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Chapter One

The Campbells
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Doctor Kevin Doyle was more than half tempted to shoot everyone who showed up at his doorstep at the first crack of dark. The rebels had come to reclaim the weapons they had stashed at his place and requested that he join them in attacking the Campbell families. Apparently, the panicked Souls believed they’d just started an all-out war here in Hell by killing a Child of Satan. Goddammit! Kevin thought, deeply disappointed. I was beginning to make real progress in unlocking the secrets inside the mysterious Campbell’s minds. Now they want to execute every single one of the mystic Demons before I can finally find a cure for Martha! “Don’t you think you’re overreacting a bit, Ambrose?” The good doctor tried desperately to smooth things over. “I’m sure there must still be some kind of way to resolve this situation without starting a war.”

“I highly fucking doubt that right now, Kevin. I’m sure our only hope now is to attack first while we still have the element of surprise.” 

“Is that really our only option now, though?” Doyle continued to reason. “I mean, you said yourself that you killed that girl by accident—”

“Only because I was aiming for Lilly Kubrick!” Ambrose shook his head violently, certain and impatient. “No, there’s no going back from here. It’s time for action. I came because I thought you’d want to be the first one on board. Jesus, I don’t think I know anyone who hates the Campbells more than you. I mean, after what they did to poor Martha...”

Doctor Doyle inhaled a deep breath to calm his nerves. “We all agreed that if we ever started a rebellion, it would be for the benefit of all Lost Souls and not for any personal reasons. We’re not supposed to make any rash decisions based on any animosity towards any specific Devils or Demons, remember?”

Ambrose lowered his head in shame because he’d done exactly what they said they wouldn’t do.

“Listen,” said Jacob, because Sawyer was suddenly at a loss for words. “I hate the idea of causing any more bloodshed, but Ambrose is right. Hell is gonna come down on all of us soon for what we’ve done. There’s no doubt about it. So, we need to take out the Campbells while we still have a chance.”

Kevin crossed his arms in defiance. “Says the boy whose mother was killed by one of the Campbells, or so I was told—”

“Dammit, this isn’t a personal matter!” Sarah broke in out of frustration. “None of us wants to do what needs to be done, but it’s their lives or ours right now. I personally think our lives are worth saving, so that’s about as personal as it gets for me.”

Doyle let out a doubtful huff. “Oh, really? Let me guess. After we slaughter all the Campbells, then we’re going after the Coopers. Am I right?”

Sarah threw up her hands in defeat.

Ambrose mustered the nerve to face Kevin again. “As it happens, the Coopers are next, yes. But only for strategic purposes. I know how bad this all looks, but it’s not a personal attack, trust me.”

“I trust you, Ambrose, it’s just—” 

“Look, this is going to happen with or without you, old friend. Are you going to help us or not?” Sawyer finalized.

Doyle exhaled a long, defeated sigh, knowing there was no way to talk them out of this. “Of course, I’m on your side. You all just caught me at a very bad time. I was uhh... I’m scheduled to perform a necessary surgery at the hospital shortly.”

“OK, that’s fine. Just hand over the weapons and do what you gotta do. It’s gonna take us some time to round up the rest of the boomsticks and gather an army, so we can meet back up with you later.”

The not-so-good doctor considered this option in his scheming brain. Yes, that should work. That will give me just enough time to warn the Campbells. “OK, I should be ready in two hours. Will that be enough time for you to complete your mission?”

Sawyer considered the time frame. “Yeah, I suppose that could work. I mean, as long as we don’t have to come back here for you. Can you meet us at Tom and Mellissa Campbell’s place in exactly two hours from now?”

Of course I can. I’m going there right now, Kevin thought, but he said, “That should give me enough time, yes.”

“OK, perfect. See you there in two hours,” said Ambrose, then the Demon-killing posse repossessed the stashed weapons.

Yes, two hours, Kevin agreed internally. As the doctor watched the rebels depart, he further considered: So, they’re going to Tom and Mellissa first, eh? The same place where Jacob Miller’s nemesis, Roy Campbell, lives. This isn’t a personal attack, my ass! I almost feel a bit less guilty about betraying them now because they were obviously lying to me.

Doctor Doyle booked it to his office inside Hells General Hospital to retrieve one of the handguns he hid there shortly after the stash of weapons was delivered to his house the other night. At the time, he’d sequestered the hand-sized pistol in his work cache because the overworked doctor was always working and thought he would be at his workplace whenever he was called to arms. Never in his worst nightmares did Doyle ever imagine using this weapon against his closest friends to defend Satanic Demons. But here he was, considering it. I’m so fucking close now! Kevin tried to reason with himself. I spent countless days and nights with that Hellish family to find out exactly what happened to Martha, to see if it could be reversed. I can't let their secrets die with them now!  

