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Chapter One


[image: ]


“What do you mean, Jacob Miller is going to Hell?” asked the Dark Lord, dumbfoundedly. 

Mike cleared his throat before the long explanation. “Miller somehow survived the lashing, miraculously. Right after he woke up and found out Sarah Fisher and Beth Troyer were taken to Hell, he packed up a small amount of shit and decided he was going to make a one-way trip over here.”

“But you said that Jacob Miller was going to Hell.”

“Umm... yes... that’s right.”

“But if he’s leaving New Hope and coming here, it would’ve made more sense to say Jacob Miller is coming to Hell.”

Mike paused in shock from the lack of concern by his Master, then defended acidly, “Fuck, whatever! I just said going to Hell, for dramatic effect or some shit. Are you going to tell us what to do, or are you gonna turn this whole conversation into a fucking grammar lesson?”

Dramatic effect? thought Alex, ignoring his underlings’ disrespectful tone, then worried, Dramatic effect for whom? For anyone else who was listening to this fucked up conversation? The Dark Lord glanced nervously at his youngest daughter, Annabella, whom he had requested to join him for a civil discussion after the shit show last night. Damn that fucking speakerphone! Alex cursed internally. Now Anna knows that Jacob Miller is still alive and coming this way. I can’t just order the boys to kill him off anymore like I would have done if she weren’t listening right now—

“My Lord?” Mike asked, disturbing his Master’s inner turmoil.

“What?”

“What are your orders?”

Alex stared at Anna, trying to read her dark expression. Then he spoke into the speakerphone, “Just let him go for now.”

“My Lord?” Mike asked again, this time in shock.

“Just keep an eye on him. Dollars to doughnuts, he won’t make it past The Field. My bet is he’ll turn around and go home when he gets even a whiff of that place.”

“Umm... I don’t know about that, my Lord. He sounded pretty pissed off before he left.”

“Are you willing to make a bet on that?”

“Uhh... no thanks, my Lord,” refused Mike, wanting none of that action. There was an old saying he believed in: never make a deal with the Devil. “So, what do you want us to do if he keeps walking through The Field?”

“Just call me back, and then we’ll muster up a greeting party for him on the other side.”

“Understood,” Mike said, but he didn’t really understand what his Master was intending to do with the vindictive boy that was heading this way.

***
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Jacob Miller paused at the turnoff that led to Saylor King’s old place. The fork in the road had suddenly reminded him of his original intentions if he had managed to survive the brutal flogging. Should he just start a new life in seclusion as he had sensibly planned before?  

Fuck no.

That was what he had decided to do before his mother got murdered by that heartless floating Demon, and more importantly, before he was aware that Beth and Sarah were taken to the underworld. 

No. 

He must keep going straight, even if that road led him straight into the heart of hell.

So that’s what Miller did. He walked for several hours until the dusk of first light began to descend upon an unknown world to him. Jacob took the change in day as a breaking point and ate the small meal he’d packed before the trip. As he munched on his sandwich and drank from the portable water container, the uneasy lad took a moment to study his new surroundings. It seemed to him like nothing much had changed so far. But what was he expecting? Did he think the scenery would grow hotter and more hellish in intensity as he got closer to where he was going? Yes, he was thinking that. So either he was nowhere near hell yet, or the gates to the nether region would pop out of nowhere.

But wait! Something had indeed changed. When Miller looked skyward, he could clearly see the eyes of the devil above the darkening horizon. So, I guess that’s a real thing. But should I be so surprised? So far, everything I was told or dreamt about has come to horrifying fruition, considered Jacob, then thought more seriously. Still, they are pretty intimidating. I can see now why most God-fearing people in New Hope who ventured far enough to see this had fled back home in terror. Jacob continued on his way, wondering whether what Saylor had said about the eyes being twin towers with spies inside them was also true.

***
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Christopher Pearson stared back at Jacob in his tower until the brave lad looked away and made his way closer to Hell. Chris thought to himself, This kid has some pair of balls on him, I’ll give him that. Either that or he’s just a complete retard, or has some kind of death wish.

***
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The bright moon that always accompanied first dark was in full force and continued to lighten the road he was walking, so Jacob never bothered to light his lamp after he had finished his snack. He had no idea how far he would need to travel before he reached some means to his end, so Miller decided to spare the oil in the beacon. It was only a few more hours of walking, though, before Jacob began to get wafts of a sickening stink. But what could possibly be the source of such a gut-wrenching stench?  

Death.

