
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Girls Without
Gods

 


THE FINAL REVISED
EDITION

 


By Joshua R. Fields

 



 


 


© 2017 Joshua R. Fields. All Rights
Reserved

ISBN 978-0-9915352-4-8

 


 


Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN
STANDARD BIBLE®, Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972,
1973, 1975, 1977, 1995, 2002 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by
permission.

 



TABLE OF
CONTENTS

 


Preface

 


1

 


2

 


3

 


4

 


5

 


6

 


7

 


8

 


9

 


10

 


11

 


12

 


13

 


14

 


15

 


16

 


17

 


18

 



 Preface

“What I have written I
have written.” ~ Pontius Pilate, The Gospel of John
19:22.

 


 This work, now under the title Girls
Without Gods, is the final edition
of Thirtyfolder.
My sentiments towards it are the same as my sentiments towards the
first book in the series, A Dog Among
Thorns. “I will not rewrite it again” and
“it is now in the best form possible given limited time resources,
competing projects, all manner of interruptions and my waning
interest.”

The preface to
A Dog Among Thorns gives
a brief explanation as to why it and Thirtyfolder needed improvements in
both plot and prose. The latter, published
in 2014, was in need of a rewrite as opposed to a mere revision.
Several characters in Girls Without
Gods, for example, have been removed,
replaced or merged with other characters, the most notable instance
being the replacement of Lydia Rogers with Sophie.

I do not know if I will return to the
series to write a third book. Another project beckons and I expect
it to take years to complete. That said, I hope this rewrite makes
a difference and I sincerely hope you enjoy it.

Joshua R. Fields


 


1

 Enraged by Jacob’s dismissal, Marcion hurtled recklessly and
desperately through the spirit world. His fury fueled his
speed.

“Fucking bitch!” he
snarled as he accelerated. Cursing the trouble Miriam’s treachery
caused him, he barked, “Fucking traitorous bitch!”

Departing the realm of the spirit,
Marcion exploded into Stonechurch with a bone-jarring scream. His
horrific screech echoed off the cobblestone walls as he swiped at
the air with his claws and vented his vitriol in a crazed display
of charred, twisted flesh. Baring his rotting, jagged teeth, the
demon howled like an angry gibbon and leapt onto a column erected
of irregular, earth-toned rocks and whitish-gray mortar.

“No wonder the humans view
us as ignorant, violent savages,” said a deep, masculine voice, its
words ending Marcion’s outburst. Hopping off the column, he landed
on the ground and stood emotionlessly with his arms hanging at his
sides. The voice thoughtfully added, “But I suppose your kind has
its uses nonetheless.”

Marcion’s black, bulging eyes searched
the room. They rolled over two rows of four support columns that
ran through the center of the chamber. His jet orbs then jumped
from stained-glass window to stained-glass window. Each one was
ensconced in the cobblestone walls and slathered in black, viscous
paint that obstructed the sunlight outside.

“What the fuck are you
doing here?” Marcion sneered, the pitch of his voice increasing
with annoyance. He shifted and squirmed as his hatred
flourished.

“To unfuck Gottschalk’s
temptation, of course,” said the voice with disapprobation. The
silhouette of a tall, well-built man appeared at the far end of
Stonechurch.

“Fuck you,
Aaron,” Marcion snarled.
He failed in his attempt to appear undaunted by Aaron’s presence
but managed to utter, “Go unfuck something else.”

“You’ve raised our
Master’s ire, Marcion,” stated Aaron sharply. He approached Marcion
with steady, confident footfalls and revealed himself while saying,
“He has little confidence in your abilities as of late.”

Marcion squinted his distended eyes.
Aaron, a study in masculine perfection, stood six-foot-five-inches
tall with a lean, muscular frame and brown, stylishly-mussed hair.
He possessed the sharp facial features and the prominent cheekbones
of an excessively-handsome model, his brown eyes penetrating and
seductive. Stubble covered the lower part of his face, the modest
growth adding just the right amount of ruggedness to his polished
exterior.

“Then why haven’t I been
recalled?” Marcion inquired smugly, the reasonableness of his point
helping to assuage his fear of his Master. He leapt onto one of the
wooden support beams. Enjoying the higher vantage point and the
false-yet-reassuring sense of superiority it provided, Marcion
paced back and forth along its surface.

“You still have a part to
play despite your recent incompetence,” said Aaron
matter-of-factly. Marcion dropped below the beam and hung
upside-down from it with his gnarled arms and legs.

“A
part?!” griped Marcion. He dropped in
front of Aaron and glowered at him, repeating angrily, “A
part?!”

“Take the younger one,”
ordered Aaron, his patience fraying ever-so-slightly “and leave
Kaiser.”

Marcion stroked his chin and pondered
the command while Aaron indulged his delay. A contemplative
expression arose on his horrid face.

“It won’t work. He’ll balk
at her age,” advised Marcion. The gears of his warped mind spinning
and his twisted thoughts developing as he spoke, he explained, “But
he’d give in to the older one. Yes. He already desires her. She’s a
younger, sluttier version of her mother. Yes, yes. I’ll take her
instead.”

“You’ll do no such thing,”
Aaron replied in disgust. He shook his head and glared at Marcion
with contempt, saying, “Seduction is not your specialty.”

