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      Whenever we slept over at Matt Gibson’s house, we always played the game. His house was rickety and wooden, perpetually leaning to one side, surrounded by tacked-on porches, and sunrooms, and sheds with a small forest crammed into any remaining gaps. As soon as we arrived, someone would make popcorn, or find apples, or grab bread, and we’d pour outside into the late afternoon, a squad of 11-year-old boys, disappearing into the bushes and under the house, spilling out across the street, climbing the big magnolia that grew through the sidewalk, ready to play the game.

      We called it “Rehash” and it was tag, except whoever got dubbed the Rehash Monster ran after you with a mouthful of food, chewed it into mush, and instead of tagging you, they spit a gob into their hand and pegged it at you as hard as they could. Apples weren’t so bad, bread was nasty, popcorn was the worst. 

      Being disgusting was the point. No one wanted to wash regurgitated popcorn out of their hair and so when you rounded a corner and ran smack into the Rehash Monster your adrenaline legitimately spiked. When you found a hiding place only to realize it was also a dead end and the Rehash Monster was closing in behind you, your panic and terror were real. Who wanted a mushy blob of chewed-up hamburger bun splashed across their face? 

      We’d play as soon as we arrived and play again later that night, and between the daytime and nighttime game we watched horror movies. We watched Evil Dead II: Dead By Dawn and thought it was hilarious, then we made the mistake of watching Evil Dead thinking it would be funny, too. We watched Re-Animator and Dawn of the Dead. We watched The Texas Chainsaw Massacre and The Hitcher. And so we discovered horror movies the way everyone does: in a pack, at a slumber party, with our friends. 

      After high school, we headed off into the world and when we got lonely we watched the same movies all over again for comfort, and sometimes someone saw us do it, and that’s how we made a new set of friends. Horror sparks questions: Fast zombies or slow? Fulci or Argento? Name a good Stephen King book from the ‘90s? Questions start conversations. Conversations let us know who our people are. 

      We don’t have to agree. Someone makes an argument for The New York Ripper as a feminist manifesto, or claims that Joyce Carol Oates is the only American horror writer who matters and I may not agree with them, but I’ll listen, because it’s part of the running argument we’re all engaged in, the one that started before we were born and will go on long after we die: the horror argument. Outsiders aren’t welcome, because it’s a family argument.

      Of course, to go from being an outsider to being part of the family, all you have to do is care. You have to care that someone hasn’t read Shirley Jackson so now you have to buy them a copy of We Have Always Lived in the Castle. You have to care that they’ve never seen Martyrs so now you have to show it to them. You have to care that you’ve never seen a Korean horror movie, or read a translation of a Japanese horror manga, or heard of this anthology of South African horror stories, but this person you just met at a party is going to give you a copy and you’re going to read it because you care. You care because you’re family.

      Horror is always about families, sometimes biological, as in V.C. Andrews, but mostly found. Poppy Z. Brite and Anne Rice made their careers writing about outsiders banding together to form ad hoc families that watched out for, and sometimes murdered, each other, just like real families. Every band of scrappy humans standing down a zombie apocalypse, every group of parapsychologists investigating a haunted house, every motley gang of vampire hunters or creepy flock of vampires form a family. 

      The stories in this book were written by a branch of this family tree. The HOWL Society are a 1000-strong bunch of horror pirates sailing the Discord seas who grew out of a once-defunct subreddit, r/horrorlit, that I stumbled across back in 2011. At the time, r/horrorlit had about 300 subscribers which seemed a shame, so I started posting content, blowing on those few sparks, trying to build a fire that would last. We had some AMAs and slowly crept up to a few thousand subscribers, and they all gathered more fuel for the fire, and it became a massive blaze. I checked the stats last week: 185,000 subscribers. 

      That’s a big family.

      There are writers in this family, and readers, there are people who start arguments, and people looking for the name of that book that made them pee their pants in fourth grade. We’re there for all kinds of different reasons, with all kinds of different attitudes, but we all care. We care that the end of Haute Tension doesn’t make any sense, and that Norman Bates is fat in the book of Psycho and maybe Hitchcock should have cast a fat actor, and whether or not found footage is over, and which is the best horror novel set in colonial America. We care an unhealthy amount.

      We care about each other’s birthdays, and bad days, and the size of our to-be-read piles, and I can’t tell you how many times I’ve stood at a con with members of this family while someone without social skills dominated the conversation and when they walked away everyone else shrugged and simply said, “It’s cool to see them. They don’t have a lot of friends.” And in that moment we were that person’s friends, just for that moment we were their family. 

      We all love horror so we all know the one thing we have in common: we’re all going to die, memento mori, etc. What will live on after us is the argument.

      Whether we’re huddled around a crackling campfire after the electricity runs out and civilization collapses, or whether we’re gathered around a warm VCR in a room full of kids who’ve just washed chewed-up popcorn out of their hair, whether it’s by email, or snail mail, or subreddit, or the dark screens of Discord, the argument will always go on. We’re just here to keep the flames alive and pass them down the line. We do it in books, and stories, and opinions, and hot takes, and anthologies like this one. As long as there are people who care about horror, the argument will outlive us all.
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        xxxman_eaterxxx: looking for a good time with a bad boy ;P

        ProfCunnilingus69: Watch out, she’ll chew you up! Ha ha! ;-) Hello there, lovely lady. Your photo is breathtaking! I think I can provide what you’re looking for, as long as you don’t mind a more “refined” gentleman.

        xxxman_eaterxxx: afternoon professor. how much pussy did u have to eat to get a doctorate?

