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Oblivion










Chapter 1


Faster than any human eye could track, I moved soundlessly among the trees in my true form, racing over the thick grass and the dewy, moss-covered rocks. I was nothing more than a blur of light, speeding along the tree line. Being an alien from a planet thirteen billion light years away was pretty much made of awesome.


I easily passed one of those damn energy efficient cars that was coasting up the main road past my house. 


How in the hell was that thing pulling a U-Haul trailer? 


Not like that was important.  


I slowed down and slipped into my human form, keeping to the thick shadows cast by the oak trees as the car went by the empty house at the start of the access road, and then grinded to a halt in front of the house next to mine.  


“Shit. Neighbors,” I muttered as the driver’s car door opened and a middle-age woman stepped out. I watched as she bent down and spoke to someone else in the car. 


She laughed and then ordered, “Get out of the car.” 


Whoever was with her didn’t listen, and the woman eventually closed the car door. She all but bounced up the porch steps and unlocked the front door.  


How could this be happening? The house was meant to stay vacant—any house around here was supposed to remain empty of humans. This road was the freaking gate to the Luxen colony at the base of Seneca Rocks, and it wasn’t like this house went up for sale and those suited assholes didn’t realize it.  


This could not be happening.  


Energy crackled over my skin, humming, and the urge to slip back into my true form was hard to ignore. And that pissed me off. Home was the only place that I—that we could be ourselves without fear of discovery, and those assholes—the Department of Defense, the D-O-fucking-D—knew it.  


My fingers curled into my palms.  


Vaughn and Lane, my own personal government-issued babysitters, had to have been aware of this. It must’ve slipped their damn minds when they checked in on us last week.  


The passenger door of the Prius creaked open, drawing my attention. At first, I couldn’t see who got out, but then she walked around the front of the car, coming completely into view.  


“Oh shit,” I muttered again.  


It was a girl.  


From what I could see, she was close to my age, maybe a year younger, and as she turned in a slow circle, staring at the forest that crept onto the lawn around the two houses, she looked like she expected a rabid mountain lion to pounce on her.  


Her steps were tentative as she neared the porch, as if she was still debating if she really wanted to walk into the house. The woman, who I was guessing was her mom based on the similar dark hair, had left the front door open. The girl stopped at the bottom of the steps.  


I sized her up as I drifted silently through the trees. She appeared of average height. Actually, everything about her seemed average—her dark brown hair, pulled back from her face in a messy knot; her pale, roundish face; her average weight—definitely not one of those skinny girls I hated—and her… Okay. Not all of her appeared average. My gaze was hung up on her legs and other areas. 


Damn, they were nice legs.  


The girl turned around, facing the forest as her arms folded along her waist, just below her chest. 


Okay. Two areas in particular were not average. 


She scanned the line of trees and her gaze stopped—stopped right where I was standing. My hands opened at my sides, but I didn’t move, didn’t dare force my lungs to take a breath. She stared right at me.  


But there was no way she could see me. I was too hidden among the shadows.  


A handful of seconds passed before she unfolded her arms and turned, slowly heading into the house, leaving the door wide open behind her.  


“Mom?”  


My head cocked to the side at the sound of her voice, which was also…average. No real discernible accent or indication of where they came from.  


Wherever it was, they must have no sense of personal safety, since neither of them thought to close the door behind them. Then again, around these parts, most humans believed they were completely safe. After all, the town of Ketterman, located just outside of Petersburg, West Virginia, wasn’t even incorporated. Deputies spent more time chasing after roaming cattle and breaking up field parties than handling any real crime.  


Even though humans did have a nasty habit of going missing around here. 


The smirk twisting my lips faded as an image of Dawson formed in my thoughts. Not just humans… 


When I thought of my brother, anger bubbled inside me, rushing to the surface like a volcano about to erupt. He was gone—dead because of a human girl. And now there was another damn one moving in next door.  


We had to…simulate humans, blend among them, and even act like them, but being close to them always ended in disaster.  


Always ended in someone missing or dead.  


I had no idea how long I stood there, staring at the house, but the girl eventually appeared again. Pulled out of my thoughts, I straightened as she walked to the back of the U-Haul. She dug a key out of her pocket and then opened the metal door.  


Or tried.  


And tried some more.  


She struggled with the lock and then with the lever for what had to be the longest amount of time in history. Her cheeks were flushed, lips pursed. She looked like she was seconds from kicking the back of the U-Haul. Good God, how long did it take one person to open a trailer door? She made it a marathon event. I was half tempted to make myself known and walk my ass over there and open the damn door for her. 


Finally, after an eternity, she opened the trailer and pulled down the ramp. She disappeared in and reappeared moments later with a box. I watched her carry it in and then return again. Back up the ramp, she stumbled down it this time, carrying a box that had to weigh more than her by the strained look on her face.  


She shuffled around the trailer, and even from where I stood, I could see her arms trembling. I closed my eyes, irritated over…everything. She’d made it to the steps, and I knew there was no way she was going to get the box up that porch without falling and possibly breaking her neck. 


I raised my brows. 


If she broke her neck, then I guessed that solved the whole “moving in next door” problem.  


One foot made it onto the bottom step and she teetered to one side. If she fell then, she would be okay. She made it up another step, and my stomach growled. Damn, I was hungry even though I’d eaten about ten pancakes an hour ago.  


She was almost to the top of the steps, and granted, if she fell, she wasn’t going to break her neck. Maybe an arm? A leg would be pushing it. As she planted a foot on the next step and then slowly lifted the other foot beside it, I was reluctantly impressed by her sheer determination to muscle that box into the house. When she wobbled dangerously at the top, I muttered a rather obscene list of curse words and raised my hand.  


Zeroing in on the box in her hands, I tapped into the Source. In my mind, I focused on raising the box just the slightest, taking the brunt of the weight off her arms. She stopped on the porch just for the tiniest of seconds, as if she recognized the change, and then with a shake of her head, she walked into the house.  


Slowly, I lowered my hand, somewhat shocked by what I had done. There was no way she could ever guess that some random dude standing in the woods was responsible for that, but man, that was still a dumbass move on my part. 


There was always the risk of exposure whenever we used the Source, no matter how insignificant it was.  


The girl reappeared again on the porch, her cheeks bright pink from the work so far, and headed back to the cargo container as she wiped her hands along her denim shorts. Once again, she stumbled out of the trailer with a box of death in her arms, and I had to wonder: where in the hell was her mother? 


The girl’s step faltered and the obviously heavy box rattled. Glass was inside.  


And because I was competing for world’s biggest dumbass, I stayed out there, in the trees, stomach grumbling like a damn engine, and helped her carry in box after box without her even knowing.  


By the time she/we finished hauling every last item into her house, I was wiped, starving, and certain I’d risked tapping into the Source enough to get my damn head examined. I hauled my tired ass up the steps to my house and slipped inside quietly. No one else was around tonight, and I was too exhausted to cook, so I gulped down half a gallon of milk and then passed out on the couch. 


My last thought was of my annoying new neighbor and my too-awesome-to-fail plan to never see her again.


 


Night had fallen, and thick clouds, dark and impenetrable, blocked out the stars and covered the moon, squelching even the tiniest amount of light. No one could see me. Which was probably a good thing.  


Especially considering I was standing outside the once-empty house like a total creeper in one of those true-crime shows—yet again. So much for my never-see-the-chick-again plan. 


This was quickly becoming a disturbing habit. I tried to argue with myself that it was necessary. I needed to know more about our new neighbor before my twin sister, Dee, spotted her and decided they were gonna be besties. Dee was all I had left in this world, and I’d do anything to protect her. 


Glancing over at my house, I blew out an aggravated breath through my nose. Would it be such a terrible thing if I just, I don’t know, just burned the damn house down? I mean, I wouldn’t let those…those humans inside burn or anything. I wasn’t that terrible. But no house, no problem.  


Seemed simple to me.  


The last thing I needed was another problem—the last thing any of us needed.  


A light was on in one of the bedrooms upstairs despite the fact that it was late. It was her bedroom. Only a handful of minutes ago, I’d seen the outline of her pass in front of the windows. Sadly, she was completely clothed.  


That disappointment took creeper status to a whole new level.  


The girl was a problem, a big one, but I had all the working guy parts, which sometimes zeroed out the whole problem thing.  


Having someone move next door, someone who was our age, was just too risky. This girl had only been here two days, but it was just a matter of time before Dee saw her. She’d already asked me a couple of times if I’d seen the new neighbors, if I knew who they were. I’d shrugged and said probably just an old couple retiring to the country to ward off her initial enthusiasm, but I knew Dee’s excitable personality would be impossible to contain for long. 


Speaking of the hyper devil… 


“Daemon,” a voice whispered from the shadows of my front porch. “What in the world are you doing out here?” 


Debating on whether or not burning down a house next time they head to the store is a reasonable response to getting new neighbors?  


Yeah, I was gonna keep that one to myself.  


Sighing, I pivoted around and headed toward the porch. Gravel crunched under my boots. My sister was leaning against the railing, staring at the house next door, a curious expression pinching her face as a soft breeze tossed her long, dark hair around her.  


It took unbelievable effort to walk at a normal speed as I joined Dee. Normally, it wasn’t something I even attempted when I was home since I could move fast as light, but with the new neighbors, I needed to get back in the habit of appearing…well, human.  


“I was out patrolling.” I cocked a hip against the railing, my back to the house as if it didn’t exist. 


Dee raised a brow as she glanced up at me. Bright emerald eyes, the same color as mine, were filled with skepticism. “It didn’t look like that.” 


“Really?” I crossed my arms.  


“Yeah.” Her gaze flicked over my shoulder. “It looked like you were standing outside that house, watching it.” 


“Uh-huh.” 


Her brows knitted. “So, someone has moved in there?” 


Dee had been over at the Thompsons’ house the last couple of days, which was a freaking blessing even though the idea of her being there with another alien our age, Adam, overnight did not make me a happy camper. But it worked out. She had no idea who had moved in next door, and knowing her, a human girl of her age would be like discovering an abandoned puppy.  


When I didn’t answer, she sighed heavily. “Okay. Am I supposed to guess?” 


“Yeah, some people moved in next door.” 


Her eyes widened as she whipped back around and leaned out over the railing, eyeing the house as if she could see through it. While our abilities were pretty awesome, we didn’t have X-ray vision. “Oh my, they’re not Luxen. They’re humans.” 


Obviously she would’ve sensed if they were of our kind. “Yep. They’re human.” 


She shook her head slightly. “But why? Do they know about us?” 


I thought of the girl struggling to carry the boxes inside the other day. “I’m gonna go with a no.” 


“That’s so weird. Why would the DOD let them move in there?” she asked, and then immediately added, “Who cares? I hope they’re nice.” 


My eyes drifted shut. Of course Dee wouldn’t be worried about it, not even after what happened to Dawson. All she cared about was if they were nice. It didn’t even occur to her, not for one second, the kind of danger the close proximity of a human posed to us. Not my sister. She was all unicorns puking rainbows.  


“Did you see who they were?” she asked, excitement crowding her voice.  


“No,” I lied, opening my eyes.  


Her lips pursed as she drew back from the railing, clapping her hands, and turned to me. We were almost the same height, and I could see delight sparkling in her eyes. “I hope it’s a hot guy.” 


I clenched my jaw. 


She giggled. “Oh! Maybe it’s a girl, like, my age. That would be awesome.” 


Oh God. 


“It would make this summer so much better, especially since Ash is being a you-know-what,” she went on. 


“No. I don’t know what.” 


She rolled her eyes. “Don’t play innocent, you jerk. You know exactly why she’s as cuddly as a honey badger right now. She thought you two would be spending all summer together doing—” 


“Each other?” I suggested slyly.  


“Oh, gross! Seriously. I wasn’t going there.” She shuddered, and I barely hid my grin as I wondered if Ash had admitted that the doing-each-other part still happened although not in a while. Not often, but it did. “She was complaining about not going wherever you promised to take her this summer.” 


I had no idea what Dee was talking about. 


“Anyway, I really hope whoever is next door is cool.” Like a hamster on a wheel, Dee’s mind kept on cycling. “Maybe I’ll stop over—” 


“Don’t even finish that sentence, Dee. You don’t know who they are or what they’re like. Stay away from them.” 


She placed her hands on her hips as her eyes narrowed. “How will we know what kind of people they are by staying away from them?” 


“I’ll check them out.”


“I don’t particularly trust your judgment of humans, Daemon.” Her stare turned into a glare. 


“And I don’t trust yours. Just like I never trusted Dawson’s.” 


Dee took a step back as she drew in a deep, slow breath. The anger faded out of her expression. “Okay, I understand. I get why—” 


“Let’s not go there. Not tonight,” I said, sighing as I lifted my hand and scrunched my fingers through my hair, making the ends stick up. I needed a haircut. “It’s late and I need to make another round before I call it a night.” 


“Another round?” Her voice had dropped to a whisper. “Do you think…any of the Arum are nearby?” 


I shook my head, not wanting her to worry, but the truth was they were always nearby and they were our only natural predator—our enemies from the time when our true planet existed. Like us, they weren’t from this Earth. They were, in many ways, the exact opposite of us in appearance and abilities. But we didn’t kill like they did. Oh no. They derived their use of the Source from feeding off the Luxen they killed. They were like parasites on steroids.  


The Elders used to tell us that when the universe was formed, it was filled with the purest light, making those who lived in the shadows—the Arum—envious. They’d become jealous and determined to suffocate all the light. That was how the war started between our two planets.  


And our parents died in that war, when our home was destroyed.  


The Arum had followed us here, using atmospheric displays to travel to Earth without detection. Whenever there was a meteorite shower or a rash of falling stars, I was on edge. The Arum usually followed such occurrences.  


Fighting them wasn’t easy. We could either take them out with the Source directly or with obsidian—sharpened into a blade, it was deadly to the Arum, especially after they’d fed. It fractured light. Getting ahold of it wasn’t easy, either, but I tried to always keep one on me, usually attached to my ankle. So did Dee.  


Never knew when you’d need it. 


“I just want to be careful,” I said finally.  


“You’re always careful.” 


I smiled tightly.  


She hesitated and then sprang forward. Stretching up on the tips of her toes, she kissed my cheek. “You can be a demanding jerkface, but I love you. Just wanted you to know.” 


Chuckling, I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and briefly pulled her in for a hug. “You can be an annoying chatterbox, but I love you, too.” 


Dee slapped my arm as she stepped back, once again smiling. “Don’t be too late.” 


