
        
            
                
            
        

    
	People often talk about the girlfriend from hell. Loren Penner, high school student and social outcast, is about to meet Jezebel.

	 

	 

	Get ready for hell on Earth.

	Loren Penner lives in the tiny town of Satan’s Crag. His school is filled with bullies, he has no friends save books, and one night, he finds a book in a library that is supposed to summon the devil.

	Instead, he gets Jezebel, the devil’s daughter. And what follows is a non-stop thrill ride of spells, fights, and some very nasty payback. Welcome to hell on Earth. Enjoy the ride.
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Chapter One: School’s Out

	 

	 

	Valley High School, Dayton County, Nebraska. Friday, June tenth. Last day of my junior year, summer vacation was about to start.

	 

	“Grades, people, grades,” Ms. Anderson intoned. As usual, the class was noisy, and our homeroom teacher raised her voice. “Calm down. We all know that it’s the last day of school, so settle down. I’ll be calling your names out in alphabetical order.”

	It was just past nine AM, our teacher called once more for quiet, and the class members, most of whom had been talking about summer vacation, where to party, who to date, and what movies to see, dulled their roars to quiet murmurs.

	All of this was old news to me, the gossip, that is. I didn’t have a girlfriend—what else was new—never got invited to any parties, had very few friends I could talk life over with, and I’d seen most of the decent flicks over the past year. Thank you, internet service, and thank you, movie theaters. Those two things made up for the long, lonely nights here.

	While Ms. Anderson called each student up to her desk to get their yearly grades, I sat quietly, waiting for my name to be called. It wouldn’t come for a while, so in the meantime, I amused myself by checking my scores on every subject I’d taken.

	I’d already figured them out, according to the test scores I’d gotten since last September, so if I’d calculated things correctly, overall, I’d have a ninety-three percent score in my scholastic subjects, putting me at the top of the school’s brain list.

	No, wait, I’d be second. Brian Clark, a senior student, had scored an overall ninety-five percent. He’d gotten himself a scholarship to a university in Omaha, our school’s first-ever scholarship deal. Good for him. Me, I had one more year to go, and then I’d think about my options. At that point in time, I didn’t have many.

	Getting a scholarship to study library and information science would truly rule, but without a way of paying it back, I’d be working into my forties to get the necessary cash. Maybe longer.

	In the meantime, I ran through my scores. Chemistry—eighty-nine percent. English Literature—ninety-four percent. Physics—eighty-eight percent. I went through the list, and all were great... but then came Phys-ed—fifty percent.

	That last part bothered me, but as someone who stood five-six and weighed around one-fifty with no discernible muscle mass, I could barely climb ropes, couldn’t vault, only managed to swim five laps before flailing around and having to get someone to pull me out, and never got a hit during baseball. In short, I excelled at all my studies and sucked at sports.

	While athletically, I was a washout, when it came to running, I was quite fast. Not good enough to make the track team, but fast enough to outrun almost anyone who wanted to lay an ass-kicking on me just for the hell of it.

	And there were those who wanted to kick my butt, no doubt. Two of them were lounging at the back of the classroom, and they were half-asleep—Charles Morton and Mark Antoine. Both dudes were in the realm of six-two and two-twenty. That made them the biggest and strongest members on the football team.

	Unfortunately, neither of them was overly bright, and combined with mean dispositions, that made for a dangerous combination. They were the leader and co-leader of the Unholy Four, a more than wicked quartet at Valley High that everyone hated.

	Charles—he insisted that everyone call him Chaz in a pathetic attempt to be hip and cool, of which he was neither—was the more dangerous of the two. Charles had contributed to the hazing of another student earlier on in the year, something that involved them chasing after the poor dip in Mark’s pickup truck.

	“We didn’t mean to hit him,” was Charles’ excuse. No one knew whether he’d been driving or if Mark had. It didn’t matter, as the guy they ran over ended up in the hospital for three months.

	So that meant the leader of the pack was a primate with the IQ of a donut hole, and his best buddy had the IQ of a very small donut hole. The only reason neither of them ended up in jail was due to the fact that Charles’ father was the sheriff of this tiny backwater town and paid the injured kid’s parents off.