        ProfCunnilingus69: Ha ha! Beautiful AND funny!
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      I rolled my eyes. Old dudes always have the corniest lines. They’re easy catches, though—almost guaranteed. Younger men want to call all the shots, and women of any age are much too wary, so I tend to stick to the older guys. I’d had a few no-shows in my day, but not nearly as many as you’d think. They were so desperate to break the mind-numbing monotony of their middle-aged, middle-class lives. Maybe it was the relentless grind of work and kids and a sexless marriage, or maybe the crushing loneliness of a second or third divorce. They told the same old stories, but I always listened with a sympathetic little pout on my face.
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        xxxman_eaterxxx: lol ur sweet :)

        ProfCunnilingus69: I’ll bet you taste pretty sweet, yourself. ;-)

        xxxman_eaterxxx: why don’t u come find out?
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      We agreed to meet at a motel in two hours. It was my go-to place—a mildewing dump, but cheap, and the staff had the wonderful ability of taking notice of absolutely nothing their clientele got up to, so long as the rooms stayed intact. That hadn’t been a problem for me in a long time. I’d learned to be very neat.

      I got to the room a few minutes early and tossed my sundress over the back of a chair with fraying, faded blue cushions, revealing the silky black slip I wore underneath. Above the lace-trimmed neckline, there was a deep, vertical groove in my skin that began just below the dip between my clavicles. I’d hidden it in my photos with practiced poses—torso turned and arms angled forward, pushing my breasts together in such a way as to disguise it within the shadow between them. Not that a little thing like that would be enough to scare away desperate men on skeevy forums.

      I looked over at the door when three quick knocks sounded over the drip and clank of the air conditioner. Right on time. I put on a sexy smirk as I crossed the room and opened the door.

      “Professor,” I cooed, leaning against the door jamb.

      “Wow,” he said, watery eyes blinking at me from behind his wire frame glasses. His hair, a nearly translucent strawberry blond, was combed ineffectually over a receding hairline.

      “You’re even prettier than your picture.”

      “You like it?” I said, running a hand over my satin hip.

      “Oh, it’s g-gorgeous,” he stammered. “I mean, I’m sure anything would look amazing on you.”

      I giggled and bit my lip. I touched a finger to the knot of his paisley-patterned tie. A tie! What a nerd. A prominent Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as I trailed my finger down his chest. He laughed nervously.

      “Come on in, Professor.”

      I closed my hand around the tie and pulled him over the threshold. He muttered a surprised “Oh!” as he stepped inside. I shut and locked the door behind him. He stood there, fiddling with his tie.

      “You’re new to this, aren’t you?” I asked, sliding my hand down his arm as I stepped in front of him.

      “Am I that obvious?” He laughed again. I took his hand in mine and lifted it, rubbing my thumb over his bare ring finger.

      “Not married, though.”

      “Oh, no,” he said quickly. “Not anymore.”

      “I see.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “It’s hard to start over, at my age. It gets . . . lonely.”

      “Well, you don’t have to be lonely tonight.”

      I stepped forward and placed my hands lightly on his skinny biceps. He was a bit leaner than I liked them, but I was hungry for whatever I could get.

      “So,” he said, clearing his throat. “Do you—is this something you do often? You’re so beautiful. I just . . . I’m surprised I’m your type.”

      I shrugged.

      “I enjoy the company of older men.” I lowered my voice, as if revealing a secret. “Must be daddy issues.”

      He chuckled. “It’s, um, Ron, by the way. My name.”

      “Ron,” I said, and then told him the truth, since it didn’t really matter, one way or the other. “I’m Amy.”

      “Pretty name,” he said, hesitantly placing his hands on my waist. I stepped a little closer to him, letting my breath play against his neck. There was a small nick from a hurried shave, just beginning to scab.

      “Are you really a professor, Ron?”

      “I am, actually. World history.”

      “Mmm,” I purred. I tapped the side of his glasses. “I could’ve guessed. You have the look.”

      He took the glasses off and tossed them onto the seat of the chair that held my dress. His defenses fell as his arousal heightened, breath deepening and eyes becoming heavy as they traveled over my body. His hands slid up my sides, less hesitant than before. Wordlessly, I lifted my arms, and he followed my lead, pulling the slip over my head. I was naked underneath, and he looked at me with a hunger of his own. His eyes narrowed with curiosity as they traced the line that bisected my torso from chest to groin.

      “Your turn,” I said, reaching to undo the buttons on his shirt as he removed his tie. When we were both undressed, he cupped a hand around my breast and then, with the other, touched the deep, scar-like mark.

      “What happened here?” he asked. I looked down, as if I didn’t know exactly what he was talking about.

      “This?” I asked, placing my hand alongside his. I shrugged. “I was born with it.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “I hope I didn’t offend you.”

