
It is illegal to copy this book in part or in full without the express written permission of the author. This is a complete work of fiction. All Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are directly from the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2013

Death The Full Series


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Death

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Epilogue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Epilogue

About the Author

BOOK ONE

The Blood Makes It Real

By MaLo

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


I squeezed his neck a little harder now, tightening the ring of my fingers until the whites of his eyes bloomed with burst capillaries, the red veins spreading into the back of his head like ink in water. A sickly yellow hue was slowly edging in from the periphery of his eyeballs, encroaching upon the deep brown surrounding his wide, dark pupils. I could feel the frantic, involuntary spasms of his muscles; his body seized and shuddered in the rhythmic agony of a nervous system deprived of its primary fuel. The pressure remained even—a steady, unrelenting force that drove the fluid into the microscopic capillaries until they surrendered and ruptured.

The sad truth for him now, however, was that no amount of twitching would ever again allow his lungs to draw so much as a single, desperate breath. His body convulsed for a full minute, the shades of his face shifting in erratic, grotesque patterns, resembling a slow-moving, fleshy kaleidoscope. I watched with clinical interest as the skin stretched taut over the larynx, noting the way the Adam's apple bobbed uselessly and rhythmically against my thumbs, a frantic, dying pulse beneath my grip.

I looked down at him, taking in the physical reality of what lay before me. His once dark, healthy-looking skin had surrendered to a much paler hue, now bordering on the bruised purple of a ripening fruit—almost black in the dim, stagnant light of this desolate hotel room. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to creep closer, drawn by an almost gravitational pull toward the heat still radiating from his dying frame.

I had picked this place because it was anchored in the middle of nowhere. You could step out onto the cracked asphalt of the road and look in any direction without seeing another soul or another establishment for miles. It wasn't much to behold: a cheap, $35-a-night hellhole designed for traveling tourists and the desperate—those people who required a place to exist but had no intention of staying. The silence of the surrounding plains was heavy, a pressurized weight that swallowed sound before it could even reach the skeletal silhouettes of the distant trees.

The carpeting was a relic of the 1970s, a hideous shade of arterial red that had undoubtedly masked its fair share of messy nights long before my arrival. I could see the history written in the fibers—darker, crusty patches where spilled beer or something more biological had soaked into the synthetic weave and dried into a permanent stain. The table holding the television was topped with that same cheap, imitation material they attempt to pass off in budget trailer homes as fire-retardant countertop. It felt tacky and unnerving under my fingertips, a cheap laminate that mimicked the texture of stone but lacked any of its geological substance. Rather than painting the walls white, the management had opted for a wallpaper that felt plucked from a Tim Burton fever dream. It likely began as something clean, but decades of cigarette smoke had curdled it into a jaundiced, mustard brown. Even that thin veneer was failing; it peeled back in jagged strips throughout the room, revealing the grey, crumbling plaster underneath like dead skin flaking off an open wound.

His feet were the last parts of him to stop twitching. The rhythmic thudding of his heels against the floorboards had slowed from a frantic, panicked drumbeat to a dull, irregular tapping, and then finally, into nothingness. His tongue hung from his mouth just slightly, looking rubbery and stiffened by the onset of rigor, coated in a thin, drying film of saliva. The last thing he heard was my low, excited breathing as I stared directly into those whitening eyes, watching the light of his life slowly leak away.

I like to stare into the eyes of my victims as they die, if the opportunity presents itself. I am not entirely certain what it is I expect to find, but the intrigue remains constant. I suppose I am searching for some empirical proof of life beyond death—a confirmation of the very thing that ensures many enemies await me in the next plane. Sometimes, I believe I see something fade out; a specific frequency, a flicker of energy that some might call the soul departing the vessel. There is a definitive moment—a micro-second of transition—where the person ceases to be an entity and becomes merely an object. The spark does not simply dim; it is extinguished.

I would rather face a militia of my victims in the afterlife than simply fade into nothingness when my own body fails. That necessity keeps me searching. I need to know there is something worth fighting for on the other side, or at least something worth fearing. In recent kills, I have felt more than merely seen the departure. It usually occurs moments after consciousness is lost. The eyes glaze over with a milky film, and then, as if a switch has been flipped in the dark, they go out completely. The light does not flicker; it vanishes.

I looked down at my freshly squeezed, middle-aged Mexican, lying there with an expression of profound shock and bewilderment that was slowly relaxing into the final look he would ever make. The muscles in his jaw had finally slackened. I noted the darkening of his trousers where his bowels had let loose—a warm, heavy release that signaled the total surrender of his autonomic nervous system. I was not particularly happy about the necessity of cleaning such a mess, but it was a small price for the result. Cleaning is the most tedious aspect of this work; it requires a level of disciplined precision that most people mistake for madness.

I couldn't help but smile to myself. I was not, after all, in a place where I could be connected to anything other than the potential sight of a witness seeing me depart. I had kept my movements as quiet as possible; I would be just another nameless face exiting a room like any other day. As long as I left no obvious signs of struggle or biological debris, nobody would ever know. The room was paid for until noon tomorrow, and the heavy thud of his body hitting the carpet had been sufficiently muffled by that thick, red pile.

I surveyed the length of his body and noted with satisfaction that he had likely exercised this morning. He possessed one of those physiques most men envy—lean, muscular, and perfectly proportioned. The sheer mass of muscle on his neck alone suggested a rigorous training schedule. Prominent veins bulged in all the right places, adding to the athletic image he clearly worked to maintain. Even in this dim, sickly light, I could see the way the shadows defined the serrated edges of his abdominal muscles.

It was almost a shame that I had to cut him up. However, time was a dwindling resource; I needed to be finished by 3:30 AM, before the dawn arrived. The sun is an enemy to a man with my particular set of skills.

I have grown proficient in the art of butchery. First, I reached for the front of his loose-fitting, faux-silk shirt and ripped the buttons open; they skittered across the floor like tiny, discarded teeth. The fabric parted to reveal his slowly cooling chest, the skin already losing the vibrant heat of a living man. I had to shift his weight slightly to slip the handcuffs from his wrists so I could pull his arms free from his sleeves and strip the shirt away entirely. The metal of the cuffs was biting and cold against my skin. I tossed the shirt toward a corner near a discarded soda can, and did the same with his pants. He lay sprawled on the floor in only his underwear. I found myself licking my lips as I looked down at his physique; the sheer potential for utility within such well-developed muscle was intoxicating.