But could he really defend these beasts to the death from his lifelong friends? The Campbells were the ones who had robbed him of many years without his wife to begin with. Could he forget all that, just on the odd chance they could cure her? 

Yes... Yes, he could. Doyle would do anything (short of harming his own kids) to have his beloved Martha back. 

The Kids! 

Cathy spent the night at the Rexmans’ place to enjoy her day off today with her fiancé. The Rexmans’ place is one of the houses where they stashed some weapons. That posse might mention something about my bullshit story about having to perform some bogus surgery, and then the jig will be up!

Kevin instinctively opened the gun’s chamber to make sure it was still loaded and pocketed a small box of bullets with his recently filled flask, then took off towards the Campbells’ place posthaste. He wouldn’t have much time to warn the Campbells after stopping at the hospital. Shit, I’ll be lucky if I even beat them there now! 

Luckily for the two-faced doctor, there was no sign of any murderous lynch mobs anywhere near the Campbells’ estate when he finally arrived. He leaped from his carriage seat, ran up the porch steps, and began pressing the doorbell repeatedly. When there wasn’t a response fast enough, as far as Doyle was concerned, he started beating a frantic tattoo on one of the big wooden doors. After several seconds (but what seemed like a lifetime to the hysterical doctor), Roy Campbell answered the alarm-style summons by opening the entranceway telepathically. Doctor Doyle? I don’t believe we were expecting any house calls tonight.

Kevin forced his way in, no time for pleasantries. “You’re going to get another unexpected house call here very shortly, I’m afraid.”

Huh? What the fuck are you talking about?

Doyle ignored Roy and began searching the rooms in the Hellhouse while calling out to the other Hellish family members. “Mr. and Mrs. Campbell? Eddie, Stacey, Sofia? If there’s anyone else here, I need to speak with you all immediately!”  

Roy ran into Kevin again during his search, trying to keep up with the disheveled man. What the fuck is all this about? 

The frantic doctor tried to explain. “There’s a rebellion starting in Hell—”

Yeah, no shit, Roy interrupted. I was at the prison when Sheila got shot. Those Pigs are going to fucking pay for that when we go back there—

“Those Pigs are on their way here, actually. With a small army carrying those weapons they stole from the Dark Lord earlier.”

Roy’s weak heart felt like it shrank an inch in diameter when he thought about the guns that could most likely shoot his skinny ass to death. What? Why the fuck would they all be coming here— 

Before the terrified Demon could finish his inner speech, Mellissa Campbell barged into the room. “What’s the meaning of all this commotion so early in the night?” She asked, half-worried but more pissed off by the sudden intrusion.

Kevin took a short breath of relief when he saw another family member. “I was just telling Roy that there’s a rebellion started in Hell and—”

“Yeah, no shit. Tell us something we don’t know. Roy was at the prison when that poor girl got shot—”

“Dammit, listen to me!”

Mellissa froze in shock. She had never been spoken to that way by any Damned person, but she kept her silence because she realized this must be a life-or-death situation for the doctor to be so bold.

Doyle was surprised at himself for telling off one of his Masters and tried to backpedal. “I apologize for my curtness, my Lady,” he said, all milk and honey now. “But like I was trying to explain, there’s an army of gun-toting Lost Souls on their way here to exterminate your entire family.”

Mrs. Campbell appeared pale and looked ready to pass out. She turned to her eldest son with utmost fear and breathed her worst nightmare. “My God, those guns...” the worried mother trailed off, not wanting to believe what was happening. Mellissa somewhat snapped out of it when she realized something, then faced Kevin again. “You came here to warn us. Why would you do that?”

Doyle felt somewhat guilty about his own selfish motives, so he tried to answer as honestly as possible. “I just couldn’t agree with their extreme need to carry out so much violence. I couldn’t help but speculate that this might be a personal attack being orchestrated by Jacob Miller.”

Mellissa was aware that the doctor intentionally left out the fact that they had, (unknowingly to him) been leading him on to believe there may be a way to cure his wife from what they had done to her so many years ago. She had been feeling guilty for the selfish deception to get the man to help her mentally ill daughter for quite some time now. But she realized suddenly that this might be what had just saved her family’s lives. Mrs. Campbell kept these thoughts to herself and questioned instead, “Jacob Miller? Why does that name sound so familiar to me?”

“He’s the boy that came all the way here from New Hope after the Reaping to find out what happened to his abducted fiancée,” Doyle explained.

Mellissa cocked her head slightly.

Roy explained further into both their minds. He’s also the boy Annabella has some weird fascination with. They were talking about him at the meeting, remember, Mum? They accused Anna of murdering Emily Cooper in some sadistic plot to frame his fiancée.