“Then what the fuck am I
supposed to do?!” shouted Marcion, the demon hopping up and down
with clenched fists. He punched one of the columns and knocked
chunks of rock and mortar out of it, the strike sending debris in
all directions. Aaron exhaled in frustration.

“Be you,” he said bitterly.

******

Elizabeth lifted the cigarette to her
lips and inhaled, the Constable indulging in the way the nicotine
rushed through her body. Exhaling, she folded her arms while
carefully holding the cigarette between the middle and index
fingers of her left hand. The nicotine meshed perfectly with the
adrenaline coursing through her veins, the stimulant keeping her
wide awake despite the late hour.

Standing alone on the stone balcony of
her mansion, her dusky, muted green eyes caressed the entire Kaiser
Valley from the multitude of lights shining at the city’s center to
the dark peak of Mount Baldwin. She shivered as she acutely sensed
her husband Jacob’s absence from the valley. Despite wearing one of
Jacob’s jackets over a Laurel green sweater and thick jeans, she
failed to ward off the nippiness in the morning air.

Her sister, Darby, abruptly exited the
glass security doors leading to the balcony and slammed them shut
in an attempt to startle her. Seemingly impervious to the chill in
the air, Darby wore only a tight black t-shirt and black jeans.
Holstered at her side was her beloved, fifty-caliber
pistol.

“We’ve got Sarah,” advised
Darby, the irritation evident in her voice as she approached
Elizabeth. Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with her, she added
brusquely, “They’re bringing her in now.”

Elizabeth remained motionless. The
smoke from her cigarette floated upward over her coffee-hued hair
before being dispersed by the early morning breeze.

“Care to explain
why they’re bringing her
in?” Darby grumbled, her wild, light-blue eyes shimmering. The
stench of whiskey on Darby’s breath tickled Elizabeth’s
nostrils.

“Perhaps if you stopped
clogging your mind with alcohol you could discern the answer on
your own,” replied Elizabeth disapprovingly. She puffed her
cigarette and folded her arms again while holding the smoke in her
lungs longer than usual.

“Fuck off,” Darby barked
as she angrily whirled around to face Elizabeth. Displaying an
uncharacteristic unwillingness to defer to the Constable, she
grumbled, “You’re not my fucking mother.”

Elizabeth exhaled and kept her eyes on
the vibrant city lights. Darby’s alcohol abuse was the least of her
problems.

“Unfortunately, the
spiritual world has taken notice of my city, and, more importantly,
my daughters,” explained Elizabeth dryly. Darby froze as she
continued, “I never anticipated such a threat but I intend to
neutralize it. Sarah appears to be the foremost authority on that
world, other than my husband, and I need her knowledge of
it.”

“What do you plan on
doing?” Darby asked slowly, her pact with Marcion foremost in her
mind.

“Forming a task force to
handle spiritual problems,” responded Elizabeth. She took a final drag from
her cigarette and heedlessly tossed it off the balcony.

“That little demonic
bitch’s not coming back,” reasoned Darby, “so why go to the
trouble?”

Elizabeth turned to her sister with
determined eyes. Darby gazed on her quizzically.

“Jacob will be my only
loss in my war with her and I’ll protect my chil-,” Elizabeth’s
voice wavered before she composed herself and continued,
“children at all
costs. If he returns to the city, his demon whore will undoubtedly
be at his side. It may only be a matter of time.”

******

Jacob started as his eyes popped open.
His mind and heart raced while a searing, burning pain radiated up
from the pit of his stomach and into his chest cavity. Instantly
and bizarrely cognizant of Elizabeth’s absence, an acute panic
struck him. His legs tingled with paresthesia as fears of her
infidelity plagued his reeling consciousness.

Due to his disoriented state, several
seconds passed before he realized that he dozed off while sitting
against a gnarled tree. A nocturnal chorus of boisterous insects
filled the air with a multitude of chirps, clicks and calls.
Blowing in a strange manner, the wind rushed amidst the tree tops
before dying completely and then rushing forward once again.
Darkness reigned.

A rogue gust of wind swirled around
Jacob and ushered in a new sense of trepidation. He sensed another
presence lurking in the star-tinged darkness, an oddly-inviting yet
chilling centripetal force. Ba’al Zeboul, the Lord of Demons, had
moved another pawn into the game and Jacob knew it.

“‘What is your name?’”
Jacob demanded in the words of Jesus as his heart anxiously thumped
within his chest. (Excerpt from the Gospel of Luke 24:39). He
scanned the vicinity but his eyes detected nothing. The absence of
physicality confirmed his suspicion that a demon prowled the
blackness around him and he demanded again, “‘What is your
name?’”

Several tense seconds of silence
passed. Jacob shivered.

“How do you know that I’m
a demon?” replied a seductive-yet-sinister female voice, its tone
both youthful and wise.

“‘. . . a spirit does not
have flesh and bones,’ and your appearance is not ‘like lightning,’
nor your clothing as ‘white as snow,’” Jacob said knowingly as his
fear lessened. (Excerpts from the Gospels of Luke 8:30 and Matthew
28:2). He demanded a third time with burgeoning confidence, “‘What
is your name?’”

“Assarion,” admitted the wavering
voice reluctantly. Jacob’s initial astonishment at the demon’s
obedience prompted a bemused smile. His fear completely subsiding,
he rose to his feet, dusted himself off and gazed in the direction
of the voice.