That’s what it smelled like. Jacob wasn’t an expert on death by far, but he’d lived long enough to have experienced the smell of decomposition. He had lived on a farm— well, sort of. If a chicken in the coop perished for a while and had gone unnoticed, then it would always give off a bit of funk upon discovery. But that was nothing compared to what he was experiencing right now, though. This reek smelled like a mountain of dead fowl, all rotting to the core. Could his stomach even physically handle venturing any further? He could see nothing down the road to signify what could be causing the horrendous odor, and he already felt the need to empty his stomach.

I have to stay strong.

Jacob Miller couldn’t just turn tail and run home to dead Mommy from a bad smell. Surely there were worse things ahead than what stunk like one million dead birds. At that thought, a more critical question just popped up. What would have caused this stank? Indeed, demons and devils didn’t forget to bury their dead. Unless there was so much death in hell, it was impossible to keep up with the removal process. Either that or they just enjoyed the smell of decay. Unfortunately, neither option seemed very stomach-settling. Jacob wanted to ignore the overpowering acrid foulness and whatever was the cause of it, but when a strong wind blew his way and filled his nostrils with a solid blast, he doubled over and vomited excessively.

Unbeknownst to him, the scene was quite humorous to the spying deaf and blind Demons perched in their towers. They both laughed hysterically while Mike Anderson decided he was relieved that he hadn’t decided to bet against his Master.

After Miller had finished spewing his guts, he let out several more dry heaves because he didn’t have any fresh air to inhale. After that, it was just one choked-up breath after another until he squeezed out the bile in his guts entirely. With nothing left to barf up now, Jacob had no choice but to man up and continue this fucked up journey. Fortunately for Jacob, he was beginning to entertain the idea that he felt a lot better now that no rising sensations were coming from his emptied stomach. 

Unfortunately for the twin spies watching him, they were beginning to entertain the idea that the boy would keep going, no matter what. Perhaps Mike should have taken that wager? The Demon second-guessed.

The farther the sickened lad traversed down the highway to hell, the more pungent the smell of death became, but Miller refused to give up. Perhaps this was a defense mechanism they designed to deter anyone from doing what Jacob intended. This certainly would have worked on anyone who had any reason to live, the half-defeated boy considered. But if that was the case, what would have been the reason? Hell had just invaded his hometown and abducted a shitload of its citizens. Surely, the underworld wouldn’t try to ward off any trespassers who decided to wander into hell.

Jacob shook his head in an attempt not to overanalyze anything. The stubborn boy had already decided he would get answers, or die trying. So, there was no point in wondering about shit until finding shit out for sure or perhaps perishing in the process. When the smell had gotten worse than he could ever imagine, the source of the stench was becoming quite clear. Miller was pretty sure he was walking towards a forest of crucified, dead bodies, but he stopped to light his oil lamp to be sure. As the soft, bright orange glow began to permeate his surroundings, the terror-stricken boy nearly let out a horrific scream from his grim discovery.

Thousands of dead bodies! All around him!

My God, it’s the maze of death from my worst nightmares, Jacob painfully remembered. But this time, it was all too real, and there was no sweet/scary little goat skull girl to guide him back home. So, this is where Sarah and Beth ended up? Well, no fucking mystery to solve anymore now, is there? All the people kidnapped from New Hope must have been killed ritualistically and left to hang in this mass fucking grave. Miller suddenly panicked. And myself included if I don’t get the fuck out of here! 

Jacob turned swiftly to make his way back home, but instantly stopped himself. What would he be going back home to, the lonely life of persecution? That was no way to live. To just grow old alone until he was buried in his family plot. 

No.

The rest of the Millers already had each other in that peaceful cemetery, but Beth and Sarah were all alone in this sea of death, just hanging out here, somewhere. Indeed, their spirits must roam this wicked place; it only seemed proper that he should join them. It was their wicked sins that had caused the majority of this mess. So it just fitted that the three of them should forever haunt this unsacred ground together.

Well, that decided it. With the renewed death wish back in place, Jacob faced the field of decay and returned to walking down the path of the damned. Oh, how he hoped that creepy goat skull girl was here to accompany him, or at least one of her satanic pets. They wouldn’t have been cheerful company, but anything would have been better than strolling through the jungle of cadavers completely alone. 

It wasn’t always doom and gloom when he dreamt about the girl of his nightmares. Sometimes she would visit him at the secret places he would escape to when he lived in New Hope. Jacob tried to cheer himself up a bit while he recalled a particular silly dream about the devil girl when they swam together at the beach near his farm. Her childish laughter warmed his heart as he recalled the ridiculous nighttime vision of her splashing around unclothed while her reluctant goats tried to follow her into the rippling blue waters. Whenever she had visited him in his dreams about home, she never wore the goat skull mask. It was only when he had night terrors of the underworld that she was in full devilish garb.

