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  Content warnings


This story is intended for adult audiences and includes graphic violence, murder, gore, and necrophagy (eating of human corpses).






  
  They came with lanterns, as always. Glaring like little suns. As if the moon’s light wasn’t good enough for them. 
No matter. She’d put their lights out and have her fun.
Crela crept out of the barrow, limbs creaking from her long rest. From tree to tree she slunk, holding still as they passed: two with lanterns and shiny swords, one without, cloaked, trailing close behind. Perhaps not close enough. She shadowed them as they made their way to the big mausoleum in the center of the graveyard. Watched as they stopped and examined the lock. Did they have a key?
One of them put down their lantern and pulled out some tools. While the others conferred, Crela plucked a long, crooked stick from the ground and crept across the withered grass, circling behind them.
“What’s that?” the man with the lantern and sword cried as he whirled around. She bashed his lantern with her stick, then sent him tumbling to the ground with a sharp kick to the groin. She rushed over and smashed the other lantern, extinguishing the hateful light, leaving only the moon’s gentle glow.
She fell upon the one by the door as he tried to draw his sword, wrapping him up and sinking her teeth into his neck. His shriek faded as she drank deep, filling her ears with the long-lost rush and whoosh of life. She dropped him as the other got to his feet, holding his sword out like a child facing a lion.
“Get behind me, Winelan!” he shouted, but the cloaked figure stood still, watching her. Crela approached now, sensing the man’s fear, savoring the taste of blood in her mouth. She had drunk; now she would feast.
She used her arm to block his sword, which cut her deep. No matter. His flesh would be more than enough to heal her. He was strong, covered in a thick leather coat, but she found his neck and ripped, hot blood spurting across her face. He fought her for a while until his blood pooled beneath him and his sword fell useless to the ground. She tore a chunk of muscle off with her claws and set to chewing, her mind exploding with the ecstasy of fresh flesh.
A gasp tore her from her euphoria, and she turned, still chewing, hands and mouth dripping gore. The third figure stood still as a statue, staring at her with wide eyes beneath her hood. Crela took a step toward her—for she could see it was a woman now—then another. The figure did not move, even when Crela stood face to face with her, so close she could taste the fear in her breath. Crela pushed back the woman’s hood and put a hand to her throat, feeling the pulse just under the skin. So warm. So fragile.
“Winelan,” Crela whispered, tracing a nail down her cheek, leaving a smear of blood in its wake.
“Yes,” she breathed, studying Crela’s face, her eyes, with as much curiosity as fear. “What’s your name?”
Crela loosened her grip a little; she’d never met a living person who didn’t revile her. “Crela,” she said at last, voice raspy from long disuse.
“Nice to meet you.” The woman flashed a weak smile. She was afraid, yes, but not only afraid. “Sorry about…” She glanced at the wound on Crela’s arm, which wept thick black blood.
“It will heal.” She released Winelan, lifting her forearm to her mouth and licking the length of the wound. “Once I’ve feasted on your flesh.”
“I’m sure it will.” Winelan rubbed her neck, staring at the long, weeping wound. “Though I wonder if you need all three of us for that.”
Crela’s chest hitched, and something like a laugh coughed out of her. “True,” she said, glancing at the bloodied corpses of the others. “But I like to keep my cupboard stocked.” She thought, inexplicably, of the cupboard in her living home, a battered wooden cabinet with metal screens in the doors. What had she kept in there? Bread. Honey. Butter. Dried beans. A bag of rose petal tea she didn’t really like but made herself drink once in a while. One of the few memories that remained from her life before; she couldn’t even remember what her house looked like.
“Of course,” said Winelan, nodding solemnly. She was a pale thing, with big, dark eyes and black-painted lips. “But doesn’t it…don’t we taste better fresh?”
“You do,” Crela hissed, sniffing Winelan’s ear, then licking a slow stripe up her cheek. Fear did something to the blood, sweetened it somehow. Winelan stiffened but held still, eyes half-closed, until Crela pulled back.
Winelan took in a deep, shaky breath; she was afraid, after all, despite her bravado. “Be that as it may, I have a proposal for you.”
Crela coughed another laugh. The second since she’d passed over, untold decades ago. “A proposal.” This was by far the longest conversation she’d ever had with the living; they seldom said more to her than ‘Oh, gods, no!’ or ‘What is that thing?’
“Yes. One that gives you what you want and also me what I want.”
Crela couldn’t resist hearing the rest. Winelan had awakened a curiosity she hadn’t known since… “I’m listening.”
“Well, you can eat my companions, of course. They should be fresh, though I’m not sure how much you can eat before…”
“More than you might think, but go on.” She could feed on a person for a week, maybe more for the bigger man. One good feeding might keep her going for a year or more if she wasn’t too active. The longer they were dead, the less energy they gave her, but she could survive on old bones if she had to.
