  Watching her up on stage, swaying with the music, was like being hypnotized. The way she leaned into the lyrics, stepping and bouncing along to the beat. Her coal-black hair waving like a dark banner to a dark tune. Sweat running down her neck, down to the ridge of her collarbone…God, he couldn’t look away. Didn’t even feel the crowd around him, pushing and writhing against him. Didn’t hear the excited shouts or out-of-tune singing along, nor did he notice the thick smell of perspiration and body odour, hanging over them like a moist cloud.

  There was only her. 

  Pale grey eyes followed her every movement. His mind raced with imaginings, pure and less-than. Encountering her after the show, chatting a bit. Letting her know how much he enjoyed the show, how good of a job she did. Maybe she would beam at his praise. Tell him how flattered she was, how no one ever had the courage to approach her and tell her what they thought. They were all too starstruck. But not him. He was different. Maybe they would go grab a drink afterwards, talk about her music. See where things went. One thing might lead to the other, and they’d be heading back to his place. Oh, he’d be a gentleman about it - holding the door, taking her jacket, making her one more drink for the road after welcoming her to the couch. Then…

  He was shaken out of his dreaming by another audience member, who slammed into him in a fit over excitement. The jackass didn’t even utter a single word of apology, didn’t look at him at all. 

  “Prick,” Tom mumbled, his voice lost to the din of the crowd. He turned back to the performance

  Laura. His muse. His inspiration. Tall and slender. A career of singing animatedly and playing guitar toned her muscles. Not big. No, she wouldn’t do that, she knew how unpleasant that would be to look at. No, just enough to give her an air of strength, of raw, unrefined power. Those arms could pack a wallop if they wanted. And her thighs? Jesus Christ, he could only imagine what it would be like to lose himself between them, feeling them press around his head. Probably make him light-headed. Maybe even cause him to pass out, if she wanted. That didn’t sound so bad. Her dark eyes promised mischief, catching the light in dangerous, promiscuous twinkles. Every smile was full of teeth. Every smirk and grin teasing and seductive and God she was perfect.

  Tom, by comparison, was forgettable. Tall, as well, but lanky. Gangly limbs, much too long for his body. Dull brown hair. Not “chestnut” or “rich mahogany.” Plain brown. Flat, unremarkable. Eyes so grey they could have belonged to a dead fish. His plain grey hoody was cheap, his faded jeans discounted. Where Laura radiated importance, Tom radiated mundanity.Laura was fierce; Tom was almost invisible. 

  That was fine, though. Surely, that’s what she wanted: a little bit of normalcy. All that time spent traveling and always “on.” She had to be exhausted. Some time away from it all, with someone who showered her in praise and took care of her, was probably exactly what she wanted. With someone who appreciated her, saw her greatness. Reminded her of it frequently. At the same time, he wouldn’t overshadow her in the slightest. She wouldn’t ever have to feel self-conscious or compare herself to him, because he was an invisible man. Nothing about him mattered. Nothing he did mattered. He was nothing.

  Yeah, he thought to himself, and it brought a happy smile to his face. That’s would would probably happen.
  It wasn’t what was going to happen, though. No. There would be no catching up out back behind the venue, chatting and getting to know one another. No shared conversations over drinks. She would be going home with him, yes, but not by choice.

  Tom couldn’t wait.

= = = = = = = = = =

  An hour later the band was finishing up their final song. The drummer was drenched by now, head still bobbing along to every flick of his wrist, feet still slamming on foot pedals. Their guitarist and bassist looked pretty worn-out, too, although they never stopped walking around, head nodding up and down with every strum and melodic riff. At the center of it all stood Laura. Oh, ever the performer! The top of her white sleeveless tee had a dark stain, showing the black straps of her bra beneath. Her hands were furious blurs of motion across her crimson guitar, the muscles in her neck taut with her screaming, eyes clenched shut. She had to be more tired than any of them, having to dance and jump around stage for almost two hours now, while screaming into a mic and play lead. At least the drummer got to sit. But Laura was a trooper, and when the last notes echoed loudly over the hall and the audience screamed back their enthusiasm, Laura was waving to everyone, a big smile stretched across her narrow face. 

  “Thank you everyone, you have been fucking amazing!” she shouted into the mic, before raising it to the crowd. Another roar of applause. “Best God damn show we’ve done in a while. Fucking love you guys!”

  With that, she was sliding the mic back into the stand and turning to join the rest of the band. She slid out of the guitar strap and handed it to one of the stage crew. Tom just stood there a moment longer, frozen in place. He was in awe once again, driven to a point of stunned exuberance. Like a devout worshipper at the alter of their god, who is finally graced with the light, he felt both humbled and full of hot, burning passion. There was nothing he couldn’t do, wouldn’t do for her. Anything at all. If he could, he would give her all that he owned. His home, his truck, his paltry bank account. A goddess like Laura wouldn’t need any of it, of course. They were beneath her, the sum total paling next to her true worth. But it was expected. He had to pay homage, and anything less than his all would be sacrilegious.