The anticipation felt like a physical itch beneath my skin, a hunger that observation alone could not sate. I retrieved a length of rope from my bag—heavy, braided nylon that bit into my palms with a rough texture—and tied a loop to each foot, spaced approximately nine inches apart. The knots were tight and professional. Then, I reached down and hoisted him up, one arm beneath his upper back and the other under his knees. He was heavy—a dense, concentrated weight of dead meat and bone—but I had mastered the ergonomics of the task. I carried him into the bathroom, my boots squeaking softly against the linoleum.

The hotel shower head was solid enough to support his weight, a stroke of luck since I hadn't prioritized structural testing before deciding this room was suitable for tonight's business. I had to be prepared for the gravity of the task. I also hadn't anticipated unexpected guests—specifically, well-built, sizeable ones. The arrival of the Mexican pimp had been an unplanned variable, a complication in an otherwise controlled environment.

For my own future utility, I had visited a local hardware store to purchase metal bracing so that I could perform such tasks without the risk of breaking the shower head from the wall. It was a small investment for such a high-stakes necessity. As I moved, I had to step over the body of Trina, a blonde prostitute who had secured this room in her name—a necessary precaution to ensure my own name remained untraceable to the premises. She lay there like a discarded doll, her blonde hair splayed across the bathroom tiles in a messy, golden halo. While I had provided the cash for the room, the legal ownership belonged to her, providing me with a shield that even warrants could not pierce.

I passed the motel's bed—a dirty, lumpy rectangle of neglect. The comforter was a piece of fabric no one had seen in a department store since the early 70s; it was thin, worn down by decades of friction and human sweat. The air around the bed smelled of stale tobacco and various organic odors, a cloying scent that clung to the back of my throat. It was the kind of bed you wouldn't find in any room costing less than $35, and at this moment, it was occupied by the recently deceased body of Violet, a hooker I had indirectly killed earlier tonight. I cannot truly claim "killed" if I am being honest; that death was more an act of... fate. She had simply been caught in the momentum of my evening as it took its natural course.

I moved past her and the Mexican into the bathroom at the end of the short hallway. The light here was harsher, a flickering fluorescent tube that cast long, twitching shadows across the walls. I looked down into the bathtub at the wide-eyed, now dull expression of my latest kill, Trina, before the pimp had interrupted. She had been beautiful; even the terror etched into her features had since relaxed, leaving behind a mask of hollowed peace. The nine-inch serrated knife I had used to impetrate her chest still protruded from her sternum like a gruesome piece of jewelry. I am not a monster; the puncture was precise, designed to minimize the frantic struggle and the noise that follows.

I decided to dismember the larger man first, as he would be the most time-consuming and take up the most space. The sheer volume of his muscle required more careful slicing to ensure the pieces remained manageable for transport. I lifted Trina from the tub—her body heavy and limp—and placed him into the shower, stringing him up by the rope tied to his feet. He hung there, a pendulum of flesh, swaying slightly as I adjusted the tension.

I withdrew the knife from Trina's chest. The sound of the steel sliding against bone was a wet, sucking noise that echoed in the small space. I turned and began to saw into the side of the dead pimp's neck. My method was modeled after the slaughter of cattle; the goal is to drain the vessel efficiently to ensure a less messy dismemberment. I had studied the mechanics of this closely; the efficiency of a butcher is found in the management of fluids.

This time, however, the "cow" was already dead and lacked a beating heart to assist in the drainage. I took great care to not only sever the jugular to allow the maximum amount of blood to exit his still-warm body, but I also slit the incision from ear to ear. The wound was a deep, red canyon opening in the pale skin. His head began to bloat as blood pooled within the cranial cavity, the internal pressure forcing the liquid out through the secondary openings I had created. I held an old mason jar beneath the wound, catching as much of the thick, dark, steaming liquid as possible for later use.

I was surprised by the volume of blood that continued to drain into the tub even after I believed the vessel was nearly empty. It pooled around the drain, a dark, swirling vortex of crimson. The depletion of blood was turning his skin an almost albino hue, making him look like something carved from white marble rather than something grown from flesh. Every time I tilted the head, more trickled out—a slow, rhythmic *drip-drip-drip* against the porcelain.

When I was satisfied that the primary drainage was complete, I resumed my work with the knife, separating layer upon layer of meat from meat. The sensation was deeply tactile: the initial resistance of the dermis, the smoother slide through subcutaneous fat, and the gritty, vibrating shudder of the blade as it met the vertebrae. I worked until the steel hit the spinal column, where the smooth sawing motion was interrupted by a stubborn, calcified barrier.

I applied the dull side of my blade to the back of his neck, carefully bracing the tool to prevent slipping and self-inflicted injury. Then, with a heavy strike from my right hand, I hammered the handle. I had to be precise; a slip here would compromise my ability to finish the job. The blow broke the cervical vertebrae with a clean, sickening snap—a sound like a dry branch breaking in the heart of a silent forest. It assured me that the rest of the decapitation would proceed without further resistance.

I placed the head into a plastic bag by itself; it was the most recognizable and dangerous part of the anatomy if discovered. With the head secured, I turned my attention to the rest of the torso, beginning the heavy work of separating limbs from the trunk and extracting bone from socket.

I gathered their belongings—the cheap jewelry, the wallets, the IDs—and stuffed them into a separate trash bag. It was vital to strip them of their identities, leaving nothing behind that could tether a name to a corpse. Finally, I stepped into the shower to rinse the night away. The hot water turned pink as it ran down my arms, washing away the metallic scent and the sticky residue of the work. I scrubbed until my skin was raw, ensuring no microscopic trace remained under my fingernails or in the creases of my palms.

When I was certain that no fingerprints or evidence remained, I gathered the heavy, slumped bags of laundry-like weight. I threw them into my trunk and drove us all home.
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Home sweet home...

I drove up to the house, hitting the button on my visor so I could pull into my dingy but yet spacious garage. The overhead light flickered once, twice, a dying amber pulse before settling into a dim, sickly glow that washed over the cluttered workbench and the heavy shadows in the corners. It was quiet. That was the best part of coming home. The silence here wasn't empty; it was heavy, like a thick blanket pressed against my ears, absorbing the residual hum of the night.