	Mark Antoine, the other idiot on the Unholy Four team, was a running back with a habit of fumbling the ball on key plays. Either that or he sometimes got caught out of position. His daddy was also a deputy and close friends with Charles’ father.

	Oddly enough, as scummy as their fathers were—and the apples didn’t fall far from the trees—neither Charles nor Mark liked their parents very much. I’d often caught the fathers bawling out their sons for some dumbass thing they’d done. In turn, Charles and Mark often derided their fathers as being too uptight about life.

	Oh, and Sheriff Morton was divorced. He had a bad temper, and from what I’d heard, he often drank heavily. Rumors circulated that his ex-wife had been abused and left him about eight years back. It fit. He wasn’t nice to anyone.

	Linda Grubb was Mark’s girlfriend and co-conspirator. She had the body and the beauty of a Hollywood starlet and the black heart of Lizzie Borden. Whatever damage her boyfriend and his leader wanted to do, well, put her down for it.

	Her mother ran the local library, the only one in town, and Linda often bragged about her mother’s position in society, as well as the fact that her mother had visited Italy six months back. “Rome, Venice, Milan. All the best fashions are in Milan, and my mother promised me a new Italian-made outfit.”

	Call that bragging to the nth degree, but it made an impression on some of the kids. To them, going to Italy was a dream, as they’d never been anywhere, not even the next state.

	Finally, there was Sam Twilp, who wasn’t on anyone’s team because he wasn’t a team player. On the other hand, he liked being part of the Unholy Four, even though that made him a team player. However, he was always quick to say that the decision to join was his and that no one forced him into it.

	Sure thing, boss. A sage once said that people who called themselves non-conformists were simply conforming to their own style of non-conformity. That sort of made sense, but Sam wasn’t what anyone would call overly deep. I doubted he could even spell non-conformity.

	Short and slight like me, five-seven and maybe one-fifty soaking wet, Sam had dirty-blond hair and a pockmarked face from early-onset acne. He also had halitosis so awful that he was constantly popping breath mints. He once said that he’d been born with malfunctioning sweat glands, so he never perspired. Anhidrosis sucked, but that was life.

	It was also probably why his breath stank. He constantly drank bottled water, and when he wasn’t with his mini-gang, he was washing his face in the men’s room at school or any other place that had a bathroom.

	Everyone called him Sam Twirp, but they said so silently, as he had a bad temper and didn’t like being insulted. With a nickname like that, who would?

	And then there was me...

	“Loren Penner,” my teacher intoned, breaking into my reverie.

	“Yes, ma’am,” I answered.

	“Come up and get your grades.”

	I went up, pretending not to listen to the snickers of the other kids in the class. When it came time for tests, more than a few of them flocked to me for help. After the tests were over, it was back to being Loren the Loser again. I couldn’t win.

	“Your grades were excellent this year, Loren,” my teacher murmured softly. “Keep them this high, and I’ll put in a good word for you at the University of Omaha. I graduated from there. They’re always on the lookout for bright students.”

	“Universities cost, Ms. Anderson,” I muttered.

	“Scholarship. Education first. Worry about the debt later.”

	“Thank you, ma’am,” I whispered and floated back to my desk. If that happened, it would be a godsend. But nothing was a lock. Still, if I could get into a decent university, then I could leave Satan’s Crag behind. Although my school was in Valley, a district of Douglas County in Nebraska, I lived roughly twelve miles away in a backwater town called Satan’s Crag, unaffectionately called the armpit of that state.

	A moment later, my elation faded as the money issue reared its ugly head again. Even if I managed to score a scholarship, my mother didn’t have the cash. She’d up and moved us from Green Bay, Wisconsin, to this nowhere-land a few years ago, and it didn’t take me long to figure out that coming here—or being born here—meant that it was a dead end financially, as well as socially.

	After class finished, I wandered back to my locker, only to lock eyes with the Unholy Four, who strode up to me, moving everyone out of their path. “So,” Charles said, flicking my chest with a meaty forefinger, “you doing anything special for summer vacation?”

	My chest hurt from the flick, but I didn’t wince. I didn’t want to give the four morons the satisfaction. “No, Chuck, just studying for senior year. You know, the year that decides your future?”

