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	Chapter One

	 

	“Are you here to kill her?” Damian’s voice is caught between apprehension and aggression as he moves to shield the human girl.  

	The girl’s platinum blonde hair falls around her face in feral wisps. Her soft doe-eyes are touched with fear as she watches me from behind Damian. The strings of her pink hoodie sway ever so slightly as she shivers in the cool breeze blowing through the night air.

	I sigh. “Damian, if you actually believed I’d do that, you wouldn’t have told me about her.”

	Damian hesitates. “But Dad sent you, didn’t he?”

	“I haven’t worked as an enforcer in three months,” I respond.

	“You know what I meant, Haddie!” Damian snaps.

	I respond with a shrug. “He might’ve asked me to come home due to a family emergency. He said if anyone could talk sense into you, it would be your sister.”

	Damian curses.

	“Come off it, Damian,” I say, dismissively waving my hand. “I didn’t come out here to eat your girlfriend.” I nonchalantly survey the squat, cottage-type houses lining the street. “Cute neighborhood, Madelyn,” I say. “Which house is yours?”

	The girl behind my brother looks confused. She gazes up at Damian, but he’s too busy honing his eyes on me. 

	“Then why?” His pale, flawless skin is almost luminescent in the dim light. His sharp, angled features show caution, apprehension, and maybe even aggression. His eyes are ice-blue for now. I have no doubts that they’d light up red and his fangs would spring out if I charged the girl. He’s handsome, like most of our species. I can see why Madelyn would fall for him.

	“Because I was hoping to find you two before Uncle Devin did,” I say. At the mention of Uncle Devin, fear and hatred roil inside me in equal measures. I keep my face blank and don’t show any of my emotions.

	Damian swallows. “Uncle Devin?” His reaction to the news is much calmer than that of an ogre I once helped hunt down. And the ogre had only known Uncle Devin by reputation.

	“Yes. Dad called him a few hours ago. He’s flying in from Omaha.” I adjust the sleeves of my sweater. “Uncle Devin is to deal with this situation if I can’t resolve it. You know how he’ll deal with it.” I stare down as I pull my cuffs over my wrists. My mind wanders back to something that happened a year ago. “And FYI, he was tracking a rebel chupacabra’s trail but lost it, so he’ll be in a bad mood.” Soon my sleeves are perfect and I have to stop fussing with them. “Really, Damian, I’m amazed you could be so stupid.”

	Damian frowns and shifts.

	I vaguely motion between him and Madelyn. “Have you already forgotten what happened when I tried this?” 

	My brother grimaces. His eyes drop from my face to my neck. He doesn’t say it, but I know he’s thinking about the scars, the ones hidden by the collar of my sweater.

	I pull my turtleneck up self-consciously. I just hope these marks fade before sweater season is over. 

	“You can’t help who you fall in love with,” Damian softly says.

	I shrug. I’ve never quite bought that theory. I know I could’ve kept myself from falling in love. But I hadn’t wanted to. “Maybe.” 

	“So why are you here?” Madelyn asks.

	“She speaks! I’m here because we need to run for our lives,” I casually explain.

	Madelyn blinks. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, more specifically, we need to run for your life.” I cross my arms. “And we need to leave…” I glance down at my wrist in a mocking gesture. “…sometime yesterday. My car’s a few blocks down.”

	Damian hesitates. “You’re saying we need to leave?”

	I roll my eyes. “Do I have to spell it out for you with shadow puppets? Yes!”

	Damian’s jaw clenches with resolve and he nods once. So he does remember what happened a year ago. My brother finally moves away from Madelyn so he’s not planted between us. He turns to her and traces his fingers along the side of her face. “She’s right, Lynn. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, but we need to go.”

	Madelyn’s stare flickers between us. “Wait, you don’t think your father would actually kill me, do you?”

	“Why not? That’s what he did to Fletcher,” I snap.

	Her eyes go wide with confusion and fear. “Fletcher?” She swallows. “Do you mean Fletcher Haverson? I thought he ran away.” 