“Ahh... yes. I remember now.” The woman still looked somewhat perplexed. “But why would that boy have a personal grudge against our family?”

Kevin lowered his head, hoping he wouldn’t have to explain that.

When Roy realized he couldn't avoid the subject, he decided to fess up. Umm, Jacob Miller probably has it in for me because I killed his mother during the invasion of New Hope.

The disappointed parental figure approached her son and questioned him with obvious disgust. “And why would you kill somebody’s harmless mother, exactly?”

It was a mercy killing. I felt terrible for her, I guess. The only thing going through her mind was how much she wanted to die because she had no reason to live anymore. So...

“So, you decided to put her out of her misery?” Mellissa accused.

Yes. 

Mrs. Campbell shook her head defeatedly.

Doyle finally pieced together the puzzle after receiving all this new information, then tried to further defend the remorseful Demon. “That woman must have completely given up on life after she thought her son had perished from that whipping. She would’ve had no idea at the time that her boy could’ve survived such a brutal flogging.”

“Well, it doesn’t really matter what the reason was now, does it?” Mellissa concurred. “All that matters is that there’s an angry mob coming here thirsty for our blood, correct?”

“Quite correct,” Doyle agreed.

What’s all this about an angry mob? asked Thomas Campbell, who must have silently drifted into the massive lounging area unnoticed at some point.

Kevin was startled by the sudden voice in his head, but even more surprised that this was the first time he’d heard it without any slurs. Well, it is very early in the night for a drink, I suppose, thought the medical man, then pulled out his flask and had a belt to calm his tense nerves regardless. He then updated the freakishly sober man of the house about their dire situation and offered the Demon a pull after the account, which the now worried husband and father partook in large amounts.

While Doyle inspected the nearly empty container that hovered back to him with heartfelt disappointment, the remaining family members, Eddie and Stacey, along with Sophia, came into the room to find out what all the commotion was about earlier. After everyone was brought up to speed on their impending annihilation, the entire Campbell family (minus the grounded Mellissa) rotated in silence to consider their impending mortality.

So, how should we handle this situation? Ed finally asked everyone in the room to formulate a plan. Thanks to Kevin, we now know what’s coming. Let's spread out and pick them off before they know what hits them.

Doyle was highly apprehensive of this plan because he’d never be able to forgive himself if he caused the death of his friends and possibly members of his own family. Cathy and Scott might have joined the mob when they came to the Rexmans’ place!

It’s way too risky, Roy interjected, much to the doctor’s relief. The speed and accuracy of these projectile weapons are unfathomable. I think our best option is to flee to the Church of Satan for safety and warn the Dark Lord of their intentions.  

Kevin let out a much-needed sigh of relief. “Master Roy is right. Our best option is to abandon this place quickly, and—”

Before the relieved man could finish, an orange glow began to seep through the enormous lounging-room windows. The doctor’s hope sank to an all-time low when he walked over to confirm his worst fear. “They’re already here. I’m afraid it’s too late for us to escape safely now.”

So what do we do now? Stacey asked, fear obvious in her telepathic voice.

Doyle considered their options, but mostly his. He figured if he could spare at least one of their lives, there might still be a chance to cure Martha. “I’ll go outside and distract them while you attempt to sneak out, Sophia. She’s the only one small enough— they might not notice her escaping.”

No one in the Campbell family objected, so Kevin assumed they accepted their fate and agreed that only Sophia might still have a chance. With that thought in mind, Doyle apprehensively walked toward the mansion's main doors, emptied his flask for a shot of courage, and then exited the doomed Hellhouse.

“Put your hands up where we can see ’em!” Ambrose ordered. “I know for a fact that there’s one of those handheld weapons missing!”

Doyle did as instructed but felt hurt by the implication. “You don’t seriously think I would use one of those weapons against you.”

“I have no idea what you’re capable of after this betrayal,” stated Sawyer vindictively.

“Betrayal?” Kevin asked, pretending shock. “Whatever do you mean? I was just— “

“Spare us your fucking excuses, old friend. Your son and daughter told us you’ve been spending a suspicious amount of time here over the last few months. So it wasn’t hard to figure out that you’d be here after we uncovered your bullshit excuse for not joining us.”

Kevin looked around the hate-filled crowd until he spotted Scott and Cathy, their tear-filled eyes fixed on him in disappointment. He made one last attempt to defend himself. “I was only coming here to provide therapy to Stacey Campbell. My records clearly show that she was diagnosed with postpartum depression—”

“Dad, just stop!” Scott Doyle pleaded, unable to stand watching his father make such a fool of himself. “Please...”

