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				Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

				Barbaric.  

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

				I missed Dad. 

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

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

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

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

				I raced downstairs. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Yeah, I knew. 

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

				I was kind of boring.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				I glanced down. It said My Blog Is Better Than Your Vlog. There wasn’t a thing wrong with it. “How about I show up in my undies?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				“Yeah?”

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

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

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

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

				“Excellent! If you need anything, call me. Okay?” Mom’s eyes watered on another long yawn. “I love you, honey.”

				I started to tell her that I loved her, too, but she disappeared upstairs before the words were out of my mouth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				“I know.”

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

				“Plants?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				“Kid?” I repeated, eyes widening. 

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

				“I’m not a kid. I’m seventeen.”

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

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

				“Hey,” he called out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				I flipped him off.

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

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

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

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

				

				

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2 

				It took the entire drive into Petersburg for me to calm down. Even then there was still a hot mix of anger and humiliation swirling inside me. What the heck was wrong with him? I thought people in small towns were supposed to be nice, not act like the son of Satan.

				I found Main Street with no problem, which literally seemed to be the main street. There was the Grant County Library on Mount View, and I reminded myself I needed to get a library card. Grocery store options were limited. Foodland, which actually read FOO LAND, brought to you by the missing letter D, was where Douchebag had said it would be. 

				The front windows were plastered with a missing person’s picture of a girl about my age with long dark hair and laughing eyes. The data below said she’d last been seen over a year ago. There was a reward, but after she’d been missing for that long, I doubted the reward would ever be claimed. Saddened by that thought, I headed inside. 

				I was a speed shopper, wasting no time strolling aisles. Throwing items into the cart, I realized I’d need more than I thought since we only had the bare necessities at home. Soon, my cart was filled to the rim.

				“Katy?” 

				Lost in thought, I jumped at the soft female voice and dropped a carton of eggs on the floor. “Crap.”

				 “Oh! I am so sorry! I startled you. I do that a lot.” Tan arms shot out and she picked up the carton and placed it back on the shelf. She grabbed another one and held it in her slender hands. “These won’t be cracked.”

				I lifted my gaze from the egg carnage slowly oozing bright yolks all over the linoleum floor and was momentarily stunned. My first impression of the girl was that she was too beautiful to be standing in a grocery store with a carton of eggs in her hand.

				She stood out like a sunflower in a field of wheat. 

				Everyone else was a pale comparison. Her dark hair was curly and longer than mine, reaching her waist. She was tall, thin, and her almost perfect features held a certain innocence. She reminded me of someone, especially those startling green eyes. I gritted my teeth. What were the odds?

				She grinned. “I’m Daemon’s sister. My name is Dee.” She placed the undamaged carton of eggs in my cart. “New eggs!” She smiled.

				“Daemon?” 

				Dee gestured at a hot-pink purse in the front of her cart. A cell phone was lying on top of it. “You talked to him about thirty minutes ago. You stopped by…asking for directions?”

				So the dickhead had a name. Daemon—seemed fitting. And of course his sister would be as attractive as him. Why not? Welcome to West Virginia, the land of lost models. I was starting to doubt I was going to fit in here. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting anyone to call out my name.” I paused. “He called you?”

				“Yeah.” She deftly pulled her cart out of the way of a toddler running amok through the narrow aisle. “Anyway, I saw you guys move in, and I’ve been meaning to stop by, and when he said you were here, well, I was so excited to meet you I ran over. He told me what you looked liked.”

				I could only imagine that description. 

				Curiosity filled her face as she watched me with her intense green eyes. “Although, you don’t look anything like he said, but anyway, I’d know who you were. It’s hard not to know pretty much everyone’s face around here.” 

				I watched a grubby little kid climb up the bread rack. “I don’t think your brother likes me.” 

				Her brows furrowed. “What?”

				“Your brother—I don’t think he likes me.” I turned back to the cart, fiddling with a package of meat. “He wasn’t very…helpful.”

				“Oh no,” she said and then laughed. I looked at her sharply. “I’m sorry. My brother is moody.”

				No shit. “I’m pretty sure that was more than being moody.”

				She shook her head. “He was having a bad day. He’s worse than a girl, trust me. He doesn’t hate you. We’re twins. Even I want to kill him on days that end with a Y. Anyway, Daemon’s kind of rough around the edges. He doesn’t get along with…people.”

				I laughed. “You think?”

				“Well, I’m glad I ran into you here!” she exclaimed, changing the subject yet again. “I wasn’t sure if I would’ve been bothering you if I popped over, with you getting settled in and all.”

				“No, it wouldn’t have been a bother.” I tried to keep up with the conversation. She went from one topic to the next like someone in bad need of Ritalin. 

				“You should’ve seen me when Daemon said you were our age. I almost ran home to hug him.” She moved excitedly. “If I’d known he was going to be so rude to you, I would have been likely to punch him instead.”

				 “I can imagine.” I grinned. “I wanted to punch him, too.”

				“Imagine being the only girl in the neighborhood and stuck with your annoying brother most of the time.” She glanced over her shoulder, delicate brows creasing. 

				I followed her gaze. The little boy now had a carton of milk in each hand, which reminded me that I needed milk. “Be right back.” I headed over to the refrigerated section.