      “Not at all.” I draped my arms over his shoulders and caressed the back of his neck. “Hmm. You really are sweet, aren’t you?”

      He must’ve heard the little pang of regret in my voice. I held no moral qualms about what I did, having needs like everyone else, but it was more fun when I could be sure they deserved it.

      He lifted his eyebrows.

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No,” I said. “Just a shame.”

      The line he’d been tracing with a gentle fingertip opened with the soft, wet sound of parting lips. He flinched and tried to pull away, but my hands clasped tight around the back of his head, nails digging into the scalp beneath his thinning hair.

      He opened his mouth to scream when he saw the teeth, but I yanked him toward me, and there was time only for a startled gulp before his face disappeared into the carnassial cavity that had just split the front of my body.

      One of a thousand teeth slid into an eye socket, and I slurped at the jelly inside with one of a hundred tongues. I wrapped myself around him, sinking into him like the mouthful of ribeye on the end of that cheating businessman’s fork last week.

      His muffled shrieks and agonal thrashing vibrated against my spine. The deep, unreachable tickle made me gasp and giggle. His hands fluttered against me, too lost in his pain to strike with any real strength or precision. When his skull split inside me with a hollow melon thud, they dropped limply to his sides.

      I was able to savor the rest of him. I chewed slowly, shredding meat and cracking bones. I allowed the flavor of each part to linger—butter-soft marrow and viscous vitreous. Sour bile and copper blood.

      I barely spilled a drop.

      I sank onto the bed with a sated sigh when I was finished, smiling with one mouth while the other closed.

      A loud, drunken laugh from the other side of the thin walls woke me a few hours later. Still groggy from my meal, I stumbled to the bathroom and showered, washing away the scant remnants of the professor—some strands of hair clinging to a smear of dried blood on my torso.

      Once dressed, I did a final inspection of the room and used a handful of toilet paper to wipe the few drops of blood that had fallen to the fake wood grain of the laminate floor. I left with the professor’s glasses and clothes balled up in my purse. I would toss them in the dumpster on my way out.

      At the bottom of the stairs leading to the parking lot, two men kissed furiously beneath a glaring yellow light. I felt a sudden gurgling in my gut as I approached them.

      I belched. One of the men stopped to look at me, a curl of hair tumbling over a black-smudged eye, and I laughed, pressing a hand to my mouth.

      “Excuse me,” I said. The man’s twisted frown went slack as he noticed the vertical line above the low scoop of my dress, a noticeable shadow in the harsh light. He smiled crookedly and turned as I passed, just enough for me to see his chest, visible above the deep V of his shirt.

      There was a line there, in the skin, beneath the sparse curls of his chest hair. I returned his smile.

      “Bon appétit,” I said as I walked away.
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      QUINN FERN lives near Birmingham, Alabama, with her beloved dog and two cats. She has a BA in English literature and is a lifelong lover of reading, writing, and all things horror. She can be found on Twitter @QuinnFernAuthor.
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      All I wanted was a hat. That damned pigeon promised me a stupendous hat—one better than my dad’s. A demon crafted that old bowler from the leather of someone damned to Hell for apathy and adorned it with a black harpy feather. Such a fine hat signifies the support of the infernal house of Azazel, General of Pandemonium’s Armies. There were only three such hats in the Seattle area. My father gained respect because of it, and he always made sure I knew it was his and not mine. Never would be mine neither. That bastard.

      I should’ve known better when the pigeon wouldn’t tell me which house he represented.

      “Pay no mind,” the pigeon said in a tiny Goodfellas voice. “You’ll get what you’re after. You just gotta kill this guy first. That’s all. Easy-peasy.”

      The possessed bird then shit on the ground and flew away, leaving me to my new assignment. I finished the final bite of my microwaved gas-station burrito before starting the search for Hank Havoline, my mark.

      It wasn’t long before I found him. They called him Hank the Hole, as I later learned. I knew nothing about the guy at the time. When I spotted him, he was gorging himself at some Chinese buffet in the industrial district. Huge dude. Six hundred pounds, easy. The mousy manager running the place didn’t lift a finger when I pulled a knife and slit Hank’s throat ear to ear, ending his reign of terror on the chicken fried rice and seafood casserole. The corners of the manager's pointed mustache lifted in a slight smile; I swear he was fighting the urge to cheer when I brought Hank down.

      “Give me a five-minute start, then you can call the Five-O,” I told the manager as I wiped my knife on a tacky, red velvet curtain hanging near the front door. I flipped the sign to closed on my way out. I didn’t need some excitable soccer mom stepping in and going into a hissy panic before I got away.

      This whole Hell-adjacent underground thing goes way back—even before the ancient Sumerians. Those must’ve been some interesting times before Yahweh took over upstairs. Since then, all other worthy entities have fought over everything outside the Pearly Gates. Us humans—the lesser playthings of said entities—infected the world like rampant lice, leaving very little room in the mortal plane. So, all the other powers—gods, demons, whatever you want to call them—fight for control of the only remaining space: Hell.

      I haven’t been there myself, but I’ve had a few buddies go down for one reason or another. My friend Bubz went down as a mule six or seven times before he ran out of luck.

