.” He buttoned his shirt again.
         

         Kye’s hand continued to tingle from where he’d touched her. “You want me to help you remember.”

         This was not at all what she’d expected, not children in danger. She saw the pain of what he’d gone through and his fear for those kids. “I’m sorry that happened to you, but doing the Cobra just to revive those memories, well, I can’t even guarantee it will work. And if we accidentally bond, I have no idea how to unbond.”

         “I dismissed approaching you for those reasons. But now there’s more at stake. The Caido who escaped with me works for the Guard. Hayden told me a boy was found with the same mark.” Kasabian tapped the starburst through his shirt. “He may have escaped from the same people who had us. Before Hayden could get the traumatized kid to talk, he was whisked away by someone connected to the Concilium. Whatever the people who took us all those years ago were doing…they’re doing it again. There are secondhand stories about Crescent social workers taking kids to camps so the mothers can get back on track. No one ever hears from the kids again. Others have simply disappeared.”

         Kye shuddered. Who knew what horrors those children were exposed to? She looked at Kasabian, really studied him. For a moment, she was tempted to pry, to delve deep and glimpse the pain he’d endured.

         He raked a hand through his hair. “Because of the Concilium’s involvement, we don’t know who to trust. We’re on our own with precious little to go on. Remembering our captivity might help us figure out who’s behind this. Will you do the Cobra with me? I’ve done the Essex enough to know how to control it. Once you set your magick in place, we touch, back off, and hope it’s enough to trigger the return of my memories. I promise not to take in your essence.”

         She thought of the boy, of children in danger, and found herself saying, “All right.”

         “Tonight. Now.”

         Her fingers curled in the fabric of her skirt. “I always perform it at the Caido’s residence so he’ll be comfortable. The bombardment is pretty intense. I have to monitor that part. His girlfriend stays with him through the night in case anything happens. Is there someone who can stay with you?”

         Kasabian shook his head. “I’ll handle it.”

         Kye would have argued further, but she could see that he wouldn’t be swayed. Or maybe he didn’t have someone who could stay with him. “All right, let’s go then.”

         She followed his yellow Lotus all the way to SoBe—South Beach. Why am I doing this? Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel as she pulled into the parking lot of an old Florida-style apartment complex. Children. I’m doing this for children.
         

         Kasabian gestured to a parking spot, then pulled his Lotus into one farther down. Kye slid out of her jacket, folded it, and laid it in the trunk of her BMW coupe. The black-and-red patch with vampire fangs was on top, an ominous portent. She quickly shed her fishnets and black boots and changed into black and red flip-flops.

         Kasabian rested his hand on her shoulder as he guided her through a gated entrance into a lush courtyard. The pool was lit, and a few people lounged around. They all greeted Kasabian and gave her a curious look. One couple was getting all kissy-face in the corner of the pool. The woman’s nervousness glowed a pale yellow and made Kye’s stomach churn a little as it reached for her. It was not dissimilar to her mother’s gift of mediumship, as she described it, the way spirits sensed and migrated to a receptive soul. Kye closed the psychic door.

         They took the stairs to the second level. Kasabian unlocked the door and gestured for her to precede him. He flicked a switch, and three corner torchieres threw soft light over the living area. Nice place, with polished wood floors and moss-green walls. Plants in dark wicker baskets accented the natural feel.

         He waved toward a dry bar in the corner. “Want a Whis-Kye?”

         “Maybe just a splash of whiskey straight up.”

         Her gaze went to a picture of a little boy held by an alligator magnet to his fridge. He had haunted brown eyes and a smile he was obviously forcing for the photographer’s sake. She walked over to it. “Who’s this?”

         Kasabian stepped up behind her, his presence nearly overwhelming. “Jonathan. He’s the younger brother of one of the kids at the youth home where I volunteer, and he went to one of these supposed camps. The mother said he was later adopted, but Lyle is suspicious. And hurting. He hasn’t seen his kid brother in a year.” He stared at the picture, anger and pain in eyes that were now more hazel than green. The shade of whiskey. “The need to find him is eating at my soul. Maybe it’s because I imagine my mother looking at my picture the way Lyle looks at his.”

