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      I always loved to watch her eat.

      It’s one of the things that drew me to her, in the early days: the breadth of her appetite, the complete disregard she seemed to have for who might be watching – or might be judging – as she threw herself wholesale into a cheeseboard or demolished a melting stack of pancakes with her fingertips, yellow fats dripping impenitently from the folds of skin between the digits.

      There’s something powerfully attractive about an appetite like that; about a personality expansive enough to accommodate it.

      Even when it doesn’t stop at cheese and pancakes.
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      Don’t let anyone tell you it’s easy, finding warm bodies.

      There’s a widespread perception – and I blame TV entirely for this, all those eleven-seasons-long detective dramas stuffed to overflow with bleeding corpses and the never-too-bright killers intent on making them so – that the would-be dead are there for the taking; that down every dark alley, along every unpopulated stretch of country road there’s a hapless hiker or a bleary-eyed barfly just waiting to be Tasered or garrotted or pummelled from behind with a blunt instrument.

      No.

      It’s work, abduction – it’s effort. Especially when you’re in the market for more than just one body; when the craving you’re aiming to satisfy is so substantial, so unarguably constant.

      And I’m not a big woman. I stand 5’2” in socks; weigh less than your average Irish Wolfhound. I’m built for desk work, not manual labour - the sort of paper-shuffling non-jobs I’ve moved in and out of since university, each one indistinguishable from the last but for the condition of the coffee-maker in the communal kitchen.

      I’ve never so much as looked at a dumbbell.

      So even once I’ve found a likely body… throwing them over my shoulder or dragging them into the back of my suspiciously windowless van really isn’t an option.

      The drunk ones are the lowest-hanging fruit – there’s some truth in that, at least. Hit some of the busier pubs after 7 on a weeknight and you’ll find someone, even if they’re not the cream of the crop: someone lubricated enough to be pliable, lonely enough to cling like a terrier to the faintest intimation of human connection and sufficiently unencumbered by friends or family that they won’t be missed until their boss has to call in a temp to cover their workload. Then it’s a question of forging a glimmer of intimacy, or seeming to, in the stench and heat and clamour of the bar. Of winning enough of their trust to get them out of the door, down the street and into the car – and, once they’re inside and the doors are locked, fixing on just the right topic to keep them talking while you grab the syringe from the glove-box and drive it into the meat of their neck, hard enough to breach the dura but not so hard it leaves a crust of blood on the upholstery. I’ve got better things to do in the morning than wipe down vinyl with a damp dish cloth.

      Of course, another thing I’m not is an anaesthetist. Everything I’ve learned, I’ve learned through doing – through trial and error, supplemented with only a quick dip here and there into a handful of the more accessible medical websites. So I’ve almost certainly made errors in the moment: nicked a parotid gland here, miscalculated a dose and brought on an aneurysm there. It’s the risk you run with autodidacticism, when what you’re working with is drugs and needles.

      The good news is: it doesn’t really matter what kind of state they’re in, once the cocktail hits. It’s enough, for what I need, that they’re still breathing.
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      We met in a club, the way people used to: a dingy pair of rooms carved out of a converted warehouse in a quiet part of town, dry ice in the air, floors sticky underfoot and a DJ who kept the same half-dozen divas on rotation until last orders. I noticed her before she noticed me; saw her long arms extend themselves over her head as she danced, her white teeth glow neon green in the nearly-dark when she smiled. I’d never have dared approach her, to try to start a conversation or ask if I could buy her a drink, but in the end I didn’t have to – she sought me out, even through the press of sweat-soaked bodies. Sat down beside me on the edge of the amplifier I’d been using as a bar-stool; whispered words I could barely hear and can scarcely remember into my ear and then, just before the lights went up, wrote her number on a ribbon of cardboard torn from her cigarette packet and pressed it into my hand.

