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  1. Good Lawd That's a Lotta Money


The GameDepot blazed with flashing lights and neon signs, a techno-paradise filled with towering shelves stocked with game boxes in vibrant colors. The lurid hues reminded me of bright flowers luring insects into their addictive nectar. And the bugs were here, in droves--a swarm of wide-eyed gamers buzzing between the aisles, entranced by the addictive allure of time-wasting digital escape. 
I stood with my team beside a display of sleek VR headsets that looked like props from a sci-fi flick. Donnie was like a kid in a candy store. Meanwhile, Angi, Wheatley, and I stood there more awkwardly than priests at a strip club. 
“This case,” I started, shaking my head, “I gotta say, I’m skeptical as hell. But given the crazy crap we’ve seen since we blew open that Hellgate in Wakan Hollow, guess we can’t write it off.”
Donnie piped up, bouncing on his heels. “It’s legit, Sebastian! My guildies in Realms of Eternity? They have solid intel. That witches guild did a real demon-summoning ritual in the game, and the damn thing actually showed up. Now whenever it ganks someone, they bite it IRL.” 
I sighed and ran a hand over my chin stubble. It took me a half-second to process that “IRL” meant “in real life.” 
As absurd as it seemed, I had to take this seriously. Because if Donnie was right, and people were dying for real because of something in a damn game? Then we had to stop it, fast, before the body count accelerated.
My real worry was bigger than the game. This game was connected to the Internet—what if the demon got out of the game and spread through the rest of the Internet? 
What could it do, then? Crash investment markets? Hack government records? Launch nuclear missiles? I didn’t really know what could happen, but the risk was as it could get. If there was even a chance this was a real case, we stood the best chance of beating it while the demon remained confined to a single game. 
To do that…ugh…we had to play. 
I had a feeling this was going to be a lot more complicated than Super Mario Bros. Especially since playing this game required wearing a stupid headset. 
I scrutinized the options, my brain numb. What the hell was I looking at? Why was one headset $500, but another one that didn’t look any fancier was $1000? Did they all access the game we needed to get into, or did we need specialized equipment? 
I was at Donnie’s mercy. He knew exactly what he was looking at and had a definite idea about what equipment might give us the best experience. I didn’t give two shits about our experience. This would not be fun for me. It was work. Like any hunt, I had to work within the boundaries of whatever supernatural phenomenon posed the threat—and now, that meant the rules of the game. 
Donnie, though, had never been more excited about a case. He grabbed one of the sleek, black headsets and turned it over in his hands, nodding enthusiastically. “Check it out, Sebastian! This baby’s got a 4K display, haptic feedback, and a built-in AI assistant. It’s like having a supercomputer strapped to your face!”
I scratched my head. “Why is virtual reality so appealing when, you know, we have reality?” 
“Because reality isn’t a game,” Donnie explained. “Can you be a badass warrior in real life? Okay, don’t answer that. Bad example. But suppose you wanted to be an elven priestess or an orcish warrior. What if you could wield unimaginable powers in the game, take risks, die, and come back again, and do it all over a second time?” 
I snorted. “First, I have no interest in becoming an elven priestess. I identify as a human and a man. Sounds to me like a breeding ground for creating discontent with someone’s real life.”
Donnie shrugged. “Yeah, I mean, the adult diaper industry is certainly benefitting from the game’s popularity.”
I snorted. “Seriously?”
Donnie nodded matter-of-factly. “Of course. I mean, if you’re in the middle of a raid and you’ve gotta go—what else are you going to do?”
“Take off your damn headset and go to the bathroom, maybe?” 
“Dude, no.” Donnie shook his head. “You might be fighting a boss that takes hours to kill, and the boss doesn’t take a time-out. Unless the entire team pauses the fight, you need to do your business and keep fighting. Too much is at stake!” 
I raised an eyebrow. “So much is at stake that it’s worth crapping your pants?” 
Donnie bit his lip. “Well, for some people. I only use a diaper for number one. I mean, that’s what I would use it for, if I did that.”
I scratched my head. “I really don’t want to know.” 