I walked inside my house, unlocking my squeaky door; I took note that I needed to grease the hinges. The sound of the latch clicking into place felt final, a boundary drawn between the world of the living and the world I maintained within these four walls. It took me a couple of trips in order to get the dozen or so bags with all the various body parts from the trunk. Each trip was a heavy, rhythmic labor, a slow choreography of weight and drag. The plastic of the bags crinkled loudly in the stillness, a frantic, artificial sound that seemed too loud for the late hour, piercing the stagnant air. I could feel the weight of them—the dense, unyielding gravity of muscle, the unmistakable, shifting slump of organs, the hard, stubborn lumps of bone. They were cold, pulling the heat from my hands through the thin plastic, a leeching sensation that made my fingertips ache.

I put the three bags with the heads in them on my faded kitchen counter and moved the rest into my refrigerator for now to keep them fresh. The light from the fridge spilled out into the darkened kitchen, a stark, clinical white that made the bloodstains on my cuffs look black, like dried ink. I worked methodically. One bag, two bags, three. The heads sat there, heavy and silent, their presence demanding a certain kind of reverence even as I prepared to treat them like livestock.

I took the heads out of their bags and placed them into my sink to wait until it was their turn to be processed. I could feel the moisture from the residual fluids beginning to pool in the basin, a shallow, crimson tide. Their faces hadn't changed much, besides what had been done by the mechanics of sawing the heads off, but they still looked surprised to be looking up at me from my sink, staring blankly as they awaited the heat that would boil the flesh off their skulls. The eyes, even closed or clouded with the milky film of death, seemed to hold a lingering tension, as if they were waiting for a signal—a final vibration—to let go.

I wasn't expecting any company; it was far too late for anything but the desperate and the dying. Even if someone were to stop by, I wouldn't be letting them in, so I wasn't worried about being too discreet. I liked to keep to myself, and in all the years that I had lived here, I had confidence that I would have little to no unexpected visitors. I had darkening curtains hung all around the house, blocking anyone from being able to look inside as well, for obvious reasons. The heavy fabric swallowed the light, ensuring that even if a patrol car cruised by or a curious neighbor peered through a gap, they would see nothing but a void, an impenetrable blackness where no secret could escape.

I pulled out my deep, five-gallon cooking pot from the cabinet beneath the hungry counter and filled it with water using the sprayer from the hungry sink, as there was no room left with all the heads already inside. The spray hit the metal bottom of the pot with a hollow, metallic ringing. I watched the water level rise, clear and indifferent to the task at hand.

I turned on the stove, making sure to turn the dial back after it lit to stop the clicking from the igniter, then added some salt to get the water boiling faster. The blue flame bloomed under the pot, a small, controlled sun in my darkened kitchen, casting long, dancing shadows against the cabinetry. I also poured in a little bit of coconut oil to help facilitate the separation of flesh from bone and to prevent anything from sticking to the bottom of the pot. The oil swirled into the water, creating shimmering, translucent eyes that danced on the surface before sinking into the depths.

I took out the head of the pimp and placed it into the boiling water, setting my timer for about forty-five minutes. I wanted to bring it to a boil but not so overbearingly that it would spill over the rim, so I just set the flame to a medium-high strength. I watched the first bubbles break the surface—tiny, frantic pockets of air escaping like trapped breaths. I wanted to loosen up the skin and flesh from the bones so I wouldn't have so much work to do with them later. The water reached a nice low boil, a state I had found over time to be the perfect temperature for this purpose. Almost instantly, the flesh started turning darker than before. Instead of being pale, their faces would take on an almost pink hue, a grotesque mimicry of life, as if the heat were pumping blood back into veins that no longer functioned.

Sometimes when I looked at them with their faces bobbing in the boiling water, I would have to wonder if the heat somehow could kick-start their brains, even if only for a fleeting moment, allowing them to see a view of themselves from inside the pot. It would be like what the view from underwater in a hot tub might be—a distorted, bubbling perspective of their own dissolution, watching their very essence unravel.

Boiling them was going to cause the bloody and weaker parts of the flesh to turn more solid, which in turn would soften the bond between bone and muscle along the harder-to-pull-off spots of their skulls, such as the scalp and the jaw behind the ears. It was a process of softening, of breaking down the physical resistance of the body until only the structural truth remained.

While the head was boiling, I made use of the time by slicing up the sections of the dead pimp's body that I had placed in the refrigerator. I laid them out on a heavy plastic cutting board. The meat was cold, stiff, and pale. I took his thighs and sliced down the length of them, cutting away the meat from the bone as best I could before slicing the pieces into less recognizable sections of protein. There is a specific sound when a sharp blade meets cold muscle—a wet, rhythmic thud. I worked with the precision of a butcher, ensuring each piece was uniform.

I wasn't worried someone would see them, but I still wanted to avoid the "just in case" factor. Just in case I overlooked something one time, there would be less chance that something as obvious as a recognizable, butchered body in my freezer would create problems for me. It is better to have my bases covered. The fear of discovery is a useless emotion; it only serves to make you sloppy. Sloppiness is what gets people caught.

I let his head sit a few extra minutes while I finished the task of slicing his left thigh into smaller, manageable pieces. Slicing up the body parts was actually easy with my new knife set I bought off a late-night infomercial; they promised that it would cut through leather and bone and even most metals, as they demonstrated on various cans of soda and even a can of ravioli. What really sold me was how easily it could slice through a tough raw steak, so of me, I had to try the set. It felt balanced in my hand, the weight distributed perfectly toward the tip. The blades moved through the thigh muscle with almost no resistance, parting the fibers as if they were nothing more than overripe fruit. It was a great investment. The whole process, from beginning to end, took a little more than an hour for his entire body.

I turned off the stove so I could change the water and pulled his head out of it. I used a pair of long metal tongs, lifting the heavy mass from the steaming liquid. Most of the flesh was so soft I could just rub it with my finger and it would slide right off the bone. The steam rose in thick, humid clouds, carrying the scent of cooked protein and salt through the kitchen. My mouth watered. I could feel my saliva glands working, a sudden surge of hunger, and my stomach agreed with low, hollow growls. I was definitely going to have to try this guy tonight, but I was going to finish rubbing all the flesh off his skull first so that I could dry and treat it properly to prevent rot.

That had become a specialty of mine: preserving skulls. I liked to have them around my house. The coating on them was more silicone-based and looked more like rubber, so people would probably just assume they were medical specimens, and I displayed them as such on a heavy shelf in my garage. There is a certain satisfaction in seeing the clean, white architecture of a skull, stripped of the messy, temporary, and often disgusting distractions of life.