Kevin focused on his son for a moment, but he couldn't stand the embarrassment in his son’s expression; then he turned to face his daughter. She shared the exact same look as her older brother. “How could you do it?” she asked judgmentally. “How could you possibly side with these monsters after what happened to your best friend, Harold? After what these heartless beasts did to Mom—”

“They told me it was an accident!” Kevin blurted out defensively. “They said they could help Martha. Your mother’s mind was exposed to something called The Loop, which is controlled by the Ultimate Lord of the Universe, who also goes by the unspoken name of Shabarink—”

A shotgun blast just above the rambling doctor’s head caused wood chips and splinters to rain down from the blasted porch roof above. “Nobody wants to hear whatever bullshit story those Demons used to brainwash you. Now, get the fuck over here and be with your family, if they forgive you. Or, by God help me, the next shot will be aimed at where your heart’s supposed to be,” Ambrose stated with an implied threat in his tone.

***
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The loud gunshot on the front porch warned Stacey Campbell of the urgency to get her only daughter to safety as quickly as possible. She had no time left to argue with the infant child any longer; it was either say goodbye and good luck to the tiny floating Demon, or they would both perish at the hands of the murderous mob outside. Stacey urged Sophia to escape from the chimney in the main dining room once more. C’mon, my brave baby girl, there’s no more time left for goodbyes. You need to get the Hell out of here so the bad people outside can’t hurt you.  

But I don’t wanna live alone all by myself without you, Mommy, the baby Demon pleaded. If you’re all gonna die, then I wanna die with you.

The entire Campbell family broke out in tears, but it was only Mellissa who could manage to speak words of encouragement to the soon-to-be orphaned child. “We can’t allow that to happen, Sophia,” she said a bit curtly because they were running out of time. “The only thing that will make our death a bit easier is knowing you have a chance to survive. So please, don’t take that away from us.”

OK, Nanna, Sophia said meekly after some reasonable consideration. I’m gonna miss you all so much... The hovering infant began to weep uncontrollably.

We’ll miss you too, sweetheart, Stacy said hopefully, even though she was a blubbering mess.

Take good care of yourself, my baby, Thomas Campbell chipped in.

I will, poppa. I love you.

You keep your chin up now, Roy joked, trying to lighten the devastating moment a little.

The heartbroken child managed a tiny giggle. OK, Uncle Roy. I’m going to miss all your stupid jokes.

Hey, I thought I was the funny one! Ed quipped in with mock defensiveness.

You’re silly too, Uncle Eddie, Sophia defended, more seriously, even though she knew her youngest uncle was only kidding.

OK, I just wanted to make sure you weren’t forgetting about me, Ed concluded more gravely, then finished. So take care of yourself, kiddo.

I’ll try, Sophia said bravely, but it came out hopelessly.

Mellissa Campbell wiped away a heavy bout of tears and strolled over to the husband she adored so deeply, despite his many flaws. She caressed Thomas lovingly as he slowly rotated in front of her. “I think we need a more dramatic distraction to make sure nobody out there notices our granddaughter’s escape.”

***
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Kevin Doyle hoped Sophia had fled while the crowd berated him for his selfish actions, but he didn’t want to look around and risk jeopardizing the getaway by trying to be sure. Suddenly, the Campbell mansion’s substantial wooden front doors exploded, sending wood splinters into the hate-filled multitude like shrapnel from a grenade. In the brief seconds that followed, the Hellish domain gave birth to a suicidal Thomas Campbell, who took immediate action in response to the surprised reactions by turning one of the guns on an unsuspecting Lost Soul and blowing its head clean off. There were a few seconds filled with shocked screams from the ones that were impaled by wooden slivers and the ones that had witnessed the sudden beheading, but Ambrose Sawyer stood his ground and hollered out his war cry. “Everyone, fire your weapons at the beast! Send that Evil soul to another Leg of Hell!”

Realizing they might have only seconds to live if they didn’t react now, everyone who carried a gun pointed it at Thomas and pulled their triggers. The sober-ish spinning Demon deflected the first few shots, but the sudden hail of bullets was too much. Countless pieces of searing hot lead began to penetrate his frail body from numerous entry points until he collapsed onto his back a few meters away from the bottom of his front porch steps. The last thing Thomas saw before he succumbed to his multiple grievous injuries was his beloved granddaughter, Sophia, fleeing out of the master chimney and disappearing into the darkened sky.

“Reload your weapons, quickly!” Ambrose ordered urgently. “There’s still four more of those wretched beasts inside that house that could kill us all almost instantly—”

Before Sawyer could even finish his sentence, Eddie Campbell seized this opportunity to avenge his father’s death and possibly save the rest of his family. Mellissa Campbell wailed in protest and ran after him in a vain attempt to physically stop her baby boy, but the vengeful, heroic Demon was too quick. Ed took immediate action during the valuable seconds he had while the mob reloaded their rifles and shotguns and began killing random people in the murderous crowd by the numbers. All it took was a brief look at one of the Pigs, and his hate-filled rage to boil the blood inside their skulls enough to make their heads pop open like a bloody zit. The ones that held handguns, and still had a few bullets left in the chamber, fired off whatever shots they could, but the odd projectiles being discharged here and there were easily deflected by the suspecting telepath.

