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      Today, one of the most important days of the month, so the sunset being a cherry sundae for the eyes, and the breeze being colder than a dying mother’s caress … sigh.

      But like my old man would say, hope was everything.

      Except that big block of a hospice was devoid of hope, in any real way, and everyone inside knew it all too well. Even the front of the building looked like big fat block of a black cat, but now, there were already worse things than seven years of bad luck.

      And the sight of those streaky windows, sigh, for some reason, I couldn’t help but think of mom saying, look on the bright side, most of the people there wouldn’t suffer the full seven years, since they’d die a lot sooner, and wow, was family awkward no matter the age.

      But still, this black cat of a building had droopy square cat eyes amber with envy and a smirky block of a maw hangry for more victims. Air conditioning unit outside purred loud and mechanical.

      So loud and mechanical the stale little bushes lining the rock garden outside might as well be catnip in front of the ridiculously fragrant roses that were so red they were like the Icee gunk splattered all over the sidewalk.

      But I was thee one and only Captain Staker.

      And a final wish was a final wish.

      A wish that didn’t cost a thing either.

      So I strutted every inch of my six feet of bronze brawn tall and proud, as I should be, mom said way way waaaay too much, even it was pure luck a weapon known as a Divinity choose me to fight the demon menace.

      In fact, more than one Divinity.

      Most Exorcist Templars were chosen by only one Divinity, and since only those chosen by the Divinities could handle them safely, I carried around more than a few hoping to locate new exorcists, who’d I’d also be responsible for training.

      Another responsibility of a Captain.

      My double-breasted vest of crimson leather was buttoned with my finest alicorn stakes. Stakes doubled as wands for my magijutsu and stakarate. And the leather was more than thick enough to protect me from claw and fang like I protected humanity from the serpent and the demon menace.

      (Or, at least tried … as mom … ugh.)

      ((Why couldn’t I get her out of my head today?))

      (((Because she insisted I use the vampire powers I inherited from her abuse of her Divinity, using her Divinity against succubus serpent rivals instead of only demons, sigh, she insisted I use my vampire powers as they were meant to: against devil “bitches” like  succubus serpents despite the … cringe-worthy nature of minioning them devoted with venom and draining their blood for a power up that also heals damn fucking too well.)))

      So with a pricy repair spell, but for this, today, well worth it, so that my black leather shirt and pants now shined with dying hope revived, rather than sheened from too many scratches and stains from serpents and demons now dead and gone. My revolver cufflinks … actually alicorn bolt slingers shrunken with a spell that, with the right flick, would come off and expand to revolvers loaded with seven deadly alicorn stakes.

      To compliment the pair of seven-chamber alicorn bolt slingers holstered to my belt.

      And to compliment my short black hair, my crimson hat was a stylish cross between fedora and cowboy hat. Centerpieced was an upside-down rosary of alicorn I could remove in a flash to use as a long deadly dagger. And what most didn’t realized was that the hat was made from minotaur hind, so it was pretty damn protective.

      Almost as good as an actual helmet.

      Almost.

      My crimson leather jacket, more like a living cloak with sleeves, sleeves whose inner pockets I stashed some spare Divinities in hopes of finding new exorcists. One of which nudged me toward the hospice, so there was hope for someone inside.

      Maybe.

      My jacket was like a stretching cloak, but of thick minotaur leather, and I could command telepathically to protect and attack at will, since it was one of my Divinities. An armament kind i.e. wielded like a separate weapon. It easily hid the nudges of the Divinity or the extent I was armed – when I needed it to.

      But not today.

      Not today of all days, no.

      My thick leather boots thumped loud and clear against the pavement. Pavement as crooked as the secret someone who, word had it, was letting succubus serpents into this hospice to snatch souls from the desperate and despairing, but I’d deal with that soon enough. The alicorn clasps of my boots jiggled a thick steady beat of hope for humanity against the demon and serpent menaces plaguing mankind.

      The hospital doors squealed open like that vampire vipress of the succubus serpent kind I staked thrice just yesterday for preying on depressed young men. Took ninety minutes for that her to die properly, since serpents of any sort rarely died right away, dragon or natural, but damn, did that cherry delight for the eyes and loins talk plenty, hoping for the mercy she denied all of her poor pathetic prey.

      And the reason today’s visit came a week early.

      The breeze, as cold as the heart of that succubus.

      As cold as her corpse now.
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      The check-in counter was passed a small empty lobby as silent and sterile as the undersized TV lodged in the ceiling corner behind some plastic case and forgotten like the dead bugs trapped in the florescent lighting. My old man always insisted florescent lighting made the best bug traps for some reason, but … why do I always think of the crazy shit my parents said whenever I come here?

      Like how here every third ceiling panel was a light, but my old man would insist that’s not enough to catch bugs properly, so he threw in florescent lighting nearly every panel’s worth outside at home and sheesh, moth heaven.

      And graveyard.

      And here in the hospice, I could smell (like always) the moth balls from the little coat closet. The closet stuck out of the lobby like a little square wart on an orc’s warthoggish nose, but the people here knew better than to ask me take off my jacket.

      As a Divinity, I was never far from it. Demon and devils were too intent on snatching and arranging its full and true destruction, even if only those with the power of the very opposite, a Damned could hope to do so.

      Anyway, given my jacket’s s abilities few people even realized I had a habit of never taking off my jacket – all because my home was swarming with moths no matter how many moth balls were scattered throughout the house.

      (Guess why …)

      The hallway was as slim as my chances of demothing my home in my parents’ lifetime, but today, for some reason, all the doors along the hallway were shut tight.

      Not a single one open.

      Strange.

      One of the Divinities nudged me forward, toward its chosen wielder, somewhere down the hallway, but probably in this building, judging by the power of the nudge.

      But first, behind the welcome counter was a woman in a moo-moo tee proclaiming fine and dainty happiness for all of balloon kind, but her wrinkled face was clearly weighed down by too much rudeness and potato chips throughout her life.

      “Hi, Margret, how’s the day going?” I said and stepped over to sign in.

      Her face lit up. Relaxed like a mountain was off her gut.

      “You’re a week early. Good,” she said, “We’ve got live ones here. Succubus serpents running their stinky wares, and something else. Not sure what, but damn nasty. Five of those devil bitches are in back with the kids. They already got to Jed and Will. Poor stupid fucks. Heard them ply their crap on good little Greg and heard him so-longing them so I know he’s still breathing but for how long …”

      I nodded. Tipped my hat to her.