I plucked one of the warm, slightly shrunken but still juicy eyeballs from his socket with the help of a little triangular serrated spoon I bought specifically for this purpose. The sensation was subtle—a slight pop as the vitreous humor released, followed by the smooth, lubricated glide of the orb against the edge of the spoon. I put a little bit of spicy Asian sauce on it, the red chili-infused oil staining the white of the sclera into a vibrant, bloody crimson, and popped it into my mouth.

The texture was incredible. As I bit down, there was a distinct burst of internal pressure followed by a soft, jelly-like release. I felt chills run down the back of my neck as I chewed. Freshly cooked eyes are my favorite way to enjoy them. I used to wonder how people could eat things as simple as fish eyes; now I knew how they did it. It was becoming a delicacy to me, though it didn't start that way.

When I was still new to killing people, I couldn't imagine doing something like that. The thought of putting anything from a dead human into my mouth made me sick to my stomach. My throat would constrict, and the mere idea of the texture caused an involuntary gag reflex. By the time I finally tried my first bite of human flesh, I had to overcome that initial visceral rejection—the same way one reacts when someone vomits on you; it is a sudden, violent rejection by the body. After some time, it became second nature; it stopped bothering me any more than putting a burger made from a cow into my mouth. I also went through the entire emotional spectrum of naming an animal and then having to kill it in a different sort of way. The transition from seeing a creature as a living, breathing entity to seeing it merely as sustenance is a psychological bridge you have to cross one small, nauseating step at a time.

It can be hard to look into the eyes of my victims and see the faces of what would eventually become my food. It was too much for me at first; I would find myself staring at them in the dark, feeling the weight of their impending consumption pressing against my conscience. But I overcame it the same way I gained the ability to pop eyeballs into my well-lit kitchen—by repetition. Repetition breeds indifference. I could never eat them raw, though; that would be like eating a fish without cooking it, and I don't like sushi. It is just unnecessary. Eyeballs are a little too squishy and slimy for me uncooked; though, I did try them raw once during a period of particularly intense experimentation. I can't say that I don't have my moments of queasiness because, at times... I still do. There is a ghost of that old revulsion that occasionally flickers in the back of my mind, a momentary lapse where the meat feels too much like a person.

I took the time to slide and peel the flesh off his head until I had just the nice white skull and nothing else. The work was meticulous. I mostly used my fingers, feeling the warmth of the remaining tissue against my skin, but I also had to utilize my needle-nosed pliers since some of the flesh on the scalp does not want to release as easily as the rest. There are stubborn bits—tendons, connective tissue, small patches of dried blood—that require a more mechanical approach. The skin on the head becomes real loose and saggy, enabling it to shrink away from the skull slightly before I even touch it, allowing me to tear and pull most of it away in large, singular motions. It was like unmasking something.

Sometimes I like to take certain body parts from the people that I've killed. Things such as a finger or an ear; sometimes I might even take a tongue. It depends on how they were acting at the time of their expiration. The theft is a way of capturing a single moment, a piece of their essence to keep in my collection. For example, if they talked a lot of shit to me—which is rare, but it does happen—I might take their tongue. There is something poetic about silencing them permanently. If they defiantly stared at me, if that look of defiance was etched into the very way their eyes met mine, I might cut out an eye and save that in a glass jar full of embalming fluid like some sort of morbid trophy only a maniac would possess. If they refuse to listen to me, ignoring what I say as if my presence were nothing more than a nuisance, I might cut an ear off just to get their attention. It really depends on my mood. The theft is the ultimate extension of the kill.

I already had a couple of human brains well-preserved in my freezer, and I wasn't shopping for extra body parts to keep around the house right now. My collection was growing at a steady, manageable rate. It was enough that I already had a miniature body world established in the garage; now I would simply have a couple more skulls to add to the arrangement. I put them in a little nook of my garage, towards the even back-right corner.

The nook was my pride. It was a small six-by-four-foot area hidden from the rest of the garage by a hanging black sheet that I had hung to make it appear as if it were part of the wall, rather than the truth: that it was hiding a sanctuary for human remains. The heavy fabric didn't just block sight; it blocked the smell, too. Inside, the air was cooler, stagnant, and smelled faintly of chemicals and old copper. It was my own little cathedral where I could smoke a joint in my chair and admire the sacrifices made in the name of madness.

I had about six human heads now on a makeshift shelf I had placed on the left wall of the nook. On the right side was another shelf, about a foot higher, holding a few jars containing random body parts. The liquid in the jars acted as a lens, magnifying the contents—the pale, waterlogged flesh and the floating fragments of bone. In the middle sat my chair and a small table in case I needed to work on something privately. One of the jars held a brown eye and a beautiful blue eye, alongside a swollen half-tongue that looked almost like a piece of ripened fruit. Another jar held two ears and a middle finger I had cut off one particularly un-terrified boy when I was younger. That started a beautiful night filled with terror for a guy who supposedly possessed no fear. By the time I was done, he definitely had one fear: me. I had to keep that one. It was too much of a masterpiece to let go.

I was up to about eight human skulls now, including these new two. The progression felt natural, like adding books to a library or coins to a jar. I would be putting the rest of the jars in the basement once I finished building the hidden room I had planned. There is an architectural element to this that I find deeply satisfying—expanding my domain, creating more layers of privacy and storage. I never bury a body. Too many people get caught trying to dispose of bodies like that; the earth is too much of a witness. The soil holds onto things. I just eat well for a while, then once the bones dry out, they are going to be ground into a fine powder. I could make that powder into an abrasive cleaning agent, or I could just sprinkle it as I drive down the highway and nobody would ever be the wiser. It becomes part of the landscape. Part of the dust.

As I was putting the meat into my deep freezer in my half-finished basement, the heavy metal door thudding shut with a seal that promised total isolation, I couldn't help but smile as I remembered the neighborhood barbecue a few of the neighbors had started this year—and for some reason, they had decided to invite me. The memory felt surreal—standing there among them, surrounded by the smell of charcoal and cheap beer, pretending to be part of the collective human experience. I had decided to join them for it.

Since the neighbor Yvonne from down the street came over, I've been a bit nervous about someone stopping by again. The social fabric of the neighborhood is much thinner than I thought. I just politely let her know that I didn't like people to just stop by because I worked from home and couldn't be disturbed while I was working, as it involved being on the phone. She seemed satisfied with that at the time, her eyes drifting toward my garage for a split second before she nodded. I haven't heard anything else about it.

