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  Chapter 1


  I stared at the pile of boxes in my new bedroom, wishing the Internet had been hooked up. Not being able to do anything with my review blog since moving was like missing an arm or a leg. According to my mom, “Katy’s Krazy Obsession” was my whole life. Not entirely, but it was important to me. She didn’t get books the way I did.


  I sighed. We’d been here two days, and there was still so much left to unpack. I hated the idea of boxes sitting around. Even more than I hated being here.


  At least I’d finally stopped jumping at every little creaking sound since moving to West “By God” Virginia and this house that looked like something straight out of a horror movie. It even had a turret—a freaking turret. What was I supposed to do with that?


  Ketterman was unincorporated, meaning it wasn’t a real town. The closest place was Petersburg—a two or three stoplight town near a few other towns that probably didn’t have a Starbucks. We wouldn’t get mail at our house. We would have to drive into Petersburg to get our mail.


  Barbaric.


  Like a kick in the face, it hit me. Florida was gone—eaten by the miles we’d traveled in Mom’s mad dash to start over. It wasn’t that I missed Gainesville, the weather, my old school, or even our apartment. Leaning against the wall, I rubbed the palm of my hand over my forehead.


  I missed Dad.


  And Florida was Dad. It was where he’d been born, where he met my mom, and where everything had been perfect… until it all fell apart. My eyes burned, but I refused to cry. Crying didn’t change the past, and Dad would’ve hated to know I was still crying three years later.


  But I missed Mom, too. The Mom before Dad had died, the one who used to curl up on the couch beside me and read one of her trashy romance novels. It seemed like a lifetime ago. It certainly was half a country ago.


  Ever since Dad died, Mom had started working more and more. She used to want to be home. Then it seemed like she wanted to be as far away as possible. She’d finally given up on that option and decided we needed to drive far away. At least since we’d gotten here, even though she was still working like a demon, she was determined to be more in my life.


  I had decided to ignore my inner compulsive streak and let the boxes be damned today, when the smell of something familiar tickled my nose. Mom was cooking. This was so not good.


  I raced downstairs.


  She stood at the stove, dressed in her polka-dotted scrubs. Only she could wear head-to-toe polka dots and still manage to look good. Mom had this glorious blonde hair that was stick straight and sparkling hazel eyes. Even in scrubs she made me look dull with my gray eyes and plain brown hair.


  And somehow I ended up more… round than her. Curvy hips, puffy lips, and huge eyes that Mom loved but made me look like a demented kewpie doll.


  She turned and waved a wooden spatula at me, half-cooked eggs splattering onto the stove. “Good morning, honey.”


  I stared at the mess and wondered how best to take over this fiasco in the making without hurting her feelings. She was trying to do mom-stuff. This was huge. Progress. “You’re home early.”


  “I worked almost a double shift between last night and today. I’m set to work Wednesday through Saturday, eleven till nine a.m. That leaves me with three days off. I’m thinking of either working part time at one of the clinics around here or possibly in Winchester.” She scraped out the eggs onto two plates and set the half-burned offering in front of me.


  Yum. Guess it was too late for an intervention, so I rifled through a box resting on the far counter marked ‘Silverware & Stuff.’


  “You know how I don’t like having nothing to do, so I’m going to check into them soon.”


  Yeah, I knew.


  And most parents would probably saw off their left arm before thinking of leaving a teenaged girl at home alone all the time, but not mine. She trusted me because I never gave her reason not to. It wasn’t for of lack of trying. Well, okay, maybe it was.


  I was kind of boring.


  In my old group of friends in Florida, I wasn’t the quiet one, but I never skipped class, maintained a 4.0, and was pretty much a good girl. Not because I was afraid to do anything reckless or wild; I didn’t want to add to Mom’s troubles. Not then…


  Grabbing two glasses, I filled them with orange juice Mom must have picked up on her way home. “Do you want me to get groceries today? We have nothing.”


  She nodded and spoke around a mouthful of eggs. “You think of everything. A grocery trip would be perfect.” She grabbed her purse off the table, pulling out cash. “This should be enough.”


  I pocketed the money into my jeans without looking at the amount; she always gave me too much in the first place. “Thanks,” I mumbled.


  She leaned forward, a twinkle in her eyes. “So… this morning I saw something interesting.”


  God only knows with her. I smiled. “What?”


  “Have you noticed that there are two kids about your age next door?”


  My inner golden retriever kicked in and my ears perked up. “Really?”


  “You haven’t been outside, have you?” She smiled. “I’d thought for sure you’d be all over that disgusting flower bed by now.”


  “I plan on it, but the boxes aren’t unpacking themselves.” I gave her a pointed look. I loved the woman, but leave it to her to somehow forget that part. “Anyway, back to the kids.”


  “Well, one is a girl who looks about your age, and there’s a boy.” She grinned as she stood. “He’s a hottie.”


  A tiny piece of egg caught in my throat. It was seriously gross to hear Mom talking about boys my age. “Hottie? Mom, that’s just weird.”


  Mom pushed off from the counter, picked up her plate from the table, and headed to the sink. “Honey, I might be old, but my eyes are still working fine. And they were really working earlier.”


  I cringed. Double gross. “Are you turning into a cougar? Is this some sort of midlife crisis I need to be concerned about?”