“I’d like to learn about you. From you. For as long as…until you need me, to…” She smiled and shook her head. “To eat.”
Crela cocked her head. “What would you learn from me?”
“Lots of things! How you live—is that the right word? How you hunt, do you sleep? I’m a scientist, you see.”
“A scientist,” Crela repeated. Toilers in the arcane, believing the answers to life’s secrets lay in the mundane. Fools.
“A necrologist, to be precise. We study—”
“The dead.” Crela had never heard of a necrologist before, but the word made sense. “And why would you want to study the dead if you’re only going to end up as one yourself once I’m done with your friends?”
“Ha!” Winelan laughed nervously. “I’m hoping, actually—and I know this might sound strange…”
“Go on.” She was stalling, but Crela was in no hurry. The pale woman amused her.
“I’m hoping, if I can better understand your afterlife? I’m sorry, I don’t know what terms you use—”
“I don’t.”
“Yes, well. Of course you wouldn’t.” She shook her head in a little smile, as she’d done before. It reminded Crela of someone, though she couldn’t have said who. “Anyway, with my knowledge of how life and death work, maybe I could help improve your…is unlife a good term?”
Crela grinned despite herself. “Why not.” Her stomach growled at the smell of fresh blood. “You don’t mind if I eat while we talk?”
Winelan’s face paled further, but she shook her head with a nervous smile. “No, of course, go right ahead. I never liked him anyway.” She gestured at the leather-clad man. “He was rather handsy”
Crela stalked to the fallen man, seized with sudden anger. She tore open his leather coat, then slashed into the flesh of his shoulder over and over with her claws until his arm hung limp. She braced one foot on his chest, cracking his ribs a little, and wrenched the arm out of its socket, twisting at the end as a few stubborn tendons resisted.
Winelan turned away and retched as Crela lifted the arm and tore off a big mouthful.
“Sorry,” she said as she chewed. “It’s been a while since I ate anything fresh. I’m starving.”
Winelan waved politely over her shoulder as she retched again. “I understand,” she said at last, turning back around and wiping her mouth on her sleeve, looking as bloodless as the dead man on the ground. “How long—” She turned away again, covering her mouth as if she were going to throw up again. She held up a finger, then shook her head and turned back toward Crela. “Sorry. How long would you say it’s been since you…”
Crela tore off another mouthful, thinking. “Six moons, I think? Seven?” She saw it in her mind then, the young couple who’d thought it would be a thrill to fuck in a graveyard. She’d watched them for a time, stirring something ungraspable, a memory veiled in oubli. She’d killed the man first while the woman shrieked her lungs out, drinking from the cup of his heart as she ran off, still screaming. Why had Crela let her go? “Seven,” she said at last.
“And how often do you have to…feed?” Winelan didn’t turn away now as Crela continued her meal. It had been so long, and the taste was intoxicating.
“After ten or so moons, it gets harder.” She’d had to go longer more than once, subsisting on bones and leathery skin when there was a drought in burials. It made her weak, slow. She tried not to let it get to that point, but visitors were rare at night. Once in a great while, on a dark, cloudy day, she could make it outside long enough to drag someone, screaming, into her barrow.
“And if you can’t eat it all at once, where do you keep it? Where is your cupboard, as you put it?”
Crela lowered the arm, a smile growing on her feed-plumped face. “You want to see where I live? Or rather, unlive? Is that the word you used?” She’d never known such words in life, and her exposure to human speech had been mostly limited to screams since then.
“Yes, I’d like that very much! Though I’d need to see if I can get one of these lanterns working first.” She knelt by the lantern near the bigger man’s corpse, picking up the pieces and fitting them back together. “The glass is broken, but the canister is intact. As long as it’s not too windy, it’ll be fine.”
“There’s no wind in my barrow.”
“Great! Then let me just get this lit…”
Crela blocked the sudden light with her arm, turning away quickly with huge splotches in her vision.
“Sorry! Sorry…” The light dimmed to an almost tolerable level, as long as Crela didn’t look directly at it. “I guess you’re sensitive to light, huh.”
“I can see on the darkest night, but even the dimmest day is too bright for me.” Crela shouldered the remains of the man’s body, staggering for a moment under the weight. She gestured toward her barrow and began walking. Winelan fell in beside her, holding her lamp on the opposite side, so her body blocked the light. Considerate.
“Was that…” Winelan stumbled over a worn-down nub of tombstone, and Crela caught her arm, feeling her soft vitality, the warmth of her body. “Sorry! Was that true as soon as you…died? Woke up? Were made? I’m not sure how all this works.”