				Finally, the mother of the child had rounded the corner, yelling, “Timothy Roberts, you put that back right now! What are you—?”

				The kid stuck out his tongue. Sometimes being around children was the perfect abstinence program. Then again, not like I needed a program. I carried my milk back to where Dee waited, staring at the floor. Her fingers twisted over the handle of her cart, squeezing until her knuckles bleached.

				“Timothy, get right back here this instant!” The mother grabbed his chubby arm. Strands of hair had escaped her severe bun. “What did I tell you?” she hissed. “You don’t go near them.”

				Them? I expected to see someone else. Except it was Dee and…me. Confused, I glanced at the woman. I was shocked to see her dark eyes filled with disgust. Pure revulsion, and behind that, in the way her lips pressed into a hard line and trembled, there was also fear.

				And she was staring at Dee.

				Then she gathered the squirmy boy into her arms and hurried off, leaving her cart in the middle of the aisle.

				I turned to Dee. “What the heck was that about?”

				Dee smiled, but it was brittle. “Small town. The locals are weird around here. Don’t pay any attention to them. Anyway, you must be so bored after unpacking and then grocery shopping. That’s like two of the worst things ever. I mean, hell could be devised of those two things. Think of an eternity of unpacking boxes and grocery shopping?”

				I couldn’t help grinning as I struggled to keep up with Dee’s nonstop chatter while we finished loading our carts. Normally, someone like that would wear me out in five seconds, but the excitement in her eyes and the way she kept rocking back on her heels was sort of contagious. 

				 “Do you have more stuff to get?” she asked. “I’m pretty much done. I really came to catch you and was sucked down the ice cream aisle. It calls to me.” 

				I laughed and looked at my full cart. “Yeah, I hope I’m done.”

				“Come on then. We can check out together.” 

				As we waited in the checkout aisle, Dee rattled on, and I forgot about the weird incident in the milk aisle. Dee believed Petersburg needed another grocery store—because this one didn’t carry organic food—and she wanted organic chicken for what she was making Daemon fix her for dinner. After a few minutes I got past the difficulty of keeping up with her and actually started to relax. She wasn’t bubbly, just really…alive. I hoped she rubbed off on me.

				The checkout line moved quicker than it did in larger cities. Once outside, she stopped next to a new Volkswagen and unlocked the trunk.

				“Nice car,” I commented. They had money, obviously, or Dee had a job. 

				“I love it.” She patted the rear bumper. “It’s my baby.”

				I shoved groceries in the back of my sedan.

				“Katy?”

				“Yeah?” I twirled the keys around my finger, hoping asshat brother aside, she wanted to hang out later. There was no telling how late Mom was going to sleep. 

				“I should apologize for my brother. Knowing him, I’m sure he wasn’t very nice.” 

				I sort of felt sorry for her, being that she was related to such a tool. “It’s not your fault.”

				Her fingers twisted around her key ring, and her eyes drifted to mine. “He’s really overprotective, so he doesn’t take well to strangers.”

				Like a dog? I almost smiled, but her eyes were wide and she looked genuinely scared I wouldn’t forgive her. Having a brother like him must suck. “It’s no big deal. Maybe he was just having a bad day.”

				“Maybe.” She smiled, but it seemed forced. 

				“Seriously, no worries. We’re good,” I said.

				“Thanks! I’m totally not a stalker. I swear.” She winked. “But I’d love to hang out this afternoon. Got any plans?”

				“Actually, I was thinking of tackling the overgrown flower bed in the front. You wanna help?” Having company might be fun.

				 “Oh, that sounds great. Let me get these groceries home, and I’ll head straight over,” she said. “I’m really excited to garden! I’ve never done that.”

				Before I could ask what sort of childhood didn’t include at least the obligatory tomato plant, she’d dashed off to her car and zoomed out of the parking lot. I pushed off my bumper and headed toward the driver’s side. I opened the car door and was about to climb in when the feeling of being watched crept over me. 

				My eyes darted around the parking lot, but there was only a man in a black suit and dark sunglasses staring at a missing person’s picture on a community corkboard. All I could think of was Men in Black. 

				The only thing he needed was that little memory-wiper device and a talking dog. I would’ve laughed, except nothing about the man was funny…Especially since he was now staring right back at me.

				…

				A little past one that afternoon, Dee knocked on the front door. When I stepped outside, I found her standing near the steps, rolling back on the heels of her wedge sandals. Not what I’d consider “gardening” attire. The sun cast a halo around her dark head and she had an impish grin on her face. In that moment, she reminded me of a fairy princess. Or maybe a cracked-out Tinker Bell, considering how hyper she was. 

				“Hey.” I stepped out onto the porch, closing the door quietly behind me. “My mom’s sleeping.”

				“I hope I didn’t wake your mom,” she mock whispered.

				I shook my head. “Nah, she’d sleep through a hurricane. It’s happened, actually.”

				Dee grinned as she sat on the swing. She looked timid, hugging her elbows. “As soon as I came home with groceries, Daemon ate half a bag of my potato chips, two of my fudge pops, and then half of the peanut butter jar.” 

				I started laughing. “Wow. How does he stay so…” Hot. “Fit?”

