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Chapter One

It was late and the house stunk like mothballs, stale cigarettes, and bourbon.

“You’ve been drinking again, Miss Price?”

The old woman tittered. “Once your joints get as bad as mine, there’s not much else to do but have cocktails.”

The old woman followed me. Chrissy Hitchens was draped around my neck, purring lazily in my ear. I rarely went on a job without bringing my cat with me.

“Such a pretty old girl,” Miss Price commented as she scratched Chrissy on the nose.

Miss Price was one of my regulars. She had a habit of hitting the bourbon a little too hard and messing around with her Ouija board.

We were in the hallway, twenty feet from the master bedroom. The cold was sudden and jarring. Frost lined the doorframe. Behind the door, I heard faint crying. A hollow, ethereal sound. Now and again, something knocked against the floor.

Drawing closer, I caught the smell of fresh flowers and sulfur.

“These ghosts wouldn’t be such a bother if they didn’t smell so bad,” Miss Price grumbled.

Poltergeists weren’t ghosts. Ghosts were disembodied spirits. Poltergeists were physical beings, strictly speaking. Porous. Amorphous. Often invisible. But physical beings, nonetheless. However, I didn’t correct the old lady.

Chrissy jumped off my shoulders, landing smooth and quiet near the door. Her tail stood up. The graying tabby cat pawed at the door.

“Stand back, Miss Price,” I said. “Hitchy, psst.”

She bounded back to my feet. I pulled the mist fan from my belt, an eight-dollar gadget I scored at Walmart, then double checked the batteries. The fan whirring, I slowly opened the bedroom door. The Ouija board sat on a small folding table at the foot of the bed. The planchet had been burned to a black char, the glass eye shattered. Odds and ends floated around the room. A lamp, a piece of jewelry, one of the old lady’s slippers.

The sulfur stink grew more intense. That faint crying sound went quiet. The poltergeist knew I was here.

“You might know me,” I whispered to the being. “You might not. Either way, this will go a lot easier if you just leave on your own.”

The junk continued to float around the room in a circular fashion, like a carousel over a baby’s crib. 

“Going once,” I advised. “Going twice…”

The chill in the room grew sharply. Cold enough to hang beef carcasses. The poltergeist wasn’t going anywhere on its own. I sprayed the mist bottle, the fan blades spreading tap water blended with diluted sage and henbane. The sulfur stench got worse, snuffing out that flowery scent, and I turned the mist bottle toward the dresser. The mist hit something. A vaguely humanoid shape recoiled from the mist, invisible save for the smattering of water droplets, and a throaty voice growled in pain.

“There ya go,” I said, then slid the brass knuckles over my fist.

Not every encounter ended in an exorcism or supernatural magic duel. At least not with me. Other hunters preferred a more magic-oriented strategy, but in my experience, more often than not, the simplest solution proved best.

In this case, the simplest solution was to beat the snot out of the phantom.

Though humanoid in shape (and invisible, of course), the poltergeist felt both leathery and wet. I grabbed it by the throat, which left my palm slick with ectoplasm. The spirit bucked against me, but a few haymakers with the brass knuckles took the spit out of it.

“Miss Price,” I called out. “You’re certain this guy came from the Ouija board, correct?”

“That’s right, Danny,” the old lady answered from the hallway. Chrissy stood protectively in front of her. “It came from the board just two nights ago when I got the notion that I might try to contact my old dearly departed Peter, bless his soul, you know he’s been dead almost fifteen years and I get so lonely–”

“Yeah, okay Miss Price,” I said as I wheeled around, the phantom gripped tight. “You’re not welcome here,” I told the creature sternly.

It growled louder, but didn’t put up too much of a fight. I threw my hip into the entity and twisted, hip-tossing the phantom, sending it crashing down on top of the Ouija board. The board split and the folding table collapsed.

Just like that, the poltergeist was gone.

I dusted myself off. “Sorry about the folding table, Miss Price.”

“I don’t care about the table, dear, but that Ouija board was brand new…”

“And I tell you each time, you need to stop messing with Ouijas.”

“This is the last time, I promise,” she said, though she already had that mischievous twinkle in her eye, beaming through her cataracts.

The elderly were among the most haunted folks you’d ever meet, mostly because they got lonely. Some geezer starts missing a long-lost love or dead family members, messes around trying to contact them in the afterlife, and it’s like a bright neon OPEN FOR BUSINESS sign flashing at the netherworld.

“Here,” she said, waddling closer, pulling a thick envelope from her pocket. “For your troubles, dear.”

“I won’t take a dime, Miss Price,” I told her.

Chrissy glared at me from the hallway.

“Oh, but it’s your livelihood, and you’re always such a help…”

“Just stay away from the Ouija boards,” I told her. “You have a good night, Miss Price.”

Chrissy jumped back onto my shoulder as I made my way out. She knocked her paw against my head.

“Yeah, I know we need the money,” I grumbled.

The tabby cat growled, more in annoyance than anger.

“Shut up,” I told her.

*****

The night was crisp, kissed by autumn. Halloween had just passed the night before and the town still smelled like burned pumpkins from all the jack-o-lanterns. I dropped twenty bucks at the liquor store on a twelve-pack and some whiskey shooters for breakfast. Once we got home, I cracked open a beer for me and a can of Fancy Feast for Chrissy Hitchens.

I lived in a rented one-story rancher on the outskirts of campus. The house was spare. Spartan, even. My easy chair and a loveseat in the living room, no television. A twin-sized mattress in my bedroom, my clothes folded neatly on the floor, no dressers.

I wasn’t a complete minimalist, though. The basement was my training dojo, weapons locker, and alchemy library all rolled into one. Monster hunting was a niche business, yeah, but boy oh boy did it have a lot of overhead.

Chrissy looked up from her food dish, her accusing eyes as narrow as needlepoints.

“I know, I know,” I said. “But I’m not taking money from Miss Price. She’s a lonely old woman and –”

Chrissy lifted her right haunch and licked herself.

I slumped into my easy chair, kicked up the footrest, and took a slug from the bottle. Chrissy was three bites into her delicious wet lump of tuna and chicken when her hair suddenly stood up. She bolted onto my lap, hissing at something in the kitchen.

She bounded to my shoulder as I popped up, the brass knuckles draped over my fist. Had that goddamn poltergeist managed to give me the slip and follow us home? Wouldn’t have been the first time.

“Drinking before dawn again, Daniel?” came a distant and ghostly, yet ultimately familiar voice.

The moment Chrissy heard Valerie’s voice, she popped off my shoulder then darted into the kitchen, her ears folded back, purring happily.

Val’s ethereal form stepped into the living room as Chrissy danced at her feet. She was vaguely translucent, glowing a faint blue color. Her smile sent a warm ripple through my chest. She’d aged quite a bit since I saw her last. God, by now she must have been in her seventies. However, even as an astral projection, her eyes were still bright and youthful.

“To be fair, I’ve been up all night,” I laughed.

“Work?”

“When isn’t it?”

Val laughed. Chrissy was darting back and forth through Val’s feet, making the projection dance with faint wisps of smoke. “I had a feeling you’ve been working a lot.” She paused, looked around my living room, and frowned. “But you should really consider raising your prices.”

Chrissy meowed in agreement.

“I have a feeling you’re about to offer me a job,” I said. “I can’t imagine you projected yourself halfway across the country just to hassle me about drinking.”

She bent down, smiling at the tabby cat. She instinctively reached out to pet Chrissy behind the ears. Val’s fingers passed right through her. “I do have a job for you, as a matter of fact,” Val said.

“There aren’t too many jobs I can do better than you, Val,” I said. “You’re the best hunter on the planet.”

“I’m also one of the oldest,” she said, grinning as Chrissy pranced around her. “Anyway, this concerns some trouble you’re about to have in your neck of the woods. Over at the college.”

I sat up a little straighter, kicking down the footrest. This town was one of the most haunted areas in America and I always suspected the college’s overzealous archeological department had something to do with it.

“Please don’t tell me they dug up another native burial ground,” I groaned.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I’ve had visions of an artifact. Cursed, obviously.”

“Aren’t they all?”

“I don’t have much else to go on,” she said. “My visions were hazy.” She sighed. “The older I get, the hazier they become.”

“ETA for the cursed artifact?”

“Nothing specific, but soon, I think.”

“Well, if a dipshit archeology major cracks open an ancient flower pot and releases some Aztec demon, I’ll make sure they give me a healthy down payment before I get to work.”

“It won’t be a normal job,” Val said, slowly rising to her feet. “And I doubt anyone at the college will have the time to seek out your services.”

I rolled my eyes. No, I wasn’t a greedy monster hunter. I wouldn’t allow harm to come to innocent folks.

But goddamn, I really couldn’t afford to work pro bono right now.

“Don’t worry, I’ll pay you,” Val said.

“I don’t want charity,” I shot back.

“I’m not going to pay you to kill some wayward spirit,” she laughed. “I’ll pay you for training a few young hunters I’ve taken under my wing. I have a feeling this looming trouble at the college will be a great experience for them.”

I shot up from the easy chair, spilling beer on the floor. “Val, damn it, no!”

The aging hunter paced casually around my living room, her arms folded behind her back, smirking.

“Don’t give me that smirk,” I said. “Val, no. I’m serious.”

She just looked at me.

“The last thing I need right now is some sniveling, out-of-shape wannabe hunter waddling in here with his Dungeons and Dragons knowledge of the supernatural.” I took another slug off my bottle and shook my head. “I won’t do it, Val. I won’t train another one.”

“Not another one,” she said. “There are three of them, actually.”

I’d been hunting monsters since I was twenty years old. As good as I was at my job, I couldn’t stand it when Valerie sent me a newbie she didn’t have time to train herself.