      “I’ll deal with them,” I said.

      “Good,” she said, “Four of them are in back with the children. Try not to traumatize the kids more than they already are, but … stake those bitches good. Protecting us from demons … who’d protect us from them? Other than good folk like you, I mean.”

      I grimaced. Sighed.

      “It’s our own fault, still,” I said, “Not enough of us exorcists so those damn serpents step in and … you know the rest.”

      “Damn straight I do,” Margret said, “But those good deeds don’t make up for their bad ones.”

      “Exactly,” I said, “And the damn nasty?”

      Margret paled. The weight of more than just her own life clearly weighing her down.

      “They … Room 13,” she said, “A mess. And … I’d hate to say this but … those serpent bitches did something to the door, so you got to take care of them first. But dealing with that … thing.”

      A demon. And yet, those serpent bitches were futzing with the kids.

      I nodded. “Will do.”

      And headed off.
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      But succubus serpents were still a subbreed of dragonoid, with real dragon blood flowing through their veins, so they were damn powerful, and so any clues to their nature and abilities might make the difference.

      So first I checked Jed’s room.

      It was basically a cubby hole of a coffin. Plasters walls as empty as his lonely life. Underneath those fruity stinks of succubi serpents was the familiar smell of antiseptic as bitter as Jed had become, especially after working as school guard for decades until he was laid off due to age. The only window in the room was like one of the many dim monitors he spent far too much of his life starting at and ended up regretting so badly that … sigh.

      His bed was the standard plain as white bread kind of bed. The cabinet next to it, as bare as the guy’s life. Not a single picture of a loved one, since no family for decades and by then … the prospect of facing them … the shame of them being right … a useless fatso that would go nowhere in life …

      Yet Jed was tucked tenderly up to his chest,

      His wrinkled face grinning so pervert happy. Eyes still moist but …

      His skin was as gray as concrete.

      The telltale sign of his soul wasn’t just gone, but collected by a succubus serpent … enhancing her power, and that grin, those tears, a serious boost.

      Maybe to all of their powers – if she was the generous sort and shared it with her sister succubi.
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      Next I checked Will’s room.

      A room thick with the stink of alcohol – this place had a strict no alcohol policy.

      This room was small, but more like a cubby hole and less like a coffin. The walls were plastered with photos of a chubby woman smiling like an off duty Ms Santa Claus and just as many were with a blueberry of a daughter rearing to inherit her place.

      A family the bastard killed with his own drinking and driving a couple decades ago. Just like the drunk that killed the older brother I never got to know. And the girl who would of been my sister-in-law.

      Yet despite the obvious, there were more than a few beer and liquor posters on the ceiling, especially over the bed, full of swimsuit models showcasing that liquid death. I almost scowled at them except on one of those posters was a certain bronze blonde that I knew personally and … sigh, Camie Killjoy, what a name, for what a girl. That very poster, of her squatting down and puuulling open a lime green and overgrown beer can of Serpent Slam Supreme, like it was giving her an organism, her first swimsuit gig and in a lime green string bikini, a color she used to utterly loath until after that gig little over a year ago. Now it’s one of her favs. She even gifted it to me. And so I hung it above my bed just like Will here.

      Just to flatter her, idiot I am.

      And not the only reason – and she knew it.

      A very smirky giggly knew it.

      Because leaning sultry and suggestive against that can of liquid death was the girl of my wettest dreams come true, a beach blonde boobzilla known as Destiny, or Dizzy for short, because with the body that was slim in the right spots, and superfattie in the best spots, in a way only swimsuit models could, she made guys worldwide dizzy with lust, and far more than any overgrown can of Serpent Slam Supreme could, yet that liquid death cracked her strawberry lips open slightly, seeming to make her gorgeous baby face go panting organismic, even in those big black shades, shaped like hearts too.

      Yet I couldn’t hate her for it.

      Just a gig after all. For all I knew, she never tasted the stuff.

      She was twenty after all, but still too underaged to legally drink.

      Not that that would stop a determined college girl.

      And with beach blonde hair wedged into wings straight down beyond her sexiest of asses and thightastic legs, Dizzy was even in the same lime green string bikini as Camie, except with Serpent Slam in lime green over her chest, one word per giant boob, and Supreme over her crotch twisted sexy toward the camera. Her twin sister Faith leaned sultry and suggestive on the can’s other side, an exact mirror image of Dizzy.

      Never mind some of these poster girls were most definitely succubus serpents. Off duty, of course, and in their human form. Their succubus serpent alter ego, often kept very secret, but that Dizzy had a trademarked goofy accent I couldn’t help but love. A B-movie blend of Texan and Southern faker than a yard of AstroTurf, but wow, was she a B-movie actress in the making, and some of my favorite movies were B-movies.

      But damn … the bed itself even had that beer-themed idiocy.

      Despite losing his family to the bottle, on the cabinet next to his bed, the photographs he often eyed to tenderly were now face down, pushed aside to make room for three bottles of liquor.

      All now empty.

      A mess in the bed as he was in life, Will had a drunken grin on his face. Reunited with the only thing he truly loved in life, despite it eating him away from the inside.

      …

      Shot glasses on the cabinet too.

      And those lips marks … girl lip marks.

      Hmmmphf.

      Not sure if I wanted to stake the bitches who gave him the drink in exchange for his soul, or thank them for saving his family the grief of their reunion in the afterlife … but any succubus serpent who drank on duty when only 3 out of 7 survived of them to the off-duty reserves by the age of 24 nowadays … too stupid for words.

      Since the teams I put together helped down that from 5 out of 7 since a decade ago.

      Despite the counter curse that made killing them just as dangerous.
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      Finally Greg – but by his door, the fruity smell of the succubi lingered like a bowl of spiked fruit punch. So no doubt that more than one of these bitches took a shot, but wow, was Greg snoozing away loud and flemmy.

      Damn …

      But trying to wake him, might as well try to wake a corpse without necromancy.
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      Camie likey totallies loooved how light above her bink bink binked like the bestest horror movie ever. How the stinky graveyard of bugs added a hint of yellow, like that forbidden yummy known as butter, just like so many of the endless lights at Jake – no, at Captain Staker’s home, thee one and only notorious Haunted House at Elmwood Road.