I nodded and then watched her dart into the house. Dee rarely did anything slowly. She’d always been the one with the endless energy. Dawson had been the laidback one. And I was—I laughed under my breath—the jerkface one.  


We’d been triplets.  


Now we were just twins. 


Several moments passed as I stared at the spot my sister had stood in. She was one of the only things left on this planet that I genuinely cared about. I turned my attention back to the house. I wasn’t even going to lie to myself about this. The moment Dee realized it was a girl next door, she was going to be all over her like barnacles on a hull—a crusty, seen-better-days hull. And no one could resist my sister. She was a damn fluffy ball of hyped-up sunshine. 


We lived among humans, but we didn’t get close to them for a metric ton of reasons. And I wasn’t going to let Dee make the same mistake that Dawson had. I’d failed Dawson, but that wasn’t going to happen to Dee. I would do anything to keep her alive and safe. Anything. 










Chapter 2


Pressing my forehead against the glass, I cursed under my breath, mainly because I was staring out the window—at that house. Waiting. I was waiting. There were better things to do than this. Like beating my head against cement. Or listening to Dee describe in painful detail every intricate and disturbingly personal attribute of each of those guys in that band she loved. 


I forced myself away from the window, yawning as I rubbed my palm along my jaw. Damn near three days later and a part of me still couldn’t believe people had moved into the house next door. Could be worse, I decided in that moment. Our new neighbor could be a dude. Then I’d have to lock Dee in her bedroom. 


Or at least it could have been a girl who looked like a dude. That would’ve been helpful, but oh no, she didn’t look like a guy at all. She was average, I reminded myself, but definitely not a dude. 


With a wave of my hand, I turned on the TV and flipped through the channels until I found a repeat of Ghost Investigators. I’d seen this episode before, but it was always fun watching the humans run out of the house because they thought they saw something glowing. I lounged on the couch with my legs on the coffee table and tried to forget about the girl with not-so-average tan legs and a killer ass.


I’d seen her a total of two times before today. 


Obviously the day she moved in, when I’d been a dumbass and helped her from afar. I wanted to punch myself in the gonads for that. Sure, she didn’t know that I’d lessened the weight of the boxes so she didn’t fall right over, but I shouldn’t have done it. I knew better.


I’d seen her yesterday. She’d dashed out toward a sedan and grabbed a stack of books out of the car. Her face had lit up with the biggest smile, as if the leaning tower of books were really a million bucks. 


It was all very—not cute. What the hell was I thinking? Not cute at all.


Man, it was hot in here. Leaning forward, I grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled it over my head. I tossed it to the side and idly rubbed my chest. I’d been walking around shirtless more than ever since she’d moved in.


Wait. I’d seen her three times if I counted seeing her through the window last night. 


Dammit, I needed to get out and do something. Preferably something that required working up one hell of a sweat. 


Before I knew it, I’d stalked across the room and ended up right in front of the window. Again. I didn’t want to examine why too closely. 


I brushed the curtain aside, scowling. Hadn’t even spoken to the girl and I felt like a stalker staring out the window, waiting once more…waiting for what? To catch a glimpse of her? Or to better prepare myself for the inevitable meeting?


If Dee saw me now, she’d be on the floor laughing. 


And if Ash saw me right now, she’d scratch out my eyes and blast my new neighbor into outer space. Ash and her brothers had arrived from Lux about the same time as we did, and a relationship just sort of…happened…more from proximity than I could honestly say real emotion. We hadn’t dated for months, but I knew she still expected that we’d end up together eventually. Not because she really wanted me, but it was expected of us…so of course she probably didn’t want me with anyone else. I still cared for her, though, and I couldn’t remember a time without her and her brothers around.


I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Turning slightly, I saw the screen door on the wide porch next door swing shut. Shit.


I shifted my gaze and caught her hurrying off the porch.


I wondered where she was going. Not much to do around here, and it wasn’t like she knew anyone. There hadn’t been any traffic next door, with the exception of her mom coming and going at odd hours.


The girl stopped in front of her car, smoothing her hands down her shorts. My lips curved up at the corners.


All of a sudden, she veered toward the left, and I straightened. I fisted my hand around the curtain, and my breath got stuck somewhere in my chest. No, she was not coming over here. She had no reason. Dee didn’t even realize there was a girl here yet. No reason…


Oh hell, she was coming here.


Letting go of the curtain, I backed away from the window and turned toward the front door. I closed my eyes, counting the seconds and reminding myself of the valuable lesson learned at Dawson’s expense. Humans were dangerous to us. Just being around them was a risk—getting too close to a human inevitably ended with one of us leaving a trace of the Source on them. And since Dee was obsessed with befriending anything that breathed, it would be especially dangerous for this girl. She lived right next door, and there’d be no way I could control how much time Dee spent with her.


And then there was the fact that I’d been, you know, watching her. That could possibly be a problem. I clenched my fists at my sides.


My sister wouldn’t have the same fate as Dawson. There was no way I could bear the loss of her, and it had been a human girl who had brought him down, led an Arum right to him. Time and time again it had happened with our kind. It wasn’t necessarily the human’s fault, but the end result was always the same. I refused to let anyone put Dee in danger, unknowingly or not. It didn’t matter. Throwing out my hand, I flung the coffee table across the room but caught myself and pulled back just before it crashed into the wall. Taking a deep breath, I settled it back down on four legs. 


A soft, almost tentative knock rapped against our front door. Shit.


I exhaled roughly. Ignore it. That was what I needed to do, but I was moving toward the door, opening it before I even knew it. A rush of warm air washed over my skin, carrying the faint scent of peach and vanilla. 


Man, did I love peaches, all sweet and sticky.


My gaze dropped. She was short—shorter than I’d realized. The top of her head only came up to my chest. Maybe that was why she was staring at it. Or maybe it was the fact I hadn’t had the inkling to put on my shirt. 


I knew she liked what she saw. Everyone did. Ash had once said it was the combination of dark, wavy hair and green eyes, the hard jaw and full lips. Sexy, she’d said. I was hot. Might sound arrogant, but it was the truth. 


Since she was blatantly checking me out, I figured I could do the same. Why not? She came knocking on my door.


The girl… She wasn’t cute. Her hair, not really blond or brown, was out of the messy bun, and it was long, hanging over her shoulders. She was short as hell, barely five and a half feet. Still, her legs seemed to stretch forever. Dragging my eyes away from her legs took effort. 


Eventually, my gaze landed on the front of her shirt. my blog is better than your vlog. What in the world did that mean? And why would she have that on her shirt… And the words blog and better were stretched taut. I swallowed. Not a good sign.


I lifted my gaze with even more effort.


Her face was round, nose pert, and skin smooth. I bet a million dollars her eyes were brown—big, old doe eyes.


Crazy as hell, but I could feel her eyes as her gaze made the slow perusal from where my jeans hung from my hips, back up to my face. She sucked in a sharp breath, which overshadowed my own inhale. 


Her eyes weren’t brown, but they were large and round, a pale shade of heather gray—intelligent and clear eyes. They were beautiful. Even I could admit that. 


And it pissed me off. All of this pissed me off. Why was I checking her out? Why was she even here? I frowned. “Can I help you?”


No answer. She stared at me with this look on her face, like she wanted me to kiss those full, pouty lips of hers. Heat stirred in the pit of my stomach.


“Hello?” I caught the edge in my voice—anger, lust, annoyance, more lust. Humans are weak, a risk…Dawson is dead because of a human—a human just like this one. I kept repeating that over and over again. I placed my hand on the doorframe, fingers digging into the wood as I leaned forward. “Are you capable of speaking?”


That got her attention, snapping her right out of the ogling. Her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink as she stepped back. Good. She was leaving. That’s what I wanted—for her to turn and rush away. Running a hand through my hair, I glanced over her shoulder and then back. Still there.


She really needed to get her cute ass off my porch before I did something stupid. Like smile at the way she was blushing. Sexy, even. And definitely not average. “Going once…”


The flush deepened. Hell. “I…I was wondering if you knew where the closest grocery store is. My name is Katy.”


Katy. Her name was Katy. Reminded me of Kitty. Kitty cat. Kitten. Look at me, putting all these words together. 


“I moved next door.” She gestured at her house. “Like, almost three days ago…”


“I know.” I’ve been watching you for almost three days, like a stalker.


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


“Plants?”


Her eyes narrowed just the slightest, and I forced my face to remain expressionless. She fidgeted some more with the hem of her shorts. “Yeah, see, there’s this flower bed in front—”


I arched a brow. “Okay.”


Now her eyes were thin slits, and irritation heightened the blush and rolled off her. Amusement stirred deep inside me. I knew I was being an ass at this point, but I was perversely enjoying the spunk slowly igniting behind her eyes, baiting me. And…the flush of anger was sort of hot in a weird, there’s-really-something-wrong-with-me kind of way. She reminded me of something…


She tried again. “Well, see, I need to go buy plants—”


“For the flower bed. I got that.” I leaned my hip against the doorframe, crossing my arms. This was actually almost fun.


She took a deep breath. “I’d like to find a store where I can buy groceries and plants.” Her tone was one that I used with Dee about a thousand times a day. Adorable.


“You are aware this town has only one stoplight, right?” And there it was. The spark in her eyes was a blazing fire now, and I was fighting a full-on grin. Damn, she wasn’t just cute anymore. She was much, much more, and my stomach sank. 


The girl stared at me, incredulous. “You know, all I wanted were directions. This is obviously a bad time.”


Thinking of Dawson, my lip curled into a sneer. Playtime was over. I had to nip this in the bud. For Dee’s sake. “Anytime is a bad time for you to come knocking on my door, kid.”


“Kid?” she repeated, eyes widening. “I’m not a kid. I’m seventeen.”


“Is that so?” Hell, as if I didn’t already notice she was all grown up. Nothing about her reminded me of a kid, but dammit, as Dee would say, I had piss-poor social skills. “You look like you’re twelve. No. Maybe thirteen, but my sister has this doll that kinda reminds me of you. All big-eyed and vacant.”


Her mouth dropped open, and I realized that I may have gone a little too far with that last statement. Well, it was for the better. If she hated me, she’d stay away from Dee. It worked with most of the girls. Ah, most of them.


Okay. That didn’t work with a lot of girls, but they didn’t live next door, so what the hell ever.


“Yeah, wow. Sorry to bother you. I won’t be knocking on your door again. Trust me.” She started to turn, but not quickly enough that I didn’t see the sudden glisten in those gray eyes.


Dammit. Now I felt like the biggest dick ever. And Dee would flip if she saw me acting like this. Stringing together a dozen or so curses in my mind, I called out to her. “Hey.”


She stopped on the bottom step, keeping her back to me. “What?”


“You get on Route 2 and turn onto U.S. 220 North, not South. Takes you into Petersburg.” I sighed, wishing I’d never answered the door. “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,” she muttered and added under her breath, “douchebag.”


Did she just call me a douchebag? What decade were we in? I laughed, genuinely amused by that. “Now that’s not very ladylike, Kittycat.”


She whipped around. “Don’t ever call me that.”


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


Her little hands balled into fists. I think she wanted to hit me. I think I might’ve liked it. And I think I seriously needed help.


“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.” She smiled sweetly. “You’re a dickhead.”


“A dickhead?” It would be too easy to like this girl. “How charming.”


She flipped me off.


I laughed again, lowering my head. “Very civilized, Kitten. I’m sure you have a wide array of interesting names and gestures for me, but not interested.”


And she looked like she did. Part of me was a bit disappointed when she spun around and stomped off. I waited until she yanked open her car door and because I really was an ass… 


“See you later, Kitten!” I called out, chuckling when she looked like she was about to race back to the door and kangaroo kick me. 


Slamming the door shut behind me, I leaned against it and laughed again, but the laugh ended in a groan. There’d been a moment where I’d seen what flickered behind the disbelief and anger in those soulful gray eyes. Hurt. Knowing that I’d hurt her feelings made the acid in my stomach churn. 


Which was stupid, because last night, I’d considered an arson-assisted relocation plan and hadn’t felt guilty then. But that was before I saw her up close and all kinds of personal. Before I actually spoke to her. Before I realized her eyes were intelligent and beautiful. 


Returning to the living room, I wasn’t at all surprised to find my sister standing in front of the TV, her slender arms crossed and green eyes burning. She looked just like that girl’s expression—like she wanted to kick me in the nuts. 


I gave her a wide berth as I headed to the couch and dropped down on it, feeling a dozen years older than the eighteen I was. “You’re blocking the screen.”


“Why?” she demanded. 


“It’s a damn good episode.” I knew that wasn’t what she was talking about. “The one guy thinks he’s possessed by a shadow person or some—”


“I don’t give a crap about a shadow person, Daemon!” She lifted her small foot and slammed it down with enough force to rattle the coffee table. Dee took stomping her feet to a whole new level. “Why did you act like that?”


Leaning back, I decided to play dumb. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Her eyes narrowed but not quickly enough that I missed how her pupils gleamed diamond white. “There was no reason for you to talk to her like that. None whatsoever. She came over here to ask for directions and you were a jerk.”


Katy’s too-bright gray eyes flashed in my mind. I shoved that image away. “I’m always a jerk.”


“Okay. That part is sort of true.” Her brow wrinkled. “But you’re not usually that bad.”


My stomach churned again. “How much of it did you hear?”


“Everything,” she said, stomping her foot again. The TV trembled. “I don’t have a doll that is vacant-eyed. I don’t have any dolls, you ass.”


My lips twitched despite everything, but the humor quickly faded because the memory of those damn gray eyes surfaced again. “It’s the way it has to be, Dee. You know that.”


“No, I don’t. I don’t know that and neither do you.”


“Dee—”


“But you know what I do know?” she interrupted. “She seemed like a normal girl who came over here to just ask a question. She seemed normal, Daemon, and you were horrible to her.”


I could really do without all the reminders of how shitty I’d been.


“There is no reason for you to act like that.”


No reason? Was she insane? Moving as fast as lightning, I came off the couch and was right in front of Dee, bypassing the coffee table in less than a second. “Do I need to remind you what happened to Dawson?”


My sister did not back down. Her chin tipped up stubbornly, and her eyes flashed white. “No. I remember everything about that quite clearly, thank you.”


“Then if that’s the case, we wouldn’t be having this stupid conversation. You’d understand why that human needs to stay away from us.”


“She’s just a girl,” Dee seethed, throwing up her arms. “That’s all, Daemon. She’s just—”


“A girl who lives next door. She’s not some chick from school. She lives right there.” I pointed out the window for extra effort. “And that is too damn close to us and too damn close to the colony. You know what will happen if you try to become friends with her.”


