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	For Joshua, Gideon, and Zebulun—the zombies won’t stand a chance.

	 


 

	Chapter One

	 

	Madelyn won’t speak on the drive back to the Falkner’s house. My brother’s girlfriend sits hunched across from me in the passenger seat with her arms crossed, glaring out the window. 

	I keep my eyes on the country road, driving at an easy speed. The trees cast flickering shadows over us. The sun is almost down, but I’ve still put on a hoodie to keep from getting sunburned.

	“You were going to kill that girl, weren’t you?” Madelyn growls.

	“Only if I had to.” I reply without the slightest hint of shame.

	“In front of all those people?” 

	I curtly nod. Madelyn seems to think I like the idea. I don’t, it sickens me, but if my suspicions had been right, what choice would I have had?

	“Without even thinking about it?” There’s an accusing edge in her voice. I don’t like it. Who is Madelyn Philips to judge me?

	I don’t add anything else. If I use the words I’m thinking, Damian will probably be upset.

	Madelyn blinks at me as if I’ve just said I’d like to eat a baby. “You know, sometimes I wonder how you and Damian are related.” She goes back to glaring out the window.

	I imagine she isn’t here. I turn up the radio and hum along to a Taylor Swift song, pretending I don’t care about what she just said. 

	We pull into the Falkners’ driveway and park in front of the free-standing garage. The house is hidden from the comparatively quiet country road by a wall of thick juniper and oak trees. 

	Before I’ve even finished shifting the gears, Madelyn snatches up her sparkly purse and storms into the house, leaving me to get the groceries from the back. 

	I take my time following after her. From the look of the cars already parked in the drive, we’re the last ones to come home. Judging by the warm odors drifting from the house, I’m guessing they made a seasoned pot roast with cabbage and assorted vegetables for dinner. 

	Peeking out from behind the house, I glimpse the corner of the neatly stacked pile of firewood. It’s one of the many projects Damian, Madelyn, and I have voluntarily completed during our stay, like repainting the backyard toolshed, grouting the master bathroom, and caulking the cracks in the garage floor—odd jobs that were waiting for the men of the house to have the time. 

	Though, with only one fireplace, I can’t imagine the Falkners ever using up that woodpile in the next twenty years, not in the warm Texas climate. Not unless they plan to have an outdoor barbecue to rival the state fair. 

	They said we didn’t have to do it, but we kind of do. It’s not like we can pay them rent in the foreseeable future, at least we can pull our weight.

	After fiddling with my side door for a few minutes, I decide it’s time to go in. I don’t have a purse, so I simply pocket my keychain and step out. The sun should be down in a few minutes and the crickets have started chirping. I hear an owl hoot from somewhere in the dark trees. I grab the plastic bags laden with apples, bananas, boxed noodles, potatoes, bread, mayonnaise, white wine vinegar, canned salmon, and a dozen other ingredients to human food that were on Mrs. Falkner’s shopping list.

	I march up to the front steps, wondering if Madelyn has finished regaling everyone with the details of my outburst. I manage to slip in through the front door and softly close it behind me.

	The scent of cooking pot roast is stronger and I can hear people laughing in the kitchen. Even though I was quiet, it’s only a few seconds before a large coonhound bounds toward me with his tail wagging wildly from left to right.

	“Hey, Bear,” I croon, setting down the bags and crouching to rub his sides as he mops a slobbery tongue over my face. “Whoa!” I shout, pushing him away. “I don’t do the kisses, bud.” I pat his ribcage and he whines, asking for more attention as I rise to my feet and wipe my cheek on my sleeve. Hooking my hands back through the bag handles, I march toward the sound of voices.

	Everyone seems to have gathered in the kitchen. Chase, my self-appointed babysitter of late, and Shelby, Chase’s younger sister, are there. She’s showing their dad, James or Mr. Falkner, a picture on her phone and he laughs. Mary, Mrs. Falkner, is draining a steaming pot of potatoes into a colander in the sink and Madelyn’s helping her while Damian, my brother, tosses a salad on the counter. Chase is sitting at the breakfast table, waiting for James to get done looking at Shelby’s photo so he can make his move on a chessboard.

