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Chapter One

The Reaping
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Lilly Kubrick sat in front of her vanity mirror to prepare for the invasion of New Hope. Fussing with her hair and applying make-up usually wasn’t her style, but tonight was the most important night of her life. Not only was she going on the expedition she had dreamed about her entire existence, but she was also honored with the first kill. The High Priestess tried to set aside her feelings of guilt for possibly causing Saylor King’s death. She knew it was pointless to mourn her when Saylor still had a fighting chance. It wasn’t like she was close friends with the old woman, and even if she was, they would never be able to hang out again after tonight anyway. Unless the old “witch” decided to set up shop in Hell to get away from her persecutors. And even if she were to do that, Saylor wouldn’t live a long, fruitful life here because of her age regardless. 

So why was Lilly so disturbed by the possibility of Saylor getting burned alive? Well, mainly because the Devil had caused it by showing up on her front porch and leaving evidence behind that would incriminate her. The fact that the elderly gal would have died of old age soon anyway gave Lilly no solace. What upset her the most was that Saylor might die a horrible death for something she wasn’t even guilty of.

Suddenly, the vast crowd of invaders (along with every other evil resident in Hell) that were gathering and partying on the street between her house and the Church of Satan began to play a song she could hear as clear as day through her open window. Satan must surely be on her side because this particular song was the most appropriate for her to hear. Lilly was sure it was meant to be played as a rallying tune to whip up the crowd because of the heavy drums and bantering lyrics. But to her, this song was much more personal.

The charging melody was a song from one of her favorite bands from the First Leg of Hell before their lead singer was replaced by a thirteen-year-old girl. The lyrics were about being a warrior, and the drumbeat sounded like an Indian war song. Lilly remembered her dad said that the former lead singer always wore the Mohawk warrior face paint when this album was recorded, even though the man was British. Apparently, the band was well received by the Mohawk tribes because they were given free tickets to his concerts and had a deep respect for his music.

Lilly reached for a jar of white face paint and drew a thick white stripe under her eyes across the bridge of her nose. She then used styling gel to make her mohawk stand straight up. There, that’s much better. She was a warrior tonight, after all, wasn’t she? That’s when she realized exactly how she’d murder the priest tonight. The Priestess allowed herself a slight smirk in the mirror, ingested a hefty dose of LSD, and then stood up from her chair. The battle cry-type song that had inspired her so much was still playing while she strapped on her belt that held her crescent blade and sacrificial dagger.

She was ready to do battle now. 

As if perfectly timed by her blessed Lord Satan, the tune outside ended just before she flung open the wooden doors of her mansion. The spectacular crowd of Evildoers cheered when the show's star made the grand exit/entrance. Her gang of six waiting for her on the front porch clapped and whistled, enthralled by their Master, and they were all incredibly impressed by her warrior-style appearance. Being the showgirl that she was, Lilly unclasped her deadly curved weapon that was going to perform the First Kill and held it high above her head triumphantly. The wicked crowd was in hysterics now as she raised and lowered the blade to whip them into a frenzy.

“Kill!”

“Kill”

“Kill!”

“Kill”

They all hollered in unison to the rising and falling of the shining steel in her hand.

As Lilly descended with her dastardly six trailing close behind, she suddenly realized the long staircase’s real purpose as Hell clapped and cheered for the superstar. Lilly no longer hated the stairs and never would again. When she finally reached the bottom, all was quiet. Should I make some kind of speech, Lilly wondered? She hadn’t prepared one. Oh well, fuck it, she decided. Everyone in Hell knew Lilly Kubrick was a person of action, not words. So, she kept walking down the main street, eventually leading to New Hope. On that cue, the Marching Band began to play a war-style drumbeat that had once rallied soldiers in ancient times in The First Leg of Hell. Therefore, the death march had started and wouldn’t stop until it reached the condemned town, timed perfectly to arrive just before Saylor King’s execution.

***
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Reverend Joseph Pryor readied himself for the big night. Not a single person in town dared leave their houses during dark hours, fearing that the demons the accused witch had summoned might still be out there to spring their sorcerous out of jail. The preacher still decided it would be best to dole out the punishment at night for dramatic effect and because Saylor King’s terminal bonfire should light up a darkened sky. He was a showman, after all. That’s what had brainwashed his flock and made them spellbound. 

Why should tonight be any different?