Once again, the Lost Souls realized they had only seconds for survival. They frantically repossessed weapons from headless fallen soldiers and tried to reload the spent chambers. When all the guns finally reloaded and fired off again, the overwhelming number of bullets became too much for Eddie to handle. Like his brave father before him, he was taking hits and bleeding out almost instantly. The selfless Demon’s world faded to black until he saw the multicolored universe before his soul entered The Loop.

Mellissa Campbell’s entire world came crashing down when she witnessed her youngest son being shot to death right in front of her eyes. Being the loving wife and mother that she was, she disregarded her own safety and ran down the porch steps and threw herself on top of her dead son’s body after it had dropped from the sky and landed beside his deceased father. Most of the self-proclaimed army pointed their guns at the gaping opening of the Hellhouse because that’s where the most serious threat came from, but a few still terrified Lost Souls aimed at the grieving Mellissa Campbell and what they hoped were two lifeless bodies.

Jacob Miller jumped in front of the bawling widow when he heard the clicking of hammers being cocked. “Hold your fire!” he demanded. “She’s an unarmed woman!”

“Stand aside, Miller!” Ambrose ordered. “That woman, or so you like to refer to her, is a direct agent of the Devil!”

Jacob refused to move. “We all agreed that we wouldn’t cause any unnecessary bloodshed. I had your word that we’d take prisoners whenever possible.”

Sawyer let out a sadistic laugh. “I agreed to no such thing, boy. If you recall that exact conversation, I only agreed that it was morally right to spare Evil lives. But, unfortunately, morals have no place here in Hell.”

“If anyone murders this helpless woman in cold blood, then you’re just as Evil as any Devil or Demon here in Hell. Probably more so,” Miller reasoned.  

Ambrose let out a short huff. “I can live with that. Let God judge me for whatever I have to do to gain our freedom.”

“Well, if you’re going to kill her, then you’re going to have to shoot me first— “

“Just let them kill me,” Mellissa whispered between heart-wrenching sobs.

Jacob turned away from the heartless old man, looking down at the devastated woman who continued to bawl on top of her dead son. “What did you say?” he asked, even though he was sure he’d heard her correctly before.

Mellissa released an agonized moan, then repeated her suicidal intentions. “I don’t wanna live anymore when my family’s all dead— I just can’t bear to witness you kill the rest of them.” She looked Jacob dead in the eyes now and begged him, “Please, just kill me now.”

The empathic boy just stood there and shook his head in defiance until Kevin Doyle approached him and handed him the handgun he’d hidden on his person earlier. “You wanted your revenge, Miller. Here’s your chance.”

Jacob accepted the weapon but not the implication. “What? This isn’t the same thing—”

“It’s the exact same thing,” Doyle corrected. “Roy Campbell killed your mother, so now you have to kill his mother. Eye for an eye.”

“It’s not the same!” Jacob argued in denial. “Roy Campbell killed my mother for no reason!”

“That’s not true,” Kevin continued mercilessly. 

“What do you mean?” Jacob demanded.

Doyle let out a deep sigh, but it didn’t help, so he just blurted it out. “Roy Campbell killed your mother because she wanted him to. She didn’t want to live with all of her family dead either, same as poor Mellissa here.”

Jacob broke down in tears and shook his head in denial. “No...” 

Kevin felt truly horrible for the boy, but held his case for Mellissa’s sake. “If you won’t do it for revenge, then at least grant this woman the same courtesy.”

Miller wept uncontrollably and scanned the crowds for the only ones he could confide in through his tear-filled eyes. He could barely focus on Sarah and Beth, huddled together for support while they also cried for Jacob and the fate of the mortally grieving woman at his feet. Jacob focused on them long enough to see them give him a quick nod to do the right thing. He looked down at Mellissa Campbell, who was still begging him to finish her off with her eyes. The devastated would-be executioner tried to find courage and cocked the hammer. He pointed the weapon’s snub towards her forehead with a trembling hand and started to bawl more than the recently widowed woman.“I can’t do it,” he finally admitted to himself and to whoever was watching this tragic scene. “I’m sorry,” he apologized wholeheartedly to a disappointed Mellissa Campbell. “I’m truly sorry; I just can’t do it.” Jacob lowered the gun.

Kevin Doyle wasted no time and relinquished the loaded firearm that Jacob was barely hanging on to. Then, before he could change his mind, he pointed the weapon at the same target Miller had earlier and pulled the trigger. Jacob fell to his knees and cried out as Melissa’s lifeless body collapsed onto her dead son, but his pain-filled sobs were instantly drowned out by two agonizing shrieks from inside the house that pierced everyone’s brain.