I do get the friendly, neighborly wave when I drive by on my way home; it feels just a little bit forced. It is a hesitant motion, a hand raised halfway, as if they are unsure whether to greet me or shield themselves from my presence. The neighbors around were under the impression, according to her, that I had something to hide, and rumors were already drifting toward the dark side since I was "that guy" who would always leave from the garage and never really talked to any of the neighbors. They watch the way I move my heavy bags; they watch the way the light stays off in my windows even during the day. They see the shadows, but they don't know what they are made of.

Yvonne told me about one of the neighbors in particular—"Miss Betty the gossip queen," as she was known—who had suggested keeping kids away from my house just in case I was into "little boys or girls" or liked to rape women walking by. The accusation was so wildly disconnected from my actual nature that it almost felt absurd. I laughed at that because I got the sudden image of her being that lonely old neighbor woman who wanted sex but didn't have the luck to actually land anybody, as if that curiosity of hers was nothing more than a fantasy born of boredom and a lack of intimacy. I was surprised that Yvonne was telling me all of this, but she told me as I'm sure she told many others: "You just have one of those faces."

A face that invites suspicion. A face that looks like it holds secrets.

I have to say, though, if I hear that Miss Betty has been spewing her venomous whispers about me again or talks any more shit about me, she might just get her wish for companionship one last time. There is plenty of room in my collection for someone who cannot keep their mouth shut.
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Chapter 3
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It was a pleasant, warm day when my neighbor Yvonne came over for the first time. The sun was high, pressing its heat against the siding of my house, making the air thick and still, like a held breath. I heard a knocking at my door—a sharp, rhythmic sound that cut through the silence of the hallway with the precision of a bone saw. Instantly, the feeling of panic came over me. My heart hammered against my/my ribs, a sudden, frantic bird trapped in a cage, its wings beating uselessly against the bone.

Nobody ever stopped by my place. The house was a fortress of habit, a sanctuary of routine where the only visitors were the mailman and the occasional delivery driver who left packages on the porch and vanished like ghosts into the midday haze. I stood frozen in the center of the kitchen, my eyes fixed on the heavy oak door. My mind raced through a clinical checklist of failures. Had I left something visible? A smear of dark, drying hemoglobin on the threshold? An unwashed tool resting too close to the window? The very idea of an eye peering through the blinds made the skin on my neck prickle with a primal, predatory dread.

The feeling of panic quietly faded away when I thought about the fact that it was likely just a religious zealot or a salesman trying to peddle some new brand of salvation or vacuum cleaner. I wiped my palms on my jeans, forced my breathing into a steady, rhythmic pulse, and walked toward the foyer. I opened the door ready to let them know I wasn't interested and that my No Solicitors sign should have served as a sufficiently blunt warning.

Instead I was greeted by a portly woman with an all-too-recognizable smile. It was the kind of smile that felt practiced, wide and bright, yet lacking any real depth in the eyes—a surface-level sheen that didn't penetrate the ocular tissue. It was the smile that said, "Hi, I'm a nosy neighbor who doesn't have enough of my own business to keep me satisfied. Can I borrow some of yours?"

"Hi, my name is Yvonne." She said. Her voice was high and melodic, carrying an energy that felt invasive, vibrating through the quiet of my home like an unwanted frequency. "I'm your neighbor across the street."

She reached out her hand towards mine. The skin on her fingers looked soft, pampered by expensive lotions and a life entirely devoid of manual labor or the grit of existence. I stared at it for a second too long, observing the fine lines and the lack of calluses, before I shook it weakly. She was about forty-five with blond hair that for some part of her brain made sense to have up in an old beehive. It wasn't quite as high or structural as the ones they wore in the sixties, but it sat on her head like a faded, crumbling monument to a different era. I had to stifle my initial laughter; there was something absurd about seeing a relic of the past standing on my doorstep in the present day, unmoving and out of time.

"What can I do for you?" I asked. My voice sounded raspy to my own ears, unused to the vibration of human conversation, sounding like dry leaves skittering across pavement.

That was one of the rare times from that point on that I would actually get to talk. She didn't seem to mind the brevity; she just leaned into the space of the doorway, her presence expanding until it threatened to crowd the frame. She told me a little about herself, launching into a stream of consciousness that felt like being caught in a slow-moving tide of unnecessary data. She was, according to her, a forty-year-old divorcee. She spoke of her son with a reverence that bordered on worship, an almost spiritual devotion to his status. He was a doctor, she said, and he could afford a whole bunch of crap—expensive cars, vacations, the kind of material excess that felt hollow and devoid of true essence. I stopped listening after a while. The words became a dull hum in the background of my thoughts, a low-frequency drone. It almost seemed that she only cared about what he had accomplished, using his professional titles as shields against her own perceived insignificance. She didn't even mention his personality, or his likes or dislikes. It made me sad for him. To be nothing more than an extension of a mother's pride is a lonely way to exist, a mere shadow cast by someone else's light.

I wasn't about to invite her in. The thought of her wandering through my hallways, peering into the shadows of my rooms, sensing the heavy, silent weight of what I kept tucked away, sent a chill through me that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. I stepped out on the porch with her, the sunlight hitting my face with sudden, blinding intensity, and shut the hungry maw of the door behind me. I heard the heavy click of the latch, a small, decisive victory for my privacy. I noticed a slight turn of her eyebrow, a microscopic twitch of skepticism, as if she was expecting me to let her in and offer her tea or some other domestic pleasantry. I ignored it.

She began telling me about the neighbors. She spoke with a conspiratorial whisper, though there was no one around to hear us but the trees. She talked about Betty mostly, painting a portrait of the woman through a lens of deep-seated resentment. Her descriptions of Betty's incessant gossiping were laced with a strange sort of envy. It was as if she hated the attention Betty commanded, even if that attention was fueled by scandal and spite.

She leaned in closer, her voice dropping an octave, the frequency shifting into something more intimate and dangerous. "You just have to be careful," she warned, her eyes darting toward my closed door. "Never tell Betty anything you don't want everyone else to know."