“How much did I pay you for the last one?” she asked.

“Ten grand,” I said. “And that’s good money, yeah, but it’s not worth the headache or the—”

“I’ll pay you fifty thousand,” she said. “For each trainee.”

I paused. Even Chrissy looked up.

“I can’t do it myself,” Val said, a somber hint in her tone. “I’ve trained them as best as I could for as long as I could, but my bones are getting brittle.”

“Don’t say that, Val,” I answered.

She glared at me, a motherly look, matriarchal and stern. “I’m not a fool, Daniel,” she shot back. “And I won’t have smoke blown up my ass. The truth is, I’m too old for true monster-hunting. I have been for some time now.”

It stung to hear Val admit that. There weren’t many monster hunters in the world these days, but of the few of us that were left, Valerie had always been the best. I hated to see her admit she was past her prime.

“A hundred and fifty thousand dollars,” Val said. “And I’ll forget about the favor you owe me for saving your ass during that mess with those vampires down in Baton Rouge a few years back.”

I raised an eyebrow. Suddenly taking on a few newbies didn’t sound so bad.

“And these aren’t the sort of rookies you’re envisioning,” Val pressed. “I might not be the hunter I was in my youth, but I’ve seen to their training.” She smiled. “They know how to handle themselves, to say the least.”

With all that being said, I couldn’t say no to Valerie. Hell, I’d have eventually said yes even without the money.

And, anyway, she had a point: I did owe her a favor for saving my ass during my dust-up with that Baton Rouge vampire clan.

“You got yourself a deal, Val,” I said. “When are these goofballs getting here?”

“They’re going to arrive separately,” Val said. “They’ve been off on separate missions for the last two weeks. Minor stuff, mostly just ghosts who’ve worn out their welcome.”

“Okay, so I have some time before they get here,” I said.

“Not too much time.”

“What?”

Then came the knock at my front door.

“I’ll let you two get acquainted,” Val said. Within seconds, her astral form began to fade. “Just try not to have too much fun, Danny.”

“Fun? Yeah right,” I snorted. “But for the money you’re offering, I’ll suffer the headache of a few newbies.”

She smiled knowingly. “I have a feeling the headache isn’t going to be as bad as you expect,” she said, then vanished into a puff of blue smoke.

Chrissy poked around the area where Val’s projection had been standing a moment before, purring and rubbing her head on the floorboards.

The rookie knocked at my door again, louder this time.

I sighed, chuckling. I hoped these rookies brought their own bedding, because I certainly didn’t have any extra bedspace.

Then I opened the front door and laid eyes on her.

“Well hello,” I said.

The short, perky brunette wore a chainsaw strapped to her back, nearly as tall as she was. Her dark green eyes dazzled in the predawn gloom as she thrust her hand toward me, grinning.

“Hi,” the brunette said. “I’m Poppy.”


Chapter Two

Her chainsaw was so large and her dim green eyes so striking that it took several long seconds for me to realize the brunette was wearing a sleek black cheerleader outfit.

She wore a tank-style shell top and a matching skirt woven from flexible polyester. The top was short, laying bare three inches of Poppy’s toned stomach, hip to navel. The skirt was tiny, dancing at the upper portions of her thighs. The wind kicked up, blowing her skirt, and I looked away for propriety’s sake, but I still caught a flash of the tiny shorts she wore beneath the skirt. She wore black high-top pumps and sweat socks, bunched up accordion-style around her ankles.

Her top’s neckline was sharp, with folded lapels, and it practically plummeted down between her breasts.

“So you’re Danny, right?” she said.

Poppy’s long hair was a brighter brunette with subtle shades of blonde. It had the low-key multicolored sheen of autumn leaves, light and darker browns threaded through with quiet yellows. 

She was short, yes, no taller than five-foot-three, and though her body was slim, it was undeniably athletic. She was petite, but her frame radiated an undeniable functional strength. I could easily imagine Poppy doing a one-armed handstand in front of a cheering crowd.

But what kind of cheerleader would walk around with a chainsaw like THAT?

It wasn’t the kind of chainsaw you could pick up at a Home Depot, that was for sure. The blade was easily three-and-a-half feet long. From tip to primer, it was chrome-plated with a base titanium build. Lightweight for its size, even for its diminutive owner.

Poppy giggled. “Valerie warned us that you were some grumpy old monster hunter,” she said. “And you’re pretty old, sure, but not as old as I expected.”

The knock on my age shook me from my daze.

“I’m thirty-five years old,” I said. “I’m not pretty old.”
She smirked. “Okay, fair enough. You’re somewhat old.”

I sighed, chuckling. “I guess I can live with that. Poppy sounds more like a nickname.”

“It’s been my nickname since I was in grade school, yup.”
“You got a legal name?”

Poppy put her hands on her hips with an easy confidence. “I gave up my legal name six years ago when a dream demon murdered my family.”

I paused, shaken. “Christ, I’m sorry if I–”

“You didn’t,” she laughed. “I’ll never stop being sad about my parents and my little brother, but life goes on.”

“Yeah, I guess it does, Poppy,” I said. I nodded toward the chainsaw. “Val said to expect a rookie monster hunter, not a lumberjack.”

“I call her ‘Excalibur,’” Poppy answered.

“Doesn’t seem like the most sensible weapon,” I pressed.

“It killed the dream demon easily enough,” Poppy said. “Anyway, it works well when I need a – oh my god, you have a cat!”

Chrissy padded out through the doorway and nuzzled her brow against Poppy’s bare leg. Poppy scratched her behind the ears.

“Poppy, this is Chrissy Hitchens,” I said. “She’s my adopted daughter, partner, best friend, and my most ardent critic.”

Poppy tilted her head to the side, confused. “That’s an odd name for a tabby cat. It reminds me of that dead philosopher guy, you know.”

“Christopher Hitchens, yeah, that’s who I named her after. The atheist philosopher.”

“Funny you’d name her that. It’s got to be hard to be an atheist, seeing what you see in this line of work.”

“Oh, I’m not an atheist, but I wish I could be. I’d sleep better if I thought there weren’t demons, ghouls, and hell-monsters hiding in the shadows.”

She giggled. It was an infectious sound, the kind of laughter that sounded like candy and sweets, the kind of laughter that could make you smile even if you didn’t get the joke.

“Yeah, but hunting those monsters is just so much goddamn fun,” she shot back. “Anyway, are you going to let me in, or is this like a Fight Club situation where I have to stand on the front porch all night first?”

*****

I fixed tea for Poppy then cracked open another beer for myself. We sat in the living room, me in my easy chair, Poppy lounging on the loveseat, with Chrissy Hitchens curled up snugly in her lap. Poppy had her feet up on the armrest, causing her skirt to ride up her thighs. I kept catching hints of those shorts that looked more like panties, though I tried my best not to gawk.

She was twenty-two years old, Poppy explained. She grew up in some tree-lined Americana suburb in the Midwest, a solid upper-middle-class existence. Dentist for a father, a lawyer for a mother, a bookworm little brother.

“Me, I was the popular girl,” she said. “The popular good girl, I should say. Head cheerleader, sure, but you’d never find me at parties. Everyone on the football team tripped over each other trying to get my number, but I never gave it up.”

Then, her perky features darkened ever so slightly. She didn’t have to say it. I already knew: That idyllic life ended in blood, courtesy of that aforementioned dream demon.

“They thought I did it,” she said quietly.

“The cops, you mean.”

She nodded. “The whole town bought into it. ‘Seemingly innocent cheerleader murders her family with a chainsaw.’ Like something out of a horror movie, or so they thought.” She smiled bitterly, tracing her finger around the rim of her mug, staring into the tea. “They threw me into a mental institution. I don’t think they were ever going to let me out…”

“And then Val found you.”

Poppy’s candy-coated smile returned. “Until Valerie found me,” she said wistfully. “By then, I almost bought into the crap the shrinks were telling me. That I really had done those things, that there hadn’t been a demon, but Val sprung me out of that hellhole and helped me process the truth.”

“She’s a good lady,” I said, but a dark notion was lingering in the back of my mind.

Poppy is a final girl.

Yeah, the horror movie trope. It didn’t come from nowhere. There was a reason the monsters and supernatural serial killers in scary movies often targeted innocent young women. It was tied up in dark magic, in a demon’s inherent thirst for innocent blood. Once a hell-monster put its mark on one of these women, they became a final girl, cursed to be haunted all her life.

I glanced at Poppy’s chainsaw, resting upright against the couch, the chrome-plated teeth glinting in the slowly emerging morning sunlight creeping through my window.

“Well, my backstory is depressing enough,” Poppy sighed. “What about you, Danny? How’d you end up in this business?”

“My story isn’t as depressing as yours,” I said as I sipped my beer. “But it’s depressing enough that I don’t feel like getting into it right now. It’s not really the kind of story that—”

My phone went off in my pocket, a call from an unknown number. I rolled my eyes.

“Another one? You gotta be kidding me,” I grumbled. I answered. “Hello?”

“Um, I found your number on that website, you know, the one on the dark web,” a spooked voice said. A young guy, obviously. I could hear his buddies talking nervously in the background.

“What do you want?” I asked as I opened my third beer. “I’m trying to enjoy my breakfast so be quick about it.”

“Uh, that website says you’re in our town,” the guy said, his voice thick with alcohol, though not quite slurring. “We’re members of a frat, over by the college.”

“Just tell me what you want,” I pressed.

Poppy leaned forward, interested in the call. I nodded to her, then put the phone on speaker mode.

“Okay man, long story short, me and my friends think we have some kind of demon locked in our basement,” he said.

I set my beer down and turned to Poppy. “Looks like your training is going to start this morning,” I said. Then, speaking to the frat boy again: “Give me your address. We’ll be over there soon.”