He bumped Wheatley’s shoulder, his eyes wide with excitement. “Can you imagine the kind of immersion this thing provides? It’ll be like we’re actually inside the game world!”
Wheatley raised an eyebrow, her expression a mix of amusement and skepticism. “I’m more concerned about the practical applications, Donnie. Will this equipment allow us to effectively combat the demon and protect the other players?”
He grinned and tapped the side of the headset. “Trust me, this is top-of-the-line stuff. With gear like this, we’ll be unstoppable in Realms of Eternity. Once we level up, of course. That demon won’t know what hit it!”
I snorted. “Say what? What do you mean ‘once we level up’?” 
Donnie rolled his eyes. “You don’t start the game at level 100, duh! We’ll have to work our way up, but once we do, well, I’m pretty sure we’ll be able to hand that demon’s ass right back to him on a platter.” 
The mental image of handing something its own ass on a plate was interesting—but that wasn’t the point. “How long is that going to take? Leveling up, I mean.” 
Donnie pursed his lips. “Usually, several months. But don’t worry. I know all the ins and outs of the game. I’ll have us to level 100 in a few days if we keep at it.” 
“By ‘keep at it,’ Angi added, “How much playing are we talking about, exactly?” 
Donnie shrugged. “Not that much. Ten to fifteen hours a day, no cap.” 
I huffed. “Dude, that’s more than a full-time job!” 
“But it’s not a job. It’s a game. It will be fun, trust me!” 
I crossed my arms and shook my head. If this turned out to be a dead end, if there wasn’t really a demon in this damned game… Well, I don’t know what I’d do, but there’d be consequences. Talk about a colossal waste of time. 
As I watched Donnie and Wheatley debate the merits of the various headsets, my mind drifted to the victims Donnie had mentioned. Apparently, the demon killed one guy with fire magic in the game. They found the player’s body charred to the point he was only identifiable by his dental records. Half his house burned down. Another player was stabbed through and through, and they found her impaled by a costume sword in the middle of her living room. 
I didn’t know how the demon was doing it—if it was a demon, and not a strange string of odd coincidences—but somehow the deaths of the various players were eerily similar to the deaths that their avatars experienced in the game. 
A GameDepot worker approached us, his name tag identifying him as “Tyler.” Donnie immediately turned to him, his voice low but urgent. “Hey man, we need the best gear you’ve got. State-of-the-art sets that’ll let us dominate Realms of Eternity. You have anything behind the counter, the high-roller shit?”
I snorted. “This thousand-dollar set isn’t high-roller enough?” 
Wheatley waved her hand through the air. “There’s a lot at stake. Money isn’t an object.” 
I huffed. “If you’re paying.” 
Wheatley nodded at me. The woman had money tucked away somewhere, I guess. Her finances weren’t exactly on the top of our list of conversation topics since we’d left Wakan Hollow. 
Tyler looked around, then leaned in conspiratorially. “I’ve got a set in the back that’s not supposed to launch for another three days. The DX-1200 series. It’s got haptic feedback through full body sensors, 4D sound, and a resolution that’ll make you forget you’re in a game. But I could get in serious trouble for selling it early.”
Wheatley stepped forward, her hand already reaching for her wallet. “How much to get it now?”
Tyler sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I could lose my job over this. But...$2000 each, and they’re yours.”
“Two grand? For a gaming headset?” I scoffed, shaking my head. “That’s ridiculous.”
Wheatley shot me a sharp look. “Sebastian, we have to treat this like life and death. Because it is. If you die in the game, you die for real. Remember?”
Tyler smirked. He was playing us big-time, but whatever. “I can tell you’re serious gamers. I mean, life or death. I get it. We’ve all been there.” 
I grunted. “Not really.” 
Wheatley pulled out her credit card. “We’ll take four sets.”
Tyler’s eyes widened as he took the money, then hurried to the back of the store. I watched him go, my stomach twisting. Eight thousand dollars for a chance to fight a demon in a virtual world. 
“We’re selling these things when we’re done,” I said. “No arguments, Donnie.”
