
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The monsters walk amongst us.

––––––––
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JASPER IS A FORMER hunter, and that’s what he wants to continue being. There’s a reason he left the family business years ago, but when his mother suggests he look into the string of awful murders, he can’t say no—mostly because he wants to get his father off his back, and Leroy won’t take no for an answer.

Archibald is a PI and a monster. He thinks nothing of accepting the job when the father of one of the recent murder victims hires him to kill the monster responsible, but he doesn’t expect someone else to be looking for them.

He certainly didn’t expect to pair up with a former hunter and fall in love with him.

Things won’t be easy for Jasper and Archibald, and not only because of what they are. They need to find the monster before they leave more death and destruction in their wake, but will they be able to?
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Chapter One
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Jasper wasn’t one to usually run from trouble, but right then, he was tempted to throw himself out the window. It would be a problem since he was on the third floor, but it’d be worth it.

“Don’t do it,” Corey said from where he was sitting at the kitchen table.

“Why not?”

“Because you don’t know for sure that it’s them.”

Jasper looked down at his phone. The message was still on the screen, staring back at him. “My mother just texted me that they’re at the door. Who else could be knocking?”

Corey grimaced. “Okay, maybe it is them. It still doesn’t mean you should throw yourself out the window.”

Jasper pressed a hand over his heart. “So you do care about me?”

Corey grinned. “No, I just don’t want to have to deal with them. They’re your parents, not mine.”

Jasper groaned. “Maybe we could stay quiet, and I could text my mom that I’m not home.”

“Oops,” a woman’s voice said.

Jasper turned toward the kitchen door to see Kerry walking in, followed by his parents. She grimaced and gestured toward them. “I heard the knock and thought I’d open.”

Jasper had known he’d regret having roommates, dammit. Now he’d have to talk to his parents.

That window had never looked so good. 

“Sweetheart,” his mother said as she moved toward him.

He pushed away from the counter and put down his phone and cup of coffee. He was just in time before his mother stepped into his arms and hugged him tightly. He didn’t mind it too much, but it felt awkward because they’d never been a hugging kind of family.

“You’re not busy, are you?” she asked. “Because we could come back later.”

Jasper’s father snorted. “How can he be busy? He’s here drinking coffee. If he was a hunter, he wouldn’t have time to drink coffee.”

Jasper took a deep breath and told himself not to snap, no matter how ridiculous what his father was saying was. “Hunters can’t drink coffee now?” he asked as he nodded at his father. 

Leroy glared at him. “You know what I meant.”

Jasper knew exactly what his father meant. He was still pissed that Jasper had left the family business. He always made it sound like they were in a bad TV show or something.

Unfortunately, sometimes, it did feel like Jasper lived in a TV show. Why else would his father expect him to fight monsters? Jasper couldn’t care less about the hunters and their business, and he’d made it clear when he’d left. He wished his father would stop bringing it up every time they saw each other.

Jasper turned to his mother. “You didn’t say why you were here. Has something happened?”

She grimaced, and Jasper understood why when his father started talking again. He should’ve known better than to ask, really.

“Are you not one bit interested in the people who were your family?” Leroy asked. He pushed past Kerry on his way to the coffee pot. 

Jasper almost snapped at him for being so rude, but Leroy wouldn’t think anything of it. He didn’t see it as being rude. He saw it as being assertive and knowing what he wanted, like every hunter should.

Those words had been hammered into Jasper’s mind since he was a child. The family business was everything to his father, and Leroy didn’t understand how Jasper didn’t feel the same. He didn’t understand why Jasper didn’t want to kill people. Jasper had stopped trying to explain himself because he didn’t think his father ever would.

“What about the hunters?” he asked, already knowing he’d regret it. “I watch the news sometimes, and I haven’t heard anything.” 

Jasper’s father grabbed a cup from the cupboard and poured himself coffee. “If you watch the news, you should know about the recent attacks and the hunters who got hurt and killed.”

Unfortunately, Jasper did. It was on the news constantly. That was why he was doing his best not to look into it. He didn’t want anything to do with it, and the less he knew, the better he felt. His father wouldn’t let it go, though. He was here to talk about this. Jasper was sure of that.

“We barely have any new recruits,” Leroy lamented. “And those we do have can’t do their job even when someone explains it to them. We’ve been trying to convince some of the hunters who retired to come by, but most of them have a good reason why they can’t.”

Which was one of the reasons Jasper had stopped hunting. He’d like to reach old age with all four limbs attached to his body—thank you very much. Hunters tended to either die on the job or lose bits and pieces over the years, and he didn’t want that to happen to him.