My first thought was that this was good advice all around. I liked secrets; they were the only things that truly belonged to a person, the only private reservoirs of identity in a world of transparency. I found out through her rambling that Betty had been widowed twice. The details were grim, even for a casual conversation. Yvonne suspected both deaths were suicides—a sudden cessation of life without the messy struggle of violence.

"Don't tell anyone," she whispered, glancing down the street to ensure no one was eavesified, "but Betty once confided in me about destroying her first husband's suicide note in the fireplace because she was afraid people would think bad of her. My thought is, why would it be unreasonable to think she could have done the same with the second husband?"

I felt a strange, cold ripple move through my chest. There was a clinical interest in that—the idea of erasing the evidence of a person's final moment, removing the paper trail of their departure and leaving only the biological shell behind. To delete the intent and leave only the corpse. I smiled awkwardly, a mask of polite confusion, and wondered what the hell the actual purpose of her visit was. We were standing on the edge of a conversation that was spiraling into the morbid, and I felt the need to steer us back to the surface, away from the dark currents.

"So... what can I do for you?" I asked again.

"Oh sorry!" she said, pulling back, her face flushing a light pink. "I just get to talking and forget what I came over for! Alright well, we're having a neighborhood barbeque and we were wondering if you'd care to join us, get to know us? You have lived here for quite some time now, right?"

"Yeah, I've lived here for quite some time now," I replied.

I didn't really like being asked so many questions. Each inquiry felt like a probe, a tiny needle testing the strength of my defenses, looking for a puncture point. I stayed patient, though, feeling the discomfort settle in my weight like lead. The idea of a social gathering, of forced pleasantries and shared plates under the unblinking sun, felt fundamentally wrong.

"Well, we're all nice friendly folks," she said, her eyes scanning my face with an intensity that made me stiffen, as if she were trying to read the subtext written in my pores. "So no need to hide your good-looking self like a serial killer or something."

She let out a nervous, fluttering laugh and blushed. It was a test. A clumsy, blunt-force test of my temperament, a thrown stone to see if I would flinch. I felt the sweat prickle at the back of my neck. I forced a laugh and a smile, praying that my reaction looked sufficiently normal, sufficiently human, lacking any predatory stillness. The last thing I needed—the absolute last thing—was to draw weird suspicions from people, especially neighbors. If they started looking too closely at me, they might start looking too closely at the house. They might notice the way I only leave through the garage in the dead of night, or the way no one ever sees me carrying anything out of the house except heavy, black plastic bags that seem to weigh more than they should.

I realized then that I would have to go to this barbeque. It was a tactical necessity, a piece of social maintenance required to keep the perimeter secure. If I wanted to quell their suspicions, I had to perform the role of the neighbor. Eventually, people would just realize that I wasn't a social kind of person and leave me to my solitude. For now, though, the presence of other people felt like an obstacle to the work I had waiting for me inside. My refrigerator was currently holding more than just milk and eggs; it held the heavy, silent weight of human remains, meticulously processed, chilled, and tucked away behind the mundane containers of life.

And hell, I did have all kinds of meat.

"I suppose that would be cool... get to an intro to the neighbors," I said, the words tasting strange and metallic in my mouth. "I'm a pretty hermetic person actually; I just keep myself so busy. I would be glad to bring some of the meat I have from my latest hunt, too."

The words left my mouth before I could fully weigh the risk of such an admission. A moment of silence followed, heavy and thick, like the air before a storm. Then, her eyes lit up. The suspicion vanished, replaced by a genuine spark of excitement.

"Oh, you're a hunter?" she asked, her entire posture relaxing, her shoulders dropping. She looked relieved, as if the mention of hunting had provided a safe, recognizable context for my isolation—a way to categorize my strangeness under a socially acceptable label. "My daddy was a hunting man, and so was my late husband, bless their souls; y'all are a rare breed."

She smiled more warmly now, the predatory edge of her curiosity softened by a shared interest in the kill. "So, what do you hunt?"

I didn't want to invite more questions. I needed to close the door on this line of inquiry before she started asking about trophies or specific locations where the blood might have been spilled. I kept my answer vague, clinical, devoid of any unnecessary detail.

"I like the more exotic meats; sometimes moose meat, sometimes bear, it really just depends on what's out there."

The ambiguity was intentional. It allowed me to maintain a layer of mystery without providing anything that could be traced back to a specific crime scene or a specific person. I wanted her to leave. The sun was too bright, the conversation too loud, and the weight of my secrets felt particularly heavy in the heat, pressing against me like an invisible hand.

But she didn't leave. She continued with her neighborhood introductions, a relentless parade of names and houses that I had no interest in memorizing. I had to restrain myself from rolling my eyes or showing the mounting impatience that was clawing at my throat.

She pointed toward the right of the cul-de-sac. "The big three-story blue house is just there, as you drive in." Then she moved to the left. "I have a neighbor named Steve. He lives in a nice two-story tan colored house with a lovely lawn he keeps looking nice, which I really appreciate."

I watched her gestures, noting how much she observed about people who didn't even know she was watching them—a silent, domestic surveillance. I took care of my yard best I could when most people were at work—mowing in the early morning or late evening—so that I didn't have to meet them or engage in this kind of performance. Behind my house lay ten acres of dense, old-growth forest. It was my personal kingdom, a place of shadows and silence where the only witnesses were the trees, ancient and indifferent. I owned it all, which meant I had a buffer of space between me and the rest of the world. Steve's home was to my left, but there were several acres of thicket and dense brush separating our properties. We both built our homes to prioritize solitude, pushing the structures toward the edges of our lots to maximize the privacy of the backyards.

"To your right," Yvonne continued, "is the property for Terry and Victoria. They are wonderful people, really. Avid churchgoers. They never miss a Sunday and they give fifteen percent rather than ten to their church."

They were the quintessential middle-income Americans, fueled by faith and routine. I found her assessment interesting; she seemed to respect them because they weren't extremist. "I like them more than most Christians," she said, "since they aren't the kind that spews fire and brimstone. They don't say garbage like, 'every little kid whose parents aren't Christian is going to join their parents in hell.'"

Maybe she had potential to grow on me. She had a way of seeing the world that was almost as observant as my own, even if her focus was much more superficial—focused on social standing rather than the underlying vibrational frequencies of existence.

She moved on to an elderly couple who lived near Terry and Victoria. They were quiet, mostly staying within the confines of their home, existing in a state of slow decay. There was a rumor circulating in the neighborhood—a piece of gossip Yvonne shared with practiced ease—that they were both nearing the end. It was widely believed that whichever one died first would be followed closely by the other, a final, synchronized exit from the world, their biological rhythms fading in tandem.