      A semi-powerful demon from one of the minor infernal houses—he never told me which one—had hired him to filch some totem from a higher house of Pandemonium in exchange for a token hat of representation. The Twinkle Twins ended up getting ahold of him. These aren’t your run-of-the-mill demons. They’re the most feared and elite tormentors in the underworld, and they work for Lord Baal himself. No one really knows why they’re called the Twinkle Twins. Not many survive to describe their appearance. There are rumors that the air around them has a glittery effervescence, as if it’s breaking down in their presence.

      They fed Bubz to a swarm of bile imps after working him over. I’ve seen one of those disgusting, diminutive filth-demons in person outside a sewage plant east of Jersey. Poor Bubz. What a shitty way to go. Too bad he didn’t get the hat ahead of time; it may have afforded him a touch of protection.

      The best, most lusted-after Hell-hat was a fez made from the hollowed-out skull of a bucket-headed demon only found in the hunting grounds owned by Pandemonium’s ruling power: House Baal. They painted the bone with the blood of a sacrificed lamb and hot glued a decorative tassel to the top.

      There is only one of these beauties on the mortal plane. Lyle Wayworth, the mayor of Seattle, guards it well.

      I once knew a guy who tried to steal it. Over the next year, pieces of him were found all over Seattle, from White Center to Lynnwood. A couple toes and his head haven’t turned up yet. I hear the bookies are still taking bets on where they might pop up.

      My dad, Boss Robb, is a bookie for the bulk of bets with souls on the line in the Seattle area. That’s how he built his status—helping the willing to damn themselves.

      Me? I was nothing, a nobody trying to find a way to make a name for myself. I’ve always been good at sneaking into places and stealing things. Over the years, my name slowly shifted from Junior to Little Robber Robb, or Rob-Robb for short. Even when I raked in major bank after pilfering the only known copy of The Demonicus Grammatica in the U.S., Dad said nothing. His poker buddies laughed me out of the house. “Oh, look, Rob-Robb did something. Daddy, look what I did!” Those smug assholes, they’ll get what’s comin’ to ‘em.

      On my walk home, after offing Hank Havoline, I daydreamed of the different possible hats coming my way. I knew it wouldn’t be an Azazel. But an Asmodian rib-boned top hat? That would really be something. People would respect me then. At least people who mattered. Especially if it was one with human rib bones and not one of them pig-rib knockoffs.

      It was well after dark by the time I made it back to my ground-floor apartment next to the railyards. I stopped at the door. I could hear my television blasting some spaghetti-western shootout on the other side. I didn’t leave it on when I’d left that morning. I readied my knife.

      I opened the door only slightly, trying to keep it from creaking and announcing my arrival to any possible murderous fuckers inside.

      The stench hit me first. It was like the taste of orange juice after toothpaste mixed with a tinge of burnt hair. Brimstone. Had to be brimstone. Dad always told me the smell was different for everyone. It’s supposed to be a preview of the little room waiting for you down in Hell. The real shocker came when I opened the door to find Hank the Hole mowing through my supply of potato chips.

      He sat on my couch in nothing but a pair of dingy tighty-whities, leaving none of his hairy corpulence to the imagination. He shoved handfuls of chips into a toothy maw freshly formed in the wound I’d inflicted across his throat an hour before. Sheets of blood in various states of coagulation covered his hairy belly. His thin-lipped human mouth remained closed. Light from the old black-and-white TV illuminated the room in a way that only made the blood—still drooling from his slit throat—more vivid. That damned bird didn’t tell me Hank was a fucking demon! I promptly leaned over and retched up the gas station burrito I’d had for lunch. The brimstone odor easily overpowered any trace of vomit.

      “Little Robber Robb, we need to have a conversation,” The Queen’s English rasped from Hank’s open bloody throat. “You’re lucky I know your father. He’s a greedy shit, but I like him. I’ve a cornucopia of jagged cleavers and rusted corkscrews waiting for him down in Hell.” A tongue slithered free, hanging from Hank’s opened throat like a raw New York strip steak. It flapped between rows of oversized shark teeth, moistening the ragged edges of his throat-lips with fresh blood. “Do come in. Have a seat. This is your home after all.”

      I wanted to resist. I wanted to turn and beat pavement. I was fine with never seeing any of my stuff again. I could always get more. But demons have powers, and one of them is influence. Hank had dosed his command with a considerable amount. There was nothing I could do but let my legs carry me into my apartment.

      I plopped myself down in the beat-up recliner next to the couch. I felt the fake leather upholstery strain as I sunk into the worn cushion.

      “Let’s get down to business, Mr. Robb. I’m assuming you did not know who I was when you so rudely interrupted my dinner. Also, since I’m fond of your father and do not wish to upset House Azazel, I won’t rip you limb from limb. Instead, I will give you a chance to explain your folly, then we will go from there. Please begin.” The couch frame popped and groaned as Hank leaned back, waiting for me to speak.

      “Well . . .” I fully expected to become an original Jackson Pollock splattered across my walls.

      Hank sat up and glared in disappointment. “Spit it out, boy! I don’t have time for your sniveling bullshit.”

      I jumped from sputtering idiot to pleading idiot.