	I set down the bags, careful not to break anything, and begin examining my fingernails. Leaning against the kitchen doorframe, I wait. 

	Shelby finishes showing her photo to her father and crosses the room to show it to Damian. Damian squints at the screen for a second, then laughs as surely as James. 

	I take a moment to be surprised Shelby is so easily sharing jokes with my brother. But then, he’s always been the charismatic, charming, winning one. Madelyn’s right. It is a wonder he and I are related.

	Damian catches sight of me. “Hi, Haddie,” he grins.

	Madelyn hears his greeting and whips a fierce glare in my direction. 

	I meet her scowl with a sweet smile.

	Damian glances between me and his girlfriend for a moment. I see suspicion and a touch of alarm crease his features. “Okay, what happened?”

	Madelyn glowers at me. She expects me to tell him how our little outing to the market went horribly wrong. She’ll be disappointed.

	I stand there and keep staring at her with a smirk on my face.

	Everyone has fallen silent, noticing our little standoff. They watch us uneasily as Madelyn finally gives in.

	“Your sister nearly ripped out a stranger’s throat today,” she hotly explains. “In a parking lot full of people.”

	I keep the smug smirk plastered across my face as everyone casts disapproving looks at me. Madelyn’s exaggerating a bit, but I don’t bother to correct her.

	“Haddie?” Damian looks to me like a parent not sure if he’s supposed to scold his child or not. “Did you do that?”

	“I did,” I nonchalantly answer. 

	Damian blinks at me. “Why?”

	I shrug. “I thought the girl was a harpy.”

	“Why would you think that?” James asks from the breakfast table, twisting around in his chair.

	Now they’re all looking at me like I’ve done something wrong. Good grief, it’s not like I killed the girl. 

	“Well, she was a size zero and smelled of carrion.” 

	“And that was a good reason to slam her against her car?” Madelyn demands.

	“What?” Damian gives me a shocked look.

	“What?” Chase echoes Damian and rises to his feet a little too quickly. 

	I don’t flinch, but I keep one eye on the Huntsman. 

	“Haddie followed the poor girl from the checkouts and cornered her, demanding to see her teeth.”

	Madelyn the Tattle-Tale.

	“That’s right,” I say, before anyone can ask me if it is. I’d wanted to see if the girl had any of the pointed molars harpies tend to have. When she said no, I demanded why not, she hit me, and I retaliated.

	“Turns out…” Madelyn keeps glaring at me. She could pass for a prosecuting attorney in Law and Order SVU. I’ve never liked that show. “…the girl’s name is Raven Clawson. She works as a receptionist for TerraWorks, a composting company, and she’s hypoglycemic! We’re lucky no one called 911.” 

	Everyone looks to me, expecting me to say something in my defense. I just pick my fingernails and wait for this to be over so I can leave. 

	I did what I did. It might’ve turned out to be a mistake, but if Raven Clawson had been a harpy, everybody would be praising me. I take responsibility, but I don’t regret it. 

	“Can I go now?” I impatiently sigh.

	“No. Haddie, you can’t go confronting every girl who’s a size zero and smells of decomposing vegetables.” Damian sets down the salad bowl and takes a step toward me.

	I shrug and go to examining the wallpaper running the circumference of the kitchen. It’s a faded daisy pattern with vines and little bumblebees. 

	Mary’s gone back to finishing up dinner while Shelby and Madelyn take the plates into the other room to set the table. Chase and James sit watching Damian lecture me.

	“I know you don’t want to believe it,” I lower my voice and stare straight into my brother’s ice-blue eyes, “but they are coming. Harpy, troll, ogre, vampire, wraith…he’ll send them sooner than later. It was a false alarm today, but it won’t always be.” 

	Damian pauses. He hesitates. He knows I’m right, but appears to still be in denial. 