  Rinsing off her plate, she glanced over her shoulder. “Katy, I hope you’ll make an effort to go over and meet them. I think it would be nice for you to make friends before school starts.” Pausing, she yawned. “They could show you around, yes?”


  I refused to think about the first day of school, new kid and all. I dumped my uneaten eggs in the garbage. “Yeah, it would be nice. But I don’t want to go banging on their door, begging them to be my friend.”


  “It wouldn’t be begging. If you put on one of those pretty sundresses you wore in Florida instead of this.” She tugged on the hem of my shirt. “It would be flirting.”


  I glanced down. It said MY BLOG IS BETTER THAN YOUR VLOG. There wasn’t a thing wrong with it. “How about I show up in my undies?”


  She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “That would definitely make an impression.”


  “Mom!” I laughed. “You’re supposed to yell at me and tell me that’s not a good idea!”


  “Baby, I don’t worry about you doing anything stupid. But seriously, make an effort.”


  I wasn’t sure how to ‘make an effort.’


  She yawned again. “Well, honey, I’m going to catch up on sleep.”


  “All right, I’ll get some good stuff at the store.” And maybe mulch and plants. The flower bed outside was hideous.


  “Katy?” Mom had stopped in the doorway, frowning.


  “Yeah?”


  A shadow flickered over her face, darkening her eyes. “I know this move is hard for you, especially before your senior year, but it was the best thing for us to do. Staying there, in that apartment, without him… It’s time we started living again. Your dad would have wanted that.”


  The lump in my throat I thought I’d left in Florida was back. “I know, Mom. I’m fine.”


  “Are you?” Her fingers curled into a fist. The sunlight coming through the window reflected off the gold band around her ring finger.


  I nodded quickly, needing to reassure her. “I’m okay. And I’ll go next door. Maybe they can tell me where the store is. You know, make an effort.”


  “Excellent! I’m going to crash now, but if you need anything, call me. Okay?” Mom’s eyes watered on another long yawn. “I love you, honey.”


  I started to tell her that I loved her, too, but she was on the way up the stairs before the words were out of my mouth.


  At least she was trying to change, and I was determined to at least try and fit in here. Not hide in my room on my laptop all day like Mom was afraid I’d do. But mingling with kids I’d never met wasn’t my thing. I’d rather read a book and stalk my blog comments.


  I bit my lip. I could hear my dad’s voice, his favorite phrase encouraging me, “Come on, Kittycat, don’t be a bystander.” I squared my shoulders. Dad had never let life pass him by…


  And asking about the nearest store was an innocent-enough reason to introduce myself. If Mom was right and they were my age, maybe this wouldn’t turn out to be such an epic fail of a move. This was stupid, but I was doing it. I hurried across the lawn and across the driveway before I chickened out.


  Hopping onto the wide porch, I opened the screen door and knocked, then stepped back and smoothed the wrinkles out of my tank top. I’m cool. I got this. There is nothing weird about asking for directions.


  Heavy footsteps came from the other side, and then the door was swinging open and I was staring at a very broad, tan, well-muscled chest. A naked chest. My gaze dropped and my breath sort of… stalled. Jeans hung low on his hips, revealing a thin line of dark hair that formed below his navel and disappeared under the band of the jeans.


  His stomach was ripped. Perfect. Totally touchable. Not the kind of stomach I expected on a seventeen-year-old boy, which is how old I suspected he was, but yeah, I wasn’t complaining. I also wasn’t talking. And I was staring.


  My gaze finally traveling north again, I noted thick, sooty lashes fanning the tips of his high cheeks and hiding the color of his eyes as he looked down at me. I needed to know what color his eyes were.


  “Can I help you?” Full, kissable lips turned down in annoyance.


  His voice was deep and firm. The kind of voice accustomed to people listening and obeying without question. His lashes lifted, revealing eyes so green and brilliant they couldn’t be real. They were an intense emerald color that stood out in vibrant contrast against his tan skin.


  “Hello?” he said again, placing one hand on the doorframe as he leaned forward. “Are you capable of speaking?”


  I sucked in a sharp breath and took a step back. A wave of embarrassment heated my face.


  The boy lifted an arm, brushing back a wavy lock of hair on his forehead. He glanced over my shoulder, then back to me. “Going once…”


  By the time I found my voice, I wanted to die. “I… I was wondering if you knew where the closest grocery store is. My name is Katy. I moved next door.” I gestured at my house, rambling like an idiot. “Like two days ago—”


  “I know.”


  Ooooo-kay. “Well, I was hoping someone would know the quickest way to the grocery store and maybe a place that sold plants.”


  “Plants?”


  For some reason, it didn’t sound as though he was asking me a question, but I rushed to answer anyway. “Yeah, see, there’s this flower bed in front—”


  He said nothing, just cocked a brow with disdain. “Okay.”


  The embarrassment was fading, replaced by a growing surge of anger. “Well, see, I need to go buy plants—”


  “For the flower bed. I got that.” He leaned his hip against the doorframe and crossed his arms. Something glittered in his green eyes. Not anger, but something else.


  I took a deep breath. If this dude cut me off one more time… My voice took on the tone my mother used when I was younger and was playing with sharp objects. “I’d like to find a store where I can buy groceries and plants.”


  “You are aware this town has only one stoplight, right?” Both eyebrows were raised to his hairline now as if he were questioning how I could be so dumb, and that’s when I realized what I saw sparkling in his eyes. He was laughing at me with a healthy dose of condescension.


