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      I had a crush on a guy.

      Although, was it a crush when you were over twenty-five?

      Okay, over thirty.

      What-the-fuck-ever. Age was just a number, right?

      In my defense, I could definitely pass for twenty-four. Maybe twenty-four-year-olds had crushes.

      The question remained: could a grown-ass woman’s feelings still be categorized as a crush?

      What I was experiencing was more of a strong liking with a dash of “fuck, yes, you’re hot. I’d do you.”

      So…lustful liking?

      Sounded better in my head than “crush.”

      There was also the issue of my occupation. I hunted and killed monsters for a living. Assassin of fiendish creatures, that was me. If it got out that I had a “crush” on a “boy,” none of the monsters would respect me.

      That would make my job three to seven times harder, depending on the monster.

      

      So no crushes. I had a reputation to maintain.

      My current bout of lustful liking had led to an intuitive decision I might be shortly regretting. Because I stalked creatures for a living, following people seemed like a normal thing to do.

      Mostly normal.

      Whatever. Whether it was normal or not, I might possibly have followed my hottie home one night.

      Except not possibly, definitely.

      And not one night, tonight.

      No, I was not “stalking” him. I was concerned for his safety.

      It had nothing to do with the busty blonde bitch he was eyeing at the gym earlier.

      That had been an interesting triangle of attraction. I’d eyed him, he’d eyed her, and if I wasn’t mistaken, she might possibly have been eyeing both of us.

      To each their own, unless her own was Dylan, because Dylan was totally mine, and I didn’t share.

      But it seemed the busty blonde had other activities planned for the night, because it was just me and Dylan.

      Sure, Dylan and I only had the briefest of interactions over the last five or six weeks, mostly consisting of greetings, comments about the weather, and one random conversation about hockey in Austin. Didn’t matter. He was still mine.

      So when she left the gym this evening and then he left right afterwards, I took it upon myself to see to Dylan’s safety as he walked to his car.

      The weak December light was fading fast, and there were monsters that roamed the dark streets of Austin, Texas.

      When I realized he wasn’t following the blonde—not that I’d thought he was—I headed for my car.

      But then Dylan pulled on a lightweight jacket, covering up those gorgeous tats of his (the ones that seemed to caress his bulging biceps). He took a moment to remove one of his AirPods and tuck it into his jacket pocket, then started to jog.

      It looked like he was about to jog home, which prompted a few thoughts.

      First, yum, that man was fit. He’d just worked out for forty-five minutes and that was after his fifteen-minute warm-up jog. Our gym was on far South Congress, and his house was at least five miles away.

      Not that I knew Dylan’s exact address…just the neighborhood he lived in. Which wasn’t weird at all. I’m sure it would have come up in conversation eventually.

      Second, darkness was rapidly descending, and monsters loved the dark. It was just common sense and a general love of my fellow man that prompted me to follow him. How else could I verify he wasn’t being tailed by a nefarious creature… of the five-foot-seven blonde and busty variety or otherwise.

      And I could always use a jog. Like Dylan, I was fit. I didn’t rely solely on the genetic advantage of my not-quite-human lineage.

      Van Helsings had a little something extra in their blood. Something that gave us increased speed, strength, and stamina, as well as acute night vision and a few other handy advantages, but we also had to train and maintain fitness. We were mostly human.

      And whatever our genetic makeup, we certainly weren’t monsters. Monsters preyed on people, and the Van Helsing clan were defenders of humanity. Basically.

      Damn, that man’s ass was fine. I’d seen him do enough squats and lunges to make me cry with lust, but watching that bubble butt in action as Dylan jogged down the street… Yum.

      I was going to enjoy the scenery on this jaunt into the South Austin burbs.

      With the sun long gone, my vision adjusted to accommodate the descending darkness. A side effect of that particular genetic anomaly was a hypersensitivity to traces of certain monstrous creatures, and—small problem—I’d just spotted a familiar glint in the shadows.

      Dylan was being tailed.

      Not by the blonde. That bitch had been human.

      No, Dylan’s tail was an actual, honest-to-fucking-god monster.

      Nothing too nasty. Class C, a shadow creeper. Not the scariest of creatures that cruised the night looking to prey on humans, but nothing an unarmed guy jogging home from the gym should have to face.

      An unarmed guy jogging home from the gym who was completely oblivious to the existence of monsters.

      This should be fun.

      Seriously. This was how I got my kicks. I loved a good confrontation with a nasty creature. A weapon wouldn’t go amiss about now, especially something with a sharp edge or, better yet, something that threw flames. Creepers couldn’t tolerate fire.

      But my gear was in my car, which was parked at the gym. Someone had been thinking with her lady parts.

      Bit of a change for me.

      I actually couldn’t remember the last time I’d been caught unaware, let alone as a result of some preoccupation with a tasty hunk of man meat.

      C'est la vie.

      Hunting the baddies was a twenty-four-seven gig, and if I couldn’t handle a Class C critter without prep and proper gear, then I’d have been retired a long time ago. Actually, I’d have been dead a long time ago.

      I picked up my pace a bit and called out, “Dylan.”

      He slowed from a jog to a walk and then stopped, looking over his shoulder. “Mia? Is that you?”

      Aw, Dylan remembered my name. Time to doodle hearts and expect flowers.

      Yeah, not really.

      We’d spoken four times, more if a head-nod greeting counted, and I was hot. He better fucking remember my name.