Chapter Three

It took more than three beers to give me a buzz, but I put a pot of strong coffee on, anyway. As it brewed, Poppy followed me into the basement, with Chrissy balanced on my shoulder, a pirate and his favorite parrot.

“In my experience, there are two kinds of monster hunters in our business,” I told her as I led her downstairs. “You’ve got hunters like Valerie. They’re interested in understanding the afterlife. They’re students of Aleister Crowley, poring over notes from the Golden Dawn and studying the Abramelin and the Kabbalah. They trade in magic and knowledge.”

“I take it you’re not that kind of hunter,” Poppy said.

I smiled and gestured toward my little armory. “Definitely not.”

Packed tidy into a large gun locker, I had long guns and sniper rifles, pistols and shotguns, boxes of grenades (frags mostly, but a few flashbangs, too) and homemade explosives. I picked up an improvised explosive device, otherwise known as an IED, or a roadside bomb, as we called them in Iraq. It was a mishmash of wires and explosive catalysts wrapped around a foot-long metal cylinder. “This might look like a piece of junk, but it’s loaded with shrapnel, sage, and moonshadow hibiscus. Valerie can exercise a demon with some prayers and spells. Me? I prefer to do things a bit more explosively. Catch.”

I tossed the bomb to Poppy. She caught it without flinching. “I’m starting to understand why Valerie sent us here.” She paused, her smile sharpening, her lips smooth and pink. She giggled and her tongue danced behind her teeth. “I think you’re going to teach me more than she thought.”

There was something vaguely flirtatious in her tone, I thought. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

I’m a thirty-five-year-old monster hunter with premature grays, I reminded myself. Not exactly what a pretty twenty-two-year-old would be looking for, so I might as well get that out of my head right now.

“Valerie’s a better hunter than me,” I explained. “She’s wrangled demons and hell-monsters that could have kicked the crap out of me. But, there’s something to be said about the benefits of brute force.” I paused for a moment, remembering the size of that chrome-plated chainsaw. “Something tells me you might know a little about brute force, yourself. What’s the deal with your chainsaw?”

She shrugged. “The dream demon, obviously, came after me in one of my dreams. I saw the chainsaw inside my dream, grabbed it, and when I woke up, I was still holding it. Doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

“In this business, most things don’t. I’m guessing Val didn’t show you much about firearms.”

She shook her head. “No, but I know ten different banishment spells.”

I grabbed a shotgun and two boxes of shells. I’d already rubbed down each shell with powdered moonshadow, each one a bona fide demon-killer.

“When a hell-monster’s coming at you with a full head of steam, a shotgun is way more efficient than any spell,” I told her. “But we’ll save your gun training for later, when I can get you onto the firing range. Do you need to top off the fuel tank on your saw?”

“Nope,” she said. “I’ve been slicing and dicing with that chainsaw for six years and it never needed a drop of gasoline.”

“Dream logic,” I laughed. “You can’t beat it.”

*****

Poppy helped me load the gear into my truck, a bare-bones Humvee, a stripped-down version of the HMMWV I drove in Iraq. No mounted guns or side-armor on this baby, but it had a 6.5-liter Detroit Diesel V8 engine and it could hit a top speed of 70MPH in just a few seconds and the reinforced grill was perfect for running down ghouls.

“Nice truck,” Poppy remarked. “Big tires.”

I grinned and kicked the front driver’s side tire with the back of my boot. “These treads have popped some zombie skulls, lemme tell ya.”

We piled in and headed toward frat row. Chrissy draped herself over my shoulders and slept, her rhythmic purr tickling my left ear. It was a gorgeous November morning, crisp and bright with a wide blue sky and a nip in the air.

The sun beamed through the windshield, warm and bright, bringing out the subtle blonde highlights in Poppy’s hair.

God, she looked like she could have been one of the co-eds, all dolled up and heading to an early-morning cheer practice.

Well, except for the chainsaw, which she kept sitting upright on the floor of the truck, the savage chrome teeth jutting up from between her knees.

I turned down Haywood Avenue, the main drag running through campus. It was lined with boutique clothing stores and cute little coffee shops, mom-and-pop diners and chic restaurants, with college watering holes on every street corner.

Poppy leaned forward, wide-eyed as she took in the bustling sidewalks, throngs of college students heading out to class or catching a quick breakfast before an early lecture.

“Most people have no idea what we do,” Poppy said. “If we told them, they wouldn’t believe us.”

“They’re better off for it,” I said, sipping my coffee from a thermos.

“You think?”

“I almost got my arm bitten off by a werewolf last month.”

“Good point,” Poppy laughed. “But I dunno, sometimes I think our lives are way less complicated.”

“It’s hard to worry too much about paying the bills when you’re squaring off with a poltergeist,” I laughed. “I’ll give you that.”

“Val said that you… never mind,” she stopped herself, smirking.

“No, spit it out.”

Poppy’s smile was as infectious as her laughter. “It’s just, she said we can learn a lot from you,” she said. “But you probably won’t teach us much about financial responsibility.”

“Val’s probably right about that,” I chuckled. “But I’m not, like, destitute or anything. I’ve got a pension. It ain’t a whole lot, but it keeps me afloat when hunting monsters isn’t enough to pad my bank account.”

“Military?” she asked.

“Something like that,” I answered, wishing I had never brought it up. I changed the subject. “But c’mon, there’s got to be part of you that looks around at these college kids and thinks, ‘Man, it must be nice.’”

“Sometimes, maybe,” she answered. “But an awful thing happened to my family. Awful things exist. And for whatever reason, I have a chainsaw that makes it easy for me to kill those awful things.”

I smiled, rather sadly.

“What?” she pressed.

“It’s just that I think we have a lot in common,” I said. “Anyway, when are your friends arriving?”

“Zazzy and Brite,” Poppy said.

“Say what now?”

“Those are their names, Zazzy and Brite,” she went on. “We’ve been in touch, sending texts. They should be getting here in another two days or so.”

Zazzy and Brite, not exactly common names. I wondered if they ditched their birthnames for the same reasons Poppy had.

“Okay, there’s something I have to ask,” I said.

“I’m the trainee,” she said. “You ask, I answer.”

“Alright,” I chuckled. “And I don’t mean to pry, but do you, Zazzy, and Brite tend to, you know…”

Her cheeks turned red, her dark green eyes taking on a playful glow. “We grew up together in a lot of ways, the three of us. We’re best friends. And, well, c’mon, it’s not like training to become monster hunters gave us a lot of time to go out and find boyfriends, so yeah, we’ve fooled around a little, but only in the last year or so. Myself, personally, I wouldn’t say I’m a lesbian. I totally prefer guys.” She paused for a moment, giggling. “Or I think I will, once I get to experience that part of sex.”

We were idling at a red light. I stared at Poppy slack-jawed and silent.

“Oh, I hope I didn’t weird you out. Me, Zazzy, and Brite tend to be more open about our sexualities than most people and–”

“I was going to ask if you all wear the same kind of cheerleading outfit,” I chuckled. “You know, while out hunting.”

Poppy sighed, her face blazing red now. She buried her face in her palms, leaning over. The back of her cheer top rode up her spine, smooth skin up and down.

“Well, now I feel like a total idiot,” she laughed into her palms. She turned toward me, wincing in embarrassment. “I hope you don’t think I’m some kind of weirdo.”

The light turned green. I hit the gas, still laughing.

*****

I cut a sharp right then crept up frat row. I didn’t have to check the addresses – I knew we were at the right house when I smelled the sulfur.

Poppy winced at the smell. “Damn, it’s like Satan just ripped a nasty fart.”

I pulled over. About a dozen young frat guys were milling about on the front porch, some nervous, some visibly shaken, others laughing in disbelief.

“Yup, this is one of the big boys,” I said. I turned to Poppy. By her shock at the sulfur smell alone, I knew she hadn’t faced off against a demon as powerful as this one. Valerie might have trained her well, but Poppy’s inexperience was already showing.

“He’s going to mess with your head,” I told her.

“The demon?”

I nodded.

“How do you know it’s male?”

“Male demons stink worse than the females,” I said. “And this one stinks like a son of a bitch. When we’re in there, you need to keep your wits about you. Most importantly, don’t make eye contact with him. That’s how he’ll get into your head.”

“Got it,” she said.

I watched her for a moment. “Take a deep breath. Then picture the worst thing you’ve ever seen.”

She flinched a little. Odd, considering she hadn’t flinched when I tossed her that IED.

“If he can, he’s going to use that memory against you,” I explained. “It’s going to be vivid. It’s going to be painful.”

I thought about what she’d been through, that trouble with the dream demon.

And the death of her family.

“I’m assuming this bastard is above-average in terms of power,” I said. “Judging by the stink, anyway. These demons, they like to turn your worst memories against you. Like you’re reliving them, all over again.”

Her dark green eyes grew sharp and steely, glinting like razors. “Then it’ll be that much more satisfying when I ram my chainsaw through his chest.”

“If you’re afraid, it’s okay to admit it,” I assured her.

She nodded, her eyes locked on her weapon, then she turned to me. “You’ve been at this for a long time.”

“Not as long as Valerie, but yeah, going on fifteen years now.”

“Do you still get scared?”

“Each and every time,” I said. “Whether it’s a ghost or a poltergeist or some mutant that waddled up from hell, yeah, I always get the shakes before a job. I’d be a damn idiot not to.”


Chapter Four

We walked up to the front porch. Poppy walked at my side, with Chrissy Hitchens padding along between us. The frat boys, even the most shaken ones, couldn’t take their eyes off Poppy. I couldn’t blame them, even as I felt a ball of jealousy rising in the back of my throat.