      But placing the skull door barrier to lock down Room 13 … ughsies.

      Worse than, more exhausting than her swimsuit shots weightlifting waaay to muchie and with that heavy but oh-so-cutesy python around her neck.

      But keeping the skull bleached as white as death, since death was very muchie behind that door, likey totallies, its eye sockets squinting fierce as her own eyes under the strain. And its jaw, a strained grin.

      Like hers.

      Captain Staker would be soooo proud. Fighting to save humanity … even if she had to serve dragon overlords to do it.

      And that thunk thunk thunk of his heavy boots … he was here!

      Time likey totallies for some yippie backstabbing fun!
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      Time for business.

      The hallway was as slim as the stakes I’d need to end this mess, but it was also shaped like an L for Loss. Room 13, right around the only corner. The bing bing bing of a broken light there, ugh, with the stale fluorescent lighting here, (minus the moths) combined with the plaster walls, all as sterile as the IVs some of the people here were hooked up on.

      Come to think of it, this all was too much like a certain swimsuit model gone college student’s recent attempt at a horror movie, and Camie going film student, and damn, her filming that short disaster of a horror flick here of all places …

      Knowing her, she returned today to film the sequel. Make Bad B-movie history and be damn proud of it. Couldn’t say that girl wasn’t passionate. I could still see the stains left by the red Icee splatters she used as blood throughout that last short disaster of the original film. Filmed only a couple days ago too.

      Sigh.

      Just because she was a drop dead gorgeous blonde all too fond of being scantily clad in front of a camera and off …

      Wait. Some of those splatters across the doors looked fresh.

      Hmmm.

      I squatted.

      Sniffed.

      Chemical cherry? Fresh chemical cherry too. Damn, did I want an Icee right about now.

      Despite how damn cold this place was.

      And … a familiar girlie cherries and vanilla she loved faaar too much … well, least she hadn’t quit the exorcist support gig.

      Yet, but … sigh.

      I pinged her a quick update.

      Just in case she was already here.

      As expected, down the hallway, behind the only corner as few paces away, I heard the familiar zing-ga-ga-ling and then a “Where’s there’s a will, there’s boyzzzzz!”.

      “Oh!” Camie said, “That was quick! For realsie!”

      Huh?

      From around the corner she dashed to me, like that stormy night a few years ago, when she discovered her mother’s blood really did ran thick in her in the worst way possible – her second puberty hit hard overnight. During her sweet sixteen.

      But right now, she was in her human form. That familiar drop dead gorgeous blonde with long curly hair. Swimsuit model beautiful, ever since that horrible night. A night she developed a deep need for boy blood, human boy blood, and my blood donation, the only reason she didn’t end up a guilt-ridden murderer that night.

      Today, she was in one of her typical scantily clad outfits. Of course, being peaches and cream monster bait in a flick …

      As if tempting fate to be demon bait in real life.

      Still, her in that halter bra top, man, it was as red as her Icee blood effects and just as sweet to the eyes and loins, and even better, it was tied snug and revealing around her boobzilla chest, damn – did I have to force myself not to gulp, or ogle her – too much.

      Her white grin definitely grew whiter at me looking her over, and her face already had all the right angles. Thanks to her succubus serpent blood awakening, of course.

      Throw in her ultra short miniskirt hugging so little of her hips with bright red denim that a single fashion mishap was no doubt in the works in film and very much likely off film …

      God damn, was she a gift to mankind.

      Even if she wasn’t human.

      But her bright red sneakers squealed new and loud against the floor at every step.

      Sigh. The floor waxed so much shinier than usual, and no doubt why … damn, it was so shiny I could see a glimpse of her undies. Pink boyshorts patterned with unicorns and bunnies. But that squeal …

      So much for keeping my arrival secret.

      (Nice one, Camie. Score one for the succubus serpents.)

      “Caaaaaaaptain!” Camie cried.

      Leapt.

      Soaring higher, further than a human could.

      And right into my arms.

      Giving me a giant boobilicious face hug.

      A hug I returned just as strong.

      Wow, was her cherries and vanilla musk a desert for the nose and loins. That hint of serpent … it meant she hadn’t been lazing around either. Succubus serpents didn’t sweat so much as, well, if they were active enough, start smelling a bit serpenty, and wow, did they hate it, since it was a dead giveaway to what they really were, but for some reason, I saved it like a drunk savored spiked fruit punch. Probably because of my duty to stake girls like her and this stink, a helpful giveaway.

      With a joyful giggle, Camie locked her nearly bare thightastic legs around my midriff, and with her strength, even in her human form, she could easily crush me, but no, she slid down so sexy, giving me the perfect excuse to grab and support her damn fine ass, while her boobzilla chest pillowed my neck in boobilicous bliss and cushioned my broad chin.

      Her giggles going sultry … boy, did I hate how the serpent menace nonsense sometimes.
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      All because her dragon overlords could forcefully draft Camie and the rest of her kind, any serpent in fact, through their bloodline connection. As in literally drive them passionate to serve their dragon overlords whether they really wanted to or not, and one reason all of serpent kind was now hunted by exorcists … even Camie knew she couldn’t defect openly.

      Yet.

      There was still a real risk I would be forced to stake her one day, and not too many years from now either, but she insisted I do so, especially if she was stuck going too evil.

      Hopefully that day would never come.

      Other exorcists didn’t know of her serpent alter ego, and I saw no reason to tell them. Pardons weren’t given to any serpents since their overlords could slave them back into loyal passionate minions.

      I was looking into … options. Options that, due to my own alter ego, one so secret no one but me knew of it, and sure, my vampire venom, in a sense, that might grant her freedom from dragon kind … for a price – a price I didn’t want her to feel pressured to pay. even if she might want to … to serve as my devoted minion and meal for life.

      No.

      Not yet.

      Too cringe-worthy to even ask. Let alone think about.

      There had to be a third way. There had to be.