She took a step back, shaking her head. “You don’t even know her, and you can’t tell the future. And why do you even think we’d become friends?”


Both my brows flew up. “Really? You’re not going to try to be her best friend foreva the moment you walk out of this house?”


Her lips pressed together. 


“You haven’t even talked to her yet, but I know you’re probably already wondering if Amazon sells friendship bracelets.”


“Amazon sells everything,” she muttered. “So I’m sure they sell that.”


I rolled my eyes, done with this conversation—already done with the most annoying new neighbor, too. “You need to stay away from her,” I said, turning and walking back to the couch. 


My sister was still standing when I sat down. “I’m not Dawson. When will you realize that?”


“I already know that.” And because I really was an ass, I drove the point home. “You’re more of a risk than he was.”


Sucking in a shallow breath, she stiffened as she lowered her arms. “That…that was a low blow.”


It was. I ran my hand down my face as I lowered my chin. It really was. 


Dee sighed as she shook her head. “You’re such a dick sometimes.” 


I didn’t lift my head. “Don’t really think that’s breaking news.”


Turning away, she stalked into the kitchen and returned a few seconds later with her purse and car keys. She didn’t speak as she walked past me.


“Where are you going?” I asked.


“Grocery shopping.”


“Oh Jesus,” I muttered, wondering how many human laws I’d break if I locked my sister in a closet.


“We need food. You ate it all.” Then she was out the door. 


Tipping my head back against the couch, I groaned. Good to know everything I’d said had gone in one ear and danced right out the other. I didn’t even know why I bothered. There would be no stopping Dee. I closed my eyes. 


Immediately, I relived the conversation with my new neighbor, and yeah, I really had been an ass to her. 


But it was for the best. It was. She could hate me—she should hate me. Then hopefully she’d stay away from us. And that was that. It couldn’t be any other way, because that girl was trouble. Trouble wrapped up in a tiny package, complete with a freaking bow. 


And worse yet, she was just the kind of trouble I liked.










Chapter 3 


It literally took Dee only a handful of hours to take everything I’d said to her, throw it out the window, and run over it with her Volkswagen. She’d come back from the grocery store with bags of crap and a big smile on her face, and I’d known she’d found our neighbor. 


When I’d asked her about it, she buzzed past me like a damn hummingbird, refusing to answer any questions about what the hell she was doing, but a little after one, she disappeared out the front door. Being the good older brother—older by a handful of minutes—I’d gone over to the window to make sure everything was okay. But Dee hadn’t headed toward her car. Oh no, she had gone straight for the house next door. Not like I was entirely surprised. She had either been on the girl’s porch or already in her damn house. It was hard enough keeping an eye on her during the school year, but now this? 


Dee avoided me when she finally made her way back over to the house, which was fine by me. I didn’t trust myself not to start yelling at her, and even though I was admittedly a grade-A certified asshole, I didn’t like losing my cool on my sister.  


I’d left home in my SUV that evening, managing to not look at that damn house for one second. Halfway into town, I called up Andrew, Adam’s twin and the Thompson brother who matched me in temperament and personality. In other words, we were fucking balls of sunshine.  


He was going to meet me at Smoke Hole Diner, a restaurant not too far from Seneca Rocks—the nearby range of mountains that contained beta quartz, a crystal that had this amazing ability to block our presence to what most Luxen considered our only true enemy, the Arum. But even if the beta quartz blocked Luxen, once an Arum saw a human with a trace, they knew Luxen were nearby.  


I took my seat in the back, near the massive fireplace that was always cranking during the winter. The diner was pretty cool, with rock formations jutting up among the tables. I kind of dug the whole earthy vibe it gave off.  


Andrew was tall and blond and turned heads as he strolled in, walking down the middle of the booths.  


I’d had the same effect on the patrons earlier.  


Might’ve come across like I was rocking a healthy dose of arrogance—well, I was—but it was simply the truth. Blending of human and Luxen DNA and the choice we had in the matter typically meant we were very blessed in the appearance department. I mean, if you could choose to look like anyone, wouldn’t you choose the hottest looks you could? My green eyes were a family trait and my hair tended to curl a bit on the ends whether I wanted it to or not, but my six-foot-something awesome frame and movie-star good looks—well those just fit my stellar personality. 


Andrew slid into the seat across from me, his eyes a vibrant blue, just like Adam’s and Ash’s. He lifted his chin at me in greeting. “Fair warning. Ash knows I was leaving to meet you. Don’t be surprised if she shows.” 


Lovely.  


I kept my expression bland out of respect for her and her brother sitting across from me, but a meet-up with Ash was not something I needed right now. “Last I heard, she wasn’t very happy with me, so I’d be kind of surprised if she showed up.” 


He snickered. “You’d be surprised? Really? You’ve known Ash your entire life. The girl thrives on confrontation.” 


That much was true.  


“So do you,” Andrew added, smiling slightly when I lifted a brow. “I don’t know what’s going on between you two.” 


“And that’s not something I’m really going to talk about with you, Oprah.” Besides the fact that they were siblings, so come the hell on, it was also hard to put into words. I liked Ash. Hell, I genuinely cared about her, but I was bored with that whole thing, the expectation of our people that we’d of course end up together. I didn’t do predictable.  


Andrew ignored that. “But you know what’s expected of us.” His voice lowered as his gaze met mine. One of the waitresses here was a Luxen, but 99 percent of those around us were human. “There aren’t many of our kind around our age, and you know what Ethan wants—” 


“The last damn thing I care about is what Ethan wants.” My voice was deadly calm, but Andrew stiffened across from me. Nothing pissed me off faster than dealing with the Elder known as Ethan. “Or what any of them expect from me.” 


His lips curled up on one side. “Something’s done crawled up your ass today.” 


Yeah, and that something had a name that reminded me of a little furry, helpless animal. 


“So what’s your deal?” he persisted. “Right now you just got this look on your face that said you’re either really hungry or you want to kill something.” 


Shaking my head, I draped my arm along the back of the booth. The Thompsons obviously didn’t know about that girl moving in next door, and for some reason I figured it was better if it stayed that way for as long as possible. Not because I cared or anything, but because once they did realize there was a human living next door, I was going to have to deal with them bitching about it.  


And I was pissed off enough for all of us already.  


We ate and then I headed back home. Andrew’s sarcasm had a way of lightening my mood, but I was back to doom and gloom as I pulled up in my driveway again. 


It was the Thompsons’ night to take patrols, but I was too restless to just sit inside. Our families were the strongest of all the Luxen, hence why the colony was already planning Ash and my nuptials, so it was upon us to run most of the patrols and train the new recruits. 


I spent half the night out there, finding nothing to work off the building frustration. Building? Hell. That was laughable. More like constant state of anger that had been present ever since Dawson… Since he’d died. Very few things eased it. Certain things with Ash had, but the peace was always fleeting and it was never worth all the strings attached to it.  


I crashed somewhere around three in the morning and woke up way too damn late, near eleven, the pent-up energy still humming in my veins. Dragging myself out of bed, I brushed my teeth, then pulled on a pair of sweats and sneakers.  


Dee was already gone when I left the house and stepped out into the muggy summer weather. Her car was in the driveway, but that girl’s was gone. Hell. They were together. Of course. My anger hit near stroke levels. 


If I could actually have a stroke. 


I kicked off the porch steps and started jogging down the driveway. Once I reached the end, I crossed the street and then made my way around the trees. I kept myself running at a human pace so I could burn off as much energy as possible and forced my mind to empty. When I ran, I tried not to think about anything. No Arum. No DOD. No expectations. No Dee. No Dawson. 


No girl next door. 


Sweat ran down my bare chest and dampened my hair. I had no idea how much time had passed when I finally started to feel a burn in my muscles and I headed back home. By the time I came up the driveway, I could probably eat an entire cow. 


And the driveway wasn’t empty. Her car was back. 


I slowed down to a walk as I spied a pile of bags sitting behind the trunk of the car. Frowning, I reached up and shoved my hair off my forehead. “What in the hell?”


They were bags of mulch and soil—heavy-ass bags of mulch and soil.


Stopping, I glanced up at the house with a narrowed gaze. Ah, yes, plants for the flower bed that sort of looked like something straight out of a horror movie. Was Dee seriously with her? A chuckle rumbled out. Dee was going to help with the flower bed? Now that was freaking hilarious. She couldn’t tell the difference between crab grass and the real deal, nor was she a fan of dirt under her nails. 


I rounded the back of the sedan and then stopped. Lifting my gaze to the skies, I shook my head and laughed out loud at myself in genuine humor. God, I was pathetic. Thought myself all badass but couldn’t seem to walk past a heavy box or bag and not help a girl out. I wheeled back around and gathered up the bags, grunting at their weight. Moving incredibly fast, I deposited them in a neat stack by the pathetically overgrown flower bed and then headed inside to shower.  


It was then, as I stood under the steady spray of water, I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed in real amusement. 


 


Just as I walked out of the shower, my cell went off, ringing from where it sat on the nightstand. I walked over to it, brows rising when I saw it was Matthew.  


Matthew wasn’t very much older than all of us, but he’d become sort of a surrogate father, since our parents hadn’t made the trip here. Like us, he lived outside the colony, and he taught at PHS. I knew without a doubt he would do anything for the Thompsons and us. He wasn’t a phone guy, though.  


“What up?” I answered, snagging a pair of jeans that I thought might be clean from a pile on the floor.  


There was a pause. “Vaughn was just here. Without Lane.” 


“Okay.” I whipped off the towel and tossed it into the bathroom. “You want to add more to that?” 


“I was getting ready to,” Matthew said as I dragged on the jeans. “Vaughn said they were tracking unauthorized Luxen movement near here. You know what that means.” 


“Shit,” I muttered, snapping the button closed on the jeans. “We have incoming Arum.” 


After all this time, the DOD couldn’t tell the Luxen and Arum apart, and our two kinds really looked nothing alike. Dumbasses. It was probably because they’ve never actually captured one of the bastards, since we always managed to take care of them before the DOD had a chance to start rounding them up, like they did with us. It was imperative that the government didn’t realize there was a difference, because even though the DOD had crawled up our asses, they didn’t know what we were fully capable of. It needed to stay that way, but it wouldn’t if they realized Arum were an altogether different species.  


“Do they know how many?” I asked.  


“Sounds like a whole set, but when there is one group of them, you know there’s always more.” 


Well wasn’t that wonderful fucking news. My stomach rumbled, reminding me how absolutely starving I was. Outside my bedroom, I took the stairs two at a time and started for the kitchen. Changing my mind at the last minute, I walked outside onto the porch.  


And I saw them.  


Both girls were hard at work in front of the flower bed, and I had to admit, from where I stood, the thing already looked better. A lot of the weeds and dead plants had been removed, filling the black trash bag by the steps.  


Dee looked absolutely ridiculous, delicately tugging the leaves on a new planting as if to turn the plant already stuck in the dirt, and I had no idea what she was attempting to do. Probably trying not to get dirt under her nails. My gaze drifted toward the other girl. She was on her knees, one hand planted in the fresh soil, her back slightly arched with her ass right up in the air. My lips parted, and yeah, my mind immediately went there, picturing her roughly in the same position with less clothing.  


Which pissed me off, because that was the last place it needed to go. I didn’t even find her that attractive for shit’s sake. No way. Not at all.  


She settled back on her haunches as Dee said something to her, and then she slowly turned her head in my direction.  


“Hey,” Matthew’s voice snapped in my ear. 


I dragged away my gaze, frowning as I rubbed my hand over my chest. Shit. No shirt. “What?” 


“Are you even paying attention to what I’m saying?” Matthew demanded.  


“Yeah.” I paused, distracted. I watched the girl turn back to the flower bed, where she started digging furiously with a shovel. “Dee has a new friend. She’s human.” 


There was a sigh on the other end of the phone. “We’re kind of surrounded by humans, Daemon.” 


No shit. “Yeah, but this one moved in next door.” 


“What?” 


“I have no idea why they allowed it.” I paused as I glanced over at them. My sister handed her some kind of plant that actually looked like a healthy weed. “But Dee’s crawled right up her ass and you know how Dee is. Ever since…Dawson and Bethany, she’s been desperate for…” Desperate for everything Dawson had been and I wasn’t.  


That’s the damn truth right there. 


“School is one thing,” Matthew said, glossing over what I hadn’t said but definitely hung between us. “But that close—your home and the colony? What in the world was the DOD thinking?” 


“I don’t think they were thinking.” But that didn’t seem right. They never did anything without having a reason.  


“You need to be careful.”  


“I’m always careful.” 


“I’m being serious.” Exasperation filled his voice. 


“I’ll take care of it,” I promised. “Don’t say anything to the Thompsons yet about her, okay? I don’t need to deal with however they’re going to react on top of all of this.” 


Matthew agreed and then ranted on for about thirty minutes, alternating between my new neighbor and the Arum. I was catching bits and pieces of his conversation as I watched the girls from where I stood on the porch. I didn’t need Matthew telling me how serious nearby Arum were and the precautions we needed to take, and I think he knew that, too. But that was Matthew, the prophet of doom.  


But with confirmation of the Arum moving in, this crap between Dee and that girl needed to end before something happened and drew one of those bastards right to us, like it had with Dawson.  


When I got off the phone, I went inside and grabbed a shirt, and then went back outside despite my empty, grumbling stomach. I was hungry and annoyed. Never a good combination.  


Dee rose as I crossed the driveway, brushing the grass off her hands, but the girl stayed on the ground, smacking the soil. I dropped my arm over Dee’s shoulders, holding her still when she tried to squirm free. “Hey, sis.” 


She grinned up at me with hope in her gaze. God only knew what she thought about me making an appearance, but I was really going to let her down. “Thanks for moving the bags for us,” she said.


“Wasn’t me.”


Dee rolled her eyes. “Whatever, butthead.”


“That’s not nice.” I tugged her close, smiling down at her when she wrinkled her nose. I felt eyes on us and when I glanced up, I saw that the girl was watching us. The sun had pinked the heights of her cheeks—or something else had. Her hair was pulled up but sweat had dampened the loose tendrils around the nape of her neck. The smile slipped from my face. She was going to be such a problem. “What are you doing?”


“I’m fixing—”


“I wasn’t asking you,” I said, interrupting her as I directed my attention to Dee. “What are you doing?”


The girl shrugged and picked up a potted plant, totally unfazed by me, and my eyes narrowed on her. She acted as if I wasn’t even standing there. Unacceptable. 


Dee punched me in the stomach. Knowing she could hit a hell of a lot harder than that, I let her go. “Look at what we’ve done,” she said. “I think I have a hidden talent.”