It’s not that I’m jealous, I tried telling myself. It’s just that these guys are frat douches and they’re ogling my trainee.

(Yeah, right.)

“I’m the ghost buster,” I said. “Who called?”

A broad-shouldered kid in his early twenties stepped forward. He had a faraway look in his eyes and smelled like cheap beer. He tried hiding his fear with awkward laughter, but when I looked closely, I noticed his hands were trembling.

“That’d be me,” he said. We shook hands. “You’re Danny, the monster hunter?”

“I am,” I said. I nodded toward Poppy. “That’s Poppy, my partner.”

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Poppy grinning sheepishly when she heard me refer to her as such.

“I’m Connor,” the frat boy said. “And I think we’re in trouble, man.”

“What’s the deal?” I asked.

“We were just goofing, I’m telling you,” Connor stuttered. “Just playing around, man, I swear. We didn’t mean to start any trouble or –”

“Connor,” I said firmly. “Just tell me what happened.”

It was a typical story. These guys had been pounding beers all night. One of them, Connor didn’t say who, got the bright idea to do a drunken séance.

“We looked up how to do it on the internet,” Connor said, almost as embarrassed as he was terrified.

“Yeah, that’s usually how this goes,” I said. “Where’s the demon?”

“Basement. We locked it down there.”

I snorted. They’d done no such thing. Oh, sure, they might have locked the door after the demon went down there, but a simple deadbolt couldn’t hold back one of Satan’s footsoldiers. If the demon was still down there, it meant he wanted to be there.

“Did anyone get injured?” Poppy asked.

“It cut Billy’s arm up pretty badly,” Connor answered. “One of the other frat brothers drove him to the hospital, though. Last we heard, Billy was in the ER, getting stitches.”

“You guys are lucky,” I said. “This could have been bad.”

Poppy leaned in next to me. “Do you mind if I ask a few questions?” she whispered.

“Knock yourself out,” I said.

She was green, but Poppy knew her stuff. She asked all the relevant questions…or, at least, the questions a rookie would think were relevant. Did the demon speak? If so, could you tell what language it was speaking? English? Latin? Spanish? Hebrew? Did you try using religious symbols on it, like a cross or a Star of David? Did the creature become hostile right away, or did it seem playful at first?

But, most critically: “How did you know it was a demon?” she asked.

All the frat guys quieted down with that question. Even the guys who’d been masking their fear with jokes fell silent.

Connor’s face, red in the cheeks from alcohol just a moment ago, turned pale.

“There was just no way it could have been anything else,” he said quietly. “At first, I thought it might have been an animal, like, some weird dog walking on its hind legs.”

“But…?” I asked.

Connor shifted uneasily. “Then I saw its eyes,” he said. He looked away, his unease growing.

“You made eye contact with him?” I asked.

Connor nodded, but said nothing else.

Poor kid. The demon had gotten into his head. Poppy glanced at me, obviously thinking about what I’d told her, how a demon would make you relive the absolute worst moments of your life.

“I guess you guys are going to do some kind of exorcism,” one of Connor’s buddies said.

“There’s nothing to exorcise,” Poppy noted. “That is, unless the demon’s possessing one of you.”

They all shook their heads.

“Really, you guys aren’t going to whip out, like, a Crucifix and a Bible?” Connor asked.

“I have a shotgun and she’s got a chainsaw,” I said.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“To be fair, the shotgun’s loaded up with shells blessed with ground-up moonshadow root and a little sage,” I answered. “And we’re pretty sure her chainsaw is enchanted with dream magic.”

“I dunno man, that doesn’t sound like—SHIT!” The frat boy jumped suddenly, his voice reaching a screechy, terrified pitch. 

But it was just Chrissy, purring as she nuzzled her head against his ankle.

“Christ, I almost had a heart attack,” the kid said. He chuckled as Chrissy aggressively cuddled up to him. “Dude, do you always bring your cat with you when you’re, like, hunting things from hell?”

“Every time,” I laughed.

“She must be your good luck charm,” he said.

“Trust me, she’s a lot more than that,” I said. “But I’ve got one more question before we get to work.”

“Ask us anything you want, man,” Connor said. “As long as you get that weird mutant dog out of our basement, I don’t even give a shit.”

I stared him down, then his buddies. I considered what Val had told me earlier, the business about some cursed artifact. These guys didn’t seem like the type to stumble across some haunted odds and ends, but then again, it never hurt to ask.

“During this séance,” I said, “did you guys use any strange objects?”
They all shrugged, confused.

“Artifacts?” I pressed.

“I had this with me,” a voice called from the back of the porch.

The frat boy with the bulging beer gut meandered forward. His face was as round as an apple pie, his chins bountiful, his eyes bloodshot.

He held up an old two-liter soda bottle with filthy water sloshing inside, holes punched into it, and a handmade weed bowl sticking out of the side. The thing stunk like wet indica.

The big guy had a sheen of tears in his eyes. “My uncle showed me how to make this kind of gravity bong two days before he died,” the big guy said, his voice thick with grief, weed, and booze. “I was ripping hits off of it when we started the séance.”

I tried not to laugh at him.

I cleared my throat. “That’s not really what I’m talking about.”

The big guy nodded somberly, packed the bowl with flower, and took a hit, the filthy water inside bubbling. He meandered back into the crowd, weed smoke billowing from his nostrils.

“Poppy,” I said. “Let’s gear up. I want to knock this job out before lunch.”

“Got it,” she said.

We headed back down the porch, toward the Humvee.

“Well hold on,” Connor called back to us.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“On your website, it said you won’t start a job unless we give you the full payment up front.”

Poppy shot me a look.

I stared back at the terrified frat boys, at Connor’s pale face.

“Forget about the money,” I said. “This one’s on the house.”

Chrissy swatted my leg with her paw.

“Knock it off,” I whispered to her. “Val’s giving us a big payday.”

“Are you arguing with your cat?” Poppy asked.

“I sure am,” I laughed. “But I don’t always win the argument. Now let’s get to work. We’ve got ghosts to bust.”

“I thought it was a demon,” Connor said.

I rolled my eyes. “It’s just a saying, pal.”

We headed to the Humvee. Chrissy Hitchens lingered by the porch, giving me dirty looks. I pretended not to notice.


Chapter Five

We were at the Humvee’s rear hatch. I double-checked my weapon of choice, a Benelli M4 tactical shotgun, 12-gauge, slugs rather than buckshot. One slug from my Benelli could drop an angry grizzly mama coming at me at full speed. For hunting demons, I wouldn’t accept anything less.

“I’ve got some extra protective gear for you,” I told Poppy. “Long leather gloves, the kind Alaskan crab fishermen use. They’ll prevent bites on your arms. Plus I’ve got Kevlar vests. They might be a little too big for you, but any one will do the trick.”

“I’m good with what I’ve got,” Poppy said, her chainsaw slung on her shoulder.

“That cheerleader outfit is enchanted, I take it.”

“Warding spells, mostly. Val put the initial effects on but we all put our own spin on the outfits.”

Ah, so Zazzy and Brite were cheerleaders, too.

I peeled off my hoodie to slip into the Kevlar. A sharp wind blew down the street. I shivered, but Poppy didn’t. Aside from my hoodie, I had a long-sleeve thermal T-shirt plus my jeans. She wore nothing but her cheer gear.

And yeah, she looked amazing in it. The getup lent itself to her particular build, the bare midriff showing off a firm stomach, the short skirt and bunched-up ankle socks highlighting her toned legs. The sharp, plummeting neckline was pure temptation, a magnet for any man’s gaze.

Nice, sure. But it didn’t seem like it would have been particularly useful in a monster hunt. Especially when we were hunting a demon.

Hell, it wasn’t even a good option in early November. Another gust of wind came in from the east, but again, Poppy didn’t shiver at all.

“You’ve got to be chilly,” I said.

“Freezing, actually.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“The chill doesn’t bother me, not really,” she said.

“No enchantments on your outfit for warmth?”

“Val says we work best with minor discomfort,” Poppy said. “She says it helps us focus.”

I shrugged. “I never heard of that concept.”

“It’s a common habit with final girls,” she said.

“I never heard of that one,” I answered.

Poppy cocked her head to the side. “You’re not familiar with final girls?”

So, I was right. Poppy and her friends were all final girls, innocent young women destined to be cursed.

“I’m aware of the trope and its origins,” I said. “But it was never my area of expertise.”

“Oh,” Poppy quipped, suddenly going quiet.

I snapped the Kevlar vest’s straps into place then pulled my hoodie back on.

Poppy looked up at me. “Are you sure there’s nothing else we need to do before heading down there?”

She had a curiously expectant look in her eye. Like she was waiting for me to say something. Waiting for me to do something.

As to what that could have been, I had no idea. 

“Is there something else you need?” I asked.

Her eyes darted away from me. Poppy looked nervous all of a sudden. After a moment, she shrugged.

“No, I’ve got everything I need,” she said.

“Good,” I answered, then shut the Humvee’s rear hatch. Maybe she was hesitant about facing a demon without a firearm. It was her first real demon, with all due respect to the dream variety.

Dream demons were more creative than they were powerful. They could disorient you, trick you, and confuse you, but on the whole, they were still lower-level entities.
“Once we get some free time, I’ll take you to the shooting range,” I assured her. “That way you can go into a fight with some extra options, aside from just that chainsaw.”

She shot me a defiant look, her lips curving into a cocksure smile. She whipped her chainsaw off her shoulder. It looked almost comically large in the hands of such a petite young woman.

“Don’t underestimate Excalibur,” she giggled.

“You’re confident,” I smiled. “Good. Now let’s see how Excalibur handles one of the big boys.”

