
Ooooh, here she comes.

Watch out, boy, she’ll chew you up.

Skyler looked up from the cart he’d been sorting behind the check out desk as he heard the tiny, muffled sound of too-loud headphones. The tall librarian, slightly stiff in the tight button-up he was clearly not used to, was still new to the general calm and quiet of the library and how easily sound could travel through it, so it took him a moment to realize the source of the sound was the woman only a few feet away from the desk.


She had her back to him, and he only realized the sound was coming from her by the oversized headphones. She was standing at one of the catalog kiosks, a little stand with a tablet set in it that gave patrons access to the library catalog. She was short, with short, red-pink hair, a purple hoodie, worn jeans, blue and white Converse, and a large set of padded headphones that covered her ears. She moved her head to the beat with small nods as she flicked one red-nailed finger over the screen.


Skyler wondered if he was supposed to say something about how loud her headphones were, but he didn’t want to make a fuss. Plus, she was kind of cute, so instead he found himself momentarily distracted, long enough that the woman looked up and saw him watching her.


He turned away quickly. The sound of Hall & Oates drifted away as Skyler got back to work, sorting the cart. It took him a few minutes, still getting the library’s system down, before he wheeled the cart from behind the desk and went out among the stacks to reshelve.


The library was three stories tall, broken up into sections of the stacks, the kids area, the computer area, various study spaces. Skyler wheeled through the first floor, shelving fiction, then rode the elevator to the second to shelve the non-fiction stuff. As he moved with armfuls of books through the history section, once again, the small sound of tinny music came to him through the stacks.


It was deceptive, in the stacks, the way the sound travelled. The library was easy to get lost in due to how tall and close the stacks were. They hemmed in the various spaces, creating a sense of small, open islands amid a sea of shelving. Between them, sound could seem to come from only one aisle over but still be several aisles away. 


As he was shoving books on Roman history back into place, double checking that he was getting the numbers right, he heard, wavering nearer and further, the muffled sound of David Bazan:


Food on the table. Feet on the floor.

Bites on the ankles. Blood on the door.


It came close. Then faded. Then returned. Then faded again. As Skyler wheeled his cart out into one of the cross lanes to go to the next aisle over, he almost ran into the woman in the hoodie. She stood there, ears covered, looking right at him without surprise.


“Oh, excuse me, ma’am,” Skyler said, blushing, bowing his head. “I hope I didn’t bump you.”


The woman looked up at him silently. Her eyes were wide, dark, still and she blinked slowly, as if studying him. Skyler was about to mumble another apology and move away, when the woman lifted her hand and held out her phone to him.


Skyler looked down at the face of the phone. He could see, at the top, a bar showing her music track as it played, but the rest of the screen was taken up by a catalog entry for a book in the library: the Liuzza translation of Beowulf.


“Oh,” Skyler said, understanding. “Right. Yeah, we have that. Here let me show you.”


He parked the cart into a designated space for it at the end of a shelving row, then led the woman up to the third floor and through the stacks to the poetry section. It took him longer than it ought to have; he had to backtrack and turn around several times due to still not fully understanding either the library’s layout nor the sorting system. Each time he turned around, he mumbled, “Sorry, sorry. Uh, I think down this way.”


The woman showed no sign of being troubled by him or even hearing him. Her headphones continued to bleed rasps of music, David Bazan shuffling into the Talking Heads: 

We drift in and out. 
Sing into my mouth. 

She kept looking at him with that steady, calm gaze.


At last, they came to poetry and Skyler found the Liuzza translation, tucked in between Heaney, Tolkien, Porter, and Donaldson. He pulled it out, feeling a bit of pride in having managed to find it without help from the other librarians. He held it out and the woman took it with a slow movement of her hands, almost as if unsure why he was giving it to her.


“This is the one you want-?” As he was speaking, behind him someone called his name. Skyler turned, seeing Josef, the branch manager walking down the row towards them.


“Hey, been looking for you,” Josef said, looking a bit harried. “Listen, you mind closing up shop tonight? Catherine’s going to have to leave early. I just need you to stay after lockdown to make sure everything’s tucked away. Usual stuff. You cool with that?”


Skyler felt a rush; this would be his first time doing lock up by himself. He nodded, eagerly agreeing, “Yeah, sure boss. That’s no problem.”


Josef grinned, relieved. “Fantastic. I’ll note it on the schedule. Thanks a ton, man.”


He turned with a small wave, walking off. Skyler looked back, surprised to find the woman already gone. She’d walked off in the short time the conversation had taken. He couldn’t even hear her headphones anymore. 


It took several minutes to find his cart again. Once, he thought he heard a distant, tinny sound of music, but nothing he could make out. Once he found his cart again, Skyler focused on returning to work, navigating the stacks, shelving the books, helping patrons that came up to him in the aisles.


The afternoon hours faded into evening. The light that came in through the big glass walls of the building’s front grew redder and heavier as it fell over the front desks and sitting areas and new release displays. The number of people in the building began to drip away, leaving seats and computers empty, and the quiet heavier.