Joseph wished he had a mirror while he adjusted his priest’s white collar. Not because he was having trouble with it but because he would give anything to see the satisfied look on his smug face. Huh, afraid of mirrors, of all things. My God, these people are so fucking stupid! But that’s what keeps us in business, Joe. As long as these idiots fear the “imaginary” devils, we will always rule the roost. As soon as all this nastiness is over, life in New Hope should all return to normal. 

Perhaps even better than normal. 

So many things have been brought to light recently. Now Pryor knew for a fact that Sarah Fisher and Beth Troyer were nothing but filthy whores. That knowledge would help him immensely in his attempts to bed the beautiful young sluts. And if they didn’t do it willingly? The preacher knew all too well what happens when people suddenly ”disappear” in these parts. It gets brushed off, assuming they were abducted by demons.

Ha, so preposterous! Yet, so helpful . . .

The preacher had choreographed everything perfectly, he considered. Not just the framing to cover up his sins but also the sentencing. First, he was going to lock up that creepy little shit Benjamin Bender into his new home for the next thirty-nine days, that is, if he survives that long. Of course, the rack would be set up facing the show in the middle of town. After all the festivities, Pryor wanted the disgraced doctor to be left on display so that everyone could see him. For educational purposes, obviously . . . 

Next, he would whip Miller. Hopefully, the boy would survive the lashings. Not because he wanted the boy to live. He knew Jacob would perish eventually. Pryor just wanted the boy to be still alive when he finally torched Saylor. It was most important to the priest that anyone who might survive this ordeal fall back in line. Joseph let out a satisfied sigh, then placed his preacher’s hat on top of his balding head. He was ready now—time to get this shit show on the road.

***
[image: ]


Jacob Miller watched the sun from second light drop quickly into the horizon through the barred window in his jail cell. He was never one to fear the dark until now. This night was bringing with it a world of pain and suffering. What would his life be like after tonight if he survived this ordeal? He imagined his best bet would be to live a life of solitude like Saylor King. 

Yes . . . 

That was his best option. Very lonesome indeed, but for the best. And Saylor’s place would be empty after she died. Jacob was sure the old hermit wouldn’t mind nor blame him for moving right in. Of course, he would still visit his mother and grand— 

No . . . 

Not his grandfather. Isaac was dead now. Jacob still had to get used to that fact. Well, at least I have a game plan if I survive this. If I survive . . . thought Jacob, then said, “Hey Doc?”

“Yes, Jacob,” replied Benjamin. 

“What do you think my chances of surviving thirty-nine lashes are?”

Silence.

“Go ahead, Doc. You can give it to me straight; I can handle it,” Jacob stated honestly.

The former Doctor let out a troubled sigh. He appreciated that the respectful boy still addressed him with his original title. That’s why it was so hard to deliver the bad news. “There is a slight chance you could survive the lashings, Jacob. But since there is no way to attain any medical treatment after... I’m afraid to say that you will most likely succumb to your wounds.”

“Dang...” 

“I’m sorry, Jacob. I trust you asked me for my professional and honest opinion.”

“I did.” Well, I guess I can forget about moving into Saylor’s old place. “Hey Doc?”

“Yes, Jacob.”

“What do you reckon your chances are?”

The doctor breathed a troubled sigh, then responded, “Well, if they at least feed me food and water, I might make it.”

“Do you think they will at least do that?”

Benjamin thought momentarily, then said, “I doubt it.”

“Double dang.”

“Better make that a triple, Jacob,” said Saylor jokingly to jump into the conversation. Even though Saylor was getting it the worst, she seemed in the best spirits.

Jacob let out a little laugh to comfort the soon-to-be-cooked woman. “Well, you seem to be in an awfully good mood over there, Ms. King. Any particular reason why?”

“I’m not afraid of dying, Jacob. I just wish I could have gone out more peacefully instead of so painfully.”

“If it’s any conciliation,” offered Bender, “you won’t suffer much before you die. You won't feel anything once all your nerve endings are burnt. You’ll most likely die of suffocation, and that should happen fairly quickly.”

“Umm . . . OK . . . I guess that’s good to know. Thank you, Benjamin,” Saylor replied with uncertainty.

“You’re welcome.”

Saylor let out a soft chuckle.

“Dang, Ms. King. Did that sound funny to you? I swear, you could make light of just about anything,” accused Jacob.

