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      It was the ass end of spring at the Jersey Shore, but it was so hot a pair of speedos was overdressing, so I went with only one speedo. It was as bright red as the sky, since if there’s a special place in hell reserved for speedo wearers, I was so going there.

      But no biggie. I was already headed into another kind of hell right now.

      One full of serpents in the form of beautiful humanoid vampires.

      The boardwalk was like a pedestrian highway for beach goers with a load of carnie games, fast food joints, and arcades along each side of the long wide road of wooden gray planks. The planks of the boardwalk roasted my feet so hot that they must be as red as my speedo, but flip-flops were for losers and sensible people. I couldn’t risk the thwank thwank thwank flip-flops would make on most floors and nothing quieter was in style, except bare roasted feet.

      So again, no biggie.

      My muscular build of six feet befit my superhuman strength and speed, so despite being in my late twenties, it let me double as the average guido jackass, even if I went with a short mess of black hair rather than go tanned baldie.

      (Never let a tween little cousin do your hair.)

      (Ever.)

      The roar of the ocean was always nice and calming. If it wasn’t, better find somewhere else to go and quick. But the ocean today was no match for the arcade and carnie games wailing loud and dainty for gullible victims like little tween Zoey going squeally idiot for some knockoff unicorn plushies.

      Twig tweak girl was right.

      The food joints smelled of pizza and heart attacks, like gramps’ favorite pastimes, especially him rearing to munch down the whole extra extra superlarge pizza in the booth nearest to the ocean. Never mind he was built more muscular and badassed than any of the wannabes going guido around here.

      But no worries.

      More than a few guys ogled the blonde babe sitting across from gramps, and not just because her ass-long blonde hair covered more of her than her virgin white and super witchy two-piece string bikini.

      Or the … odd toppings to her bowl of salad.

      (Steamed newt was the dead giveaway.)

      (Add her big floppy witch hat as white as the clouds …)

      Vivian was a boobzilla blonde witch so drop dead gorgeous, well, if it wasn’t for her hermit-at-home nature … not that I can blame her. She’s such a prize gourmet meal to any vampire viper who could catch her.

      Drain her into their devoted ghoul witch, who’d they fuck over and over again.

      Never mind she was such health freak she counted calories down to the toasted toad eye. She trained her ass off as a Martial Hexist so she wasn’t helpless. Not by far.

      But when she was a little girl … some fears were too dangerous to face alone. Overcome alone. The only reason she was willing to leave the house with us was badassed gramps was staying glued to her side.

      This time.

      Also, she was eighteen since a few months ago. Time to start being a big girl and face her fears head on.

      Stake its ass.

      Her faith in my ass kicking skill … a work in progress. My lack of a team, despite being a Captain … of a team of one, for a while now.

      But I knew better than to sit with them right now.

      She needed space.

      A chance to agree to join my new team. Make it a team of three.

      And the wind here, aaaah, like the hottest, saltiest boardwalk fries right in my face.

      The blue…ish breakmobile was parked cozy in the wide but dingy alley behind me.

      Given the technical knowledge needed just to start the thing … I wasn’t worried about it being stolen. If some theft could figure out how to start the thing and drive it away by the time we got back, kudos to them.

      They were way smarter than me.

      And I wasn’t helpless. Far from it.

      Unlike most Exorcist Templars, who wielded only one superpowered weapon known as a Divinity, I wielded three i.e. I was chosen by three, since only those chosen by a Divinity could wield it and there’s only one living person who could wield a given Divinity.

      Only humans that wield Divinity could fend off the demon menace.

      Or protect humanity from the serpent menace.

      Never mind certain serpents muddied the waters by also protecting humanity from the demon menace.

      Yet with all those abilities, and over a decade of experience using them, it still took me a few weeks to figure out the breakmobile.

      (And that’s with gramps giving me the stray pointer here and there.)