But what did that signify? That they brought out the best and the worst in each other? Whenever she mentally accompanied him in New Hope, Jacob thought she had the most pristine face and loving smile. Even her soft blue goat eyes seemed to radiate a warmth that matched the clear blue sky and water as they frolicked playfully at the beach. So why the skull mask and dark mood in hell? Was it to symbolize she was trying to hide a part of herself that she considered monstrous?

Jacob let out a defeated huff. There I go again, thinking about foolish things I have no answers to. He chided himself for letting his mind get so distracted by frustration with something he had absolutely no control over. The cute hellish devil was only a figment of his wild imagination. He needed to come to terms with the fact that she was symbolic in his dreams only, not an actual living person. Trying to understand her mannerisms was an exercise in futility.

Miller had managed to distract himself for quite a while with the sweeter memories of the blue-eyed skull face. But after a time, it appeared to Jacob like the lifeless sockets in The Field were following his progress. He wanted to assume it must be his disheveled paranoia from being in the mass grave playing tricks on his mind. The suddenly nervous boy paid close attention to the dead bodies as he walked by now. Of course, I didn’t imagine it. Those fucking hollowed-out heads are turning my way as I pass by!

Knowing that their jig was up upon discovery, the dead Children of The Field became reanimated. They squirmed on their crucifixes and opened and closed their jawbones like they were dying all over again. The sea of death suddenly became an ocean of reminiscent pain and suffering. Jacob fell to the ground on his knees and pressed his hands against his ears to block out their imaginary moaning and cries of past pain. He wept profusely with sympathy while he imagined their suffering. And this is where I’m going to end up? A fucking ghost in a shell to scare away anyone who tries to enter or exit this wretched place? This is madness! Jacob snapped internally; I need to get the fuck out of here!

Miller wiped his tears and picked up his oil lamp. He turned around to take the cowardly way out, but soon realized the exit way was blocked. Somehow, while he was crying like a scared little girl, a mass of dead bodies had formed a wall behind him.

Well, now he was fucked.

But why? Had he passed a point of no return when he entered the dead forest? Perhaps whatever was on the other side of this pasture of carcasses had decided Jacob had seen too much to mosey on home and tell everyone in New Hope hell's most subtle secrets. That seemed most likely. As Miller recalled now, only a few people in his God-fearing town had ventured far enough to see the eyes of the devil and lived to tell about it. This canopy of skeletons must have swallowed the rest that ventured too far.

Jacob started to run towards hell when he imagined the corpse coppice closing in on him. As he got closer to the end of The Field, he could see the towering twin towers silhouetted in the far distance ahead. Miller experienced a mix of feelings upon realizing their existence. At first, he felt relief. It wasn’t because he believed they would offer any sanctuary, but because they were a sign that there was some civilization here. Perhaps not just savage beasts were roaming around in their own filth in a vast colony filled with dead bodies. But, if there were even half-civilized people living here, would they grant him mercy? Jacob wished for a quick death like his poor mother had, instead of slowly wasting away in this world of suffering.

The hanging, dead Children twitched violently on their crosses, egging Jacob forward. He couldn’t run fast enough to be out of this depressing place. Miller could now see a light at the end of the death-filled tunnel, a sickly orange glow resembling the light source he carried. It reminded him of his first nightmare when the beasts had crossed over into his world of dreams. Never in his whole life did he ever think he would be running towards those freaks for salvation. But here he was.

The push forward out of The Field felt like a macabre rebirth into the hellish new world. Jacob would be like a newborn baby here, a stumbling, demented child until he became a product of their suffering. Or, hung out to dry on a cross later. Who the fuck knows? The suicidal lad tried to think of running into the light more like an ascension. A freedom of the soul, so to say. He hoped that when he crossed over, he would be reunited with loved ones from the past as soon as possible, whether living or dead. 

As Jacob came closer to exiting the death-filled canal that was shitting him out, he could start to formulate ghastly figures in the firelight ahead of him. The fear-filled lad slowed his run to a jog, then a pace. He wanted to stop as the abominable crowd that had come to greet him came into plain sight. Suddenly, being alone back inside the dead womb behind him seemed very inviting. No matter how bad he had felt in the field of nightmares earlier, facing this congregation from Hell was a thousand times worse.

Miller, half-mesmerized, kept moving forward. He wasn’t even aware of his legs carrying him anymore, like his brain had shifted into automatic pilot to fulfill his wicked destiny. Jacob’s mind began to swirl and blur as it had before when Abraham Yoder had torn off the curtains that had hidden the lies that were his entire life. The truth had been too overwhelming then, just like it was now. But this truth had been in front of him the whole time; he’d simply refused to accept it. How could he have taken the stories and the nightmares at face value, though? Of course, any sane person would want to deny that any place like this, full of such wicked things, could be in existence. To live in total fear of such things and try to hide from them would surely drive anyone insane.  