  For a moment, all I could do was stare at him. He was probably the hottest guy I’d ever seen in real life, and he was a total douche. Go figure. “You know, all I wanted was directions. This is obviously a bad time.”


  One side of his lips curled up. “Anytime is a bad time for you to come knocking on my door, kid.”


  “Kid?” I repeated, eyes widening.


  A dark, mocking eyebrow arched again. I was starting to hate that brow.


  “I’m not a kid. I’m seventeen.”


  “Is that so?” He blinked. “You look like you’re twelve. No. Maybe thirteen, but my sister has this doll that kind reminds me of you. All big-eyed and vacant.”


  I reminded him of a doll? A vacant doll? Warmth burned in my chest, spreading up my throat. “Yeah, wow. Sorry to bother you. I won’t be knocking on your door again. Trust me.” I started to turn, leaving before I caved to the rampant desire to slam my fists into his face. Or cry.


  “Hey,” he called out.


  I stopped on the bottom step but refused to turn around and let him see how upset I was. “What?”


  “You get on Route 2 and turn onto U.S. 220 North, not South. Takes you into Petersburg.” He let out an irritated breath, as if he were doing me a huge favor. “The Foodland is right in town. You can’t miss it. Well, maybe you could. There’s a hardware store next door, I think. They should have things that go in the ground.”


  “Thanks,” I muttered and added under my breath, “Douchebag.”


  He laughed, deep and throaty. “Now that’s not very lady like, Kittycat.”


  I whipped around. “Don’t ever call me that,” I snapped.


  “It’s better than calling someone a douchebag, isn’t it?” He pushed out the door. “This has been a stimulating visit. I’ll cherish it for a long time to come.”


  Okay. That was it. “You know, you’re right. How wrong of me to call you a douchebag. Because a douchebag is too nice of a word for you,” I said, smiling sweetly. “You’re a dickhead.”


  “A dickhead?” he repeated. “How charming.”


  I flipped him off.


  He laughed again and bent his head. A mess of waves fell forward, nearly obscuring his intense green eyes. “Very civilized, Kitten. I’m sure you have a wild array of interesting names and gestures for me, but not interested.”


  I did have a lot more I could say and do, but I gathered my dignity, pivoted, and stomped back over to my house, not giving him the pleasure of seeing how truly pissed I was. I’d always avoided confrontation in the past, but this guy was flipping my bitch switch like nothing else. When I reached my car, I yanked open the door.


  “See you later, Kitten!” he called out, laughing as he slammed the front door.


  Tears of anger and embarrassment burnt my eyes. I shoved the keys into the ignition and threw the car into reverse. ‘Make an effort,’ Mom had said. That’s what happens when you make an effort.


  Chapter 10


  I didn’t make it a habit to frequent hospitals. I hated them as much as I hated country music. To me, they smelled of death and disinfectant. They reminded me of Dad, and the time that had clocked away while the cancer hollowed his eyes and chemo bloated his body.


  This hospital was no different, but the visit was a little more complex.


  It involved the police, a frantic mother, and my surly, dark-haired savior, who still hovered near the little room they’d shoved me in. As rude and ungrateful as it was, I was doing my best to ignore him.


  My mom, who’d been on shift at the hospital when the ambulance brought me in with a police escort, kept randomly reaching over and stroking my arm or face—the good side at least. As if that motion reminded her that I was alive and breathing and only bruised. I hated myself for it, but it was starting to annoy me.


  I was feeling the height of bitchiness.


  My head and back were aching something fierce, but the pain in my wrist and arm were the worst. After tons of poking, prodding, and half a dozen X-rays, nothing was broken. I had a sprained wrist and a torn tendon in my arm, in addition to numerous deep bruises and scratches. A brace already encased my left hand and forearm.


  There was this elusive promise of pain medication that had yet to arrive.


  The police officers were kind, if a little too brusque. They asked every question imaginable. I knew it was important I tell them everything I could remember, but the shock was beginning to wear off and the adrenaline had long since faded. All I wanted was to go home.


  They thought it was an attempted robbery gone wrong until I told them he hadn’t asked for any money. After I’d told them what the attacker had said, they believed he may have been ill or possibly a drug addict coming down from a high.


  When the police were done asking me questions, they moved on to Daemon. They seemed to be on familiar terms with him. One even clapped him on the shoulder and smiled. They were buddies. How sweet. I didn’t get a chance to listen to what he was telling them because my mom had taken over the interrogation.


  I wanted them all to stop and go away.


  “Miss Swartz?”


  Surprised to hear my last name, I was pulled out of my own thoughts. One of the younger deputies was at my bed again. I couldn’t remember his name, and I was too tired to even look for a name tag. “Yes?”


  “I think we are pretty much done for tonight. If you remember anything else, please call us immediately.”


  I nodded and wished I hadn’t. I grimaced as pain shot through my head.


  “Honey, are you okay?” Mom asked, her tone pitched in worry.


  “My head, it hurts.”


  She stood. “I’ll go find the doctor so we can get those meds in you.” She smiled gently. “Then you won’t feel a thing.”


  That is what I needed, wanted—would love.


  The deputy turned to leave but stopped. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. I—”


  The crackle of his radio interrupted anything else he was about to say. The dispatcher’s voice broke through the static. “All available units, we have code 18 on Well Springs Road. Victim is a female, approximately sixteen to seventeen years of age. Possible DOA. EMT on the scene.”


