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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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