“So, are you worth two
sparrows?” Jacob queried.

“Are you worth many
sparrows?” sniped Assarion in reply. Jacob’s smile widened. He was
intrigued by her familiarity with the Gospel of Matthew but his
smile evaporated when she quoted the exact Gospel passage, the
demon stating with conceit, “Or should I say ‘So do not fear; you
are more valuable than many sparrows.’” (The Gospel of Matthew
10:31).

“It doesn’t cause you any
pain,” Jacob remarked. Dumbfounded and frightened at the comfort
with which Assarion referenced the words of Christ, he said aloud,
“That’s not good.”

“We may hate Him but we’re
obedient when He requires it, just like the Gerasene demoniac who
bowed before Christ,” answered Assarion. She continued in a
conflicted tone, “And that obedience sometimes comes with abilities
not possessed by others of our kind. Your precious Miriam possesses
such abilities, does she not?”

The image of Miriam arose in Jacob’s
mind. He contemplated her inimitable nature as well as the jealous
rage that would ensue if she knew of his demonic encounter. Wary
but intrigued, Jacob decided to briefly delve deeper into the
enigma that was Assarion.

“So that which is holy
causes you no pain?” Jacob inquired with great interest.

“None whatsoever,” said
Assarion, “and, in that way, I’m unlike Miriam. By the way, how’s
Miriam’s . . . instruction
proceeding?”

Jacob looked away.

“She’ll find her way. . .
eventually,” Jacob assured Assarion though his tone betrayed his
uncertainty.

“Of course,” said
Assarion, “but then again, remember your Lord’s words,
Jacob:

‘Do not give what is holy
to dogs, and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will
trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces.’”
(The Gospel of Matthew 7:6).

A stunned Jacob shivered as another
rogue gust of wind rushed past him.

“Assarion?” he called out.
Shaken, he bellowed, “Assarion!”

Doubt crept into Jacob’s troubled mind
as he realized he no longer sensed Assarion’s presence. He searched
the vicinity with quick, side-to-side jerks of his head but saw
nothing.

“Fuck!” he uttered in
frustration.

******

The commotion of an unseen creature
stumbling clumsily through the forest chased Assarion from Jacob’s
mind. He swiftly ducked behind a tree.

“Mother fucker!” cursed a
male voice with a pained groan. Jacob peered around the tree
guardedly as a pot-bellied man staggered into view holding his
lifeless left arm. He wore only a stained white t-shirt and
tattered jeans. Perspiring, blood-stained and battered, he labored
to breathe.

“Come here, widdle
pigwet,” Miriam called out wickedly, her voice so chillingly evil
that Jacob shuddered. The man whirled around, lost his balance and
plummeted to the forest floor.

“AHH! Fuck!” bellowed
Miriam’s victim as he landed on his broken left arm. He moaned in
agony and struggled to stand.

“Oh, widdle pigwet fell
down,” Miriam mockingly pouted, her demonic voice interspersed with
her human one. She materialized next to the man, the
daimoniou perched upon a
rock despite wearing knee-high, black-leather boots. Reaching down,
Miriam deftly plucked out the man’s left eye. He screamed and
applied pressure to his eye socket with his right hand.

“Don’t be so fucking
dramatic,” Miriam admonished him as if he carped about a paper cut.
She brought the man’s eyeball to her face. Wiggling it about on her
clawed finger, she accidentally flung it to the forest floor. She
giggled like a child and exclaimed, “Oh, shit!”

“Mirry!” scolded Jacob as
he approached her purposefully. Surveying Miriam’s handiwork with
abhorrence, Jacob stated, “That’s enough.”

Miriam hopped off the rock and landed
next to the man. She grabbed him by the hair and lifted his head as
he screamed.

“Jake, meet Kirwan,”
Miriam said. Jacob turned his head slightly and grimaced in
disgust. Blood trickled down Kirwan’s face from his oozing, empty
eye socket as Miriam explained, “This is the fucker who Agatha
wanted to take you to Hanahan. Isn’t that right, widdle
pigwet?”

Miriam shook Kirwan harshly but he
lapsed into unconsciousness. Perturbed at his lack of cooperation,
Miriam shoved him face-first into the dirt.

“Then why the hell are you
torturing him?” queried Jacob in irked disbelief. Miriam grinned
devilishly and spun like a top into Jacob’s arms.

“Because he works for
Agatha and I don’t trust that cunt,” Miriam snarled in her full
demonic voice. Tapping her fingers rhythmically on Jacob’s cheek,
she added in her human tone, “Besides, I know evil, Jake,
and he is
evil.”

Jacob took Miriam by her arms and
pulled her into his body, his serious eyes entrancing her. Startled
by his conviction, she failed to resist.

“‘But love your enemies,
and do good and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward
will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for He
Himself is kind to ungrateful and evil men,’” Jacob said firmly.
(Excerpt from the Gospel of Luke 6:35). Disheartened by Miriam’s
inveterate descent into violence, he urged her,
“‘Be merciful, just as your Father is
merciful.’” (The Gospel of Luke
6:36).

A suddenly-enraged Miriam screamed
hideously, popped out of his arms and raised her hand to swipe at
him with her deadly claws. She froze before connecting and Jacob,
dumbfounded by her sudden hostility, stood wide-eyed yet still
before her as his heart pounded. Assarion’s words echoed
portentously in his mind.