About two hours before the end of his shift, Skyler took his break, sitting on the edge of the little cafe near the kid’s side of the bottom floor. As he sat there, chewing a granola bar, he heard, unsure of the direction, the airy sound of muffled music. It was clear enough he could make out the lyrics of Iron & Wine’s Judgement: 


When you talk to me

You could swallow me.

He looked around, but he couldn’t see the woman anywhere, despite the cafe being one of the more open sections of the library. Only as the sound began to fade did he think to look up. Overhead, the railing of part of the second floor overlooked the open space of the cafe. He realized his seat would have been perfectly visible from above. 


All the rest of his shift, Skyler kept thinking but never being certain that he could hear the sound of small speakers near him. When shelving in the stacks, they often seemed only a few aisles away. When out in one of the open sections, they seemed to linger just beyond the edges of those little islands of clear space. The evening enclosed the library, the dull light turning the whole building into a witchy forest of furnishings and books. A forest in which fairy music moved.


Skyler shook the feeling off, convinced he was imagining half the sounds he thought he heard, and the other half the time mistaking some other sound of the few people who remained in the building. The organic shuffling, sniffling, crinkling, ruffling, coughing, scratching noises of humans in close proximity. Still, every so often a line would find him too clear to deny as anything other than music.


Your eulogy is like poetry. But your mouth is like a magazine.

We’ll eat what’s left of you before we’re through. We’ll eat what’s left of you.

Hangdog mouth talk slang wrong, and that there’s flatware exhumed by a crane arm.

On my tongue. On my tongue. I want your fingers on my tongue.

Yet no matter how he looked, he could never be fully sure of where the sound was coming from. Like the growing dark, it seemed to fill the library. Unbodied. Diffused. All around but invisible when looked for.


Steadily the last of the red drained from the sky and the light that fell through the glass front was the foggy arc blue of the city lights at night. The cool silence of evening fully enclosed the library as the last of the patrons drifted away. With them, the staff packed up. Josef had already left long before, Catherine slipped off early, then David, Amanda, Tyler, along with Theo and Katlyn from kids, began to put their stations in order.


When closing time hit, the last of patrons was shown to the door and the front locked. Skyler said good bye to his co-workers as they left out the back. Then he got to work on close up.


He picked up bits of trash, turned off computers, filed away the day’s late fees into the safe. Noted daily stats, checked the bathrooms. Finally, he turned to the final shelving. There wasn’t too much; just one cart this time. He felt confident he’d have it knocked out in no time.


He wheeled the cart to the elevator. The hum as it came down to him was enormous in the silence of the library. Taking the elevator up to the third floor, his cart wheels scratched and echoed loudly in the stillness. He pushed down to the far end of the upper floor stacks, planning to start at the back and move forward and down.


He turned his cart away from the open space around the third floor’s railing, into the rows of stacks. He stopped, leaving the cart in the middle of one of the cross aisles as he took the first books from it to shelve. 


In the deep silence, he could hear music, clear as a bell:


My throat was an open grave.

I drank your stained glass eyes.


In the solid silence of a fully empty library, there was no way he was imagining the sound this time. Skyler could pick out the small, wiry strains of the instruments behind the lyrics, despite how tiny the source had to be for the sound he was hearing. 


He left the books in a stack on the shelf, walking back out of the stacks to the third floor railing. He listened, hearing If We Could Only See Us Now fading away... somewhere. But he could not tell where. He wasn’t even sure if the sound was below him or on the third floor.


A chill ran down Skyler. His skin prickled. He remembered the silent woman, looking at him with still eyes. Regarding him like a thing rather than a person. He did not think her so cute in his mind now that he was alone in this quiet.


“Hello?” he called out into the void, startled by the sound of his voice alone among the stacks.


No answer came. Thrice had faded out, but that tinny noise of music coming from somewhere remained. Somewhere out there in those stacks, near or far, Skyler knew: a pink-red head in a purple hoodie with padded headphones was moving.


He licked his lips, finding them dry. He stepped back, hesitating, from the railing. Skyler felt a sense of tightness around him. He looked back at the rows of shelves behind him, and part of him recoiled from that forest of books. He knew how easily someone could remain, unseen, within there. He knew, also, how easy one could get lost in there.


“Ma’am?” he said again into the empty library. Unsure, he began to walk, ringing the stacks of the third floor, keeping to the rail and the more open view of the building it gave him, looking out over the full sweep of the library. The music faded further. Skyler came to the stairs leading down to the second floor. He hesitated at the top of them. Wavering there in the sharp, stark light that kept the centers of the library so well lit but left the fringes and shadows so deep.


Behind him, over the railing, he heard, strikingly clear, almost loud:


Sharpen your teeth

Or lay flat

He rushed to the railing, looking over, certain that the sound was too clear for him not to see her on one of the lower floors. 


Below, on the second floor, he saw, or thought he saw, movement as the sound of Ugly Casanova dulled slightly. He could swear he heard, for the first time, the swishing of a hoodie flapping as it moved.


Skyler bolted. Not down the stairway to the second floor. He ran for the employee stairwell that was in the rear corner of the building. But to get there, he had to move through the final set of stacks on the third floor: the young adult section. 