      Another few months to actually get good at it. Some money to the right people, people we saved from those vampire viper bastards, like my parents did for me a decade ago at the cost of their own Divinities – from the bastard known as Max Murder – and the only reason the breakmobile ever passed inspection.

      Never mind almost nothing should be open this early in the season. So no worries.

      Almost everyone here today would be a vampire viper we’d need to stake.

      Almost.

      An old granny was huffing and puffing toward a bench a few paces away from me. Clearly his gramps wasn’t the only one who thought pizza induced heart attacks were the way to go, and honestly, I couldn’t exactly disagree. When you reach that age …

      But that cane in her trembling hand, didn’t look like it was going to be enough, so I offered some help, and was roundly rejected, but thanked anyways.

      Oh well.

      Strike one. Two more to go.
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      My grumbling tummy jerked my attention to the concussion stand right to my side.

      And wow, it was shaped like the blue and white striped popcorn bags Zoey vacuumed up watching her tear-jerker romances, and the stand was stationed right next to a roller coaster’s biggest loop. With those ruby red loops flashing for more and more attention, almost as much as Zoey demanded (except when she wasn’t,) the concussion stand proudly displayed an epic saga of ice cream flavors above that gigantic box of freshly popped and buttered popcorn.

      Some bangs came from within the stand too. Living person kind of bangs.

      Except a sign was up saying closed – come back later.

      I’d sit down nearby except granny filled up the only bench.

      Oh well.

      Strike two. One more to go.

      Glancing back at the pizza joint, sure, a pizza was tempting. Of course, I’d need to grab my own, and for more, only a couple of slices. In that booth out in front, gramps was busy wolfing down his heart attack to be, while Vivian, as beautifully stiff as she was, she gathered the courage to – good for her. She was finally waving her hands over her bowl of salad. Amber sparkles followed her hands. Made trails. They all glowed in spirals above her salad of interesting toppings. Made it … even more interesting.

      Good. She shouldn’t hide her identity as a witch.

      Vampire vipers could smell her blocks away.

      Maybe even miles.

      But a powerful witch showing off could intimidate lesser serpent bastards.

      A mechanical roar – ah, the roller coaster.

      It roared louder than the ocean, even if its chain of round crimson rockets were just as empty – except for wow.

      In the front rocket was some heart attack of a beauty screamed her lungs out.

      Clearly a cross between those Disney Princesses Zoey loved to death and the boobzilla blonde anime babes my man Greg loved far so much he filled his man cave with posters of them, and as my tech man, I felt obligated to snag him some good loot today, even with him taking off for school, due to an upcoming exam hell.

      Still, that blonde on the roller coaster looked sweeter than a peaches and cream sundae to a starving diabetic.

      She screamed delighted over another steep drop not helping.

      And the way her crazy long hair whipped around, it was as mesmerizing as her neon blue eyes going so anime babe huge, sigh, too bad I didn’t have a phone. That innocent baby face of hers grinned so excited, like a little girl who won her own pony.

      (And not that cheap unicorn toy crap Zoey was obsessed with at the edge of the arcade.)

      While the boobzilla blonde’s cropped jacket was a metallic neon pink, she was in a high neck leotard bikini so sexy snug it left no curve to the imagination, and that gap in the center of her boobzilla chest, shaped like a cutesy heart, wow, did it leave little doubt that her boobzilla chest was no bra exaggeration. The leotard bikini was such a bright bubblegum pink … she was candy to the eyes and loins.

      And the wrongest kind of distraction right now.
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      Savoring the wind blowing her ass-long wedges of beach blonde hair like they was really wings that could get her out of this horrible mess, Dizzy raised her arms again and screamed her lungs out with all the glee of a fake orgasm.

      The fall ahead her.

      Like the fall if she dunna handle this mess right.

      Before she regained control of her accent, before that incident at the hospice a while ago, her life were as flashy as this here roller coaster. If it weren’t for her vestal virgin boost in power, and boy, did she need that boost more than ever, her swimsuit supermodel career would of ensured plenty of boy blood and no real need to ghoul them neither.