“ . . . do not throw your
pearls before swine, or they will trample them under their
feet, and turn and tear you to
pieces,’” she warned. (Except from the
Gospel of Matthew 7:6).

Silence prevailed as neither Jacob nor
Miriam moved. Stinging remorse wracked her and she looked away
guiltily.

“She hasn’t seen this fuck
in a long time,” Miriam explained while hoping to squirm out of the
tension of the moment. Looking back to Jacob, she continued, “His
little cabin in the woods
no longer exists.”

“So?” asked Jacob.
Agatha’s suspicious designs distracted him from Miriam’s vitriolic
outburst and he heard her parting words in his mind:

“I wouldn’t trust anyone
from this point on,” Agatha advised.

“Not even you?” Jacob
asked.

“Not even me,” replied
Agatha.

“So fuck you,” Miriam
snarled. She watched Jacob with a nervous, expectant expression
much like a loyal dog uncertain of its master’s
intentions.

Kirwan abruptly rose and readied a
desperate strike but Miriam whirled around to meet his advance. She
nonchalantly ended his maneuver by grasping the top of his head
with her right hand and quickly turning it one-hundred-eighty
degrees. The nauseating crack of Kirwan’s neck rippled past Jacob
and disintegrated amidst the trees as he succumbed to a severed
spinal cord. His body plunged to the ground.

“Well, so much for moral
arguments today,” conceded Jacob while assessing Kirwan’s gruesome
corpse. He exhaled in defeat, looked to the night sky and asked,
“How the hell to we find Hanahan now?”

“Don’t worry,” Miriam
droned peculiarly as if hypnotized. Jacob shot her a perplexed
look. Pointing to the southeast, she uttered, “An ungrateful and
evil man has shown me the way.”

******

Elizabeth strode confidently down the
hallway leading to the main elevators though her walk lacked its
usual brisk pace. Trailing a few paces behind her sister, Darby
treaded heavily with an emotionless face.

Armed guards standing on either side
of the elevator door watched their approach as the doors opened.
Standing in the elevator was the short, wiry Sören Walter with his
intensely-blue eyes and ruddy complexion. He held a single dossier
in his hand.

“Ah, Sören. I see you
sleep as little as I do,” Elizabeth greeted her Chief of Staff. She
observed the dossier with disapprobation and said, “I take it you
have the candidates for my new task force commander . . . though I
certainly hope there’s more than one.”

“One candidate’s
qualifications are exemplary,” responded Sören matter-of-factly. He
glanced at Darby quickly before adding, “Though there may be one
small problem.”

Turning her head to view her sister in
her peripheral vision, Elizabeth waited patiently for her to
depart. Darby stared at her and stood motionless.

“Darby, would you be so
kind as to excuse us for a moment?” asked a perturbed
Elizabeth.

“I’ll take the fucking
stairs,” grumbled Darby as she rolled her eyes. Elizabeth stepped
onto the elevator with Sören and, seconds later, the doors closed.
He offered her the dossier but she raised her hand to refuse
it.

“Darius?” Elizabeth
inquired with a slight grin. Sören watched the light dance in
Elizabeth’s eyes as she conjured up old images of Darius in her
mind. Her cheeks flushed faintly.

“He’s currently commanding
officer of the exterior zones,” answered Sören. Tucking the dossier
under his left arm, he said, “He prefers the anonymity and the less
stringent oversight of operating outside the walls.”

“I know, very much like my
husband,” Elizabeth remarked flippantly with a sigh, the thought of
Jacob’s exploits outside the city shattering the images of Darius.
Sören absorbed her comment but failed to respond. Elizabeth then
queried in a businesslike manner, “Have you spoken to him
yet?”

“Yes, and he is amenable
to reassignment,” said Sören. The elevator doors opened as he
added, “He will be in your office at 10:00 a.m.”

Elizabeth held out her hand. Sören
retrieved the dossier from underneath his arm and handed it to
her.

“Make it 1:00
p.m., please,” she
instructed respectfully. She grinned weakly and said, “I intend to
have breakfast with my daughters later and, hopefully, get a little
sleep.”

******

Elizabeth spun her wedding ring around
her pale finger as she fondly recalled memories of her relationship
with Darius. His dossier lay on the table in front of her with
several pictures of him scattered on its surface. Her uglier
battles with Jacob occasionally kindled a desire to reconnect with
Darius though she successfully squelched the urge.

Reclining in a black, leather chair in
her situation room, she allowed herself to relax and drift into her
younger years. She wallowed safely in the bosom of the Mount Borgia
bunker complex like a bubble bath, the Constable protected from the
outside world by layer-upon-layer of impenetrable steel.

Dusky, blue neon lighting ran the
circuit of the room and eerily illuminated the floor, walls and
ceiling. Two flat screen televisions lined the walls on either side
of it, their screens alternating views from cameras placed
throughout Kaiser. A projector unit hung from the ceiling above a
large, rectangular black table surrounded by smaller leather
chairs.

Daydreams of Darius vanished as the
locking mechanism of the reinforced-steel doors clunked and buzzed.
Elizabeth quickly shoved the pictures of Darius into the dossier
and closed it as the doors methodically slid open.