	I push off the wall and stretch. My hands brush the top of the doorframe and I groan before lowering my arms and meeting my brother’s eyes again. “I’m going for a run,” I calmly say. I turn my gaze to Chase and a coy smirk shapes my lips. “Don’t wait up for me, honey.”

	Though I don’t wait for Chase’s answer, I know he’ll wait up for me. He doesn’t trust me enough to let me come back on my own.

	 

	My sneakers thump on the ground as I race through the tangled underbrush of the Texas countryside. I never thought of Texas as having vines and brambles, but I quickly learned otherwise. 

	I dodge a low hanging branch and spring over an uneven sinkhole as a disturbed cotton tail rabbit dashes away to my right. Out here, the lights of the nearby urban neighborhoods glow in the distance behind, but ahead, it’s very close to pure moonlight. 

	The cowl of my hoodie flaps at my back. I let my ponytail loose so that I could feel the breeze rake through my hair as I run. Every so often there’s a slight tug as my hair catches on something, but I’m moving so fast I hardly notice.

	The woods whoosh by me in a blur of shady shapes. I seldom lose my footing and I never hesitate. 

	I run into the darkness as if headed toward my heart’s desire, trying to find some release from the knowledge that soon we will be fighting for our lives again. I just wish I knew when…

	I ease into a walk and from there to a stop as I reach the rusty barbwire fence that marks the boundary of the Falkners’ property. They have over a hundred acres back here. All of it rocky, treed hills. Though I have gone over the fence line and run through their neighbor’s property before, I don’t feel like it tonight.

	I turn and follow the fence. I have no destination or goal in mind, I just walk, thinking. From here I can see the lights of the neighbors’ house through the trees and smell their small herd of pygmy goats. Seriously, who would keep things around that reeked like that?

	Though my object in coming out here was to forget, the more I try, the more I think about how hard our father’s going to be coming down on us. 

	I wonder if the other Kaiju have started to hear rumors about Damian and I running away. Probably not. A king who can’t keep his own children in check is seldom feared. My father will do everything he can to keep a lid on the stories. A few might hear about us, but only a few.

	Just over a month ago, I was starting my freshman year at Stanford when I got a call from my father, Kenley Chadwick, the Vampiric King. My father said that my little brother was making the same mistake I did—he’d fallen for a human. Since developing attachments among our food source is strictly taboo, the punishment would have been brutal. But I got Madelyn and Damian out before they met the fate in store for them.

	I wonder how my father plans to explain our absence to our mother’s relatives. They’re bound to ask about us eventually. Once they know, will they help him track us down? My father has a way with words and tale weaving. I’m sure he could find some convincing argument to persuade them to help hunt us. 

	This is the curse of an outcast—always on guard, never knowing who might come after you next.

	I shake my head. Damian and Madelyn are my world and I feel their weight on my shoulders like ten tons of brick. Whether they’re grateful or not, my waking hours are basically divided between worrying about them and missing Fletcher. 

	Fletcher.

	It should have been me. It was all my fault. He never hurt anyone and he didn’t deserve what my father and Uncle Devin did to him. Fletcher was one of the few people I’ve met who was truly good. Not like me. My stupidity and, above all, my selfishness got him killed.

	The flash of car lights catches my attention. I’ve wandered to the far side of the Falkner’s property, the side that runs along the road.

	I pause and watch as an old black SUV brakes to a stop on the other side of the trees. Through the branches, I can see the vehicle’s profile. The scent of motor oil and cheap human food wafts into my nostrils.

	Crouching down in the tall weeds, I force myself to ignore the buzzing gnats and mutely observe as the SUV’s passenger door is swung open and someone steps onto the road. Squinting, I can just make out the stranger. 

	He’s in his mid-thirties and wearing a denim jacket over a generic sweatshirt. His breath forms little clouds in the crisp night atmosphere. A surfer’s haircut seems a contradiction to his cowboy boots and the large folding knife stuffed in his jeans pocket. 

	There are other people in the car, another man in the driver’s seat and two other people in the back, but I keep my eye on the man outside the car. He stares into the trees.