      On top of that, a lot of succubi serpents choose to stay vestal virgin, and not for religious or other stupid reasons, no. It was connected to the Weakness Reversal Principle. Basically, exposing your weakness would boost your abilities drastically. If done right. A corollary was a sacrifice could, when done right, could boost your powers. For succubi serpents, true full sexual abstinence, not even flirting, let alone dating or sexy anything, despite the ease due to their incredibly looks and their deep need for boy blood, instead, they would then have to go with Bloodola, a soda made from human blood, and a favorite of serpents everywhere. By 18 the vestal virgin boost, a real serious boost, until around 24, when it started to do the opposite.

      And, of course, breaking the vestal virgin thing the wrong way … sigh, the price … similar to my venom.

      So double ugh right there.

      Least Camie didn’t get quite the boost her kindred usually got, since she already broke the full true abstinence long ago, out of pure ignorance of her true nature, but she was still a virgin, in the full truest sense, and since her second puberty at sixteen, no more dates.

      So any backlash if she chooses to … you know.

      Sigh.

      Any more than what she already suffered. With her boobs hugging my neck right now, and her thightastic legs around my midriff. Lucky for us both, alicorn didn’t scold succubi serpents in their human form.

      This hospice might of been colder than an Arctic hell, but with Camie hugging me sultry sexy, it was warmer than any heaven, and her cherries and vanilla bliss for the nose and loins … the bing bing bing of the lights nearby, like a countdown to when trouble would rear its ugly head.

      “I totallies think this likey cost me some of my vestal virgin powers,” she said.

      And sighed sultry again.

      Damn, did I love this girl.

      “But worth it,” I said, “Live with no regrets, since …”

      “Of coursies!” Camie said, hugging my head so cutesy happy, “So, so worth it. Even if it totallies means I get ssssstaked.”

      I wish I could say I would protect her. Or would kill the bastard that did but …

      “If it’s your fate to be staked,” I said, “I’ll do my best to be the one to do it.”

      “You better!” Camie said, “For realsies!”

      Her breath, warm and cherries and vanilla and ah, some alcohol.

      “Some underaged drinking?” I said.

      With grimaced. She knew how I felt about alcohol. Why she didn’t too … it was her oldest sister that was killed by the drunk that killed the brother I never knew.

      She simply huffed. Smiled so wide yet mouth very much closed.

      “Gotta live with no regrets,” she said, “Dizzy, your likey not-so-secret crush totallies doesn’t drink, he-he – yet, but … well, likey, duty is duty, and ussss, you know, and we gals drink together, so casualties, yet and … oh. Is it time?”

      Those big blue eyes, scared but ready for that near inevitable deathmatch …

      “No,” I said, “Not yet.”

      No hesitation.

      “Phew!” she said, “I could totallies crush you right now – he-he, ssso likey good answer. Dizzy so totallies wants to likey met you too.”

      Uh huh.

      I knew better than to even hint at the counter I had ready, if worse came to worse.

      Or react to her hint-hint about Dizzy.

      Yet.

      “Still hissing your S’s,” I said and noted the Divinity in my sleeve, nope, she wasn’t who it wanted.

      “Only around you, he-he,” she said, “And my other form. For realsie. Wanna see it? My outfit is awesomesaucie!”

      I knew her other form but not her outfit, and her eye mask would hide her identity, prevent me from connecting the obvious unless she revealed it to me herself.

      That she hopped off me with a giggle. Twirl. And cherry poof!

      I couldn’t help but smile.
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      Dang, did Fangorella want to slap Succuletta silly.

      The eyeball in the clock dial appeared again. All of a sudden. Same awful lime green serpent eye but with a purple slit that looked like the vomit it smelled like. Pee-ew. The hands of the clock even went and disappeared this time too.

      And above the kiddie’s fort of beds. Above the row of windows at least. Where them kiddies wouldn’t look … much and risk corruption.

      She ain’t harming the kiddies unless she gotta.

      None of their squad were.

      But if Succuletta ain’t focusing on holding that demon in that there Room 13 till the rest of their squad arrived. Maybe even Captain Sumaso himself …

      Dang it.

      That there chill in the room ain’t entirely from that blasted air conditioning.

      Least they had a new horde of mutant minions to throw at any trouble that came their way. That should slow down the demon, least given the time needed to corrupt them all, reduce its energy reserves and make it easier to take out.

      Succuletta better no waste ‘em. Them innocents who were corrupted already. If only they was quicker to get here.

      But collecting souls of the dying ain’t ever easy on anyone but psychos yet that bitch Sluthouse still ain’t here yet. She seduces and slashes depressed boy prey and ugh. Real evil bitch but … dang, Fangorella ain’t exactly innocent. Nobody in their squad were. Them overlords saw to that early on. But Sluthouse were always here to these kinda places early and rearing to kill.

      Unless … no.

      Let’s hope the demon dunna get her. Even if she ain’t a Devil Princess, a corrupted Devil, a real bitch to put down. Mutating all them innocents … fuck, she’s as evil as … fuck, but them kiddies would of been corrupted by now if they didn’t and honestly, despite all them wonderful kiddie drawings over the walls, Fangorella wasn’t here to play hero for humans. Her squad’s duty were to kill the demon.

      But forget collecting souls, thank Gawd.

      Mutating dying innocent old farts so they dunna get corrupted into worse … would that be enough to weaken that demon, Hell no, but worth a shot.

      For the real battle ahead.
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      But, as harmlessly goofy as it looked, I knew better then to under-estimate that cloud of cherry whatever, like a big magical poof of chemical sweet Icee cherry. It was thicker than a fresh Icee, but hotter than the boiling hot gelatin mom loved to make with loads of canned fruits.

      Not a technique I had seen before either.

      Outside of goofy cartoons, that is.

      I’m six feet high and brawny broad yet just a whiff made me a bit dizzy, heart racing, stumbling kind of racing, and burning my throat, my sinuses. My eyes. (I really needed to get some good shades …)

      Toxic smoke – but not deadly toxic.

      The bing bing bing of the horror movie light beyond the turn of the hallway, suddenly a lot faster, as fast as my heart pounded and some of the lights above me joining in.

      But as much as it twitched eager for action and serpent blood, I kept my sleeved cloak jacket down and calm, its crimson fabric too eager for serpent devil blood I had no intent of letting it have.

      Yet.

      My doubled-breasted vest, shirt, and pants were all protective leather, just in case Camie was driven to go femme fatale and attack, and real possibility she might, any moment.

      The moment a dragon was nearby.

      (Or was already.)

