
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Title 
Copyright

			Acknowledgements

			Dedication

			Hellscapes, Volume III

			About the Author

		

	
		
			Hellscapes

			Volume 3 

			Stephen Zimmer

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2021 by Stephen Zimmer

			All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be copied or transmitted in any form, electronic or otherwise, without express written consent of the publisher or author.

			Cover Design: Fatima Azhar 

			Cover art in this book copyright © 2021 Fatima Azhar and Seventh Star Press.

			Editor: Holly Phillippe

			Published by Seventh Star Press, LLC.

			ISBN Number: 978-1-7368125-4-9

			Seventh Star Press

			www.seventhstarpress.com

			info@seventhstarpress.com

			Publisher’s Note:

			Hellcsapes, Volume III is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, and places are the product of the author’s imagination, used in fictitious manner.  Any resemblances to actual persons, places, locales, events, etc. are purely coincidental.

			Printed in the United States of America

			First Edition

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			Writing these stories is always a surreal and intense experience, to say the least and I would like to take a moment to thank a few inviduals and groups who are an important part of my world and path as a writer.

			My deepest gratitude to the editor of this collection, Holly Phillippe. She is always candid and thorough when editing these stories, helping me to make sure they are in the best form possible to bring to my readers. 

			A big thank you to Fatima Azhar, who I got to work with for the first time on the cover art and design on this book.  She was great to work with and showed great patience in getting this cover to where it needed to be. 

			A heartfelt thank you to the members of the Seventh Legion and my readers.  They are the reason I am an author, and, as always, I push myself to improve in my craft and storytelling with every new release.  It is the least I can do to show my committment and apprectiation to my readers, in bringing them the best stories and adventures that I possibly can. 

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To the Eternal One, Who protects and guides us through the shadows of this world. 

			To my mother and father, who stood as wonderful examples of courage and walking the path of Light through the trials of life.

			To my beloved Holly, who stands with me against the darkness present in this temporal world and helps me always to cross through it, to reach an everlasting one, where the darkness has no place. 

		

	
		
			Hellscapes, Volume III

		

	
		
			The Ruins

			Sepulchral whispers, drifting through an effluvium of sorrowful despair, slithered into the remnants of ears withered and charred.  Spread before the gaunt, skeletal figure loomed a decaying city, its devolving structures the cenotaphs of a diabolic metropolis.

			Under skies blackened and rippling with crimson eddies like waves of searing embers, rheumy eyes devoid of life stared unblinking upon the mordant vision. 

			Nothing stirred among the ruins. 

			Sighing tendrils of wind brushed against leathery skin, stretched thin and taut against the bones protruding from beneath.

			A dull haze brimming within a mind barely conscious, faint echoes of recognition flitted about the edges of memory. 

			Taking slow, ponderous steps, Madison trudged in the direction of the dilapidated metropolis spread before her.

			***

			Looking from side to side, Madison gazed upon the handiwork of malice and turmoil.  Broken glass littered the sidewalks beneath smashed windows.  Large sheets of wood lay upon the ground, pried off from the storefronts now hollow and ransacked.   

			Chaotic scrawls covered the surfaces of the buildings. Hateful screeds and profanities were interspersed with vivid imagery, including grotesque figures with leering, mocking expressions, and bizarre scenes portraying extreme depravities ranging from the orgiastic to the murderous.  

			Unkempt growths sprouted in clusters from the cracks and fissures riddling the sidewalks, side lots, and street pavement.

			Littering the streets, oriented in a variety of directions, were the husks of burned-out, gutted vehicles.  Whether located at the sides or in the midst of the roadway itself, the vehicles had all the signs of being abandoned in haste, from open doors to the telltale streaks of tires marking the asphalt. 

			 Even if any of the vehicles had been intact, they could not have gotten far.  Haphazard barricades spanned the streets, in several places: jumbled masses of broken furniture, scraps of wood and metal, segments of chain-link fencing, and other debris piled high to obstruct passage.

			In a few of the open spaces between buildings were broad, raised plinths.  Presumably, the large bases once held monuments of some kind, though nothing currently rested upon their surfaces.

			Madison trod slowly down the middle of street after street; every single one of them marred with wreckage and squalor.  Her shoes scraped against the asphalt, from time to time dragging along the ubiquitous small objects littering the ground, including needle-topped syringes, clumps of human excrement, and empty bottles.  

			Wafting slowly across in acrid waves, malodorous scents assailed her senses.  Urine, decay, the rot of death, feces, and many other pungent stenches had Madison choking and gagging, enveloped within a stomach-churning nausea.

