
















Dedicated to my wonderful Mom, whom I know is looking down on me from Heaven. You are always in my thoughts








 




























HELLISH

BOOK ONE:

Tortured Souls







By Scott Dokey








COPYRIGHT























































COPYRIGHT © 2023 SCOTT Dokey

All rights reserved.








DISCLAIMER































THIS IS A work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.








 































DEDICATED TO MY wonderful Mom, whom I know is looking down on me from Heaven. You are always in my thoughts














 







WHEN DARKNESS FALLS the shadow rises.

Humanity is what it despises.

The shadow calls upon fear to bring forth error.

Error brings forth the last ultimate terror.

From dust we began so shall we end.

Our flesh will be blood, with earth shall blend.

Valiant effort cannot dismay,

The finality of that day.

You cannot fight the inevitable.

And your life is always forgettable.

And when death’s hand maintains a grasp.

And the voice is calling sharp and rasp.

From dust you began.

So shall you end...

—Michael Scott Williams








CHAPTER 1










THE FIRST ONE he beheaded was Gadreel.

Belial followed him down to the east bank of the Euphrates, where the current flowed swift and strong. The water was dark and dirty, filled with rotting plants and animals, the whole scene reeking of death and decay. It was a fitting place to find the answers he so desperately sought. If any of his brothers or sisters knew Lucifer’s plan, it would be him.

“Gadreel!” he called out as he approached the water’s edge. His armor was dented and splattered with blood, not his blood, though. He didn’t know whose blood it was. It had dried on his breastplate, staining his armor like a gruesome celestial painting.

Dressed as a commoner, Gadreel’s face was that of a man who had lost everything. His skin was pale and withered, as if his will to live had been sucked from him, causing him to shrivel up. He turned to face his brother, a tattered turban covering his head, shocked to hear his name called, and even more shocked to see Belial there. It didn’t surprise him to see the angry look on his face, though, and he knew he had to tread carefully. “Belial! I’m surprised to see you. What can I do for you, Brother?”

“You can disperse with the pleasantries, Gadreel. I want answers, and I want them now.”

Gadreel measured his words slowly, “I’m afraid I’m at a loss here, Belial. What answers are you looking for?”

Belial’s eyes glowed bright red, and his nostrils flared like an angered bull. “Don’t play games with me, Gadreel!”

Gadreel didn’t know exactly what Belial was talking about, but he had a good guess. “I’m not sure what you believe to know, Brother, but something has clouded your judgment. You’re not thinking straight.”

“Don’t you dare tell me how to think!”

“What I mean is simply that what happened, happened. There’s no changing the past. It can’t be un-done.”

“But I can make those that failed pay!”

“It’s not a simple question of failure versus success. We fought long and hard, but in the end, we weren’t strong enough.”

“That’s a lie! We should’ve crushed them. Our forces were more than enough to win.”

“But they weren’t, and we didn’t.”

Belial’s smile grew like a crescent moon, and in the light of his eyes all that shone was madness. “It was you! You’re the one who betrayed us! I should’ve known all along you’d be the one to sell us out to earn Father’s good grace.”

“That’s not true, Belial. I was simply stating that we underestimated our opponent and overestimated ourselves. We all paid the price for our short-sightedness. Myself included.”

“Liar!” Belial shouted. “You were against our plan from the beginning.”

“And yet I fought with you. Why would I stand with you if I were against you? Listen to yourself, Belial. You’re not making sense.”

His words fell on deaf ears, as Belial’s sword was already in his hands. The blood on the blade reeked of violence and stank of death.

Gadreel had one chance left to diffuse the situation. In a last-ditch effort, he turned his back on Belial and walked away. “I won’t argue with you anymore, Brother. I’ve made my peace with Father’s decision. I suggest you do the same.”

He had hoped those last words would be enough to steel his brother’s temper and give him the chance to flee. He should’ve known better. In Belial’s ears, they were simply an arrangement of words, inconsequential sounds without meaning.

“How dare you turn your back on me, coward! Turn and face me!”

“I will not fight you, Belial.”

“Then you will die like the traitor you are!”

Belial’s blade hissed as it cut through the air, a diagonal slash that would’ve split Gadreel in two if he hadn’t rolled out of the way at the last minute. While he was lucky enough to dodge the first attack, he wasn’t fast enough to evade the second.