         “You volunteer at a youth home?” The thought gave her a whole different impression of this sexy bartender.

         He handed her a glass of amber liquid, dark gold in the ambient light. “It’s where I lived for a few years. I like to give back.” He shrugged, downplaying it.

         She took the glass, inhaling the smoky scent. He started making an absinthe, pouring water over a melting sugar cube into a glass of opaque green liquid. The menthol aroma filled her nose and made her eyes water.

         She leaned against the black granite counter and watched him. “Every Caido who’s done the Cobra had one of those first.”

         He lifted his glass up, and when she touched hers to it, he said, “Here’s to liquid courage.”

         Kye felt no speck of courage as she threw back her splash and a half. You have control over this.
         

         He finished his drink and came to stand in front of her. “Tell me what to do.”

         He was at her mercy. It gave her a weird sense of power she’d never felt before. “The Caidos dropped fast once the process was complete, so you want to be on carpet. The bombardment lasts anywhere from one to two hours and then you pretty much pass out for the night. The Caido who recovered his memories woke with them the next morning.”

         “Hopefully it won’t be as bad for me. I haven’t stuffed away my emotions as much. In fact, I crave them: joy, heartache, jealousy, anything. That’s why I work in a club, so I can soak them all in.”

         “But don’t they hurt you?”

         “I have to do the Essex every night to manage the pain.”

         Now she understood that strange twist of emotions she’d picked up from him that first time. “So you’re an Essex addict?”

         “I’m an emotion addict. But I guess since I need the Essex to manage the emotions, that assessment would be apt. Working in a bar gives me an array of people who need healing, and who can ease my pain as well.” He gave her a soft smile. “And you want to know why I crave emotions.”

         She started to say no, that it was none of her business. Might as well be honest. “Of course.”

         “I think it has something to do with what they were doing to me while I was being held captive. Hayden feels the same.”

         “So that’s why you’re forty ways fucked up.” Finally, she had an answer.

         His smile darkened. “Part of it.”

         Great. Part of an answer.
         

         He led the way to the living room, where he moved the coffee table away from the thick, contemporary-style rug beneath.

         “Get comfortable,” she said.

         He raised an eyebrow. “That usually means being naked.”

         The mental picture of him standing naked in front of her sent an odd tingling right down to the core of her belly. She blinked, pushing it away. “Stop that,” she said to both him and her wild imagination.

         “Just saying.” He stripped out of his shirt, which made his pecs and biceps move in all kinds of interesting ways, and tossed it on the couch. His torso was golden tanned male perfection. He undid the top button of his jeans, kicked off his shoes, and stood in the middle of the rug. “You going to catch me when I fall?”

         Her gaze, which had centered on the faint hairline that went down to those undone jeans, snapped to eyes with a smile in them. She almost said, I could ask the same of you. She blinked. Whoa, where had that thought come from?
         

         “I’ll try.” With a hard swallow, Kye stepped up in front of him. “How does the Essex work on your end? Can you see the exchange?”

         “No, I feel it. I pull in a little of the essence of the person I’m doing the Essex with and send mine into her.” He demonstrated, weaving his long fingers through the air and making her think of an orchestra leader. His actions, along with his words, sent a shiver through her body.

         She cleared her throat. “You’ll send your essence out to me. Then I’ll take over. Get into the same state that you’re in right before you do the Essex.”

         He held out his hands. “We need to connect physically.”

         His hands slid against hers, his fingers locking around her wrists. Why did his touch always jolt her deep inside? He blinked, obviously feeling it, too.