      She even wore a pink string bikini underneath her pink leotard just in case her new Captain insisted on her going swimsuit supermodel for his perverted ass.

      Not that he’d want her.

      Yet.

      But he’d drive her to kill plenty of sapien boys. Get her “smelling good and sexy” since murderous vampire vipers who drank enough sapien blood got a certain stink to them, and boy serpent loved that there stink.

      Se dunna even want to look at them there arcade. Where a bunch o’ mutant wolf men awaited the command to flood the place.

      Or at them there pizza joint where even more mutants awaited.

      Never you mind down the boardwalk where even more serpents were strolling toward here.

      All to take down Captain Staker.

      All to prepare for the next step in the place.

      A place she ain’t privy to all because she had to go femme fatale honey horror for Captain Staker and she dunna wanna but her twin sis … her besties … if Dizzy dunna go along they all in for a world of hurt. And that tingle throughout her body … like the cool salty breeze freshening her up … like the relieving roar of the ocean pounding the surf like she’d love to pound her pimpoholic captains … and her dragon overlords …

      But no.

      Dumb rebellion would get her dumb ass deader than them stinky seaweed washed up on shore.

      Gotta wait.

      Play along.

      Then strike at the right moment.

      She a serpent after all … she got pride.

      And Captain Staker gave her something last time … if she could figure out what it were, how to use it … hope beyond hope that Captain Staker down there ain’t as dumb as his speedo made him look.

      But all them other serpents and mutants were in place. Even member of her former squad. Yup. Former. Squad disbanded. Members moved elsewhere. Mostly. But now all ready to slaughter him good. Ready for her to butter him up and play heroine of his wettest dreams come true, like he himself done said last time.

      And the heroine she wished she could be. One day.

      Time to die Captain Staker – unless a miracle … and only she could make one happen.

      Somehow.
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      Okay okay. Bestill my stupid dick.

      The ocean pounding the surf, as loud as my heart pounding my chest. Never mind the countless seagulls cackling as crassly as little Zoey would be if she knew how stupid my dick was making me.

      If I was smart, I’d walk. Maybe head over to the pizza joint. Enjoy a few extra big slices. Get that out of the way. Even if it meant annoying gramps and Vivian.

      But then again, don’t eat big before a fight.

      Good way to get sluggish.

      Get yourself a well-deserved ass-kicking.

      So I stood my ground. Let the boardwalk roast my feet hotter than the griddle sizzling away at those flimsy burgers. The roasted coaster in front of me. Its flashing lights and sigh.

      I really needed to get myself a human girlfriend but …

      Another quick fall and wow, that chain of crimson rockets roared as loud as real rockets I’d dodged more times than I cared to count, and thanks for Greg for the warning back then too.

      Too bad I had no tech support today. No warnings either.

      Just gramps watching from the sidelines. Judging whether I’m really for what he considered real time.

      Never mind I already made a good name for myself.

      To him, not good enough. Now my parents … a different story, but they weren’t here, were they?

      Nope. They knew better than to interrupt gramps once he decided something.

      The roller coaster’s ruby red lights suddenly flashed and boomed all over the ride’s tracks. Tracks that were loopier Vivian at a grimoire shop. I was surprised Zoey was screaming to snag a ride herself.

      That unicorn plushie bait at the front of the arcade was really working well on her.

      Never mind we all knew this place was loaded with serpents eager for my blood.

      Eager to win the acclaims of their dragon overlords.

      At the next fall, the pinkoholic boobzilla blonde in the front rocket raised her arms high up and screamed her lungs out again, and for the last time too. The ride pulled in to a screaming stop right in front of me, and if that wasn’t a sign … a good sign …

      “Hey hey hey,” a guy said – from a good bit behind me – “She’s hot, right? Wanna impress her?”

      Uh huh. His voice was full of more grease than any batch of boardwalk fries.