A guard dressed in full tactical gear
entered with Sarah attached to his muscular right arm. The Ursuline
was shockingly attired in a black Gothic uniform, her outfit
consisting of a tight, ankle-length skirt, leather gloves and a
battered, ripped leather jacket with two parallel rows of ruffles
running down its front. Black leather straps, complete with silver
buckles and rings, wrapped themselves around her arms above and
below her bare elbows.

Sarah slicked back her hair and
concealed her olive skin with white makeup. Black lipstick and eye
shadow on each eyelid starkly contrasted with her artificial
pastiness.

“Why on earth are you
dressed like that?” chastised Elizabeth. Inexplicably unsteady as
the guard guided her behind the Constable’s chair, Sarah’s deep,
blue eyes, now dilated and inert, stared forward as if she were
blind. The guard seated Sarah at the table to Elizabeth’s right and
departed. She errantly attempted to place her arms on the arm
rests, her arms finally sliding inward and onto her lap.

“As I once told you,
Constable, the slums are rife with the sick,” Sarah answered
brusquely. Turning her countenance towards Elizabeth but seeing
only a hazy, blue blur, she continued, “The Gothic gangs only allow
their own kind in their neighborhoods. If I wish to preach the
Gospel there, I must dress as the Goths do, so to
speak.”

“I see,” Elizabeth said
with disinterest. The women sat in silence for thirty seconds with
neither one venturing a single word. Altering her tack, Elizabeth
broke the silence first by saying, “Given our history, this isn’t
easy for me to admit but . . . I’m in need of your
services.”

“You are in need of my
services?” queried Sarah in disbelief. Blinking
repeatedly, she grinned and said, “I assure you, I’m of no value to
you.”

“Oh, I beg to differ,
Sarah,” Elizabeth countered, “because I have a demonic problem and
you’ve proven yourself quite adroit at dealing with
demons.”

Sarah leaned back in her chair. Her
smile dimmed and she sighed heavily.

“I don’t know where they
went,” Sarah stated while defiantly staring forward. She steeled
herself against the beating certain to follow.

“But I do,” broke in
Agatha arrogantly with a sly smile, her abrupt appearance causing
Sarah to tense. The nun’s eyes anxiously darted to Agatha despite
her obscured vision. She said nothing.

Agatha stood alone in the situation
room doorway. Clad in a shiny, lime-green sport coat, a black
blouse and black slacks, her eyes mimicked the apparent blindness
demonstrated by Sarah. She entered the room with surprising
steadiness given her obscured sight and bulk and seated herself in
the chair to Elizabeth’s left. Agatha asked glibly, “Ever heard of
Bernie Kunar?”

The situation room doors closed.
Elizabeth shot Agatha a dirty look.

“Bernie Kunar,” Elizabeth
repeated with irritation. Bitterness rolled off her tongue as she
elucidated, “Beloved former city councilman, absolute fool and
hopeless alcoholic. I imprudently accepted him into my
administration to appease the public. But Bernie Kunar is dead.
What could he possibly have to do with my husband’s
whereabouts?”

“You were never regaled
with his tales of the ‘hedonistic haven at Hanahan?’” laughed
Agatha boisterously. She rolled her chair out from the table and
spun it around once. Elizabeth sighed in mild frustration but
smirked.

“Oh, yes,’ Elizabeth said,
“many, many times. He claimed Hanahan was a small town just outside
my territory that supported a huge casino long before the fall and,
amazingly, was still in operation. Naturally, I didn’t believe him.
His little disappearances were blackouts and benders,
not visits to Hanahan as
he insisted.”

“Well, Liz, I gotta tell
ya’,” interjected Agatha. She indulged in a pregnant pause before
uttering, “It exists.”

“Of course it does,”
Elizabeth muttered while rolling her eyes.

“She speaks the truth,”
interjected Sarah solemnly. Agatha’s smugness evaporated as the
color drained from her pudgy face. Puzzled, Elizabeth
scowled.

“How would you know?”
Elizabeth snapped while glowering at Sarah.

“I’ve been sifting through
my sister’s lies for decades,” Sarah replied as Agatha winced at
the revelation.

“Sisters. How
fascinating,” Elizabeth commented blithely. She glanced sidelong at
Agatha, noted her chubby countenance, narrowed her eyes and then
looked back to Sarah’s lean face. She taunted disinterestedly, “Let
me guess, half-sisters.”

Agatha fumed but remained silent.
Sarah merely stared at her blurry form.

“You’re both wasting my
time,” Elizabeth complained, the Constable brushing aside her
newfound knowledge of the kinship of Sarah and Agatha. Her patience
wavering, she tersely queried, “Where’s my husband?”

“I sent him to Hanahan,”
Agatha explained with renewed smugness.

“And you did so why?”
Elizabeth asked while pushing the fingertips of her left hand into
her forehead. Weariness weighed on her heavily and diluted her
ire.

“You may not like your
husband, but I do,” replied Agatha. She gestured and said, “I
thought I’d do that poor drunken bastard a favor, especially given
that he paid me two grand to do it.”

Sarah’s demeanor chilled, an
unexpected negative energy rushing over her like an unforgiving
arctic wind. Elizabeth and Agatha felt troubled as her dark mood
washed over them.