Belial recovered quickly and spun to his left as he brought his blade around. His eyes narrowed and his lips twisted into a sneer. His blade glinted in the flickering light, its edge sharp as razors as it raked across Gadreel’s back, sending him crashing to the ground in agony.

Belial grabbed Gadreel’s hair and yanked his head back. “I’m going to give you one last chance, Gadreel. Admit to your deceit and I may let you live.”

Gadreel knew what was coming. He saw the look in Belial’s eyes; the bloodlust that had taken over. It wouldn’t matter what he said at this point. Belial had already made his mind up. And if that was the case, he would die admitting his mistake and hope that his ultimate act of repentance would carry with him to the afterlife.

Gadreel summoned up his last ounce of strength, blood spraying from his mouth as he spoke, “The only thing I will admit to, Brother, is that I made the mistake of following you and Lucifer into battle, and I pray to our Father for his mercy and forgiveness.”

Belial’s eyes were raging infernos as he brought his sword around in a great arc, which bit through the flesh of Gadreel’s neck and sliced his head off.

After Gadreel’s body hit the ground with a wet thud, Belial reached down and picked up the severed head of his fallen brother, holding it in front of his face. The look of a man filled with remorse flashed over him for a quick moment as he realized what he had done.

Quickly, though, the eyes of a cold-blooded killer returned to reclaim their ocular residence. “Look what you made me do, Brother! It didn’t have to come to this. All you had to do was tell me what I needed to know. But, no, you couldn’t do that!”

He pulled his arm back and hurled the bloody head into the churning waters of the river. It splashed and sank, leaving a trail of crimson foam. The rest of the corpse he abandoned on the parched earth to rot and feed the swarming flies—a deserving fate for a coward.

Then he went in search of the others.

Uzziel was the next victim of Belial’s wrath. He sat at the foot of the Great Pyramid, gazing at the starry sky with a heavy heart. Sand and dust carried the pungent scent of the ancient lands, of hidden secrets and distant fires, of life and death in endless cycles. He wished he could touch the bright lights that danced above him, and feel their warmth chase away his inner darkness. But before he could reach out, Belial appeared and ended his life in a brutal way, just like he did to his brother.

And after that, Arioch. His siblings had vanished to the edges of the earth, hiding from his fury. But Belial was unstoppable in his hunt, consumed by his need for the truth. He caught up with her after centuries of searching. She had tucked herself deep under the ground, in a bleak cave that no human could ever stumble upon. Belial was not human, though, and he faced her with his eyes ignited like hellfire. When she failed to satisfy his twisted logic, he ended her in a snap.

Haurus had fled to the open water, working as a deckhand on a merchant ship that navigated the Red Sea. He wished to forget the nightmares of the fall. Unfortunately, Belial found him waiting at the port in Elim, where the ship moored. Haurus cried for his life, trying to persuade Belial that he was not the traitor he accused. But Belial had grown deaf to the desperate pleadings of his people long ago. He snuffed him out swiftly.

There were many more after that, with each one ending as the first, leaving Belial more and more desperate for the truth. He was consumed by a burning thirst for answers that nothing could quench. He tried to wring out the secrets from his kin that he knew they were hiding, but they only gave him silence and defiance. He finally surrendered to the cruel reality that he would never know the answers he sought, no matter how much agony he unleashed on his brethren.

As he perched on the summit of the Andes, the highest and most majestic mountain range in the world, he gazed at the crimson snow that stained the pristine white landscape. Another angel had fallen by his hand, another life snuffed out in his quest for the truth.

But then, a sudden revelation struck him like a bolt of lightning. He had been chasing shadows all along, blind to the real answer that lay before him! It was Lucifer’s fault! It had always been Lucifer’s fault. He’s the one I need to go after!

And so, he got to work on a plan that would be both his revenge and salvation!








CHAPTER 2










PHLEGETHOS HAD NO stars to brighten its black sky, only the flickering light of fire that burst out of cracks in the rocky terrain. The air was filled with the roar of flames and the smell of sulfur. The earth shook constantly, as if a giant beast was stirring beneath the surface. Far away, molten lava poured down from jagged mountains, creating dazzling firefalls that devoured everything in their path. This was a realm of fire and fear, where no one could escape the wrath of the inferno, and Belial was both its master and slave.

After a millennium of solitude, he still couldn’t forget the bitter taste of defeat, the humiliation of losing a battle he should’ve won. The images of his enemies’ triumph haunted his every waking moment, fueling his fury to a boiling point. He had abandoned his throne of Abriymoch and stormed out to find his allies, determined to make them pay for their failure and extract the truth from their broken bodies.