  Hundreds of bodies swarmed around him, chatting about the show as they made their way to the on-site bar or out to their cars. Most people seemed satisfied with the performance, laughing and chatting. Big, cheesy smiles, laughter too loud and too forceful. Some just seemed sort of pleased by it all, and Tom wanted to knock some sense into them. They obviously didn’t appreciate or understand the hard work and sheer talent that went into these shows. Others, though…

  There were some that actually seemed annoyed. Could you believe it? Annoyed. They complained - some quietly, some openly - about how boring it had been compared to some of the other live shows they had been to. The drummer was just going through the motions, they said. Did you see the bassist? What does he even do? Couldn’t they just, like, use a soundboard or something? Who even gave a shit about bassists anyways?

  That was bad enough. Tom felt the old, familiar sting of anger, stabbing at his heart, pumping hot air into his stomach. Where the fuck did they get off, judging the band like that? What the fuck did they know about real music, about making it? Where was their music, if they knew so goddamned much? Had it just been that - had it just been people bitching and moaning about the other members - Tom could have let it go. Would have been pissed, definitely, but he would move on eventually.

  But one of these fucking ingrates had the absolute gall to criticize Laura, and he wasn’t having that.

  “…way she was showing her tits like that?” some short, fat guy was saying to a friend. Thick in the waist, thick in the head. Ugly, fat lips. Ears too goddamn big. The troll continued his defamation. “Wearing a fucking white shirt to get all the guys horny? And did you catch that bit earlier on? Around the second or third song, I think. Her voice cracking? On the breakdown The fucking breakdown. Like, really? You’re supposed to be a metal band, and you can’t even scream right?”

  Tom’s hands were shaking by now. In fact, his whole body was shaking. His vision was narrowing to a point, all-consumed by this…this fucking mongrel. There was nothing he wanted more than to go over there and smash his fat face in, right in front of his friends. How would he scream then? Would he think they were good enough for metal, the stupid, fat fuck?
  His heart raced. A steady beating, a rhythm, a war drum.

  BaDUM! BaDUM BaDUM! BaDUM!

  No, no, no. No, no fucking way. Nobody talked about her that way, nobody. The plan could wait a few minutes. This shithead had to be taught a lesson. Would be taught a lesson.

  Tom’s thumb played at the latex gloves in his pocket.

= = = = = = = = = =

  “Yeah, I’m just gonna take a piss real quick. Been holding it in most of the show,” said Ryan, separating from the group and heading for the restrooms. Along the way he happened to look over and see him. That one guy was watching him again, from a distance. Creep.

  He pushed his way into the dimly lit bathroom. It smelled of piss and shit, and probably a few quick encounters in the stalls. There was a used condom sitting on one of the sinks. 

  “Jesus,” he groaned, walking past to the urinals. He unzipped, and relieved himself.

  The door swung open. In walked that same guy, that same creep who wouldn’t stop watching him. It was starting to irritate him, but he kept his tongue for the time being. He didn’t want any trouble, not right now. His head hurt, and all he wanted was some aspirin and maybe a greasy cheeseburger from somewhere. If he was lucky, maybe the freak wouldn’t say anything, and Ryan could finish up and leave before things turned ugly.

  Staring back at the tiled wall, Ryan closed his eyes and silently wished he would finish a little faster. Get the hell out of here, he wanted to say. What the hell was wrong with the guy, anyways? Ryan didn’t even know him. Had no idea who he was, where he came from. The guy just sort of…popped up out of the crowd, glaring at him.

  There was a shuffling, and a familiar snapping. Shoes squeaked over the damp floors. Coming closer. Closer. Approaching him now, towards the urinals. Towards him.

  Ryan looked up. The guy was wearing gloves now, those kind he usually saw at hospitals. Worse than that, though, was his eyes. He had a look in his eyes that immediately stemmed the stream of piss, and turned his blood to ice.

  “Look, man,” he attempted a little shakily, suddenly very afraid. His own heart was beating fast inside his jiggling chest, “I don’t want any tro-”

  Ryan Wilson, age twenty-three, from a little town three hours south of the venue, never finished his thought. Didn’t have the time to, before a hand was grabbing the back of his head and slamming it against the tiled wall repeatedly. In just four minutes time, after the man with the grey eyes had slipped back out, someone else would come along. They would see the caved and cracked skull, the splatter of blood on the walls, the pool forming around the convulsing body. The man who found it would rightfully freak out, and run straight to one of the bartenders, who would alert a manager, who would call the police. By the time the cops showed up, it wouldn’t matter. The killer would be gone. 

  And with him, the lead singer of that night’s show.