	His face reddened. Usually, I didn’t get lippy around them, but since today was the last day of school, why not go for the gusto?

	My comment didn’t please Charles at all, and he pushed me against my locker—hard. “Listen up, shit-heel. No one from Satan’s Crag ever did anything in life. No one. You got brains, yeah, I’ll give you that, but you got no future, same as us. Your mommy makes jewelry, and that don’t earn much money if people don’t pay for it.”

	I had no snappy comeback to that. He happened to be right. Linda then shoved her way through the beef to confront me. She had a body that slayed and a narrow though attractive face, with long black hair and green eyes. A pert nose and a wide, generous mouth completed the picture.

	Linda was attractive, no doubt, but she was just as mean as Charles, if not more so. When she spoke, venom laced each word. “Get this straight, Loren. You’re a loser. If you call us losers, fine. I like being where I am. I like being me. And I’m the most popular girl in school.”

	She tossed her hair back in a gesture simulating a gesture an actress would make, a gesture that was supposed to indicate utter contempt for everything and everyone. The only thing I thought of was that her gesture came off as amateurish, although the contempt for humanity was there. “Gee, Linda, what kind of job will that get you five years from now?”

	My question earned me a shot in the gut from Mark, which doubled me over. Pain flashed through every part of my body, and could you say mismatch? He reached down to haul me up and slammed me against the locker. “Watch your mouth,” he growled. His neanderthal brows knitted together in an effort to string more than three words together. “She’s hot. You don’t.”

	Oi, what a tool, and I managed to grunt, “I think you want to say, She’s hot, you’re not... right, Mark?”

	He turned the expression over on his lips and then muttered, “You just watch your mouth.”

	As for Sam, he merely snickered. When he wasn’t around his buddies, he always kept his mouth shut because he knew that he was small and weak—like me. But when he hung out with them, it was like another evil personality took over.

	“Do I get a turn?” he asked. At this close range, his breath reeked, and I wondered how his friends could stand him. Birds of a feather and all that...

	“No,” Charles said. “You wait, wuss.”

	Sam frowned but said nothing. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the expressions of the other students. About half of them had expectant smiles on their faces. They’d seen me and other hapless souls get pounded out, and for them, it made their day. The other half sported looks of relief. Sorry it’s you, they seemed to say, but better you than me.

	“Who’s next?” Mark asked.

	“Me,” Charles said conversationally.

	Although I wanted to hurl from the shot Mark had given me, I didn’t want to give any of those bozos the satisfaction. “I doubt you can hit as hard as your boyfriend can,” I managed to gasp.

	“Smart guy,” he replied, picking my chin up and cocking his fist. It was the size of a small ham, but meat didn’t know how to hit. Human meat did, though. “Let’s see how tough you are after I’m done with you—”

	“What’s going on?”

	The question came from Ms. Anderson as she came out to see what was happening. At her question, the gang didn’t budge. She was small, slight, and in her early fifties, but she took crap from no one, and she knew damn well what the Unholy Four were and what they could do.

	Usually, Charles would’ve delivered a shot and then apologized for it. This time, though, he shuffled a few steps backward and nodded for his friends to move away. “Um, we were just talking about our summer vacation,” he answered in the humblest of all voices. “That’s all.” He then stared hard at me. “Right, Loren?”

	My heart had been beating fast from fear and anger, fear of getting smacked—again—and anger at myself for not throwing at least one punch before the inevitable ass-kicking began.

	Ms. Anderson faced me, sympathy radiating from her eyes. She knew what was going on, but there was precious little she could do. The principal loved his sports, and football was a staple in Omaha. He wasn’t about to discipline his star players.

	The moment of truth had arrived. Ms. Anderson was giving me the opportunity to tell the world what happened. Some of the other students wore looks of anticipation. If I told the truth, there would be consequences for my tormentors. Many of them had gone through the same crap.

	But at the same time, I knew about the unwritten code between bullies and the bullied—the latter never ratted on the former. “Yeah, we were just talking, Ms. Anderson.”