  Whoa. What were the odds that I’d be attacked on the same night another teenage girl died in such a small town? It had to be a coincidence. I glanced at Daemon. His eyes were narrowed. He’d heard it, too.


  “Jesus,” the deputy said, then clicked on his radio. “Unit 414 leaving hospital and en route.” He turned from the bed, still talking into the radio, and left.


  With the exception of Daemon lounging against the wall by the curtain, the room was empty. He raised a curious brow at me. I chewed on my lower lip and turned my head away, causing another ripple of pain to go from one temple to the other. I stayed like that until my mother came rushing back to my bed with the doctor in tow.


  “Honey, Dr. Michaels has good news.”


  “As you already know, you have no broken bones and it also looks like you don’t have a concussion. Once we can release you, you can go home and rest,” he said, rubbing the area where speckles of gray peppered the hair near his temples. He glanced at Daemon before focusing on me again. “Now, if you start experiencing dizziness or nausea, vision issues or loss of memory, we need you back here immediately.”


  “Okay,” I said, eyeing the pills. I’d agree to anything at this point.


  After the doctor left, Mom hovered as I took the small plastic cup and pills from her, swallowing them quickly. I didn’t even care what they were.


  On the verge of tears again, I reached for my Mom’s hand, but was interrupted by an excited voice in the hallway.


    Dee rushed into the room, her face pale and worried. “Oh no, Katy, are you okay?”


  “Yes. Just a little banged up.” I lifted my arm and gave a weak smile.


  “I can’t believe this has happened.” She turned to her brother. “How could this have happened? I thought you—”


  “Dee,” Daemon warned.


  She darted away from her brother, lingering on the other side of my bed. “I’m so sorry about this.”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  She nodded, but I could tell she was harboring guilt.


  My mom’s name was called over the loudspeaker. Her face strained, she excused herself and promised to be back in a few seconds.


  “Can you leave soon?” Dee asked.


  I dragged my attention back to her. “I guess so.” I paused. “As long as my mom comes back.”


  She nodded. “Did… you see the guy who attacked you?”


  “Yeah, he said some crazy stuff.” I closed my eyes, and it seemed to take longer than normal to reopen them. “Something about finding ‘them’. I don’t know.” I shifted on the hard bed. The bruises didn’t hurt as much. “Weird.”


  Dee paled. “I hope you can leave soon. I hate hospitals.”


  “I do, too.”


  Her nose wrinkled. “They have… such a strange smell to them.”


  “That’s what I’ve always told Mom, but she thinks I make it up.”


  Dee shook her head. “No, it’s not you. They have this… musty smell.”


  My eyelids flickered open again and focused on Daemon. He had his eyes closed as he leaned his head against the wall but I knew he was listening to everything. Dee talked about taking me home if my mom couldn’t leave. I was struck again by the twins. Daemon and Dee didn’t belong here, but I did. I could blend easily with the whitewashed walls and pale green curtains. I was as plain as the linoleum, but these two seemed to light the room with their flawless beauty and demanding presence.


  Ah, the medication was kicking in. I was poetic. And high. Bliss.


  Dee shifted, and my view of Daemon was blocked. I immediately felt panic rising and struggled to move until I could see him again. My pulse quieted the moment my gaze settled on his still form. He didn’t fool me. He was trying to pretend he was relaxed, leaning against the wall like that with his eyes closed and all, but his jaw was clenched and I knew he was like a coiled spring, filled with vigilant energy.


  “You’re handling this well. I’d be totally freaked out, rocking in the corner somewhere.” Dee smiled.


  “I’ll freak out,” I murmured. “Give me time.”


  I wasn’t sure how much time passed before my mother returned with a bothered expression on her pretty face. “Honey, I’m sorry to disappear on you,” she said in a rush. “There was a bad accident, and they’re bringing in multiple victims. You may have to stay here awhile. I have to stay, at least until we determine if we need to move them to a larger hospital. A bunch of nurses are off, and the hospital isn’t staffed to handle this type of crisis.”


  I stared at her dumbfounded. I felt my bitchiness gaining ground. Screw everyone else. I’d nearly died tonight, and I wanted my mom.


  “Mrs. Swartz, we can take her home,” Dee said. “I’m sure she wants to go home. I know I would and it would be no problem for us to do it.”


  I begged Mom with my eyes to take me home herself. “I would feel better if she was here or with me, in case she does have a concussion and, well, I don’t want anything else to happen.”


  “We would never let anything happen.” Dee’s gaze was steady. “We’ll take her right home and stay with her. I promise.”


  I could tell Mom was wrestling with the need to keep me close and her responsibility to those injured in the accident. I felt contrite for making her choose. Plus I knew seeing me in the hospital had to be a painful reminder of Dad. My eyes darted to Daemon, and the bitchiness eased from my shoulders. I gave my mom a weak smile. “It’s okay, Mom. I’m feeling a lot better, and I’m sure nothing else is wrong. I don’t want to stay here.”


  Mom sighed, wringing her hands. “I can’t believe this would happen on tonight of all nights.”


  Her name was called over the loudspeaker once more. She did something very uncharacteristic and cussed. “Dammit!”


  Dee immediately jumped up. “We can do it, Mrs. Swartz.”


  Mom glanced at me and then the door. “Okay, but if she seems in any way out of character,” she turned to me, “or if your head starts hurting more, call me immediately. No! Call 9-1-1.”