So, there was his answer to everything, finally. New Hope had known such things existed and had gone completely crazy. Himself included, perhaps more so. That would have explained why he’d dreamt of these horrific fiends in such detail. Jacob Miller was completely nuts, plain and simple. His brain had involuntarily shut down at some point to avoid reality, but coming here had finally flipped the switch back on. Hah! And to think, I always thought that my grandfather and Saylor were the crazy ones. The whole town must have thought I was utterly fucked in the head. But you know what? I am crazy. But crazy is what got me this far. Jacob smiled like an idiot now that he realized he’d completely lost all his marbles.

Alex Kubrick felt uneasy gazing upon the boy, grinning like a cat that had just eaten a pet canary. Is this kid retarded or something? How could he have caused so much trouble? I half feel sorry for this guy now. “Jacob Miller, you’re a bold one to come here.”

Jacob stopped in his tracks at the mention of his name. He took a long look around to get a good idea of what exactly he’d gotten himself into here. There was quite a fanfare of young girls for some reason. They all varied in age but had one thing in common: they all had sixes branded on their foreheads. The smitten Children all giggled and whispered amongst themselves, sizing Jacob up and down, seeming quite pleased that he had met up to their high expectations. Miller wasn’t really sure what was up with this, but he didn’t really want to concern himself with that right now because the Demons gathered around didn’t resemble the flirtatious girls one bit.

The flattered boy’s heart dropped anchor in his guts the moment he laid eyes on the floating Demon that was spiraling in slow circles. It appeared to be several years younger than the one who had murdered his mother, but Jacob couldn’t control the hatred he felt towards anything that resembled the one who had slaughtered his mom. 

I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that. Eddie spoke into Miller’s mind. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t look at any of us if I were you.

Jacob instantly averted his eyes in defense before he could identify the speaker who had given him the helpful warning. Annabella Kubrick chanced a peek behind the cover of her father’s flowing dark robes. She felt childish because of Her shy behavior, but couldn’t control it. My Satan! What in this Hell is wrong with me? I’m acting like an idiotic schoolgirl who has a crush.

I kinda noticed that. What the fuck is up with that anyway? asked Eddie Campbell, who’d overheard Anna’s internal question.

Annabella blushed a deep red from the rude intrusion of her personal thoughts. None of your fucking business, Eddie, so stay the fuck out of my head!

Ed thought nothing in reply. He’d continue to read everyone’s thoughts during this fucked up scenario, but decided not to respond to any of it anymore. 

The Devils and Demons encircled Jacob to confront him.

The Dark Lord let out a troubled sigh. “So, what are we to do with you?”

Jacob lowered his head even more. He felt the need to cry, but tried to hang onto his dignity. “I—I honestly don’t care anymore,” he answered wholeheartedly.

“Oh, really? You must have cared about something before you left, or you wouldn’t have brought that ax with you,” Alex raised his hand and caught the implied weapon, torn mentally, by Eddie, from Jacob’s grip.

Miller instantly regretted bringing the wood splitter, and half expected the Devil to bury it inside the top of his cranium. But, instead, the horned beast only questioned him again, “Why did you come here?”

“I—I just wanted some answers,” Jacob replied meekly.

There was a short burst of laughter from the Hellish crew that encircled him. The Dark Lord allowed himself a brief chuckle as well, then spoke again. “Answers? To what questions?”

Jacob racked his brain. He had so many questions that it wasn’t even funny. Why had they attacked New Hope? Why had they killed his innocent mother? Finally, he decided to ask the question that had brought him here. “I just want to know what happened to my friends.”

“Well, I seem to recall that you didn’t have many friends. So, you must be referring to Sarah Fisher and Beth Troyer?”

The brow-beaten boy almost looked up at the Almighty Master in the excitement of mentioning their names, but stopped himself.

“Have a look for yourself,” Alex invited.

Jacob chanced a quick look around now. He tried to keep his eyes directly off any prominent Hell dwellers out of respect, but still managed to see Beth standing beside a frightful-looking Devil girl with yellow goat eyes. His ex-fiancée flashed him a quick smile and ridiculous handwave that earned her a sharp jab in the gut from a jealous elbow at her side.

My God, Beth is still alive! But what is she doing hanging around that devilish girl from my first nightmare? Jacob wondered but asked a more important question, “Is Sarah OK?”