				“It’s amazing.” She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. “He eats so much we usually have to run two to three trips a week to the store.” She looked at me with a sly glint in her eyes. “Of course, I can eat you out of house and home too. I guess I shouldn’t be talking.”

				My envy was almost painful. I wasn’t blessed with a fast metabolism. My hips and butt could attest to that. I wasn’t overweight, but I really hated it when Mom referred to me as ‘curvy.’ “That’s so not fair. I eat a bag of chips and gain five pounds.” 

				“We’re lucky.” Her easy grin seemed tighter. “Anyway, you must tell me all about Florida. Never been there.”

				I propped myself up on the porch railing. “Think nonstop shopping malls and parking lots. Oh, but the beaches. Yeah, it’s worth it for the beaches.” I loved the heat of the sun on my skin, my toes squishing in the wet sand. 

				“Wow,” Dee said, her gaze darting next door as if she were waiting for someone. “It’s going to take a lot for you to get used to living here. Adapting can be…hard when you’re out of your element.”

				I shrugged. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem that bad. Of course when I first found out, I was like, you have got to be kidding me. I didn’t even know this place existed.”

				Dee laughed. “Yeah, a lot of people don’t. We were shocked when we came here.”

				 “Oh, so you guys aren’t from here either?”

				Her laugh died off as her gaze flicked away from mine. “No, we’re not from here.” 

				“Did your parents move here for work?” Although I had no idea what sort of jobs were around this place. 

				“Yeah, they work in the city. We don’t see them a lot.”

				I had the distinct impression there was more to it. “That must be hard. But…a lot of freedom, I guess. My mom is rarely here either.”

				 “I guess you understand then.” A strange, sad look filled her eyes. “We kind of run our own lives.”

				“And you’d think our lives would be more exciting than this, right?”

				She looked wistful. “Have you ever heard of, be careful what you wish for? I used to think that.” She toed the swing back and forth, neither of us rushing to fill the ensuing silence. I knew exactly what she meant. I can’t remember how many times I’d lain awake at night and hoped Mom would snap out of it and move on—and welcome West Virginia. 

				Dark clouds seemed to roll in out of nowhere, casting a shadow across the yard. Dee frowned. “Oh no! It looks like we’re going to get one of our famous afternoon rainstorms. They usually last a couple of hours.”

				“That’s too bad. I guess we better plan to garden tomorrow instead. Are you available?”

				“Sure thing.” Dee shivered in the suddenly chilly air.

				“Wonder where this storm came from. It seemed to come out of nowhere, didn’t it?” I asked.

				Dee jumped up from the swing, wiping her hands on her pants. “Looks that way. Well, I think your mom is up, and I need to wake Daemon.”

				 “Sleeping? That’s a little late.”

				“He’s weird,” Dee said. “I’ll be back tomorrow, and we can head to the garden shop.”

				Laughing, I slid off the rail. “Sounds good.”

				“Great!” She skipped down the steps and twirled around. “I’ll tell Daemon you said hi!”

				I felt my cheeks turn a fiery red. “Uh, that won’t be necessary.”

				“Trust me, it is!” She laughed and then sprinted to the house next door. Joy.

				Mom was in the kitchen, coffee in hand. As she faced me, steaming brown liquid sloshed over the counter. The innocent look on her face gave it away. 

				Grabbing a towel, I walked over to the counter. “She lives next door, her name is Dee, and I ran into her while I was at the grocery store.” I swiped the towel over the splotches of coffee. “She has a brother. His name is Daemon. They’re twins.”

				“Twins? Interesting.” She smiled. “Is Dee nice, dear?”

				I sighed. “Yes, Mom, she’s very nice.”

				“I’m so happy. It’s about time you came out of your shell.” 

				I didn’t realize I was in a shell. 

				Mom blew softly and then took a sip, eyeing me over the rim. “Did you make plans to hang out with her tomorrow?”

				“You would know. You were listening.” 

				“Of course.” She winked. “I’m your mother. That is what we do.”

				“Eavesdropping on conversations?”

				“Yes. How else am I supposed to know what is going on?” she asked innocently.

				I rolled my eyes and turned to go back into the living room. “Privacy, Mom.”

				“Honey,” she called from the kitchen, “there is no such thing as privacy.” 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3 

				The day my Internet was hooked up was better than having a hot guy check out my butt and ask for my phone number. Since it was Wednesday, I’d typed up a quick “Waiting on Wednesday” post for my blog featuring this YA book about a hot boy with a killer touch—can’t go wrong there—apologized for my extended absence, responded to comments, and stalked a few other blogs I loved. It was like coming home. 

				“Katy?” Mom yelled up the stairs. “Your friend Dee is here.”

				“Coming,” I shouted back and closed the lid of my laptop. 

				I skipped down the stairs, and Dee and I headed off to the hardware store, which wasn’t anywhere near FOO LAND like Daemon had said. They had everything needed for me to fix that gross flower bed out front. 

				Back home, we each grabbed a side of a bag and hauled it out of my trunk. The bags were ridiculously heavy and by the time we’d gotten them out of the car, sweat poured off of us. 

				“Want to get something to drink before we drag those bags over to the flower beds?” I offered, arms aching.

				She wiped her hands against each other and nodded. “I need to lift weights. Moving stuff sucks.”