“It would be best for all
of us if he never arrives there,” Sarah warned.
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 Elizabeth, forever seeking ways to ensure the loyalty of her
officers and VIPs, transplanted an entire upscale Irish pub onto
the grounds of the mansion. Maintaining the dark wood interior but
removing the Irish elements of the tavern, she established the
Kaiser Officers’ Club. Works of colorless or deeply earth-toned art
replaced its former Irish memorabilia, the paintings and sculptures
flavoring the room with class and sophistication.

The center of the rectangular,
one-room pub housed its sizeable kitchen and storage areas. Great,
dark wood walls enclosed the kitchen with immense mirrors and
lighted, glass liquor shelves affixed to their outward faces.
Interrupted occasionally by entryways leading into the kitchen, a
bar surrounded the kitchen structure. Beyond the rows of
high-backed bar chairs, square, four-person tables dominated the
remainder of the room. Tinted windows of bulletproof glass
permitted filtered sunlight to illuminate the pub.

A drunken Darby, currently the club’s
only patron, clumsily grabbed the whiskey bottle in front of her
and filled her glass again. Most of the remaining whiskey spilled
onto the bar but she managed to fill her glass three-quarters full.
Closing one eye, she lifted the bottle and peered into it. The
realization that it was empty prompted her to grimace and hurl it
over the sea of tables. The bottle struck a window and
shattered.

“Get mea . . . a-anotha’ .
. . fuckin’ boddle!” she demanded, Elizabeth’s sister barking
slurred orders to an audience of assorted liquor bottles on the
wall behind the bar. Nearly toppling over, she rotated her chair
towards the windows.

“Well aren’t we a crunken
dunt,” snickered Marcion mockingly, the demon appearing on top of
the bar wearing a ridiculous bartender’s outfit complete with an
orange vest, a white dress shirt and an orange bowtie. Darby fell
out of her chair and barrel rolled before leaping up as she drew
her fifty-caliber pistol and aimed it at Marcion. Standing on the
bar, he meticulously polished a beer stein with a white towel. He
cackled and added, “And in the morning no less!”

Darby searched her mind for the vilest
possible words while she squinted and attempted to focus on
Marcion’s blurry image. She struggled to hold her firearm
stationary.

“Wha’ the fuck . . . d’you
want?” Darby responded with difficulty. She stifled a belch and
then hiccupped. Frustrated with her inability to hold her pistol
steady, she clumsily holstered it and uttered, “Fucker.”

Darby stumbled back to the bar,
slumped into her chair, grasped her glass and took a long drink.
Marcion sneered. Hurling her drink at him, she demanded, “When’re
we killin’ J-Jacob?”

Marcion remained motionless and let
the glass pass innocuously through his body. It shattered on the
mirror and left behind a large crack.

“Soon, very soon,” Marcion
said coldly as he set the beer stein down on the bar next to him.
Throwing the towel over his shoulder, he urged her, “But we, and
by we I
mean you, need to
get the ball rolling by getting Lady Lizzie to Hanahan.”

“She ain’t goin’ tuh
H-Huh,” Darby said before suppressing another belch. Her eyes
narrowing, she managed to say, “Hanahan.”

“What?!” chirped Marcion
in a high-pitched whine. He kicked the beer stein which tipped over
on its side, rolled off the bar and hit the floor with a thud.
Marcion griped, “Why not? Isn’t she going after
Gottschalk?!”

“No,” answered Darby. She yawned. Poorly imitating Elizabeth’s
prim and proper mannerisms and speech, Darby said with waning
success, “She is, is waitin’ for him to come to her. And she, she dudn’t believe it,
it exists . . . either.”

Marcion lowered his head
and wobbled as if he would fall. His countenance became bleak,
the daimoniou seemingly feeding on and dimming the light in the pub. Darby
quivered uncomfortably as negative spiritual energy inundated her.
Recovering and standing up straight, Marcion quietly considered his
options before a slow smile came to his face.

“I’ll get her to Hanahan,” he ordered in a peculiar demonic tone.
Darby furrowed her brow as he directed her, “You just have that accident ready to
go.”

******

Trailing Miriam as she meandered into
the burgeoning dawn, Jacob let his mind meander into the past. He
could no longer play the memory as if it were a recording: he
simply recalled the image of a pretty face, an engaging smile, the
romantic tension and the exhilarating, gentle touch of teenage
breasts on his forearm. Jacob failed to act at that pivotal moment,
to risk all and make a play for the most popular girl in high
school.

“Risk
all,” he rebuked himself while remembering
the alluring charm of that buxom, blonde girl and how she
overwhelmed the awkward, insecure teenager that he was. He coveted
those adolescent feelings of insecurity and wished to substitute
them for the adult feelings of insecurity he possessed
now.

“Am I beautiful,” Miriam
cooed before her tone dipped sorrowfully, “or am I
hideous?”

Miriam’s treacherous words shattered
Jacob’s reverie. She continued to walk forward, the demon feigning
a lack of concern over his reply.

“So how much farther is
this fucking place?” asked Jacob while pretending that Miriam’s
words never reached his ears. Exhausted, he grumbled, “We’ve been
walking for hours.”

Miriam shrieked, lunged to her right
and punched a tree, its trunk exploding like a shattering
toothpick. The upper portion of the tree plummeted to earth and
crashed to the ground between them. Awestruck, Jacob stared blankly
at Miriam as she glared at him.