The Dark Lord spoke up before the damned servant girl could respond. “Sarah and Eli Fisher are both fine. They haven’t managed to get themselves into any trouble yet. But you, on the other hand...” Alex paused a moment to size up the ax in his hand. “You obviously came here to do violence.”

Jacob lowered his head once more and awaited the killing blow.

“Just what exactly were you planning to do with this?” the Ultimate Ruler questioned while he took a few practice swings at Jacob’s exposed head.

Annabella suddenly feared for Jacob’s life and pleaded into Eddie Campbell’s mind. Tell him to say he came here to look for work!

What? Eddie asked internally with genuine confusion. I thought you weren’t speaking to me. Why would I tell him to say that?

Just fucking do it! Anna begged with authority. Never mind the reason, I rarely ask you to do anything for me—”

Bullshit! You told me to seal off the exit behind him and try to scare him into coming here. Why would you even want this guy to come here, Anna? What exactly is your end game?

My business is my own, Eddie. Just― please, help me, if you’re still my friend, OK?

Eddie let out an internal sigh. He thought he’d gotten entirely over Annabella Kubrick after the heated game of truth or dare he’d played with Smokey, Samantha, and Shelly Cooper during the post-Reaping celebrations. But clearly, the beautiful little Devil could still pull on his weak heartstrings. Fine, the hovering, heartbroken Demon gave up on Anna, then directed his thoughts towards Miller. Jacob, listen to me. Tell the Dark Lord that you brought your ax here because you were looking for work.

Jacob had no idea if someone was speaking to him or if his insanity had made his conscience take on a life of its own. Regardless, the information seemed sensible. “I— I just came here to start a new life. I didn’t know if my experience as a corn farmer would be of any use here. So, I brought my ax because the only other thing I know how to do is harvest wood.”

“Local boy chops wood?” Mike Anderson piped up when he suddenly remembered a less popular song from his favorite entertainer from the First Leg of Hell.

The Dark Lord let out a loud huff. He understood the reference the blind Demon made, but was rather shocked that Miller had just offered the perfect excuse. That was the only thing Jacob could have said that could have spared him his life. But the boy is clearly a complete idiot. How could he possibly have known to say that? I’m beginning to suspect he’s getting some support here already. Alex gave a suspicious look at his conspiring daughter Anna, then a more accusing glare at Eddie Campbell. Since he couldn’t prove any mental conversation between the two, he looked over towards Christopher Pearson for advice. “So, do you believe any of this crap?”

Chris gave an exaggerated shrug like he couldn’t give two drops of piss what happened to Miller, even though he was experiencing a bad feeling in his guts about the whole situation.

Alex Kubrick gave his horned head a defeated shake and looked back at Annabella. It was her final decision, after all. The Dark Lord’s furry hands were tied at the moment. Just one look into Anna’s pleading blue eyes had given him his answer. He tossed the ax back to Jacob, who caught it surprisingly well for someone who had his eyes averted. “Very well, I suppose there’s still a huge demand for wood harvesters here. There’s always a substantial need for combustibles to keep the fires of Hell burning.”

Jacob let out a relieved sigh and bowed deeply. “Thank you, my Lord.”

There it is again! Alex thought. How the fuck did he know to say that? “Whatever―just stay the fuck out of trouble. I’ll have my eyes on you,” warned the Devil, then nodded in Christopher Pearson’s direction. 

Chris nodded to show his Master he’d received the message.

“Well, I trust you’ll have no trouble finding a few Children to escort you to the Human Resource Department,” Alex concluded.

Every Child of Satan that had shown up on the rare chance that the rumor of Jacob Miller coming to Hell was true rushed towards the hunky new Lost Soul and pulled him in their direction. The Hellish girls let out whoops of excitement and made lewd gestures and catcalls while they groped his muscles and ran their fingers through his wavy brown hair.

After the fanfare left with their new prize in tow, Lilly Kubrick marched straight towards her father in a hurry to give the old man a piece of her mind. “I don’t fucking trust that guy. I really think you’re going to live to regret this.”

The Dark Lord let out the most defeated of sighs. “Trust me; I’m regretting this already.”  

“Do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Let the day’s own trouble be sufficient for the day.”

—Jesus Christ
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Chapter Two
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“And you just let this person waltz right in here? And you let him live?” asked Lisa Kubrick.

“What choice did I have?” defended Alex. “Anna was standing right there beside me.”

Lisa felt a cold shiver run down her spine from the mention of her mentally disturbed youngest daughter. “What does she have to do with anything?”

Alex thought about this for a moment, then replied, “I don’t know what her connection with Jacob Miller is, exactly, but I suspect most of her diabolical behavior stemmed from the fact she originally thought that boy was dead.”

Lisa absorbed this information for a bit, then admitted, “I don’t get it.”