				We headed inside and grabbed iced tea. “Remind me to join the local gym,” I joked, rubbing my puny arms. 

				Dee laughed and twisted her sweat-soaked hair from her neck. She still looked gorgeous, even red-faced and tired. I’m sure I looked like a serial killer. At least now we knew I was too weak to do any real damage. “Umm. Ketterman. Our idea of a gym is dragging your garbage can to the end of a dirt road or hauling hay.” 

				I dug up a hair tie for her, joking about the uncoolness of my new small-town life. We’d only been inside ten minutes tops, but when we went back out, all the bags of soil and mulch were stacked next to the porch.

				I glanced at her, surprised. “How did they get over here?”

				Dropping down on her knees, she started pulling up the weeds. “Probably my brother.”

				“Daemon?” 

				She nodded. “He’s always the thankless hero.”

				“Thankless hero,” I muttered. Not likely. I’d sooner believe the bags levitated over here on their own.

				Dee and I attacked the weeds with more energy than I thought we had. I’ve always felt pulling weeds was a great way to let off steam, and if Dee’s jerky movements were any indication, she had a lot to be frustrated about. With a brother like hers, I wasn’t surprised.

				Later, Dee stared at her chipped nails. “Well, there went my manicure.”

				I grinned. “I told you, you should’ve gotten gloves.”

				“But you’re not wearing any,” she pointed out. 

				Lifting my dirt-stained hands, I winced. My nails were usually chipped. “Yeah, but I’m used to it.”

				Dee shrugged and went over and grabbed a rake. She looked funny in her skirt and wedge sandals, which she insisted were the height of gardening couture, and dragged the rake over to me. “This is fun, though.”

				“Better than shopping?” I joked.

				She seemed to consider it seriously, scrunching her nose. “Yeah, it’s more…relaxing.”

				“It is. I don’t think when I’m doing stuff like this.”

				“That’s what’s nice about it.” She started raking the faded mulch out of the bed. “Do you do it to avoid thinking?”

				Sitting back, I ripped open another bag of mulch. I wasn’t sure how to answer that question. “My dad…he loved doing things like this. He had a green thumb. In our old apartment, we didn’t have a yard or anything, but we had a balcony. We made a garden up there, together.”

				“What happened to your dad? Did your parents get divorced?”

				I pressed my lips together. Talking about him wasn’t something I did. Like ever. He’d been a good man—a great father. He didn’t deserve what happened to him. 

				Dee paused. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

				“No. It’s okay.” I stood, brushing the dirt off my shirt. When I looked up, she was leaning the rake against the porch. Her entire left arm blurred. I could see the white railing through it. I blinked. Her arm was solid again.

				“Katy? You okay?”

				Heart pounding, I dragged my eyes to her face and then back to her arm. It was whole. Perfect. I shook my head. “Yeah, I’m okay. Um…my dad, he got sick. Cancer. It was terminal—in the brain. He’d been getting headaches, seeing things.” I swallowed, looking away. Seeing things like I did? “But other than that, he’d been fine right up to the diagnosis. They started him on chemo and radiation, but everything…went to shit so quickly. He died about two months later.”

				“Oh, my God, Katy, I’m so sorry.” Her face was pale, voice soft. “That’s terrible.”

				“It’s okay.” I forced a smile I didn’t feel. “It was about three years ago. It’s why my mom wanted to move. A new start and all that jazz.”

				In the sunlight, her eyes glistened. “I can understand that. Losing someone doesn’t get easier with time, does it?”

				“No.” By the sound of it, she knew what it felt like, but before I could ask, the door to her house swung open. Knots formed in my stomach. “Oh no,” I whispered.

				Dee twisted around, letting out a sigh. “Look who’s back.” 

				It was past one in the afternoon, and Daemon looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed. His jeans were rumpled, hair tousled and all over the place. He was on the phone, talking to someone as he rubbed a hand along his jaw. 

				And he was shirtless. 

				“Doesn’t he own a shirt?” I asked, grabbing a spade.

				“Unfortunately, I don’t think so. Not even in the winter. He’s always running around half-dressed.” She groaned. “It’s disturbing that I have to see so much of his…skin. Yuck.”

				Yuck for her. And hot damn for me. I started digging several holes in strategic places. My throat felt dry. Beautiful face. Beautiful body. Horrible attitude. It was the holy trinity of hot boys. 

				Daemon stayed on the phone for about thirty minutes, and his presence had a swamping effect. There was no ignoring him, not even when I had my back to him—I could feel him watching. My shoulder blades tingled under his heavy stare. Once I glanced over, and he was gone, only to return a few seconds later with a shirt on. Damn. I kind of missed the view. 

				I was patting down new soil when Daemon swaggered over, dropping a heavy arm over his sister’s shoulder. She tried to wiggle free, but he held her close. “Hey, Sis.”

				She rolled her eyes, but she was grinning. A look of hero-worship filled her eyes as she gazed at him. “Thanks for moving the bags for us.”

				“Wasn’t me.”

				Dee rolled her eyes. “Whatever, butthead.”

				“That’s not nice.” He pulled her closer, smiling—really smiling, and it was a nice look on him. He should try it more often. Then he glanced over at me and his eyes narrowed, as if he just realized I was there, in my yard. The smile was completely gone. “What are you doing?”