      I called her the very next day, too young and overwhelmed by her to realise I was supposed to wait.
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      The drive, once the body is unconscious, is the fun part. We live way out in the middle of nowhere in the house my parents left me, a sandstone cottage on a ten-acre smallholding miles from the nearest Starbucks – and I get so little time to myself these days that those forty-five minute snatches of winding lanes and Top 40 hits on the radio put me in a state so relaxed it’s nigh-on meditative.

      Getting them out of the car, once I’m back and parked, is less of a pleasure.

      They’re usually men, because men are more likely – I’ve found – to go drinking alone, and they’re usually older, because I am; it bothers me only in the most practical of terms, but I’d struggle now to persuade even the loneliest of twenty year-old boys to come home with me. And since older men are – not always, but often – larger and heavier than the younger ones, hauling them bodily by their armpits from the passenger seat to the front door of the cottage is always a challenge.

      I sometimes wish she’d help me; that once, just once, she’d slip out of the house and offer to take some of the weight off my shoulders. God knows, she’s strong enough.

      But she won’t. She can’t.
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      We’d been seeing each other a month when she moved in. I didn’t ask her, exactly – but I didn’t say no, either, and she’d been staying over often enough that I wasn’t as surprised as I might be now when she turned up on the doorstep with a duffel bag of clothes and a hard-shell suitcase full of books.

      I knew about the drinking, by then: that she’d attack a bottle of vodka or a row of neat tequila shots with the same relentless energy she ploughed into eating, into devouring a blue steak or mopping up the gravy from her bowl with a hunk of bread.

      I didn’t know about the coke – not at first. Not until we were spending so much time around each other that I couldn’t help but spot the mood swings, correlate the flares of her temper with the regular visits we’d receive – improbably, given how far removed we were from the city – from the skinny, taciturn white guy in leathers who was, I quickly realised, her go-to dealer.

      He’d visited the night she first hit me – politely accepting a mug of weak tea and a single, small line from the gram he’d sold her before taking his leave, with equal politeness, on the pretext of a standing appointment with another client. She’d carried on in his absence, working her way through a half-litre of bourbon and three thick lines of her own until I suggested, hesitantly, that she might want to call it a day and come to bed, to talk or fuck if not to sleep.

      Which is when she punched me: a quick, sharp jab to the ribs that toppled me over onto the carpet.

      It wasn’t as hard as some of the ones that came later, both that night and in the months and years that followed; it didn’t break bones, or tear skin, or leave the sort of marks that might have raised questions, if I hadn’t had the sense to cover them.

      But it hurt, regardless.
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      The bodies have to be naked, which is another round of effort.

      I used to undress them: lay them out on the hallway floor and strip them, layer by layer, until they were nothing but hair and fat and wilted skin, working my hands around the love handles at their waists or the jutting bones at their hips, the solid flesh of their triceps and the spiny nodules of cartilage at their toes and ankles. There was something satisfyingly ritualistic about the process; sacramental, even. I felt like an undertaker, preparing a body for burial or embalming; a Hindu priest, incanting prayers over the cinders of a funeral pyre.

      As I say, though – it’s effort. So now I mostly cut through the clothes with scissors; recycle them as scraps, or tear them up for rags.

      Today’s catch is on the scrawnier side, tall and sallow and already cadaverous, the strands of black hair scraped across his beige, mostly bald scalp giving him the faintly necrotised look of a Hollywood zombie. I forget his name, though I’m sure he told me as we were leaving the bar – Sean or Steve, something like that. Something sibilant.

      He doesn’t stir as I work on him, the way some of them do; doesn’t groan or shudder. Just lies perfectly still on the tiles, eyes closed and mouth open.

      He might as well be dead already.
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      She wasn’t always cruel; I should make that clear. Sometimes she’d be angry, when she’d had a bad day at work or put too much of the wrong stuff in her system; and sometimes that anger would manifest in a slap to the face or a kick to the stomach if I got in her way, or asked the wrong question, or said nothing at all when she expected me to talk. Once, when I’d forgotten to put on shoes, she cracked every one of the toes on my left foot under the heel of her boot; a couple of times she dislocated my shoulder, and then, when I collapsed from the pain, stood guard over me for an hour to make sure I didn’t cry out or go for help or pop it back in the socket without her say-so.