*****

Connor and his buddies hung back on the porch. I left Chrissy Hitchens outside, just to keep an eye on them. Poppy and I went inside. The house was pure frat boy anarchy, littered with empty beer cans and liquor bottles, an overturned ping-pong table (possibly from demonic activity, but more likely a spirited game of beer pong), and bikini-clad models on pinup posters papered over the walls.

Even with the sulfur stench, the frat house stunk like stale beer, old pizza, and the lingering body odor of a dozen young men who probably didn’t shower regularly. With just a glance, it looked like any typical frat house, except something was off. Nothing you could see, nothing you could touch.

But you could feel it.

At times, the draft in the house felt ice-cold. A second later, we’d step into a pocket of unrelenting heat, like we stumbled in front of an oven. Then, the air would sort of tingle.

Poppy held her chainsaw tight, one hand on the front handle, the other on the rear, her thumb depressing the safety switch, her forefinger hovering over the trigger.

We stepped through frat boy flotsam – more beer bottles, empty plastic cups, old takeout trays – and crept toward the living room. The basement door was there, locked, with a kitchen chair leaning at an angle, flimsy reinforcement.

Poppy winced, then spat on the floor. “God, the sulfur is burning my nostrils.”

“That’s your first real whiff of hell,” I said. “Trust me, you’ll learn to get used to it. Now, are you ready?”

She spit again, wiped her mouth, then nodded. “Let’s do it.”

I kicked the chair aside, pulled the door open, and raised my Benelli. The basement was pitch black, but there was a light switch. I flipped it. To my surprise, the lights came on. I looked down. Sturdy wooden steps and a concrete floor. No sign of the demon.

“Let me go first,” Poppy said.

“Not this time,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “How else will I learn?”

“By watching me.”

She paused, turned back, looking toward the kitchen. “Did you see that?”

I stepped back, turning my head. “Did I see what?”
She laughed and darted down the basement stairs ahead of me.

“Poppy, wait!”

She was faster than I expected, already halfway down the basement stairs. Before I could follow, though, I felt a sudden breeze – hot and cold, fire and ice – and the basement door slammed shut in my face.

Behind the door, I heard Poppy’s muffled shout. “SHIT!” she yelped, then I heard the mechanical whirl of her chainsaw for a half-second before that was cut off. There was a THUMP, then a growl.

“God damn it,” I cursed, then tried the door. Though I’d unlocked it, it wouldn’t budge. I twisted the knob and pulled, but it was no use.

Demon magic.

I swung my shotgun around and fired. The 12-gauge slug practically evaporated the door, turning it to sawdust and splinters, and I pumped a fresh round as I hurried down the stairs.

I hit the concrete floor, eyes darting back and forth, expecting to see Poppy and the demon, or at least some laundry and a washing machine.

Instead, I was looking at myself, what felt like a thousand reflections from a winding maze-like hall of mirrors.

Somewhere among the glass, I heard a dark, gravelly voice whispering. It was nothing I could understand, some ancient forgotten tongue, or maybe just hell-monster gibberish.

Then, I heard footsteps, rapid breathing. In the mirror to my right, I saw Poppy rush past, right behind me, her chainsaw in hand.

I spun, but she wasn’t there.

“Danny!” she shouted, but now her reflection was gone, too.

“Keep calm, Poppy,” I answered. “This is what demons do. Just make sure you don’t look him in the eye.”

I waited for an reply, but none came. I looked at the mirrors, hoping for a glimpse of her, but I saw nothing.

I took a deep breath to steady my nerves then headed into the maze.

I turned the first corner. The mirrors reflected back on one another, creating endless versions of myself, each getting smaller and smaller on a gradual scale of collapse going on ad infinitum.

I stopped. The reflections off to my left did, as well.

But not the ones to my right.

The versions of me plastered across the right-side mirrors spun toward me, a thousand shotgun barrels raised, my reflections smiling wickedly as they pulled a thousand triggers.

I fell flat to the floor and gunfire erupted, a storm of 12-gauge slugs shattering the left-side mirrors, showering me in broken glass.

“Fuck you!” Poppy shouted somewhere, followed by the metallic whirl of her chainsaw.

Elsewhere, the demon laughed.

I looked over my shoulder, at the right-side mirrors, and those thousand versions of me were on the floor, staring right back at me, just normal reflections.

To the left, fresh mirrors stood without so much as a crack, another thousand reflections of me sprawled on the floor.

Then, there was a footstep behind me.

I jumped to my feet, swiveled my shotgun around. Another me stood there. Not a reflection, but a flesh-and-blood doppelganger. By the time I realized this replicant didn’t even have a shotgun, the demon showed itself, his bright red eyes flaring.

The demon’s dark smile broke through my twin’s false visage, a flimsy mask cracking apart like eggshells, and the lips peeled back to show black-and-yellow teeth, carnivore-sharp, the demon’s thick pink tongue lolling out, as long as a grown man’s forearm.

His spell hit my brain like a million thumbtacks. I staggered backward, growling through the pain, then I grinned back at the demon as horror filled his ruby-red eyes.

He shook his dog-shaped head, becoming more demonic by the moment as his ruse fell away. The creature was as confused as he was terrified. After all, he was supposed to be using my worst memory against me.

“I’ve seen some shit, buddy,” I laughed. “I’ve seen shit that makes hell look like fucking Disneyland.”

The demon whimpered and flailed, his sinewy arms swiping blindly. He knocked the Benelli from my hands before I could get a shot off.

The creature bounded away, trying to flee. He almost made it around the corner to the next hallway when the chainsaw’s roar rang out.

The demon froze, still reeling from the horrors he saw in my memory, as Poppy stepped around the corner to face him.

She’d been scuffed up, with a light bruise above her right eye. There was a fairly deep cut just above her left knee, as well, but she was no worse for wear.

“Let’s try this again, douchebag,” Poppy said.


Chapter Six

I was scrambling to get my shotgun as she fired up her chainsaw, those chrome-plated teeth spinning. Had it been a mere ghoul or hell-monster we were facing, she might have gotten the jump.

But Poppy had never gone toe-to-toe with a real demon before.

“Poppy, wait!” I shouted.

She either didn’t hear me or was simply too amped up for a fight. She lunged forward, coming at the demon with a cross-wise slash, unfamiliar with just how slippery and agile a demon could be in a fight.

The demon was quicker, pivoting backward, unconcerned as the chainsaw blade slashed through the empty air. I couldn’t fire a slug at this angle – Poppy was just too close – and before I could even tackle the demon, he’d already caught Poppy’s gaze.

“Don’t look at his goddamn eyes!” I shouted, but by then, it was too late.

Poppy went still. Her chainsaw fell silent as she released the trigger. The weapon dangled loosely from her fingers. Her dark green eyes grew wide and distant.

Oh, she felt that same agony I’d felt just a moment ago, that sensation of thumbtacks being thrust into your brain, but this time, the demon wasn’t put off by what he found.

With no obstacles, the demon put her in his trance within a heartbeat.

I drove my shoulder into the demon, knocking him into the mirror. When he struck the glass, the entire hallway fell to pieces, glass shards striking the concrete floor like discordant music.

We both hit the floor hard, with me coming down on top of the demon. I cracked him in his canine teeth with a stiff jab but he kicked me off of him, sending me sprawling, then turned back to Poppy, flashing his canine grin.

Yet, we were no longer in the basement. A new illusion formed. We were standing in the middle of a large, open-concept home, an upper-middle-class American archetype. A skylight was directly overhead fixed into a tall ceiling, and the floor-to-ceiling windows across the room let in bright, warm sunlight. The furniture was all plush black leather, the floors polished porcelain.

It would have been an enviable home, if not for all the blood.

Blood drenched the walls in wild slashes, like an expressionist painter covering a canvas with unpredictable strokes. It gathered in puddles on the floor and dripped from the mantle over the fireplace.

And then the child appeared.

He must have been ten years old, give or take. A cute gap-toothed kid in a Transformers T-shirt and shorts. His hair color was identical to Poppy’s.

They’ve got the same eyes, too.

“Kara?” the boy asked.

Poppy dropped her chainsaw, her open palms shooting to her mouth as a guttural cry jerked out of her throat. “Dylan!?”

“Don’t hurt him, Kara,” the phantom boy said. “He’s just trying to–”

“That thing is not your brother, Poppy!” I shouted.

She glanced at me, as if she’d forgotten I was there, lost in the demon’s illusion.

“Kara, leave the creature alone!” the false boy shouted.

The demon tittered darkly, entranced by the scene. Poppy knelt down in front of the false boy, her arms open, beckoning him for a hug. Behind her phantom brother, a dark silhouette began to rise from the floor.

Dream demon, I thought as I snatched my shotgun.

“You could have killed the monster from my dreams,” the phantom boy pressed. “You could have killed him before he killed me.”

“No, Dylan, I tried…”

The dream demon took shape, a living shadow close to eight feet tall, the vague form of a plague doctor with its bird-like mask, hooked snout and dark eyes and a wide-brimmed hat. The dream creature plucked an oversized scalpel from its coat then wrapped its thin fingers around the false boy’s shoulder.

Poppy gazed up in horror at the dream demon, so deep in the false image of her deceased brother that she hadn’t even noticed it until now.

“NO, TAKE ME, TAKE ME INSTEAD OF MY BROTHER!” she screamed.

I wasn’t sure what the true demon was hoping to accomplish with this spectacle. I didn’t give the fucker time to finish.

He was just as lost in the scene as Poppy, indulging in his own dark handiwork. He didn’t hear me creeping up behind him until I placed the barrel of the shotgun against the back of his head.

“Bang,” I said.

BANG.

The demon’s skull came apart and his illusion with it. Poppy shrieked for her little brother, weeping uncontrollably.

And yet that explosion of grief lasted only a moment.