	“Fine,” she said and turned to the mini-gang. “Get moving, you four. Your father has pull in your town, Mr. Morton, but not here, and not with the school board.” She held up her hand, her thumb and forefinger only a tiny smidge apart from each other. “You’re this close to failing your junior year. I can still do that, and that will get you kicked off the football team. Don’t push your luck.”

	Charles blanched. Football was his life, even though he wasn’t that great a player. He was good, but not good enough to be an All-American. He knew that one more strike meant that he’d be out.

	Instead of getting angry, he merely mumbled that he was sorry and that he’d be good. He didn’t even know the meaning of the word. But at least they were gone, and the rest of the day passed uneventfully.

	Before school let out, I went to the men’s room, hoping that I wouldn’t be caught there by anyone who wanted to lay a beating on me. Fortunately, it was empty, and while going about my business, I took stock of my life.

	Oh, wait, what life? I’d grown up in Green Bay, liked it, even though school sucked. Kids could be mean, and while confrontations scared me, if push came to shove... I got shoved. Most of the time, though, the other kids left me alone, mainly because beating me up wasn’t much fun for them, and it was too easy. Even the girls didn’t bother pushing me around. It was beneath them.

	“You have to fight back,” my mother often told me. “I know it isn’t easy, but that’s what’s necessary. Fighting is never good, but sometimes, it’s the only option you have.”

	That never offered me much solace. The few times I stood up for myself, I got pounded out. No one ever stuck up for me. It hurt, but that was how it went. I couldn’t rely on anyone else, so I had to rely on myself. And over time, I did hit back—once in a while—and after that, everyone overlooked my aberration and it was back to business as usual.

	Finishing up, I washed my hands, checking out my appearance in the mirror. My gut still hurt from the shot that Mark had given me. I’d get over that, but my looks, well, call me vain, but I sort of wanted to look better. With a narrow face, dark eyes, and a lopsided mouth, I was a walking advertisement for the society of Don’t Date Me.

	The lopsided mouth thing was the result of an accident that happened when the doctor had to use clamps to deliver me, or so my mother said. The clamps severed the nerves on the right side of my mouth, and surgery wasn’t an option. So that was it for the good-looking department.

	All the cool sages on television and in the movies said that outward appearances didn’t define a person. Call that BS to the nth degree. That was on television and in the movies.

	Reality check—in school, when a person wasn’t all that good-looking, when they were ignored and shunned for being ugly or overweight or strange-looking or whatever, it either turned them mean or made them introverted. I fell into the latter category.

	With a sigh, I went back to my locker, got my books, and finished out the day. After the final bell rang, I cleaned out my locker and ran like crazy for my bike in the school’s lot, just in case Charles and his gang—or some other punks—wanted to get a final few shots in.

	While unlocking my bike, one of the other kids, George Mooney, short and fat and another target of the Unholy Four, came over. “Hey, man, you got something planned for the summer?”

	No, nothing planned. No summer job, no places in Satan’s Crag or Valley were hiring, and there was that study thing. My grades were high, but I wanted everything to be in the mid-to-high nineties, if possible. After I relayed that information to George, he said that he was moving. “Where?” I asked.

	“Billings, Montana. My dad got transferred there for his job.”

	His father was a farming equipment consultant. George went on to say that he was looking forward to the change. “New place, new school, and I’m out of here. Good luck, Loren.”

	George wasn’t a bad guy, so what to do in this situation except shake hands and wish each other well? Then I got my bike going, and my route took me to Highway Ninety-Two and back to Satan’s Crag. It always took between fifty minutes and an hour if I pedaled at high speed. I had no muscle, but I had endurance.

	Along the way, I passed the Do Not Enter sign on a side road that led from the highway to a ravine. Many years back, a bridge connected our side over the ravine to the opposite side. Said bridge had been roughly six-hundred-fifty yards in length, but it had been built over a century ago and had fallen down prior to the first Gulf War. Budget cuts ensured that it wouldn’t be rebuilt anytime soon.

	Story of this area—unfinished business. I stopped to look at the ravine. It wasn’t a sharp drop-off but a steep decline. Garbage littered the bottom. So much for the public’s pride in their town. I guess in every small town there had to be a dumping ground, and this place was it.