      My hat could double as a boomerang, with a strong enough flick, so I prepared to tip my hat to her, for her dramatic twirl, poof, and …

      She was gone?
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      The cold sterile air washed over me.

      My heart, thumping faster than a dumbass ogling a swimsuit model, but blink blink, damn.

      I was back in the beginning of the hallway.

      The slim as my stake hallway.

      Least the bing bing bing of the horror movie light so far away confirmed the end of the corner was still at the same place. At the end of the L for Loss hallway. Glancing at the doors right in front of me … before Rooms 1 and 2?

      Fucking … Camie was good.

      Using her innate portalling powers on me without me even knowing. No wonder she bearhugged me so sultry sexy. Such close physical contact ensured such ease and control without nearly as much strain.

      Little enough for an actual determined swimsuit model to hide perfectly.

      And years ago, during her disaster of a sweet sixteen, she survived some of my home’s self-defenses the stormy night she came running to me. Too terrified to end her life using those death traps yet knowing her life was no longer her own, but at the command of one of humanity’s worse enemies …

      Damn, did I under-estimate her desire to live.

      Make something of herself.

      Her ability to bounce back, and embrace the shitty turd life gave her with gusto.

      And here of all places, a hospice where hope was long gone, I still wouldn’t let her and her serpent masters get their own way. Treat dying humans as mere livestock to be –

      Bump bump bump creeeeak.

      Oh no.

      From behind nearly all the doors … thumps and creaks.

      I turned to the front counter. To Margret.

      Margret huffed. “She got you good. Us good. I was sure … only Jed and Will … and Greg … those bitches … I … she got us good. Damn it! I–”

      “Run,” I said.

      She nodded. “Save the kids. At least save them.”

      “Will do,” I said.

      And Margret was gone. Her size no barrier to flight.

      Good.

      Just in time too.

      The first rooms opened and beefy rat men in jeans marched out with sinister grins on their fanged maws. For once I was grateful for not knowing the newbies here.

      Since they were now both mutants.

      Fusions of two or more creatures.

      Technically serpents too, even if they didn’t look the part. Mutants were created originally by dragons consuming enough creatures and creating useful combination species as devoted minions.

      Mostly new humanoid species.

      Mostly.

      No doubt the succubus serpents used their wish granting powers to grant these dying humans a second life as serpents, as mutants devoted to their succubi masters, to their dragon overlords, but the other condition … more than just their soul was lost now … and their humanity, forever, and all because they embraced the bliss of the succubus serpent’s venom.

      “Fresh meat,” one said.

      “For a new life!” the other said.

      But both swiped their grimy claws at me. Hungry for my flesh.

      Damn … I parried both.

      My jacket’s sleeves hardened. Shielding me completely.

      But the breeze of their strikes, they already stunk of rat.

      Inhuman bastards.

      I pommeled both.

      Their faces.

      Their chest.

      Breaking bone and jaw.

      Faster than a pathetic viper strike.

      And they both collapsed. Dying. Most mutants were Least Serpents.

      No need to stake them dead.

      But as serpents, death would take them slowly, and now painfully, as they deserved.

      The next pair of doors opened.

      Both rat men. Rats grinning sinister.

      Rats I pommeled right away.

      Dropping them dying.

      I marched forward.

      Till the rest of the doors opened – except for one: Greg’s.
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      Standing my full six feet of brawn, I spread my crimson cloak of a jacket out.

      None would pass.

      Cold air from the front doors gusted against my back, but didn’t pass either.

      These new mutants had even less of a chance.

      That the hallway was as slim as my stakes, one of my big advantages, and the cracks of their pawish feet on the floor, scratching up the crazy shiny surface badly, and the stink of their new bestial forms, a sign of their ignorance and inexperience.

      The biggest mutants even had to line up.

      A fat pig man squealed. Pounding his chest, gorilla style.

      And charged.

      Right into my fist.

      Crunch!

      My fist, his snout.

      My solid kick to his chest flung him back into a tiger man. Who start ripping into the pig man. Eating him alive. Killing him.

      Till slammed my fist into his head too.

      And again.

      And again.

      And staked for good measure. Tiger men could be a real bitch to pound down and keep down.

      Last but not least, a cat girl and a fox girl.

      Both beautiful babes now. No doubt for them, a dream come true, to relive a wasted youth, and too tempting for those lonely women to pass up. They both smelled lovely, their new bestial parts, more like that hint fur clothing would give. Human bodies too, thank God, like most mutant cat and fox girls, but with ears, tail, and, of course, claws and fangs, plus the usual crazed bestial eyes.

      The cat girl mewed. Flexed her hands went very clawed.

      Very long and razor clawed.

      And with that green hair, possibly poisoned too.

      “I won’t make the sssame mistakes this time,” she said, “Kill him and all the Margret I can eat!”

      The fox girl grinned maniacal. Her tail lighting up with flames as red ruby as her new parts.

      “Handsome boy!” she said, “Die so I can find my love this time!”

      “We both will!” the cat girl said and pounced as superhuman speed.

      But not fast enough.

      I staked them, bolt slinger style, through their hearts.

      “No you won’t,” I said and holstered my bolt slingers again.

      Fast draw, not just a Western thing.

      They both gasped. Collapsed. Clutching their chests.

      Their kind were Lesser Serpents. Sure, I could of pommeled them dead, but not as quick as the other mutants. And they were girls. I hated pommeling beautiful girls down dead.

      Staking them, the only compromise.

      But their no’s and whimpers and helps, fuck them.

      Unlike Camie, they had a choice.

      And they choose to turn against mankind for a second chance.
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      Esca. You could do this.

      You’re eighteen. Big girl time.

      No.

      Battle Bitch Time.

      Yeah.

      Bitch Time Galore.

      But the bik bik bik of the ceiling light so close behind her, around the corner that she mustn’t let anyone else go, or else, wowzie, it was likey a countdown to the coming deathmatch with an exorcist, her first deathmatch, and not just any exorcist, but …

      Gulp.

      Least he hadn’t noticed the three of yet.

      Illusion working!

      (Yippie!)

      There was a good many paces between the last of those awful mutants and them, and … okay, she couldn’t help but likey the poster shining down a zippy bright “Have a Nice Great Day!” likey a sun shining down on such tasty chickens living raw and free on some goofy farm with a few nice tasty rabbits and even a cute fat pig that reminded her of father so much that – nonono.