      I gave the creeper the evil eye as I passed it hunkering in the shadows. A hard stare and a good long look at who it would be facing should scare the thing back into whatever hole it crawled out of.

      If it knew my reputation.

      If it recognized me.

      Kind of hard not to spot the Van Helsing with the distinctive purple hair and crazy killer eyes. The eyes thing was a quote. My sister Mariah said I had crazy eyes, and my sister Tilly said I just had killer eyes like the rest of the Van Helsing sisters.

      I listened for the sound of the creature scuttling away, but he remained stubbornly present.

      It must not be familiar with my rep.

      Odd. I tended my reputation with the bloodiest of stories and the most gruesome of pictures. I didn’t dig torture, but bloody pics came in handy, so I wasn’t above staging a scene for maximum effect. That shit got around on the darker-than-dark web where the creatures lurked and did their research.

      Since the shadow creeper had a death wish, it looked like I’d have to fight for my man.

      As I reached Dylan, I hooked my arm in his. Consider yourself claimed, Dylan Danes.

      I spun us both around so that I could keep an eye on the creeper in the shadows behind us, then stepped away so both my hands were free. “So, you jog home, huh?”

      “Yeah. Only once a week. It’s my long run. About seven miles total.” His gaze was mildly amused when he added, “How about you? What are you doing out this way?”

      Busted. Then again, I hadn’t exactly been subtle over the last few weeks as I’d checked him out.

      Since I was a zero-bullshit kind of woman, I said, “Following you. I was worried when I saw you leave on foot.”

      His eyebrows climbed. “Ah, yeah, so I’ve been running this route every week for about five weeks now. No problems. This part of South Austin isn’t exactly hopping with crime.”

      Like he’d know if it was. Creature violence wasn’t a part of Austin’s crime stats, because “monsters weren’t real.”

      If Dylan had been running this route for five weeks, that was plenty long enough for the creeper to have picked up on the pattern.

      To say that Dylan Danes was a tasty treat—and not just for a horny monster hunter like me but also for the monsters—was an understatement. Certainly worth five weeks of stalking to find an opportune moment to pounce.

      Dylan was easily six four and had the shoulders of a swimmer, the legs of a runner, and the muscle definition of a guy who had a regular gym habit.

      And those were just his physical attributes. The man oozed vitality. Class C shadow creepers ate that shit up. Literally. They actually lived off the stolen vitality of men like Dylan.

      It was dark, and we were on a quiet side street. Glancing around, I found exactly zero witnesses to any possible crimes about to unfold.

      And as patient as the creeper was being, it was definitely going to get up the courage to commit a crime any minute now.

      

      “Same day of the week every time?” I asked as I hunted in the shadows for the telltale shine of the creature’s eyes.

      “Yeah. It’s the only weeknight I’m not volunteering at the food bank or coaching my nephew’s soccer team.” He followed my gaze, and I saw the moment he registered a hint of something other in the darkness.

      Humans subconsciously recognized monsters as some unnamed terror that lurked in the night.

      Most never had a true inkling of what hid in the shadows.

      It began as a general feeling of unease, then grew to an inexplicable sense of being hungrily watched for most, and Dylan was no different.

      I stepped forward and slightly in front of Dylan the do-gooder, which in turn had him shifting to reposition himself between me and, well, he didn’t know what.

      But I knew exactly what was in the shadows, and wasn’t he just adorable, thinking he could protect me?

      I was five foot two if I lied and added an inch, and that made people (men) underestimate me.

      Not the creatures. They didn’t underestimate me.

      Most of the monsters recognized a predator when they saw one, even if they didn’t actually recognize me.

      Which was why it was problematic that this particular creature didn’t back the fuck down when I made eye contact. While Dylan might have a general sense that something was out there, I’d spotted and locked eyes with the thing.

      A little background. I didn’t kill all the monsters. There were too many, and who had the time? Also, a few were innocuous. Not benevolent, but not out to suck your blood, your fat, your soul, or your sex drive. There weren’t many of the supposed harmless variety, because, hell, monsters were monsters for a reason. They preyed on people.

      But again, I couldn’t kill them all—too many monsters, too little time—so I had rules.

      I killed the ones I got paid to kill.

      I killed the ones who pissed me off.

      And I killed the fuckers who disrespected me.

      This shadowy piece of shit had just checked that last box, because we made eye contact, and he didn’t back the fuck down.

      “Mine,” the creature uttered.

      Seriously?

      “Uh, no.” Also, get ready to die, fucker.

      “What the hell was that?” Dylan asked, trying again to step in front of me.

      Too adorably cute for words, with all his white-knight idiocy and amateur heroism. I could almost fuck him now.

      Except I was busy.

      “Class C shadow creeper, definitely out to suck up all your sexy juices tonight,” I said as I shoved him to the side.

      Hmm. That came out a little different than how I meant it.

      And since when did shadow creepers start announcing their presence to their victims?

      It was odd enough that I felt need to ask it: “What the fuck, dude? Do you have a death wish?”

      The thing really was stupid, because it said once again in its gravelly deep voice, “Mine.”

      I reached behind me, put my hand on Dylan’s chest, and patted a few times. “You’re gonna be fine.”

      “Are you going to protect me?” he asked. Pretty sure there was a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Hell yes, I am. I kill these things for fun on a boring Wednesday.”

      That was when he laughed.

      Not at me, but at the idea of facing down the terror that lurked in the dark corners of the night on any given hump day.

      He laughed, and I fell a little more than in lustful liking with him.

      A man who hadn’t a clue
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