      “Oh god! Please don’t kill me. It was this pigeon . . .” Hank raised a finger to his throat as if in thought. I continued, “He told me to do it.”

      I was ready to confess anything that would save my ass. My mind was reeling but still digging for some juicy sin to divulge. Demons get off on that shit. I stole a gold watch from some cancer-patient teen on his make-a-wish trip to the Space Needle a few weeks back. Nah, not horrid enough. I dropped bricks off an overpass bridge with Bubz when we were sixteen. We sent at least one car careening off the freeway and into a ditch. No real carnage. No blood or anything.

      “Damn it, boy! What pigeon?”

      “I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me his name, or what infernal house he represented. He promised me a hat. One better than my dad’s.”

      “Keep talking.”

      “That’s it. That’s all I know. He wanted me to kill you.”

      “So, you followed the instructions of a pigeon possessed by who-the-fuck-knows for a hat of which you know nothing about? What would Daddy think?”

      “Not much,” I let out a defeated breath. “He doesn’t give two shits what I do.”

      Hank went quiet for a moment. Somehow his throat wound expressed pity.

      “Well, fuck him, then. I have an idea who this pigeon may be.” He paused to shove another wad of chips into his throat-maw. “Tell you what, you do this little thing for me, I let you live. And, I’ll throw in a hat from my house. The House of the Fly is no power to trifle with.”

      The House of the Fly! I’d heard of them but hadn’t come across anyone with a hat signifying that great Hell-house. Most infernal-assassin work is their doing. No one sees them, only the aftermath.

      “Your daddy will piss blood if he sees that hat on you.” Hank’s gut bounced as a boisterous laugh boomed from his chip-filled throat.

      I added my own uncomfortable laugh to Hank’s guttural guffaw.

      “Piss blood!” Hank said again.

      Restating his hilarity further fueled his full-bodied laughter. Chip crumbs loosened from his shark teeth and sprayed over his belly.

      I continued to laugh with him as my hands numbed from a white-knuckled grip on the armrests of my shitty recliner.

      Finally, Hank’s laughter subsided, a cue to halt my own.

      “I haven’t looked forward to something so much since I convinced Jenny to write her damned book to kick off the anti-vaxxers! The Horsemen and I still get a kick out of the reemergence of smallpox.”

      “Uh . . . funny stuff.”

      The mood was changing for the better. Less tense. Less murdery. I no longer feared my immediate ruin.

      “Ah. Good times.” Hank leaned forward. He closed his toothy new throat-maw and opened his human mouth. From this came a prissy voice—in contrast to his guttural demon voice, “That pigeon? Most likely Squeak, of House Lilter. Thinks he’s hot shit ever since Baal himself granted him a small duchy near the headwaters of the River Styx. He’s been overstepping his social position as of late, and with the big election coming up ‘down under,’ he’s looking to make some sort of power play.”

      The novelty of having a bleeding demon in tighty-whities on my couch was wearing off. I didn’t give a shit about politics, not even the politics of Hell. I said, “What’s all this got to do with me?”

      “What’s this got to do with you!? Everything, at the moment. Do shut up and listen, will you? Or I’ll renege on our arrangement and paint your walls crimson!” Hank shuddered in annoyance before continuing, “I want you to aid me in reminding Squeak of his place. The little pip only has a handful of supplicants. Bloody hell, his altar piece is stolen from a defunct squirrel cult. You bring me the altar piece from his pathetic shrine, and I’ll let you live. The leader of his tiny cult works at the furniture warehouse store down in Renton. I’m sure you’ll find the shrine somewhere nearby.”

      I wasn’t surprised by this revelation. There’s all kinds of weird shit in that part of town.

      “Get it to me by midnight tomorrow and I won’t dine on your viscera. That’s the deal. Got it?”

      “Yes?”

      “Good. See you soon Little Rob-Robb.” Hank lifted a hand and snapped his fingers. His body disappeared in a burst of blue flame, leaving behind a charred depression in the couch.
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      I should’ve taken it all more seriously. My double encounter with Hank Havoline had left me exhausted. After dragging the fouled couch out to the curb, I fell into bed and didn’t stir again until noon the next day. The sound of someone hauling away that damned couch woke me from a dreamless sleep.

      After the memory of Hank in his skivvies assaulted my thoughts, I decided to skip breakfast. I grabbed my messenger bag and left in search of a bus to take me toward Renton and the Cult of Squeak.

      The busses were fairly sparse between the industrial district and Renton. Usually, I have to avoid a few due to rival factions. Officially, I’m not a member of any faction; many of them actively hate me. I’ve stolen priceless relics and tomes from most. The young Paimon faction beat the shit out of me last month at a bus stop near Gas Works Park. I’d stolen their prized golden camel medallion. I melted it down and sold the gold across every obscure market I could find. My rent is now paid through next year. I had enough left over to cover the medical bills from the beating—plus a stockpile of codeine.

      I spotted a few younger members of the local Asmodian faction toward the front of the bus, but they didn’t recognize me. They like to show off the stupid Goetic tattoo on their left wrists—a little too close to outright outing the whole Hell-adjacent culture.