I looked over at the flower bed. Yeah, they had done some major work on it. Then again, how hard could it really be, pulling up weeds and planting new shit? I arched a brow when the girl looked at me. 


“What?” she demanded. 


I shrugged and honestly, I couldn’t care less about it. “It’s nice. I guess.”


“Nice?” Dee all but shrieked. “It’s better than nice. We rocked this project. Well, Katy rocked it. I kind of just handed her stuff.”


Ignoring my sister, I turned my full attention on the girl. “Is this what you do with your spare time?” 


“What—are you deciding to talk to me now?” She smiled, and my jaw tightened as she grabbed a handful of mulch. “Yeah, it’s kind of a hobby. What’s yours? Kicking puppies?”


At first, I wasn’t sure why she had said that to me, because no one talked back to me. No one was that insane. I tilted my head to the side. “I’m not sure I should say in front of my sister.”


“Ew,” muttered Dee. 


The girl’s face flushed even more, and I felt my lips kick up at the corner. What was she thinking? “It’s not nearly as lame as this,” I added, gesturing at the flower bed. 


She stilled. Pieces of red cedar drifted to the ground. “Why is this lame?”


I raised both brows. 


The girl wisely retreated, but her jaw jutted out as she returned to spreading the mulch, and my eyes narrowed even farther. I could tell she was forcing herself to keep quiet, and that made me feel like a shark that scented blood in the water. 


Dee sensed it, because she pushed me. “Don’t be a jerk. Please?”


“I’m not being a jerk.” I stared at the girl. 


Her brows flew up, and there it was. The attitude. I didn’t like it…but I did, and realizing that amped me up. “What’s that? You have something to say, Kitten?”


“Other than I’d like for you to never call me Kitten? No.” Running her hands over the mulch calmly, she then stood and grinned at Dee. “I think we did good.”


This girl was legit ignoring me. 


“Yes.” Dee pushed me again, but this time in the direction of our house. “We did good, lameness and all. And you know what? I kind of like being lame.”


As I stared at the fresh plants, I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that she was standing there, pretending like I wasn’t even here. This chick was not even one bit intimidated by me. That floored me. I couldn’t be reading her right. Yeah, most human girls didn’t run from me. They wanted to run to me, but one look would send them scurrying away. This girl was basically like, whatever.  


“And I think we need to spread our lameness to the flower bed in front of our house,” Dee continued, practically humming with excitement. “We can go to the store, get stuff, and you can—”


“She’s not welcome in our house.” Annoyed, I knew where this was heading. “Seriously.” 


Dee’s hands balled into fists. “I was thinking we could work on the flower bed, which is outside—not inside—the last time I checked.”


“I don’t care,” I snapped. “I don’t want her over there.”


“Daemon, don’t do this.” Her voice dropped, and then I saw her eyes turn too bright. “Please. I like her.”


Hating the look in her eyes, I exhaled softly. “Dee…”


“Please?” she asked again.


I cursed under my breath as I folded my arms. I couldn’t give in to this. There was too much at stake, like her life. “Dee, you have friends.”


“It’s not the same, and you know it.” She folded her arms. “It’s different.”


Glancing over at Katy, I smirked. She looked like she wanted to throw something at me. “They’re your friends, Dee. They’re like you. You don’t need to be friends with someone…someone like her.” 


“What do you mean, someone like me?” Katy demanded.  


“He didn’t mean anything by it,” Dee rushed to add.


“Bullshit,” I said. I’d totally meant it. The girl just didn’t get what it really meant. 


Katy looked like she was about to throw down, and if I hadn’t been so damn annoyed, it might’ve been cute. “What the hell is your problem?”


Shock flickered through me as I fully faced her. This girl… Wow. She was kind of prettier than average when her eyes lit with sparks of anger, but I was determined not to care. “You.” 


“I’m your problem?” She took a step forward, and oh yeah, she wanted to throw down like a mofo. “I don’t even know you. And you don’t know me.”


“You are all the same.” And damn, that was the truth. “I don’t need to get to know you. Or want to.”


Confusion flickered across her face as she threw up her hands. “That works perfectly for me, buddy, because I don’t want to get to know you, either.”


“Daemon.” Dee grabbed my arm. “Knock it off.”


I didn’t take my eyes off Katy. “I don’t like that you’re friends with my sister.” 


“And I don’t give two shits what you like,” she spat back.  


Holy shit. I was not one bit mistaken when I realized she wasn’t at all intimidated, and my first, the very immediate response, was that I liked that.  


And I could not have that.  


I moved, faster than I probably should’ve, but I was there, right in front of her, my gaze locked in on hers.  


“How…how did you move…?” She took a step back, her eyes widening as she shuddered.  


There it was. Fear. And maybe it made me a complete jackass, but I wanted her afraid, because in my world, fear equaled common sense. “Listen closely,” I said, backing her up until she was against a tree, caging her in. She didn’t look away from me. “I’m only going to tell you this once. If anything happens to my sister, so help me—” My gaze dropped, and I saw her lips part. Damn, I hadn’t noticed how full her lips were until this moment. When I raised my eyes, she had that look again, one that said her mind recognized the danger she was in, but her body was totally not on the same page.  


She was attracted to me, even right now, when I’d backed her clear across the yard, and yet she was still attracted to me. And that kicked off something in me that I didn’t want to look too closely at.  


My lips curled up and I lowered my voice. “You’re kind of dirty, Kitten.” 


She blinked slowly, as if in a daze. “What did you say?”


“Dirty.” I let that word hang between us and then added, “You’re covered in dirt. What did you think I meant?”


“Nothing.” The flush in her cheeks said otherwise. “I’m gardening. You get dirty when you do that.”


I resisted a laugh at her poor attempt to explain herself, but she still wasn’t cowering in fear, and that was really kind of hot. “There are a lot more fun ways to get…dirty.” I caught myself. Where in the hell did that come from? Yeah, I needed to correct that. “Not that I’d ever show you.”


That…interesting flush spread down her throat. “I’d rather roll around in manure than anything you might sleep in.”


So fucking doubtful. 


Part of me wanted to call her on that right here. Lower my head to hers and taste that smart little mouth. I was willing to bet an arm she wouldn’t push me away, but the momentary satisfaction wasn’t worth it. With one last look, I pivoted around, and as I passed Dee, I yelled out, “You need to call Matthew. Like, now, and not five minutes from now.”


That was a lie, but like most lies, it would get the job done. 










Chapter 4 


My house became a war zone over the next couple of days.  


Dee and I argued nonstop about the girl next door, and the words were just wasted time on my end, because she ultimately did what she wanted, no matter how brutally honest I got about the kind of risks befriending her posed.  


The only reason I didn’t lose my last nerve was the fact that Dee would be leaving Monday, spending a week with the colony, something the damn Elders required at least once a year so that we did not forget what we were or where we came from or some kind of bullshit like that. Maybe the week away would wake her up.  


Doubtful.  


Then on Friday, some of my favorite damn shirts—one of them a Ghost Investigators—had turned up missing. I had a strong suspicion the pile of ashes in the kitchen sink I’d discovered later that day had been what was left of my shirts.  


Damn Dee.  


Fed up with the situation, I’d gone over to the Thompsons’, and Ash had been more than willing to help work off some of the frustration. But it hadn’t worked, and when I’d come home in the early hours of Saturday morning, I found myself sitting out on the hood of my SUV, staring at nothing really, with only the stars and the rustling of nearby critters for company.  


The idea of even hooking up with Ash had been empty and boring, and nothing happened. Not even a touch. Things like that with Ash had been a take-it-or-leave-it kind of deal for a while, but empty? 


Dropping my head, I rubbed at the back of my neck. I could do another patrol, but Matthew was out there and so was Adam. No Arum had been sighted. Yet. 


At least my head was quiet at the moment. Except when my head was quiet, I started thinking about what the hell all of us were going to do. When summer ended, we were entering our senior year and all of us—Dee, the Thompsons—would be graduating next spring. What in the hell were we going to do then? 


Dee didn’t talk about it a lot, not to me at least, but I had a feeling she wanted to leave. Go to college far away from here, and I could sympathize with that. I wanted to get the hell out of here myself, but unlike the teenagers who shared classes with us, it wasn’t an easy decision. We’d have to get permission from the DOD. They’d have to approve the relocation, and even if they did, we’d need to find someplace safe, near beta quartz, and it wasn’t like there was a wide selection of that available.  


And the colony—Ethan—didn’t want us to leave at all. He wasn’t even happy with us living outside the damn place. He’d be a problem. All the Elders were focused on was the younger generation hooking up and producing more Luxen babies, born and raised on Earth, and yeah, that wasn’t in my game plan.  


“Hell,” I muttered, dropping my hand and lifting my head.  


In the quiet moments, I also thought about Dawson, and those thoughts always cycled back to how he could have felt so strongly for a human, had fallen in love with one, knowing what it risked. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. So many countless, sleepless nights I’d tried to figure it out. In the end, Dawson had given two shits about the danger he posed to his family, but if he truly loved the girl—Bethany—wouldn’t he have stayed away from her? The Luxen Elders or the government did not tolerate mixing of our two kinds, and then there was the Arum aspect.  


Had love made him that damn selfish? Didn’t he realize I’d be lost if anything happened to him? 


The stars I stared at held no answers, and as I slowly lowered my gaze, I found myself staring at the bedroom window of the house next door, my new problem. There was a part of me that had accepted there was nothing I was going to be able to do to stop Dee and her from getting closer, but I couldn’t just let it go. 


I had done exactly that when Dawson had asked me to. 


Yeah, these were two different scenarios, but the likelihood of ending the same was high, so I couldn’t just walk away from this. I would be keeping an eye on that girl, a very close one. 


 


Monday morning, I woke up before Dee and made her breakfast of W.E.B.—waffles, eggs, and bacon. Even though she was pissed at me, I didn’t like the idea of her leaving for a week on those kinds of terms.  


And no one, not even my sister, could resist my breakfast skills.  


It worked.  


At first, I think she was suspicious of my intent, eyeing me warily, but when I didn’t mention the girl next door, she was all smiles and hugs from that point on. I followed her outside, carrying her luggage even though she could carry the thing with a pinkie. I popped it in the back of her Volkswagen. The colony could be accessed from the woods, but she would drive the handful of miles and enter through one of the nearly invisible roads leading in. The local humans thought the little village was just full of nature nuts who preferred to live off the grid.  


Humans saw what they wanted to see, never what was really right in front of them. 


“You sure you don’t want me to come with you?” I asked. 


Smiling, she shook her head as she walked around the car. “That’s the fifth time you’ve asked.” 


“The third.” 


“Whatever.” She laughed. “You know if one of the Elders or Ethan saw you, you won’t be getting out of there in the foreseeable future. I’ll be okay.” 


I didn’t like the idea of it, but I nodded. “Text me when you get there.” 


“They’d better not try to take my cell phone like they did last time. I’ll cut them.” Dee turned to me and smiled before climbing in behind the wheel. “Can you do me a favor while I’m gone?” 


“Hmm?” 


Her expression turned serious. “Try to talk to Katy if you see her.” 


I arched a brow. 


“Actually, how about you make a point to see her, without being a jerk to her so you don’t ruin my chances of having one normal friend who is not obligated to like me because we’re both freaking aliens. I really like her and it would be great if my friend didn’t hate my brother,” she continued, and I wasn’t sure how to feel over the fact that the girl hated me.  


Granted, that was the whole point of my being such a dick to her. 


“Can you do that for me?” She opened the driver’s door. “Make nice with her. Please?”


Her gaze was so earnest that I found myself nodding. 


“Really?” she persisted. 


I sighed and looked away as I agreed. “Yeah. Sure.”


A smile broke out across her face, the kind of smile that had every guy at school tripping all over themselves, and here I was, her brother, most likely lying to her. 


But lies…they worked. 


I watched her leave and then headed in, going upstairs to take a shower. Afterward, I changed into a pair of jeans and a shirt that hadn’t been burned and then puttered around the house, actually picking up after myself. That was a miracle right there. 


Make nice with her. 


I shook my head as I walked over to my trusty stalker window and pulled back the curtain, wondering if— “What in the hell?”


Squinting, I watched the girl next door jump up and down, trying to reach the roof of her car with a sponge with absolutely no success. A slow smile pulled at my lips. 


She looked absolutely ridiculous as the minutes ticked by. 


Before I even knew what I was doing, I pivoted around and went out the back door, slipping quietly between the houses. I reached the front of the house just in time to see her bend over to pick up the sponge she’d dropped. 


I stopped mid-walk, totally admiring the view offered to me. Alien…human… We’re all universally predictable it seems. 


She straightened as I wandered closer. I thought I heard her curse as she plucked at the sponge before tossing it in the bucket.  


“You look as if you could use some help,” I said, shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans.  


Jumping, she whipped around with wide, startled gray eyes. There was no mistaking the look of surprise as she eyed me, and it was clear as we stood there staring at each other, she had no idea why I was out there.  


Neither did I.  


Make nice with her.  


I swallowed a sigh as I gestured at the bucket with a lift of my elbow. “You looked as though you wanted to throw that again. I figured I’d do my good deed for the day and intervene before any innocent sponges lose their lives.”  


Lifting her arm, she used it to wipe strands of damp hair out of her face as she watched me. Tension radiated from her. Since she didn’t say anything, I walked over to the bucket and snatched the sponge, squeezing out the water. “You look like you got more of a bath than the car. I never thought washing a car would be so hard, but after watching you for the last fifteen minutes, I’m convinced it should be an Olympic sport.”


“You were watching me?” 


Probably shouldn’t have admitted that. Oh well. I shrugged. “You could always take the car to the car wash. It would be a lot easier.”


“Car washes are a waste of money.”


“True.” I walked around the front of her car and knelt, hitting a spot she’d missed. While I was there, I checked out her tires. Jesus. They were in terrible condition. “You need new tires. These are about bald, and winter’s crazy around here.”


Silence greeted me.


I peered up through my lashes as I rose. She was watching me like I was some kind of hallucination, arms loose at her sides, and damn, the entire front of her shirt was soaked, showing off a very interesting outline I shouldn’t even be paying attention to. Turning away, I took care of the roof. When I was done, she was still standing there, absolutely immobile, and that made me grin. “Anyway, I’m glad you were out here.” I grabbed the hose and sprayed down the car. “I think I’m supposed to apologize.”


“You think you’re supposed to?” Ahh, she speaks.