Donnie snapped back at me with wide, offended eyes. “Seriously? Dude, you don’t understand. It doesn’t get any more realistic than this.” 
“It’s my money,” Wheatley shrugged. “I’ll decide what happens when we’re done, alright? First things first, though. We’re going into that game and kicking some serious demon ass.” 
Tyler returned, his arms laden with boxes. He set them down on the counter with a grunt. “These are the latest models. Top of the line. You’re going to love them.”
He opened one of the boxes, revealing a sleek, black headset. “And for an extra five hundred each, I can throw in these microphone enhancements. All the serious gamers use them. Makes the experience even more realistic.”
Donnie’s eyes lit up. He grabbed one of the microphones, turning it over in his hands. “Oh, man. This is sweet. Hey, do you have any of those body sensors? You know, so you can really feel the impact?”
I stared at him, incredulous. “Why the hell would we want to feel that?”
Donnie grinned, bumping my shoulder. “Come on, Sebastian. You’re a great fighter in real life. This will make it as real as possible. Imagine the rush!”
I shook my head, my patience wearing thin. “We’re not here for a rush, Donnie. We’re here to stop a demon.”
Donnie leaned in close to Tyler, whispering something I couldn’t quite catch. Tyler’s eyes widened, and he shook his head vehemently. “No way, man. You can’t get those sensors here. And Realms isn’t that kind of game.”
I narrowed my eyes, suspicion crawling up my spine. “What did you ask him about, Donnie?”
Donnie shrugged, a little too casually. “Nothing, man. Just a different kind of body sensor. Adults only, if you know what I mean. I used to have one. It was awesome.”
I held his gaze for a long moment, trying to read the truth in his eyes. But Donnie just stared back, his expression innocent. Too innocent. 
I sighed, deciding to let it go. For now. We had bigger problems to deal with. “Fine. Let’s just get this over with.”
As Wheatley paid a price tag bigger than any credit limit I’d ever qualified for, I couldn’t help but notice Angi standing off to the side, her gaze distant and haunted. She looked like she was a million miles away, lost in one of her dark hellish memories. 
I moved closer, my brow furrowed with concern. “Hey, you okay?”
Angi blinked, her eyes focusing on me slowly as if she were pulling herself back to the real world. “I was just wondering...about the demon we might encounter in the game. I’ll probably know him, you know, from my time in hell.”
I wrapped my arm around her and squeezed her into me tightly. “I won’t let it hurt you, whatever it is.” 
Angi huffed. “That’s not what I’m thinking about. I’m thinking about whether I can make that thing suffer. What if torturing that fucker in the game affects it for real? Like the same way what it’s doing to other people kills them in real life.” 
I nodded slowly. “I get that. I mean, this gives us an advantage. If we learn who the demon is, that could give us an edge. If you know what its obsessions are, that might clue us into how we might attack it. But we also need to understand how this game works. We’ll be fighting with different rules than we’re used to.”
Angi’s jaw tightened, a flicker of anger sparking in her eyes. “It’s not a Prime. We know that much. But from the things it’s doing, it’s probably just as powerful.” 
I tilted my head. “There are demons just as powerful as the Primes?”
Angi nodded. “The Primes are more like a rank, really, than a specific class. They are called ‘prime’ because they’re born of Lucifer’s seed, but there are children of some of the Primes that are every bit as strong, sometimes more powerful, but don’t have the same title given they’re a generation removed from that bastard.” 
“You think that’s what this is?” I asked.
Angi nodded. “That kind of ability, that kind of power. It has to be.” 
I cleared my throat. “If we’re really dealing with a demon at all. I mean, I know Wheatley thinks it’s legit, that a demon could translate itself into a digital world just the same as it might manifest on Earth, but I’m still skeptical.” 
Angi chuckled. “I hope you’re right, but honestly, Sebastian? Given all that’s going down, how active the demons are since we let them out of the Hellgate, it’s not as outlandish as it sounds.” 
Before I could respond to Angi, Tyler handed Donnie and Wheatley the headsets and microphones, along with the boxes of whatever peripheral equipment he’d suckered them into buying. Donnie was practically bouncing on his feet, eager to get started.