      The ride was uneventful. The wheels seemed to find every pothole in the city as I went through my bag, making sure I was prepared for whatever trouble came my way. Everything seemed in order: a couple switch blades, some brass knuckles with inverted crosses etched into the nubs, and my ultimate get-outta-anything card—the Treasure Troll. This particular Troll doll had glittery purple hair, matted with dried-out bubble gum.

      Queen Regina, the baddest voodoo priestess of New Orleans, had put a curse on this thing. Here’s how it went down: Once there was a teenage girl on a school trip to the French Quarter. This girl made the mistake of laughing at Queen Regina, who was asleep on a park bench beneath a blanket of shopping bags. The Queen spotted the brat’s bright-haired Troll doll clipped to the back of her school bag and uttered a foul curse.

      The following Christmas, after throwing a hissy fit about not getting a purple Discman, the girl began to tear the hair out of the Troll doll. She explosively combusted into meaty bits all over the affluent family’s Christmas tree.

      The doll eventually made it to my hands, still very much cursed even though it had already finished off its target. I was assured by the infernal shaman I’d bought it from that it had become a massive curse grenade.
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      I’d never been to Über Furniture Warehouse, but I had no trouble finding it. The parking lot is massive, taking up at least five city blocks. Even with this vast plane of pavement, there still isn’t enough parking for all of these yuppies hungry for basic build-it-yourself furniture. To help with this, there is a parking garage at each of the four corners of the property, like guard towers standing watch over a domain of minimalist decor.

      In search of Squeak’s shrine, I entered the store and left the flow of corralled consumers. I took a shortcut to the cafeteria. Yes. You heard me. There is a fucking cafeteria in the furniture store, and it’s famous for its schnitzel. Like I said, I’d never been to the place, but everyone knows about the schnitzel. Über Furniture itself isn’t under the auspices of any specific Hell-house, but the meat supplier is controlled by the House of Gluttony, led by a demon named Barnaby the Voracious. The schnitzel is straight-up Soylent Green.

      I didn’t want any human schnitzel, but surely they would have an untainted bag of chips. What can I say? I really like chips, and Hank ate all of mine.

      The cafeteria wasn’t busy—too early for the lunch rush. Only a handful of homeless populated the tables, enjoying the shelter from the sun before being run off by management to make room for paying patrons.

      I grabbed a bag of Lays and slipped into the bedroom department. I kept my eyes peeled for anyone who looked like a cult leader. They have a bit of a pompous look to them. Even the leader of the minuscule Cult of Squeak had to be completely full of himself.

      I slunk to the side amidst the Bobby Bookcases and the Ocho Ottomans. It was a good spot, next to a tall display of bowling ball bags—another odd product for a furniture store. The salty chips were a welcome relief to my empty stomach as distracted shoppers moved past me along the winding path through staged furniture displays.

      Across the aisle a couple employees in blue vests slipped out from behind a hanging cloth poster of a woman far too happy about her bedroom set. An odd place for a door, even if it was for employees only. Compared to all the other employees and shoppers, these were, by far, the biggest contenders for cultists. One had long, unwashed hair and wore a braided gold chain draped from his neck. Much too flashy for a warehouse worker. The other guy? He looked like my cousin Reynold. He had to be involved in some weirdo cult, that’s the only way to get that skeezy-looking—short and bald with only a few strands of hair greased to his scalp and freaky, bugged-out eyes. There was a good chance he wasn’t human. But I’ve seen fuckers more strange that still managed to be human.

      I couldn’t hear their whispers and, since I can’t read lips, I waited. I wanted to see what was on the other side of the poster.

      The bug-eyed guy looked over a couple times. I figured he’d seen me. I continued my charade of lounging next to the bookcases and munching chips. He seemed to buy the act and walked off, continuing his conversation with Mr. Gold-Chains.

      I waited until they were out of sight before I made my move. After depositing the empty chip bag in a nearby trashcan and a quick check to make sure no one was watching, I slipped behind the large hanging poster. Fluorescent light filtered through the unnerving advertisement, illuminating a beige door with an aluminum knob.

      I jimmied the door open. The showroom lights illuminated the downward steps. I pulled out my flip phone and turned on the LED flashlight before clicking the door shut behind me.

      As I descended lower and lower, the stairs began to curve to the left tighter and tighter. The materials transitioned from steel and drywall to carved and set stones. I was deeper than any basement had any right to be, even for Seattle and its notorious buried streets.

      A red glow and murmurs of conversation crept up from below. I slowed and softened my steps so as not to alert anyone. The murmurs became two distinct voices. One was nasally and suited for radio and sounded like someone from the local news. The other was a familiar New York accent.

      I turned off my light and stopped descending once I could discern what they were saying.

      “You said this would all go unnoticed. Why the fuck did you go and poke Hank the Hole?” said the radio voice. “I should torch your sorry excuse for an altar, you little pipsqueak!”

      “Just wait a minute, Mr. Mayor.” It was Mayor Wayworth! And the other voice definitely sounded like Squeak. “I’ve got this under control. Here’s how it is. Now that Hank is all in a frenzy, all eyes are on him, and I’m sure he devoured the no-name fucker I sent to poke him. No way to track this back to you.” 