I slowly turned around, almost hitting her with the spray of water as I attacked the other side of the car. The slight narrowing of her eyes brought forth a great wealth of satisfaction. “Yeah, according to Dee, I needed to get my ass over here and make nice. Something about me killing her chances of having a ‘normal’ friend.”


“A normal friend? What kind of friends does she have?”


“Not normal.” 


“Well, apologizing and not meaning it kind of defeats the purpose of apologizing.”


I chuckled. “True.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her shift her weight from one foot to the other. “Are you serious?”


“Yeah.” I worked my way around the car, chasing off the suds as a genius idea struck me. There was no getting rid of this girl, and the likelihood of Dee growing bored with her wasn’t going to help. I’d decided Saturday morning I needed to keep a close eye on her and I needed an excuse. There was no way this girl was going to believe I wanted to be around her when I really didn’t want to be, but if Dee was going to be her new BFF, I needed to know everything about her, and not just if she could be trusted if something weird went down. “Actually, I don’t have a choice. I have to make nice.”


She gave a little shake of her head. “You don’t seem like a person who does anything he doesn’t want to do.”


“Normally I’m not.” I hit the back of the car with the water as I picked out the first thing I could come up with. “But my sister took my car keys and until I play nice, I don’t get them back. It’s too damn annoying to get replacements.”


I started to grin, because the whole thing was ridiculous. It wasn’t like I needed keys to get anywhere. Not like this girl knew that. I made a mental note to text Dee as soon as possible. 


She laughed. “She took your keys?”


The small grin slipped off my face as I returned to the side she was standing on. “It’s not funny.”


“You’re right.” She laughed again, and it was a nice laugh—throaty. Kind of sexy. “It’s freaking hilarious.”


I scowled at her. Of course, my keys were on the kitchen counter, but still, she could be more sympathetic to my plight.


Her arms folded across her chest. “I’m sorry, though. I’m not accepting your not-so-sincere apology.”


My brows rose. “Not even when I’m cleaning your car?”


“Nope.” Her smile grew, and that plain face suddenly wasn’t really plain. “You may never see those keys again.”


“Well, damn, there went my plan.” A reluctant smile broke free. Her attitude was…interesting. Entertaining. “I figured that if I really don’t feel bad, then at least I could make up for it.”


She tilted her head to the side. “Are you normally this warm and sparkly?” 


I walked past her to where the outdoor spigot was. I turned off the water. “Always. Do you usually stare at guys when you stop over, asking for directions?”


“Do you always answer the door half naked?”


“Always. And you didn’t answer my question. Do you always stare?”


She blushed a deep pink. “I was not staring.”


“Really?” I grinned as I turned around. “Anyway, you woke me up. I’m not a morning person.”


“It wasn’t that early.”


“I sleep in. It is summer, you know. Don’t you sleep in?”


A piece of hair had snuck free of her bun again and she pushed it out of her face. “No. I always get up early.”


Go figure. “You sound just like my sister. No wonder she loves you so much already.”


“Dee has taste…unlike some,” she said, and there it was again, the attitude. “And she’s great. I really like her, so if you’re over here to play big, bad brother, just forget it.”


God, she was a little firecracker. 


“That’s not why I’m here.” I gathered up the bucket and various sprays and cleaners, and when I glanced over at her, I thought she might be staring at my mouth. Interesting. 


“Then why are you here, other than delivering a crappy apology?” she asked. 


Placing the supplies on the porch steps, I lifted my arms and stretched as my gaze flickered over to her and stayed. “Maybe I’m just curious why she is so enamored. Dee doesn’t take well to strangers. None of us do.”


“I had a dog once that didn’t take well to strangers,” Katy quipped.


For a moment, I didn’t move, and then I laughed—a real laugh—and it sounded strange to my own ears. Shit. She was quick.  


Her gaze dipped, and then she cleared her throat. “Well, thanks for the car thing.” 


And she was clearly dismissing me.  


I crossed the distance between us—and I hadn’t even moved that fast—but based on her soft inhale, I’d caught her off guard. I was right in front of her, and she smelled like peaches again.  


“How do you move so fast?” she asked. 


Ignoring that loaded question, I let my gaze roam over her face. What was it about her that had my sister bouncing all over the place? Her tongue was sharp as a knife and she came across as intelligent, but there were literally billions of humans like her. I didn’t get it. “My little sis does seem to like you.” 


She opened her mouth and then snapped it shut. A moment passed. “Little? You’re twins.”


“I was born a whole four minutes and thirty seconds before she was.” I lifted my gaze to hers. “Technically she is my little sister.”


“She’s the baby in the family?” Her voice sounded different as she lowered her gaze. 


“Yep, therefore I’m the one starved for attention.”


“I guess that explains your poor attitude, then,” she shot back.


“Maybe, but most people find me charming.” Sometimes. 


Her gaze flicked to mine and then stayed. Something shifted in those gray depths. “I have…a hard time believing that.” 


“You shouldn’t, Katy.” Her name sounded strange on my tongue and in my thoughts. That damn little piece of hair had fallen free again, brushing her cheek. I caught it between my fingers. “What kind of color is this? It’s not brown or blond.” 


She tugged her hair free of my grasp. “It’s called light brown.”


“Hmm,” I murmured, lowering my gaze. “You and I have plans to make.”


“What?” She stepped around me, putting some space between us. “We don’t have any plans to make.” 


I sat down on the steps, stretched out my legs, and leaned back on my elbows. Plans. Plans. I needed plans. My mouth was moving faster than my brain.


“Comfortable?” she snapped.  


“Very.” I squinted up at her. The front of her T-shirt had dried—the greatest idea known to man and Luxen formed in my thoughts. “About these plans…”


She remained standing. “What are you talking about?”


“You remember the whole ‘getting my ass over here and playing nice’ thing, right? That also involves my car keys?” I crossed my ankles as I glanced at the tree line. Man, I was such a liar. “Those plans involve me getting my car keys back.”


“You need to give me a little more of an explanation than that.”


“Of course.” I sighed. “Dee hid my keys. She’s good at hiding stuff, too. I’ve already torn the house apart, and I can’t find them.”


“So, make her tell you where they are.” 


“Oh, I would, if she was here. But she’s left town and won’t be back until Sunday.”


“What?” She paused. “I didn’t know that.”


“It was a last-minute thing.” Uncrossing my ankles, I started tapping my foot. “And the only way she’ll tell me where the keys are hidden is by me earning bonus points. See, my sister has this thing about bonus points, ever since elementary school.” 


The bonus points thing was true. 


“Okay…?”


“I have to earn bonus points to get my keys back. The only way I can earn those points is by doing something nice for you.”


She let out a loud laugh, and I looked at her, my eyes narrowing. “I’m sorry, but this is kind of funny.”


Her lack of sympathy for my nonexistent problem was amusing. “Yeah, it’s real funny.”


Her laughter was slow to fade. “What do you have to do?”


“I’m supposed to take you swimming tomorrow. If I do that, then she’ll tell me where my keys are hidden—and I have to be nice.” Totally sounded like something Dee would say. I was rather proud of myself. 


Katy stared at me for a moment, and then her mouth dropped open. “So the only way you get your keys back is by taking me swimming and by being nice to me?”


“Wow. You’re a quick one.”


Her laugh this time was actually quite evil sounding. “Yeah, well, you can kiss your keys good-bye.”


I cranked my head back and waited for her to say she was just kidding. “Why?”


“Because I’m not going anywhere with you.” Smugness rang in her voice. 


“We don’t have a choice.”


“No. You don’t have a choice, but I do.” She looked over her shoulder at the front door. “I’m not the one with missing keys.”


Huh. Perhaps I was a bit too much of a dick the first two times I talked to her. Good thing she didn’t know I briefly considered burning her house down. “You don’t want to hang out with me?”


“Uh, no.”


“Why not?”


She rolled her eyes. “For starters, you’re a jerk.”


I nodded. “I can be.” Not going to disagree with that. 


“And I’m not spending time with a guy who’s being forced to do it by his sister. I’m not desperate.”


“You’re not?”


Anger flashed across her face, and again, it transformed her features. “Get off my porch.”


Completely committed to my plan, I pretended to consider it. “No.”


“What? What do you mean, no?”


“I’m not leaving until you agree to go swimming with me.”


She was so going to blow a fuse. “Fine. You can sit there, because I’d rather eat glass than spend time with you.”


I was genuinely amused by that statement. “That sounds drastic.”


“Not nearly.” She started up the steps. 


I twisted at the waist and caught her ankle. Damn, her skin was incredibly soft. Fragile. I kept my grip loose. Her gaze lowered to mine, and I forced a smile that had gotten me excused from many school assignments. “I’ll sit here all day and night. I’ll camp out on your porch. And I won’t leave. We have all week, Kitten. Either get it over with tomorrow and be done with me, or I’ll be right here until you do agree. You won’t be able to leave the house.” 


She gaped. “You can’t be serious.”


“Oh, I am.”


“Just tell her we went and that I had a great time. Lie.”


When she tried to pull her leg free, I held on. “She’ll know if I’m lying. We’re twins. We know these things.” I paused, thoroughly enjoying myself. “Or are you too shy to go swimming with me? Does the idea of getting almost naked around me make you uncomfortable?”


“I’m from Florida, idiot.” Grabbing ahold of the railing, she pulled her leg and got nowhere.  “I’ve spent half my life in a bathing suit.”


“What’s the big deal?” Warmth built under my hand, surrounding her ankle. 


“I don’t like you.” She drew in a deep breath, causing her chest to rise. “Let go of my ankle.”


“I’m not leaving, Kitten.” Holding her glare, I lifted my fingers, one by one. Screw the whole keeping an eye on her thing. Now this was pure principal. A challenge. “You’re going to do this.”


Her lips curled back, and I waited, barely able to contain a grin, because I knew she was seconds from laying into me. Maybe even kicking me. But the door opened, stopping her. 


I glanced up and saw her mom. There were…bunnies on her pajamas.  


“You live next door?” her mom asked. 


Seeing my end, I twisted around and smiled broadly. “My name is Daemon Black.” 


“Kellie Swartz. Nice to meet you.” She glanced at her daughter. “You two can come inside if you want. You don’t have to sit outside in the heat.” 


“That’s really nice of you.” I stood, knocking my elbow into her. “Maybe we should go inside and finish talking about our plans.”


“No,” she replied immediately. “That won’t be necessary.”


“What plans?” her mom asked. “I support plans.”


I liked her mom. 


“I’m trying to get your lovely daughter to go swimming with me tomorrow, but I think she’s worried you wouldn’t like the idea.” I gave her a little love tap on the arm, biting down on my lip when she moved half a foot. “And I think she’s shy.”


“What? I have no problem with her going swimming with you. I think it’s a great idea. I’ve been telling her she needs to get out. Hanging out with your sister is great, but—”


“Mom,” Katy gasped. “That’s not really—”


“I was just telling Katy here the same thing.” Unable to stop myself, I draped my arm over her shoulders. She stiffened. “My sister is out of town for the next week, so I thought I’d hang with Katy.”


Ms. Swartz smiled and her eyes got all big. “That is so sweet of you.”


Katy wrapped her arm around my waist and surprise flicked through me. Then I felt it. Her tiny fingers digging into my side. “Yeah, that’s sweet of you, Daemon.”


Her little nails were freaking sharp. “You know what they say about boys next door…”


“Well, I know Katy doesn’t have plans tomorrow,” her mom said. “She’s free to go swimming.”


She dropped her hand and squirmed her way out from under my arm. “Mom…” 


“It’s okay, honey.” Her mom turned, winking at me. “It was nice to finally meet you.” 


“You, too.” I braced myself.  


Her mom closed the door, and in a nanosecond, she whirled around and shoved her hands into my chest. I didn’t budge. “You jerk.” 


Knowing when to retreat helped win the war. I backed down the steps. “I’ll see you at noon, Kitten.”


“I hate you,” she spat. 


“The feeling’s mutual.” Pausing, I looked over my shoulder. “Twenty bucks says you wear a one-piece swimsuit.” 


Katy let out an outraged shriek.  


I sort of hoped I would be out twenty bucks tomorrow. 










Chapter 5 


U want company today? 


Glancing down at my cell as I tugged a pair of jeans on over the swim trunks, I was at once grateful that Ash knew better than to just show up at our house announced. If she found me heading off to the lake with Katy, she’d go off like a nuclear rocket. 


And it wouldn’t be because Katy was human, but because I’d never taken Ash to the lake when we’d dated. The lake had been a sanctuary for just Dee, Dawson, and me since we moved here. Part of me couldn’t even believe that was the plan I’d come up with to spend the day with Katy. Thinking with the wrong head, most likely.  


I reached down, sending a quick text back. Can’t. 


Ash’s response was immediate. What are u doing? 


Got stuff to do.  


Walking over to my closet to grab a shirt, I smiled slightly when I saw her response. So? I’m bored. Entertain me.  


Can’t.  


I’d made it downstairs before she replied. You suck.  


We have that in common then, I replied back.  


UR an ass. Whatever. Go do ur STUFF.  


Planned on it. Leaving my phone on the counter, I didn’t worry about locking up after I grabbed a towel and then left the house, heading toward…Kat’s. 


Huh.  


I guess she was no longer “that girl” every time I thought of her. For some reason, I didn’t like the name Katy. It didn’t suit her. Kat did, I decided. So did Kitten. I smirked, recalling how much she hated that nickname.  


Last night, I’d texted Dee and let her know what I was doing. Her series of exclamation points and shocked emoticons was a little on the excessive side. She would play along with the whole keys thing, but I wasn’t looking forward to the million questions she was going to have when she got home.  


I wasn’t sure how today was going to end, either. The potential outcomes varied. Maybe I would get lucky and discover something about her that would steer Dee away. What, I had no idea, but damn I was hopeful.  


Climbing the porch steps, I knew I was early when I banged on the door with a closed fist, but it amused me to keep her on her toes. A handful of moments passed and the door opened.  


Kat appeared, her gray eyes wide as they met mine for a fleeting second. 


“I’m a little early,” I told her.  


“I can see.” She sounded like she was about to leave for a dental appointment. “Change your mind? You could always try lying.” 


“I’m not a liar.” I was totally a liar right now. 


“Just give me a second to grab my stuff.” Then she slammed the door in my face.


I coughed out a laugh. She really was like a prickly, pissed-off little kitten. A part of me actually wanted to show her I could be a nice guy. I hadn’t been an ass to her because of who she was—well, other than her being human. While she’d given as good as she’d gotten, though, I’d noticed the flickers of hurt in her eyes at being attacked for no reason. The whole situation was messed up. If I wasn’t mean to her, I could be putting us in danger, but being mean to her was upsetting as well. There was no win here for anyone. 