      But it wasn’t always. Only sometimes.

      Kindness wasn’t a default position for her; I worked that out early on. She was spiky, acerbic, easily aggravated; self-reliant, sheathed in the sort of membranous pericarp that develops over a lifetime of looking after yourself because nobody else has bothered to. It would have been unreasonable to expect tenderness; to demand hearts and flowers.

      I tried to remember that, in the years we were together. Not only when she was lashing out with her fists or the balls of her feet or whatever sharp piece of cutlery I’d left out on the kitchen counter, but when she’d yell until her voice broke, or tell me – calmly and quietly – that I was an idiot to even be thinking about leaving, because who else was someone like me going to get but her?

      She might have been right about that – but equally, she might have been wrong. Impossible to say now, isn’t it?
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      I wash the bodies, too.

      It’s another essential, though I couldn’t tell you why. Removing the clothes makes sense to me, but washing them? Less so. It’s not as if they’re dirty, under the dense strata of linen and nylon and polyester cotton.

      Sean or Steve, or maybe Simon, is cleaner even than most. He smells laundered; freshly showered, soaped and deodorised. I rinse him with a damp flannel, scalp to toenails, but it’s cursory – more to show that I’ve done it than because I believe it’s strictly necessary.

      Sometimes, when I’ve miscalculated their dosage, or we’re running low on supplies and I’ve had to cut corners on the cocktail, the shock of the cold water jolts some of them awake; pitches them headlong – and usually screaming – into paralysed consciousness. Not this one, though. Sean/Steve/Simon stays quiet; doesn’t move a muscle as I trail the dripping cloth with what probably looks like reverence over his face, his chest, his thighs.

      His silence is refreshing, it really is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I didn’t meet a lot of her friends. More often than not, she’d go out without me, taking the dented silver Corsa I was driving then into the city and coming back at 3, 4, 5 o’clock in the morning, smelling of spilled beer and stale smoke, teeth grinding and pupils darting back and forth like metronomes. I never asked her where she’d been, and she never offered up the information; just turned on the light and crawled into bed next to me, fully dressed, humming to herself and reading paperback after paperback until my alarm went off and I had to pull myself out of bed and into the shower so I’d be presentable enough work.

      I assume she slept, after I left.

      It was a surprise, then, when she brought Carl back with her one evening, far earlier than she was usually home – led him into the living room and, or so I gathered from the snatches of sound that filtered through to the bedroom, listened to him talk at her until sunrise.

      He wasn’t her usual choice of companion, I saw, when we were eventually introduced.

      She was classically beautiful, high-cheekboned and symmetrical, and the friends she saw most tended to be cast in a similar mould: slim-hipped club kids with big eyes and button noses and skin that stayed smooth in spite of the drugs and booze and sweat and sleep-deprivation it suffered, their hair dyed vivid blue and cherry red and their t-shirts strategically ripped to expose their flat, pierced navels.

      Carl, though, looked like a plumber, a delivery man: middle-aged, short and stocky, a thick black beard carpeting the lower part of his milk-white face and unfashionable jeans secured under his belly by a bronze goat’s-head buckle.

      “He knows things,” she told me, when I asked her what they talked about. “Incredible things. Things you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Like what?” I asked, wondering what Carl, with his receding hairline and his father-in-law paunch could possibly know that could have got her so excited.

      “About power,” she said – melodramatically, though I wouldn’t have dared tell her I thought so. “He has it, a lot of it. And he’s going to show me how to get it.”

      “Power?” I said, already sure it was the coke talking – or rather, the coke that had her convinced of the sagacity of Carl’s pronouncements, the extent of his apparent powers.