“Me neither. Welcome to the fucking club.”

Lisa scowled harshly at the nonchalant remark. “But how could he just stroll into Hell like it was a walk in the park? The Field should have caused even the least religious bible thumper to run home and cry under its bed.”

Alex ran his clawed hands through the fur near his temples in frustration. “I suspect he had some help getting here from the inside.”

“What? How’s that even possible? Who in Hell could’ve done such a thing?”

The Dark Lord gave his rack an unsure shake. “I dunno for sure. But I noticed that Eddie Campbell reanimated the bodies in The Field. At first, I thought it was an attempt to scare him away. But now I think that he was trying to draw him into our side.”

“And what makes you think that?”

Alex let out a troubled sigh. “I dunno, it was just a feeling I had. And it was the stuff Jacob said when I confronted him. It was like someone was telling him exactly what to say to me.”

Lisa raised her arms in surrender. “Well, there’s only one person there that could’ve been able to communicate with him without you noticing. That should’ve been pretty obvious. Do you actually have goat for brains?”

“What? No! I mean, I dunno— maybe.”

Lisa put her hands on her hips and gave her husband a disgusted head shake.

“Look— even if I knew for sure that Eddie was helping Jacob Miller, there isn’t a damn way in Hell I could prove anything,” Alex concluded.  

“So that’s it? We’ve no choice in the matter? We just have to let that shit disturber roam free around here in the Underworld?”

Alex let out a defeated huff. “Yeah, I guess so. I mean, if we wanna keep playing by our own rules.”

Lisa let out a similar huff in return. “What rules? Annabella plays by her own rules now. Remember?”

The Devil disrobed and crawled into bed. He was considerably tired after staying up all night until first light following the stressful phone call from Mike Anderson. “I honestly don’t have a fuckin’ clue what to do about Anna,” he admitted, then asked, “Doesn’t your little sewing circle have any advice on what to do in this matter?”

Lisa removed her nightclothes and began to get dressed. She’d slept (but not very well) during the day and was getting ready to start her nightly routine. “I have a meeting with The Inner Circle tonight.” She emphasized the word “Inner” because she was put off by her husband’s blatant disregard for The Circle’s secrecy. “And what about you? Are you just gonna continue to ignore the problem?”

“Umm, nooo...” Alex defended, almost half asleep already. “I was planning on visiting my dad later. I’m hoping the old goat can give me some helpful advice.”

Lisa buttoned up her jet-black bodice and thought, Please, Satan, help us all!

***
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In another bedroom, a few doors down the hall, Lilly Kubrick was preparing to take a short nap during first dark as well. Beth Troyer watched (intently and shamefully) while her Master stripped down to nothing but her under-bottoms, then the exhausted Devil girl hopped into bed. “Aren’t you gonna lie down with me for a while?” The Priestess asked with concern. “I mean, you must be just as tired as I am right now. You’ve been in our time zone for a while now.”

Beth stood in place and admired Lilly, exposed entirely from the waist up, above her covers. As her Master had suggested, she felt exhausted and was very tempted to nuzzle into Lilly’s perky breasts and pass the fuck out for a while. Still, she remained standing where she stood, fully clothed.

The intuitive Devil squinted her eyes with suspicion. “Ohh... I get it. You want to go see him.”

“Don’t be mad at me, Master. I thought he was dead this whole time. He’s— I mean, he was, a very close friend of mine.”

Lilly crossed her arms over her breasts vindictively. “You don’t have to explain shit to me. I already know how close you both were.”

Beth sat on the foot of Lilly’s bed instinctively but also carefully. “Listen, Jacob was the first and last boy I’ll ever be with. I was still curious and confused about a lot of stuff back then.”

The unconvinced Devil gave Beth an unsure glance, then looked away. “You talk about it like it happened years ago.”

“I know it happened only a short time ago. But to me, it feels like a lifetime. Especially after everything that happened after.”

Lilly looked Beth straight in the eyes to make sure the other girl was being sincere with her. “Well, I just don’t understand how you can be so sure about yourself so soon.”

“I don’t understand it myself either, but I’m sure you’re the only one I want to spend my life with now.”

Lilly let out a short laugh in disbelief, even though Beth had just poured her heart out.

“Hey!” Beth chided. “Don’t laugh; I love you!”

Now the elated Priestess laughed out loud, uncontrollably, so Beth crossed her arms in defense and pouted from the Devil’s hurtful ridicule.

Lilly stopped laughing and felt horrible from Beth’s heartbroken facial expression. “Oh, sweetie, don’t be upset. I wasn’t laughing at you.”