  “I will,” I reassured her.


  She leaned down and kissed me swiftly on the cheek. “Get some rest, honey. I love you.” Then she was off, rushing down the hallway.


  Dee grinned impishly as I looked at her. “Thank you,” I said. “But you don’t have to stay with me.”


  She frowned. “Yes, I will. No arguments.” She dashed from my side. “I’ll go see what I can do to spring you from this place.”


  I blinked and she was gone, but Daemon had inched closer. His expression was stoic as he stood at the foot of my bed. I closed my eyes. “Are you going to insult me again? Because I’m not up to… pear for that.”


  “I think you meant par.”


  “Pear. Par. Whatever.” I opened my eyes and found him staring.


  “Are you really okay?”


  “I’m great.” I yawned loudly. “Your sister acts as if this is her fault.”


  “She doesn’t like it when people get hurt,” he said softly. “And people tend to get hurt around us.”


  A chill snaked around my insides. Even though his expression was blank, his words were heavy with pain. “What does that mean?”


  He didn’t answer.


  Dee came back then, a grin on her face. “We’re good to go, with doctor’s orders and all.”


  “Come on, let’s get you home.” Daemon moved to the side of my bed and, surprisingly, he helped me sit up and then stand.


  I stumbled a few steps, having to stop. “Whoa, I feel buzzed.”


  Dee’s face was sympathetic. “I think the pills are starting to work.”


  “Am I… slurring yet?” I asked.


  “Not at all,” Dee laughed.


  I sighed, exhausted to the point of almost falling over. My body was whisked up into the air and against Daemon’s hard chest before being deposited gently into a wheelchair. “Hospital rules,” Daemon explained, and wheeled me out, stopping only long enough for me to sign a couple of forms before steering me toward the parking lot.


  He helped me into Dee’s backseat, mindful of the arm brace, by carrying me again and placing me into the rear. “I can walk, you know.”


  “I know.” He walked around and slid in next to me.


  I tried to keep on my side of the car and my head up, because I doubted he’d appreciate me lying on him, but once Daemon settled next to me, my head sort fell to his chest. He stiffened for a moment and then placed an arm around my shoulder. The warmth of him quickly seeped into my bones. It felt right, at that moment, to be nestled against him. I felt safe, and it reminded me of the heat that had come off his hand earlier.


  I snuggled the good side of my face against the soft fabric of his T-shirt and thought his arm tightened around me, but that could’ve been the pills. By the time the car started, I was already drifting away, one thought colliding into the next without any coherence.


  I wasn’t sure if I was dreaming or not when I heard Dee speak, her voice sounding muted and far away. “I told her not to go. I could still see it.”


  “I know.” There was a pause. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to let anything happen this time. I swear.”


  Silence followed by more hushed whispers. “You did something, didn’t you?” she asked. “It’s stronger now.”


  “I didn’t… mean to.” Daemon shifted slightly, smoothing the hair off my face. “It just happened. Shit.”


  Several long moments passed, and I struggled to stay awake. But the events of the night were weighing too heavily on me, and finally I succumbed to the warmth of Daemon and the blissful silence.


  


     When I opened my eyes again, daylight peeked through the heavily curtained living room, catching small particles of dust that hung in a lazy pattern over the peaceful head of Dee. She was a few feet away, curled up on the recliner in a deep sleep. Her small hands were folded neatly under her cheek and lips slightly parted. She looked more like a china doll than a real person.


  I smiled and immediately winced.


  The spark of pain cleared the haze from my head and the fear from last night doused my veins in ice water. I lay there for several moments, taking deep, calming breaths as I tried to gain control of my spiraling emotions. I was alive—thanks to Daemon, who apparently was also my pillow.


  My head was in his lap. One of his hands was resting on the curve of my hip. My heart sped up. He couldn’t have been comfortable, sitting up all night.


  Daemon stirred. “You okay, Kitten?”


  “Daemon?” I whispered, trying to gain control of my spiraling emotions. “I… sorry. I didn’t mean to sleep on you.”


  “It’s okay.” He helped me sit up. The room spun a little. “Are you okay?” he asked again.


  “Yeah. You stayed here all night?”


  “Yeah,” was all he said.


  I remembered Dee volunteering but not him. Waking up with my head in his lap was the last thing I’d expected.


  “Do you remember anything?” he asked quietly.


  My chest squeezed tight. I nodded, expecting it to hurt more than it did. “I was attacked last night.”


  “Someone tried to mug you,” he said.


  No, that wasn’t right. I remembered a man grabbing my purse, then falling down, but he hadn’t wanted my money. “He wasn’t trying to mug me.”


  “Kat—”


  “No.” I tried standing up, but his arm returned, forming a band of steel around me that I couldn’t break. “He didn’t want my money, Daemon. He wanted them.”


  Daemon stiffened. “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “No shit.” I frowned as I moved my arm and found that the splint was heavy. “But he kept asking about where they were and about a trace.”


  “The guy was insane,” he said, voice low. “You realize that, right? That he wasn’t right in the head. That nothing he said means anything.”


  “I don’t know. He didn’t seem crazy.”


  “Trying to beat the crap out of a girl isn’t crazy enough for you?” His brows rose. “I’m curious what you think is crazy.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Then what did you mean?” He shifted, careful not to jar me, which kind of surprised me. “He was a random lunatic, but you’re going to make it bigger than it is, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not making this anything.” I took a steadying breath. “Daemon, that wasn’t a normal lunatic.”