Poppy stopped crying almost as quickly as she started. She turned her back as she wiped her eyes. She lifted her chainsaw off the floor.

“Sorry, I jumped the gun running down here,” Poppy said. She sounded normal, but stiff. She still had her back to me. “I should have listened to you, Danny. I screwed up and put us both in danger.”

“Following orders is something we can work on later,” I said softly. “For now, you should just take it easy.”

She spun back to me, her eyes as bright as ever, though now that brightness was filtered through a thin wet sheen. “I’m fine,” she said, still sounding stiff, but desperately trying not to. She shrugged. “There’s a learning curve to this profession. I understand.”

“That’s not…”

She wiped a stray tear from her cheek and smiled. “You square up with the frat boys,” she said as she started toward the stairs. “I’ll find Chrissy and we’ll wait in the truck.”

*****

You could forgive me for not being all that great at consoling someone. I’d been living alone and hunting monsters for just over fifteen years. Hell, I hadn’t even spoken to my parents since I returned from my last – and very much abbreviated – deployment overseas.

Christ, I didn’t know what to say.

Making things even weirder was Poppy herself. Yeah, she seemed to have shrugged off that illusion…but this kind of reaction just wasn’t right.

She sat in the truck, mostly quiet. When she spoke, she only asked if I had any pointers about taking on demons in the future.

Nothing about the illusion. Nothing about the memory.

Nothing about her brother.

It was still pretty early in the day. Not even lunchtime yet. I turned off the highway. Rather than heading back home, I doubled back toward Haywood Avenue, back toward the college.

“Where are we heading?” Poppy asked as Chrissy purred in her lap. “I was hoping to get some extra training in today. Maybe firearms, if you’re up for it.”

“Not today,” I said. I pulled down the main drag. As usual, the streets were alive with throngs of college co-eds, laughing, listening to music, sitting in front of coffee shops working on their laptops.

“I guess you want to go over the mission,” Poppy said sullenly. “About all the ways I screwed it up.”

“Not even close,” I said as I pulled up in front of my favorite pub. I crammed the Humvee into a parking spot then killed the engine. “No training this afternoon.”

“Then what are we doing?”

“Grabbing a beer and some greasy food,” I laughed. “C’mon, it’s been a rough morning.”

“Listen,” she said. “Danny, if this is some way for you to –”

“I’m just trying to grab a beer and some early lunch,” I laughed as I swung out of the cab. I whistled and Chrissy Hitchens bounded out of the truck and hopped onto my shoulder. “Now let’s go relax a little, Poppy.”


Chapter Seven

It was only then that I remembered Poppy was still injured. That rather deep cut over her left knee. She’d had her legs crossed – the right curled over the left – and with Chrissy in her lap for most of the ride I simply hadn’t seen it.

Poppy had taken a small towel and wrapped it around the wound, but it only slowed the bleeding, rather than stopping it completely. Small rivulets of blood trickled down her left thigh at an angle, creating a little pool on the leather seat beneath her.

“I figured you bandaged yourself up while I was dealing with the frat boys,” I said. “Shit, Poppy, we’ve got to take care of that cut.”

She remained in her dissociative aura, hardly batting an eye when I brought up her wound. She flicked her eyes down to her lap, emotionless at the sight of the dark red stain in the towel…until she saw the blood pooling on the seat.

Her face twisted with rage, her dainty hands curled into fists. “Goddammit!” she seethed, that single profanity loaded like a bomb. A deep anger rippled through her, a near-instantaneous clenching of the muscles, her eyes turning to emerald fire, her soft pink lips coiled in fury.

She twisted in her seat. The towel tumbled off her wound, a weeping red kiss, and a sudden shock of tears cascaded down her cheeks, tears of grief and frustration and horror and pain. She reached into the backseat, rummaging for another towel. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry I can fix it,” she stuttered, and her sudden movements exacerbated the wound, causing it to bleed more freely, adding to the red puddle.

“Whoa, whoa,” I said gently, then rushed around to the passenger side door, opened it, and put a calming hand on her bare shoulder. “Poppy, hey, just relax.”

She settled in her seat when she felt my fingers on her skin. She breathed sharply, rapidly, too close to hyperventilation for my liking. I cursed myself for forgetting about her wound, for not doing more to console her after what she’d seen in the demon’s illusion.

Valerie had sent her here for training, damn it. I was the veteran here. The teacher. I should have known better.

I rubbed her shoulder, threading my fingers beneath the fabric, toward her neck. Her muscles were stiff as wood, coiled up with adrenaline and anger. I rolled the tip of my thumb over the crest of her shoulder.

“Deep breaths,” I told her quietly.

Poppy nodded, but wouldn’t look me in the eye. She tucked her chin into her chest, her eyes diverted, distant and looking at nothing in particular. I hated to see her in pain, yet as the sun beamed through the front windshield, it made the tears in her eyes sparkle like little liquid diamonds.

God, she’s so damn pretty. Too pretty for this kind of life.

“I made a mess in your truck,” she said, her voice thick with grief and guilt.

I laughed softly. “Hunting monsters is messy work,” I said. “Trust me, I’ve bled buckets in here. But hey, this gives us a chance for some more training.”

“Oh yeah, right,” she sneered. “Lots of training for me, the dimwit. You don’t have to pity me, Danny.”

“Pity? No,” I said. “This is just practical.”

Finally, she shifted her eyes back to me, curious.

“Valerie is a great teacher, as I keep saying,” I said. “And she’s definitely the best hunter in the business. But I’m starting to realize that Val was aware of the flaws in her curriculum, as it were. For one thing, it’s abundantly clear to me that Val never taught you anything about how to treat a wound, and definitely never taught you how to treat your own wound. Look at this,” I went on. Respectfully, I pinched the bottom of her skirt. I slowly pulled it back, revealing her entire cut.

Poppy winced when she saw it. Her first instinct was to look away.

“See, don’t do that,” I said gently. “It’s ugly and it hurts, I know, but you can’t just look away from the pain.”

Poppy sucked in a deep breath, nodded, then gazed down at her bloody leg. I still had one hand on her shoulder, the other hovering just above her thigh.

After that awful sulfur stench at the frat house, I found Poppy’s scent almost intoxicating. She was trained for supernatural warfare, yeah, but she was still a woman. Her skin was smooth and soft. She smelled faintly of a light spritz of perfume and flower-scented skin moisturizer.

I traced my finger along the outline of her wound. “This isn’t the deepest cut, but he still clawed down into your subcutaneous layer,” I said softly. “No arterial bleeding, which is great, but demons are filthy things. We need to clean it out and stitch it up.”

Poppy stared at my finger as I traced it around her cut, my fingertip dancing around her flesh.

She was having trouble focusing on the cut. She kept looking like, at any moment, she’d avert her eyes again. I gave her credit for not doing it.

“Maybe it would be better to go to a hospital,” she said.

“Trust me, I know what I’m doing,” I assured her. “And this isn’t nearly as bad as some of the stuff I’ve seen. Here, look.”

I pulled up my shirt, showing her the ragged scar across my stomach.

“Jesus,” she gasped.

“It was bad, but it looks worse,” I shrugged. “An overexcited poltergeist shattered a mirror. A big shard caught me right across the belly. The job was out in the boonies, probably an hour from the nearest hospital, so I had no choice but to stitch myself up.”

Poppy stared at my scars with a quiet amazement. She ran her hand across the scar on my belly, then the one on my chest. I grimaced, hoping she wouldn’t notice the excitement growing in my jeans. Despite my best efforts, it was starting to get obvious.

As if realizing it, she pulled her hand away, smiling awkwardly. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to cop a feel, or whatever.”

I laughed and pulled my shirt down, then turned to a slight angle, hoping that she wouldn’t see the tent growing in my jeans. “Let’s get you into the backseat,” I said. “I’ll treat your wound, but I’ll walk you through the steps as I do it.”

Chrissy Hitchens popped back into the truck. She sat in the driver’s seat, purring curiously.

“Hey honey,” I told her. “We really don’t need cat dander getting into Poppy’s cut. Can you give us a few minutes? Maybe hunt for mice in the alley behind the pub?”

At the mere mention of hunting rodents, Poppy shot out of the cab and darted down the sidewalk, eager for a quick hunt.

“Does she really understand what you’re saying?” Poppy asked, smirking.

“Yup.”

“That’s insane,” she laughed.

“Trust me, Chrissy’s grasp on the English language is probably the least insane thing about her,” I countered.

“Wait, what do you mean?”

I chuckled. “That’s a very long story,” I said. “For now, let’s just get this cut cleaned up before it gets infected.”

With the adrenaline from the demon encounter having worn off, the pain set in. Poppy had trouble getting out of the truck on her own. I offered her my hand, helped her out of the passenger’s seat, then opened the backdoor for her.

“The good thing about decommissioned military Humvees is all the space,” I told her as I helped her settle into the backseat. I ducked back into the cab, hit the adjustment switch beneath the front seats, and yanked both toward the dashboard. Next, I slid the rear seat back about six inches, and took my medical bag from the rear hatch.

She paused, looking worriedly out through the windows. Though no one was paying any attention to us, the foot traffic had grown considerably, with college kids hustling to their next class, or filing into the pub for an early drink.

“Is this really the best place to sew me up?” Poppy asked. “I’m bleeding like a stuck pig back here. If somebody notices, or calls the cops…”

“I’ve got that covered,” I laughed.

She hadn’t noticed the curtain rails over the windows. I put them in myself for just this sort of situation. You didn’t want prying eyes when you were trying to sew yourself back together in the middle of the day.

I handed her a clean towel. “Here, keep pressure on that cut while I give us some privacy,” I said.