      It was Squeak!

      I wanted to run down there and stomp the life out of that fucking pigeon. He sent me on a goddamned suicide mission!

      “I don’t like it,” said Mayor Wayworth. “If this turns south for me, I’m dragging your lousy name down with me. You hear me?”

      I resumed inching my way down the steps. If I wasn’t able to kill him, I wanted to at least see Squeak get scolded. Even if it wouldn’t be as enjoyable as spreading his bird brains across the stone floor.

      “Are you threatening me? The guys will love this. Some mortal threatening me. That’s golden!” said Squeak.

      “Some mortal? I fucking control Seattle and its votes in the next infernal election. I alone decide who remains on the throne in Pandemonium. Try and fuck with me and see how fast your impish ass is thrown in the bile-ducts of the fifth circle.” 

      This was getting good. I figured while they continued their dick-measuring contest, maybe I could slip in and grab the altar piece. I finally reached the bottom of the stairwell. It stopped at a small stone archway, an entrance into an infernal chapel, with a skull carved into the keystone.

      If you’ve never seen one of these chapels, imagine some churchy room like you’d find in the unused halls of a hospital or on the Vegas strip, but with less Jesus and more bloody depictions of demons and sacrifice. Between the pulpit and me were thirteen rows of wooden pews. A fresco of a pigeon wreathed in flame towered above the pulpit. I could only see the mayor, his back to me and wearing his priceless Baal-house fez. The bone was painted a deep blood red, and the tassel hot glued to the top was glorious!

      I couldn’t see Squeak.

      I slipped into the chapel and ducked behind the back pews. Slowly, I snuck toward them, row by row.

      “I don’t want to hear another pip of this. If one more thing turns sour—if I fucking wake up with as much as a canker sore—the deal is off! I don’t want to squander another million dollars to counter some curse. I’ll turn you in to Lord Baal myself if it comes to that!”

      I was halfway to the altar when the mayor stepped to one side, exposing the altarpiece. In this case it was a badly taxidermied squirrel standing upright and wearing a tiny Seahawks helmet, probably scavenged from a dashboard bobblehead. Hopefully the squirrel-demon cult upgraded when that piece of shit was stolen.

      “Chill, Mr. Mayor.” Squeak spoke from the dead squirrel, a red glow pulsing in the squirrel’s eye sockets to the rhythm of his enunciations. 

      I guess the little shit had lost contact with the bird he’d possessed and now inhabited the altarpiece.

      I slowly worked my way to the right, staying in the shadows.

      “You keep your end of the bargain and I’ll keep hounds off your tail,” Squeak continued. “Plus, you can’t back out, not unless you want to lose a few fingers. You’ve got good lawyers—surely they filled you in on the escape clause noted on page 283.”

      “Fine. I’ll lay low in my office until this blows over,” said the mayor, turning his back to squirrel-Squeak. “When this is all finished, I’ll be ready for some real rest. I’m so tired of all of this. Once you wrest control of Pandemonium, none of you assholes will ever see me again.”

      For a brief moment I thought he’d spotted me. It must’ve been too dark on that side of the congregational seating. He gazed straight through me, looking like a glorious idiot in that bloody fez. The tacky tassel flopped like a flaccid penis.

      “That’s what you think . . .” Squeak whispered.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh! Surely you know,” said Squeak as I continued to slip closer and closer to the front, ducking beside the pews. “Your soul is already accounted for. It went to auction a few years back. There is a pissed-off demon who paid a shit ton of souls for you. And, from what I hear, he’s building a whole carnival of pain dedicated to your eternal torture.”

      I wanted the fez. Not for me, no. But Hank would surely reward me for such a prize. Nearby was an alcove with an icon painting. A brass candelabra illuminated an image of Charles Manson holding a hand in the anti-benediction, known in the common vernacular as the middle finger. Quietly, I snuffed the flames and removed the candles.

      “That so?” The mayor nested his chin in the crook of his thumb, mocking the little demon. “I’ve got my ways.”

      This guy really thought he had a way to avoid Hell? I was rooting for him and almost felt bad about walloping him in the back of the head. The impact sent the fez flying.

      “Rob-Robb!? Hank should’ve fucking swallowed you whole!” squirrel-Squeak said in a panic, unable to move his taxidermied body as I stood over the mayor, still holding the candelabra.

      “Well,” I said, “he didn’t.”

      I picked up the squirrel-Squeak altarpiece and promptly tripped over the mayor’s limp hand. I fumbled the dead squirrel twice before it fell from my grasp and fell into the fires of a sacrificial brazier.

      It felt wonderful watching the dry fur burst into flame as the old bones exploded within, until I realized that I’d just burned Hank’s prize. My joy quickly soured in the pit of my stomach.

      “What have you done?” screamed Squeak as his current corporeal form burned away.

      I was supposed to bring the altarpiece back to Hank, and surely the mayor’s henchmen would find Mayor Wayworth lying here at some point. Soon after, they would be hot on my trail.