She finally reappeared, careful to not brush against me as she stepped outside, closing the door behind her. I wondered what she had on under the shirt and shorts. 


“Okay, so where are you taking me?” she asked, not looking at me. 


“What fun would it be if you knew? You won’t be surprised then.” 


We stepped off the porch and started down the driveway. “I’m new to town, remember? Everywhere is going to be a surprise for me.”


“Then why ask?” I raised a brow.


She bristled as I led her past the cars. “We aren’t driving?”


Picturing us trying to drive around the trees, I laughed. “No. Where we’re going, you can’t drive. It’s not a well-known spot. Most locals don’t even know about it.”


“Oh, I’m special, then.”


I looked over at her, studying her profile as we walked down the driveway, and I found that I had a hard time looking away. She was something all right. “You know what I think, Kat?” 


She glanced over, catching me staring at her. The tips of her cheeks flushed. We passed the empty house at the end of the road. “I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know.”


“I think my sister finds you very special.” The next words came out without my really even thinking about it, but once I said them, I figured they were true. “I’m starting to wonder if she’s onto something.”


A humorless smile appeared on her lips. “But then there’s all kinds of special now, isn’t there, Daemon?”


I jolted at the sound of my name. Was this the first time she had said it? I liked the sound of my name on her tongue. Looking away, I exhaled slowly as I led her across the main highway and into the dense tree line on the other side of the road.  


“Are you taking me out to the woods as a trick?” she asked.


I glanced over my shoulder at her, lowering my lashes. “And what would I do out here to you, Kitten?”


She didn’t reply immediately. “The possibilities are endless.”


I winked. “Aren’t they?” 


She didn’t answer as she tripped through the thick brush, avoiding the mass of vines tangled along the floor of the woods. “Can we pretend we did this?”


Pretend to go on a walk with me? I blinked, speechless for probably the first time in like…ever. I was actually being nice right now. She didn’t like Dickhead Daemon and she didn’t like Nice Daemon? What the hell ever. My God, this girl had me coming and going so much, I didn’t know what I was thinking. Did I want to be nice to her now? Or was I just being nice to get closer to her and drive Dee away? Jesus, all this thinking about my feelings and hers was probably going to give me a period. “Trust me, I don’t want to be doing this, either.” I jumped over a fallen tree. Spinning around, I offered her my hand. “But bitching about it isn’t going to make it any easier.” 


“You’re such a joy to talk to.” Her gaze dropped to my hand and she sucked in her lower lip between her teeth, drawing my attention. The burst of heat low in my gut had nothing to do with aggravation. 


She wasn’t going to take my hand. She shouldn’t. 


But she did. 


Kat placed her hand in mine, offering a tiny bit of trust, and there was a shock of static from the contact. It happened sometimes, when humans touched us, as if they had dragged their feet along carpet. I ignored it and how incredibly small that hand was in mine. I helped her over the log. 


“Thank you,” she murmured when I let go. 


I ignored how my chest tightened at being her hero, no matter how small. “Are you excited about school?”  


“It’s not exciting being the newbie. You know, the whole sticking out like a sore thumb. Not fun.”


“I can see that.”


“You can?” Surprise colored her tone. 


She had no idea. “Yeah, I can. We only have a little bit more to go.”


“A little bit? How long have we been walking?”


“About twenty minutes, maybe a little longer. I told you it was fairly hidden.” A wry grin twisted my lips as she followed me around an uprooted tree. I stepped aside, revealing the clearing we were entering, still a little shocked that I’d actually brought her here. “Welcome to our little piece of paradise.” 


Kat was silent as she walked past me, her gaze darting all over the place, taking everything in as I felt tension creep into my muscles. 


A thin creek cut across the clearing, expanding into a small, natural lake. The water rippled in the soft breeze. Flat, large rocks erupted from the middle. Wildflowers, purple and blue ones, surrounded the lake. 


Did she see what I saw? I knew Dee did. Ash, if I’d ever brought her here, would’ve just been bored. Dawson got it. Matthew might’ve.  


“Wow,” she whispered. “This place is beautiful.”


“It is.” Standing next to her, I raised my hand, blocking the glare of the sun bouncing off the surface of the lake. Peaceful. This place had always been a source of peace. I could come here and escape everything, even if it was just for a few hours. I lowered my hand. 


Her soft touch on my arm drew my attention. I looked down to where her hand rested, and then my gaze flicked to hers.  


“Thank you for bringing me,” she said, and then quickly removed her hand as she looked away. 


I didn’t know what to say. And that damn tight feeling expanded in my chest a little more. 


Kat wandered to the water’s edge. “How deep is it?” 


“About ten feet in most parts, twenty feet on the other side of the rocks.” I ghosted up behind her. “Dee loves it here. Before you came, she spent most of her days here.” 


Her brows pinched together as she stared at the lake, and then she took a deep breath. “You know, I’m not going to get your sister in trouble.”


“We’ll see.”


“I’m not a bad influence,” she stated. “I haven’t ever gotten into trouble before.”


I walked around her. I could tell she was trying to, well, get past our initial run-ins with each other, but I doubted Bethany ever thought she’d be Dawson’s downfall. You could be a weapon without ever realizing you were one. “She doesn’t need a friend like you.”


“There isn’t anything wrong with me,” she snapped. “You know what? Forget this.”


When she started to turn, I stopped her the best way I could. “Why do you garden?”


Her hands clenched as she faced me. “What?”


“Why do you garden?” I stared at the lake, wondering what in the hell I was really accomplishing by getting to know her, but that question didn’t stop me. “Dee said you do it so you don’t think. What do you want to avoid thinking about?”


She exhaled roughly. “It’s none of your business.”


Well then. “Then let’s go swimming.”


When I glanced at her, she looked like she wanted to strangle me a little. I dipped my chin before she saw the grin, because I doubted that would help. Stepping to the side, I kicked off my sneakers and then reached down, unbuttoning my jeans. I didn’t need to look at her to know she was watching. I could feel her gaze on me as I shed my jeans and then my shirt. 


And I knew she was really staring when the only article of clothing that remained were the swim trunks. 


I didn’t look back at her as I stepped to the very edge and then dived in. The rush of cool water immediately scattered all my thoughts, washing them away as I swam underwater. I loved the water. Swimming was a lot like flying, and I could move fast enough that it was damn near close to flying. 


When I broke the surface, Kat was still standing there, her face the color of a tomato. I started to tease her, but then decided I really didn’t want to have to chase her ass down when she left. “Are you coming in?”


She dragged the toe of her sneaker in the loose soil at the lake’s edge as she nibbled on her lower lip. Uncertainty bled out from her as her gaze met mine and then fleeted away. Cute. That was kind of cute.  


“You sure are shy, aren’t you, Kitten?”


Her foot stilled. “Why do you call me that?”


“Because it makes your hair stand up, like a kitten.” Pushing onto my back, I swam a few feet away. “So? Are you coming in?” When she didn’t move, I figured I was going to have to motivate her. “I’m giving you one minute to get in here.”


Kat squinted. “Or what?”


Twisting around, I moved closer to the bank of the lake, no longer on my back. “Or I come and get you.” 


Her mouth pinched. “I’d like to see you try that.”


“Forty seconds.” 


Did she really think I wouldn’t do it? 


“Thirty seconds.” I smiled, hoping she didn’t do it.


Because I totally would toss her ass into the lake and I would thoroughly enjoy myself. 


She snapped into action, muttering under her breath as she reached down with a quick, jerky motion and grabbed the hem of her shirt. She yanked it off and then quickly pulled off her shorts. Then she straightened, her hands on her hips. “Happy?” 


Holy shit.  


She was not wearing a one-piece, and I got my wish. It was a two-piece red bikini, and yeah, holy shit. All I could do was stare. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. 


Under the plain shorts and shapeless shirts I’d seen her in, Kat was hiding a…a magnificent body full of the kind of curves that made me want to do stupid things. Fun things, but damn, things that would be really stupid considering everything. 


I wasn’t staring. I didn’t notice how the blood-red bathing suit stretched across her chest, reminding me of the top part of a heart. I didn’t notice how her body was reacting to the way I was staring at her, because neither of us was moving, and there was something tangible in that moment, like a physical caress. And I sure as hell didn’t count the inch and a half, maybe two inches of skin between her navel and the top of her bottoms.  


Aw hell. 


Now was a good time to drown myself.  


Who was I kidding? I was totally checking her out.  


For someone who was so short, her legs appeared incredibly long, but that might’ve had something to do with the skimpy cut of her bottoms—a cut that displayed the fullness of her hips and the surprising tininess of her waist. Muscles low in my stomach tightened as I dragged my gaze over her soft-looking stomach and then farther north. How that red top was staying on was beyond me, and I didn’t know if I should be grateful or disappointed by that.  


Average? Had I seriously used the words average or plain to describe her? Hell, this girl… 


The old saying surfaced in my heated thoughts. Be careful what you wish for. So true. I wouldn’t have wished for this if I had known how intensely my body would’ve reacted to it, and oh, it was reacting all right.  


This plan I’d come up with had to be an all-time dumbass one.  


My smile slipped from my face. “I’m never happy around you.”


“What did you say?” she demanded, eyes narrowing. 


“Nothing. You better get in before that blush reaches your toes.” And before I really started considering all the stupid shit I could do right now. 


And that blush deepened. She walked stiffly over to the edge of the lake where the water was shallow, giving me a view of her backside, and that really did nothing to help dampen the purely physical response.


Folding her arms along her waist, she dipped her toes into the water. “It’s beautiful out here.”


Yeah, it was beautiful out here. And it was hot. My gaze dipped to her bent knee and then slid back up, getting hung up on certain areas. My throat tightened. Other parts of me tightened. 


Shit. 


I dunked myself and when I came back up, it hadn’t helped, because now she was wet. She must’ve gone under while I had. We were only a few feet away, and I was in deeper water, hunched down to where the water lapped at my mouth. 


“What?” she asked. 


“Why don’t you come here?” My heart was pounding in my chest. If she were smart, she wouldn’t get anywhere close to me at this moment. Actually, if I were smart, I wouldn’t have called her over. 


Kat was smarter than me. 


She twisted around and dipped under the water, swimming toward the rocks. When she pulled herself out of the water, climbing onto the rock, I swallowed a groan. I wanted to—


“You look disappointed,” she said.


God, I was disappointed, and I really didn’t know what to make out of that. I pushed it aside.


“Well…what do we have here?” 


Her legs dangled off the rock, her feet slipping into the water. “What are you talking about now?”


“Nothing.” I waded closer to the rock. 


“You said something.” 


“I did, didn’t I?”


“You’re strange.” 


“You’re not what I expected,” I admitted, voice low.


She gave a little shake of her head. “What does that mean?”


I grabbed for her foot, but she moved her leg out of reach. No fun. 


“I’m not good enough to be your sister’s friend?” she asked. 


“You don’t have anything in common with her.” 


“How would you know?” She shifted back as I reached for her other foot. 


“I know.”


“We have a lot in common. And I like her. She’s nice and she’s fun.” She scooted back this time, completely out of arm’s reach. “And you should stop being such a dick and chasing off her friends.”


Her words slipped over me, and I laughed outright. “You’re not really like them.”


“Like who?”


Like any person I’d ever met. Truth was, human and Luxen females treated me the same. Only Ash and Dee mouthed off at me, but we’d grown up together. It was different for them, but others? They pretty much wanted one thing from me. Most of the time I was okay with that, but if I so much as glared in their direction, they scattered like bugs. Not really attractive when you thought about it. But not Kat. She may not have a clue what I was, but she was not scared of me, she wasn’t wowed, and as twisted as it was, that turned me on. 


That did make her dangerous. 


I pushed away from the rock, making ripples in the water, and then I slipped under. I swam to the other side of the rock and I stayed under, hoping the icy water would cool down the very inappropriate arousal thing I had going on. 


Dammit, I didn’t even like the chick, I thought, trying to convince myself. 


Yeah, she was amusing. Yeah, even entertaining. And yeah, I wanted to trace her curves with my hands and my mouth. Possibly even my tongue—okay, definitely with my tongue—but she irritated the hell out of me. 


And she didn’t even like me. She liked looking at me, because who didn’t, but the distaste went both ways. 


I had no idea how much time passed underwater until I was about 92 percent confident I wouldn’t do something, and I broke the surface. 


“Daemon!”


The sheer panic blanketing the sound of my name caught me off guard. I burst onto the rock, crouching as I scanned the lake, expecting an Arum to be nearby. Those assholes wouldn’t blink an eye when it came down to taking out an innocent human. 


All I saw was Kat, on her knees, in her damn bikini. 


Whelp, there went all the work that cold water had done for me. 


She was frozen for a second and then scrambled over the rock, clutching my shoulders. Blood had drained from her face and she was exceptionally pale. “Are you okay? What happened?” Then she let go of my shoulders, hauled back, and smacked my arm. Hard. “Don’t you ever do that again!” 


“Whoa there.” I threw my hands up. “What is your problem?”


“You were under the water for so long. I thought you drowned! Why would you do that? Why would you scare me like that?” She jumped to her feet, chest heaving. “You were under the water forever.”


Oh shit. I’d been under there longer than I’d thought. My body didn’t function like hers, and I’d forgotten that. Luxen didn’t need to breathe air, but humans weren’t supposed to figure that out, dumbass. “I wasn’t down there that long. I was swimming.”


Her hands were shaking. “No, Daemon, you were down there a long time. It was at least ten minutes! I looked for you, called for you. I…I thought you were dead.” 


I climbed to my feet slowly, cursing myself every which way from Sunday. “It couldn’t have been ten minutes. That’s not possible. No one can hold their breath that long.”


Her throat worked. “You apparently can.” 


Damn. I stepped closer to her, my eyes searching hers. “You were really worried, weren’t you?”


“No shit! What part of ‘I thought you drowned’ don’t you understand?” A tremble rocked her.


Hell, she was really upset. Honestly, if I’d drowned, I figured she’d do a little dance on my grave. In her bikini. Shit. Screw the bikini. “Kat, I came up. You must not have seen me. I went right back down.”


Taking a step back, she shook her head, and I could see in her steely eyes she didn’t believe me. Holy hell, here I was worrying about Dee doing something to expose us, and it was me who did the bonehead thing. Let it go, Kat. Let it go. I took a deep breath, thinking maybe if I pissed her off, she would forget what happened in her anger. Better than the other option. “Does this happen often?” I asked. 


Her gaze snapped back to mine. “Does what?”


“Imagining things.” I gestured at the lake. “Or do you have a horrible issue with telling time?”