         “Close your eyes,” she ordered, completely unnerved and unable to tear her gaze from his. When he complied, she studied him for a moment, the planes of his cheeks, the thickness of his lashes, a mouth made for sin. Frigging gorgeous. It seemed surreal, him standing in front of her like this, them about to do this.

         She closed her eyes and summoned her magick. In her mind’s eye, it manifested as a beautiful column of dark pink. Then she pulled her own deep yellow essence toward the column. “Send your essence to me.” Cool, silvery smoke floated toward hers, and she directed it toward the column as well. “We’re going to start with the Essex, our essences barely touching.”

         Even that mere brush took her breath away. She focused on the pink column, sending it to wrap around their essences. It required a part of her, that small extension of her essence, but nothing too intense. Here was that sought-after addictive state where a Caido could feel without pain.

         But Kye was beginning to feel something, too.

         Kasabian’s essence was powerful, his magick strong and compelling and…sexy. It spiraled in languid, sensuous circles, and her essence began to wind around his of its own volition.

         A slow smile spread across his handsome face. “Damn, I wish we were doing this for different reasons.” His eyes opened for a moment, glowing brightly with such blatant hunger that it made parts of her ache. “This feels incredible with you.”

         Better than with anyone else? she wanted to ask. No, don’t ask.
         

         “Like a sensual dance,” she heard herself saying. She was a Zensu Deuce, versed in sexual pathos and magick. She knew the chemistry between them was rare. But that was a path she could not tread. She caught herself physically leaning toward him and pulled back her body and her essence with a soft inhalation. “Which it shouldn’t. Close your eyes and focus.”
         

         “Don’t worry, love, I won’t be forgetting that this isn’t about sex. Or about us. It’s about those kids.”

         “It’s not as though we’d forget. Right? Get caught up in this and lose our minds.” She shook her head, sending her hair washing across her shoulders. “Of course we wouldn’t. Right now our essences are resting against each other, the way my fingers laid on top of each other. We’re going to the next step now. Our essences are going to slide together like my fingers did, but remain straight like an X.” She felt the sensuality of the two colors sliding against each other throughout her body. Lord, but she wanted to let them intertwine, the way her body wanted to intertwine with his. “We can’t go to the final step. Let’s stay here for a few seconds and see if that will trigger the bombardment.”

         Mmm, it felt good in a way that it shouldn’t. Like lying naked in bed with an achingly beautiful man and not being able to touch him. Heat began to generate wherever their essences met, slowly filling her entire being.

         “I think it’s beginning,” she said on a soft breath. “I don’t know exactly how it feels, since I haven’t done it myself, but my subjects reported heat right before things started.”

         His fingers tightened on hers. “I feel it, too, heat and pressure building inside me. And…” His voice changed to a puzzled, concerned tone. “Something else.”

         Like a sudden storm, his essence darkened and whipped into a fury. Its tendrils grabbed on to her, wrapping her in a tight hold. She tried to pull back, but he surrounded her. In the same moment, it felt seductively powerful and suffocating. Heat exploded between them, and she lost all sense of where he ended and where she began. No! She struggled, both psychically and physically, to free herself. She stumbled back, landing bottom-first on the coffee table. She was free of him. Except…no, she wasn’t. She felt him inside her.
         

         He’d bonded them.
         

         Her eyes flew open. He dropped to the floor, caught up in the bombardment. She wanted to demand that his essence release hers, but he was lost to her now. But she wasn’t helpless. She slapped her hand on his chest and summoned her magick again. Come on, come on. The pink column formed in her mind’s eye, but her yellow was twisted with dark silver and then it vanished. She groped for it, but she couldn’t muster the power to pull it back.
         

         He had broken his promise!

         As much as she wanted to run, she couldn’t leave him alone. She watched him arch in pain, fingers digging into the carpet. So many emotions roared through him that she couldn’t single any one out. She sank down beside him, her hand on his shoulder for support even as she wanted to scratch his eyes out.