      So, I snatched the fez and hauled ass up the stairs. I grabbed one of the bowling ball bags just outside the mattress department and threw in the fez. I paid for the bag then started to ponder how I would find Hank before Wayworth’s hired help found me with the most prized possession of the Hell-adjacent criminal underground; not the intended target, but I hoped it would appease Hank and keep him from eviscerating me on sight.
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      I knew Hank would find me by midnight. The real question was where to go in the meantime to dodge all of Wayworth’s goons? I avoided major streets and slunk along alleyways, working my way northwest back toward the industrial district, varying my path as I went. I even backtracked a few times, hoping that it would confuse any Hellhounds under Mayor Wayworth’s employ.

      After swiping some loser’s Mariners cap, I headed for the large crowds of Westgate Mall. I knew I stood out among the twentysomethings crowding the area, but there was a small chance the sheer onslaught of people would hide me.

      Inside, I slipped into some tacky novelty store and grabbed a pair of plastic glasses, as well as a fake beard and mustache. Not convincing, but it was better than nothing.

      Back in the mall corridor I spotted a couple of over-pumped men in too-tight suits prowling the food court. Definitely Wayworth’s goons. A slight red glow escaped around the edges of their Ray-Bans. Hellhounds, not normal goons. The reek of dog breath wafted across the food court. I did my best to avoid catching their attention and merged with the crowds, passing lingerie and chocolate shops.

      I made my way out of the temple of economy and into the connected parking garage. It was well lit with bright sodium lights like beacons, leaving no corner shadowed, and seemed empty of all but concrete pillars and a handful of cars. I thought I was in the clear and started looking for a nondescript vehicle to hot-wire. But then I smelled brimstone again.

      “Little Rob-Robb!” A gravelly voice reverberated the air in a way which irritated every one of my hair follicles. “You’ve got something of ours.”

      I jerked my head around in a panic, trying to find the source of the demonic voice. I was still alone near a couple cars: a shiny yellow Yugo to the left and a rusty green Gremlin directly ahead. The demon materialized next to the Gremlin.

      “Hand the fez over, and I’ll kill you quick.”

      Bucky—yeah, this fucker’s name was Bucky—was a nasty piece of work. Instead of arms he had bundles of coat hangers and barbed wire jammed into festering wounds where his shoulders should have been. His head, what was left of it, was human, as was the rest of his body. His brain—exposed and only held in place by gravity—looked like unset jello ready to fall from tipping Tupperware.

      “Nah. I think I’ll hang onto it. Thanks,” I said, turning from the demon.

      I started walking, ready for a cloud of pestilence or a barrage of hooked barbed wire to come at me at any moment.

      Instead, I stopped in my tracks when I heard crumpling metal and shattering glass. I turned and saw the demon pushing and pulling at invisible ropes and clay with his wired appendages. What had been the rusty green Gremlin now crunched and shifted. It grew into something new, something gargantuan. Slowly, the amorphous, metal mass formed into a humanoid shape. A flame sparked within the head, bringing a fiery glow to what would be a face, like a snarling possum with black smoke rolling from its eyes, nostrils, and ears. A mouth glistened with shards of windshield-glass teeth.

      “I did warn you,” the demon said, “but I’m glad I get to play before you die. It’s been so long since I’ve set one of my pets to work on the mortal plane. ‘Such sights to see’ and all that shit.”

      Bucky moved toward me and tripped. His jello-brain then fell out and slapped onto the concrete.

      The Gremlin-beast froze. This was my chance to start a get-away.

      The Hellfire-fueled Gremlin-beast started sprinting after me. I did have a trick up my sleeve, but it was only a one-time deal. A last resort. But it was all I had.

      Bucky retrieved his brain and shoved it back into place as I reached into my pocket and pulled out the Troll doll. I picked up speed running down the ramp to the next level, bowling ball bag in one hand, the cursed Troll in the other. I lifted the Troll’s hair to my mouth, gripped the crunchy bubble gum-matted hair in my teeth and pulled down, scalping the doll. I turned and heaved the naked, and now hairless, thing at my oncoming doom.

      My heart stopped. In what felt like slow motion, the Troll doll arced through the air between the Gremlin-beast and me. At half arc I could see a glint of confusion in the Gremlin-beast’s eyes, a strangely human emotion for a face so inhuman. I squeezed the handle of the bowling ball case and clenched my butt cheeks, preparing for whatever fucked-up surprise was about to unfold.

      The plastic toy bounced off of a scrap of sheet metal jutting from the side of the Gremlin-beast’s head with a slight plink. Both the beast and I let out a sigh.

      Then it happened.

      Like from a starfish’s stomach, a large sack unfurled from the tiny toy. A maniacal grin spread across the Troll doll’s face. The meaty stomach continued to unfold, larger and larger, until it was big enough to envelop the Gremlin-beast. I smiled as the Gremlin-beast’s confusion transitioned to terror. Behind the beast, Bucky stood frozen in fear, barbed-wire arms and hands held at the sides of his face in shock, nicking the soft tissue of his exposed brain.

      The Gremlin-beast wailed metal-on-metal screams as the top of its head crunched into the stomach. The Treasure Troll then sucked in the esophagus tube like a limp spaghetti noodle before every bit of meaty matter folded and disappeared into its mouth. It then fell to the ground, landing on its two tiny feet. It twisted its tiny plastic neck and looked at
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