“No, no, I wasn’t laughing about that. I— I was just thinking about something else.”

“Well, let’s hear it! I know I could sure use a good laugh right now. How about you, Doc?”

Ben let out a short guffaw, then stated, “Well, they say that laughter is the best medicine. By all means, please enlighten us.

Saylor thought for a bit, then declined. “Forget about it. It’s — it’s too silly.”

“Silly stuff makes me laugh the most,” announced Jacob. “C’mon, now. This is an awful time to keep any secrets between us. Just tell us, please?”

Saylor reconsidered, then finally gave in. “Oh, very well. I was just remembering when those demons came to my house. I thought that I was dead because one of them was playing the guitar. I felt so foolish when I opened the door . . .” she trailed off with more laughter.

Neither Jacob nor Benjamin laughed. 

“Well, I warned you that it was stupid― or perhaps, crazy?” defended Saylor.

“What were they like?” asked Jacob, sincerely interested.

“What do you mean?”

“I meant the demons. What were they like?”

“I’m sure you don’t want to hear any more of my crazy stories.”

“I never thought you were crazy, Ms. King,” admitted Jacob.

Saylor was silent momentarily, then said, “They were kind of nice, actually. I mean, they were insulting and fearsome-looking. But they never harmed me. If anything, one of them sort of . . . helped me?”

“Helped you? OK, now that sounds a bit crazy. Helped you in what way?”

Saylor thought about coming out of the closet in front of them and then the pep talk from Lilly soon after. “Actually, that subject is a bit personal, Jacob. I’m sorry— feel free to ask me about anything but that.”

“Umm . . . OK . . . What’s a guitar?”

“Ah . . . yes. Those were banned in New Hope long before you were born; it’s no wonder you’ve never heard of one. It was a type of musical instrument. They sounded so . . . heavenly. That’s why I thought I had died and gone to heaven when I heard it.”

“It must sound amazing. I wish I could’ve had the chance to hear one before I die,” Jacob said sadly.

Saylor chuckled again.

“What’s so funny now?” Jacob defended. “Are you thinking I might hear one after I die?”

“Possibly,” said Saylor to answer the original question, then added, “but that’s not why I was laughing. The irony is that I thought that I had died when I met them, but then they played a cruel prank on me by making me think I had killed them.”

“What?” shouted Benjamin, who appeared enthralled by the story.

Saylor went ahead and retold the entire visitation from the demons from Hell.

“They actually don’t seem so bad,” admitted Jacob. “I mean, if anything, they kind of sound . . . hilarious?”

“I think they were only hospitable because they had no reason to harm me, Jacob. I fear that their cruelty could be quite severe towards the sinful.”

“By the sound of the devil’s oldest daughter— what did you say her name was again?” questioned Benjamin.

“Lilly Kubrick.”

“Right. That girl Lilly sounds like a force to be reckoned with,” feared the ex-doctor.

“I think she most definitely is. I wouldn’t want to be on her shit list,” agreed Saylor.

“This is all so fascinating,” proclaimed Benjamin. “So, there really is a whole other culture somewhere— that lives almost exactly the opposite as we do.”

“And much more technically advanced too, apparently,” added Saylor.

“I knew it had to be something like that,” concluded Bender.

“Something like what,” asked the accused witch.

Benjamin shook his head. “I argued with Joseph about this just before he threw us all in the slammer. I told him that I thought the invaders were from another civilization somewhere. But he tried to convince me that the people who caused all the death and destruction before were people from New Hope. A gang of vigilantes trying to preserve religion— or something.”

“And you think he honestly believes this?” asked Saylor doubtfully.

“Oh, he believes it all right. He’s downright paranoid about it, actually. He thinks some kind of secret society spies on everyone.”

Saylor nodded her head in understanding. “Hmmm . . . That would explain why he’s been acting so desperately to cover up his own sins. Perhaps he thinks one of us— or perhaps all three of us, are some of these imaginary spies.”

The three kept their silence for a moment, silently accepting that fact.

“I wonder if they look the same as what I dreamt about,” asked Jacob, a bit off-topic. 

“You wonder what now?” asked Saylor in confusion.

“The demons, I mean. Remember that dream I told you about when I came over to fix your bridge?”