Beth rolled her eyes in disbelief. “Oh, really? So what the Hell was so funny then?”

“It’s just when you said, don’t laugh, I love you.”

“What’s so funny about that?”

“Oh— well, that’s the name of a song that I really like.”

Beth’s eyes widened with fascination. “Seriously?” she asked with more concern. “You’re not just messing with me, are you?”

Lilly raised her hands in surrender. “No, no, no, I swear to Satan it’s true. I’ll get one of the Andersons to play it for you sometime.”

Beth broke down and gave Lilly a loving smile. She snuggled up to her Master and placed her head on the Devil’s supple breasts. “I’d much rather hear you sing it to me right now.”

Lilly stroked Beth’s hair lovingly. “Why now? Because you still think I was pulling your leg? I already told you that I’m not much of a singer. Or a liar.”

Beth raised her head momentarily and gave her Master a soft kiss on the lips. “I think you have a beautiful voice,” she then returned to lying her head on Lilly’s dirty pillows.  

“Well... OK. I’ll give it my best shot,” promised the Devil, then sang the song.

“That was beautiful, Master. And kinda silly? Who’s Ernest Hemingway?”

Lilly let out a soft chuckle, then explained, “He was a brilliant writer a long time ago in the First Leg of Hell. And that song was kinda silly because the band that wrote it was usually hilarious. But they sang a lot of serious shit, too, though.”

“Do you have any of his books?”

“Huh?”

“Ernest Hemingway. Do you have any of his books here?”

Lilly thought for a moment. “Yeah... I think I might have a copy of For Whom the Bell Tolls.”

Beth allowed herself a slight shudder from thinking about Hell’s disturbing Bells. She still wasn’t used to hearing their gut-wrenching sound quite yet. “I think I might pass on that one, actually.”

“Well, you can read whatever you like later. But, if you don’t hurry your cute little ass down to the Resource Department right now, you might miss running into your ex-fiance.”

Beth raised her head in excitement. “Oh, Master! You mean you really don’t mind if I go see him?”

“Oh... I mind quite a bit. But I’m not gonna be that bitch that tries to stop you.”

Beth pressed her lips onto Lilly’s lips as hard as she could. “Thank you! I love you so much! I’ll be back here before you know it— hey, wait. Will I be safe walking through Hell all by myself?”

Lilly shrugged her shoulders like she didn’t know, then admitted more honestly when she saw the forlorn expression on poor Beth’s face. “Oh, go on. Everyone in Hell knows you’re my bitch now. There ain’t nobody out there that’s going to fuck with you, trust me.”

Beth still hesitated with concern. “Not even your sister Annabella?”

Lilly didn’t allow herself time to think of the proper answer because any sign of uncertainty wouldn’t be a good show of confidence. “Annabella would never do anything to hurt me.”

Beth flashed Lilly a smile and took off out the bedroom door before the Devil could change her mind. Lilly lay in bed for a few minutes before falling asleep, wondering if she was sure about what she had just said about Anna.

***
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Jacob Miller stood patiently in line at the Human Resource Center for Lost Souls. It was pretty busy at the establishment with recently placed Damned citizens awaiting their new job placements. The duration he spent awaiting his turn to be seen had given him some time to think about many things. Was it his conscience that had given him the good advice that most likely saved his life when he’d confronted the Supreme Ruler of Hell? It appeared to be a voice inside his mind, much the same as when he’d thought to himself, but the voice in his head sounded completely different. If it wasn’t his internal monologue that had efficiently gotten him out of hot water, then who was it that had spoken to him? More importantly (if indeed that was the case), then who in this Hell would have wanted to help him?

The soon-to-be enlisted Lost Soul was also confused about the flirtatious groupies that had escorted him to this place of business as well. It appeared his reputation had preceded him somehow in this Nether World. How was it possible that these people knew so much personal information about him? The robed young girls with the sixes on their heads spoke freely about some of his wild exploits while living in New Hope as they ushered him proudly through the streets of Hell. Sure, many of the stories they told were highly exaggerated, but most of the bare bones hit pretty close to home. The beautiful Children had tried to persuade Jacob to shirk his registration process so they could go party somewhere else. But the responsible boy thought it would be a bad idea to disobey the Dark Lords’ direct orders. Besides that, Jacob assumed that he would get some information on where to find Sarah.

The Hellish girls didn’t try to hide their displeasure with Jacob’s sensible decision. Instead, they made their disappointment quite clear, stating that he mustn’t be the badass rebel they all heard about, and dropped him off at the Resource Department like a bad habit. Jacob could’ve cared less what the freakish beauties thought about him, but it raised another question in his mind. Could he just abandon his place here in this society and become an evil resident? What were the social standings in this Underworld? What exactly separated the Devils, Demons, minions, and the Sufferers? Was there a definite line between the classes, or was there some gray area between them?