“Burn that unholy place to the ground!” Ambrose Sawyer ordered. 

On cue, every Lost Soul/soldier that carried Molotov cocktails (that were filled with ethanol) lit and fired them through the immense front stained-glass windows of the Hellish mansion. Because nothing like drywall or glass insulation existed in the Second Leg of Hell, the entire home burst into flames like a massive box of matches. The Damned army kept their guns pointed at the house in case any of the remaining Demons inside tried to escape, while Jacob Miller continued to cry next to the fallen Campbell family that lay dead on the dirt.
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Stacey Campbell retreated into Sophia’s playroom shortly after witnessing her mother being executed. And then, that’s when the fire started. The welcoming thought of death came fairly easily to the long depressed Demon because she was still suffering from the postpartum depression the good doctor had diagnosed her with, and on top of all that, most of her family was dead or would soon be dead. Death would be much better now, wouldn't it? All she had to do was presumably pass out from smoke inhalation (hopefully before being burned to death) and be reunited with all the people she cared about. Stacey wondered. Will Floyd still be trapped in The Loop when I get there? Or has Shabarink released his soul to start a new life somewhere else? I hope he forgives me for taking away his mortal life. But if his spirit has already moved on, I’ll try to be happy for him... The thought of being reunited with dead loved ones gave Stacey more than enough comfort to give up on life. But mostly, she was glad that there was a good chance her daughter, Sophia, would survive this war and possibly carry on the Campbell name and traditions if the Unholy Ones were victorious.

***
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Roy Campbell never got the option to die peacefully in his home from lack of oxygen like his twin sister because the negative pressure in the room he was hiding in sucked open the door and created a flaming backdraft that engulfed him instantly. The searing pain from the flames destroying his nerve endings still caused his superior brain to panic and forced his frail body against his will to seek relief. He escaped frantically from the only place possible by smashing through a second-story window, crashing to the ground like a fired missile. He only had enough mental capacity left in his dying body to put out the fire that threatened to burn his robes and flesh after he landed.

Jacob Miller stood up and grabbed the gun that Kevin Doyle had used to execute Mellissa, which he now had pointed at the smoldering, twitching Demon that was barely hanging on to life. “Be careful, for fuck sakes,” Ambrose warned Jacob, who was approaching Roy slowly but unafraid.

When Miller reached the charred remains, he was more than shocked to hear it speak to him in his mind. I’m sorry about your mother, Roy confessed on his dirt deathbed when he recognized Jacob standing over him.

“I’m sorry about your mother, too,” Jacob stated honestly. He couldn’t bring himself to put Mellissa out of her misery, but he felt ready to return the favor now. Jacob shed one last tear, cocked the hammer, then fired a single shot into Roy Campbell’s exposed temple.

***
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Sophia Campbell wept silently in her mind after she witnessed the last member of her beloved family die while she turned in slow circles high above the darkened sky, where nobody could see her. She gave her only friend in this ungodly Underworld a tight hug, then said sorrowfully, "Well, Sock Monkey." I guess it’s only you and me from now on...    
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Chapter Two

The Coopers
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An all-out war in Hell broke out shortly after the watchtower spies discovered what had happened at Thomas and Melissa Campbell’s place. When the rebels went after their next target (another Campbell family), they were surprised to find the site was armed to the teeth. Apparently, this family had been expecting a possible rebellion for quite some time. So they’d turned their home into a practically impenetrable fortress. The rebels’ forces were nearly decimated by Mazzy Campbell, who had a stockpile of skulls she had filled with flammable and explosive materials that she hurled through small holes in their boarded-up windows. Unfortunately, the second Campbell mansion targeted eventually succumbed to the same fate as the first. In retrospect, the telepaths’ main folly was their obsessive focus on advanced technology, which led them to overlook more fundamental advancements, such as fireproof insulation.

As reinforcements arrived from both sides, the Damned revolutionaries and the Evil populous fought long and hard through the next few nights and days. Eventually, the sheer number of casualties had forced both factions to retreat, so they could count their losses and regroup, either to plan another attack or possibly surrender. Most of the Lost Souls on the front lines fled back to the penitentiary because it offered the best protection, housed hundreds, and could supply them with food and water for days. Presently, they counted out their ammunition and rations while Kevin Doyle and a few medics attended the injured.

“So, what’s the tally?” Ambrose Sawyer asked.

“On what? How many more times can we reload these weapons and survive here? Or were you asking how many people have gotten killed since you started this war?” asked Jacob Miller vindictively.

“I was referring to the weapons and rations. There’s no way to know how many casualties we suffered. I never meant for this to turn into such a bloodbath, you know.”