“Yes, I remember, Jacob. Somehow, you were able to describe them perfectly. Especially what you said about the eyes of the devil. They admitted to me that they were two towers with people inside them.”

Jacob’s blood ran cold. “How do you think I could have imagined them so clearly?”

Saylor considered this a while, then surmised, “I’m not sure, Jacob. But I think it works the same way for them, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“The devil’s youngest daughter, Annabella, told me about a boy she had dreamed about, and. . .”

“And what?”

“And— I could have sworn to God, Jacob. It sounded like she dreamed about you, too.”

Jacob’s blood ran unbelievably colder thinking about the goat skull girl. “Annabella Kubrick . . . the devil’s daughter? What did she look like?”

“She was adorable, actually.”

“Really? She wasn’t sporting a goat’s skull on her face by chance?”

“A goat’s skull? Umm . . . no . . . The only one wearing a skull was that saucy little brat they called Smokey. My God, I was so tempted to give that little bugger the beating of his—”

Before Saylor could finish her sentence, the front door to the jailhouse swung open, and in walked a smug-looking Reverend Pryor accompanied by his two would-be deputies, Jeremiah Hudson and Moses Troyer. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything here, but it’s time for you three to serve your sentences,” condemned Joseph.”

“We were having a rather interesting conversation before you rudely barged in. Would you mind leaving us alone for a while longer so we can continue discussing what a piece of shit you are?” quipped Saylor.  

“A saucy woman right to the end, huh, Saylor?”

“Well, I didn’t think it would do me any good to change now, at this point.”

The preacher gave the doomed woman a huge grin, said, “No, it wouldn’t,” and then faced Benjamin. “Does anyone else have any final words? Or perhaps you’d care to make a confession?”

“Yes, I would, actually. Would you be so kind as to go fetch us a real man of God we could speak with?” chided Ben.

The disgraced preacher let out a laugh with a playful head shake. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve spent too much time with the delightful Ms. King over there. I believe she’s starting to rub off on you a bit, Ben.”

Bender stood proudly. “I’d be honored if she had.”

“Well, now, ain’t that just so cute.” Joseph turned to Jacob now. “How about you, boy? You got anything to say?”

Jacob only spat in the reverend’s direction.

Pryor looked at Jeremiah, then at Moses. “Testy little bunch, aren’t they? They’re making my job a whole lot easier.”

“Stop tormenting them, Reverend, so we can just get this over with,” demanded Jeremiah, who was obviously agitated because he had no personal animosity towards any of the accused.

“Fine,” Joseph tsked, then addressed the criminals. “OK, this is how it’s going to go. I’m gonna open your little cages, and then you’re gonna walk single file and follow me. Now, don’t get any ideas in your head about runnin’ off or causin’ any trouble because there’s a whole town out there thirsty for your blood that could tear you to shreds.”

“Torn to shreds?” Saylor considered. “That sounds a lot better than being burned at the stake.”

“Does it now?” asked Pryor.

Saylor remembered what Benjamin had said would happen while she was burning, then decided that might be better. She threw her hands up in surrender. “How much trouble do you think an old woman like me could cause?”

“Not much,” admitted Joseph. “I can’t imagine you could run very fast or far, either. I was more referring to Miller and Benny Boy here.”

As promised, the priest unlocked each cell, so the former detainees had no choice but to follow the wretched man outside.

The scene outside was horrific.

The whole town appeared to have shown up, with torches and farming tools for crude weapons, to watch the punishments being doled out. Was it out of morbid fascination? Or did their superstitions want to ensure their safety after the righteous retribution? Most likely, it was a mixture of both. Jacob could see the fear in their eyes and feel the hate and anger directed towards them. Most of the hissing and booing were directed towards Saylor and Benjamin, judging by their sacrilegious and blasphemous accusations. Although, Jacob could clearly hear the occasional terms pervert or sodomite thrown in his direction as well.

The majority of the vengeful crowd kept their distance as they marched through town, most likely out of concern that the sinful might afflict them somehow from proximity. However, the sight of Saylor eventually overwhelmed Adele Fisher. She rushed the accused woman while her husband and son attempted to restrain her. “You filthy baby killer! Adele hissed.“I’ll watch you burn!” then spat on Saylor.

“I’m truly sorry about what happened to your daughter, Adele. I pray you become a proper wife and mother after this,” stated Saylor sincerely.