= = = = = = = = = =

  Tom walked briskly towards the backstage, walking with quiet confidence, like he belonged. Didn’t hesitate as he pushed open the large, aluminum door and let it swing shut behind him. The area was lit with those work lights he sometimes saw at construction sites, standing on three legs. A few bulbs swung lazily overhead, shadows swaying back and forth like they hadn’t let go of the music quite yet. Some small desks towards the back, mirrors lined with more buzzing bulbs. A few crew members stood about, chatting idly, writing things down on clipboards or talking over headsets. Thankfully, not everyone was wearing them; Tom wouldn’t stand out.

  He made his way down another hall, leading away from the backstage. More soft fluorescence, revealing old wood-paneled walls and dirty concrete floors. Each step cast whispering echoes behind him, an audible wake. 

  Tom knew the layout well. He’d been preparing for this for weeks, since he first bought a ticket to the show. This was his chance, to finally have her and just bask. She deserved that much - to be basked in, like the wonder that she was. Not in a weird way, though. Of course not. Just, you know, in a flattering way. Enough to show her how special she was. How important. Tom wasn’t like those other guys. No way. His appreciations were earnest, his admiration pure. They weren’t born of sexual desire, like all those incels who pleasured themselves to candid videos of her pants riding down a little, or those short moments in clips where her top squeezed just enough to reveal points. No, no, no, he wasn’t like that, not like that at all. 

  She would be in one of the back rooms, the ones with showers, so she could get cleaned up and changed after the show. Every venue that offered showers to their performers, Laura took advantage of. Tom had taken careful note of that. His entire plan hinged on it. 

  But he wasn’t worried. Why should he be? He had been thorough in his research. Nothing was left to chance, everything catalogue, every angle scrutinized. What she drank (cheap, sixteen ounce bottles of purified water from the nearest gas station.) How long she spent getting cleaned up (her band members frequently joked in interviews how much time she spent in the shower, until all the hot water was gone.) He was meticulous. She would be here. There was no doubt in his mind.

  There were only two rooms in the venue that had showers in their restrooms. Both were right next to each other, marked “Guest Lounge - Do Not Disturb.” One, the door was wide open, lights off. The other…

  Tom continued walking, right past the closed door, not slowing down. There was no room for impatience. He’d already deviated once today, over that fat fuck who disrespected Laura. Even though that bastard had deserved it, and Tom did not regret correcting his behavior, he couldn’t afford another outburst like that. From here on out, he had to be precise. His steps took him past the door, down to the end of the hall, where he turned into the adjacent one. A few paces in he came to a stop, and listened.

  No one else. The other members would be loading up the van right now, taking smoke breaks, while they waited for their star performer to finish up inside. No other busybodies or crew, or sleazy managers looking to shake hands. So far, so good.

  He went back to the closed door leading into the lounge. Pressed his ear up against it. Running water splashed and splattered somewhere within, muffled. She was still in the shower. Slowly, quietly, he twisted the knob, entered, and locked the door behind him.

  It smelled of disinfectant. The lighting was better here, softer, warmer, casting everything in amber. There were some genuine leather furniture towards the back, well-worn but taken care of, probably polished and cleaned before the band had shown up that evening. Two fold-out tables were set up against the wall near there, draped in a plain, baby blue cloth. Spread out over the tables were all sorts of snacks and finger foods, sodas, a bottle of whiskey, plastic cups, paper plates, plastic utensils. A stack of napkins, more than the band could possibly use up, even if they had snacked for several hours. One of the seats caught his eye, and he walked over to it.

  Flung carelessly over the top were clothes. Damp clothes. Her clothes, the ones she wore during the performance. Tom couldn’t help himself; with trembling trembling hands, he picked up the sleeveless white top, and brought it to his face. He inhaled deeply, eyes rolling back.

  God, did she smell good. Her sweat, her natural odor, her flowery perfume - it was enough to make his stomach growl with anticipation. There would be time for that later, though. For now, this was enough to tide him over. Putting it back reluctantly, he parted with the top and crept over to the bathroom. He pressed against the wall next to the door, where he stood completely still and silent.

  This was the most important part. Everything led up to this moment, counted on him not fucking it up. There was no room for error here. Mess this up, and it was all over - he would likely be caught, and be taken in for questioning. They’d connect him to the death of that overweight sack of shit, nail him on attempted kidnapping or assault. He had to be careful.

  A few minutes passed. The water shut off, trailing off to dripping. Movement inside. Laura would be drying off now. Tom tried not to imagine the way the water would run down her naked body, sliding over her muscled arms and toned belly, down between her legs. Failed not to.

Another few minutes. Probably at the mirror. The sink ran for a moment. Splashing. Silence. Then, the sound of cloth rubbing against cloth. Getting dressed. Pulling on her clothes. Almost time.

  More silence. More waiting. Waiting, listening. Careful… Quiet… 

Footsteps. She was coming. This was it.

  Laura pulled the door open. Steam billowed out, smelling thickly of fresh, clean skin and deodorant. She was only a couple steps out when Tom struck. Fast and practiced, he fell on her like a hawk on a field mouse. Arms wrapped around her head and neck in a lock, kicking her legs out from under her and following her to the ground. She was fighting back straight away, choking out startled gasps and desperate attempts to scream or breathe. It was a beautiful sound. He could hear the song in there, somewhere down below rough rasping. His beautiful singer.