Chapter Eight

I hung the blackout curtains on each window then clicked the cab light on. We might as well have been in my bedroom. I opened the medical bag. Though small, it was well-stocked, and Poppy was surprised.

“This is like, some serious nurse stuff,” she said.

“More like a combat medic,” I corrected her.

She looked at me, as if waiting for me to say more. Once again, I regretted even broaching the topic, and said nothing else about it.

“This is going to be the worst part right here,” I said as I filled a syringe with Novocain. “This will numb your pain, but I can’t give the shot through the skin.”

She inhaled nervously. “You mean you have to inject it right into the cut?”

“Yup,” I said, giving the plunger a quick squirt to get the air bubbles out of the syringe. “It’s going to hurt.”

“Val’s always telling us to focus on the discomfort,” she said. “Still, I should bite down on something. I don’t need these college kids thinking that you’re killing me in here.”

I took a pencil from my pocket and handed it to her. “Let me know when you’re ready,” I said.

She took another deep breath, held it deep in her lungs, bit down on the pencil, then gave me a thumbs up.

“Make sure you watch,” I insisted. “In case you ever have to do it yourself.”

She nodded.

She didn’t scream when I stuck the needle into the upper portion of her cut, right into the fat. When I reloaded the syringe and stuck her in the lower portion, though, she bit down hard enough that the pencil snapped.

She still didn’t scream, though.

I kept my hand on her upper thigh, gently massaging her quadricep, trying to help the anesthetic work its way through her bloodstream.

“Hurt like a bitch, I bet,” I said.

She finally exhaled. “Worst pain I ever felt,” she said.

“You didn’t make a peep,” I smirked. I held up my fist. “Absolute badass.”

She giggled and gave me a fist bump.

It was a relief, hearing her giggle again.

“Just give the Novocain a moment to numb your cut,” I said.

“Have you ever had to stitch yourself up without a painkiller?”

“Stitch up myself without anesthetic, no,” I said as dark memories crept out of the back of my mind, memories that I’d rather forget.

She watched me closely. “You did it to someone else, though.”

“Couple of times,” I said tersely.

I realized my hand was still on her upper thigh.

“Shit,” I grumbled, then pulled my hand away. “Sorry.”

She giggled. More and more, I was finding myself getting addicted to the sound.

She grabbed my wrist then pulled my hand back. “It’s okay, actually,” she said. “It’s comforting.”

We caught one another’s eye for a moment. She bit lightly on her bottom lip. I cleared my throat and grabbed a saline solution. I shook the bottle and unscrewed the cap. “This will clean your cut out,” I said.

She held still as I squirted the wound, but watched every moment of it. “I thought you were supposed to use that bluish-purple stuff.”

“You mean iodine,” I corrected her. “But that’s for topical cuts and scrapes. For deeper wounds, either use saline or warm water with a little bit of soap.”

I pulled my hand off her thigh again. She pulled it back.

Without thinking, I brushed my thumb across her inner thigh, then smiled. “I’m going to need both hands for the next part,” I said.

“That’s a pity,” she quipped.

We locked eyes again. She giggled. I laughed.

The stitches took a few minutes, but I worked briskly. Some of my best work to date, really.

When I finished, I doused a clean towel with more saline and cleaned the blood from her thigh. The sutures looked good, tight and trim.

“It shouldn’t leave too much of a scar,” I assured her.

She shot me a playful frown. “But I want a big one,” she giggled. “So I can look like a big badass monster hunter, like you.”

“You already are,” I said, then stuffed the stitching kit back into the med bag.

Yet, as I was putting the bag away, Poppy grabbed me by the wrist again. Once more, she yanked my hand forward, back onto her bare thigh.

This time, she placed it on her inner thigh, mere inches below her heat.

I was as aroused as I was confused. “Um…”

“We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she said. “It’s just…being a final girl…”

“What?”

“It’s part of the process to break the curse.”

“You lost me,” I explained.

“The final girl archetype throughout time,” she went on. “The only way to break the curse is to lose your innocence.”

“And by innocence you mean…?”

“Virginity,” she said quietly.

“But you said you fooled around with Zazzy and Brite.”

She blushed. “We fooled around, yeah,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I lost my virginity.” She tilted her head to the side. “You really didn’t know about this part of it?”

I laughed. Now, I actually felt a little nervous.

“Like I said, I’m aware of the final girl trope,” I said. “But I’ve never been an expert.”

“When Valerie first told us about it, I just figured that I’d have to meet some guy along the way,” she said. “But then when you and I met...” she laughed nervously. “I just assumed that was the reason why Valerie sent me to you.”

I’d had women before. Lots of them. But never a young woman as pure and radiant as Poppy. And sure, I thought she was beautiful from the start. Who wouldn’t consider her beautiful?

Except I’d never expected this.

“Poppy, I’m almost old enough to be your father.”

“Only almost,” she laughed. “And like we already established, you’re thirty-five. That’s not pretty old, just somewhat old.”

Poppy ran her hand up the back of my head, her fingers brushing through my hair. I squeezed her thigh, my fingertips creeping closer to her heat.

I brushed my hand across her chin, traced an invisible line across her jawline, then cupped the flesh of her neck in my palm.

I kissed her lightly on the mouth. She closed her eyes as our lips came together and leaned into me, slowly clenching my hair in her fist. She scooted toward me. The flap of her skirt scrunched up around her waist, revealing her tight, skimpy shorts.

Gently, I kissed her more deeply. She exhaled sharply through her nostrils, her breath tickling the stubble on my face.

Her hand tightened around my wrist. She pulled my hand higher along her inner thigh.

“Are you sure you want to lose your virginity to a thirty-five-year-old man in the backseat of a Humvee?” I asked.

She giggled. “If you would have asked me that question yesterday, I’d have said no,” she smiled.

“We could go back to my place,” I said. “My bed isn’t big, but…”

Poppy pressed her upraised forefinger against my lips, silencing me.

“I’m ready now, Danny,” she said quietly.

“You barely know me,” I said.

“I know you make me feel comfortable,” she countered. “And I know you make me feel safe. Now, I want you to make me feel good, Danny. Can you do that? Can you make me feel good?”


Chapter Nine

I lowered my hand from her throat down along her shoulder, down the smooth buttery skin of her arm. I found her bare belly and ran my fingers across her upper hip.

“Lie back, Poppy,” I told her.

Trembling ever so slightly, Poppy did as I commanded. She scooted back onto the smooth leather backseat. Though she hadn’t shivered at all when we were out in the chilly morning air, I noticed gooseflesh forming along her thighs.

I shifted myself over her, leaned down, and kissed her again. Her hands fumbled at my chest, inching down toward my waist, then moved to my chest again.

Simply, she didn’t know what to do with them.

“Touch me wherever you’d like,” I whispered as I kissed her throat. “Or keep your hands to yourself. It’s up to you, Poppy.”

She nodded, then tugged my shirt up. Her unsure fingers touched my bare stomach, a slightly awkward yet ultimately pleasant sensation.

I rolled my lips across her clavicle, then followed the plunging neckline of her cheer top, lightly kissing her chest, then the inner curves of her breasts.

She whimpered quietly when I tugged her shorts down a touch. Touching the tight fabric, I noted immediately that it didn’t seem as though she was wearing anything beneath it. I traced my forefinger across the waistband of her shorts, tugged down toward her mound, and felt a supple smoothness, hinting that she was shaved bare.

Slowly, I pushed her top up, wiggling it over her head. I unhooked her bra, surprising her with my deft touch, and patiently tended to her nipples. She exhaled, long and slow, and though I could still feel her body trembling, it wasn’t trembling quite as much as it had been just a few seconds ago.

Poppy slid one hand up the back of my shirt, her fingernails tickling along my spine. I broke the seal of my lips from her right nipple then moved down her belly, one pensive kiss at a time.

Yes, Poppy had fooled around with her friends, but she’d never known a man’s touch. I would have known even if she hadn’t told me.

She wanted this, but she was nervous. Scared, even. But she was enjoying it, evidenced by the way she moved her hips, subtly grinding herself against me. I peeled her shorts down a little further, her mound as smooth as I expected, the lips of her virginity already wet, her clitoris engorged and ready.

I pulled her shorts off then positioned myself between her thighs. I shifted them over my shoulders, showing great care for her stitches, then patiently kissed her inner thighs, alternating from the left to the right then back again, moving a little deeper with each pass.

“I thought…” she panted, lips quivering. “I thought guys just sort of went for it…”

“Yeah, guys who don’t know what they’re doing,” I grinned, then trailed my tongue along her inner right thigh. I brushed my nose against her clitoris.

And Poppy yelped.

She twisted her legs around me. She sank her fingertips into my shoulders, pulling at my shirt, pulling me deeper between her thighs. Sensing her eagerness, I kissed her nub lightly. Her legs tightened further.

“Are you doing okay?” I whispered.

Rather than answering verbally, Poppy took my hair in her fists and yanked my face against her sex.

Buried between her thighs, I looked up at her, watching her, studying her. The sight of her lips twisting in arousal only made me hungrier to devour her, but there was something more, something deeper urging me on.

She’d been born into a life of pain. Watching her parents die, her brother die. Then she was blamed for it, locked away for it.

Poppy simply couldn’t have a normal life, not after what happened. It was the same for most monster hunters. It was definitely the same for me.

Our profession was a hard one, but the troubles we faced in our previous lives were even harder.

Poppy was hurting. I wanted to – I was driven to – alleviate that pain as much as I could.

I’d already teased her to the brink. Now, I lightly closed my lips around her clitoris and tickled it with the tip of my tongue.

She rocked upright, crying out as she came. Her climax was a shuddering one, a wet one, and the honey of her pleasure running across my taste buds brought me more satisfaction than any mere physical release.