      So I ignored him. The best way of dealing with carnies.

      I grinned at the boobzilla blonde instead. She looked so familiar too yet I couldn’t place her. Not that I would say anything till I did. Her leotard bikini even had an upside-down heart gap showing plenty of her slim tummy.

      She hopped off the rocket so athletically graceful I smiled even more and even better, she grinned back.

      Yes!

      I happen to glance down her looong legs, and wow, her sneakers glowed a bright bubblegum pink.

      A pinkoholic boobzilla in spades, yup, or what Zoey the Jealous would call a Strawberry Dairy Cow, but I’m one hell of a milk lover. Lucky me I was right at the bottom of the stairs, the exit to the ride, and I hadn’t even planned it.

      (And maybe give Vivian a nudge to trust me more.)

      Just as the pinkoholic boobzilla hopped down, landing right before me, and wow, she was even the same height as me, unlike Vivian, who was a few inches taller.

      That’s when the granny cried out, “No!”

      No hesitation. I turned.

      A few paces away a tank-topped guido loomed over her. The baldie guido already had her cane in his thick hand.

      And her purse.

      “You took my seat,” he said, “Now time to pay up.”

      I dashed over. “Mess with the granny, you mess with me.”

      The biggest meathead laughed. His two buddies backed him up with chuckles and the threat of knuckles. Too bad I wasn’t dressed to impress.

      “You?” he said, “Who the hell are you? You know who I am?”

      “A punk in bad need of an ass kicking,” I said.

      Lucky for me Zoey was still glued to her impossible-to-win plushie, and gramps was busy wolfing down his heart attack pizza.

      “I’ll kick your ass,” he said, “Fuck you up bad. See those people walking by. Ignoring us?”

      And they were. From blueberry families to meathead wannabes.

      Messed up was what it was.

      “So some locals look the other way,” he said, “I’m not. Walk.”

      The biggest thug barked a laugh. Bent the cane.

      Swung it at the granny.

      But I shielded her.

      Slap! One hand caught the cane.

      Other slammed his gut.

      Diiiing.

      A tin gut? Good grief. Another humanoid serpent with a superpower.

      “I’m Tough Tin Nails,” he said, “Cause nothing …”

      As his tin gut that went spiky.

      I jerked my hand back just in time.

      Almost.

      He grabbed my wrist. “Nothing …”

      His hand went spiky and ouch.

      He roundhoused my side with his spiky fist.

      Double ouch, but I’ve bled from worse.

      So headbutted him.

      Diiing.

      Now we were both headaches, and his next yell …

      “Nothing!” he said, “Is tougher than– ack!”

      A loud crack?

      A pink kick to Nails’ head. A girlie huff.

      A breeze of bubblegum.

      The pink kind.

      “And Ima Destiny Thorn,” the pinkoholic boobzilla said, “A thorn to assholes like you.”

      She had an accent, but … it was like an old-fashioned B-movie actress faking a blend of fake southern and even faker Texan, and – oh. my. God. It was Dizzy. Destiny was her real name but everyone everywhere just called her Dizzy. As in thee swimsuit supermodel nicknamed Dizzy cause she made guys dizzy with lust. My wettest dream come true.

      In the sexy flesh.

      And she saved my dumb pathetic ass … so … kinda awkward.

      Nails stumbled back up. Fangs fully out. Jaws went unhinged and crazy low.

      Clearly revealing he’s a vampire viper of the idiotic sort.

      “Bitch,” he said, “Know your – umphf!”

      Her knee. His gut.

      Duuunk.

      Nail fell to his knees. A big dent in his gut.

      Even where the spikes were.

      Spikes that were now broken, yet her looong lush leg, not never scratched? So she had some kind of superpower.

      Or was the decent kind of humanoid serpent.

      “Nice one,” I said, “Thanks.”

      She turned to me. “You Captain Staker, right?” she said, “Would you stake this asshole for me?”

      I couldn’t help but smile back at her.
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