  She kicked out her feet hopelessly, hands clawing at his arms. Her nails drew deep gouges, but he didn’t pay them any mind. Just held her, tightly, closely. Waiting. Choking. 

  It didn’t take long for her to finally pass out from lack of oxygen. Once she went limp, he waited another thirty seconds to be safe, then released her. She felt so good lying there, crumpled up against him like that. Stray droplets slid down from her hair, down his gouged arms. Her smell was even more overwhelming this close to her.

  But there was no time to stop and smell the flowers. He didn’t have long before the commotion out in the main hall found its way back here, and the venue owners were checking on their celebrity. Tom walked briskly over to the door, turning the lock and peering out into the halls. No one. 

  There were supply closets all down the way, full of sound equipment and trollies. The blueprints had told him that much, and his eyes saw the truth of it now. It didn’t take long to find one with a cart already loaded down with speakers, boxes, crates of coiled wires, and other sound equipment. He pushed it back to the lounge room, moving steadily but quickly. Had to be quick. Not much time left. 

  With a grunt, he picked her up by the armpits and dragged her to the cart. He carefully set her between a three-foot speaker and a box of old mics and mic stands. Going over to the tables set with snacks, he jerked the cloth out from beneath the concessions. Bowls of chips and pretzels rolled away, cups spilling over. Two liter bottles of soda bounced off the floor. The whiskey shattered - a bit too loudly, he noted - filling the air with the cloying smell of liquor. Tom took the cloth back to the cart, and tossed it over Laura. Not perfect, but no one outside had a reason to suspect he was anything other than a crew hand loading up after the show.

  A few minutes later, he was pushing the cart out the back doors and to his truck, parked out behind the venue, close to one of the dumpsters. No one paid much attention as he lifted boxes and other bundled things into the truck bed, topped with a camper shell. He slammed the tailgate shut, abandoning the cart and heading to the driver’s side. Another few minutes passed, and flashing red and blue lights were pulling up. Tom was on the highway by then.

= = = = = = = = = =

  Everything was exactly as it should be. Every door locked. There was no getting in or out except with the key, which now sat in his pocket. Every window was latched. Glass was twenty-one millimeters of acrylic, polycarbonate, polyurethane, and fiberglass. Bulletproof. At least, to any standard-issue handguns or pistols. Walls were thick, even thicker down where they were, below ground. Just to be safe, the room was lined in soundproofing acoustic foam. No one would hear her. No one would get in, or out. They were alone, would remain alone. She belonged to him now.

  He sat close by, in a soft, burgundy seat. They had all the time in the world. There was no reason to suspect Thomas Williams for the murder of that ignorant, overweight prick, or the kidnapping of Laura Murphy, of “Shame the Devil” fame. No prints. No motives. No rhyme or reason. There was already buzz about what happened playing on one of the local radio stations, and would air on the news later the next morning. Journalists would call it “Shocking and Brutal - One killed and another missing after tragedy struck the venue…” But the world would keep spinning, and no one would ever find out what happened to either of the souls that crossed paths with Tom that night.

  Everything was exactly as it should be, and now there was only the waiting.

  It was another hour before Laura first began to stir. She lay stretched out across the couch opposite him, bound at the ankles, knees, and wrists. There was a gag in her mouth. None of it was really necessary, but it amused Tom to go the extra mile. The raven-haired rocket attempted to shift. Couldn’t. Still too sluggish to understand what was happening yet, she tried again. Couldn’t.

  A little recognition then. Laura froze for a moment, brow furrowed and eyes tiredly blinking. She knew something wasn’t right; Tom could tell that much from her bunched muscles The musician looked around, as if the answers she sought would just be written on a whiteboard somewhere. They weren’t. Around this time, she most likely began to feel the wadded up strips of sheet in her mouth, for she gave an experimental cry, small and pitiful and muffled. Her eyes were beginning to focus, the film of sleep departing. They darted to and fro, scanning, searching. Before long, they landed upon Tom, and she stiffened on.

  Her wide, dark eyes looked back at him, full of fear and confusion. She was trying to speak, and couldn’t. Laura looked down at her hands and feet. That’s when the stifled screaming started.

  Tom laughed.

  “There it is!” he exclaimed delightedly, his own eyes widening with excitement. “The music! The music that’s always in your voice. God, even when you’re screaming, it’s still there. Incredible.”

  His words neither comforted nor silenced her; if anything, they only fueled her terror, and she started thrashing about wildly. Legs kicked out, wrists rising and falling. The ropes held. She could struggle like that for the next six hours, and still not get any closer to breaking the strands of hemp tightly wrapped around her extremities. Didn’t stop her from trying, though.

  Tom watched, bemused.