“I wasn’t imagining anything! And I know how to tell time, you jerk.”


“Then I don’t know what to tell you.” I stepped forward, crowding her. “I’m not the one imagining that I was underwater for ten minutes when it was like two minutes tops. You know, maybe I’ll buy you a watch the next time I’m in town, when I have my keys back.”


She stiffened as she stared up at me and anger clouded over the suspicion in her eyes. “Well, make sure you tell Dee we had a wonderful time so that you can get your stupid keys back. Then we won’t need a replay of today.”


I smiled at her. “That’s on you, Kitten. I’m sure she’ll call you later and ask.”


“You’ll have your keys. I’m ready—” She turned, and it happened so fast. Her foot slipped over the wet rock. Thrown off balance, her arms flailed.


I didn’t stop to think.


Snapping forward, I reached out and caught her hand just as her feet left the rock. I pulled her forward, and then we were chest to chest. Her skin was warm and dry, mine wet. I clenched down on my jaw as sensation powered through every one of my cells. There was no denying the bolt of lust that shot through me.


Hell, she was so soft in all the right places. 


“Careful there, Kitten,” I murmured. “Dee would be pissed at me if you end up cracking your head open and drowning.”


Kat slowly lifted her head, and her gray eyes met mine. Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak, and I was A-OK with that. Words were freaking pointless at this moment, because our bodies were pressed together.


Electricity coursed through my skin, and I had no idea if she felt it, and if she did, if she thought it was just her imagination, but I swallowed a low groan as a light breeze washed over our skin. Her chest rose against mine, and I needed to either let her go or…or what?


There was no other option. 


I dropped my arm from her waist, letting my hand slip off her lower back just to freaking torture myself. The skin was soft and smooth, and the near-painful pressure building in me was worth it. “I think it’s time we head back.”


Officially the smartest decision I had made since first seeing her. 


Pathetic. 


Kat nodded, and we didn’t speak as we made our way back to land, dried off, and dressed, and that was probably a damn good thing, because I was in one hell of a mood for a multitude of reasons. 


The walk back was silent and stiff, and when we crested the driveway, my mood went from shit to punch someone when I saw the car in the driveway. Dammit all to hell in a hand basket. Kat glanced up at me, her expression curious. 


“Kat, I—”


My front door swung open, banging off the side of my house, and Matthew strolled out like he had every right. He came down the porch steps, not even looking in Kat’s direction. “What’s going on here?” he demanded. 


Man, I cared for Matthew like a brother, but he had no business being in my house like that. I folded my arms. “Absolutely nothing. Since my sister is not home, I’m curious as to why you’re in my house?”


“I let myself in,” he replied. “I didn’t realize that would be a problem.”


“It is now, Matthew.” 


Kat shifted uncomfortably beside me, drawing Matthew’s attention. His lip curled up as he shook his head. “Of all people, I’d think you’d know better, Daemon.”


Tension poured into the air around us. “Matthew, if you value the ability to walk, I wouldn’t go there.”


“I think I should go.” Kat moved to the side. 


For some reason I’ll never understand, I stepped in front of Kat, blocking her from Matthew’s glare. “I’m thinking Matthew should go unless he has another purpose other than sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.” 


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice wavering, and that did a funny thing to my consciousness, made it take notice. “But I don’t know what’s going on here. We were just swimming.” 


I squared my shoulders. “It’s not what you’re thinking. Give me some credit. Dee hid my keys, forced me to take her out to get them back.” 


Kat sucked in a breath. 


Recognition flickered across Matthew’s face. “So this is Dee’s little friend?” 


“That would be me,” she said from behind me. 


“I thought you had this under control.” Matthew gestured at her. “That you’d make your sister understand.”


“Yeah, well, why don’t you try to make her understand,” I retorted, my patience wearing thin. “So far, I’m not having much luck.”


Matthew’s lips hardened. “Both of you should know better.”


And my patience snapped. I was tired. A certain area of my body was aching, and being scolded wasn’t going to work for me. Energy crackled over my skin, invisible to the human eye, but it leaked out, charging the air. Thunder cracked. Lightning streaked overhead, bright and near blinding. When the light receded, Matthew’s eyes widened for a second and then he spun around, walking back into my house. 


Warning received. 


I started to turn to Kat, but there was really nothing to say, and so I said nothing as I stalked toward my house. I thought I heard her speak, but it didn’t matter. 


Nothing that had happened with her mattered. 










Chapter 6


Matthew started the moment I walked into the kitchen. “What is going on with that girl, Daemon? You have never acted that way.”


I passed him on the way to the fridge, beyond irritated and hungry. “Acted like what?” 


He turned to me. “You know what I mean.”


Opening the fridge, I eyed everything needed to make a kickass sandwich. Waving my hand, I got all Beauty and the Beast up in here and danced the items over to the counter. “Want a sandwich?”


Matthew sighed. “Already ate.”


“More for me.” I grabbed a plate and moved to the counter.  


“Daemon, we need to talk about this.” 


I snatched up a knife and the jar of mayo. “We don’t need to talk about shit, Matthew. I already told you what was going on when we were outside. The story isn’t going to get any more interesting.”


“You’re making sure Dee doesn’t get too close to her by hanging out with her?” he asked, disbelief coloring his words. “Swimming together? Is this a new tactic?” 


Slapping the slice of bread on the plate, I glanced over to where he stood near the table. My voice was deadly calm. “Let it go, Matthew.” 


“I can’t let it go.”  


My eyes met his. “You might want to try.”


He ran a hand over his short brown hair. “I don’t want to argue with you, Daemon.”


I almost laughed as I slapped deli meat onto the bread. He was doing a shitty job at not arguing. Tension had stiffened the muscles of my neck and back. Matthew was right about one thing. I’d never acted like I had outside a few minutes ago, not over a human and not against one of my own kind. I don’t even know why his presence or his words had grated on me so badly. 


Maybe because deep down I knew I passed up the chance to either find out something about Kat I could use against her or scare her off enough that she’d stay away from Dee. I really hadn’t done either of those things.


Instead, we’d talked about school and gardening and stupid shit like we…like we were normal. 


“This is different,” Matthew continued quietly. “We live among the humans, but we don’t get close to them, not for any extended period of time. If we do, something always happens. They either find out about us, because we let our guard down, or we trace them and the Arum hunt us down. It never ends well. Never.”


I faced him, my hands at my sides. “You think I don’t know that? What do you expect me to do about her? There’s only so much I can do unless you expect me to take her ass out.”


Matthew’s blue eyes deepened, going from ocean blue to dark skies at dusk. “I don’t want to see a young woman harmed, and I don’t expect you to be the one who would take care of that if it came to that point. If that girl proves a risk, I will handle it. It won’t be like with Bethany, where all of us let it slide until it was too late. I won’t let that happen this time.” 


Energy charged my skin as I stared at him. Realization slipped in and it left me cold. “Her name is Kat,” I heard myself say as I stepped toward him, my chin dipping down. “And I will handle her.”


“You know I would do anything to protect you all.” Matthew planted his hands on the table and took a deep breath. “All of you—you’re my family.”


Thrusting my hand through my hair, I struggled with my patience. “I know that. We feel the same way, but you do not need to step in here. I will make sure she isn’t a risk to us.”


His eyes met mine and a moment passed. “You’re one of the strongest, if not the strongest, Luxen right now. The Elders know that and so does the DOD, and that means someone is always watching you. You have to be more careful than any of us.”


I lowered my hand as the weight of my race settled on my shoulders. There was nothing I could say to that. I was faster and stronger than most Luxen and I could wield more of the Source than any of my kind we knew about. But I didn’t take these gifts for granted. I trained harder than anyone. Patrolled more often. And I was determined to stay focused on my duty. Not get lost and vulnerable like my brother had… 


Matthew watched me and must have seen something in my eyes. “Your brother wasn’t weak.”


My head cocked to the side. “He—”


“He wasn’t,” he interrupted. “He was kinder and he was more laid back, but he was just as strong as you and you need to remember that. Dawson wasn’t weak. He wasn’t foolish, and yet, because of a girl, he’s gone. Don’t follow in your brother’s footsteps.”


Message received, loud and clear. 


 


Don’t follow in your brother’s footsteps.


That statement was actually laughable. 


Just because I wasn’t actively trying to run her out of town didn’t mean I was going to end up like Dawson. For one thing, Kat and I didn’t even like each other. Yeah, there was something physical brewing, but it didn’t run deeper than that. Dawson had fallen in love with Bethany. Big difference there. 


And my brother—he had been weaker.


Maybe not physically, but when it came to everything else, he was. 


It was early evening on Saturday when I saw Kat’s mom drive off. Knowing Kat was alone and that Dee would be coming home tomorrow, I knew the last thing I should be doing was what I was doing. 


Which was walking my ass over to her house. 


After knocking on her door, I ambled to the porch railing and looked up. The sun had a couple of more hours before setting, but a few stars were starting to appear. Shoving my hands in the pockets of my jeans, I waited to see if she’d even answer the door. If I were her, I’d probably never want to see my face again. I couldn’t explain my hot-and-cold behavior either. I knew she was bad for Dee, bad for the colony, and especially bad for me. But there was something about her spunk I couldn’t shake.  


I was a little surprised when the door opened and Kat stepped out onto the porch. “What are you doing?” she asked.  


Having no idea how to answer that, I was quiet for a moment and then cleared my throat. “I like staring at the sky. There’s something about it. It’s endless, you know.” Lame. 


She stepped closer to me, her movements almost tentative. “Is some crazy dude going to run out of your house and yell at you for talking to me?”


I grinned at that. “Not right now, but there is always later.”


Her nose wrinkled. “I’m okay missing ‘later.’”


“Yeah.” I twisted at the waist, facing her. “Busy?” 


“Other than messing with my blog, no.”


“You have a blog?” I had to force myself not to laugh. Blogging always seemed like something middle-age moms did, not above-average high school girls. 


She folded her arms across her chest, her stance widening as if she were preparing for a battle. “Yeah, I have a blog.”


“What’s your blog’s name?”


“None of your business.” Her smile was too sweet. 


“Interesting name.” One corner of my lips rose when annoyance flashed across her face. Getting her angry was too easy. “So what do you blog about? Knitting? Puzzles? Being lonely?”


“Ha ha, smartass.” She sighed. “I review books.”


Huh. Books. Should’ve guessed that. “Do you get paid for them?”


She laughed out loud at that. “No. Not at all.”


I frowned. “So you review books and you don’t get paid if someone buys a book based on your review?”


“I don’t review books to get paid or anything.” Her arms unfolded as she seemed to grow more comfortable talking about her blog. “I do it because I like it. I love reading, and I enjoy talking about books.”


“What kind of books do you read?”


“All different kinds.” She leaned against the railing and looked up, meeting my gaze. “Mainly I prefer the paranormal stuff.”


“Vampires and werewolves?” I guessed. 


“Yeah.”


“Ghosts and aliens?”


“Ghost stories are cool, but I don’t know about aliens. ET really doesn’t do it for me and a lot of readers.”


I raised an eyebrow at that. “What does it for you?”


“Not slimy green space creatures,” she replied, and I swallowed a laugh. “Anyway, I also appreciate graphic novels, history stuff—”


“You read graphic novels?” Disbelief flooded me. “Seriously?”


She nodded. “Yeah, so what? Are girls not supposed to like graphic novels and comics?” 


I didn’t think she wanted me to answer that. Damn, she was always a surprise. “Want to go on a hike?”


“Uh, you know I’m not good with the whole hiking thing.” She reached up, tucking a loose strand of hair from her ponytail behind her ear. Did she ever wear her hair down? 


Why in the hell was I thinking about her hair?


My gaze followed the movement. “I’m not taking you up on the Rocks. Just a harmless little trail. I’m sure you can handle it.”


She pushed off the railing but hesitated. “Did Dee not tell you where your keys were?” 


Hell, I’d forgotten all about that. “Yeah, she did.”


“Then why are you here?”


How could I possibly explain it to her when I couldn’t to myself? I fumbled in my head for an excuse she’d buy and realized I really wasn’t that creative. This was probably a sign I should get my ass home and forget all about whatever this was. “I don’t have a reason. I thought I would just stop over, but if you’re going to question everything, then you can forget it.” Pivoting around, I headed down the porch steps, totally realizing I was yet again acting like an ass. What could I say? I was good at it. 


A moment passed and then, “All right, let’s do this.”


Surprised, I stopped. “Are you sure?” 


She didn’t look 100 percent certain when I glanced over my shoulder at her, but she hurried down the steps and followed me. “Why are we going behind my house?” She paused, pointing to the west, at the sandstone mountain still glittering in the fading sunlight. “The Seneca Rocks are that way. I thought most trails started over there.”  


“Yeah, but there are trails back here that will take you around, and it’s quicker,” I explained. “Most people here know all the main trails that are crowded. There used to be a lot of boring days out here, and I found a couple of them off the beaten trail.”


Her eyes widened. “How far off the beaten track are we talking?”


Cute. I chuckled. “Not that far.”


“So it’s a baby trail? I bet this is going to be boring for you.” 


“Any time I get to go out and walk around is good.” That was true. Luxen naturally had more energy in them, and any physical activity helped. “Besides, it’s not as if we’ll hike all the way to Smoke Hole Canyon. That’s a pretty big hike from here, so no worries, okay?” 


She relaxed. “All right, lead the way.” 


Kat waited outside as I stepped into my house, grabbing two water bottles, and then she followed me across the backyard and into the heavily shaded forest. Something about the fact that she was actually willing to do this struck me wrong. I hadn’t been nice to her. That was a big no shit there. I wondered if she would do this if Andrew befriended her, just roam right the hell off.  


If so, that wouldn’t be good.  


Andrew would totally be in the Matthew camp, as in he’d have no problem with the idea of preemptively “taking care of her.”  


“You’re very trusting, Kitten,” I said quietly. 


“Stop calling me that.” 


I glanced over my shoulder. She was trailing a few steps behind me. “No one has ever called you that before?” 


Stepping around a thorny bush, she shot me a bland look. “Yeah, people call me Kitten all the time. But you make it sound so…”


I waited. “Sound so what?”


“I don’t know, like it’s an insult,” she said, and I slowed my longer-legged pace so she was walking beside me now. “Or something sexually deviant.”


That knocked a laugh out of me, right along with some of the tension that had carved its way into my neck and shoulders.  


“Why are you always laughing at me?” 


I shook my head as I grinned. “I don’t know, you just kind of make me laugh.” 