"That is just so romantic, the love between them. I had that once," Yvonne said, her voice softening with a momentary lapse into sentimentally useless emotion.

Then she pointed toward the end of that side of the street, to a small, yellow cottage-style house. This was Betty's domain. It featured a quaint little garden filled with easy-to-maintain flowers—the kind of flora that required minimal effort and maximum visibility. Betty liked to be outside, often dressed in sundresses and floral patterns that were an assault on the eyes, loud and garish. She would sit there for hours, a permanent fixture of the landscape, sipping light beer and chain-smoking, her presence a constant, drifting cloud of smoke. She only performed "busyness"—pruning a dead leaf or rearranging a pot—when she knew someone was watching or when a neighbor approached to trade gossip.

Across from Betty lived a young couple. Yvonne referred to the man as "the businessman," Chris. He was a ghost in his own home, always gone, leaving behind only the traces of his absence, like the scent of ozone after a lightning strike. His wife, Kira, was always there, waiting by the window, her presence marked by the visible toll his absence took on her—a slow, psychological erosion. Nobody liked Chris. The neighborhood whispered about the tears that spilled from Kira's eyes every time he offered another excuse for why he "can't make it home tonight."

"Granted, he was working out of state and country sometimes, but he even stayed away when he was here working," Yvonne added, her tone tinged with a judgmental pity.

I felt a sudden, sharp itch in my mind when she mentioned him. I remembered the first time I had seen Kira. She was a striking redhead with green eyes so bright they looked artificial, framed by incredibly long eyelashes that cast tiny shadows on her cheeks. She possessed a natural, effortless beauty that seemed to belong on a magazine cover. Yet, there was a humility to her, an absence of the arrogance that usually accompanies such looks. Watching her, I felt a sudden, dark impulse—a desire to inflict some manner of suffering upon her husband, just to see what it would do to her composure, to watch the structural integrity of her spirit fracture under the weight of grief.

I suppressed the thought immediately. I wasn't much for shitting where I eat. There was no profit in causing chaos in my own immediate surroundings, especially when it didn't involve a direct necessity or an opportunity for evolution. My current arrangement worked perfectly. I had enough money from the sale of my father's dealership to ensure a life of quiet, undisturbed autonomy.

My father had been a man of commerce, running a successful car dealership until the day he was killed by a car he had sold only a week prior. The irony wasn't lost on me; death often arrives through the very mechanisms we trust most. His death left my mother with two homes and a significant sum of money, including a $250,000 life insurance payout that eventually came to me when I turned eighteen. My mother, devastated by the loss and unable to bear the reminders of him, had turned to heavy drinking, her existence becoming a blur of fermented decay. She loved me, but the house was a mausoleum to her grief. When I reached adulthood, she signed the property over to me for a single dollar, eager to escape the memories that haunted every corner. Since then, my life has been defined by low overhead—utilities and annual property taxes being my only true burdens. I lived comfortably in the silence he left behind.

Yvonne finally looked down at her watch, as if the passage of time had suddenly become an affront to her schedule, a ticking clock she could no longer ignore. "Oh my, where does the hunger go? Where does the time go? Anyhow, the barbecue will be around six. I had better get on home and get some things ready."

The conversation was over. The intrusion was concluding.

"I'll be there," I assured her, forcing a smile that reached my eyes just enough to be convincing, masking the predator beneath the neighbor. "Nice meeting you, by the way."

I reached out and shook her hand one last time, a soft, final contact, feeling the heat of her blood beneath the surface of her skin.

"You too!" she said, her genuine smile beaming as she turned and began her walk back across the street.

I watched her go, observing the rhythm of her gait until she disappeared from my sight, then turned and retreated into the house. I closed the door, locking it firmly against the world, sealing the boundary between the public and the private. The silence of the hallway rushed back to meet me, heavy and familiar. I had work to do. There were bones to strip, flesh to separate, and a feast to prepare for the evening—a performance of normalcy that required the most meticulous preparation.
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Chapter 4
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The second time the neighborhood barbeque came along; I was more than excited to go. I was definitely pretty nervous at the first one, but that quickly faded once I saw that by neighborhood barbeque they meant only a few people would be showing up. I doubt this was on purpose as most people only wanted to be left alone. It definitely wasn't from lack of trying on Yvonne and Betty's part.

The first barbeque's attendance was only Betty, Yvonne, and I. Yvonne and I stayed the longest, while Betty only stayed for about 45 minutes and didn't say much more than her own name as she weakly shook my hand with hers. Her skin felt papery, a dry friction that lacked the vital warmth of living tissue. After that she nearly avoided me completely. I didn't know what to make of it at first but as Yvonne and I spoke more it started becoming a bit clearer because she likes to whisper 'need to knows' when she knows the wrong people weren't paying attention.

I didn't catch the signs initially but as she talked softly to me about Betty's incessant need for male affection in a low voice so she wouldn't hear her, I kept catching Betty staring at me. I decided to test it and motioned forward with my crotch just as she was mindlessly looking me up and down from afar. As she ate her one and only burger, holding it near the side of her face, I pretended not to notice her wandering eyes. She held her other arm across her stomach, looking slightly insecure. She saw the hip thrust and at that moment licked her lips in a way that said she wanted to do more than clean off some mustard. She saw that I noticed and became embarrassed right away. She looked down as she finished her burger, averting her gaze and shifting from side to side.

I had brought about 8 generous slices of healthy white girl to grill. Neither of them seemed to recognize any difference in the meat and easily assumed they were pork chops. I quickly said "They're thick boneless chops." Before either one of them asked. This seemed to satisfy them both. They each got a nice little steak and sat down. I couldn't help but stare at them while they were eating the human meat. Occasionally I'd catch myself and quickly look and look and look away before they noticed.

I had never known this kind of excitement before, until now I hadn't shared this with anyone else. I still wasn't really sharing it with them but something about watching this happen was making my soul tingle in the deepest regions of my being. A low-frequency vibration, a resonance that hummed through my marrow. I could see the glistening on their lips that was only yesterday greasing the inner workings of a neatly disassembled prostitute. The transition from biological matter to sustenance was complete; they were consuming the very essence of another, though they remained blissfully unaware of the spiritual weight of the calories.