  “Come on, you’re smarter than that,” he teased, during the lulls of her frenzied shrieks. “Look around you.”

  She didn’t.

  “Look around you, Laura,” he said a bit more impatiently.

  She didn’t. More pointless screaming.

  Tom sat for a moment longer. Didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Then, he rose quietly to his feet, and walked over to his paramour. His movements were measured and even. A thin, bony hand grabbed her chin and clamped down, hard. He whispered, in rumbling tones.

  “Look around you, Laura, or I will remove your eyelids and make you look.”

  Laura finally stopped struggling. Stopped straight away, the moment his hand had found her face. Her eyes were somehow even wider now, tears streaming down and soaking into the gag. After a long, tense minute, she obeyed, and looked around her.

  She saw the foam on the walls. Time spent in recording booths were enough to tell her what they were for. She saw no windows. No escape routes. The only light came from the ceiling fan above, flickering with each spin of the blades. 

  “Good,” Tom smiled, letting go and kneeling down beside her. “You see? There’s nowhere to go. No one to hear you. I’m going to take your gag out now. If you scream, I’ll knock some of your teeth out. If you scream during that, well…’ he sighed heavily, “let’s not get to the point, hmm? How about that?”

  Laura nodded vigorously.

  “Good girl,” he purred, and pulled out the gag. Having no more need of it, he tossed it aside. “Now, let’s get you sitting up. How about that?”

  Without waiting for a response, he took her by the shoulders and helped her up. She shuddered, and uttered a small squeal when he grabbed hold of her, but was otherwise silent. Instead, she watched. Her eyes followed his every motion. The way his chest rose and fell with each breath. The way he moved so delicately, like he was afraid of breaking her, despite how roughly he had just treated her not a moment ago. When she was sitting up straight, he knelt back down before her, and just smiled.

  “Please, let me go,” she pleaded hoarsely. “Please, please, please let me go. I swear, I won’t tell anyone. I swear. I swear to God, just please let me go. Please!”

  Tom looked at her for a while. Didn’t say anything. Just looked. Then, he took a deep breath, and offered his most charming smile.

  “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to meet you,” he explained calmly, as if talking to a friend. “How long I’ve wanted to talk to you. You’re amazing - do you know that? You have to. Everything about you. The way you sing. The way you dance. The way you really feel the music, you know? Really feel it. You…you move with it, nod your head to it. Your whole body, I mean…I’ve never seen anything like it. Ever. Watching you…there’s nothing in the world like it. It-it mesmerizes me, you know? Like, completely. Can’t think of anything else but you. I just sit there or stand there and watch you, utterly enraptured. Nothing, man. There is nothing else like it.”

  The fear in Laura’s eyes grew. It hurt him a little, seeing that expression, in her eyes of all people. That same look others had given him before, at work or in school, and especially from his doctors. Like he was crazy. He wasn’t crazy. He wasn’t. Nobody crazy could do what he did. No one who was actually insane could accomplish what he had, could snatch up one of the greatest female vocalists of all time (and in his humble opinion, she was the greatest, bar none.) 

No, no, they didn’t get it. No one got it. He wasn’t. Liking someone didn’t make you that way. Admiring someone didn’t make you that way. They didn’t understand, not a one of them.

  He took a moment to collect himself. There was no need to be rude to her about this. She couldn’t help it. Had he woken up in a stranger’s house, he might have freaked out, too. No matter how truly the captor loved him in such circumstances. So, he forgave her. A last request.

  “Please, sir, please,” she tried again, starting to cry again. “Please, I’m begging you. Y-y-you’re a fan, right? Right? You-you-you really like my music? Then please, let me go. Please. I won’t tell anyone. I won’t. I won’t tell because…because you’re my biggest fan. Right? I wouldn’t do that to my number one fan.” Laura attempted a shaky smile.

  Tom smiled back. “I am. I really am, Laura. You have no idea.”

  “Then please, mister, please,” she was crying in full now, shaking all over and mouth twisted down, “please, let me go. I won’t tell. I swear. I swear!”

  “I can’t do that, Laura. You know that. Come on, think about it. Why would I go to all this trouble just to let you go? Hmm?”

  “I’ll do anything! Anything you want. You-you want me to blow you? I can do it. I’ll suck you off your balls are dry. You want money? I’ll-”

  “Stop.”

  “-I’ll give you money. As much as you want. Anything; name it! Just tell me how much you want! I’ll give you all the money you-”

  Tom’s hand shot out like a snake striking from the grass. It went to her throat, and squeezed only enough to quiet her pleas.

  “You’re not very good at listening, Laura,” he whispered, fingers pressed firmly into her neck. “At all. I keep telling you things and you keep ignoring them.”

  “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’ll listen. Please, don’t hurt me. I’ll listen.”

  “I want to believe you, Laura,” Tom said quietly. “Really, I do. This isn’t how I wanted any of this to happen. I had hoped you would understand me, Laura. That you would understand how sincere I am. I love you, Laura. With all my heart. No one has ever loved you the way that I do. No one ever will. Only me.”