	At any rate, I got back to pedaling again, feeling my heart thump comfortably in my chest. Riding my bike always relaxed me, and I could watch nature go by, watch the clouds, and watch out for cars, although the highway there wasn’t usually crowded.

	Valley High provided a school bus, and while it was free and convenient and the driver was nice enough, riding the bus meant putting up with Charles and his buddies when they took it, and I didn’t want to deal with any extra stress.

	While I peddled, I wished that something good would happen to me. I’d never had any luck—ever. Never had a girlfriend. Never had friends. In short, I was the school’s butt, and my only desire was to find someone who’d accept me for who and what I was.

	George was lucky. Maybe he wouldn’t get smacked around at his new school. Me? I had my senior year and more beatings to look forward to, and I wished that things could somehow magically change—but all the while, I knew that they wouldn’t.

	A beep from a vehicle behind me told me that I’d better move, and when I pulled over, a truck passed by me slowly. It was Mark Antoine’s truck, one that his father had bought for him when he got his license. Many of the junior-year students had licenses, but as funds were scarce for all, only a few had vehicles. Mark lorded his driving status over everyone. As for me, a license would have to wait. Driving school cost, and my mother didn’t have the extra coin to pay for it.

	As for Moronic Mark and his chugging, gas-guzzling ride, he gave me the finger. Linda sat in the back seat, while Charles sat on the passenger side. The window was open, and he called out, “Hey, loser, see you back in town. We’ll see you real soon.”

	Yeah, to be someone, that was my dream, if only for a short time. If only once. Was that too much to ask? Apparently, it was.

	 


Chapter Two: The Summoning

	 

	 

	Midnight, Saturday, June eleventh, Satan’s Crag, Omaha, Nebraska. Satan’s Crag Library. First day of summer vacation—yay. No... nay.

	 

	They’d caught me—again. For the Unholy Four, it seemed that they had nothing better to do than to prowl the silent streets of the town in search of fresh prey.

	And... they’d caught me, their prey for the evening. Why they felt compelled to pick on me was irrelevant. They simply did, although, to be fair, they were equal-opportunity assholes. They picked on everyone. I just happened to be their target that night. When Charles said that they were going to see me real soon, that meant Saturday night, the day after school let out.

	And that night was tonight. I’d left home shortly after five PM, waved hello to my neighbors, and bicycled down our street to make the turn onto the highway. That my neighbors didn’t wave back or even say hello at any time of the day showed me that they weren’t into the acceptance thing.

	When my mother and I had first moved here, initially, we got a nice welcome from our neighbors but very little communication with them after that. It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to make friends or that my mother didn’t want to make friends. We did—but it was difficult.

	One person, Zeke Salt, the owner of the local supermarket, Salts and Peppers, summed it up in a few sentences. “City folk are always talkin’ to each other. They can’t seem to keep to themselves. Here, we believe in keepin’ quiet about certain matters. Just how we are.”

	A tall, slender man in his late sixties with a head of snowy hair and a lean, hangdog face, he nodded at the end of his little speech and then turned away to tend to some customers. My mother only winked at me and murmured, “I guess Cousin Zeke and his feller members are a close-mouthed bunch.”

	Outside, I cracked up as we loaded our groceries into our car and drove home. Since then, I’d learned that our neighbors simply didn’t mix with others. Just the way it was.

	At any rate, I’d gone to Valley to see a movie, walked around the city to see what was what, picked up a couple of burgers at a convenience store, seen the movie in the theater from seven-thirty to nine-thirty, and by half-past-ten, I’d arrived back in Satan’s Crag.

	I’d always wondered why my mother had moved there. Satan’s Crag was a small town. One that had a lot of flat land and open space, small and old but well-kept ranch houses, and it was surrounded by farms.

	Population-wise, it topped out at two-thousand-and-a-bit, and if anyone didn’t know where Satan’s Crag was, they simply had to google Douglas County and a smallish city called Valley, twelve miles south of the Crag.

	Valley wasn’t that much larger than Satan’s Crag, maybe three-thousand-one-hundred, but on the plus side, it was built up and modern-looking. Business there was a growing concern. It had a couple of movie theaters, some decent restaurants, a few first-class shopping centers... and I went to school there.