				I glanced down at myself. It seemed pretty obvious considering I was covered with dirt and there were several plants scattered around me. “I’m fixing—”

				“I wasn’t asking you.” He turned to his red-faced sister. “What are you doing?”

				I was not going to let him get to me again. I shrugged and picked up a potted plant. Yanking the plant out of its container, I ripped roots right along with it. 

				“I’m helping her with the flower bed. Be nice.” Dee punched him in the stomach before squirming free. “Look at what we’ve done. I think I have a hidden talent.”

				Daemon turned his eyes on my landscaping masterpiece. If I had to pick a dream job right now, it would be working with landscaping and the outdoors. Yeah, I sucked butt in the wilderness, but I was at my best with my hands sunk deep into the dirt. I loved everything about it. The numbing it brought, the way everything smelled earthy and rich, and how a little water and fresh soil could bring life back into something that was faded and dying.

				And I was good at it. I watched every show on TLC. I knew where to place plants that needed more sun and ones that thrived in the shadows. There was a layered effect, taller and leafy, sturdier plants in the back and flowers in the front. All I had to do was put down soil and voila! 

				Daemon arched a brow. 

				My insides tightened. “What?”

				He shrugged. “It’s nice. I guess.”

				“Nice?” Dee sounded as offended as I felt. “It’s better than nice. We rocked this project. Well, Katy rocked it. I kind of just handed her stuff.”

				“Is this what you do with your spare time?” he asked me, ignoring his sister.

				“What—are you deciding to talk to me now?” Smiling tightly, I grabbed a handful of mulch and dumped it. Rinse and repeat. “Yeah, it’s kind of a hobby. What’s yours? Kicking puppies?”

				“I’m not sure I should say in front of my sister,” he replied, his expression turning wolfish.

				“Ew.” Dee made a face. 

				The images I got then were totally R-rated, and I could tell by his smug expression he knew it. I grabbed more mulch. 

				“But it’s not nearly as lame as this,” he added. 

				I froze. Pieces of red cedar floated from my fingers. “Why is this lame?”

				His look said do I really need to explain? And yeah, gardening wasn’t the height of coolness. I knew that. But it wasn’t lame. Because I liked Dee, I clamped my mouth shut and started spreading the mulch out. 

				Dee pushed her brother, but he didn’t move. “Don’t be a jerk. Please?”

				“I’m not being a jerk,” he denied.

				I raised my eyebrows.

				“What’s that?” Daemon said. “You have something to say, Kitten?”

				“Other than I’d like for you to never call me Kitten? No.” I smoothed the mulch out, then stood, admiring our work. Casting Dee a look, I grinned. “I think we did good.”

				“Yes.” She pushed her brother again, in the direction of their house. He still didn’t move. “We did good, lameness and all. And you know what? I kind of like being lame.”

				Daemon stared at the freshly planted flowers, almost like he were dissecting them for a science experiment. 

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

				“She’s not welcome in our house,” Daemon snapped, turning to his sister. “Seriously.”

				Surprised by the venom in his words, I took a step back. 

				Dee, however, did not. Her delicate 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 don’t want her over there.”

				“Daemon, don’t do this,” Dee whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “Please. I like her.”

				The remarkable happened. His face softened. “Dee…”

				“Please?” she asked again, bouncing like a little girl asking for her favorite toy, which was odd to watch given how tall she was. I wanted to kick Daemon for turning his sister into someone clearly starving for friendships.

				He cursed under his breath, folding his arms. “Dee, you have friends.”

				“It’s not the same, and you know it.” Her movements mimicked his. “It’s different.”

				Daemon glanced over at me, his lip curling. If I still held the spade, I might’ve chucked it at his head. “They’re your friends, Dee. They’re like you. You don’t need to be friends with someone…someone like her.”

				I’d kept quiet up to that point, because I had no idea what was going on and I didn’t want to say anything that might upset Dee. Dickhead was her brother, after all, but that—that was way too much. “What do you mean, someone like me?”

				He tilted his head to the side and let out a long breath. 

				His sister’s eyes darted from me to him nervously. “He didn’t mean anything by it.”

				“Bullshit,” he muttered.

				Now my hands were clenching into fists. “What the hell is your problem?”

				Daemon faced me. There was a strange look on his face. “You.”

				“I’m your problem?” I took a step forward. “I don’t even know you. And you don’t know me.”

				“You are all the same.” A muscle popped in his jaw. “I don’t need to get to know you. Or want to.”

				I threw my hands up, frustrated. “That works perfectly for me, buddy, because I don’t want to get to know you either.”

				“Daemon,” Dee said, grabbing his arm. “Knock it off.”

				He smirked as he watched me. “I don’t like that you’re friends with my sister.”

				I said the first thing that came to mind. Probably not the smartest, and normally I wasn’t the type of person to fire right back, but this guy got under my skin and made me see red. “And I don’t give two shits what you like.”

				One second he was standing next to Dee and the next he was right in front of me. And I mean, right in front of me. He couldn’t have moved that fast. It was impossible. But there he was, towering over me and staring down.