Daniel and Eli Fisher looked at Adele momentarily, unable to register what that comment could have meant. In defense, the adulterous woman changed the subject. “I hope you continue to burn in hell for all eternity, you evil witch.”

“I doubt very much you believe in hell, Adele Fisher. Not from what I heard.” Saylor looked skyward in the direction where she knew the eyes of the devil spied on the two-faced little town. “Perhaps after tonight, you will believe in hell, though.” Saylor gazed upon the accusing crowd, then said, “Perhaps after tonight, you all will―”

“All right, move it along now,” ordered Pryor. “You said I wouldn’t have any trouble out of you.”

“And you asked us earlier if we had any last words,” persisted Saylor. “I guess that was it.”

“Well, that was very touching,” said the preacher sarcastically. “Now, move it along.”

The hateful banter picked up where it had left off as the doomed trio continued to make its way to the center of town. They could now see their final destination. A makeshift rack, a whipping post, and a future bonfire with a large pole protruding from its center were set up.

That’s some fancy woodwork, thought Jacob. I wonder if that’s all Jeremiah’s handiwork. Nah, probably not. He seemed pretty disgusted by the whole ordeal back there at the jailhouse. Perhaps his son Jack constructed everything? Jack always hated me. . .  Jacob suddenly felt detached, as if witnessing this event through another person’s eyes. I wonder if the demons will come tonight? Saylor seems to be quite sure they will, for some reason. Will our deaths keep them away for another generation? Or will they come to punish the real sinners? Oh well, it doesn’t matter to me. I’ll probably be long dead before they show up, anyhow. If they even show up . . . 

Instinctively, Jacob stopped and stood in front of the whipping post. He turned around to look one last time at the town that had condemned and tormented him most of his life. In the crowd's front row, Miller saw what was left of the Fisher family. When the regretful boy locked eyes with the love of his life, Sarah, he noticed that the destroyed girl was overwhelmed with tears. She couldn’t look at him at the trial, but she realized now that this might be the last time she saw him and the last opportunity to speak to him. “I’m sorry, Jacob,” Sarah said between heaving sobs.

“Don’t be sorry, Sarah. Don’t you ever feel sorry for me or for yourself.”

Sarah momentarily wept, then admitted, “I love you, Jacob Miller. I always have, and I always will!”

Daniel Fisher was suddenly embarrassed and outraged. He looked at Jacob and shook with anger. When he realized the Miller boy could do nothing about it, he gave his eldest daughter an open-handed slap across her face. Jacob rushed towards the older man, intending to give him a worse beating than Abraham Yoder. He was intercepted and restrained by Reverend Pryor, Jeremiah Hudson, and Moses Troyer.

Sarah Fisher looked up at her cruel father in disbelief after the painful blow.

Daniel Fisher looked back at Sarah in disgust, then said, “I wish it had been you instead of Bridget,” then looked away in shame.  

Sarah, feeling utterly abandoned, broke into more tears. Luckily, Beth Troyer had enough decency not to care about what anyone might say later and ran to console her abandoned close friend. Beth looked at Jacob through tear-covered eyes and smiled to show him she would take good care of Sarah. When Jacob gave her a nod and a smile in response, Beth blew him a kiss so that he knew she loved him too.

Moses Troyer spat on the ground from his disgraced daughter’s show of affection, then hollered at Joseph Pryor, “Can we get this over with, now?”

“Wait!” begged Rebecca Miller.

Moses rolled his eyes at the sight of the woman, but the preacher warranted, “C’mon, Moses. Allow the boy’s mother to have a moment with him now. Lord knows she’s done nothing wrong to deserve everything that’s happened to her.”

Mr. Troyer shook his head to say no but still stepped aside to give Rebecca access to the despicable lad. Jacob’s mother was all tears and smiles as she strolled up to her youngest son. The pity in her eyes was too much for Jacob to bear, so he looked down at the ground. Rebecca stepped up to Jacob and ran her hands lovingly through his hair as they wept. “I’m so sorry, mother, for everything,” Jacob said between sobs.

“Hey, now,” said Rebecca with a bit of authority. “Jacob, look at me.”

Jacob forced himself to look up at his mom.

“I don’t want you feeling sorry for yourself right now,” Rebecca explained. “I need you to be strong to survive this for me. Because if this kills you, then it’s going to kill me too.”