      Focus.

      Likey on the poster showing a roasted pork chop and some mint.

      Grrr.

      Yes.

      Grrr.

      Hate humans like chickens hated … no, chickens were waaay too tasty. Oh, yeah! Like how farmers hated foxes. Yeah. After all, humans just loooved snagging pelts off her kind.

      Since she was a foxling after all … and her snow white fur coat was full of her innate ice flame magic, and wowzie, did it tempt her not to keep the short fur so clean and lush but nonono. Don’t give into fear. Never.

      Anyway, below her knees were like the hind legs of a four-footed fox – complete with wicked retractable claws too – so much easier to pounce those awful exorcists with.

      Of coursie, pouncing her sister Ivy was so much funner, since she was always sooo serious, but she was a scarlet red foxling after all, and her innate fire burned so much brighter than Esca’s.

      Least they were here together.

      Standing together.

      Same outfit, to help boost their duo fire techniques that Esca sometimes messed up.

      But not today!

      Her short short denim jeans, and denim bra top tied to support her chest wouldn’t exactly prevent her from being staked, no, but draw attention to her chest, and her weak point, her heart, since if she got staked there, bye-bye Esca.

      But Weakness Reversal Principle … sorry real armor, would of loooved to wear you, but alicorn stakes, so sad, but you’re no use, likey ever. But her denim was as pale blue as the day she got it months ago, and the pink steel studs, not a scratch! Ivy insisting on going with pure black denim, as hard as it was to keep perfectly black, Ivy did it! And with all their practice doing duo fire techniques …

      Sigh.

      Esca really needed the boost in power from the Weakness Reversal Principle.

      Likey really.

      And the vestal virgin thingie, forget that boost, likey ever, as tail-cringy as it was. Father killed any boyfriend he didn’t scare away. Her other … job … besides waitressing, if he ever found out about it … oh please Dark no.

      But a power boost, so much needed to survive her duty.

      Still, thanks to her grandmother being a vampire viper of the succubus serpent kind, her looks, especially her chest … really really big and maybe, just maybe, her boobs would act as armor?

      Kinda?

      Ouchie, and her privies were … more sensitive, but better than dying, right?

      Um …

      Her fur, as a foxling, and her hind, also more protective than most armor anyway, except against creepy weapons like alicorn, especially alicorn because of her grandmother being a serpent.

      But because of their serpent grandmother, they both received the honor of being Devil Princesses, despite being foxlings, and their Princess Knight outfits, they’d appear when they shifted to that fox girl mutant form, since … Esca didn’t know why she couldn’t wear it in both forms, but rules is rules.

      And father was right in front of them.

      Big as a mountain and as blue as the ocean. Sure, he was an orc, and so sooo many people didn’t believe he was their father – till they saw their mother, who was definitely at home praying they all returned from this mission.

      Unlike her own sisters.

      Aunts and uncles Esca never go to know.

      But … fighting the demon menace … keeping the humans in check … it was their duty and … but … she could never hope to go further than that dead-end waitress job unless she went Devil Princess and survived countless battles first, and that waitress job, with so many gangsters and eeps, how long would she survive there?

      Not as long as her parents thought, that’s for sure.

      She’s sooo become the bestest illustrator ever but without a degree and license – oh nos.

      Esca let out the quietest huff she could manage at the sight of the unbelievable. Her childhood crush. Here. Now. Just slaughtering those awful mutants without a hint of mercy or hesitation.

      And that smell of minotaur leather, sniiiifff, like the freshest of cow leather, except with a solid zing of bison. Just like those collectible figures and she had ever single one! That zing, from the leather’s innate protective magic, and the other zing, of blood, from his notorious crimson jacket and its deadly Divinity ways.

      Oh dear Dark did she want to … nonono. Not here.

      No now.

      Focus.

      Jake hadn’t noticed her yet. It always took him awhile. Just like their online pen paling over their artwork. Supporting each other, even if he never saw her real self online. Or when they first met. During her four-footed days as a cubling. Stuck down a deep hole and he … not till she yipped and yowled so terrified but once she did he … so snuggly sweet rescue and even a dog treatie! Chicken flavored! But here, he had an excuse, for realsie. A good one. Very good one.

      He was too busy slaughtering mutants quick and brutally.

      Like they deserved.

      Yeah. Wowzie. Did she hate mutants. They made the worst consumers. The best behaved only pinched her butt. They almost always did more. Slash. Nip. Cut. If not for a-mazing her regeneration, she’d be so likey scarred for life, but her waitress outfits, always ruined so so often and they likey costed so so much and and and

      Devil wannabes. Giving us devils a bad name. Killing humans that didn’t need killing.

      And enjoying it.

      (Creeps.)

      (Go Captain Staker! Yay!)

      Oh wait.

      Her turn. Coming up and … come on Esca.

      Keep the illusion up till …
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      So I marched right over those beautiful mutant bitches. Left them to die that slow serpent death in what, ninety minutes of horrible agonizing pain they so deserved. The familiar stink of terrified and dying beast, good.

      The bing bing bing of the horror movie light ahead of me, just around the corner. Camie had only delayed me, but she should of known these mutants would barely slow me down.

      So I kept my hands near my bolt slingers.

      My crimson jacket ready to block a sneak attack.

      Whether Camie was being controlled or not, not important. She was the monster boss in this real-life horror flick. So I might have to stake her through the chest. Enough to paralyze her helpless, but I would be damned if I killed her.

      Not yet.

      To kill her I’d need to stake her through her nipples and between the legs. Nasty way to go and worse, there was a counter curse. If you killed a succubus serpent, especially if you were too callus about it … sigh.

      There was a reason their uniform wasn’t … armor or protective, no, and not just because of Weakness Reverse Principle, even if that was one reason. The uniform was a lot like a stripper version of some magical girl nonsense from anime, which served as a warning about the counter curse, which by giving a warning strengthened the impact of the curse, on top of the Weakness Reversal Principle, which by exposing their weakness, an easily protected weakness, they strengthened their powers quite a bit, which on top of their strong dragon blood …

      So careful.

      This stretch of hallway full of poster proclaiming good day nonsense and adverting roasted pork for inflated prices, Room 13 was to the right, with only a flimsy plaster wall between this hallway and the death known as a demon.