  She nodded and opened her mouth, but before she could speak he cut her off.

  “No, just listen. Don’t speak. You’re not going anywhere, okay? Not until I’m done with you. If you listen to me, and do exactly as I tell you, I’ll let you go. Yeah? You understand? Nod if you understand.”

  Another nod.

  “Good. Very good. I’m going to untie you now. Don’t try to run. And don’t make me tell you what will happen if you try.”

  Leaning up, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife. She gave a little start at the sight of it, but remained silent. Her breathing quickened. Carefully, Tom set about cutting off the ropes, starting with her ankles, moving up to her knees. When he went for her wrists, he ran the back of the knife up along her thigh first, grinning. 

  All the ropes off, he pocketed the knife and tossed it all aside with the gag. He rose to his feet, looking her over. Another expression was growing on his face, implacable.

  “There we go,” he said, admiring his handy work. “Much better. Wouldn’t you agree? Feels good to have all that shit off you, doesn’t it? Yeah, I thought so.”

  Tom let his eyes trace her body. Pale grey irises, expanding, running over her chest, down her sides, along the curve of her hips. His expression was softening, from excitement to something more…predatory. Wistful. A hand went to his stomach as it growled. All the careful planning and long waiting, and here they were at last. Finally. Finally, she was here. Finally, she was in his home. In his hands. All his, to do with whatever he wanted. 

  And he knew exactly what he wanted to do with her.

  “Remember what I said, Laura,” he warned, his gaze traveling languidly back to hers. “Do exactly what I tell you, and I’ll let you go. Okay?”

  “O-okay,” she breathed. “I will. I will, I promise. Anything you say.”

  “Good. Now, be quiet, and stay still. Don’t. Move. A muscle.”

  Tom stepped a little closer, right up against her legs. He looked at her, smiling his Cheshire smile. All teeth. Then, he gently knelt down over her, straddling her lap. His knees dug into the sides of her thighs, holding her in place. Both their hearts were racing, one from desire, one from fear. Just as gently as he sat, he gently grabbed her by the upper arms. There was as much strength in those arms as he had always imagined, muscles built over a number of years playing lead guitar with all her might.

  This close to her, he could smell her so clearly. Acidic fear and damp perspiration. Flesh, so soft, so sweet. Flowers - lilacs, lavenders, lilies. He let his head roll back a little, taking her all in. All those times spent imagining what it would be like, when the time came at last, couldn’t hold a candle to the reality of the situation. Her scent invaded his mind, swelling in his nose and melting his thoughts into an unrecognizable pool of longing and desire, of need, of want. All his. His little singer. Laura Murphy. 

  Tom’s head rolled forward, and he leaned in close. His face hung just inches from her own. Looking into her eyes made his stomach fill with flutters. Right here, right underneath him. The greatest female vocalist. The best at screams, the best at lead. The woman who felt the music, not just pretended to. 

  “Stay still,” he said huskily, and closed the distance.

  Their lips connected. His were chapped and rough. Hers were soft and smooth. She tasted like cherries. When his tongue wormed its way into her mouth, the taste was even stronger, and he couldn’t help but moan a little. He leaned into her more, kissing her more deeply, more passionately. His mouth opened and closed on hers.

Laura never kissed him back. Tom was too overjoyed to care. Didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered anymore, not now that she was here. Not now that she belonged to him, in body and in spirit. 

  His kissing became more lustful, less restrained. He was sucking on her mouth, tongue pushing and lapping at her own. Soft moans escaped him, trembling through his whole body. 

  “God, you taste better than I imagined,” he admitted through heavy breathing. His entire face was flushed, the first beads of sweat forming on his brow. “I want you, Laura. All of you. Will you be mine? Will you be all mine?”

  She didn’t want to, but she nodded. She was ready to start crying again, and only barely held back. A few tears still swelled and fell from her eyes.

  “Y-y-yes,” Laura whimpered in agreement. “Anything. Anything you want.”

  “Say it, Laura. Say you’re all mine. Say you belong to me.”

  “I’m all yours. I-I belong to you…”

  Tom shuddered, and fell back into her lips. He was moving more frantically now, fingers digging tightly into her arms, mouth kissing and sucking on her. When he pulled back, he ran his tongue up the side of her face. From chin to forehead, over her lips, over her nose, over her eyes. Every part of her was so good, so God damned good.
  “All mine,” he repeated in assent, and he couldn’t wait any longer. No more. No more watching. No more imagining.

  Time to eat.
  With two great popping sounds, he dislocated his jaw - first to one side, and then the other. Pop!...Pop! Then, his jaws separated. Tendons groaned as his mouth yawned open, a spreading hole of red and pink and black, chuffing blasts of hot breath across her face. Lines of saliva connected his tongue and palate, stretching and snapping, bowing in and out with every inhale and exhale. His chin reached down to his sternum before his mouth stopped spreading open.