He had not realized the terrible price of his quest—the infernal bond that chained his soul to his hellish domain. As he wandered the world in search of answers, he felt his vitality draining away. His last fight in the Andes had pushed him to the brink of exhaustion, reducing him to a shadow of his former self. Then, in his darkest hour, he finally understood the truth. With a new resolve, he made his way back to Phlegethos, where he could recover and plot his next move.

The ashen road stretched out before Belial, a winding ribbon of gray that seemed to go on forever. The air was hot and dry, and the only sound was the crunch of Belial’s footsteps on the ash.

Belial was deep in thought, lost in his own world, that he didn’t notice the figure lurking in the shadows. The figure raised a dagger and hurled it at Belial, striking him in the chest with a loud thwack, causing him to stagger backward.

Belial looked down at the silver dagger protruding from his chest, and his eyes widened in pain. He turned to face his attacker, and saw the hatred in his daughter’s eyes.

“Fierna,” he said, “what are you doing?”

Fierna’s eyes were cold and hard. “I’m doing what I have to do,” she said.

“I’m your father,” he said. “How could you do this to me?”

“I’m not doing this to you,” she said. “I’m doing this for you. You need to be stopped.”

Belial reached out to her, but she backed away. “Please,” he said. “Don’t do this.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I have to.”

She pulled a second dagger from her belt, and Belial closed his eyes, waiting for the inevitable. But the blow never came. Instead, he heard her footsteps walking away. He opened his eyes and saw her disappearing back into the shadows.

Belial slowly pulled the dagger out of his chest. He was wounded, but he was alive. He knew that he had to find Fierna and stop her before she ruined everything. He had to make her understand.

Belial started walking down the ashen road, following the path that Fierna had taken. He didn’t know where she was going, but he had a good idea. He walked for hours, following her trail until he came to the entrance to Naome’s Tomb. It was a place both of them frequented when they felt lost, unable to determine their next direction.

The mouth of the tomb beckoned to Belial like a lost friend, and he felt a sliver of sorrow course through him as he walked toward the entrance. Naome had been the only one who understood his torment as he struggled to accept what Fate had thrown at him. Sadly, their daughter didn’t share the same understanding.

Belial walked up to the door of the sepulcher and laid his hand on the handle. A soft click resounded, and he pushed it open. An acrid stench greeted him as walked down a long hallway to find Fierna on her knees in front of a large sarcophagus.

She heard his soft footsteps approaching and turned to him. “Father,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

“I think we need to talk,” Belial said. “I want you to understand where I’m coming from.”

Fierna looked at her father for a long time, her eyes studying him coldly. Then she finally softened, allowing him a moment to talk to her as father to daughter, instead of an adversary.

“I know that I haven’t been a good father,” he said. “I’ve made mistakes, and I’ve hurt you. But I want you to know that I love you.”

“Then why are you trying to leave me?”

Belial searched his mind for a moment, trying to find the right words to say. How could he tell her he longed to go home again, to be where he truly belonged instead of this hellish landscape? Finally, he just said, “I need to go home.”

“This is your home, Father.”

“No, this place is a prison. I don’t belong here.”

“Get over yourself, already,” Fierna shot back. “With all the shit you’ve done in the past, Hell is exactly where you belong.”

Belial seethed. “Do not pretend to know me, Fierna, or to understand the reason behind my actions.”

“Besides the fact that you’re an ego-maniac who couldn’t handle losing? Did I get it right?”

Belial’s eyes flashed with fury as he drew his sword. “You would do well to remember your place, Daughter!” he roared.

Fierna leaped to her feet, her hair erupting into a living mass of fiery tendrils that hissed and spat molten lava. “You’re one to talk!” she cried as she hurled a silver dagger at her father’s throat.

Belial parried the dagger with his sword, but the force of the blow knocked him off balance. Fierna took advantage of his momentary weakness and lunged at him, her tendrils of flame wrapping around his body in a burning embrace.

Belial struggled to break free, but Fierna’s grip was too strong. He could feel the heat of her flames searing his skin, and he knew that if he didn’t do something soon, he would be consumed.

With a roar of rage, Belial drove his sword into the ground, using the hilt to pry Fierna’s fiery tentacles off his body. As soon as he was free, he lashed out with his sword, slicing through the tentacles and sending them writhing to the ground.