      “He talks to the Devil,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper so uncharacteristically awestruck I could have believed, for a second, that she was someone else entirely. “Really talks to him. And the Devil… he talks back.”
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      The house reeks, inside – equal parts blood and death, soil and shit. The source of the odour is downstairs, in the cellar: a literal dung-heap comprising all of the above and worse, slowly fermenting by the heat of the boiler. I clear it out whenever I can; wrap my hands in gardening gloves, cover my nose and mouth with a home-made mask and attack the pile with a shovel, ferrying load after steaming load out to the fields around the cottage until the plastic of the bucket melts away.

      It’s corrosive, the dung; the kind of corrosive that eats away at anything it touches, if you leave it long enough.

      Which makes a lot of sense, I suppose. Given its provenance.
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      She was unstoppable, once she’d started on the occult stuff – on whatever dark magic Carl had persuaded her she could tap into with the right knowledge and the sheer force of her will. And she certainly did the reading – consuming dusty hardcovers decorated with pentagrams and written in what looked to me like Cyrillic, type-written personal journals and small-press titles claiming to be spell books – spell books, for God’s sake – as if they were sustenance.

      I didn’t take it seriously, at first; didn’t engage with it much at all, and not only because it made me uneasy, although it did. She’d been through phases like it before – blazing through enthusiasms and fields of study with the same ferocity of purpose that breathed life into everything she did, from learning languages and fixing machine parts to growing vegetables that I’d cooked with until she lost interest and left them to wither. They burned out quickly; never lasted.

      Except… this one did last. And not just last: sharpen and deepen with time. When she finished with the books, after months of dedicated reading – having, or so she said, exhausted everything their authors had to offer her – she moved on to making things. Wood carvings and hand-polished pebble-pieces, painted with symbols I didn’t recognise; intricate spiderwebs of yarn and string that reminded me of dreamcatchers and alien configurations of wire, beads and feathers that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Pagan gift shop. Then, when they were finished, she’d seed them through the house in what seemed to me like arbitrary patterns, but which she assured me were anything but.

      “They’re to protect us,” she said. “Both of us.”

      “From what?” I asked.

      “From Him,” she answered, and though she didn’t specify which Him she meant, I had a pretty fair idea, after everything else she’d told me. I wasn’t sure then what she thought she’d done, or what sort of deal she thought she’d struck with whoever she and Carl imagined they were speaking to, all those nights in the living room with the lights off and the curtains closed – those parts, she hadn’t shared. But I knew about Dorian Gray and      The Devil & Daniel Webster, even if I hadn’t read my Faust back then. And I knew what people like her were generally asked to give up, when they went looking in places they shouldn’t for power they hadn’t earned.

      “You think He’s going to come here?” I said. I thought I was humouring her.

      “If he does,” she told me, deadly serious, “He’ll be leaving empty-handed.”
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      Sean/Steve/Simon is lighter without his clothes, and easier to manoeuvre.

      Getting him to the cellar is relatively straightforward; a matter of heaving him by the ankles across the hall and then lugging him feet-first down the stairs until he can be deposited safely on the dirt-covered floor.

      She’s waiting for me – for him. It’s dark down there, but I can just about make out her outline in the shadows – see her eyes scanning his body, her long teeth biting at her lips in anticipation.

      “He’s ready for you,” I say, the way I always do, though there can’t be any doubt that she can see that for herself.

      She edges forward, scattering the dirt with the pads of her feet, and sniffs the air; moves closer towards him, so close she’s practically nuzzling his stomach with the wet tip of her nose, and leans in to lick his face – tenderly – with the thick pink meat of her tongue.

      Then, having tasted him, opens up the largest of her mouths and begins to eat.
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      I didn’t intend to kill her.

      There was nothing premeditated about it. Nor, thinking back on it, was I conscious of being ready to snap. I didn’t feel pushed to the limits of my endurance, in the moments before; didn’t anticipate, as she screamed at me for knocking a candle off the shelf and drove her elbow into the centre of my chest, that I’d lash out at her. That I’d fight back.