The shelves here were tight and packed with teen novels and comics. The aisles and ends of aisles filled with faces as the covers of illustrated editions and graphic novels, turned out in displays, flashed grins, leers, and fury at him. Anime and western, painted and cel-shaded, light-skinned and dark, full-profile and three-quarters, he moved past a painted audience, watching intent but silent. Silent under the sound of the music.


He reached a cross aisle. He turned right, glancing back, straining his ears.


He stopped dead. He saw ahead of him the third floor railing. He’d made a mistake. He’d gotten turned around.


Sharpen your teeth.


The music. It was on the third floor.


Or lay flat.


Panting, he dove back into the shelves. He whined as he looked at the stack end caps, trying to recall which corner of the YA section had the door to the stairwell and which had the quiet zone reading spaces. He chose the N-O aisle. 


Sharpen your teeth.


The sound was right on top of him. He thought he heard, under and behind his frantic footsteps, the swishing of fabric.


Or lay flat.


He came out the end of the aisle. He saw, to his left, the shadowy, recessed quiet zone of the YA section, furnished with overly padded red cushions. He had only a moment to realize he’d made the wrong turn.


Then he was tackled to the ground.


Skyler let out a cry as he was thrown to the floor by a lithe, firm, powerful grip. Sprawled on his back on the carpet, he looked up, eyes wide, into a face framed by the loose fabric of a hood and the fringes of red-pink hair. The fat cushioning of headphones planted tightly against the sides of the head.


The woman looked down on him, crouched above him like a predatory cat. Her eyes seemed to catch and magnify the little light there in the gloom. Bright. But so still and deep.


Heart racing, Skyler stammered, “M-m-ma’am you... you can’t... we’re closed... I....”


She seemed not to register any of his stuttering words. As his voice trickled down into a whimper, the corners of her lips tugged up into a coy smile.


Then the smile widened, the corners pulled back into a grin.


Then she opened her mouth wide. One hand took rough hold of his head as she spread her jaws open above him. Her mouth glossy and glinting, the dark-pink flesh inside glazed with thick layers of saliva, leading down into the undulating, pulsing softness of the void of her throat.


Her jaw spread too wide. Like a snake’s, stretching beyond what should have been possible. And she forced him closer. 


Skyler breathed fast, short, hard, panic racing down through his throat, through his stomach, through his guts as that inhuman maw yawned over him. Her hot breath smothered his face. Filled his lungs. A single bead of her saliva dripped onto his cheek.


Sharpen your teeth.

Or lay flat.


Skyler screamed right before she shoved his head between her teeth. A wet slurping came as she sucked his head over her tongue, tasting his skin. Skyler pushed and thrashed, but the woman grabbed his arms and jammed them to his side. Then, throat emitting a meaty, deep gulp, she shoved her mouth down over his shoulders.


Skyler’s body was devoured with little resistance. The woman’s jaws opened to receive him. Her throat expanded, limitless, around his head and shoulders, bulging as he passed down into the rhythmic rings of consuming muscle. Ushering him to her gullet.


Skyler’s screams and pleas were muffled, barely louder than the music piping out through her headphones. His bulge sank through her neck, surged down to her chest. Another gulp yanked him up and deeper, his chest and stomach packing into her mouth. A moan of glutton pleasure rose from her body as the woman sat up, dragging Skyler from the floor, lifting his butt into the air to make him easier to swallow.


Skyler’s begging bulge sank at last down into the middle of her body and her stomach began to stretch out, filling her hoodie beneath her front pockets. A new sound fought to drown his cries out: a low, wet, churning gurgle. Skyler, voice sobbing and desperate, yelled for her to stop. 


A ravenous squelch rippling out of her throat, she swallowed his hips, his rear, his thighs. The librarian now more shape than body. His legs flailed and struck hopelessly in the air as he filled the rounding dome of her gut. Eyes fluttering with delight, the woman swallowed him to his knees, his legs forced together between her lips, barely able to kick.


Pausing, drawn out of her devouring revelry for a moment, the woman reached out and grabbed hold of Skyler’s sharp work shoes. She pulled them off, then, also, slid off his socks and tossed both aside. Feet bare, toes clenching, Skyler could do nothing to save himself. She tilted her head back. She rested a hand on the crying bulge of him beneath her hoodie. She swallowed.


Down his legs slipped, inch by inch, gulp by gulp, vanishing, until at last his toes, pressed tightly together, slid between her lips. Skyler disappeared as the nameless woman claimed him, completely.


With a dainty, final working of her throat, the woman forced the last inch of the struggling librarian down into her stomach. She lowered her head with a heavy exhale as her gut sat tight and taut on her thighs. Small bulges showing where hands or feet pressed against its walls from within.


Rubbing her loudly groaning and growling gullet, the woman rose with a remarkably easy grace. Leaving Skyler’s socks and shoes, she turned, steadily making her way to the employee stairwell the lost librarian had been unable to find. Opening the door and slipping quietly into the stairwell, the little sound of her headphones snaked out into the open air of the library until the door shut behind them:


Ooooh, here she comes.

Watch out, boy, she’ll chew you up.

Ooooh, here she comes.

She’s a man-eater. 
The End