He knew what his father wasn’t saying. Leroy was here to try to convince Jasper to come back to work. He probably wouldn’t come out and say it explicitly, so as long as Jasper acted as if he had no idea what his father was talking about, he should be fine.

For now.

Leroy stared at Jasper for a moment before scoffing. “Being a hunter is a lost art. We need more people.” 

“Then maybe you should try to recruit more people.” Jasper didn’t like that thought, but he hadn’t been a hunter in a long time, and he had no intention of ever going back for any reason.

“Young people don’t want to sacrifice anything these days. They’re selfish. They want their cushy jobs at grocery stores and restaurants, and they don’t care that monsters are lurking in the city. They’re happy to be protected, but they won’t do any protecting. They’re too soft.”

Jasper briefly wondered if his father was going to start ranting and shaking his fist at the sky. He had the general aura of someone who would do that, even though he wasn’t that old. He was just a ranting kind of person, especially when he didn’t get what he wanted—which was never when it came to Jasper. He hadn’t allowed his father to dictate his life in years, and he wasn’t about to start now, no matter what Leroy had to say about it.

Jasper exchanged a glance with Kerry, who still hovered at the kitchen door. Corey was creeping toward her, clearly wanting out of the kitchen. Jasper would’ve called them out on it because he didn’t want to be left alone with his parents, but they weren’t their burden to deal with. They’d seen enough of them growing up. They didn’t need to continue doing so now that they were adults and living their own lives.

Jasper sighed when Corey slipped out of the kitchen and grabbed his sister’s wrist to pull her along. He was alone.

He prayed that his parents had something planned for the rest of the day because he didn’t know what he’d do if they stayed for much longer. Scream, maybe.

He eyed the window again. He supposed that was another possibility.

* * * *
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“I AM so done with all this paperwork,” Braith complained.

Considering he was sitting at his desk with his feet up as he played on his phone, Archibald felt like he’d be within his right to hit his friend.

“What paperwork?” he asked, pointedly looking at Braith.

Braith didn’t even glance up. “You know. The paperwork we do at the end of the cases. Do we really have to do it? I mean, we’re our own bosses. We can do what we want.”

“We can,” Archibald agreed. “But then don’t come crying to me when you can’t find the files you were looking for. Remember that case with the will and the vase?”

“How was I supposed to know they were going to hire us again two months later?” Braith complained.

“You weren’t supposed to know. You were supposed to be ready in case it happened, and you will be if you compile the paperwork.”

Braith wasn’t wrong. Filing case reports was one of the worst parts of being a PI, but Archibald felt it was necessary. It made things easier, even though it didn’t feel like it while they were working on it. It definitely didn’t feel like it when Braith still refused to glance up from his phone.

Archibald grabbed the stress ball he kept on his desk for this purpose and threw it at his friend’s face. He groaned when Braith snatched it from the air without looking up. He should know better, but he was annoyed. 

“That was weak,” Braith said as he finally lowered his phone and threw the ball back at Archibald. “You could do better.”

“I would if I wasn’t forced to work on these reports on my own. I warned you when we decided to open this office. I told you I wouldn’t be doing all the paperwork by myself.” 

Braith groaned dramatically. “Fine. What do I need to write?”

Archibald stared at him. Braith was behaving as if he’d never filed a case report when he did so every week.

Braith rolled his eyes and grabbed a pen. “You know, this would be much easier if we had a secretary.”

“We don’t need a secretary.”

“They could answer the phone.”

That gave Archibald pause. “That means that I wouldn’t have to answer the phone ever again.” He hated answering the phone. He didn’t understand why people couldn’t just email. It was easier and, most of the time, faster. People could write whatever they needed and wanted in that email and give Archibald all of the details of their cases. He wouldn’t have to listen to people sob and complain on the phone if they did that.

“It’s a pity you don’t want to hire anyone,” Braith continued.

“I don’t know. I might be convinced we do need a secretary. What else would they do for me?”

“Not sleep with you if that’s what you’re thinking about.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“I know.” 

Braith knew that Archibald wouldn’t do anything that might result in their office closing. He didn’t know what he’d do if he wasn’t a PI. He didn’t even want to think about it. He’d found his place in the world, and he would cling to it with both hands, no matter how messy it became.

And it might become messy. He eyed the TV, which was on but without sound. He didn’t need the sound to know what they were talking about, though. “What do you think of that?” he asked Braith as he tilted his chin toward the screen.

Braith grimaced. “I don’t like it.”