  “Oh, you’re an expert in crazy people now?”


  “A month with you and I feel I have a master’s degree in the subject,” I snapped. Glaring at him, I scooted away. My head swam.


  “You okay?” He reached out, placing a hand on my good arm. “Kat?”


  I shook his hand off. “Yeah, I’m okay.”


  Shoulders stiff, he stared straight ahead. “I know you’re probably messed up after what happened last night, but don’t make this into something it’s not.”


  “Daemon—”


  “I don’t want Dee worried that there is an idiot out there attacking girls.” His eyes were hard. Cold. “Do you understand me?”


  My lip trembled. Part of me wanted to cry. Another part wanted to whale on him. So all his caring was about his sister? How silly of me. Our eyes locked. There was such intensity in his, as if he were willing me to understand.


  Dee yawned loudly.


  I jerked away, breaking contact first. Of course, score one for Daemon.


  “Good morning!” Dee chirped as one or both of her legs dropped to the ground, sounding surprisingly heavy for someone as slender as she was. “Have you guys been awake long?”


  Another sigh, much louder and more annoyed than the first pushed through Daemon’s hard lips. “No, Dee, we just woke up and were talking. You were snoring so loudly we couldn’t stay asleep any longer.”


  Dee snorted. “I doubt that. Katy, are you feeling… okay this morning?”


  “Yeah, I’m a little sore and stiff, but overall okay.”


  She smiled but her eyes were still hooded with guilt. Which made no sense. She tried to smooth down her curls, but they sprung back into disarray as soon as she removed her hands. “I think I’m going to make you breakfast.”


  Before I could respond, she dashed off to the kitchen and I heard numerous doors open and close, pots and pans clanging against each other. “Okay.”


  Daemon stood and stretched. The muscles of his back were taut under his shirt. I looked away.


  “I care more about my sister than I do anything in this universe,” he said quietly. Each word punctuated by truth. “I’d do anything for her, to make sure she’s happy and she’s safe. Please don’t worry her with crazy stories.”


  I felt infinitely small. “You’re a dick, but I won’t say anything to her.” When I looked up, I found it hard to concentrate when his eyes were as bright as they were. “Okay? Happy?”


  Something flickered over his face. Anger? Regret? “Not really. Not at all.”


  Neither of us looked away again. There was a heavy quality to the air, tangible.


  “Daemon!” Dee called from the kitchen. “I need your help!”


  “We should go see what she’s doing before she destroys your kitchen.” He rubbed his hands down his face. “It’s possible.”


  Keeping quiet, I followed him out into the hallway, where the light spilled in from the open door. I winced at the abrupt brightness and suddenly remembered I hadn’t brushed my hair or my teeth yet. I cringed away from Daemon. “I think I need to…go.”


  He raised an eyebrow at me. “Go… where?”


  I felt my cheeks turn hot. “Upstairs. I need a shower.”


  Surprisingly, he didn’t fire back with the door I’d left open. He nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. At the top of the stairs, my fingers mindlessly went to my lips and then another shiver rolled through me. How close to dying did I come last night?


  “Is she really going to be okay?” I heard Dee ask.


  “Yeah, she’ll be fine,” Daemon responded patiently. “You have nothing to worry about. Nothing is happening. Everything was taken care of when I came back here.”


  I crept closer to the landing.


  “Don’t look like that. Nothing will happen to you.” Daemon sighed with real frustration this time. “Or her, okay?” Another gap of silence followed. “We should’ve expected something like this.”


  “Did you?” Dee asked, her voice rising sharply. “Because I was trying not to, I was trying to hope that we could have a friend—a real one—without them getting…”


  Their voices lowered, becoming unintelligible. Were they talking about me? They had to be, but that didn’t make sense. I stood in absolute confusion, trying to figure out what they could be talking about.


  Daemon’s voice rose, “Who knows, Dee? We will see how it plays out.” He paused and then laughed. “I think you are beating those eggs to death. Here, let me have them.”


  I listened a few more moments as they bantered back and forth like normal before I peeled myself away from my spot. Without warning, another stolen conversation quickly resurfaced. The night before, as I coasted in and out of consciousness in the car, I’d overheard both of them whispering worries that I couldn’t comprehend.


  I wanted to shrug off the nagging feeling that they were hiding something. I hadn’t forgotten Dee’s weird aversion to me going to the library. Or the strange light I’d seen outside the library that reminded me so much of the light in the woods, when I’d seen the bear and passed out, something that I’d never done before in my life. And then there was the day at the lake, when Daemon had turned into Aquaman.


  I walked numbly to my bathroom and flipped on the light, expecting to see my face busted up. I tilted my head to the side, a startled gasp escaping my throat. I knew my cheek had been scraped raw last night. The pain I remembered. And my eye swollen shut. But my eye was only slightly bruised, my cheek pink, as if new skin had already grown. My gaze drifted along my neck. The bruises there were faint, as if the attack had happened days ago and not last night.


  “What the heck?” I whispered.


  My wounds were almost healed, with the exception of my encased arm… but that too barely ached. Another loose memory poked through, of Daemon leaning over me in the road, his hands warm. Had his hands…? No way. I shook my head.