“Woke up, I guess. I’m not sure exactly what happened before…” She’d awoken next to the body of another woman, both of their throats slit. Some kind of dark ritual, she presumed. “Anyway, my sight took a while to change. At first, I could see in the dark no better than you. Watch your head.” Crela gestured toward the entrance to her barrow, rusted iron gate hanging askew. She ducked, straining under the weight of the corpse. The fresh feed had made her strong, but not as strong as she’d be once she’d finished him. It was a little hard for her eyes to adjust with the lantern light flooding in around her silhouette, but they made it down into the entry vault. Crela heaved the body onto one of the empty slabs. Several dried-out and mostly picked-over skeletons lay on other slabs. She’d move the body to her cold storage later.
“So, this is where you live?” Winelan toured the chamber, scanning every skeleton and ripped-open coffin with her lantern.
Crela’s laugh sounded almost real to her own ears now, like a noise the living would make. “I may be dead, but I do have some standards. Come.” She slid a dry-rotted coffin aside to reveal the hole in the wall leading to her complex. It had taken her a week to dig the damned thing, using only a steel coffin handle, though she’d since widened it for easier passage. The vaults had been dug in a row inside the ancient barrows, so all she had to do was dig through each wall until she found one with a broken gate to make her way out into the world. She’d been too weak to rip out the iron gate when she’d first awoken. Once she’d convinced herself to eat the corpse she’d woken up next to, the rest had been easy.
“Don’t mind my storage room.” All the coffins, stone vases, and other funereal bric-a-brac she hadn’t used were here, in a semblance of order, on the off chance she needed to find or replace something. She stepped through the doorway into her workroom, where a half-built bench made of coffin parts lay sprawled across her worktable. She’d been working on it whenever she woke up during daylight hours and couldn’t get back to sleep. “I’m going to finish that one day.” She’d never asked herself why she needed another bench, but once she’d gotten the idea, she couldn’t shake it.
“It looks good!”
Crela waved off the compliment. “I don’t have much in the way of tools, so everything takes forever. I only work on it when I’ve fed and have energy to burn.”
Winelan ran her fingers over the bench, which had only two legs at this point. Crela would have to dismantle another coffin or two to find wood suitable for the legs, and she’d already used up the fresher coffins. “It has a nice finish.” She picked up the file Crela had made by scratching up the surface of a coffin handle. Useful things, those. “Did you do woodwork in life?”
Crela shook her head. “I don’t remember. Only random bits here and there.”
“That must be sad.” Winelan set down the file and glanced toward the next doorway.
Crela shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me. Next up’s my washroom.”
A mirror hung on the wall, which she’d found on the inside of a coffin lid. It had seemed a strange choice for a coffin, but it came in handy. A stone vase stood beneath the mirror, acting as a sink. She pressed a finger against her cheek as she approached, checking her reflection quickly. For some reason, she didn’t want Winelan to see her looking in the mirror. She stopped, grinding her teeth.
It was foolish to care what her next victim thought about her appearance. She looked into the mirror more closely now. Her gray skin had taken on the hint of a blush around the cheeks and lips. Those were always the first to come in. She’d look her best in another quarter-moon, with this much fresh flesh to feed on. She wouldn’t win any beauty contests, but she’d look…almost alive, for a time.
Winelan’s pale face appeared in the mirror, looking over Crela’s shoulder. Her skin was so smooth, the pink in her cheeks so…vital. The slender line of her neck led to elegant shoulders and birdlike collar bones. Crela had the sudden urge to turn around and sink her teeth into this banquet of nubile flesh. But there was something about her eyes, a glint of melancholy hope that was…pleasing to look at.
“If you’re thirsty…” Crela gestured toward her tarnished silver pitcher, which she realized was probably empty by now, as long as she’d been resting. “I could get you—”
“I’m fine.”
“There’s a leak in the corner here.” She pointed toward the stone vase, which was mostly full, though probably none too fresh. Crela could drink it, but the milky waif would probably catch her death from it. “It’s better right after a rain.”
“Good to know!” Winelan peered into the vase, then stuck her finger in and sniffed it. “Smells all right. Do you drink…” She closed her eyes, giving another little shake of her head. “Sorry, I—do you drink water?”
“I do, and in fact, I could use a drink, if you don’t mind.” She picked up the pitcher, which was indeed empty.
“Oh, of course not!” Winelan watched as she swirled a little water from the vase into it, poured it out on the floor, then filled it halfway, which was as much as she could, given the depth of the vase. She lifted it just above her lips and drank, never touching her lips to the pitcher, getting a little water on her throat and down her shirt. She looked up guiltily, only to be disarmed by Winelan’s smile once again.
Crela offered her the pitcher. “It’s not too bad, actually.”
“No thanks.”
Crela
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