      Demon ambush time.

      My hands stayed near my bolt slingers. My fast draw reflex, plus the Weakness Reversal Principle by giving up the clear advantage of a gun already out and aimed, just enough of a boost for me to work with.

      But underneath sterile antiseptic and bug graveyard up ahead … I smelled … something else … something gentle, weak, yet … underneath the cherries and vanilla … but Camie’s cherries and vanilla drowned it out.

      But not the warning.

      Ambush ahead.

      And I better be ready.
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      Esca could only hear her heart racing faster than a fox from a hound.

      It did NOT help her tail twitch so excited that that that … the light blinking behind her, like a warning to slow down, turn of fate coming, better be ready or else staking time, and wowzie, did she not want to be staked.

      She had so much to live for.

      These posters, when she got home, she would so make her own version of these posters.

      Use a farm, but one in Hell, and – nonono. How about herself over a pile of her enemies; corpses.

      Yeah.

      Exactly.

      Don’t think about being staked. Her bra top … even if it was mean to get some ogles its way and of coursie, real risk of more than just ogles, especially with an exorcist but … wowzie.

      It was Captain Staker.

      If it was her fate to be staked …nonono. She trained around those crazy succubi too long if she’s started saying that to herself, and they only say those kinds of things because their overlords prevent them from even dreaming about getting anything else sexual from their favorite hotties and and and it’s meant to keep them from being too scared to fight and and and stupid Esca.

      It was NOT her fate to be staked.

      Really.

      But that did sound snazzy. No wonder those succubi used likey it aaaaall the time.

      She even styled her hair so perfectly for today, just in case, you know, and wowzie, lucky for her she did. She looked her best. Best chance to you know, Jake might not recognize her but … and she couldn’t blurt it out in front of Ivy and father, could she?

      But they did know about her collectibles.

      And her comics.

      And her boyshorts.

      And … sigh.

      Esca Esca Esca.

      You got to delay him till the rest of the squad comes. The three of them could do this. The demon, if Jake broke through, would release it just so he’d be the one to kill it … that would so be him.

      But Princess Fangorella barely survived the last encounter, and she was a Princess Paladin. Seriously. And with her bestest Princess Knights AngelFall and Despara. Princess Succuletta even trapped it good with her dimension distortion abilities but for how long …

      Gulp.

      Even her father. Captain Sumaso. The strongest sumo orc of the Northeast.

      Even he insisted on everyone in the squad getting here first.

      Father growled. Stomped his feet out wider. Crouched lower.

      “Remember your training, daughters,” he said, “You are proud Princesses of Hell. Fight with pride. Kill with pride. And–”

      “Die with pride?” Esca said, and sighed as haughty proud as she could go.

      Ivy tsked, and hurmpfed just like father did.

      “You can die,” Ivy said, “We intend to live. Kill that boyfriend crush of yours. Dating the enemy … you sly vixen.”

      “He’s not …” Esca said.

      Father grunted … a cry?

      “Already killing your first boyfriend …” father said, “You’ve grown so much. I remember the first time you feasted on your first fresh liver. How you refused to slice that human open. Too pretty you said. Trying to be your boyfriend, ha! Ivy had to do it for you and the screams.”

      Esca cringed. “Heeeey …”

      But Ivy laughed.

      Full belly laugh. Bowing over belly laugh.

      “Esca screamed louder than that human,” Ivy said, “You’d think we were feasting on her liver, but daaamn, did she love the taste. Remember how viciously you ripped the human’s heart out? Didn’t even let it stop beating before you wolfed it down.”

      Father chuckled too.

      “Eating a wizard’s beating heart,” he said, “Not an easy feat yet you did so. Your ice flames show it. Even now they crackle with the taste of winter’s heart.”

      Esca … nodded. She didn’t exactly hunt down humans for fun but … a vixen like her needed the right meals and … not just any foxling could earn the right to become a Devil Princess. Her power … nothing to sneeze at. Really. How’s that for some bimbo waitress from nowhere?

      “I’ll … seduce and slash him, okay?” she said, “If … you know.”

      Father chuckled again. “If I fail? Ha! What an idea! From my own daughter no less …”

      “Sorry,” Esca said quickly.

      Ivy barked a laugh. “Too late.”

      “Huh?” Esca said,

      “You’ll see,” Ivy said, “And yeah, thanks a lot, sis, sometimes, I reeeeally hate you.”

      “But …” Esca said, “He killed all your wannabe boyfriends too.”

      Ivy tsked. Practically growled.

      “So?” Ivy said.

      Uh huh. Esca just knew Ivy hated it too. No vestal virgin boost either, and she so wanted that boost too, but …

      Suddenly Succuletta giggled all around them. Echoing through some distortion that Esca dared not try to look for.

      This time.

      “It’s likey totallies good with Fangorella,” she said, “So go for it. For realsie!”

      No way. Fangorella couldn’t … no. Father would never … Esca and Ivy wouldn’t get their chance to … you know … because that meant father would–

      RRRRROOOOOAAA
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      AAAAARRRRRRR!!!!

      I’m six feet of solid brawn, yet that roar was so loud it shook my whole body like gelatin. Shook the floors.

      The walls.

      Moaned the whole building.

      Forcing me to crouch tight. Taste my breakfast of eggs and bacon – in the afternoon.

      Even the bing bing bing of the horror movie light raced faster. Almost as fast as my heart.

      But I simply grinned at my next opponent–

      What the?

      Now the end of the hallway was still more than a good many paces away. Posters filled the walls, but more of the sterile plaster showed through. The roar had knocked down the zillion and a half posters proclaiming “Have A Nice Great Day!”

      And the poster offering an upgrade for Last Meal Deluxe for only a small small fee that I knew was actually far far more than small, but it showcased a roasted pork chop with a mint cube on top, and most ironically of all …

      It had been knocked down … right in front of the orc that roared.

      An orc like a warthog mutant except furless and blue skin and morbidly obese. With a dark blue loincloth diaper that … oh crap.

      A sumo orc.

      And orcs … not a mutant but a kind of Devil that loved munching humans along with their soul alive and screaming. A nasty kind, and not a serpent. Orcs were a high class Beastman Devil, but thankfully not a furry ugh kind, but real serious trouble.

      A real fight now.

