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  1. Devil in the Womb


I gripped the steering wheel tighter, my knuckles whitening as I listened to the unthinkable words pouring through my cell phone. “No...that’s not possible,” I murmured, glancing sideways at Angi in the passenger seat before fixing my gaze back on the highway stretching endlessly before us. Her face was an impassive mask, betraying nothing. 
In the backseat, Donnie hummed a tune I’d never heard while Wheatley fiddled with one of her enchanted devices. I barely registered their presence, too focused on the horror flooding through the tinny speaker pressed against my ear. 
“Are you absolutely certain?” I’d heard what she said, but couldn’t believe my ears. Mercy’s voice came through, steady despite the tremor I detected beneath the surface. I exhaled slowly, my mind reeling. “I’ll call you back,” I said abruptly, clicking off the phone and tossing it on the dashboard.
As the Chevelle ate up the miles between us and Los Angeles, I replayed the conversation in my head, still struggling to comprehend the magnitude of what Mercy had revealed. Mercy Brown, the only vampire who had ever earned an iota of my trust, the one I’d allied with in the past. Her words sliced into me like razors, the implications staggering. 
And  it was all my fault… 
What I had unleashed, the forces I had unwittingly set into motion, had led to this unthinkable outcome for Mercy. Yet in her typical fashion, she refused to cast blame, her voice devoid of accusation even as she desperately sought answers I wasn’t sure I possessed. I couldn’t fault her for that. The guilt sat heavy in my gut all the same.
If  I could do it all over again, if I had to make the decision to save Angi from hell at the cost of unleashing Lucifer on the world, I wasn’t entirely sure I’d make the right choice. Call it selfish, maybe, but I couldn’t let the woman I love endure hell. 
I glanced over at Angi again, drinking in the sight of her - here, whole, by my side once more. A decade of torment in hell had left its mark, a haunted look perpetually shadowing her eyes that I’d move heaven and earth to erase. We were speeding towards a confrontation with her parents, who made some nefarious bargain that damned their own daughter to the pit. 
The radio crackled and hissed, but I barely noticed, too consumed by the cataclysm of thoughts crashing through my skull and the grim conversation that awaited at our destination.
What kind of parents sacrificed their child to the devil himself? The same kind who were about to face a reckoning if I had any say in the matter.
The moment I ended the call, Angi fixed me with a penetrating stare. “Sebastian, what was that about? Who were you talking to?”
I hesitated, unsure how much to divulge. “That was Mercy Brown, a vampire I’ve worked with in the past.”
Donnie leaned forward from the backseat, eyebrows raised. “She’s hot, too! I mean, not literally. Because she’s a cold-blooded vampire. But damn… I know she never gave me the time of day, but that’s just because she wasn’t a fan of the day at all!”
All I could do was sigh. Not helping, Donnie. Technically, Mercy was different now. She could go out in the day, but when we’d fought beside her, she was as common a vampire as any other—apart from the fact that she was a queen, the leader of all of them. And that she was also a witch.
That’s what made her such an important ally. I’d had more than my share of unfortunate encounters with vampires over the years. If I could tell them I had an “in” with their leader, that if they stepped out of line, I’d tell Mother Mercy, well, maybe they’d back off and reconsider their dinner routines. 
“Hold up, a vampire?” Angi cocked an eyebrow. “You worked with a monster?” 
“She’s not a monster.” I briefly met Angi’s incredulous gaze before returning my focus to the highway. “It’s not what you are that makes you a monster, it’s what you decide to do about it. Mercy protects humans—she has strict rules about vampires who step out of line and hurt innocent people. Trust me, Angi. There’s just as much monster in humans as there is in any creature of the night.”
Angi’s lips pressed into a thin line, clearly unconvinced. I couldn’t blame her, given her hellish experiences. Trusting anything supernatural wouldn’t come easy. “Were you and her…you know…”
I almost burst out laughing, but didn’t. Angi was vulnerable, and I couldn’t blame her for her insecurities—she’d been gone a decade, a concubine of Satan himself. If she had worries or doubts, I was determined to be understanding and patient. “It wasn’t like that.”
“Wouldn’t blame you.” Angi shrugged. “I mean, it was a long time, and a man has needs. It’s not like I was faithful…”
I shook my head. “You didn’t have a choice, Angi. What Lucifer did to you—” I stopped myself from staying more. There was no point telling her what was obvious, what she already knew. “I never slept with another woman the entire time you were gone.” 
“Uh huh.” Angi turned away and looked at the passing grain fields out the passenger window. Ever since we’d rescued Angi, it had been awkward. I was trying to be patient, but she showed little enthusiasm for anything at all.
Wheatley warned that according to Lakota legends, the “touched,” the people who’d gone to hell, rarely came back the same. They were damaged. Many of them turned homicidal. I didn’t know what Angi was thinking, and I didn’t dare to pretend I understood. Any attempt to empathize would come across as shallow. There was no way anyone could really comprehend the horrors she’d experienced.  