			After proceeding through several blocks, Madison found that she was moving with less effort.  Fragments of greater clarity in her mind allowed her to focus more fully on the things she witnessed. 

			Increasingly, she wondered where the inhabitants of the ravaged city had gone.  There were no signs of life, anywhere she looked, whether bird, beast, or human.

			The thought that such a large city could be entirely abandoned staggered her.  The encompassing silence oppressive, her anxiety increased as she continued through the shadowy environs.

			Madison shuddered in reaction to an abrupt peal of thunder that rolled across the dark skies.  Hints of familiarity tugged at her as she looked around, but answers proved elusive. 

			For a moment, she entertained the idea of going into one of the buildings running along the street, but she pressed forward, hoping to come across someone.   

			Becoming increasingly tense and on edge, Madison flinched, thunder growling menacingly within the skies once more.

			If a storm broke over the city, she would not have any trouble finding shelter, but she hoped that any outbreak of inclement held at bay for a while.  

			Madison passed another raised stone base, where a statue once rested. Expletives, symbols, and crude images were rendered all over the stone, reflections of great animosity and rage.  

			She wondered what figure had been represented there, and who had torn the statue down.   

			Hearing a low, faint groan, Madison came to a stop.  Turning her head to the right, looking to where the sound seemed to be coming from, she warily eyed the mouth of a narrow alley. 

			A part of her wanted to investigate, but another part of her warned against it.  Then, a lengthy, guttural moan rose into the air, coming from the left.   

			Bringing her gaze around, her breath caught in her throat.  Small, loose bits of asphalt scattered across the ground as a hand pushed up through the road surface.  

			The skin had a cadaverous, light gray tone.  Slowly, the hand opened and closed, as if clutching at the air.  More asphalt pieces skittered on the surface, as a second hand burst through.

			Rising from all around her, other extended moans and wails carried skyward, the sounds coalescing into a chilling, mournful chorus.

			A high-pitched shriek escaped her mouth, as ice-cold fingers brushed against her right ankle.  Stepping back in reflex, she cried out again when another hand gripped onto her other ankle.  

			Yanking her leg free of its grasp with little difficulty, Madison stared down at a pair of arms rising up from the asphalt. The ground around the arms continued to crumble and break apart, as a human figure pulled itself up from beneath the road.

			A narrow-faced man of about thirty appeared, dressed in ragged, soiled clothes that hung loose on his frame.  He had a sullen expression and leaden gaze, and though Madison stood no more than a couple of strides from him, the man looked to be staring past her.

			Others were coming up from the ground, everywhere that she looked.  Sluggish in their movements, the men and women climbing out had stony expressions and blank gazes, devoid of any spark of liveliness.

			Though their individual features reflected a variety of ethnic backgrounds, all within the emerging multitude had the same cadaverous gray hue to their skin.  

			Aside from a few brief glances in her direction, the emerging crowd paid Madison little heed.  Walking through their midst, she was careful not to bump into any of them.

			A lethargic atmosphere pervaded the growing throng.  Madison looked into one dull, vacant gaze after another, and she became curious as to who the people were and why they were all in such an apathetic, dreary state.

			None of them spoke, and there were no meaningful interactions among them.  The listless figures appeared to be sapped of all motivation. 

			Looking up and down the street, Madison saw gray-skinned figures as far as her vision could reach.  It did not take long before there were hundreds of the gray-skinned figures standing on the asphalt surface, now pockmarked with the holes they had created when they emerged.  

			Their large numbers unnerved her, but for the most part, it was like she was invisible to their eyes. 

			On a few occasions, Madison was on the cusp of speaking to one of the figures, but she held back each time, not wanting to do anything to disturb or provoke the strange beings.   

			The throngs of men and women milled around the street and sidewalks, ambling about without any sense of purpose. They seemed all but mindless to Madison, invoking just enough mental focus to walk upright and not collide with each other.

			Madison reached an area where some kind of large structure had been demolished.  Mounded piles of rubble and debris filled the space between two buildings off to her right. 

			Movement within the debris drew her eyes.  

			Skulking around the edge of a towering heap of rubble, a shadowy figure came into view.  Clad entirely in black, the figure had a skeletal visage, its mouth set in a leering, predatory grin as it looked upon the multitude gathering in the street. 

			Set deeper within the sockets to either side of its nasal cavity, eyes like hot embers glowed.  

			When the figure moved, black vapors trailed from its body.  Reaching a large, jagged block of concrete, jutting from the rubble, it sprang up nimbly and crouched at the end, continuing to eye the gray figures massing in the street.  