Jacob tried to put on a brave face. “I’ll try my best to be strong . . . for you.”

“That’s my boy. I’m sure all those exercises your grandfather hated so much must have given you a strong hide. I don’t know much about any type of doctoring stuff, but I’ll take care of you after this, and then everything will be alright.”

Jacob didn’t believe that, but he didn’t want to admit this in front of his mother. “OK, Mom.”

Rebecca Miller hugged her son, then patted him reassuringly on his broad chest. “Remember now, be strong.”

“I will.”

Jeremiah Hudson and Moses Troyer ushered Jacob to the whipping post. Beth’s father ripped the boy’s shirt off and then assisted Jeremiah in tying Miller to the post. With that job done, they locked Benjamin into the rack, secured it with an expensive padlock, and tied Saylor to her steak. As rehearsed, Reverend Pryor satisfied that everything was going well, shouted, “Eli Fisher, I believe you have something for me!”

Sarah Fisher’s elder brother pushed through the crowd, carrying his homemade cat o’ nine tails (which he had secretly nicknamed Daniel after his righteous father), and handed it over to the priest/executioner. The Preacher gave it a few bends and practice whips admiringly. “Dang, boy! This is some mighty fine craftsmanship right here. How could you come up with something like this on such short notice?”

Eli Fisher stared at the ground because he felt deceitful, knowing he had made the object several years ago to beat the faggot out of himself. “Well, the Lord required this of me, so I made sure it was done,” he answered as honestly as possible.

Pryor nodded approvingly at the answer, clearly not picking up on the double meaning. I suppose I should say something divine before I whip the shit out of this kid, decided the priest. You know, for dramatic effect and to show religious conviction and all that— yadda, yadda, yadda . . . “Our Lord!” Joseph bellowed out into the crowd. “Please guide my hands to do your will so I can bring justice to the families these sinners have perpetrated against. In the name of our God, Amen.”

“Amen,” the mob murmured back.

On that cue, the sadistic preacher hauled off and laid the first crack across Jacob’s exposed back. The intense pain caused Jacob to cry out in agony. He could hear his mother, Sarah, and Beth bawl out while he felt trickles of blood already start to run down his back. My God! I feel like I’m gonna die after the first one! There’s no way I can survive this. No . . . I promised my mother I would stay strong. I won’t give up on her now. I must remain strong for her . . . and Sarah . . . and Beth . . .

The second blow was just as intense but slightly less painful. Jacob never even cried out this time. Maybe it’s just like the doctor explained to Saylor. Maybe those nerve thingys he was talkin’ about will go all numb, and I won’t feel the pain as much anymore.

The third shot confirmed this to Jacob; the pain was dissipating. But the tortured boy couldn’t help noticing that the back of his trousers was already soaked in blood. I don’t feel the pain as bad anymore, but I’ll still bleed to death. I’m sorry, mother . . . No matter how hard I try to stay strong for you, there’s no way I can survive this. I’m so sorry . . .

The fourth strike caused Jacob to look skyward in surrender. Knowing now that he would die made him want to leave this world as soon as possible. If angels from heaven were going to come and relieve his soul, they would surely come from above.

When the whip struck him for the fifth time, he saw something above in the darkened sky. It wasn’t holy spirits he saw that wanted to grant him mercy; it was a slight shimmering grid-style pattern like he had seen the last time he punched the shit out of Abraham Yoder. I can see the shape of our prison again, Jacob realized. But are the walls of this dome getting stronger or weaker? And where is Abraham anyway, for that matter? I haven’t seen him or Jack Hudson this entire time. I thought for sure that those guys would have wanted to be front row and center to watch me suffer . . .

Jacob looked around at the audience to see if anyone else noticed this strange phenomenon and wondered about his missing adversaries. Clearly, the populace was all too busy watching him getting whipped to death to register the shield around them. The beaten kid returned his gaze upwards, finding solace from the continuous thrashing. Each time the whip befell him, the grid showed itself again, but only slightly, so he still had no idea its condition.

But wait!

After about twenty strikes or so, it had indeed gotten smaller. The squares in the grid were, in fact, shrinking, and the borderline was getting closer.

This diminishing must mean that the shield is getting weaker! realized Jacob. But how small would it get? Would the town be completely exposed soon? Were the demons from hell even aware of this fact? Was the shield there to keep them out? And if so, were they waiting for it to drop? I have so many questions, but I doubt I’ll be given any answers. I’m only halfway through my punishment and already feel so weak. I could give up now and fall asleep. I— I— must have lost too much blood... 