Fierna staggered back, her eyes wide with pain. “You’ve gone too far this time, Father,” she said, her voice trembling with anger.

Belial ignored her. He turned and looked at the stone coffin that had been cracked open by his sword. Inside, the body of his beloved wife lay, her skin as pale as marble and her eyes closed in eternal sleep.

Belial’s heart sank. He had lost control in his rage, and now he had defiled the resting place of the only woman he had loved. He fell to his knees, his head in his hands.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I never meant for this to happen.”

Fierna stood over him, her eyes filled with hatred. “You’re a monster,” she said. “I never want to see you again.”

And with that, she turned and walked away, leaving Belial alone.

Belial sat there for a long time, staring at the damage he’d done. He had desecrated Naome’s tomb, and for that, he could never forgive himself. He felt lost and alone.

Suddenly, there was a gentle touch on his shoulder. He looked up and saw the spirit of his wife standing before him, her dark hair cascading around her shoulders, and a bright smile on her lips.

Belial’s eyes widened in surprise. “Naome?” he whispered. For a long moment, he just stared at her, his heart pounding in his chest.

Soft tears gathered in his eyes as his head dropped to his chest. “Please forgive me, my love. Once again, I let my anger control me.”

Naome replied, “I’m not the one you should be asking for forgiveness, Belial.”

“She’ll never understand me like you do.”

“She’s more like you than you think. She’ll come around.”

Belial sighed. “I’m not so sure. You know me better than even myself. What should I do?”

Naome reached out and ran her hand softly against his cheek. “You already know the answer to that. Follow your heart.”

“Even if that means leaving you?”

“You know, more than anyone else, that you can never truly leave me. I’ll always and forever be a part of you.”

Belial reached up and clasped his hand over hers, feeling her soft touch for what he knew would be the last time. “I love you,” he said.

“I love you too,” she said. And with that, she kissed him gently on the forehead and disappeared.

Belial sat there for a long time. He felt a sense of peace that he hadn’t felt in a long time. He knew that he would never be truly alone again, as long as she was with him.








CHAPTER 3










ABRIYMOCH STOOD ON the rim of a massive volcano that dominated the landscape. It was a dark and twisted structure of basalt, obsidian, and crystal. This was Belial’s place of power, where he ruled over his land cruelly but justly. It was here that he felt the strongest, and as he stood on the balcony that jutted from the throne room, looking into the depths of the flowing lava far below, he began to formulate his plan, knowing that prolonged absence from his domain would weaken him, and could ultimately lead to his demise. He quickly shook that thought from his mind. Death was not an option.

As his mind raced, he paced back and forth on the balcony until frustration began to burn like a fire in his chest. Belial roared out in aggravation, slamming his fist against the wall, sending a crack racing through the stone.

Suddenly, there was a flash of light, and a figure appeared in the doorway. A young woman, dressed in black, with long fiery red hair and intense green eyes, stared at him cooly.

Belial turned to face her. “You’re either extremely brave or incredibly foolish. Who are you to enter my fortress uninvited?” he asked threateningly.

“Someone who can help you. I’m Circe,” the woman said. “I’ve seen many things in my lifetime; the rise and fall of empires; the birth and death of gods. And I’ve seen the end of the world.”

Belial’s eyes widened. “You know about the end of the world?” he asked.

“Yes,” Circe replied. “I know all about it. Granted, it’s only one possibility, but it’s a strong one, guaranteed to succeed if you play your cards right.”

Belial was intrigued. “Tell me everything.”

Neither of them noticed Fierna watching from the shadows seething with fury.




***




The parched and fissured land of the Shattered Abyss stretched out before them, a vast wasteland of cracked earth and jagged rocks. The only sound, apart from them, was the wind whistling through the empty spaces, and the only movement was the occasional cloud of dust kicked up by that wind.

Circe led Belial across the barren landscape, her boots crunching on the broken ground. Finally, in the distance, a sinister vortex whirled. As they neared the tempest, the surrounding air grew thick with smoke and dust, and the sound of it was like the roar of a thousand demons. Circe walked with Belial towards the vortex, her eyes fixed on the swirling darkness.

Above them, the sky split open. A dazzling web of lightning bolts snaked down, striking all around them. The ground shook and trembled beneath their feet, while the smell of sulfur overwhelmed their nostrils.