      A fight of raw brawn and honor. Orcs were psycho over honor, and I knew better than to scorn an orc’s sense of honor. Against an opponent that had incredible strength, stamina, and even mild annoying regeneration abilities.

      Except behind him were oh dear God no.

      Two stunningly gorgeous foxlings.

      Not mutants. That would be nicer than this. They were like furry fox girls, not human girls with a few fox parts, but full blow furry fox girls, and the way they looked, they could of been heroines – or gorgeously cute villains – right out of a CGI movie for grown up brats.

      Worse, their regeneration abilities were fucking amazing, unless they got staked through the heart.

      Then they died within minutes.

      Yes. Minutes.

      Not right away.

      (Fuckers, but their pelts, damn worth it to pelt.)

      And those minutes, they weren’t as … capable as serpents, who took for-fucking-ever to die, which meant interrogating them, real nice bonus.

      Both foxlings wore those sexy snug short short jeans with that sexy ripped hem I just love seeing on pretty girls, and double damn me, they both had on my favorite kind of cropped jeans top, the bra top that was tied snug to support truly big boobzilla chests.

      Actually … very stripper college girlie of them.

      Thank God they didn’t wear actual armor. That would of been smarter, in a – on, okay, not at all. My alicorn stakes would make short work armor far quicker than it would do to the magical protection inherited in their fur and hind. So the smart route, go with the Weakness Reversal Principle to boost their powers, by exposing their weak point … damn.

      And the left one, the scarlet red foxling, also known as a fire foxling, for their innate and deadly fire powers, well she growled low like a looked too long at her next chicken dinner, and crouched, readying to pounce me like a tasty fat hen, since, below her knees were like the hind legs of a four-footed fox, so that pounce could reach me easily.

      Except for the sumo orc in the way.

      Her coloring was like a red fox, complete with huge bright green eyes full of vicious envy for mankind’s higher place in the world and all the goodies that came with it. Yet that long straight cherry red hair of hers showed plenty of lush tender care so she wasn’t some wild bitch of an animal either. Just like how her denim outfit was a deep dark black, well cared for, even the bright and remarkably unscratched steel studs.

      To the right of the sumo orc, double crap no, was, with a haughty huff, a dazzling snow foxling that send my heart thunking for all the wrong reasons. She was standing up straight and sexy cocky, one hand on her hips, the other hanging annoyed. Already, a blue flame dancing above her tail.

      No wonder this place was so chilly. That was ice flame. Flame that, instead of heat, burned with freezing destructive cold.

      With a pink nose, ears, and huge blue eyes … damn, too much like a CGI movie furry babe, but she watched me as cold as a clear winter sky. Her long, beach blonde hair was that lush long styled messy kind of hairdo that no doubt took far too much time to get just right, especially around those big foxy ears of hers, ears … that were cockeyed?

      Strange.

      But both had that clean and gentle fox fur smell. Another reason I preferred dealing with the pretty devil girls.

      Easier on the nose.

      Still, I expected a more vicious expression. The way she was huffing her chest out and cocky proud, as if I couldn’t hope to stake her pretty self in a zillion years … damn.

      Fighting foxlings was … ugh.

      Her denim outfit was pale blue and faded, but judging by the clear shine of the steel studs of pink, it came that way, and damn, did foxlings had trouble not scratching up shiny anything, so kudos to their restrain.

      And foxlings, Beastmen Devils that loved feasting on the livers and hearts of living humans and that’s the best of it.

      Not that all foxlings were evil to the core but …
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      Blazzen Fang sucked in the savory taste of female foxling and his fangs drooled for more female flesh. They were both only a few paces ahead of him. His tongue savored that the creamiest sweetest touch a young ripe female could have.

      The flickering light above, counting down to their delicious doom.

      The staff here had been as succulent as that pig of an orc ahead of the tasssty foxlings, but Blazzen Fang knew better than to strike so carelessssly around that sumo orc, the notorious Captain Sumaso, but elves and orcs, ancient enemies.

      But his belly was still for those meals quite yet.

      An echidna elf of the kind cobra kind, even one with plenty of dragon blood flowing through his veins, could only eat so much before becoming dangerously sluggish. His lower half, a powerful snake tail as red as a setting sun, could strike faster than any viper, including any vampire viper, and his upper half, the handsssome build of an elf man, but naturally, instead of pathetic skin, he was armored with spiky thick scale armor much like the bessst dragon knights.

      His fiery breath wouldn’t harm the vixens, but the orc was another matter.

      Even better, that despicable human known as Captain Staker was coming.

      Slaughtering pathetic mutants made by pathetic succubus serpents.

      The demon promised him plenty.

      Delivered plenty.

      Time to reward the demon he summoned again. Grant Novatoris revenge against that succulent succubus serpent known as Fangorella, and her other tasssty girlfriends, for sealing him in that accursed room right before he could summon more of his brethren to this world …

      Turn this building of death into a necromancer’s dream come true.

      Seven lives Blazzen now had, and with his new powers … more than enough to slaughter all those bitches and their pathetic men.

      But first, the blood on the roast … Captain Staker’s head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My hands were still right above the bolt slingers holstered on my belt. My jacket hanging stiff, ready for the oncoming attack, and with only a few many paces between me and the …

      Okay okay.

      Just because the bing bing bing of the flickering horror movie light made those drop dead gorgeous foxlings in denim slutwear look like furry CGI college girls about to meet their horror movie doom unless a hero stepped in and real soon …

      Damn.

      I already hungered for a chicken dinner with them and wowzer, did vixens love chicken.

      Hell, the way to a vixen’s heart, be an awesome chicken chef.

      Or even a bowl of awesome chicken soup.

      Too bad. I really could use a team again, and despite my boss being pissed, I was tempted to throw some Devils on the team again. Add some variety. Venom them up worse came to worse, but by then, they’d trust me and volunteer to avoid the shitstorm headed their way.

      (Never mind I would be willing to smack that shitstorm aside for them …)

      Okay. Not important. They were still a few many paces away, and that sumo orc was first in line. Not fair to the orc to skill ahead.

      Too bad foxlings didn’t love the taste of pork as much as they loved chicken.

      Either way, I got to get through those foxling babes, one way or another. And their grade … they only looked eighteen. Too young to be high grade.

      Maybe.
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