Yvonne said, "I'm a bit sad, I wanted to try some of the hunted meat you were talking about." She gave the slightest pout of her lip, making her look twenty years younger for a second. "But I suppose that was one of the most delicious chops I have ever had... and that is saying something!"

I smiled and said "Next time, I promise." Betty left as quickly as she could get out of there thanking me for the food and heading off mumbling something about a headache. Yvonne and I cleaned up and went home ourselves soon after. She wasn't surprised at the way Betty was acting, or that she had skipped out before any kind of cleaning had to be done. She was only shy at first, and then she opened her legs like she was in a race. I was feeling better about taking a little bit of time away from this craziness that my life had become. I didn't think it was going to be as comfortable as it was but Yvonne isn't so bad so long as I don't offer any information. She liked to talk a lot. That might come in handy someday.

The weather happened to be perfect for tonight's barbeque. Not too breezy or hot, it was just right. The air had that heavy, stagnant quality of a summer evening, the kind that holds onto scents—damp earth, cut grass, and the faint, metallic tang of something iron-rich. I met Yvonne like usual asking to be pointed to the grill. She brought me over to her house so I could grab hers from the back porch. We decided this time to have it by mine and Steve's houses since we had more room for everyone to sit and relax around. I carried her barbeque over to my front yard and fired it up. My heart was beating a little too fast with excitement. There were already a few more people here than there were last time.

I could feel the heat from the charcoal even before I started the flame, a dry warmth that seemed to mirror the heat rising in my own chest. The ritual of preparation was almost as much of a high as the act itself. I had spent the afternoon in the kitchen, working with the precision of someone who knew exactly how much pressure applied to a blade could mean the difference between a clean cut and shredded fiber. My hands moved through the tasks with a practiced, clinical efficiency, ensuring every edge was smooth, every surface prepared for the heat.

I decided to bring the Mexican out to grill. I had cut him into pieces anyways and skinned him just so the serrated edges didn't snag, and just in case anyone might notice it was familiar looking flesh. There was about 50 pounds of fresh slightly brown meat ready to go sliced into steaks like slabs. The color was deep, a rich, bruised crimson that looked almost purple under the shade of my kitchen lights. Ordinarily I would have saved the Mexican's meat for me as it was more like a steak when compared to the hookers. Theirs had a consistency like pork and wasn't quite as thick. For this though, it would be well worth it. The fat content was high, marbled with white streaks that would render down beautifully over the open flame, basting the meat in its own rendered essence.

It was a Friday night so more people had work off the next day. It left more chance for nosy neighbors or people who may want to use my bathroom but I already planned to tell anyone like that that my, bathroom was out of order. A simple lie, easily maintained. The plumbing in this house is old and temperamental; it's a believable excuse for a man who lives alone. It was exciting to know I was going to get to see more people trying this meat I brought out tonight. My excitement was almost uncontrollable. I felt like a heavy weight was lifting off my chest, replaced by a manic, buzzing energy. I felt like a kid on Christmas who was getting to meet the real Santa.

I was officially introduced to my neighbor Steve this time. I had seen him before of course but we had never done much more than an acknowledging nod or wave. He was a solid-looking man, thick-necked with skin that looked like it had been cured in the sun. We stood near the edge of the light, the shadows of the trees stretching long and distorted across the lawn. There may have been a time or two when we were both outside mowing and wound up talking for a few minutes about how it was quiet living around here and making weak promises to talk more later but that was about the extent of it. This time, however, the barrier felt thinner.

It was good to finally talk to my neighbors. I was glad to calm any suspicions any of them might have had about me. The hyper-vigilance that usually kept my muscles tight and my eyes darting toward every driveway entrance began to ebb. My panic had begun to turn into something I could more easily ignore. With every bite someone else took of my food, a little part of the nervousness inside of me died. It was a communal consumption, a shared secret hidden in hungry mouths behind the mask of hospitality. I felt like I could breathe again. I couldn't help but watch the mouths of each of the neighbors I was talking to as they licked the juices off their lips and fingers and swallowed the meat so happily trusting in the goodness of their fellow man. The rhythmic motion of their throats, the way their jaws worked through the dense, flavorful fibers—it was hypnotic. It was utterly amazing me how well this was going over. I found myself licking my enough my own lips as I watched my neighbors each loving everything about this exotic grilled food. I found myself daydreaming about licking a couple people's lips clean of the meat's juices.

I put some of my favorite seasonings into it to give it kick and Yvonne at one point said, "Whew, this is some spicy stuff, did you use Mexican seasoning for this?"

The spice was heavy on the cumin and smoked paprika, designed to mask any lingering metallic aftertaste that might haunt a sensitive palate. The heat hit the back of my throat as I swallowed. I had just taken a drink of my soda and it came shooting out of my nose before I could stop it. A sharp, stinging spray. I was using every bit of will power I had not to burst out laughing. It was too perfect, a moment of pure, absurd comedy in the middle of this dark feast. She looked at me curiously, her eyes narrowing slightly behind the dim light of the porch lamp.

I quickly replied, with a little throat clear, trying to lubricate the sudden dryness in my vocal cords and regain my composure and wipe the moisture from my upper lip. "How did you guess that?"

She smiled and said, "I knew it!" and continued eating, her teeth sinking into a particularly juicy piece of the slab. If she only knew how badly I was dying inside, let alone why. The secret sat in my stomach, heavy and warm, right alongside the meat. I had to excuse myself to the restroom in my house just so I could let it out. The hallway was dark, the air cool compared to the heat of the grill outside. Once inside the bathroom, I shut the door and leaned against it, a silent, shaking laugh escaping my throat. I wondered if anyone heard me laughing inside. If so they never said anything about it. Before I left I had to go look in the mirror. The fluorescent light hummed, a low-frequency vibration that seemed to rattle my teeth. I was surprised to see myself smiling; I hadn't smiled like this in so long. My eyes looked brighter, less sunken. I think I was genuinely having a good time. I hadn't thought about killing a single neighbor either, besides Chris of course, but as expected, he never showed and the absence was noted with a quiet, embodied relief.

Terry and Victoria didn't really say too much but they did eat plenty. They sat on the edge of the patio chairs, their movements slow and methodical. I watched the way the light caught the grease on Terry's chin—a small, glistening orb of rendered fat. I wondered how they would react if I let them know what exactly they just ate—if the realization would turn their stomachs or if the primal satisfaction of the protein would override their morality
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