Donnie persisted. “So, what’s the deal? We gonna have to haul ass across the country? Rhode Island’s a long way from Cali.”
I shook my head. “For now, Mercy just wants answers. Apparently, she encountered Lucifer.”
A heavy silence filled the car. Angi’s posture stiffened, and Wheatley leaned forward. “Lucifer is in Rhode Island?”
“He was as of yesterday,” I replied. “Who knows where he is now.” 
Angi’s eyes widened. “Alright, look, I didn’t even know vampires existed before now. They aren’t exactly hopping around hell eager to be tormented or anything. But if Lucifer wanted vampires...” 
“Lucifer knocked her up, somehow.” I just blurted it out. There was no sense beating around the bush. 
Donnie’s jaw dropped. He stared at me in the rear-view mirror. “Lucifer and Mercy did it? Holy crap. I hope they got that on tape!”
Wheatley backhanded Donnie on the shoulder. “No one tapes shit anymore, Donnie.”
“Right, I mean... I’d like to see...” Donnie realized he was digging himself a hole. “Never mind.”
I gripped the steering wheel tighter. 
Angi sighed. “If this vampire is bearing Lucifer’s child, she’s not having a bouncing baby blood-sucker. It’ll be a Prime Demon.”
I turned to her, my brow furrowed. “I thought you were his chosen bride. The one he wanted to use for that.”
Angi nodded, her gaze distant. “I can only bear one Prime at a time. He’s probably saving me for his worst, or whatever. And I don’t know much about vampires, but if all the shit from the books and movies is true, they have resilient bodies. They might be one of a few species on earth capable of bearing his offspring.”
I rubbed my brow with my free hand. “Vampires die hard. Stake to the heart, burn their heart out. The sun will burn them up eventually, but I’ve never heard of one standing out in it long enough to die. And Mercy isn’t vulnerable to the sun—so I’m guessing whatever monster Lucifer put in her womb won’t be either. Beheading can kill vampires, too. Usually.”
“The point,” Angi explained, her voice tight, “is that they have bodies that could contain Lucifer’s offspring. They’d be able to survive long enough, at least.” She turned to stare out the window, her reflection ghostly against the passing landscape. “My guess is that until Lucifer catches up with us, he’s not wasting time. He needs several Primes before he makes his move against the rest of the world. He’ll be looking for other monsters, not just vampires, to impregnate.”
Donnie snickered from the back seat. “Gives a new meaning to monster mash, right?”
I rolled my eyes, doing my best to ignore Donnie’s comment. Mercy’s words still echoed in my mind. Everything she’d told me sounded like it came straight out of some warped urban fantasy author’s imagination. The worst part—I was responsible. Not that Mercy cared about that. She’d thrown down with supernatural nasties enough times to know that collateral damage happens. You can’t always predict the fall-out of besting your foe. What matters is how you clean up for yourself after. I had a responsibility to help Mercy.  
When Mercy called, she wanted to know how we’d let Lucifer out of hell, because Lucifer apparently told her I had something to do with it. I told her I’d tell her about it later. I wasn’t sure how Angi would respond if I recounted the entire episode over the phone. For Angi, while she was grateful I rescued her, the entire thing was like a nightmare she couldn’t forget, a terror that lived on in her mind. So long as we talked about the future, how we were going to fight back against Lucifer, or how we were planning to confront her parents, she was solid. The minute we talked about hell, or what she’d gone through there, she got quiet. 
Angi had endured a trauma worse than any nightmare. I wasn’t an expert on psychology, or any of that—but I knew enough about the trauma I’d gone through to realize that there are some places you just can’t go to in your head. Things you have to keep boxed up. Eventually, you’d have to face it and process it. But you couldn’t rush it. You had to do it when you were ready, the right way, with the right people. You probably needed someone trained to help people deal with things like that. I loved Angi enough to know that while I’d saved her from the actual hell, I couldn’t save her from the hell that was still blazing in her mind. I couldn’t do it alone. 
If Lucifer was out there impregnating monsters to create an army of Prime Demons, we were in deeper shit than I’d ever imagined. 
The weight of it all pressed down on me, a suffocating burden that made it hard to breathe. I glanced at Angi, her face a mask of controlled fury. We had to stop this, to protect the world from the hell that was coming. But first, we needed answers. And those answers lay in Los Angeles, with Angi’s parents and the dark secrets they’d been keeping.
Had they actually sold their daughter’s soul to the devil? Why did they do that? What did Lucifer have on them—and worse, were they in danger of violating whatever damned bargain they’d made now that Angi escaped? 
I pressed down on the accelerator. The road ahead was long and treacherous, but we had no choice but to follow it to the bitter end.