As they reached the eye of the vortex, the shadows swallowed them whole, and they were plunged into darkness. A moment later, they emerged in a hidden cavern deep inside a colossal mountain.

The cavern was lit by a single torch, which cast flickering shadows on the walls. A massive cauldron dominated the cavern, its surface covered in dark bubbles.

Circe’s fingers trembled as she clutched the four tiny vials, each containing a unique shade of liquid. Belial’s eyes burned with fascination as he watched her carefully pour them into the cauldron. The concoction swirled around and then suddenly erupted in an intense burst of light. The cavern glowed with an eerie brilliance; its walls illuminated in an ominous red hue. Everywhere around them, the darkness seemed to vanish, consumed by the enchanting yet sinister luminescence.

Belial grew cautious. “Why are you helping me?”

Circe looked at him, “Let’s just say I’ve been waiting for a long time to see the world above die.”

He studied the witch standing before him, judging her intent, then watched as she pulled a silver dagger from her belt and sliced it across her palm, sending a stream of blood pouring out that splashed into the cauldron, mingling its essence with the bubbling liquid.

Raising her arms above her head, Circe began to chant. Her voice, low and guttural, echoed off the walls of the cavern. The flames in the cauldron grew higher and brighter, and the shadows seemed to dance around them.

Belial felt a strange tingling sensation all over his body. He looked down at his hands, and he saw that they were glowing with a faint blue light. He closed his eyes and concentrated, and he felt a surge of power flow through him. He opened his eyes, and he saw that the cauldron was now filled with a swirling vortex of light.

Circe stopped chanting, and the light from the cauldron began to fade. The shadows in the cavern retreated, and the flames in the cauldron died down. Then Circe was gone, and he was alone in the cavern, standing in front of the cauldron.

He reached out to the cauldron. The surface was cool to the touch, and it felt smooth and polished. He looked down into the cauldron, and saw four vials filled with a swirling silver liquid.

Belial picked up the vials and held them in his hand, watching the liquid dance inside each one as if alive. He thanked Circe silently and smiled, knowing that he was now one step closer to achieving his destiny.




***




There was a distinct spring in his step when Belial returned to Abriymoch, and immediately made his way downward toward it deepest level. He had hope again. Something he thought was forever dead. Now that he had a plan, one so intricate in its design that it was nearly foolproof, there was no way he could lose.

The asylum was a maze of cells, corridors, and torture chambers, where the inmates were subjected to endless agony and madness. Located deep in the bowels of the stronghold, the screams of the damned echoed through the halls, mingling with the laughter of Belial’s twisted servants. It was here that Belial kept his most prized possessions: the souls of the most dangerous criminals. The asylum was his place of horror and madness.

Belial walked eagerly into the main office of the sanatorium and pressed a button on the desk that sent a loud buzz resounding through the room. “Nazur, can you come here, please?”

A nasally voice with a thick German accent responded immediately. “Right away, Sire!”

A minute later, a short and skinny creature with a bulbous head and long, jutting nose rushed in. He held a clipboard in one hand, cradling it like it was a prized treasure. “You wanted to see me, Sire?”

Belial unrolled a scroll and placed it on a table nearby. The papyrus contained an intricate drawing of an assortment of complex apparatus, all wired together into a morbid closed-circuit television system. “I need this built as soon as possible.”

Nazur studied the plans intensely, scribbling notes onto his clipboard at a fevered pace. After a few minutes, he pulled back. “This is quite an interesting display, Sire. May I ask its purpose?”

Belial replied, “Just tell me whether you can build it or not?”

Nazur looked over his notes carefully, flipping pages back and forth. “Of course, Sire. Who do you want to use as a power supply?”

Belial thought for a long moment. He had a few in mind, but hadn’t quite decided yet. He needed someone who embodied evil; someone strong and ruthless. “Elizabeth Bathory,” he finally said.

Nazur nodded. “A wise choice, Sire. She should work perfectly.”

“I don’t want a maybe, Nazur!” Belial snapped. “This must succeed!”

Nazur cringed, “My apologies, Sire. It was merely a slip of the tongue. I assure you everything will work perfectly.”

“Good. Then I suggest you get to work.”

“Of course, Sire. We’ll get started immediately.”

Belial’s eyes followed Nazur’s departing figure, then darted around the room eagerly, envisioning the events that would soon unfold to make his scheme a reality. A wicked grin stretched across his face. Everything was falling into place.