“First,” Donnie announced. “We need the best Internet connection we can get.”
“And a secure facility,” I added. “When we’re in that game, we’ll be pretty much vulnerable.”
Wheatley nodded. “I can set up some enchantments around where we go, nothing that could stop big-time demons, but enough to give us a heads up if anything supernatural breaks the perimeter.” 
I rubbed my brow. We were just outside of Las Vegas, Nevada. We’d barely got out of California when Donnie caught this case, and it was the first place we could stop where we could get the equipment we needed. “I don’t know any solid locations around here. It’s not exactly a place I’ve hunted frequently. Load up the equipment in the Chevelle. We’ll get a bite to eat and then try to figure out a place that makes sense.”






  
  2. Setting the Scene


I revved the Chevelle’s engine as we sped along the highway, glancing over at Angi in the passenger seat. Her pale face was illuminated in flashes by the passing streetlights, her chestnut hair whipping around her. In the backseat, Donnie shifted amidst a pile of VR headsets and gaming gear. Wheatley didn’t have much space—the trunk was full of all her enchanting gear, so all the crap we just bought had to go in the seat with them.  
“Find us a spot yet, Donnie?” I asked, meeting his eyes in the rearview mirror. “I’m driving here with no place to go.”
“Working on it.” Donnie’s pudgy fingers tapped away at his phone. “Lots of Airbnb options around Vegas. Tourist central, right? Here we go - this one’s got fiber internet and plenty of room to set up a perimeter for each of us.”
I furrowed my brow. “A perimeter?”
Donnie launched into an explanation, his voice rising an octave out of excitement. “When you start a VR session, you gotta define the safe zone, you know? The headset warns you if you’re about to faceplant into a wall or if something moves into your area.”
“Huh. Wondered how that worked,” I mused. Technology had leaped forward in the years I’d spent hunting monsters, driven by my desperate need to find Angi. The last thing I’d kept up on was the latest gaming tech. Now that she was back, everything felt foreign, like I was a stranger in my own world.
Angi let out a humorless chuckle. “It’s insane how fast things change. Down in Hell, they’re still playing Atari and using Apple IIe computers.”
“Seriously?” Donnie gaped at her, his eyes wide.
Her expression remained impassive. “Of course not. I was joking. There are no games in hell.” She paused, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Not for the humans, anyway.”
In the backseat, Wheatley shifted, the enchanted crystals at her belt glinting in the dim light. She’d been uncharacteristically quiet, no doubt pondering the potential of a digital demon. So far as any of us knew, nothing like this had ever happened before. To what extent was the demon subject to the rules of the game? Did it have powers that no other players did on account of its demonic origins? Unlike anyone else in the game, there wasn’t a player behind a headset controlling him. He was his in-game character. 
I was no computer expert, but I had to wonder—if we identified him in the game, could the developers erase his code, or modify it to give us an advantage? Just as the uniqueness of this situation posed unprecedented challenges, it might also offer us new solutions that wouldn’t work if we were hunting a real-world demon. 
Angi’s voice interrupted my ruminations. “Yeah, no video games in Hell. There are movies, though.”
“Really?” Donnie perked up, his interest piqued.
“Sure,” Angi smirked. “You can watch as many movies as you want. So long as they’re starring David Hasselhoff.”
Donnie winced. “Damn, I guess they call it ‘Hell’ for a reason.”
Angi winked at me, a flicker of the old playfulness I remembered from our early days together. 
The moment of levity passed quickly as Donnie leaned forward, his phone in hand. “Alright, so about this Airbnb I found...” He rattled off the details, his voice taking on a businesslike tone. “It’s got everything we need—space, reliable internet, and it’s not too far from here. What do you all think?”
Murmurs of agreement filled the car. It seemed like a solid plan. Donnie nodded, satisfied, and turned to Wheatley. “So, uh, about that credit card...”
Wheatley rolled her eyes. “You all really have no money at all, do you?”