  But as I stared at myself, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was going on here. The twins knew it. Things didn’t add up.


  Chapter 11


  The Sunday before school was scheduled to start, Dee took me into town to pick up notebooks while she replaced almost everything she used for school with a new item. We only had three more days of vacation and then we had Labor Day. I was already yearning for it. Before we headed home, Dee was hungry as usual, and we stopped at one of her favorite places.


  “It’s quite a… quaint restaurant,” I said.


  Dee smirked, her sandaled foot continuously tapping. “Quaint? It would be quaint to a big city gal like you, but it’s the place to be here.”


  I stole another quick glance around. The Smoke Hole Diner wasn’t bad; it was actually kind of cute in an earthy, down-home way, and I did like the clusters of rocks and stones that jutted out around the table’s edge.


  “It’s a lot busier in the evening and after school,” she added between sips. “It’s hard to get a seat then.”


  “You come here often?” I found it kind of hard to imagine beautiful Dee hanging out here, eating hot turkey sandwiches and drinking milkshakes.


  But there she was, on her second hot turkey sandwich and her third milkshake. Ever since I met Dee, I had been constantly amazed by the amount of food she could consume in one sitting. It was actually a little disturbing.


  “Daemon and I come here at least once a week for their lasagna. It is to die for!” Her eyes lit up with a mixture of excitement and longing.


  I laughed. “You must love their food, but thanks for inviting me out today. I’m glad to get out of the house since Mom is home. She has been hovering over me every second she’s there.”


  “She’s worried.”


  I nodded, toying with my straw. “Especially after news broke about the girl who died the same night. Did you know her?”


  Dee looked down at her plate, shaking her head. “Not very well. She was in a grade lower than us, but a lot of people knew her. Small town and all. I thought I read they weren’t sure if she was murdered? That it looked like a heart attack.” She paused, her lips pursed as she looked over my shoulder. “Strange.”


  “What?” I asked, turning to see what she was looking at and turned back around to face her as fast as I could. It was Daemon.


  Dee’s head was cocked to the side, her dark hair falling carelessly around her. “I didn’t know he would be here.”


  “Oh, man, it’s he who shall not be named.”


  Laughter erupted from Dee, drawing attention from everyone in the diner. “Ah, that was funny.”


  I sunk in my seat. After the morning he and his sister made me breakfast, he’d avoided me and that was fine. I had wanted to thank him for sort of saving my life. A proper thank you that didn’t end in insults, but the few times I’d been able to catch him, he stopped only long enough to give me a look that warned me not to even think about approaching him.


  Daemon might be the most physically flawless male I’d ever seen—his face was something that any artist would die to get a chance to sit and sketch—no light reflected badly off him. But he could also be the biggest jerk on the planet.


  “He’s not going to come over here, right?” I whispered to Dee, who suddenly looked very amused.


  “Hello, sis.”


     I sucked in a deep breath at the sound of his husky voice. I slid my bandaged arm under the table. I was positive if he saw it, it would remind him of how inconveniencing I’d been.


  “Hey there,” Dee said as she rested her chin on her hand. “What are you doing here today?”


  “I’m hungry,” he responded dryly. “This is where people come to eat, isn’t it?”


  I stared very intently at my half-eaten burger and fries, moving them around on my plate, praying to whoever was listening that I could fade into the rustic-colored booths until he left. I forced myself to think about anything—books, television shows, movies, Daemon, the grass outside—


  “That is, except you, who must come here to play with her food?”


  Aw, dammit. I plastered the brightest smile I could muster and steeled myself. My smile faltered the instant I met his eyes. He looked at me expectantly, as if he knew what I was really thinking, wanted me to fight back. “Yeah, see my mom normally takes me out to Chuck E. Cheese’s for dinner so I’m a little out of my element. Missing the ball pen and all.”


  Dee snorted and looked up at her brother. “Isn’t she great?”


  “Just lovely.” He crossed his arms, his tone as dry as ever. “How’s your arm?”


  His question took me off guard. My arm actually felt fine. I wanted the splint off, but my mom refused to let me even shower without it. “It’s better. It’s okay. Thank you—”


  “Don’t,” he cut me off, running a hand through a mess of black waves. “Your face looks a lot better, by the way.”


  I subconsciously placed a hand on my cheek. “Well… thanks, I think.” I looked at Dee with disbelief and mouthed the words my face to her.


  She exchanged an amused look with me before turning back to her brother. “Are you going to join us? We were just about finished.”


  It was Daemon’s turn to snort. “No, thank you.”


  I returned to poking my food around on my plate. As if the idea of eating with us was the most absurd thing.


  “Well, that’s too bad.” Dee didn’t miss a beat.


  “Daemon, you’re here already!”


  I glanced up at the sound of a very excited female. A small, pretty blonde waved from the main entrance. Daemon waved back, not as joyously, and I watched as she practically bounced over to our table. When she reached Daemon she stretched up and gave him a quick kiss on his cheek before wrapping a possessive arm around his.


  An ugly, hot feeling unfurled in my belly. He had a girlfriend? I glanced at Dee. His sister didn’t look happy.


  The girl finally looked down at our table. “Hey, Dee, how are you doing?”


  Dee returned her smile with a very tight one. “Great Ash, how have you been?”


  “I’ve been really good.” She nudged Daemon as if that was a private joke between the two of them.


  I couldn’t breathe.