	I blink at her. “I suppose you could say he’s missing. Get your stuff. Now.” I whirl around and march down the sidewalk, my ankle boots clicking. I shout over my shoulder to my brother. “Damian, I’ll meet you at her house. Your stuff’s in my trunk. Hurry up.” 

	“But you don’t know which one’s mine!” Madelyn protests.

	“I’ll sniff it out,” I retort. As I march off, I can hear them scurrying back toward Madelyn’s house to get what she’ll need. “And try to avoid her parents!” The last thing we need is a stuffy human couple demanding where we’re taking their daughter in the middle of the night.

	For a moment, I have doubts. This, what we’re about to do, is going to take commitment. Damian and Madelyn are going to be stuck with each other. I’m not sure for how long, but I’m guessing years, at least. They’re only seventeen. Do they know each other well enough and know themselves well enough to be actually and truly in love? Fletcher and I were their age, but I have never doubted that what we had was real. Still…

	I shake my head.

	I never expected Damian to fall for a human. What were the odds of it happening to both of our  father’s children? But I don’t bother to marvel at the universe’s sick sense of humor.

	Ultimately, it doesn’t matter. Our father will drain Madelyn dry if he ever finds her. He doesn’t mind vampires seducing or feeding off humans. Even though we’re supposedly the supreme race, he doesn’t mind it when we consort with the other Kaiju—werewolves, rusalkas, makaras, koschei, harpies, or the others. But when one of us gets the wild idea to love a human, all hell breaks loose. No exceptions. 

	He says it’s a threat to the natural order of things or something like that. I stopped listening to his lectures years ago. 

	 

	***

	 

	Around eight-thirty, I pull the car into the parking lot of a roadside diner. We’ve been moving all night. Madelyn and Damian slept in the backseat, but I stayed awake and drove. It’s not like I need sleep every night. 

	We managed to get out of Madelyn’s neighborhood without getting caught by her parents. Lucky for us, her father has sleep apnea and between his sleep machine and her mother’s earplugs, Madelyn’s parents didn’t hear a thing.

	The outside of the diner is done in scuffed chrome and the building’s oblique shape makes me think of an alien landing gone horribly wrong. A collection of rusty, dirty-looking cars and a number of motorcycles are parked haphazardly in back and out front. A few semi trucks loom over the roofs of the other cars. It occurs to me just how out of place my sleek black Lexus is here. Through the diner windows, I can see a few scruffy bikers with pot guts and black leather leaning on the front counter while a waitress with a coffee pot in one hand and a cigarette in the other casually stoops toward them to replenish their cups. 

	Humans seem to find that brown stuff appealing, though I can’t imagine why.

	The musty smells of diesel, spent cooking grease, cigarettes, and machine oil drift through the air vents of the Lexus. I wrinkle my nose in distaste. I hope Madelyn has a strong stomach. I certainly wouldn’t feed on anything that came from this place.

	Uncle Devin’s work took him, and by extension me, into plenty of filthy cesspools. I’ve learned to tolerate them. But I’ve never liked them.

	I put the car in park and glance to the backseat. 

	Damian shakes Madelyn awake. She groggily yawns and rubs her fists against her eyes. She’s the only person I’ve ever seen who actually does that. 

	“Come on, Lynn,” Damian coaxes, opening the side door of the car.

	It’s a cloudy October day and there’s a slight chill as Damian steps out. Madelyn shudders, but I hardly notice the draft. Humans, with their higher body temperature, are so much more sensitive to the cold.

	Madelyn gets out after Damian, then glances back at me. “Aren’t you coming?”

	I shake my head. “I’ll be back in about an hour,” I say.

	“Where are you going?” Madelyn’s face is one of confusion.

	Must she know everything? “To get food,” I reply, blinking at her with irritation in my amethyst eyes.

	She blinks. “But we’re at a…”

	I heave a sigh of frustration that drowns out the rest of her sentence. “Not human food, Madelyn.”