				“How…how did you move…?” I took a step back, words failing me. The intensity in his eyes sent shivers down my arms. Holy crap…

				“Listen closely,” he said, taking a step forward. I took one back, and he matched my steps until my back bit into one of the tall trees. Daemon bent his head down, his unnatural green eyes taking up my whole world. Heat rolled off his body. “I’m only going to tell you this once. If anything happens to my sister, so help me—” He stopped, taking a deep breath as his gaze dropped to my parted lips. My breath caught. Something flickered in his eyes, but they narrowed again, hiding whatever had been there. 

				The images were back. The two of us. Hot and sweaty. I bit my lip and tried to make my expression blank, but yet again I knew he could tell what I was thinking when his expression turned annoyingly smug. Beyond annoying.

				“You’re kind of dirty, Kitten.”

				I blinked. Deny. Deny. Deny. “What did you say?”

				“Dirty,” he repeated, voice so low I knew Dee couldn’t hear him. “You’re covered in dirt. What did you think I meant?”

				“Nothing,” I said, wishing he’d back the hell up. Daemon being this close wasn’t exactly comforting. “I’m gardening. You get dirty when you do that.”

				His lips twitched. “There are a lot more fun ways to get…dirty. Not that I’d ever show you.”

				I had a feeling he knew each way intimately. A flush spread over my cheeks, down my throat. “I’d rather roll around in manure than anything you might sleep in.”

				Daemon arched a brow and then spun around. “You need to call Matthew,” he said to his sister. “Like now and not five minutes from now.”

				I stayed against the tree, eyes wide and unmoving until he disappeared back into his house, the door slamming shut behind him. I swallowed, looking at a distraught Dee. “Okay,” I said. “That was intense.”

				Dee dropped down on the steps, her hands in her face. “I really love him, I do. He’s my brother, the only—” She cut herself off, lifting her head. “But he’s a dick. I know he is. He wasn’t always like that.”

				Speechless, I stared at her. My heart was still racing, pumping blood way too fast. I wasn’t sure if it was fear or adrenaline that was making me dizzy when I finally pushed away from the tree and approached her. And if I wasn’t afraid, I kind of wondered if I should be. 

				“It’s hard having friends with him around,” she murmured, staring at her hands. “He runs them all off.”

				“Gee, I wonder why.” Actually, I did wonder why. His possessiveness seemed a bit off the charts. My hands were still shaking, and even though he was gone, I could still feel him—the heat he’d thrown off. It had been…exciting. Sadly. 

				“I’m so, so sorry.” She jumped up from the steps, opening and closing her hands. “It’s just that he’s overprotective.”

				“I get that, but it’s not like I’m some dude trying to molest you or something.”

				A grin peeked through. “I know, but he worries a lot. I know he’ll…calm down, once he gets to know you.”

				I doubted that.

				“Please tell me he hasn’t run you off, too.” She stepped in front of me, brows furrowed. “I know you probably think hanging out with me isn’t worth—”

				“No. It’s okay.” I ran a hand over my forehead. “He didn’t run me off—he won’t.”

				She looked so relieved I thought she’d collapse. “Good. I have to go, but I’ll fix this. I promise.”

				I shrugged. “There’s nothing to fix. He isn’t your problem.”

				A strange look crossed her face. “But he kind of is. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

				Nodding, I watched her head back to her house. I grabbed the empty bags. What the hell had that been about? Never in my life had someone disliked me so strongly. Shaking my head, I dumped the bags in the trash. 

				Daemon was hot, but he was a jerk. A bully. And I’d meant what I said to Dee. He wasn’t going to scare me off from being friends with his sister. He’d just have to deal with it. I was here to stay. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				I skipped posting on my blog on Monday, mainly because it was usually a “What are you reading” type thing and I wasn’t reading anything new at the moment. I decided my poor car needed a bath instead. Mom would be proud if she had been up, seeing that I was outside during the summer and not chained to my laptop. Other than the occasional gardening stint, I was typically a shut-in.

				The sky was clear and the air carried a light musky scent mingled with pine. Soon after I’d gotten started with cleaning the inside of my car, I was amazed at how many pens and hair ties I found. Seeing my book bag on the backseat caused me to cringe. In a couple of weeks I’d be starting a new school, and I knew Dee would be surrounded by friends—friends that Daemon probably approved of, which wasn’t me, because he obviously thought I was a crack dealer. 

				Next, I got out a bucket and hose and soaped up most of the car, but when I reached over the top of the roof, all I ended up doing was soaking myself and dropping the sponge a dozen times. No matter which side I tried to attack the roof from, it wasn’t working

				Cursing, I started picking out pieces of gravel and grass from the sponge. I wanted to launch it into the nearby woods. Frustrated, I ended up tossing the sponge into the bucket.

				“You look as if you could use some help.”

				I jumped. Daemon stood a few feet away from me, hands in the front pockets of his faded jeans. His bright eyes sparkled in the sunlight. 

				His sudden appearance had startled me. I hadn’t even heard him. How could someone move so damn quietly, especially as tall as he was? And hey, he had a shirt on. I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful or disappointed. Mouth aside, he was drool-worthy. I snapped out of it, preparing myself for the inevitable verbal smackdown. 