			Others similar to the figure in black began emerging into view, coming from shattered doors, through the openings in broken windows, out of alleys, and over the mounds of rubble.  A few had masks covering their faces, but most had their hideous, skeletal faces bared to full view.  

			Though a small fraction of the newcomers were empty-handed, a variety of objects could be seen in the hands of the black-clad entities: including baseball bats, knives, batons, stones, hammers, lengths of wood, and many other implements capable of inflicting harm.

			The dark, vaporous emanations from their bodies gave the figures a surreal wraith-like appearance when they moved.  Unlike the figures in the street, Madison greatly feared the black-clad entities.

			Presumably, the figures assembling in the street did as well.  For the first time since they had come up from the ground, they exhibited emotion and a discernable focus. 

			A frenzied panic swept through the gray-skinned masses, and they began scattering in all directions.  With the fast breakdown in cohesion, in mere moments, many among them became isolated as they separated from the others. 

			At that point, the black-clad figures in view launched into motion, swiftly converging on the street and blocking those attempting to flee.  

			Small groups of the dark entities hounded lone individuals.  Overtaking them, they subjected the gray-skinned beings to a brutal tempest of violence.  

			Swarming their victims, the demoniac assailants cut, stabbed, pounded, and slashed at their bodies.  Raw screams of agony stabbed the air from all around.  

			Awash in terror and confusion, Madison trembled, watching one of the ill-fated victims being set alight, the flames spreading to fully envelop their body in a handful of seconds.  The shrill wail emitting from the hapless, burning figure chilled her to the marrow.

			Her mind scrambled, Madison sought to escape, but she found herself doubling back every time she moved in a particular direction.  The dark-clad assailants were everywhere that she looked, and it was the best that she could do to avoid drawing near to one.  

			For the moment, they appeared to be ignoring her, similar to how the gray-skinned figures had done.  More than once, she saw one of the skeletal faces looking right at her, but each time the figures turned to pursue another of the ones that had emerged from the ground.

			There were far more gray-skinned figures than there were attackers.  Heading down streets and alleys, many of the former beings were able to slip away during the widespread chaos.  

			A strange phenomenon then began unfolding before Madison’s eyes, as the savage beatings persisted.  

			The more that the attackers engaged in the orgy of violence, the more vapors issuing from their bodies increased.  Not long afterward, their bodies started to deform, becoming more incorporeal, as if transforming more fully into the black, miasmic substance drifting from them.

			Bludgeoned, pummeled, and hacked apart, the gray-skinned figures remaining in sight whittled down steadily in number.  The last few left in the street were hemmed in and slaughtered, until not a single one of them stood within the road.  

			Alone among the barbarous assailants, Madison turned in place, terrified.  She eyed the dark entities all around her, trying to see a way out of her predicament.    

			No longer of a corporeal form, the wraiths hovered just above the ground.  Living shadows with a vaguely human shape, they still had the smoldering, piercing gazes they had before.  

			All through the street, the entities began floating away from the blood-soaked carnage they had wrought.  Melding into the shadows in the alleys, gutted buildings, and mounds of rubble, the spectral throng withdrew from the street in an eerie silence.  

			When Madison focused once more on her immediate surroundings, she stared aghast at the mauled, battered forms littering the street and sidewalk.  All of them lay motionless and silent. 

			Reeling from everything that she had just witnessed, Madison stood rooted in place for a long while, trying to collect her thoughts.  She could not make sense of the massacre, and she was no closer to having any answers.  

			If anything, she had more questions, especially regarding the gray-skinned beings that had come up from below the ground, and the demonic figures that had attacked them. 

			Overhead, another long peal of deep thunder rumbled through the roiling clouds.

			 Crazed laughter broke out suddenly from a short distance behind her.  Slowly, fearfully, she turned in place, her apprehension increasing within at the thought of what she might find.  

			A tall man clad in a long overcoat, a duster, stood in the middle of the road.  A wide-brimmed hat crowned his head.  Shoulder-length, dark brown locks framed his angular face.  His eyes, shadowed beneath the wide brim of the hat, appeared as pools of coal-black. 

			When his laughter faded, he continued staring at her.

			The first entity to take direct notice of her since she had entered the rotting metropolis, his attention came as a momentary shock.  

			Recovering from her initial startlement, and mustering a little composure, Madison asked the man, “Who are you?” 

			“Just a stranger,” the enigmatic figure replied in an even tone, his grin spreading broader, as another laugh rumbled out from his throat.  “You can call me The Stranger, if you’d like.”