Jacob didn’t have time to solve any of these riddles because he presently felt a tap on his right shoulder. He turned in that direction to see who was trying to get his attention, but surprisingly, he discovered nobody was there. Maybe ghosts haunt Hell? Jacob hadn’t worried about rogue spirits for long because a voice he recognized laughed behind his left shoulder. Miller whipped around in excitement to find a stunning (yet satanically dressed?) Beth Troyer beaming at him.

“Beth!” Jacob cried out and wrapped his arms around his shortly separated best friend. “Oh My God! I thought you and Sarah were dead!”

“We thought the same about you,” Beth replied while she extended the embrace. Then, after she let him go, she warned, “By the way, I wouldn’t say the ‘G’ word in Hell unless you do want to get yourself killed.”

Jacob seethed from the obvious mistake, then looked around the room in a panic.

“Don’t worry,” Beth assured. “This is probably the only place you could have gotten away with that. Especially during dark hours.”

Miller let out a sigh of relief, then stated, “Well, look at you. Already an expert on Hell, are we?”

“Hah! Not an expert by far, but you can learn a lot in a short time here, trust me. Your life depends on it.”

Jacob paled slightly from fear and mentally took her warnings quite seriously. “So, what’s the deal with you and that Devil girl? Do you know where I can find Sarah? And what was up with—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. One question at a time, and not here. Just get yourself registered, and then we can talk outside somewhere more privately.”

Jacob noticed that some of the Damned people waiting in line would occasionally give nervous glances in Beth’s direction. It was clear to the quick study that his ex was in a different class all her own. It was no wonder now why she didn’t want to discuss her present situation amongst these people. She did, however, feel it was safe to make a bit of small talk to break the silence as they waited together in line. “So, Bridget Fisher is here too, is that fucking crazy or what?” asked Beth to get an innocent conversation going.

“Bridget? Wow! Of all the people I thought were dead already, she was at the top of my list for sure. But, how the hell did she manage to end up here?”

“Apparently, Bobby Williams chased her in this direction.”

“Bobby Williams is here, too?”

“Well... In body.” 

Jacob scrunched up his face with uncertainty. “Huh?”

“Did you see that huge, bloated, dead body that was on display in the center of town? Actually, I guess there are three people there now, after the executions.”

"Umm... no... I was—I mean, I ahh, was a bit preoccupied on my way down here. Did you say executions?”

“Ohh...You mean ‘preoccupied’ with your little fan club?” Beth teased.

“Now that we’re on that subject. Can you explain to me why all those girls had sixes on their heads? And how could they know so much about our— umm, our personal life?”

“That’s a lot harder to explain, actually. So maybe we should go back to your original question for now.”

Jacob tried to recall the previous inquiry before he was thrown off track. “Oh yeah! You were going to tell me what happened to Bobby Williams.”

“Well, to make a long story short, some Demons spared Bridget’s life and enrolled her in the Church of Satan. They killed Bobby because he put up a fight and hung him up downtown like some kinda sick trophy or something.”

“Oh, I see. And what about the other two bodies? You said something about an execution?”

Beth paled profoundly, thinking about the details she’d heard about the couple’s gruesome demise, and especially about the sadistic executioner, then replied, “Those were two people who tried to escape from Hell. I don’t wanna go into details about that right now, but I have to warn you, Jacob. Don’t ever get that idea in your head. We’re stuck here now; escape is impossible. Any attempt to run away, or even thinking about it, is an automatic death sentence.”

Jacob nodded his head in understanding, but there was something he still couldn’t quite understand. “Wait— how could anyone know what we’re thinking?”

Beth let out a short sigh before she explained. “Lilly told me that the floating Demons can read your mind. And the ones with the big pointy ears hear everything we say, and the ones with the big eyes see everything we do. Also, if anyone tries to flee Hell, the faceless dog-like people can smell you for miles away, so they can track you down.”

“Holy shit,” said Jacob while he absorbed all this helpful information. “I think that answers a lot of my questions, actually.” Miller paused in acceptance momentarily, then added, “Except for one question. Who’s Lilly?”

Just about every Lost Soul in the building faced the couple in fear of mentioning the feared Priestess’ name.

Jacob whispered. “Umm... We’ll talk about her later?”

Beth nodded her head vigorously, then changed the subject. “Listen, they’re going to give you a place to stay and some money for food and stuff. So answer all their questions; these people are here to help you.”

“OK, got it.”

“But most importantly,” Beth continued, “they’re going to give you a manual that explains how everything works around here
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