				He wasn’t smiling, but at least he didn’t look like he wanted to kill me this time. If anything, his expression took on a mask of grudging acceptance, probably how I looked when I had to give a book I’d been excited about a less than stellar review.

				 “You looked as though you wanted to throw that again.” He gestured to the bucket with his elbow and the sponge floating on top of the suds. “I figured I’d do my good deed for the day and intervene before any innocent sponges lose their lives.” 

				I brushed a few strands of damp hair out of my eyes, not sure what to say. 

				Daemon bent quickly and snatched up the sponge, squeezing out the excess 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?” Kind of creepy. Kind of hot. No! Not hot. 

				He 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,” he said slowly. He knelt down and began cleaning a spot I’d missed on the fender around the tire before tackling the roof of the car. “You need new tires. These are about bald and winter’s crazy around here.”

				I didn’t care about my tires. I couldn’t figure out why he was here, talking to me, when the last time we’d spoken, he’d acted like I was the antichrist and practically had me pinned to a tree, talking about ways to get dirty. And why hadn’t I brushed my hair this morning? 

				 “Anyway, I’m glad you were out here.” He finished with the roof in record time and picked up the hose. He flashed a half grin at me and started spraying the car with water, the suds running down the sides like an overflowing cup. “I think I’m supposed to apologize.”

				“You think you’re supposed to?”

				Daemon faced me, eyes narrowed against the bright sun, and I barely dodged the spray of water as he tackled the opposite side of the car. “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,” he replied. 

				 He preferred “not normal” friends for his sister? “Well, apologizing and not meaning it kind of defeats the purpose of apologizing.”

				He made an affirmative noise. “True.”

				I stared at him. “Are you serious?”

				“Yeah,” he dragged the word out, working his way around the car as he continued to rinse off the soap suds. “Actually, I don’t have a choice. I have to make nice.”

				“You don’t seem like a person who does anything he doesn’t want to do.”

				“Normally I’m not.” He moved around to the back of the car. “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 tried to stop it, but I laughed. “She took your keys?”

				He scowled, returning to my side. “It’s not funny.”

				“You’re right.” I laughed. “It’s freaking hilarious.”

				Daemon shot me a dirty look. 

				I folded my arms. “I’m sorry, though. I’m not accepting your not-so-sincere apology.”

				“Not even when I’m cleaning your car?”

				“Nope.” I smiled at the way his eyes narrowed. “You may never see those keys again.”

				“Well, damn, there went my plan.” A begrudging smile toyed with the corners of his mouth. “I figured that if I really don’t feel bad, then at least I could make up for it.”

				Part of me was annoyed, but there was another part of me that was amused—reluctantly amused. “Are you normally this warm and sparkly?”

				 He headed past me and turned the water off. “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?”

				Heat infused my cheeks. “I was not staring.”

				“Really?” he asked. That half grin was there again, hinting at dimples. “Anyway, you woke me up. I’m not a morning person.”

				“It wasn’t that early,” I pointed out.

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

				I pushed back a strand of hair that had escaped my ponytail. “No. I always get up early.”

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

				“Dee has taste…unlike some,” I said. His lips twitched. “And she’s great. I really like her, so if you’re over here to play big, bad brother, just forget it.”

				 “That’s not why I’m here.” He gathered up the bucket and various sprays and cleansers. I probably should have helped him sort things out, but it was fascinating watching him take charge of my little cleaning project. Although he kept tossing me the odd half smile, I could tell this little exchange was awkward for him. Good.

				“Then why are you here, other than delivering a crappy apology?” I couldn’t stop staring at his mouth when he spoke. I bet he knew how to kiss. Perfect kisses too, ones that weren’t wet and gross, but the kind that curled toes. 

				I needed to stop looking at him in general. 

				Daemon placed all the supplies on the porch steps and straightened. Stretching his arms over his head, his shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of muscles. His gaze lingered on my face, and warmth blossomed in my belly. “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.”

				Daemon stared at me a moment, then laughed. It was a deep, rumbling sound. Nice. Sexy. Oh God, I looked away. He was the kind of boy that broke hearts and left a long line of them shattered behind him. He was trouble. Maybe the fun kind of trouble, but he was also a jerk. And I didn’t do jerks. Not that I did anyone. 

				I cleared my throat. “Well, thanks for the car thing.”

				Suddenly, he was right in front of me again. So close that his toes almost touched mine. I sucked in a sharp breath, wanting to back up. He needed to stop doing that. “How do you move so fast?”

				He ignored the question. “My little sis does seem to like you,” he said, as if he couldn’t figure out why.

				I bristled and tilted my head back but focused my gaze over his shoulder. “Little? You’re twins.”

				“I was born a whole four minutes and thirty seconds before she was,” he boasted, his eyes meeting mine. “Technically she is my little sister.”

				My throat felt dry. “She’s the baby in the family?”

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

				“I guess that explains your poor attitude then,” I retorted.

				“Maybe, but most people find me charming.”

				I started to respond, but made the mistake of looking into his eyes. I was immediately snared by the unnatural color, reminded of the purest, deepest parts of the Everglades. “I have…a hard time believing that.”

				His lips curved slightly. “You shouldn’t, Kat.” He picked up a loose section of hair that had escaped my clip, twirling the hair around his finger. “What kind of color is this? It’s not brown or blonde.”