“You fucking heard me and
you fucking know it,” snarled Miriam, her monstrous voice bleeding
into her human one. She bounded onto the fallen tree with demonic
precision and looked down upon him. Recovering from his shock,
Jacob defiantly yet unsteadily climbed onto the trunk. He managed
to stand and retain his balance.

“What the fuck’s your
problem?” queried Jacob as he gestured angrily. Steadying himself,
he barked, “Ya’ wanna can the rage for a while?”

Miriam lowered her head and watched
Jacob with immoral eyes. She smirked deviously.

“Am . . . I . . .
beautiful?” she demanded in her demonic
tone.

Jacob’s umbrage vanished after several
tense, quiet seconds. He stifled a grin.

“Not right now,” he
quipped. A quizzical expression flashed across Miriam’s face and
she lifted her head. Fighting off an embarrassed grin, she turned
away from him to hide it. Jacob chuckled and wisecracked, “Eh,
let’s just fuck and get it over with.”

He tensed as Miriam whirled around to
face him. Wild glints of elation and fear flashed in her jet eyes
and intensified into two brilliant pinpricks of light.

Miriam and Jacob watched each other
with great uncertainty, the pair simultaneously fearing and
yearning for their first sexual tryst. The opportunity, though an
imperfect one, was nonetheless real: they were alone and without
threat of interruption.

Miriam stepped forward first and then
Jacob followed suit. A few seconds passed before they moved closer
to one another, Jacob affectionately placing his hands on the
curves of Miriam’s hips. She, in turn, lovingly placed her hands on
his chest. Hesitant but steady, they moved their faces ever closer.
Miriam tilted her head to the right, not in her usual, animalistic
manner, but in a fluid, sensual motion. Closing her eyes, she
raised herself onto her tiptoes and prepared for their lips to
caress.

Jacob suddenly became conscious of the
weight of his wedding ring on his finger. Pangs of guilt
instantaneously riddled him and he aborted their kiss. Miriam’s
eyes popped open.

“Mirry, I can’t do this,
not now,” confessed Jacob. He loathed the thought of hurting Miriam
but was unable to break his wedding vows. Troubled by the prospect
of irrevocably marring his marriage to Elizabeth, he said, “I’m
just not ready yet.”

Miriam’s left hand grasped Jacob’s
shirt as she placed her right hand on the back of his head. She
forcibly and unemotionally pulled him towards a kiss. Jacob
struggled against her advance to no avail.

“Damn it, Mirry, no . .
. please,”
pleaded Jacob. Holding him fast, she avoided his lips at the last
possible second. Sliding her cheek against Jacob’s face, she
lightly nibbled his ear with her teeth and then increased the
pressure of her bite. Jacob ceased struggling and whispered,
“Stop.”

Miriam nuzzled his neck and bit it
gently but failed to break the skin. Chills rippled down Jacob’s
spine as Miriam embraced him.

“You’re
mine now, Jake,” Miriam
cooed into his ear, the demon seducing Jacob with a honeyed tone.
Her demonic voice interspersed with her human one, she said
determinedly, “I love you, and no one will ever take you away from
me. Ever. If
Elizabeth tries to get you back, I’ll crush her fucking pelvis so
she can’t walk, and while she lies there, screaming, bleeding, I’ll
start cutting open her veins, one by one. I’ll watch her bleed to
death while I slowly slice open her eyes, and tear off her fingers
and toes, and peel off her skin.”

Miriam nuzzled Jacob’s neck again and
cuddled into him. Horrified and nauseated by Miriam’s vehement
malice, he trembled.

“Your marriage ended when
you left Kaiser,” Miriam advised firmly. Taking his chin in her
right hand, she guided Jacob’s frightened gaze to her loving
countenance and stated slowly, “You don’t have to be faithful to
her anymore.”

The dazzling light of the morning sun
clawed its way through the foliage. Miriam glanced to the East
before looking back to Jacob and patting him on the
cheek.

“You’ll have to wait,
though, my love,” she explained, her intensity inexplicably waning.
She hopped off the tree trunk and said, “We need to go a little
farther today.”

******

Elizabeth sunk her teeth into the
buttery toast and savored its warmth and its flavor. Conscious of
her diet to a fault, she rarely indulged in unhealthy eating. She
feasted this morning, however, the Constable celebrating the
special occasion of her first meal with her daughters in many
days.

The smell of bacon, sausage, eggs and
pancakes wafted throughout a breakfast nook which exhibited the
charm and decoration of a farmhouse kitchen. Country knickknacks
titivated the shelves and walls while the window dressings
resembled colorful quilts. The nook, the antitheses of Elizabeth’s
tastes, mimicked a soothing remnant of her own childhood. She,
Vanessa and Mallory occupied three of four chairs surrounding an
antique table.

Elizabeth ordered the construction of
the nook to provide her daughters with a homey, normal place to
eat, the family often forsaking the lavish and cavernous dining
rooms of the mansion. Built on the second level, it faced Mount
Borgia. The positioning allowed in the light of day while shielding
it from the threat of ranged attacks from the city.

“I need to speak to the
both of you,” volleyed Elizabeth after sipping her coffee. Jacob’s
departure was foremost on her mind.