  “I thought you were leaving again?” Dee asked, her usually warm eyes turning sharp. “With your brothers and coming back when school starts?”


  “Changed my mind.” She glanced up at Daemon again, who was beginning to shift uncomfortably.


  “Hmm, interesting.” Dee responded, her expression taking on a very catlike quality. “Oh, how rude of me. Dawn, this is Katy.” She gestured over at me. “She’s new to our exciting little town.”


  I forced myself to smile at the girl. I had no reason to be jealous or to care, but damn, this girl was pretty.


  Ash’s smile faded. She took a step back. “This is her?”


  My eyes darted to Dee.


  “I can’t do this, Daemon. Maybe you guys can be okay with this, but I’m not.” Ash tossed her long blonde hair back with a tan hand. “This is wrong.”


  Daemon sighed. “Ash…”


  Her full lips thinned. “No.”


  “Ash, you don’t even know her.” Dee came to her feet. “You’re being ridiculous.”


  The traffic in the diner literally stopped. Everyone stared.


  I felt heat, a mixture of embarrassment and anger, creep across my face as I stared at Ash. “I’m sorry, but did I do something?”


  Ash’s extraordinarily bright blue eyes fixed on me. “Yeah, how about breathing, for starters?”


  “Excuse me?” I said.


  “You heard me,” Ash snapped. Then she turned to Daemon. “Is this why everything is going to shit in a handbasket? Why my brothers are running around the country—”


  “That’s enough.” Daemon grabbed Ash’s arm. “There’s a McDonald’s down the street. We’ll get you a Happy Meal. Maybe that’ll make you happier.”


  “What’s going to shit?” I demanded. The urge to get up and rip out her hair was hard to ignore.


  Ash’s glare burned into me like twin lasers. “Everything is going to shit.”


  “Well, this was fun.” Daemon cocked a brow at his sister. “I’ll see you at home.”


  I watched them leave, boiling with anger. But under that anger was also hurt.


  Dee plopped back in the seat. “Oh, my God, I’m sorry. She’s a complete bitch.”


  I looked at her as my hands shook. “Why did she say those things to me?”


  “I don’t know. She might be jealous.” Dee toyed with her straw, not meeting my eyes. “Ash has a thing for Daemon, always had. They used to date.”


  My brain got hung up on the words ‘used to’ for a second.


  “Anyway, she heard about him coming to your rescue that night. Of course she’s going to hate you.”


  “Are you serious?” I didn’t believe her. “All of that because Daemon saved me from being killed?” Frustrated, I slammed my splint down on the table and winced. “And Daemon treats me like I’m a total terrorist. Ridiculous.”


  “He doesn’t hate you,” she replied quietly. “I think he wants to, to be honest. But he doesn’t. That’s why he acts like that.”


  That made no sense to me. “Why would he want to hate me? I don’t want to hate him, but he makes it hard not to.”


  Dee glanced up, her eyes full of tears. “Kat, I’m sorry. My family is a little weird. So is this town. So is Ash. See, her family is… is a friend of our family. And all of us have a lot in common.”


  I stared at her, waiting for her to explain how in the hell that had anything to do with Ash’s bitchiness.


  “They’re triplets, you know?” Dee sat back against the booth, staring listlessly at her plate. “She has two brothers, Adam


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Acknowledgements


  Obsidian wouldn’t even be a glimmer in my eyes without Liz Pelletier. Simply put, you’re the best. Seriously. Funny how one email can turn into this crazy idea within minutes, hours… and then days—wait, hours? And you’re like an editing ninja. Thank you.


  Thank you to the wonderful, awesomely awesome team at Entangled Publishing. Heather Howland—I love the buns atop your head in your twitter avatar. Have I told you that before? Thank you to Suzanne Johnson for turning my MS into a lovely Christmas tree during copyedits, Heidi Stryker—a huge thanks to you for being the first intern to read Obsidian and think, “Wow, this doesn’t suck.” A shout out to my publicist Lewis Pollak—thank you for handling everything that you do. To my agent Kevan Lyon—you are a dream come true. Special thanks to agents Rebecca Mancini and Stephanie Johnson. Whenever, I hear your names, I get all warm and fuzzy inside.


  To my family and friends, thank you for not disowning me when I don’t answer your calls or pay attention when you’re talking. I know I get lost in my head from time to time, so thank you for being patient.


  Lesa Rodrigues and Cindy Thomas—you guys kept me sane while writing Obsidian. To Carissa Thomas for liking to mess around with pictures of hot guys and make my blog all steamy, thank you.


  Julie Fedderson—you’re the best crit partner and cheerleader in the world.


  And a huge, GIGANTIC thanks to all the book bloggers out there who helped reveal the cover of Obsidian and spread word. I heart each and every one of you.


  By Jennifer L. Armentrout and available from Hodder:


  


  


  The Lux series


  


  Obsidian


  Onyx


  Opal


  Origin


  Obsession


  Shadows (A Lux novella)


  


  


  The Covenant series


  


  Half-Blood


  Pure


  Deity


  Apollyon


  Sentinel


  Daimon (A Covenant novella)


  Elixir (A Covenant novella)


  


  


  Standalone titles


  


  Cursed


  Don’t Look Back


  Unchained

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
-

A LUX NOVEL

‘OBSIDIAN

They’re not like us...

é]( =
4

#1 New York Times bestselling

. JENNIFER L. ARMENTROUT