  Laura, meanwhile, watched in absolute horror. When his mouth first made that terrible popping sound, she thought for a second he was going to need medical attention. Not that she cared. For one glorious moment, she was even a little satisfied, thinking the monster had gotten overzealous. Then, her satisfaction melted into cold, putrefying dread. Helpless, unable to look away as the man’s mouth kept growing, and growing. 

  Tom delighted in her frightened expression. It was a beautiful thing, his little metalhead no longer looking tough or invincible. For all the power she radiated, he was still more powerful. Consuming her, taking her into himself, would only make him stronger. Her strength would become his strength. Her fierceness would become his fierceness. 

  Their eyes connected one final time. It would be the very last time Laura Murphy ever looked into someone’s eyes, and they would belong to her murderer. Then, he descended onto her, around her. His mouth went to the top of her skull, lips pressing against her clean, black hair. They found purchase, before expanding and taking in more of her scalp. Saliva was starting to drip down her face in running rivulets, sliding down and lubricating her smooth skin, entering her ears, entering her eyes. She had to close them against the coming trails.

  All the while, she was stunned into subservience. Her mind was full of blank horror, uncomprehending, inflexible. He was eating her. Eating her. That couldn’t be. That wasn’t possible. That wasn’t happening, it wasn’t happening, no, God, he’s fucking eating me, this isn’t happening!

  Her senses came back to her, but there was nothing she could do. Try as she might to struggle and scream, it had no effect on the ravenous man. His lips came down to her ears, passed them. Slid over her forehead. Her lungs felt like they were going to collapse under her screaming, desperate, shrieking wails of wordless revulsion. Laura tried so hard to reach up to him, to pry herself from his maw, but couldn’t. His own hands were still wrapped firmly around her biceps. All she could do was claw and squeeze at his sides, to no avail.

  Tom overtook her eyes. His mouth spread over her cheeks, down the length of her face, until he reached her neck. Lips closed in a little, following the curve of her throat. Her head completely in his mouth, he took the first giant swallow, a sound that echoed wetly through the woman’s ears. An awful sound, that only scared her even more. When he reached the crest of her shoulders, he paused a moment to relieve the singer of her shirt.

  Laura flailed about in vain. Every time she tried to open her eyes, saliva filled them, blurring and distorting what little she could see. Around her was blackness, sticky and hot. She could feel teeth scraping over her, across the back of her head and down her chin. Stray flashes of light would sometimes shine through, illuminating a squishy cave of quivering red flesh. That was almost worse. Then, his hands were releasing her arms and groping at her shirt. For how thin he was, there was a frightening strength in his arms. All it took were a few sharp jerks at the neck of her shirt to tear it apart. By the time she realized what he was doing, he was already done and grabbing her by the elbows this time. Still, she screamed.

  With much effort, Tom pushed his mouth into the woman as he pulled up on her body. Slowly, his lips spread just enough to overtake her shoulders and finally slip around them. From there, it was easier to keep gulping her down. His tongue lapped at her bare skin, tracing the line of her collarbone like she was a lover, teasing his woman. Sweet and salty and savoury, and so fucking soft. Waiting this long for her, to finally have her as she was meant to be had, made her taste that much better. It was exhilarating. Empowering. Unbridled satisfaction sprouted a tent in his jeans, as he moaned and clenched his fingers around her arms.

  Soon, his lips were reaching the tops of her breasts. He quickly reached around and undid the clasp of her black bra, throwing it aside impatiently. Mounds of soft fat awaited him, and he greedily gulped them in. They filled his cheeks, and his tongue was straight away exploring them. Her head filled out his throat, creating a massive bulge in his neck. The outline of her face was clearly visible through the taut skin, as swallow after swallow pushed it into and down the undulating gullet.

  Tom was far enough down her body to let go of her arms and slide his hands down to her hips. Grabbing at them, he worked his fingers under the cushion of her bottom, supporting her weight as he lifted. As he did, he started shuffling back a little, and got just enough footing on the ground to quickly twist them both around and take her place on the couch. Now, he was sitting down, and she was straddling his lap, up to her navel in his mouth.

  Saliva soaked her upper half. It trickled down her body, pooling at the hem of her pants and drenching them. Fat droplets collect there, before growing heavy and dripping steadily off her body and onto his legs or the couch. Some was forming at the small of her back, down into the space between her lumbar and waistband of her jeans. Shifting muscles were constricting her face, her neck, her chest. She couldn’t breathe properly, instead giving shuddering hitches and wheezes. It was like nothing she had ever experienced, sliding down a pitch-black tunnel that was alive, squeezing her tightly, shoving, pushing, pulling.

  He continued gulping and slurping, past her navel. Her arms were shoved firmly into her sides from the pressure of his mouth, as his lips reached her lower forearms. Next came her pants and undergarments. His fingers fumbled at her button and fly, before shimmying them down her toned thighs, bundling them at her knees. Then came her matching black panties, joining her jeans. A hungry sucking sound brought her in to her curvaceous hips, and she now hung out of his mouth instead of straddling him.