I shook my head. “For the last decade, I’ve funded my hunts by pawning whatever crap I took off the monsters I eliminated. Sometimes it was quite the haul, other times, well...” I shrugged. “I didn’t find much that anyone would want to buy. You know, since I can’t really sell body parts—not legally, anyway. But there are creatures—vampires, goblins, and the like—that really enjoy the shinier things. It hasn’t made me rich by any means, but it’s kept me afloat.”
Wheatley reached into her pocket and handed Donnie a credit card. “Well, lucky for you, I’ve got more than enough. If demons are the monster de jour, I don’t think we’ll be finding a lot you can pawn for a while.”
“Could always hit the casinos when we’re done,” Donnie suggested. “We are in Vegas, after all.” 
Wheatley chuckled. “And whose money would you be gambling?” 
Donnie snickered as he took her credit card. “Yours, of course.”
All Wheatley could do was shake her head. I didn’t expect we’d be hanging around Vegas to sight-see or gamble after we sorted out this case. We still had to get back to Rhode Island at some point over the next few months. Before the vampire queen, Mercy Brown, squeezed out a baby Beelzebub. 
Mercy was as close to a friend of mine as I’d ever consider any bloodsucker. She was as human as any vampire could be, given their peculiar dietary requirements. All in all, she was a net positive when it came to the balance between good and evil in the world. In my book, it meant she was more than a tolerable presence on earth. She was worth protecting. 
More than that, we knew Lucifer would come for her when she’d had the baby. He’d put that baby in her womb without her consent—and so far, they hadn’t found a way of removing Devil Junior. The last update I had from her, just after we finished up the blood leech case in L.A., told us that they’d even tried to cut the damn thing out of her belly, but her vampire uterus was harder than diamonds. Nothing they had could cut through it. 
Of course, Mercy healed right up. Perks of being a vampire. Her resilience was precisely why Lucifer chose her—and the fact that she was the only vampire I knew of who could walk in daylight. That meant Lucifer’s child—likely a Prime Demon—wouldn’t inherit the sunlight allergy that usually plagued vampires.
Eventually, we’d get back to Rhode Island. Mercy was working on other solutions—but given the “pact” that Angi’s mother made with the blood leech before she died, Lucifer’s power didn’t work on me. He and I could go mano a mano. I was the best chance Mercy had at stopping Lucifer from taking the baby—and the world’s best chance, it seemed, of stopping the devil from realizing his apocalypse. 
In the meantime, we’d take up cases as we went, especially cases that might involve demons or Lucifer. Given all the havoc a demon on the internet might cause, this was a case we had to investigate. 
With a few taps on his phone, Donnie booked the lavish Airbnb. He reached up, placing the phone on the Chevelle’s dash, the GPS directions guiding our path. “Follow the yellow brick road, Toto.” 
I glanced at him, rolling my eyes. “Just don’t expect any munchkins or flying monkeys where we’re headed.”
“Actually…you might be surprised. In this game, there are mobs similar to those things. And of course, there are witches. Finding the witches we’re looking for will be another challenge—and from what I’ve heard, they’re all max level. So we won’t be able to go after them on day one.” 
All I could do was sigh. Going into a game was one thing. Actually, playing the game long enough to do what we had to do, without getting our digital butts handed to us by the people or the demon we were seeking, was what made this mission mildly intimidating. Not that I was afraid of the game, but the idea of leveling up a video game character seemed tedious, at best, and downright deadly at worst—especially if we happened upon the demon while we were too weak to stand a chance. 
The Chevelle’s engine roared as we approached downtown Las Vegas. Towering hotels and glittering casinos whizzed by. A dizzying kaleidoscope of neon lights spoke of excess, luxury, and pissed-away retirement savings accounts. 
Finally, we arrived at our destination, a sprawling mansion that looked like it belonged on a movie set. Tall columns guarding the front doors like sentinels, a tall fence blocking our view of what Donnie said was a large swimming pool and sauna in the backyard, and a lawn so well manicured I almost thought for a second we were in the suburbs. 
Donnie let out a low whistle
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