Boom, Boom, Boom . . . Jacob heard in the far-off distance.

What was that? Am I dying and starting to hear things? the whipped boy feared.

Boom, Boom, Boom, Tap, Tap, Tap . . . he heard it again. It’s the Drums! Just like in my dream! But I could still be imagining I’m hearing them . . . Either that, or I’m dying, or the demons are coming.

Couldn’t it be both? Perhaps he was dying, and the devil was coming to claim his soul. There was only one way to find out. Jacob would wait for them, just like he did in the dream. Again, he felt the same dread as he felt in the original night terror. Were they only coming for him? Or were they also coming to wreak havoc upon New Hope? The last time he saw them in his unconscious mind, he had woken up before he found out that answer. It seemed this time, it would be the exact opposite. This time, when they arrived, he would most likely lose consciousness instead.

Boom, Boom, Boom, Tap, Tap, Tap. Boom, Tap, Boom, Tap, Boom, Boom, Boom!

It’s getting louder; they must be getting closer! Is anyone else hearing this? Jacob craned his bloodied neck to look at the spectators once again. Like before, they were too involved in watching his torment to notice anything. The impending arrival of the unholy ones gave him the strength to endure, though.

Boom, Boom, Boom, Tap, Tap, Tap. Boom, Tap, Boom, Tap, Boom. Tap, Tap, Tap!

Jesus, they must have heard that! That’s getting pretty fucking close now, speculated Jacob.

Reverend Pryor stopped whipping Jacob at number thirty when he suddenly heard the drums. He held the bloody weapon in his hands idly so he could listen more closely. There it was again! What the fuck is that hellish noise? The preacher panicked.

It wasn’t just Pryor who noticed. The crowds had fearful and confused faces while their eyes darted to each other for any explanation. The terrified Priest instinctively looked at the witch tied to her post for answers.

“Well, now you’re fucked,” damned Saylor, then started to laugh out loud insanely. She couldn’t stop laughing and even wept a few tears of joy. All her life, she feared she might one day hear those drums again, but they didn’t scare her anymore.

The reverend was entirely unhinged by the sound of the drumbeat and Saylor’s mad laughter. “What is that? Your band of spies? Do they think they can come here to save you?”

Saylor finally stopped chuckling but still spoke humorously, “Spies? Yes, some of them, but not in the sense that you have been speculating. Hell is coming, Joseph Pryor, and I doubt very much they are coming for me. If I were to guess, I’d say they’re coming for you.”

All the citizens behind the preacher were starting to panic now.

Pryor turned to face them and ordered, “Don’t listen to this deceitful old witch! We have the protection of our Lord to help us!”

“But what should we do?” Moses shouted out. “What does God want us to do to drive away these beasts from Hell?”

“He obviously wants us to carry out the punishments,” the priest proclaimed. “It’s His will!”

“Then finish whipping that boy and burn that evil sorcerous before they get here, for God’s sake!” Aaron Yoder screeched.  

Joseph gave the crowd a reassuring nod, then returned to whipping Jacob. By the time he was almost finished, an orange glow could be seen coming out of the woods into a clearing from the only road that led away from town. People began to scream as the drumbeat grew louder, and ghastly figures appeared out of the approaching firelight.

“Hold your ground and say your prayers!” yelled Pryor. Prayers? he suddenly worried. Is that what we really need right now? I’m not even a religious man, and I certainly don’t believe in hell or any—“My God,” said the priest woefully as he began to see what was coming out of the woodwork, even from this distance. ”My God... It’s all true. There really is a devil.” 

“And now here come his demons straight from hell,” Saylor stated ominously.

***
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The death march exited the woods, single file into a clearing just outside of New Hope. There was a mixture of reactions from the spectators in town witnessing the punishments being doled out to the sinners. Most of the people panicked and ran for their lives to the protection of their homes. Some were paralyzed by fear and remained frozen with terror, praying aloud or silently to themselves, hoping that they were protected by God and the preacher who promised them sanctuary. The drummers continued the military-style percussion while the Evil invaders arranged themselves into a fearsome mob. When the Hellish army had finished positioning themselves into an intimidating swarm, Maxwell Kubrick bonged the bell they had brought from Hell six times to seal the doomed town’s fate. Lilly Kubrick paced repeatedly and eyed the horrified citizens impatiently like a caged beast. When the bell finally stopped ringing, she questioned her father, “So, how do we know when The Gate opens?”