  Tom took a moment to enjoy himself, grabbing at her thighs, her ass. He laughed around her body when she jolted a bit at his explorations. Another swallow, slower and longer, and he drew her bottom into his mouth. By now, his head was starting to lean back under her weight, stretched open to its limits as she futilely kicked her legs. It was obvious from her half-hearted attempts that she was getting light-headed from a lack of oxygen. Her entire pelvis filled his dripping maw, his tongue snaking in between her legs and teasing her entrance. Another delicious jolt, another chuckle.

  Laura was starting to feel the crown of her head pushing through something, into open space. She didn’t want to, but her mind filled in the blanks. His stomach. Her head was pushing into his stomach. The air was sweltering and unbearably humid, reeking of bile and digestive fluids. There was a hint of vomit in the noxious fumes that made her gag and choke. This, in turn, filled her lungs with the acidic air, burning her like she had swallowed fire. If she had enough oxygen she would have screamed. As it was, she was feeling incredibly faint, her movements weakening.

  A loud, wet gulp. Another. Another. Tom kept swallowing, picking up the pace the more of her body he consumed. His tongue lasciviously danced along the firmness of her meaty thighs, licking, tasting. 

Gulk gluk gllk.

  Gulp after gulp, swallow after swallow. He reached her knees, and shuffled her jeans and panties down to her ankles, down to her white ankle socks. He could feel her filling out his growing belly, pressing into the lining. Massive bulges formed, the shape of her head and shoulders shoving out. She would soon start to curl around on herself, flipping right-side up. When he passed the tops of her slender calves he finished disrobing her, tossing the remaining garments aside with the tattered remains of her shirt. The pile of discard clothes was complete.

  Tom raised his fingers to her soles, guiding them in, pushing lightly. Her calves squeezed into his hot, squishy throat, down, down, down. Only her feet remained outside his shrinking mouth. He continued gulping, until her heels passed over his lips, her toes dragging over his tongue. His jaws came back together. Pushing first at one side of his face, and then the other, he popped the joints back into their sockets. Pop!…Pop! Teeth clicked when he snapped his mouth shut, and swallowed the rest of his meal.

  He rested against the back of the couch. His engorged belly hung between his legs, massive and slightly writhing. The entire outline of her body could be seen clearly through it, his stomach wrapping so tightly around her naked form that it appeared as if she was vacuum-sealed into a flesh-coloured sack. Her movements were scarce, mostly just subtle attempts to readjust herself into a more compact fetal position. 

  The man with the pale grey eyes panted, his face the very picture of bliss. Drool completely covered the lower half of his face, soaking the top of his shirt and spattered along the front of his pants. He didn’t care, not one bit. Tom was lost in numb satisfaction, his member standing erect, cheeks flushed. Sweat ran down his face.

  Finally, he spoke.

  “Oh, Jesus fuck,” he moaned, eyes half open. “God, you were good. You have…fuck…no idea how long I’ve,” a hiccup rose up from his throat, “I’ve wanted to do that.”

  Laura gave no response, other than a slight shift of her head as the walls of his stomach pushed it deeper into her chest. Her whimpers were hardly audible anymore, not enough air left for her to do properly scream or cry. 

  “That’s it,” he cooed, stroking his enormous gut. “Just relax now. Relax. I told you: do what I say, and I’ll let you go. And I will. Only, it’ll be down a drain.”

  If she could, she would have wailed at that, at the awful realization that it was all over. She was going to die. As it was, the synapses of her brain were barely firing anymore. She was opening and closing her mouth in incomprehensible attempts at speech. Eyes fluttered. Her lungs forced out one final breath, before the constriction of his stomach compacted her as tightly as it could, and prevented any further breathing. Laura Murphy drifted away, inside the stomach of her obsessive captor.

  “Good girl. That’s it. That’s it.” Tom mumbled, growing tired. A full belly always made him sleepy. He settled back into the couch, and let his heavily-lidded eyes close. “That’s…it…”

= = = = = = = = = =

  The better part of a week would pass before the remains of Laura were finished processing. One hundred plus pounds of meat, condensed down into a single ball of flesh, tendon, sinew, muscle, and bone. Broken down, digested, savaged and melted and churned into a thick slurry.

  Tom spent the week at home. He went nowhere, called no one. Having no real friends or family, no one came to visit. His work was entirely online, so he really had no reason to leave the house. That entire week, he lounged in one part of his home or another, watching TV, reading. When he had to work, he set the laptop on his shrinking stomach, resting it on the softening corpse within. 

  By day seven, he was washing his hands in the restroom, the sound of a toilet flushing behind him. What still existed of the former singer of “Shame the Devil,” circled a drain and disappeared into the pipes. No one would ever know what happened to her. No one would ever come close to the truth.

  No one but Tom.