      But I reached on instinct for the carving, a grimacing gargoyle-like statuette with two thin spikes where its ears should have been, each one filed to a tapered point – and, when she pulled back her fist to hit me again, thrust it spike-first, with no hesitation at all, into her throat.

      She didn’t die immediately. My initial impulse, at seeing her writhing and bleeding on the carpet, was to call for help, to pick up the phone and dial for an ambulance. But then, remembering the many times she’d stood sentry over me as I’d lain bleeding on that same carpet, I quashed the impulse; focused instead on the unwanted consequences any call for help would likely bring, on the repercussions I’d be unable to avoid.

      When her breathing slowed, and finally stopped altogether, I began to make a plan – to mentally calculate the parts of her I’d need to pull apart and bury, the steps I’d have to take to make sure they stayed buried thereafter.

      And so I came to be that I was on the sofa, making a list of the materials I’d need to do the job properly, when the creature entered the room – silently and suddenly, stepping through the wall in a red-rimmed cloud of something that looked like steam and smelled like sulphur.

      I can’t describe how it looked – there’s a gap in my mind where the words ought to be, an insufficiency of language. It had horns, I’m sure of that; a pinkish tail, curly as a pig’s, and a scattering of matted fur across its legs and belly.

      It barely looked at me as it crossed the floor, making a beeline instead for her stiffening body. It bent to examine her, digging into the place between her breasts with a clawed finger as if preparing to extract her heart – then turned, quizzically, to look at me, its nostrils flared and ridged brows furrowed.

      It’s come to take her, I thought. But it can’t. Those… charms she made – they work. They’re keeping her here. Warding it off.

      She’s not going anywhere.

      I looked back at the thing and, in response to the question it hadn’t asked, shrugged one, prematurely arthritic shoulder.

      “Nothing to do with me,” I said, and it must have believed me, because it turned away and back to her body, hunching over it like a vulture. If a thing like that were capable of human expression, I’d tell you it seemed thoughtful; like it was weighing up its options before it came to a decision.

      A minute later, or an hour, it moved again; stood up on its triple-jointed animal legs and, closing its eyes, muttered a handful of high-pitched sounds into the air, like notes played on a piccolo.

      And she changed.

      Her bottom half went first: lengthened and swelled, the muscles of her calves and thighs expanding and coarse strands of dark fur bursting through the fabric of her trousers until what was left was not so much a pair of anthropoid limbs as the hindquarters of a very, very large dog. A dog the size of a polar bear.

      Her torso went next, swelling and lengthening and furring just as the legs had.

      And then…

      It’s difficult to describe this part, too.

      Difficult, but not impossible.

      Her head split – that’s the only word for it. Shed its skin – and with its skin, the delicate features of her face – to make room for a second, canine head that seemed to rise up from her neck to fill the place where her head had been. Then another, and another, until there were three of them: three enormous wolf heads, springing up from her now-thick shoulders like a mountain range, teeth bared and saliva dripping.

      And she was alive again – that much was clear. Forcefully, inexplicably alive. And desperately hungry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She finishes him in nine, roughly equal bites, each of her jaws taking a turn to worry the flesh.

      She’ll sleep, now her belly’s full – curl up in her corner of the stinking basement, close all six of her eyes and let herself relax, like a dog by a fireplace.

      And tomorrow she’ll wake up, hungry again; whining and moaning from the pain of the hunger, until I decide I’m ready to go hunting.

      It’s a hell of a responsibility, looking after her. Knowing that she’s stuck – that she’s tied to this place for as long as the protection holds, powerless to move or even feed herself. That she’s dependent on me; utterly dependent.

      I understand her better now, I think – understand the pleasure she used to take in reminding me I’d never leave her, couldn’t leave her. The sense of power it must have given. A different sort of power than the one she really wanted, the one Carl showed that night in the living room – but power, still.

      And wielding that power… it can be satisfying. Very satisfying.

      A hell of a responsibility, though. A hell of a responsibility.