“Whatever.” She kicked a rock, apparently deciding that wasn’t a good thing. “So what was up with that Matthew dude? He acted as if he hated me or something.”


“He doesn’t hate you. He doesn’t trust you,” I muttered. 


Her ponytail bounced as she shook her head. “Trust me with what? Your virtue?”


Another laugh burst out of me. “Yeah. He’s not a fan of beautiful girls who have the hots for me.”


“What?” she blurted out, and then, within a second, she tripped. 


I caught her easily, with my arm around her waist, and quickly let go, but I felt the jolt of the brief contact, and my skin hummed. 


“You’re joking, right?” she asked. 


Amused by her inability to watch out for whatever was on the ground, I felt my grin grow even bigger. “Which part?” 


“Any of that!”


“Come on. Please don’t tell me you don’t think you’re pretty.” When she didn’t answer, I sighed. “No guy has ever said you’re pretty?”


Her gaze met mine and then skittered away. She shrugged. “Of course.”


Huh. “Or…maybe you’re not aware of it?”


She shrugged again, and I couldn’t believe she didn’t see what I… Wait a second. She didn’t see what I saw? When had what I saw changed? Because I’d been thinking she was plain as hell. Sometimes above average when she was mad. Or smiling. Or blushing. But, well, mainly she was just average.


As I watched her cheeks pink up even more, I knew I’d been wrong.


Kat wasn’t plain. Maybe at first glance, but once you got up close to her, once you spent any amount of time around her, those heather gray eyes, the full lips, and the shape of her face were anything but plain. It ran deeper than the skin, though.  


“You know what I’ve always believed?” I asked, stopping in the middle of the path. 


She looked up at me, her eyes wide but not wary. “No.” 


For a moment, I didn’t speak, and the only sound between us was the chirping of nearby birds as my gaze searched hers. “I’ve always found that the most beautiful people, truly beautiful inside and out, are the ones who are quietly unaware of their effect. The ones who throw their beauty around, waste what they have? Their beauty is only passing. It’s just a shell hiding nothing but shadows and emptiness.” 


Her lips parted, and then she laughed. 


Kat laughed.  


What in the hell? 


“I’m sorry,” she said, blinking back tears as a giggle snuck free. “But that was the most thoughtful thing I’ve ever heard you say. What alien ship took the Daemon I know away, and can I ask them to keep him?”


I scowled. “I was being honest.”


“I know, but it’s just that was really…wow.” 


Eyeing her, I shrugged and then started down the trail again. Whatever. “We won’t go too far.” I paused. “So you’re interested in history?”


“Yeah, I know that makes me a nerd.” She caught up to me, an extra bounce in her steps. 


“Did you know this land was once traveled by the Seneca Indians?” 


“Please tell me we aren’t walking on any burial grounds?”


“Well…I’m sure there are burial grounds around here somewhere. Even though they just traveled through this area, it’s not a stretch that some died on this very spot and—”


“Daemon, I don’t need to know that part.” She lightly pushed my arm. 


The ease with which she touched me was unnerving. It took me a moment to get past that. 


“Okay, I’ll tell you the story and I’ll leave some of the more creepy but natural facts out.” I grabbed a long branch, holding it back for Kat to duck under. Her shoulder brushed my chest, kicking around my sense of awareness. 


“What story?” she asked, thick lashes lowered, shielding her eyes. 


“You’ll see. Now pay attention… A long time ago, this land was forest and hills, which isn’t too different than today with the exception of a few small towns.” I pushed the lower branches out of the way for her. At this point, she might impale herself; she was so obscenely unaware of how to walk in the woods. “But imagine this place so sparsely populated that it could take days, even weeks, before you reached your nearest neighbor.”


She shivered. “That seems so lonely.”


“But you have to understand that was the way of life hundreds of years ago. Farmers and mountain men lived a few miles away from one another, but the distance was all traveled by foot or horse. It wasn’t usually the safest way to travel.”


“I can imagine.” Her response was faint.


“The Seneca Indian tribe traveled through the eastern part of the United States, and at some point, they walked this very path toward the Seneca Rocks.” Our gazes glanced off each other. “Did you know that this very small path behind your house leads right to the base of them?”


“No. They always seem so far off in the distance, I never thought of them as being that close.”


“If you stayed on this path for a couple of miles, you’d find yourself at the base of them. It’s a pretty rocky patch even the most experienced rock climbers stay away from. See, the Seneca Rocks spread from Grant to Pendleton County, with the highest point being Spruce Knob and an outcropping near Seneca called Champe Rocks. Now they are kind of hard to get to, since it usually involves invading someone’s property, but it can be worth it if you can scale way beyond nine hundred feet in the sky.” 


Man, I loved getting up there. Hadn’t done it in a while. 


“That sounds like fun.” Her smile was pained.


I laughed. “It is if you’re not afraid of slipping. Anyway, the Seneca Rocks are made out of quartzite, which is part sandstone. That’s why it sometimes has a pinkish tint to it. Quartzite is considered a beta quartz. People who believe in…” Hmm, had to proceed carefully. “Abnormal powers or powers in…nature, as a lot of Indian tribes did at one time, believe that any form of beta quartz allows energy to be stored and transformed, even manipulated by it. It can throw off electronics and other stuff, too—hide things.”


“Ooo-kay.” 


I shot her a look and she quieted. “Possibly the beta quartz drew the Seneca Tribe to this area. No one knows, since they weren’t native to West Virginia. No one knows how long any of them camped here, traded, or made war.” I slowed my steps, nearing the small stream. “But they do have a very romantic legend.”


“Romantic?” She followed me around the stream, her ponytail bouncing with each step. It was sort of distracting. 


“See, there was this beautiful Indian princess called Snowbird, who had asked seven of the tribe’s strongest warriors to prove their love by doing something only she had been able to do. Many men wanted to be with her for her beauty and her rank. But she wanted an equal.”


I wasn’t normally a chatty Cathy. Most people who knew me would probably be checking my temp by now, I’d strung so many sentences together in a row. But Kat was riveted. I liked that. 


“When the day arrived for her to choose her husband, she set forth a challenge so only the bravest and most dedicated warrior would win her hand. She asked her suitors to climb the highest rock with her.” The path narrowed and I slowed down. “They all started, but as it became more difficult, three turned back. A fourth became weary and a fifth crumpled in exhaustion. Only two remained, and the beautiful Snowbird stayed in the lead. Finally, she reached the highest point and turned to see who was the bravest and strongest of all warriors. Only one remained a few feet behind her and as she watched, he began to slip.” 


Stepping around an outcropping of rocks, I waited until Kat had passed them. “Snowbird paused only for a second, thinking that this brave warrior obviously was the strongest, but he was not her equal. She could save him or she could let him slip. He was brave, but he had yet to reach the highest point like she had.”


“But he was right behind her? How could she just let him fall?” She sounded almost panicked and, yeah, cute again. 


“What would you do?” I asked, genuinely curious. 


“Not that I would ever ask a group of men to prove their love by doing something incredibly dangerous and stupid like that, but if I ever found myself in that situation, as unlikely—”


“Kat?” 


She squared her shoulders. “I would reach out and save him, of course. I couldn’t let him fall to his death.”


“But he didn’t prove himself,” I reasoned. 


“That doesn’t matter.” Her gray eyes flashed like storm clouds. “He was right behind her and how beautiful could you truly be if you let a man fall to his death just because he slipped? How could you even be capable of love or worthy of it, for that matter, if you let that happen?”


I nodded slowly. “Well, Snowbird thought like you.”


A wide smile broke out across her face. “Good.”


“Snowbird decided that the warrior was her equal and with that, her decision had been made. She grabbed the man before he could fall. The chief met them and was very pleased with his daughter’s choice in mate. He granted their marriage and made the warrior his successor.”


“So is that why the rocks are called Seneca Rocks? After the Indians and Snowbird?” 


“That’s what the legend says.”


“It’s a beautiful story, but I think the whole climbing several hundred feet in the air to prove your love is a little excessive.” 


I chuckled. “I’d have to agree with you on that.”


“I’d hope so or you’d find yourself playing with cars on an interstate to prove your love nowadays.” Her features tensed, and then a flush raced across her cheeks.


“I don’t foresee that happening,” I said quietly. 


“Can you get to where the Indians climbed from here?” she asked. 


“You could get to the canyon, but that’s serious hiking. Not something I would suggest you doing by yourself.” 


Kat laughed, and the sound was light and almost free. “Yeah, I don’t think you have to worry about that. I wonder why the Indians came here. Were they looking for something? It’s hard to believe that a bunch of rocks brought them here.”


“You never know.” Who knew why they came, but there had to be a reason. “People tend to look on the beliefs of the past as being primitive and unintelligent, yet we are seeing more truth in the past every day.”


She looked at me in a long, assessing way. “What was it that made the rocks important again?” 


“It’s the type of rock…” I turned to her, my gaze sliding across her face and then over her shoulder. Oh shit. My eyes widened. “Kitten?”


“Would you stop calling me—?”


“Be quiet,” I whispered, gaze fixed over her shoulder as I placed my hand on her bare arm. “Promise me you won’t freak out.” 


“Why would I freak out?” she whispered back.  


Well, most people would freak out over a three-hundred-pound bear only several feet away, and it was a big one. Energy began building in me. I tugged Kat closer to me and her hands flew to my chest, above my heart. “Have you ever seen a bear?” I asked. 


“What? There’s a bear—?” She pulled out of my grasp and spun around. 


Kat stiffened against me. 


The bear’s ears twitched, picking up on our breathing. I willed Kat to remain still. There was a good chance the bear would just mosey on past us. Or at least I hoped it would, because if that sucker rushed us, I was going to have to do something to scare it off.  


Something that would not be easy to explain.  


“Don’t run,” I told her.  


She gave a jerky nod.  


My hands settled on her arms again, and I don’t even think she felt it. Then, without any provocation, the bear huffed out a low growl as it rose onto its hind legs. Massive jaws opened and it roared, pawing at the air.  


Oh shit.  


Letting go of Kat, I stepped away from her and started waving my arms, shouting at it, but the bear dropped onto its paws, shoulders shaking and fur coat twitching. It charged right at Kat.  


Cursing, I shot back toward her. She was frozen, eyes squeezed shut and face drawn and pale. I didn’t stop to think. I lifted my hand and blinding white light, tinged in red, swirled down my arm, snapping into the air. A bolt of light, very much like lightning, slammed into the ground, no more than a foot in front of Kat, startling the bear.  


All of it happened so fast.  


Scared, the bear reared back and shifted its heavy body, running off in the opposite direction just as the light receded. The burst of energy bounced, and I saw Kat’s legs fold and her head tip to the side. And she went down.  


I snapped forward, catching her before she hit the ground and lifting her up in my arms, cradling her close to my chest as I kept my eyes on the area the bear had disappeared to. I doubted she’d passed out due to fright. She’d been too close to the Source. God only knew what the charge had done to her heart or nervous system.  


“Shit shit shit,” I muttered, calming only slightly when I heard her heartbeat still pounding in her chest. 


When I was sure the bear wasn’t coming back, I looked down at her. Pressure clamped down on my chest. Oh no. Dammit. No… 


A faint white glow surrounded Kat, almost like an aura or like the space around her was glowing with a supernatural light humans couldn’t see. But it would be visible to any Luxen…and to any Arum. 


I’d traced her. 










Chapter 7


Kat seemed incredibly small and delicate in my arms, her weight so slight I pressed her closer. Oddly, her head fit perfectly against my shoulder, as if she’d placed it there and fallen asleep instead of passing out. 


I couldn’t believe I’d inadvertently knocked her out.  


In a twisted way, it was a blessing in disguise. Most likely I wouldn’t have to come up with some whacked-out excuse for why it seemed like lightning had shot from my fingertips and scared a bear off.  


Above, dark clouds rolled in. A storm was brewing—a common consequence of too much charged power. Something to do with the electrical fields affecting the weather and blah blah blah.  


But even if Kat woke up and believed the incoming storm had something to do with scaring the bear off, I’d traced her. Which was equivalent to putting a bull’s-eye on her back, especially when there might be Arum around.  


Shit.  


Here I was, ranting at Dee over how dangerous it was getting close to Kat, and I’m the one who was bored and coaxed her into a walk, who had endangered them all.  


The trace should fade in a couple of days. As long as she stayed home and no one other than Dee saw her, then it shouldn’t be a problem.  


I laughed drily, almost bitterly. Not going to be a problem? Dee was never going to let me hear the end of it. 


Heading back down the trail, I forced my gaze to stay forward instead of on what I carried, focused on the scenery. Trees—lots of trees and maple-shaped leaves, pine needles, a few shrubs…birds hopping from limb to limb, shaking out their feathers. A squirrel shimmied up the trunk of a tree.  


I glanced down.  


Thick lashes fanned paler-than-normal cheeks. I kind of thought she looked like Snow White. Good God, that sounded lame. Snow White? But her lips were parted perfectly, and they were rosy even without makeup.  


Thunder cracked and the scent of rain rolled in. Checking to make sure she was still out like a little kitten, I picked up the pace and flew down the trail. Even as fast as I moved, the storm was unpredictable, and the skies opened up, drenching us. And still, she slept.  


She reminded me of Dawson. An atomic bomb wouldn’t have woken my brother. 


After reaching the porch steps, I slowed down and shook my head, sending droplets of rain flying in every direction. I stopped at the door and frowned. Had she locked it before she left? Dammit, I couldn’t remember. If so, she probably had a key in her pocket, but that would mean going into her pocket and getting it. How else would I explain how I unlocked her door? 


My gaze dipped and ran over her legs. Legs unbelievably long for someone so short…and those shorts were short. Tiny pockets, too. 


Yeah, I was not going after that key. 


Well past time to deposit her little butt on the swing and get the hell out of here. 


Sighing, I went over to the swing and started to put her down, but she snuggled closer. I froze, wondering if she was awake. A quick check told me she wasn’t. Again, I went to lay her down, but I stopped this time. What would she think if she woke up here alone?  


Why did I care? 


“Dammit,” I muttered. 


Searching the porch frantically as if it held the answers, I finally rolled my eyes and sat, placing her beside me. It made sense that I would stay. I had to know if she had seen me shoot a lightning bolt out of my hand, I reasoned. I kept my arm around her, because knowing my luck, she’d slip out of the swing and crack her head open. Then Dee would kill me.  


I tipped my head back and closed my eyes. Why had I come over here today? Was it really just boredom? If that was the case, I could’ve watched the episodes of Ghost Investigators I had DVRed. I hadn’t really considered what I was doing until I was knocking on her door and it was too late to think about it. 
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