			Frowning, Madison found no humor in the response.  “What ... what is this place?”

			“You should be asking about what comes next,” The Stranger answered, the unsettling grin remaining upon his face.

			“’What comes next?’” Madison repeated, while growing more irritated.  “What kind of question is that?”

			His expression hardening and grin fading, The Stranger answered, “Here, it is the only question to be asked.”

			Madison shook her head, becoming more frustrated.  “Who were the people that crawled out of the ground?  Why were they attacked?  And what were the things that attacked them?”

			“They did not do anything,” The Stranger replied.

			“If they didn’t do anything, then they didn’t deserve to be attacked,” Madison retorted. 

			“They deserved what happened to them, because they did not do anything,” The Stranger responded, enigmatically. 

			Exasperated, Madison glared at the man.  “That makes no sense at all.”

			“It makes perfect sense,” The Stranger replied.  “Inaction, appeasement, and willful ignorance are among the things that gave rise to what torments them in this place  ... a newly forged dominion.”

			“The dark things that attacked them?” she asked, tentatively. 

			The Stranger nodded slowly.  “What is done ... or not done ... can give life to the entities you encounter here.”

			“Where is here?” she asked him.

			“That is for you to discover,” he replied.  “It is a part of what comes next...”

			A mirthless smile spread slowly across The Stranger’s face.  Tilting his head to the left, he appeared to be listening intently.

			Just as Madison was about to venture another question, her ears caught faint sounds in the air.  Without a doubt, she knew the sounds to be voices, chanting in rhythm.  

			Madison could not make out the words being used, but a phrase of some kind was being repeated, again and again.  She glanced back toward The Stranger.  

			With his unsettling smile still fixed upon his face, he nodded his head down the street ahead of them.  Then, making his gesture clear, he swept his hands in an exaggerated arc and pointed with both in the same direction.  

			Tentatively at first, Madison started forward, making her way around one of the holes in the street.  The Stranger walked along with her, keeping a little distance to her right side. 

			The presence of other voices gave her some hope.  Perhaps she would find some that were less cryptic than The Stranger.

			She did not say anything to him as they walked along the street, suspecting that anything he told her would confuse her even more.  Nevertheless, she was glad to have some company, after wandering the streets alone.  

			Homing in on the chanting, Madison sought its source.  The volume slowly grew as she made her way farther along the seemingly abandoned street.  

			Sensing eyes upon her, she looked to the left and right, but saw nothing.  At times, she thought that she detected movements out of the corners of her eyes, but when she turned her head, there was nothing there. 

			They passed more rubble-filled lots, dark alleyways, and a host of graffiti-strewn, heavily damaged storefronts.

			Coming to an intersection, the rising chanting drew her to the left, beckoning.  Though she still could not make out the words being used, the nature of the voices became more distinct.  

			Whether shrill, grating, or having the tenor of a wail, the voices comprising the hellish chorus were all harsher in timbre.  The recognition unsettled her, and she nearly asked The Stranger about it, but she held back, preferring to see for herself who the voices belonged to. 

			The two walked down the street for a couple of blocks. Just ahead was a large plaza spread out in front of a huge, stout-looking construct, most likely a courthouse, or some other type of administrative building.  

			A teeming multitude of the shadowy phantoms that she had seen recently was massed in front of the elaborate building.  To her dismay, Madison realized the chant was coming from them.  

			Other figures looked outward from the many windows set in the outer facade of the building.  

			Casting a brief glance to her right, Madison decided to ask The Stranger some questions, at last, “What is this? Who is in that building?”

			The Stranger laughed in response, his tone sounding even more unhinged and maniacal than before.  “What comes next!” 

			Angered at his unhelpful response, Madison did not have time to pursue the matter further, as a new development unfurled along the forefront of the gathered wraiths. 

			Small flames sparked to life, cradled within the hands of numerous wraiths.  Drifting through the air slowly, those holding the flames approached the front of the building. 

			Then, when the dark figures were close, they hurled the flames through the air, like so many balls of fire.  

			The blazing spheres arced high through the air, striking the walls of the building or shattering through windows and disappearing inside.  Soon after, coils of black smoke began issuing from many of the pierced windows, accompanied by an intensifying reddish glow. 

			Screams followed not long afterward, all of them coming from inside the structure.  

			The cries of distress evoked a feverish, euphoric response from the massed wraiths.  Taking higher to the air, and flying around the building, the wraiths loosed a bevy of ear-splitting shrieks and screeches.  

			“They’re ... they’re burning people alive,” Madison stammered, looking upon the scene in horror.  “Is there no one to stop them, whatever they are?” 