Archibald didn’t like it, either, but the fact that the attacks against their community were on the rise was none of their business, and it wouldn’t be until someone paid them to look into it. It wasn’t like attacks on monsters were a rarity, anyway. Humans were increasingly worried about anything that wasn’t like them, and monsters were prime examples of that. It was easier to blame them for everything wrong in the world than to look on the inside and admit that humans could be monsters, too, albeit not physically.

“Do you think someone will hire us to look into it?” he asked Braith.

Braith shrugged. “Maybe. Someone’s bound to want to know what happened to their loved one. It’s not like they can go to humans and ask them to investigate.”

Archibald was sure that every person involved in the attacks had a family who wanted to know what had happened to them, but a lot of them wouldn’t be able to afford to pay him and Braith to look into it. Maybe they could do so pro bono. It wasn’t something Archibald would think of normally, but it might be worth it if it meant having fewer cases to work on eventually. If they stopped whoever was brutally murdering monsters across the city, that person wouldn’t be able to continue hurting people.

“You’re thinking so hard I can see smoke coming out of your ears,” Braith teased. 

Archibald rolled his eyes. “You’re not writing that report, are you?”

“Why don’t you do it yourself? It’ll be faster and more efficient.”

Archibald almost did it because Braith wasn’t wrong. Besides, Archibald was picky when it came to doing things his way. Braith tried, but a lot of the time, he made a mess, even when he was trying to do the right thing.

But Braith didn’t want to deal with the paperwork, and giving in and doing it for him would only push him into trying this every time he wanted to get out of filing reports.

Archibald glared at him. “I know what you’re doing, and it’s not going to work. Start writing.”

Braith groaned and flung himself back in his chair, but he also picked up his pen, so Archibald didn’t say anything. He didn’t care if Braith wanted to compile reports flopped over in his chair or upside down, standing on his hands as long as he did it.

He glanced at the TV screen. He couldn’t help but wonder.

Who in the city was killing monsters? Why were they killing so many of them? It could be the hunters, but it wasn’t their style. They were much more righteous about killing monsters and usually bragged every time they did so. 

But if not the hunters, who?

* * * *
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JASPER COULD HAVE CRIED with happiness when his parents finally left. His father had hinted pointedly at Jasper coming back to the hunters several times, but Jasper acted as if he didn’t understand what his father was saying. He’d learned from the best. His father always behaved as if he didn’t understand what Jasper was saying, after all.

“That was something,” Corey said as he locked the door behind them. He probably didn’t want them to try to come back in.

“Next time someone knocks on the door and we’re not expecting a delivery, don’t open it,” Jasper told Corey and Kerry. “Please. If you do, and it’s my parents again, I’ll leave you alone to deal with them.” 

“You wouldn’t be that cruel,” Corey argued.

“You mean as cruel as you were when you snuck out of the kitchen and abandoned me with them?”

“They’re your parents, not mine.”

“Why do I like you again?”

“Stop bickering, boys,” Kerry said as she pushed them both toward the living room. “Sit down. I’ll order dinner.” 

“Check if it’s them before opening the door,” Jasper insisted.

She rolled her eyes, but he wasn’t offended. He was being kind of ridiculous.

He couldn’t help it. This was what spending time with his father did to him. He’d do pretty much anything to avoid doing so, but unfortunately, his father knew it, which was why he always tried to catch him by surprise. He’d managed today.

Jasper would make sure he wouldn’t next time.

He flopped on the couch next to Corey, who bumped their shoulders together. He didn’t have to say anything. They’d been through this more times than Jasper could remember.

Corey and Kerry had been his friends since he was a kid. They knew his father as well as he did, but they had the advantage of being able to avoid him. They weren’t related to him, and their parents didn’t care that they didn’t want to be hunters. In fact, their mother had been happy when they’d told her they were out. Jasper liked it when she visited them.

He didn’t like it when his parents did.

Corey turned on the TV. The news was on, so Corey moved to change the channel, but Jasper put a hand on his wrist to stop him. “Turn the volume up a bit,” he said.

Corey glanced at him but obeyed.

“The current wave of violent crime in the monster community is worrying,” the guy sitting behind his desk was saying. “It will eventually spill over to us, which is something no one wants.”

A second man was sitting there, nodding along. Jasper gritted his teeth. These people didn’t care about monsters. They only cared about themselves and were acting as if human-on-human crime wasn’t a thing.

It was one of the reasons Jasper had left the hunters. Monsters might be physically different from humans, but as far as he was concerned, there were good and bad people on both sides. He didn’t care if someone had tentacles instead of hands as long as they were a good person. The hunters didn’t see things that way. They thought that all monsters were dangerous and acted accordingly.