         She had never seen that darkness in a Caido’s essence before. It scared her, even more so because a mystifying want pulsed through her. Part of what made him very different and, no doubt, forty ways fucked up—the part he hadn’t told her about—was now bonded with her.

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Kasabian paced, phone clutched in his hand. He almost called Kye fourteen times to tell her he was sorry for bonding with her. And that it had worked, holy hell, his memories had returned. He could barely wrap his head around all of it, which was why he hadn’t dialed her number.
         

         He vaguely recalled waking early that morning and finding her asleep on the couch. Then he’d plunged back into oblivion, and that’s when the memories had played in his mind like a movie. He’d watched through the eyes of his younger self, stunned, disgusted, and shocked by the identity of his captor. When he woke, she was gone.

         A sharp knock on his door startled him out of his dark thoughts. Had to be Hayden, whom he’d summoned immediately. Kasabian snatched open the door to find Kye.

         Fury and hurt emanated from her, so clear and sharp that it was like the difference between regular television and HD. “We need to talk.” She pushed her way past him, stalking into the living room and spinning around to face him.

         She wore jean shorts and a tank top, her hair loosely bound in a clip that left tendrils snaking down the center of her back. The scent of soap wafted from her, some light, flowery fragrance. With no makeup other than eyeliner, she was a totally different Kye than he’d seen at the club. A version he liked even more.

         Her gray eyes flared with anger. “Oh, no. You don’t get to look at me like that. Because if you lied about those kids to trick me into—”

         Kasabian had heard of fires that rushed in and destroyed everything in their path. That’s how it felt now, desire—and the thrill of experiencing it without pain or the muffling effect of the Essex—roaring through him and drowning out her words.

         He pulled her to him and covered her mouth with his. She was protesting and trying to push him away. He told himself she already hated him. Might as well seal the deal and experience a taste of heaven. He plunged his tongue in and gave hers something better to do than lash out at him.

         Her outrage, then shock, pulsed through him. He would give in to feelings he usually kept a rein on until she pushed him away.

         Which she should be doing, oh, about now.

         Which she wasn’t. Her hands had flattened against his chest but stopped.

         Whoosh. Just like that, fire erupted between them. That cool, fully controlled woman vanished, leaving a hot, hungry vixen in her place. Her tongue met his, and her fingers curled against his chest, nails dragging on his skin. He pulled her heat into the cool places inside his soul. His hands drew down her back and over her tight, round ass, pressing her fully against him. He drowned in the ecstasy of sensations, his hard cock aching with the need to drive into her. So this is what it felt like for everyone else. Gods, he wanted this. Wanted her.
         

         She rocked her pelvis against him, as though she couldn’t get enough contact. Don’t do that, love. Push me away before this lust feeds the Shadow too much. Before I tear off your clothes and take you right here on the living room floor.
         

         The moment he touched the bare curve of her breasts, the Shadow would take over. He sensed it, knew it, even though it had never happened before. Because he’d never felt this way before. And he would be a double asshole, not only letting the Shadow fuck her over by bonding, but also literally fucking her.

         “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, no, no.” She gave him a hard shove and stumbled back, looking shell-shocked. “I came here to light into you! To demand an explanation. Not to…to…” She rubbed her fingers across her red and swollen mouth. “I thought Caido promises were ironclad. You promised not to bond with me. Then your essence turned black and grabbed mine! Did you lie so you could get me into bed?”

         The floor would do just fine. Thank gods he hadn’t spoken those unbidden words. He should let her believe he was a snake. She would call him names and stomp out, hating him forever. That would be good. But what he said was, “I didn’t initiate the bond.”
         

         Her laugh sounded caustic. “You’re telling me it was, what, your evil twin?”

         “I suppose that’s as good an explanation as any I have.”

         She gave him one of those nods that meant I don’t believe you. “And that was the evil twin that just very inappropriately kissed the daylights out of me?”
         