			The Stranger laughed again.  “’Whatever they are?’ You should know better than that ...  Madison.  I already told you ... they are a natural conclusion to choices made.  As for whether there are any who can stop them, you got your wish ... there is no one that can.  And don’t forget, those that are burning inside there didn’t do anything.”

			“My wish!” Madison shouted, infuriated at his mocking tone.  “I didn’t wish for this!”

			“You did, or you would not be here now,” The Stranger responded, his black gaze boring into her, as his smile faded. 

			More grating screams came from inside the building.  The wraiths circling about the structure took up a more frenzied pace, their haunting cries soaring into the air and echoing off the buildings all around.  

			The hapless plight of those trapped within the building distressed Madison, to where she could no longer view the traumatic scene.  

			“I want to be away from here, I can’t take any more of this,” she declared to The Stranger, turning away from the view.

			“Turning your eyes away from a reality, and refusing to acknowledge it ... doesn’t negate it,” The Stranger said. 

			“I don’t what to hear anything from you!” she retorted angrily.    

			“What comes next?” The Stranger responded, the words carrying a sharp hint of menace within them.

			“Are you insane?” she shrieked at him.

			“Rational, in a state devoid of all hope,” The Stranger responded, evenly.  “Or is that the same thing?” 

			“I’m leaving here,” Madison announced firmly, starting down the block behind them.  

			The cacophony surrounding the courthouse building continued sounding in her ears, but she kept her eyes fixed ahead.  Her quickened steps scraped against the crack-riddled asphalt. 

			When Madison reached another intersection, she turned to the right, not caring where she was going.  The dilapidated urban atmosphere encompassing her weighed increasingly heavy upon her thoughts.

			She wanted to wake up from the awful nightmare, but could not shake herself free.  Everything seemed so vivid and real, from every putrid scent, to each terrifying scream, to every entity that she had encountered.

			The blocks slowly mounted and the sounds from the courthouse gradually declined, until she could hear nothing more of the hellish turmoil there.  The streets around her appeared empty, but she knew better than to assume anything.  

			Her gaze darted between the shadows, a part of her expecting something to emerge from the dark recesses.  A constant paranoia prevented the high anxiety gripping her from loosening its oppressive hold. 

			From the depths of alleys and within the mounded rubble of several lots she heard scuttling noises, but whatever manner of creature caused the sounds deftly avoided her eyes. 

			After traversing several more blocks, she entered the outskirts of a residential part of the city.  Houses on small plots of land lined both sides of the street ahead of her.  

			Older constructions featuring sheltered porches, the two-story houses were built solidly of brick.  Each had a small front yard with a driveway running alongside.  

			In many of the windows and doorways of the houses, Madison espied figures looking back at her.  Whenever she set her eyes directly on one of them, they ducked out of sight, their reflexive movements conveying fear.  

			“What comes next?” a familiar voice with a mocking edge came from behind her. 

			Whirling about, she glowered at The Stranger.  “Did you follow me all the way out here?  Are you stalking me or something?”

			“Not stalking, just indulging my curiosity,” The Stranger replied, an unsettling glint coming from within his solid dark eyes.

			“Just go away!” she yelled back at him.  “I don’t want your help.” 

			The Stranger showed no reaction to her outburst.  “Why don’t you try to find some help somewhere else, then?”

			“Maybe I will!” she riposted sharply, before marching up the nearest lawn, heading toward the porch of a house to her right. 

			The broad wooden steps creaked as she stepped up to the sheltered porch.  Raising her closed right fist, she was about to knock on the door, but she held back at the last instant.  She doubted anyone would open the door to her, given the reactions she had witnessed. 

			Quietly, she paced over to the edge of a large front window, just to the right.  Peering around the edge of the frame, she took a look inside the home. 

			A man stood in front of a long couch, facing a large screen television monitor.  No telltale glow emitted from the screen, indicating that nothing was showing on it.  

			The man had the sunken, cadaverous appearance of the ones Madison had seen coming up from the ground.  His glassy, pale eyes stared at the monitor, unblinking.  

			 Madison estimated him to be around forty years of age.  Slender of body, he wore ragged, soiled clothes that clung loosely on his body, from his short-sleeved t-shirt to a pair of trousers. 

			Keeping still, Madison observed the man for a short period.  Listless, the man continued staring at the empty screen.  His apathy unsettled her deeply, as she pondered what to do.  

			Casting a furtive glance back toward the street, she saw that The Stranger was still standing there, watching her quietly.  

			Aggravated at his continued presence, she turned her thoughts back to
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