	Madelyn’s mouth parts and she lets off a soft “oh” before Damian swings the door shut and ends the conversation. 

	I watch until the two of them slip inside the diner hand in hand before pulling out. It strikes me how Madelyn, in her pink hoodie and faded jeans with sneakers, and Damian, in his dark jeans, starch-white shirt, and designer jacket, stick out in this place like two sore thumbs. 

	I glance down to my own clothes. Long-sleeved black sweater, knee-length dark flared skirt with a fuchsia floral print, and suede ankle boots. I probably stick out, too.

	For a moment I stare down at the large, grayed, gaudy silver cross that hangs just below my throat. I’ve never really been one for religion, but I’ve worn this cross since the day I got it.

	It’s the only piece of jewelry I’ve brought with me and I realize I should’ve brought some of the pearls or sapphires my father gave me for my sixteenth and eighteenth birthdays. Money’s going to be a problem soon. In addition to the few thousand dollars we snitched before we left, me and Damian both have credit cards, but we can’t risk using them and letting our father know where we’ve been.

	I groan and thump my forehead against the top of the steering wheel. There’s so much crap we’ve got to get sorted out. Right now we’re just focused on keeping Madelyn safe. First things first, I’ve got to get food for me and Damian. I saw a sign for a hospital a few miles back and I think that’s the perfect place to start.

	 

	***

	 

	Once I find the cubicle that passes for a hospital in this semi-civilized region, it isn’t hard to locate and then raid their blood bank. I steal a small cooler from the hospital lab and fill it up with as many blood pouches as I can fit along with the ice. 

	I learned a long time ago the importance of acting like you belong so that no one will wonder if you don’t. That old trick works perfectly and no one tries to stop me as I march out the front door, cooler in hand. 

	Really, it was too easy. It makes me feel like I cheated somehow.

	I drive back to the diner and pull out front to find Damian and Madelyn waiting for me. Damian opens the door and they both slip inside, bringing with them the dirty smells of the diner. I try to hide my reaction and turn my attention back to driving as I steer the Lexus onto the road.

	“Breakfast.” I jab one finger at the cooler resting in the passenger seat. 

	“Oh, good.” Damian sounds eager, but he doesn’t make a move toward the cooler. We’ll eat later at a rest stop. Somewhere we don’t have to worry about getting our meal all over the Lexus’ sleek interior.

	My stomach growls. I haven’t really felt like eating since I found out Damian was in love with a human two months ago. But it seems that the needs of my body are finally overruling the feelings of my mind.

	“So…” Madelyn awkwardly clears her throat as I guide the car past seemingly endless corn fields. “Haddie, Damian says you’re attending Stanford.”

	I whip my head sideways toward the window. Is the girl trying to make small talk with me? Why can’t she just leave me alone? “I started last month, but considering my immediate schedule is booked with keeping your throat intact, I think I’ll have to drop out.”

	Madelyn goes quiet. I’m aware of her pulse rate increasing ever so slightly. Damian senses it, too, and in a moment, his arms are around her as he presses his face to the top of her head. I know he’s glaring at me in the rearview mirror, but I pretend not to notice. The girl’s got to face the facts sooner or later. She made my brother fall in love with her and will pay for it with her life if our father ever catches her.

	I imagine the only people our father would rather kill right now are those cursed Falkners or as some call them, the Huntsmen. Uncle Devin and I caught the scent of one once—it was a dusty, sweaty, and yet slightly spicy scent—but we lost his trail and I was pleased because it made Uncle Devin and Dad furious. 

	Power lines wave past us. Spotted cows grazing in wide open fields zoom by. A few small farmhouses, some bright and clean, some rotting and decrepit, whizz past.

	What am I doing? I ask myself yet again. Am I actually doing all this to protect my brother’s girlfriend? Am I actually going to go through with it? But I already know the answer to that. I made up my mind when our father called me. 

	I may not get along with the girl, I may resent her for what she has with my brother, I may miss our big, clean, sweet-smelling house, but I made up my mind. 

	Damn the consequences, damn our chances of success.
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