CHAPTER 4










THE DIRTY TILE floor of the neglected classroom was stained with muddy footprints and dried spills. A trash can next to the desk at the back of the room was overflowing with crumpled papers, empty bottles, and rotten food. And a musty smell like dirty mop water hung in the air. Maybe that’s why Michael was drawn to this place. It felt like home; a place he belonged—neglected and forgotten. Unfortunately, the meetings also pulled a sense of shame and vulnerability from him he didn’t enjoy facing. And, God knows, he didn’t like talking in front of other people.

Michael perched on one of the chairs that were arranged in a circle in the middle of the room, feeling exposed and vulnerable. His beat-up leather jacket and ripped jeans blended in with the worn and stained outfits of the others. His knee bounced up and down as he fidgeted with his fingers, picking at the loose skin around his nails—both, habits he had developed over the years to cope with his anxiety. His dark hair was disheveled, and his eyes held a haunted presence in them, as if he had seen things no one should ever see.

As he looked around at the group, he saw himself in the reflection of those seated near him. Everyone wore the same cursed and tortured look on their faces. No one wanted to be there, yet all of them knew they needed to be. For some of them, it was the only thing keeping them alive.

The silence was broken by the sound of heels clattering on the floor behind them as Dr. Madison finally walked in. She removed her jacket and laid it across the top of the chair at the head of the group before sitting down. She took a moment to remove a writing pad and pen from her purse and then adjusted her glasses, which reflected her sharp eyes.

The girl sitting next to Michael muttered, “It’s about fucking time.”

Michael gave a soft chuckle. Lexi’s dark demeanor matched the black clothes and make-up she wore perfectly. She wasn’t afraid to say what was on her mind, and she didn’t care who heard it.

If Dr. Madison heard her, she ignored it and started the meeting right off, “Thank you, everyone, for coming out tonight.”

A chorus of mumbles rose from a few of those gathered, but most remained quiet.

“Now, who would like to start things off?” the Doctor continued.

Nearly everyone slunk down in their seats like they were back in school trying to avoid being called on by the teacher.

Then the unthinkable happened. She looked straight at Michael and said the words he dreaded to hear. “What about you, Michael? Would you like to share with the group?”

For a brief second, Michael considered running from the room in fear, but then thought better of it. “Not really,” he replied.

A frown covered Dr. Madison’s face. “We’ve talked about this, Michael. You can’t heal until you open yourself up and confront your fears.”

Michael sighed and resigned himself to his fate, “Okay, fine. My name is Michael, and I’m an addict.”

The rest of the group responded in unison, “Hello, Michael.”

He took a deep breath. “Not sure what to say since most of you know me, except that every day is a struggle. Has been for a long time.”

Various members of the group nodded their heads and murmured words of agreement, both offering their support to each other and revealing their own inner demons.

“How about if you share some of those struggles?” Dr. Madison prodded. “Maybe a few of us can relate?”

Michael hesitated, picking at his fingers again as his knee bounced up and down with greater velocity. Then he finally continued, “I guess it was a few years ago. I don’t remember the exact moment, but I know the nightmares started and I couldn’t shut them out. They were relentless, attacking me every night until I couldn’t take it anymore! I became desperate and realized the only way to quiet them was through drugs and alcohol. Even then, though, I could still feel them, waiting for me in the back of my mind.”

Michael paused for a few seconds, trying to find the nerve to continue.

“It’s okay, Michael. You’re with friends here. Take all the time you need.”

He looked around the room. Each one’s expression cried out that they understood all too well. The air grew thick with sorrow and hopelessness. He was all too familiar with the well of tears reflected in their eyes. “Eventually, my drug use grew heavier until I found myself in the hospital one day nearly dead. That’s when I got clean. At least the first time, anyway.”

Michael closed his eyes as he recalled the events of that day. He could still feel the desperation that had surged through him as he rushed into the bathroom and slammed the door. The needle glistened as it slowly pushed into his vein. Seconds later, euphoria flooded through him, vanquishing his darkness. He could breathe again.

The next thing he remembered was being rushed into the hospital on a gurney. As his body convulsed violently, he was dimly aware of the dead man walking behind the group of emergency personnel attending to him. Blood flowed from a bullet hole in his forehead as he reached out to Michael, desperate for help.

Dr. Madison’s voice suddenly brought him back to the present. “You’re not alone, Michael,” she said. “I think it’s safe to say that everyone here has had a setback or two in their recovery. The important part is that we keep pushing forward.”