“I actually believe that statement,” Beth Troyer said as she went to the table where the munitions were being sorted. She pocketed several bullets that had the same caliber as the handgun she carried, then continued, “I doubt you planned this rebellion any farther than possibly killing Lilly Kubrick.”

Sawyer briefly studied the dainty brunette girl from New Hope. He assumed the meek religious community would be the first to perish when things turned ugly. But, surprisingly to him, this Beth Troyer character, along with her sidekick, Sarah Fisher, had adapted to the weapons they carried quickly and were now a pair to be reckoned with. “Well, maybe if you slit all the Kubricks’ throats while they slept instead of playing nice with them, this whole war could have been avoided.”

Jacob could sense a heated debate brewing, so he immediately changed the subject to squash it. “I swear to fucking God, the next person who brings up the past around me is going to get shot in the face. Can we just focus on what we should do next?”

“I’m cool with that,” Ambrose admitted sincerely. “So, it’s fair to say that we’re nearly out of ammunition, and we have no way to reproduce it. Luckily, I believe we accomplished our first mission by eliminating our biggest threat, which was all of the Campbell families.”

“I’m not so sure that the Campbells were the biggest threat,” Sarah disagreed, replenishing her bullet supply as well. “The Coopers killed way more people than the Campbells did.”

“Fair point,” Sawyer agreed. “These weapons were practically useless against them. It’s almost impossible to hit a moving target that can travel at their speed.”

“But they have no way to communicate with the outside world now,” Peewee chipped in hopefully. “With the Campbells taken out of the equation, it should take all the wind out of the Coopers’ sails.”

“They’re not completely cut off yet,” Sarah explained. “They can still communicate with the Andersons using Braille.”

“Huh? What the fuck is braille?” asked Freddy Four Fingers.

“It’s a way for blind people to read with touch. They had books filled with tiny dots imprinted on them all over the place.”

“Jesus... Clever bastards, aren’t they?” Freddy worried now.

“They’re a lot smarter than most people give them credit for, trust me,” Sarah said.

“So, should we go after the Andersons next?” Peewee offered. “I mean, so the Coopers won’t have anyone else to communicate with and be dead in the water?”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” Ambrose shot down. “The Coopers seem more dangerous to me now that they don’t have the Campbells anymore. I’m afraid that if we cut them off from the outside world completely, it will only make them more feral and unpredictable.”

“Then we should attempt a full-frontal attack on the Coopers,” said Sarah.

“Well, there’s a big surprise,” said Doctor Doyle, who was listening to the entire debate while he was stitching up a mutilated unconscious patient.

“You shut the fuck up over there!” Ambrose threatened Kevin. “The only reason I never shot you myself is because we need your professional help. So, keep your personal opinions to yourself.”

The turncoat doctor was still upset that the only ones who could have helped his wife were most likely extinct. He wasn’t even sure Sophia Campbell had escaped, but he wasn’t going to get his hopes up. His tragic loss currently got the better of his tongue. “Whatever, go ahead and solve violence with more violence. Let’s see where that gets us. The next time you’re out on the streets causing more bloodshed, be sure to bring back more medical supplies from the hospital. I’m sure as Hell going to need them.”

Sawyer withdrew the hand pistol that was tucked in his belt and marched over to Doyle. He pressed the weapon’s snub against Kevin’s cheek and pulled back the hammer with his thumb. “I guess you don’t fuckin’ here so good. I told you to shut the fuck up!”

Every Lost Soul in the room lost their shit. They all begged Ambrose not to pull the trigger.

“Go ahead and shoot me! Then everyone here will finally know that you’re only in this for yourself, and you’ll stop at nothing to get your revenge,” Doyle egged on.

“Look at the man you’re sewing up right now,” Sawyer ordered the doctor, but Doyle couldn’t keep his eyes off the gun that was pointed at him. “I said, look at him!” 

Kevin looked down at his patient. The mangled Lost Soul was a bloody mess. The doctor suspected he wouldn’t make it through the night, but he continued to supply him with painkillers and attempted to stop the bleeding as much as possible. But it was mostly for show to relieve the man’s troubled family.

“One of the Coopers did that to this man, not me,” Ambrose defended. “So, I don’t wanna hear another word from you about how I’m to blame for this, or so fucking help me God, I’ll shut your mouth permanently!”

“C’mon, you guys!” Eli Fisher broke in. “The last thing we should be doing now is killing each other. We’re probably outnumbered by all those Evil bastards out there already.”

“He’s right,” Peewee agreed.

Jacob noticed his future brother-in-law and former supervisor had been spending a lot of time together since all this started. Miller used to wonder why his strikingly handsome foreman was still single at his age and had never started a family. But Jacob no longer wondered that.