“We’re not going to Rhode Island,” I said, my voice hard and unyielding. “Not yet, at least.”
Angi’s brow furrowed, her pale eyes fixed on me. “But Mercy—”
“I know,” I cut her off, my grip tightening on the steering wheel. “I promised her I’d try to find a way to stop Lucifer from getting his hands on that baby. But we’ve got unfinished business in Los Angeles first.”
Angi’s jaw clenched, a flicker of pain crossing her features. Confronting her parents was her idea—but I could tell she had mixed feelings about it. But we needed answers, needed to understand how deep this went. Was there any way to free Angi from whatever deal they’d made? Would it make any difference if Lucifer was already determined to take her back? 
“After we deal with that,” I continued, “we’ll make our way east. We should be there before Mercy’s baby is born.”
The car fell silent—a rare thing, given Donnie’s proclivity to interject the most inappropriate comments at the worst possible moments. Even he was speechless given what we’d learned. Mercy was having Lucifer’s child—and eventually we’d have to face it, if Mercy didn’t figure out how to end it first. 
Still, beneath the uncertainty and fear, I could sense something else, something that burned bright and fierce in each of us. It was the same thing that had driven me for the past decade, the same thing that had kept me going through the darkest of times.
Hope. And a determination to fight, no matter the odds.






  
  2. Hello, Nurse


I glanced over at Angi, her haunted eyes fixated on the highway stretching endlessly before us. The silence in the car felt heavy, punctuated only by the tapping of Donnie’s fingers against his phone screen.  
“Uh, Sebastian?” Donnie’s hesitant voice broke through the stillness. “I found something about Angi’s dad. It’s not good news, I’m afraid.”
I glanced at Angi for a second, but she remained in a daze, staring at the passing fields on the side of the highway. I looked up at Donnie in the rearview mirror. “What is it?” 
“Says here that Robert Beckett passed away three years ago. Obit just says natural causes.”
I turned to Angi, searching her face for any flicker of emotion, but her expression remained impassive, as if carved from stone. The news of her father’s death barely registered. 
“Angi, I’m so sorry,” I offered gently, reaching out to touch her hand. She flinched almost imperceptibly at the contact, but said nothing. I figured time would help, that after a while being separated from hell, Angi would come around and open up. Instead, it was like she was retreating into herself, more withdrawn. It was like she hadn’t even heard what Donnie said. Like she didn’t care. 
Donnie’s voice interrupted my troubled thoughts. “Says here her mother, Dr. Evelyn Beckett, is the chief psychiatrist at Gilchrist Psychiatric Hospital. Apparently, she’s been working there for over two decades.”
I turned to Angi again. “Is that the same hospital she worked at when you were a kid?”
Angi just shrugged, her gaze still fixed on the passing landscape. “Not sure. It was called Swallow’s Haven Asylum when I was a kid. Maybe they renamed it.”
Donnie nodded. “That’s right. Some donor a few years back. They were re-naming the place anyway, you know, since ‘asylum’ isn’t considered politically correct anymore. Some dude named Keith Gilchrist gave a bunch of money to the place, got his name slapped on the sign.”  
“Address?” I asked.
Donnie reached between the seats, grabbed my phone from the portable wireless charger I rested it on when driving, and typed the address into my GPS. Before long, the familiar, choppy voice of my friendly navigator told me where to turn. We were still an hour away—and hardly anyone said a word. I had the urge to put on music to drown out the silence, a quiet that screamed with unspoken angst and horror. Everyone sensed it, the tension radiating off Angi like microwaves. 
As we approached the hospital, the scene that greeted us was one of chaos. A sizeable crowd of nurses, clad in scrubs and holding picket signs, swarmed the entrance. Their chants filled the air, a discordant chorus of anger and frustration.
I parked the car, and we stepped out, the oppressive late-Summer heat hitting us like a wall. As we pushed through the throng of protesters, pre-rehearsed chants sounded around us. 
I caught snippets of their grievances: “Unfair wages!” “Unsafe conditions!” “Patients at risk!”
Angi seemed to shrink into herself as we navigated the sea of discontent. I reached for her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. Her fingers were ice cold despite the sweltering temperature.
We approached a small group of nurses who were leading the protest. A young woman with a megaphone noticed us and lowered her voice. “Can I help you?”
Angi stepped forward, her voice barely audible above the din. “I’m looking for Dr. Beckett. Evelyn Beckett.”
The woman’s brow furrowed. “Dr. Beckett? I don’t think she’s here today. Are you a patient of hers?”
“No, I’m her daughter.”
A murmur rippled through the group. The nurses exchanged confused glances. Finally, an older woman spoke up. “I wasn’t aware Dr. Beckett had a daughter.”
“She had a daughter,” another nurse added. “Poor thing, got taken by traffickers on her honeymoon. Everyone figured the girl was dead years ago.”