         “I think that started with me, but the evil twin kicked in quickly after that.” She seemed so angry, he had to throw in, “Was it your evil twin that had your tongue dancing with mine?”
         

         She narrowed her eyes, even as he could feel her embarrassment. “No, I think it was some kind of Thrall trick. I am so pissed at you, but it was like I had no control over myself. Do you even realize what you’ve done? We are bonded.” She jabbed her finger at him. “I could frigging feel your bombardment last night. And when I was in the shower a little while ago, I felt some mix of feelings I don’t know how to describe. Damn it, I can feel you right now. You’re…” She clamped her mouth shut and took a step back. “You’re serious about the evil twin thing, aren’t you? It scares you. And since I don’t think much scares you, that scares me.”
         

         He leaned against the back side of the maroon chair. “That dark part of my essence you saw is something I call my Soul Shadow. It’s hard to describe because I don’t know what it is. I’ve had it in me for as long as I can remember. When I was a kid, I dreamed of this black creature inside me.” He forced out words he’d never uttered to anyone. “It rears up when I’m enraged or aroused. But I am rarely either, so it’s usually dormant.”

         She shivered. “Like a demon? I know they can possess people.”

         “It’s not a separate entity, and I’m not possessed. It’s as much a part of me as my angel is.”

         She rubbed her arms. “That’s why you warned me to run away from you that first night we met.”
         

         “A pity you didn’t heed my advice. And no, I’m not blaming you. I came to you, after all.”

         “For the children. Was that real?”

         “I never lied to you. And it worked, Kye. Even though it got screwed up, it worked.”

         “Tell me.”

         He could see her being drawn in, the same as when he’d approached her about the Cobra. “The best thing for you to do is back away from me, from this. Find a way to terminate our bond.”

         “Like I can just reach into my bag of tricks and pull out that one. I’ve spent all my time working on developing the bond, not on ways to break it. You brought me into this. I deserve to know.”

         “Yes, you do, but—”

         A knock sounded on the door. Hayden. Damn. Kye had to go. If only he could have lied to her, told her the story was a farce and that he was the worst kind of man. And part of him was the worst kind of something. But he was too honorable to let her believe he’d tricked her. Or to involve her in this.

         He said, “If you never see me again, maybe the bond will weaken.”

         “You think it’s that easy?” Her laugh was bitter as she shook her head. “You can’t throw people’s lives into chaos, make me care about something, and just move on. There are consequences. Aftershocks. You are a frigging earthquake, Kasabian.”

         He tamped down the way her turmoil rocked through him, how he hated that she’d gotten hurt. “You have to leave now, Kye.”

         More pounding on the door. “Hey, it’s Hayden.”

         Kasabian opened it. “Come in.” He put his hand to Kye’s back and urged her toward the door. “My friend was just leaving.”

         Hayden could no doubt pick up Kye’s seething emotions, enough that he winced.

         Kye dug in her heels and faced Hayden. “I’m Kye, the one who’s life got screwed up because of all this. I’m not leaving until I know what’s going on.” She planted her hands on her hips and shifted her gaze to Kasabian. Oh, yeah, he could feel her stubbornness.

         Kasabian wrestled with the prospect of physically ousting her, but no, it would be wrong and ugly. He introduced them and told Hayden about the Cobra, omitting the Shadow aspect. Thankfully she also kept that to herself.

         Hayden dragged his gaze from Kye to Kasabian. “Get to it. Tell me what you saw. I’ve waited long enough.” The strain of all those years of wondering stretched his voice thin.

         “It was my father who ran the program.”

         Hayden’s eyes widened. “Your father did that to you? To us?”
         

         Kasabian still couldn’t quite grasp that. “My parents separated when I was four, and my mother kept him out of our lives. All I knew of my father was that his competitive nature drove him to do crazy and dangerous things. Like mortgaging the house to fund an expedition to find Lucifera. I can remember overhearing my mom calling him a glory whore. I thought she said ‘horse.’”
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