“We seriously need to put all our personal feelings aside if we want this revolution to be a success,” said Granger Humphrey, who also recently befriended the new couple.

Ambrose uncocked the hammer and replaced it in his favored spot between his belt and pants. “The three fairies make a good point,” he admitted reluctantly. “But that fucking traitor (pointing at Doyle) needs to keep his mouth shut around me; that’s all I’m saying.”  

“Well, aside from that immature, rude comment about our orientation, I guess it’s safe to say we’re all on the same side here,” Mr. Humphrey finalized scornfully.

Sawyer threw in one last insult for good measure, making a “tinker bell” motion with his right hand, but otherwise kept silent and returned to the weapon cache. He tried to ignore the deep scowl Beth Troyer shot his way, but he couldn't hold it in. “So, what the fuck is your problem?” he asked her.

Beth shook her head in defeat. “Never mind, I’m not getting into it.”

Sarah briefly put an arm around her friend for moral support, knowing exactly what the other girl was thinking. She deeply respected Beth for letting the subject go so it wouldn’t start another argument. “So, where were we before we had to deal with all that nonsense?” asked Sarah.

“I believe you were suggesting that we attack the Coopers,” Jacob reminded her.

Sarah considered this for a moment. Although she had suffered immensely during her short sentence at one of the Cooper homes, she didn’t truly hate or resent any of the deaf and blind Demons, as Doctor Doyle accused her of. The sad truth was that she’d eventually bonded with, and grown personally attached to, the youngest of the children, Shelly and Billy, despite their weaker moments when they pulled disgusting pranks on her. Still, they were in a war, and the lines were being drawn quite clearly. It was the Lost Souls against the Evil Ones, right down the middle. No grey area was allowed. The reluctant but decided Fisher girl let out an exasperated sigh. “I really don’t see any other way around it. The Coopers are by far our biggest threat right now.”

“Especially when you consider that there could be no chance for Jacob to escape Hell and get more reinforcements if all the Coopers are still in the picture,” added Eli.

“Jesus, you’re right,” Sarah now realized. “I almost forgot about that part of the plan because it feels like a lifetime ago since we talked about it.”

“Well, that’s definitely our only hope, now,” said Freddy. He hadn’t particularly cared for the idea initially, but he knew for a fact that they needed to beef up their numbers after he personally witnessed countless Lost Souls getting blown up by Mazzy Campbell’s skull grenades and Damned people getting their throats ripped out by bloodthirsty Coopers.  

“So, it’s agreed then,” Ambrose said, suddenly sounding professional, like the respected leader he was supposed to be. “We hit the Coopers hard while Hell is still licking their wounds, then Jacob and a small party will book it back to New Hope for reinforcements.”

“How can we even be sure Hell is licking its wounds right now? Eli asked skeptically. “For all we know, they could be getting ready to attack this prison any moment.”

Sawyer quickly looked around the dining area they were using as a temporary hospital for their injured. “I don’t think they’re planning to do that. They would have cut off all the utilities here if they wanted to wipe us all out. The Dark Lord is truly Evil, but he’s also a reasonable Devil. My guess is that he left the power on, and phone lines open, so that we can attempt negotiations.”

“You’re not seriously considering negotiating with them now, are you?” Granger Humphrey asked.

“Not in the slightest, Nancy Boy. But if we make them think that we’re willing to negotiate, then they won’t be expecting another surprise attack on any more Demonic families.”

Granger chose to take the high road. He ignored the “Nancy Boy” comment, then agreed with the rest of the valid statement. “Fine... But I’ll keep the lines of communication open while you’re attacking the Coopers. I think our surrender will sound much more believable coming from me, instead of some nut job that obviously has it in for the Dark Lords’ daughter.”

***
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With that plan in place, a large task force of Lost Souls took cover in the alleyways of dead Children in The Field, while a smaller group held the prison fort and tried to distract the Evil populace with a prank negotiation call. It wasn’t very hard for Granger Humphrey to convince their Overlords that the whole thing had started because a vengeance-crazed Ambrose Sawyer had talked them into it. The former Resource Center clerk had easily persuaded them to believe that they had removed Ambrose as their fearless leader because it became clear that he was on a selfish suicide mission to avenge his wife’s death. Obviously, the indignant disrespect done to her grave by the bastard Hellions tormenting him over the years just for badness must have surely pushed Mr. Sawyer over the edge. The seemingly credible clergyman did his best to stall them with a long list of demands, while the Damned soldiers of fortune attempted to raid Gavin and the late Emily Cooper’s now dysfunctional home.

***
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Shelly Cooper tossed and turned next to her older brothers and father, who were all huddled together for comfort. She knew she should try to get some rest during the most likely temporary cease-fire to recuperate, but knowing
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