A few members of the group murmured their agreement, giving Michael the strength to keep going. “It worked for a while. I stayed clean for nearly six months. The nightmares disappeared, and I finally felt like I had control of my life again. I should’ve known it wouldn’t last.”

“And why do you say that?”

“Because, when it happened again, it was worse than before. It felt like my skull was on fucking fire twenty-four-seven, and nothing I did could stop it. I finally tried to end it all myself. If it wasn’t for my girlfriend, I wouldn’t be here today.”

Dr. Madison grew quiet for a moment as she looked at the broken man sitting before them. “I’m sorry, Michael. But I’m glad you’re here.”

“I wish I could say the same thing,” Michael replied.

Dr. Madison looked around the group. “Who else is glad that Michael’s here with us today?”

Everyone raised their hand except for Lexi. She jumped to her feet and jabbed a finger at Michael, her expression full of hatred. “What gives you the right to be here, you fucking bastard? You use your ‘bad dreams’ as an excuse, but the real problem is that you’re weak and pathetic. Too weak to even fucking kill yourself the right way!”

Michael looked at Lexi speechless, while Dr. Madison rose from her chair.

“Lexi!” Dr. Madison snapped. “That’s no way to talk to Michael. It’s not his fault he has no idea what’s going on here.”

Dr. Madison turned to Michael. Her head shook back and forth vigorously for a few seconds, until the flesh from her face loosened and fell to the floor, revealing a demonic visage underneath. Her red skin glistened with fresh blood, her eyes were black ink wells of the darkest evil, and a wide mouth full of razor-sharp teeth smiled at him. “It’s time for you to see what real Hell feels like, Michael!”

Michael screamed as he turned and ran for the door, nearly falling over the chair. The otherworldly snarls and growls behind him told him she wasn’t the only Hell-spawned nightmare after him. He heard the other demons behind him scream as they parted ways with their human forms, becoming monsters.

He dashed for his car with a surge of panic, feeling the wind whip his face as he ran faster than he ever thought possible. His heart thudded in his chest and his lungs gasped for air. He was twenty yards from escape, when demonic Lexi flung herself from the second-floor window and landed on the roof of his car, denting it with a loud crunch and sending shards of glass flying.

Michael’s only hope for escape now lived in the dense forest surrounding the small, secluded church. Immediately, he changed course and sped forward, hoping to find sanctuary among the trees.

He sprinted through the hellish woods, feeling the razor-sharp claws of branches and vines slicing his skin and splashing his blood on the dark soil. He could hear the demonic hissing and growling of his hunters behind him, closing in on him like a tornado. Suddenly, a monstrous root burst from the ground and ensnared his ankles, hurling him to the forest floor. He barely had time to scream before he was devoured by the beasts. The claws of the demons ripped into Michael’s flesh, spilling his blood in a gruesome display.

As Michael cried out, a bright light exploded from him. Angry cries and torturous shrieks flew from the demon’s mouths as the light engulfed them. Once it had subsided, he stood up and looked around to find all the members of the group lying on the ground dead, each one back in their original form with their eyes burned out. He dropped to his knees alone and afraid, his soul crying out to be saved from his nightmare.

Dr. Madison’s voice suddenly snapped Michael back to reality. “Who else is glad that Michael is here with us today?”

Michael looked around the room in a panic. Everything was back to normal. The demons were gone, their unholy visages replaced by the original group members. Dr. Madison was back to her normal business-like self. Even the musty smell of the classroom returned.

He felt a sudden and intense burning on his right hand. When he looked down, he was shocked to see blood gushing from a deep and jagged wound that slashed the back of his hand, soaking his skin and splattering on the floor. He felt a surge of fear and pain, and without thinking, he leaped from his chair and bolted from the room, his face contorted in horror. 

Michael rushed down the hall toward the small bathroom at the end and burst through the door. Blood turned the white porcelain of the sink a bright shade of red for a moment before the water from the faucet washed it down the drain.

As he ran the cut under the water, he looked at his reflection in the mirror. For a split second, the scene changed, and he saw the bodies on the ground again, smoke rising in a steady stream from the earth surrounding them, their hollow eyes screaming at him, asking him why? Then the reflection returned to normal.

Michael clung to the sink’s edge, his chest heaving as he wept bitterly. He felt a surge of despair wash over him, drowning him in sorrow. As the darkness flooded over him, he wondered how long before it consumed it completely?