	In contrast, my slice of hell had only five greasy spoon restaurants, one strip mall which no one liked going to, no schools, a few businesses, mainly lumber and grain mills, and the aforementioned farms that specialized in wheat and corn and which sold their produce in Valley and surrounding counties. In short, it was probably the dullest place in the US to live.

	So, someone might ask, why was I living there, and how did a place like that get its name? My mother had never liked living in Green Bay, my—that is, our—hometown.

	Packertown—that was its nickname. Other names were Bay City or Packer City. People loved the local pro football team, although I’d never been into football.

	Still, I’d grown up there, liked living there, but my mother had wanted to get out for the longest time. She’d always been a creative sort. She’d owned and operated a jewelry shop in Green Bay before she met my father, but after they got married, she settled into motherhood.

	I remembered her telling me that she’d felt stifled by the conservative atmosphere in Green Bay. When I turned sixteen, my father, who’d always been distant, left us one day to buy cigarettes and never returned.

	My father didn’t smoke. Then my mother checked the computer’s email and found a few names and messages that my father had exchanged with a couple of women. Apparently, he wasn’t ashamed of cheating on her. Time to lawyer up, and she got a non-contested divorce.

	She also got a one-time settlement for a fair amount of cash. My father worked in an office, always pleaded poverty to my mother, but he liked spreading his wealth around when it came to his mistress—he had at least one that we knew of—and we moved around the country, eventually putting down roots in Satan’s Crag where my mother opened a small handmade jewelry shop.

	My mother specialized in making gold and silver rings, and she bought the raw materials online. Her creations had distinctive looks to them, and those creations were something new, something special to the area.

	Once the locals introduced themselves, they said that they loved her designs, and so did the tourists who passed through Satan’s Crag every now and then. The problem was that not enough people bought my mother’s goods, so it was a hand-to-mouth existence, with my mother doing a lot of consignment sales.

	Customers ordered online, she mailed the goods she’d made from Valley—Satan’s Crag had only one post office, but it wasn’t reliable—and we eked out an existence. Everyone was in the same boat. Just how it was.

	As for the name of Satan’s Crag, legend had it that a hellfire preacher named Sam Cragge had put down roots there in the mid-eighteen-hundreds, naming it after himself—Sam’s Crag. Continuing the legend, he’d allegedly seen his image in an outcropping of rock, so follow your vision, as the saying went. He’d settled down there, and he’d convinced around five hundred other people to set up a town with him.

	It sounded harmless enough, and, at first, things went well. Sam’s Crag was mainly populated by farmers, and the land was rich and produced corn and wheat. The latter product was far superior to the grains produced by other farms, so Sam’s Crag flourished...

	But that’s when the story got really strange. It turned out that Cragge wasn’t really a preacher but a devil worshipper, and a decade after he and his kin settled down in that area and founded their town, he and a group of his people, a cult, really, murdered over sixty church-going and God-fearing people in horrible rituals before the decent people formed a posse and shot every cult member to death.

	Over the years, the area became known as Satan’s Crag, and there were reports that the devil would get into people and drive them insane. No one had been killed since I moved there, but rumors ran rife throughout the community.

	Satan’s Crag had a sheriff, two deputies, and a bus system that went from the local road stop at a convenience store to the highway and off to Valley, which had a junior high and a high school. Those who had kids in the elementary school age bracket had to drive their kids to a school in St. Paul, a small city also located in the Douglas County area.

	It was in junior high that my mother moved us, house and home, from a large metropolitan city to the wide-open countryside, and when I complained about it, saying that I was the new kid in town, she had only one word of advice for me. “Adapt.”

	It was easy for her to say. She was all about her jewelry, constantly studying various gems, as well as creating new settings. Outside of her selling jewelry online, she also made extra cash by coaching wannabe jewelry-makers online. She worked hard, and she didn’t drink or smoke. No boyfriend at the age of almost forty-four, and she wasn’t looking.

	As for me, I was the smallest kid in junior high. Having a name that sounded like it belonged to a girl didn’t help, and naturally, the kids being the little scum-suckers that they were, used me for target practice. Complaining did no good, so I learned to hit back as hard as I could when the situation demanded it and then run if there was more than one opponent—and
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