Her legs trembled. I kissed her thighs, even brushed my thumb across her stitches. Slowly, Poppy lay back again.

“It’s been a long morning for you,” I told her. “We can just take it easy for now, if you’d like.”

She shook her head. “No, Danny,” she whispered. “I want you now. I’m ready for you now.”


Chapter Ten

Poppy lay back against the leather seat, her back at a slight arch, her hips slightly outthrust. The remnants of her climax left her inner thighs slick. She massaged her lower abdomen, slowly stroking her fingertips toward her mound. Her pink cleft was still wet, a dull sheen in the cab lights overhead.

She wore nothing but that tiny cheerleading skirt and her white sweat socks. The black nylon skirt was rumpled around her waist. Poppy reached down to her right hip, where there was a button on the skirt.

I stopped her before she could undo it.

“No, leave the skirt on,” I smiled.

Her arms fell around my neck as I eased myself over her. Poppy’s eyelids fluttered suddenly when I grazed my fingers across her wet sex. I ran my fingertip along her labia, tickling her opening, then drew a circle around her clit.

“And you’re sure about this?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Poppy, you can only lose your virginity once,” I told her.

“I’m ready,” she whispered, inching her thighs open wider to receive me. Her brunette hair pooled around her shoulders. Sweat coated her chest, tiny drops running down the insides of her breasts.

I lay one hand on her right breast, squeezing gently, teasing her hard nipple with my thumb. I shifted closer. Her knees were bent upward. As I wiggled out of my jeans, they brushed against my hips, skin against skin.

Poppy looked down between us, glancing at my erection. She held her arms tighter around my neck. She licked her lips and said, “Start slowly, Danny.”

I kissed her, sliding my tongue against hers, and entered her. She grew tense when I pushed inside, yet her breach was slick and accepting as I broke her hymen.

She squeezed her arms again, pulled herself to me, and bit down on my left pec when I thrust into her again. She winced in discomfort as her virginity faded, yet by my fourth pump a gasp of pleasure drifted off her lips.

Her cotton socks brushed against my hips as she kicked her legs around me, her ankles crisscrossing behind my lower back.

“Don’t be afraid to please yourself,” I whispered, then grabbed her wrist and guided her right hand down between us.

Poppy touched herself. I felt a bright flare of minor pain on my chest as Poppy bit me harder. Her fingers swirled counter-clockwise around her clit and I pushed forward on my toes, grinding more deeply inside her, a slow, patient rhythm with the motion of my hips.

Faster, she worked her fingers, then slid her other hand down between us. I assumed she was going to touch herself with both hands.

Then I felt her reach around and cup my balls.

“Is that okay?” she whispered, squeezing lightly, her fingernails tracing along my seam. “Is that good, Danny? I’m I doing good?”

“Fantastic,” I hissed.

Between the wet warmth inside her and her delicate touch on my balls, I found myself battling against my own pleasure, trying to keep myself from finishing too soon. This was about Poppy’s pleasure, not my own, and I fought like hell to keep myself from finishing before I could bring her to a second climax.

I was driven not just by lust, not just by my urge to please her, but by a jarring, all-encompassing need to protect her, to help Poppy heal her horrible wounds as best as I possibly could.

Her fingers closed more tightly around my balls. Poppy’s sex gushed with a sudden wetness. She sucked in a breath then shuddered, a quick, one-note gasp jerking up from her lungs before she whispered sharply, “Danny, I’m cumming…”

The fresh slickness inside her was pure heaven around my cock. Bringing her to climax instantly chipped away my defenses. Knowing I was on the brink, I knelt back on my knees, pulling myself from her nook at the last possible second.

Poppy’s dark green eyes shone with a deep satisfaction as I spilled myself onto her belly. I panted as I loomed over her, my hair drenched in sweat. Poppy twitched as she lay on the seat, her thighs trembling lightly.

For a long moment, we just stared into each other’s eyes. The blackout curtains kept the world at bay and the cab lights burned over us, a light that only belonged to us.

Then, a single, angry sound pierced our contemplative silence.

‘MEOW!’

Poppy giggled. I nearly broke into hysterics.

Now, Chrissy hissed. There came a scraping sound as she raked her claws against the Humvee door.

“I think Chrissy Hitchens is getting lonely out there,” Poppy said.

“I swear to God, she’s the most high-maintenance cat in the entire world,” I laughed. “She’s lucky I love her so much.”


Chapter Eleven

We had a feast at the pub, thick grilled cheese sandwiches topped with bacon, double-cheeseburgers and a bucket of fries, a flatbread pizza on the side, plus a big pitcher of Miller Lite to wash it all down.

With the morning we had, it was no wonder we worked up such an appetite.

“I’m starting to see why Valerie says you’re not the most financially responsible guy,” Poppy commented, looking almost painfully adorable as she nibbled on a cold French fry. “The bill is going to be massive, considering how much we ate.”

“Hey, we get to eat for free in this place,” I laughed.

The tab wasn’t an issue. Two months back, I helped the owner get rid of a haunted painting in his attic – a very long story, that one – and never charged him a dime, so the food and drinks were on the house.

Chrissy hopped onto my shoulder, meowed in my ear, then swatted her paw against the side of my face.

“Plus, Chrissy’s always welcome inside,” I added.

“Okay,” Poppy laughed, taking a gingerly sip off her beer. “Maybe that isn’t the worst deal in the world.”

I felt a light, pleasant buzz, though I was nowhere close to drunk. We had a quiet ride home. After being up all night and battling demons all morning, we were both dead tired. Poppy began to dip out in the passenger seat.

I smiled when I noticed Chrissy Hitchens perched up on Poppy’s shoulder, purring lightly, in a deep sleep.

Driving home, it was like I was trying to outrun my own exhaustion. When we got back, I just barely had enough energy left to unpack the gear from the truck. Poppy went in ahead of me with Chrissy. I hauled the gear back inside. Poppy had gone into the bathroom already. I heard the shower running.

When I glanced down the hallway, I saw her cheerleading outfit rumpled on the floor, with her chainsaw leaning against the wall beside it. From inside the bathroom, I heard the faint sound of Poppy tunelessly singing along to a Sabrina Carpenter song playing on her cell phone.

With all the talk of chainsaws, dream demons, and monster hunting, her tuneless singalong was a sweet reminder that Poppy was still just a young woman.

I locked the Benelli in the gun locker then packed away the Kevlar. Back upstairs, I found Poppy fresh out of the shower. She was sitting cross-legged on the couch, listening to some girly podcast – something about how to change up your makeup routine – as she brushed her hair.

She wore a plain sleeveless white undershirt and a pair of gray drawstring sweatpants. Poppy was barefoot, her toenails painted bright pink.

Good God, she looked delicious.

“I’m beat,” I said.

She ran the hairbrush through a kink. She tugged the knot free. “I’ll take one of your spare bedrooms,” she said.

I waved her off. “I don’t have any other beds,” I laughed. “You take mine. I’ll crash on the couch.”

“I packed a sleeping bag,” she said.

“And I’ll be damned if you use it,” I countered. “My bed’s small, but more comfortable than a sack on the floor.”

Poppy flipped her hair back then secured it into a ponytail with a hair tie. She lay her palms on her knees, tilting her head slightly to the side. There was a sense of warmth, or maybe comfort, in her dark green eyes that hadn’t been there when she first arrived this morning.

“You’re really sweet, Danny,” she said.

Poppy stalked across the floor, the soles of her bare feet padding softly against the hardwood, and kissed me on the cheek.

“I mean it,” she said.

I showed her to my bedroom then wished her sweet dreams. I called for Chrissy Hitchens, but the tabby cat had already decided she was bunking with Poppy. All alone, but laughing, I grabbed a spare blanket from the closet then bedded down on the couch.

After the long night, and an even longer morning, I fell asleep in an instant. I barely got a chance to kick my boots off before I was snoring. 

Thankfully, there were no demons in my dreams.

When I woke up six hours later, though, it took me a moment to realize I was no longer dreaming.

I was still on the couch. The sun was setting, a lush and lazy, but fading golden hue streaming in through the curtains.

Poppy was on the couch with me.

Under the blanket, Poppy curled against me, sleeping soundly, her back tight to my chest and her hair tickling my nostrils.

Only then did I realize I had my arm around her waist. Poppy didn’t stir until I tried pulling my arm away.

When I did, she pulled it right back and settled back into a comfortable slumber.

Well what the hell, I’ve been meaning to catch up on my sleep anyway, I thought, then closed my eyes and drifted back off next to her.
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He’s trapped on an island paradise with two gorgeous young ladies. No, he’s not complaining about it…even if he has to fight off the occasional mutant.

Rob, a 28-year-old journalist, is only looking for some downtime and an easy payday while investigating corporate wrongdoing on a pristine Caribbean island. Instead, he discovers a portal to an alternate dimension filled with infectious mutants. With the island quickly overrun, the military puts the island under quarantine with a naval blockade.
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Me, My Girlfriend, and Our Monstergirl Crush

She's angry. She's beautiful. She could accidentally destroy the world at any moment. Yet one man and his girlfriend can't help but fall in love with her.

Jack Baker is an indie game developer struggling with commitment issues. As hard as he tries, he just can’t get serious with his on-again, off-again girlfriend Gem, a pretty blonde bartender in the city.

With his hopes of a real relationship fading, Jack finds unlikely help in the form of Alyanna, a powerful monstergirl with anger issues who has been banished from her home dimension.

Jack and Gem instantly find themselves attracted to the gorgeous catgirl. Alyanna, despite her inexperience in romance, is curious about what could happen between the three of them.

But first, they need to figure out how they can stop Alyanna from losing her temper and accidentally destroying our reality. (Hint: The solution is probably in the bedroom.)
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