				 My cheeks itched with heat. I snatched my hair back. “It’s called light brown.”

				“Hmm,” he said, nodding. “You and I have plans to make.”

				“What?” I sidestepped his large body, dragging in a deep breath as I gained some distance. My heart was pounding. “We don’t have any plans to make.” 

				Daemon sat down on the steps, stretching out his long legs and leaning back on his elbows.

				“Comfortable?” I snapped.

				“Very.” He squinted up at me. “About these plans…”

				I stood a few feet from him. “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?” He crossed his ankles as his gaze slid over to the trees. “Those plans involve me getting my car keys back.”

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

				“Of course,” he 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.” Thank God I didn’t have any siblings.

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

				“What?” She’d never mentioned going out of town. Or family nearby. “I didn’t know that.”

				“It was a last-minute thing.” He uncrossed his ankles and one foot started to tap an unheard rhythm. “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.” 

				I started to smile. “Okay…?”

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

				I busted out laughing again. The look on his face was awesome. “I’m sorry, but this is kind of funny.”

				 Daemon drew in a deep, disgusted breath. “Yeah, it’s real funny.”

				My laughter faded. “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.”

				He had to be kidding, but the longer I stared at him, I realized he was being serious. My 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.”

				I did laugh again. “Yeah, well, you can kiss your keys good-bye.”

				Surprise shone on his face. “Why?”

				“Because I’m not going anywhere with you,” I told him.

				“We don’t have a choice.”

				“No. You don’t have a choice, but I do.” I glanced at the closed door behind him, wondering if Mom was somewhere trying to listen in. “I’m not the one with missing keys.”

				Daemon watched me for a moment, and then he grinned. “You don’t want to hang out with me?”

				“Uh, no.”

				“Why not?”

				I rolled my eyes. “For starters, you’re a jerk.”

				He nodded. “I can be.”

				“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 whipped through me, and I took a step forward. “Get off my porch.”

				He seemed to consider it. “No.”

				“What?” I sputtered. “What do you mean no?”

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

				Steam should be coming out of my ears. “Fine. You can sit there, because I’d rather eat glass than spend time with you.”

				He laughed. “That sounds drastic.”

				“Not nearly,” I shot back, heading up the stairs.

				Daemon twisted around, catching my ankle. His grip was loose, his hand incredibly warm. I looked down at him, and he smiled at me, as innocent as an angel. “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.”

				I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious.”

				“Oh, I am.”

				“Just tell her we went and that I had a great time.” I tried to pull my foot free, but he held on. “Lie.”

				“She’ll know if I’m lying. We’re twins. We know these things.” He paused. “Or are you too shy to go swimming with me? Does the idea of getting almost naked around me make you uncomfortable?”

				I grabbed the railing and yanked on my foot. The butthead was only lightly holding me, but my foot wouldn’t budge. “I’m from Florida, idiot. I’ve spent half my life in a bathing suit.”

				“What’s the big deal?”

				“I don’t like you.” I stopped pulling and stood there. His hand seemed to hum around my skin. It was the weirdest feeling ever. “Let go of my ankle.”

				Very slowly, he lifted each finger while holding my stare. “I’m not leaving, Kitten. You’re going to do this.”

				My mouth opened as did the door behind us. Stomach dropping, I turned to see Mom standing there in all her fuzzy-bunny pajama glory. Oh, for the love of God.

				Her eyes went from me to Daemon, completely misinterpreting everything. The glee in her eyes made me want to vomit on Daemon’s head. “You live next door?”

				Daemon twisted around and smiled. He had perfect white, straight teeth. “My name is Daemon Black.”

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

				 “That’s really nice of you.” He stood and elbowed me, and not very gently. “Maybe we should go inside and finish talking about our plans.”

				“No,” I said, glaring at him. “That won’t be necessary.”

				“What plans?” Mom asked, smiling. “I support plans.”

				“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.” He chucked me on the arm and I almost fell into the railing. “And I think she’s shy.”

				“What?” Mom shook her head. “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.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “That’s not really—”

				“I was just telling Katy here the same thing.” Daemon dropped his arm over my shoulders. “My sister is out of town for the next week. I thought I’d hang with Katy.”

				My mom smiled, pleased. “That is so sweet of you.”

				I wrapped my arm around his narrow waist, digging my fingers into his side. “Yeah, that’s sweet of you, Daemon.”

				He sucked in a sharp breath and let it out slowly. “You know what they say about boys next door….”

				“Well, I know Katy doesn’t have plans tomorrow.” She glanced at me, and I could practically see her envisioning Daemon and my future children. My mom was not normal. “She’s free to go swimming.”

				I dropped my arm and wiggled out from underneath Daemon’s. “Mom…”

				“It’s okay, honey.” She started back inside, giving Daemon a wink. “It was nice to finally meet you.”

				Daemon smiled. “You, too.”

				The moment my mom shut the door behind her, I whirled around and pushed Daemon, but he was like a brick wall. “You jerk.”

				Grinning, he backed down the steps. “I’ll see you at noon, Kitten.”

				“I hate you,” I hissed.

				“The feeling’s mutual.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Twenty bucks says you wear a one-piece swimsuit.”

				He was insufferable.
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