	For a minute, I think he’s staring at me. My body goes tense and I crouch lower to the ground, ready to defend myself at the first sign of aggression from him. There’s four of them. It might be better if I made a run for it and got Damian and the Huntsmen to help me. 

	Just as I’m debating my options, my potential attacker moves his gaze past me, oblivious that he is being watched. 

	I stay alert, wary of a ruse. But he just chews his lower lip and gets back in the SUV, shaking his head to the older man in the driver’s seat.

	I watch them as they pull off the side of the road and drive off, not moving until they’re rounding the bend that leads away from the Falkner house. 

	 


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	Just as I expected, Chase is waiting up for me when I return and flop down on the couch for a night of waiting for the day. A newscaster’s sports recap provides enough background noise for me to slip into the game room and drop into my place at the far end of the couch without him hearing me. 

	Most of the other lights in the house are already off. Everyone else has gone to bed. I kind of wish Damian had stayed up. I find myself wanting to be around him more these days. But between Madelyn and my outdoor runs, there isn’t a whole lot of time.

	Chase sits with one hand over the TV clicker and the other massaging Bear’s floppy ears. The coonhound groans contentedly and thumps a hind leg against the carpet.

	The scene is one I’ve encountered many nights before. Since I convinced the Falkners to help protect Madelyn and Damian about a month ago, we’ve been living here and Chase has taken it upon himself to make sure I don’t feed on anyone in their sleep—like I would. My brother and his girlfriend have been occupying the guest room, but though I’ve been tenuously offered the trundle bed under Shelby’s, I prefer the couch.

	Actually, I prefer not to sleep. When I sleep, I dream. When I dream, it’s about Uncle Devin, my father’s late brother and head enforcer. Always I see him either killing the boy I loved or how he looked when I killed him. Sometimes I wake up, the memory of Devin’s hollow eyes seared into mine, thinking I can still taste his chalky blood and feel his cartilage snapping under my fangs. He deserved it, but I can’t help the grating horror that still torments me.

	I let off a little sigh.

	Chase jumps in a satisfyingly startled way. For a moment, I think he’s going to bolt to his feet and grab for the gun I can smell tucked in the back of his jeans. Instead, he just gives me a scowl and mutters something unintelligible.

	We both turn our attention to the television and pretend to be wholly absorbed in the news about Mr. So-And-So who got picked up by Team Such-And-Such. Though, I wonder if Chase is pretending. If the travel mug I’ve seen him take to work is any indicator, he’s a Cowboys Football fan. 

	The few times I’ve seen Chase get ready for work, he’s always had that coffee mug with him. I imagine he’d need coffee after staying up night after night playing self-appointed babysitter. Besides the coffee mug, he’s always clean-shaven and his hair is always gelled.

	“Chase, what do you do?” I spontaneously ask, interrupting a commercial advertising Oxy Clean.

	Chase gives me a strange look. “What do you mean?”

	“Your job. What is it?”

	“Why do you want to know?” Chase coldly says.

	I shrug. “It just occurred to me that you’re always dressed up when you go to work. Once you even wore a suit.”

	Chase keeps staring at me even though I haven’t taken my eyes off the TV. 

	“Is it legal?” I ask, only half-joking. I really couldn’t care less if it was, but it would be nice to know if I’ve got to worry about human law enforcement coming down on our heads.

	“Yes,” Chase says, drawling the word for emphasis.

	“So what is it?” 

	Chase swallows. What’s his problem? He’s got to know that evasion only makes me more curious. 

	I pluck at the seam of the couch cushion. If he doesn’t tell me, I’ll ask his mother in casual conversation. Preferably with him in the room, just to spite him.

	“I work at the TCEQ,” he finally answers.

	I give him a quizzical look. “The TCEQ?”

	“The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality,” he elaborates. He says it defensively, like I’m going to laugh. Truth is, I’m trying not to.

	“So you’re a tree-hugger?” I surmise. This is way too good. Who’d have thought Mr. More-Guns-Than-Rambo was getting paid to save our natural resources?

	Chase gives me a withering glare. “I work in litigation.”
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