“This room is ridiculous,”
Vanessa inquired bitingly before popping a piece of bacon into her
mouth. Vanessa, Elizabeth’s nineteen-year-old daughter and a carbon
copy of her mother, rolled her eyes and asked, “Why the fuck do we
still eat in here?”

“Vanessa!” scolded
Elizabeth while setting down her coffee cup in its saucer with a
clank. Conveying her displeasure via a withering look, Elizabeth
stated, “Unacceptable.”

Mallory, Elizabeth’s petite and
precocious seventeen-year-old, watched her mother in anticipation
of her answer. The olive-skinned teenager possessed deep brown eyes
and wispy, light-brown hair.

“I’m an adult, mother,”
Vanessa grumbled while being unaffected by her mother’s criticism.
Letting her ire fade and with an odd gleam in her eyes, she
inquired, “Where’s Jake?”

Elizabeth’s heart bled. She knew she
balanced precariously at the edge of her daughters’ adulthood. She
expected them to react strongly to the news of Jacob’s departure.
Pressured by her daughters’ emotional distress and feeling trapped,
she resorted to one of her specialties: propaganda.

“I didn’t want to tell you
this but Jacob is missing,” Elizabeth expounded while funneling her
inner turmoil over Jacob’s departure into her deception. The gleam
in Vanessa’s eyes became fear and two worried faces studied
Elizabeth carefully. She elaborated slowly and gravely, “There’ve
been several terrorist attacks recently and I believe the
insurgents were targeting Jacob. It’s possible he was
kidnapped.”

Vanessa’s worried expression deepened
but Mallory successfully fought off her concern and became
stone-faced. The untruths Elizabeth told her children undoubtedly
hurt them. Those untruths, however, were necessary evils and
shields to protect them from the horrible reality of a crumbling
marriage and a usurping denizen of the spiritual realm.

“Why would they take
Jake?” asked Vanessa with the slightest hint of tears in her eyes.
She trembled.

“You’re lying,” Mallory
said while lifting a glass of orange juice to her lips and gulping
from it. Setting the glass on the table, she bitingly stated, “You
two broke up and you kicked him out of the city. I know
all about Lady Lizzie
and her drunken fool.”

Elizabeth abruptly rose to her feet,
nimbly rounded the table and smacked Mallory across the face.
Vanessa flinched as Elizabeth’s palm connected with her sister’s
skin.

“Don’t ever use that name
again,” snarled Elizabeth. She scowled and demanded, “Where did you
hear it?”

“From me,” remarked a
robust female voice, its tone mature and saturated with immodesty.
Tara Nicks strode into the room with Elizabeth’s supreme confidence
and Darby’s intimidating aura. The sisters clearly derived their
height from their mother as Tara stood a svelte
five-foot-nine-inches tall. Her daughters possessed more defined
musculature but Tara still sported a long, lean physique that
defied the ravages of the aging process. She stated with a smirk,
“Of course, your dalliances are certainly no secret in this city.
Everyone knows about Lady Lizzie and her penchant for cycling
through men.”

Elizabeth fumed, her face turning red
due to wrath and embarrassment. Her mother reveled in her
response.

“Given recent events, I
thought you could use a little help from Mommy,” said Tara. Her
vibrant eyes did not penetrate those upon whom she gazed but
instead her corneas served as veils obscuring the machinations of
her cunning mind. Tara’s countenance was an exquisite painting,
beautiful yet static, with an elegant nose terminating in a quaint
point. She shared Elizabeth’s soft, pale skin but her hair was
dirty-blonde.

“You’re supposed to be in
retirement, Mother,” Elizabeth chastised her. Tara ignored the
rebuke.

“Is that so?” countered
Tara as flames erupted in Elizabeth’s eyes. Spreading her arms in
anticipation of her granddaughters’ eager embraces, Tara said,
“Now, girls, how about a hug for the sexiest grandma on
earth?”

******

The clang of Jacob closing the
cumbersome metal door boomed like thunder and rumbled down the
defunct, cylindrical drainage tunnel. He and Miriam stood on a
platform at its head, the chamber comprised entirely of
rectangular, gray stone blocks. Many of the blocks were discolored,
some of them greenish with moss and others blackish with water
damage.

Two flights of eight steps on either
side of the platform led down to narrow walkways that hugged the
walls. The tunnel, which encompassed a stagnant river of murky,
green water, eventually curved to the left and out of
sight.

A rectangular shaft set in the ceiling
permitted sunlight from the surface to dimly illuminate the tunnel.
The air, though dank and musty, lacked the
overwhelmingly-unpleasant smell of a sewer.

“This tunnel leads right
to Hanahan,” said Miriam proudly. Jacob chewed the inside of his
mouth and emitted several clicks that echoed faintly down the
tunnel. The prospect of journeying through it vexed him but at
least, in his mind, it would shield them from prying eyes. Miriam
provocatively slithered into Jacob’s arms and said, “And now that
we have a little more time . . . .”

Jacob acquiesced and, much to her
surprise, leaned towards her. He halted a mere inch from her
lips.

“What?” demanded Miriam
bitterly, the demon irritated by Jacob’s aborted advance. Looking
over her right shoulder, he saw a thick, rusted metal door set in
the discolored stone at the base of the stairs.

“Did you hear that?” Jacob
queried.

“No,” lied a perturbed
Miriam as she tugged his arm. She felt a human presence in the room
beyond the door but concealed that fact, saying in
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