Angi’s hand tightened around mine. I could feel the tension radiating from her, the barely controlled anger. She opened her mouth to speak. “That’s not true, I’m—” 
“We’re just trying to find Dr. Beckett,” I cut in, giving Angi a pointed look. I leaned in close, my voice low. “Sometimes it’s best not to give away too much information. Especially if your mother really signed your soul away to the devil.”
Angi’s eyes widened, but she remained silent. Wheatley stepped forward, her expression determined.
“You mentioned unsafe conditions. Can you tell us more about that?”
The nurses exchanged glances again. Finally, the woman with the megaphone spoke. “The biggest issue is security. Or lack thereof. They’ve cut it in half, and in a place like this, with the patients we deal with, that’s just not safe.”
Wheatley pressed further. “What do you mean by the patients you deal with?” 
The nurse shrugged. “People who can’t be helped anywhere else. Lots of people die here,” she said, her voice low and serious. “Some by natural causes, but some...” She hesitated, glancing at her colleagues. “Well, let’s just say there are a lot of violent people in there, and our hospital treats the hardest cases. Hardly a week goes by that someone doesn’t die, somehow.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “How is that even possible?” I demanded. “How can a place like this be permitted to operate? Shouldn’t the patients be medicated better to prevent outbursts?”
The nurse just laughed, a bitter, humorless sound. “Yeah, well, people here, they’re all connected big-time.” She leaned in closer, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m just a nurse, but let’s say the doctors and the administrator, the administrator and the mayor, and the governor of California, they’re all friends, members of some damn secret society or some shit, and they cover things up for each other.”
My mind raced, trying to process the implications of her words. A secret society? Cover-ups? It all sounded like something out of a conspiracy theory, but the look in the nurse’s eyes told me she was deadly serious.
I shook my head in disbelief. “I’m surprised you’re being so open about this, given this is your employer.”
The nurse shrugged, her expression hardening. “We’re striking here for a reason. Those sons of bitches don’t meet our demands. They can get whatever’s coming to them. It’s about time someone’s held accountable for the things that go on here.”
I glanced at Angi, who had been unusually quiet throughout the conversation. Her face was pale, her eyes distant, as if she were lost in her own thoughts. I couldn’t imagine what was going through her mind, learning about her mother’s involvement in this twisted web of secrets and cover-ups.
Donnie leaned forward from the back seat, his brow furrowed. “So, what kind of secret society are we talking about here? Illuminati? The Order of the Morning Dawn? The Brony Brigade?”
I titled my head. “The Brony Brigade?”
Donnie nodded. “Dudes who are really into My Little Pony. They know it better than anyone. In the biblical sense.”
“You’re joking.” I deadpanned. “That doesn’t exist.”
Donnie just shook his head slowly. “Google it.”  
“How do you even know about this brigade?” Wheatley questioned.
Donnie threw his hands up. “Look, they’re just out there, alright. It’s a real thing, but I’m not a member!” No one said anything for a good five seconds. “Seriously! It’s the truth! I wouldn’t lie about that!” 
I rubbed my brow and turned back to the nurse. “Do you know anything about this secret society?” 
The nurse shook her head. “I don’t know the details. All I know is that there’s something, some group that gets together at strange hours, some connection they all share. And if anything shady goes on in the hospital, well, no one ever pays the price. When things happen at this hospital that would cause an investigation, maybe even lawsuits or law enforcement involvement if they were to happen anywhere else, it’s just business as usual.”
I clenched my jaw, a sense of dread settling in the pit of my stomach. What the hell had we stumbled into? And what did Angi’s mother have to do with it all? Did this secret society—whatever it was—have something to do with why Angi had been abducted by a demon and imprisoned by Lucifer for the last decade? 
I glanced at Angi again, wishing I could offer her some comfort, some reassurance. I wanted to help but didn’t know how. Still, for the first time in I saw something in her eyes, something I recognized: determination. 
She wasn’t feeling much. I wasn’t even sure she felt anything for me. Not like she used to. But she was here, she was trying, and the one thing that motivated her was fighting back. 
The truth was, I had no idea what we were up against, or how deep this rabbit hole went. But Angi was committed to getting answers. If it would help her heal, if it could help us figure out what happened, we wouldn’t leave until we found her mother and got some answers. 
But how would Angi respond when we got those answers? What would the truth do for her? It couldn’t take away her pain, it couldn’t wipe away her memories. Maybe, though, if she understood what happened, if there was some logic behind it all, if maybe she’d learned her parents were deceived and hadn’t willingly sold her soul to Satan, she could put all this behind her.  
Because things were going to get worse before they got better. With Lucifer out there knocking up vampires, and who knows what else, it was only a matter of time before hell on earth became our new reality.  
All we could do right now was see it through, learn what we could, and hope in the end we had the answers we needed to end this nightmare once and for all.  
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