      I’m not expecting sympathy – really, I’m not. You’d have every right to tell me that I brought this on myself.

      But I can tell you, from experience: three heads are a lot of mouths to feed.
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      My husband told me not to bother going to see her. Said it wasn’t worth the hassle of a confrontation, that I should let it go.

      

      But I was seething, still. Just boiling over with the shame of it, the spectacle she’d made of us in the playground. I had to go; had to look her in the eye and tell her what she’d done. It wouldn’t be right to let it lie.

      

      “What’s wrong with the girl?” she’d shouted, when Freya had started crying and I’d climbed on my knees to the top of the helter-skelter to get her down - Elena bloody Garibaldi and her elocution lesson-vowels that made everything sound like an accusation. “Why’s she not moving? There are other kids waiting to go on, you know.”

      

      And there had been, by the time she’d finished yelling - a cluster of them, mums and dads in sunglasses and sweat-stained t-shirts, staring up at us and tutting, clicking their tongues in passive-aggressive judgement.

      

      “I’m scared, mummy,” Freya had said, clinging to me, her elbows scraping along the rusted paintwork of the railings. “I don’t want to go down the slide.”

      

      “It’s alright, baby,” I’d told her. “Hold on to me and we’ll go down together.”

      

      “What’s the hold up?” Elena Garibaldi had yelled from the tarmac. “Just move!”

      

      I’d wedged myself between the metal jaws of the slide, pulled Freya onto my lap and whispered to her to close her eyes - then, knees bent, I’d dragged us down the helter-skelter by the balls of my feet, inch by cramp-inducing inch.

      

      “See?” Elena Garibaldi sneered at us, when we’d made it to the bottom. “Not so difficult, was it? Honestly,” she’d added to one of the dads behind her in a stage-whisper she must have known we’d hear, “some of these mothers make such a meal out of everything. And if you ask me, that little girl shouldn’t need any help getting down from there at her age. My Ben was doing it on his own by two and a half.”

      

      Freya had gone bright red, and ducked her head, and pulled me by the hand out of the park.

      

      All that night she’d cried; embarrassed, humiliated. And all that night I’d had Elena Garibaldi’s voice ringing in my ears.

      

      “See?” I’d hear her say, whenever I closed my eyes to sleep. “Not so difficult, was it?”

      

      So I couldn’t not go. I had to see her; had to give her a piece of my mind, make sure she knew how she’d made me feel. How she’d made Freya feel.

      

      I like to think she was surprised, when she saw the carving knife slip out of my sleeve; that she felt something like remorse when the serrated edge of it dug through the muscle of her throat all the way to the windpipe and she got to choking on the blood that fountained out.

      

      My husband won’t be happy when he sees what’s left of her, seeping out through the bin bags onto the back seat of the Volvo. And he was probably right - I probably shouldn’t have gone to see her. Truth be told, I should have let it go.

      

      But he owes me one, after that business with the man who stole the seat he'd reserved on the train last week. And there’s still a bit of room left at the bottom of the garden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TC Parker is a writer and researcher based in the fox-ravaged wilds of Leicestershire, where she lives with her family.

      

        

      
        The author of the El Gardener feminist heist trilogy (The Debt, The Push and The Remembrance), the horror novels Saltblood and A Press Of Feathers and the weird Western novella Salvation Spring, she’s been a copywriter, a lecturer and, very briefly, an academic; now she runs a semiotics and cultural insight agency by day and dreams up horror and crime fiction at night, when the kids are asleep.

      

        

      
        Visit her online at www.tcparkerwrites.com and follow her on Twitter: @writestc

      

      

      
        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by T C Parker

          

        

      

    

    
      Saltblood

      A Press of Feathers

      Salvation Spring

      The Debt (El Gardener Book 1)

      The Push (El Gardener Book 2)

      The Remembrance (El Gardener Book 3)

    

  

OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/cerberus-cover.jpg
CERBERUS

T. GCEPARKER





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