Alex Kubrick acknowledged His fidgety daughter. “I have no idea; this is a first for me.”

“Well, somebody has to go check it out, right?” Lilly decided.

“And who do you suppose is going to volunteer for that? You saw firsthand what happened to Tommy Cooper when he tried to cross over the last time.”

“Yeah, I did. And Tommy survived.”

“Yeah, but he was lucky the Gate never killed him.”

Lilly began to pace again but never took her hate-filled eyes off the priest. When her patience had entirely run out, she unsheathed her crescent blade and fired it straight in the holy man’s direction. The High Priestess silently prayed to Lucifer that the weapon would take the preacher’s head off, but it only ricocheted when it made contact with the Shield with a bright arc. The deflection caused the curved steel weapon to fire back at the Priestess. She caught it just before it almost hit her father between his yellow goat eyes.

“Elvis fucking Christ! Be careful with that god-damned thing― you almost killed me!” cursed Alex.

Lilly stared down at the blade, frowning at its burn mark now. She raised her head and glared at her previous target with a look that could almost kill.
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“What in the bloody hell just happened?” asked an unnerved Jeremiah Hudson, who wanted to be anywhere else but here. He knew this was his place because he was assigned to be acting deputy by Reverend Pryor, but had no idea that he was signing up for this shit.

Joseph Pryor could only answer over his shoulder because he couldn’t take his eyes off the hellish girl staring him down. “I— I dunno. There must be something keeping them away from the town.”

“But what are they all still waiting around for?” bellowed Mayor Aaron Yoder, scared to death for his city. “What do the beasts from hell want from us?”

The disheveled minister had to completely reevaluate the situation. Clearly, he had been wrong about everything his whole life. Apparently, heaven and hell did exist, and the devil and his demons could come forth to torment the unfaithful. But what did that mean? Could faith in the Lord save himself and this civilization from the monsters that usually resided in the underworld? He was still a man of God. At least, he was supposed to be. What other choice did he have? Joseph didn’t think there could be any reasoning with the horrific creatures, so he reasoned that only the religion he once scorned could be New Hope's saving grace. “I’m assuming they want to do us serious harm,” the nervous preacher finally admitted.

“Well, it must have been the sins from these three that conjured them from hell,” speculated Moses. “They mustn’t be able to attack us because we’re following God’s will by punishing them!”

“So, what are you suggesting?” puzzled Pryor.

“I’m saying we need to finish the job!” exclaimed a recently enlightened Moses. “Burn that evil witch and be done with it! Then they’ll have no reason to remain here.”

“Moses is right!” shouted out Noah Williams.

“Burn the witch!” seethed a still vindictive Adele Fisher, who was equally afraid as everyone else but couldn’t stand the thought of liberation for the one she believed was responsible for the death of her daughter.

“Burn her, for God’s Sake!” demanded Aaron’s wife, Angelica.

“Send her soul to hell, and the beasts will follow!” agreed Hannah Williams.

There was a chorus of demands from the crowd now, and they all demanded the same thing. Joseph Pryor looked back and forth from Saylor to hell and then to his beloved town’s fearful citizens. “Let it be done, then,” the priest said to seal the witch’s fate.

“Don’t do this!” pleaded Benjamin Bender from his rack. “Saylor King is an innocent woman! Don’t you see? If you kill her in cold blood, we will all be truly damned!”

“That’s the exact same thing a minion of the devil would say to prevent our salvation, Doctor Bender,” retorted Mayor Yoder.

Jacob Miller was teetering on the edge of unconsciousness from the severe beating he’d withstood and the large amounts of blood he’d lost. He still managed to bawl out in his weakened state, “Doctor Bender is right; you don’t have to do this! You can end all this right now by doing the right thing!”

Joseph Pryor grabbed a torch from someone in the crowd, then said, “That’s exactly what I intend to do.” He nodded towards a stockpile of booze he’d confiscated from Saylor’s ex-residence. “Pour that lighter fluid on her so we can get this over with.”

The fearful spectators cheered their holy savior while Jacob and Benjamin begged and pleaded for them
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