“More rules need to be put in place,” the second man agreed. “Monsters have been allowed to wreak havoc for too long, and if we’re not careful, we’ll pay for that. I wouldn’t be surprised if we got news that humans have started dying, too. When we do, it’ll be too late, and whose fault will it be? We need the people in charge to protect us, but they’re sitting back and letting monsters do what they want.”

Jasper was tempted to find out who the fuck was killing monsters just so that all of this would end. It was unfair to the monsters who were just trying to live their lives. There was nothing he could do, though. He wasn’t a hunter and had no plans on becoming one again. He was fine with being a mechanic and staying away from that part of his life.

But he was worried. His father wouldn’t continue taking no for an answer if this continued and more hunters got involved, and people were dying. The situation was explosive, and Jasper couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if this killer set their attention on a human.

Unfortunately, he thought he knew the answer to that question.
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Chapter Two
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“Kerry wants to go home,” Corey yelled over the music.

Jasper blinked and stepped away from the man he’d been dancing with. The man reached for him, but Jasper turned toward Corey. “What?”

“Kerry wants to go home, so I’ll go with her. You don’t have to come.” Corey glanced at the man behind Jasper. “I’m pretty sure this guy has plans for you.” 

Jasper shook his head. “Whatever plans he had, he’ll have to move on to someone else. Let’s go.”

Corey rolled his eyes, but he followed Jasper as he made his way out of the crowd on the dance floor. Kerry was sitting at the table they’d snagged up when they’d arrived at the club. She was talking with two of their friends, but she looked up when Corey and Jasper reached the table. She smiled and got to her feet.

“Thank you,” she told Jasper as she leaned against him. “I have a headache.”

“Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

“How’d you know I’ve had it for a while?”

“Because I know you. You didn’t want to ruin the evening,” he accused. 

She shrugged, then winced. “You got me there. You don’t have to come, though.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

The three of them were a team. They’d promised each other that they would continue being one even after they’d left the hunters, and they had. They had each other’s backs, and that would never change. Jasper didn’t care about finding someone to fuck. He cared about Kerry and her well-being, and he’d make sure that she and Corey made it home in one piece.

They left the club after saying goodbye to everyone. Jasper shivered when they stepped out into the cool night air. It wasn’t cold since it was August, but his skin felt overheated after he’d danced for so long.

“Can we walk?” Kerry asked. “I’m hoping that some fresh air will help.”

Jasper eyed the park they’d have to go through if they wanted to walk. They weren’t far from the apartment they shared, but they weren’t in the best neighborhood. Walking through the park made him nervous, but the three of them had hunter training. They could probably deal with any attacker.

“Sure,” he said with a smile.

Corey hovered next to his sister as if he was afraid she’d fall on her face or faint because of the pain, but Jasper gave her more space. Kerry wouldn’t hesitate to kick his ass if he behaved like Corey. Hell, the only reason she wasn’t kicking Corey’s ass right now was probably that she was in pain.

The park was silent of people. Jasper stayed focused, but he could only hear the sound of their footsteps and the rustling of the trees. The air smelled of the city, but it was more pleasant between the trees than it ever was outside of the park. The paths were well-lit, and while they walked past a man passed out on a bench and a couple making out, everything was quiet.

Until the scream.

The three of them jumped when it echoed through the park. They glanced at each other and started running as one. Kerry didn’t look like she was in pain anymore. She was reacting to the scream the way she’d been trained to do, the same way as Corey and Jasper.

They stuck together as they ran. The scream hadn’t come from far away, and Jasper wasn’t surprised when they reached the end of the path and found a small building that stood half in the darkness. The smell of urine and other things Jasper didn’t want to think about made it clear that this was a restroom, but that wasn’t what caught his attention.

No, what caught his attention was the monster pinning a woman against the outside wall of the toilets.

The park illumination didn’t make it easy to see the monster, but it was impossible not to notice how long his arms were compared to his body. He was using them to hold the woman, but Jasper bet that when they hung by his sides, they almost reached the ground. The monster was wearing a jeans jacket that stopped at his elbows, and when he turned, Jasper saw that the jacket was open, exposing the monster’s bare chest. His only other article of clothing was a pair of cutoff jeans shorts. His feet were bare, probably because his chicken feet wouldn’t fit into any kind of shoe that wasn’t purposefully made for monsters. It was possible to find them in the city, but something told Jasper that this guy wasn’t a friend of the monster community who lived here.

Jasper was pretty sure that the monster was male—he couldn’t see any breasts, but monsters’ physical aspects didn’t always match what most humans thought of as male and female, so he could be wrong. He didn’t care if he was.
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