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        “Grief Eater is a scathing rebuke. And yet it has so much heart. Every line of Osborne’s gorgeous prose is a knife that cuts like a balm. Lyrical, constantly surprising, essential—Grief Eater takes a familiar genre and transforms it into something entirely new.”

      

        

      
        —Cadwell Turnbull, award-winning author of the Convergence Saga

      

      

      

      
        
        “This story will not spare you. It will reach into your chest and eat your heart. Osborne writes with brutal clarity about abuse and betrayal, about the queer joy and chosen family that will help you survive it. About how love and a quest for vengeance can be strong enough to move the dead. I’ve never read anything like it.”

      

        

      
        —K Tidbeck, author of Amatka and Jagannath.

      

      

      

      
        
        “Grief Eater is an embodied, sensory experience: screaming, snarling grief; monstrous hunger; the desire for answers that can only be found in blood. Horror at its finest, as glorious, gory relief and release.”

      

        

      
        —Angela Meyer, author of Moon Sugar

      

      

      

      
        
        “Soaked in blood and loss, Grief Eater is a bittersweet tale that is redolent with the transformative closure that comes after confronting painful trauma. A visceral and unflinching read!”

        —Suzan Palumbo, author of Skin Thief: Stories and Countess
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      This book is dedicated to my twin sister, Penny. May there be a universe in which you can read it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The agony of my feelings allowed me no respite; no incident occurred from which my rage and misery could not extract its food.”

      

        

      
        —Mary Shelley, Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus
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        Content Warnings: Domestic abuse, violence, dismemberment/gore, stalking, homophobia, death of a parent.
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      I die alone in the back of an abandoned car.

      My killer has a mouth full of blood. Her black hair is long and loose and catches in her teeth. She’s wearing a bloody chef’s uniform with a stylised fish embroidered in black thread on the breast pocket. I’m on my way to meet Josh so we can finally get out of here. If I don’t show up at our meeting place—the Collingwood Children’s farm, halfway between our apartments—after a day, he’ll leave the city without me, thank God. I thought this area was safe, but Naarm is a place that changes constantly, even while it’s dying. Melbourne is summer-hot and reeks of the dead. All broken glass and broken promises.

      The dead woman surprises me. Her stink should have warned me, but I am distracted by fear and grief and disbelief at how everything has fallen to pieces. I get caught down an alleyway that’s blocked by a dead ambulance, and she sees me, turns to me, charges. The dead are fast and relentless.

      She’s on me in seconds, knocking me down before I can get the kitchen knife out of my bag. I punch her as hard as I can, strike her chest, maybe break a rib, but she’s too fast. I try to roll away from her, but she falls hands-and-teeth-first onto my body. I scream and thrash as her mouth slides down my shoulder. I scratch at her face, but she’s too strong to hold off. Her teeth graze my skin like a lover’s before she bites into the muscle of my forearm. The bite is agonising: jagged, tearing pain.

      I shove her off me and kick out at her kneecap. The blow lands, and she lets out a garbled shriek. She struggles to rise, giving me the time I need to get away. Even as I flee her, I know it’s too late. Still, some instinct in me wants to pretend I can survive this. I run, shaking my own hot blood off my hand. I need to be safe and alone, away from my killer and her hungry kin who prowl the streets.

      I slide into the back of the first car I see. I slam the door shut. My breath is ragged and wild.

      In my wildest, most unlikely dreams, I die softly. In hospital, maybe. I die warm and safe with my older brother lovingly holding my hands. My mother sobs over me. She begs me to forget the broken years. She apologises for her hatred and her scorn. She tells me she’s sorry, that she loves me and always has. Despite the bruises and broken bones. Despite her savage words. She promises she loved me my whole painful life. And if she is dead, her ghost stands mute in the corner, her translucent eyes brimming with tenderness and love. Dad is there, sober, with kind eyes and soft words.

      I die gently. I die finished with this world and ready to step into the next. My family tells me that they’ll remember me. Speak my name to keep my memory alive. The nurses hover, adjusting my morphine if the pain grows too sharp.

      I tell my family goodbye.

      I am not hurt or scared.

      I go slow and easy. Witnessed.

      But no. Everything in that dream is a lie.

      The car rocks as I sob and choke and die. My body is fever-hot, and everything is too bright, and my heart thrashes faster than it should go, too fast, breaking, rupturing. My lungs drag and shake, and something feels wrong in my chest. The wound screams like a battle. I’m trembling all over, and the bite is so hot, no, it’s cold. Freezing. My arm is ice. I grasp the wound with my free hand, but my blood tumbles out of me. She must have hit an artery.

      My chest hurts, and I’m so thirsty. I can’t breathe right.

      My last thought is how I didn’t call my family when the world ended. I just stared at my Mum’s name in my phone. I was too scared to call her and have it go unanswered, to hear it ring and ring and go to voicemail. Mum didn’t call me either. Not even a text. Not even a single text when I could be dead.

      Josh was the one I called, frantic and terrified. My best friend since kindergarten. He picked up, because he always picks up, and he called and texted me every day until we lost signal and battery. We promised each other we’d get out together. That we’d always be family. We cried down the phone to each other. He and I decided that we’d wait for things to quiet down so that we’d miss the panic and chaos of the first rush. We picked his birthday to leave. We were going to head for Geelong. Josh swore there was a Navy fleet there, waiting for refugees. It was stupid to think we could have gotten that far, but god, I hope he makes it.

      My heartbeat slows, flags, stops.

      Death is brief. Just a moment of darkness and then light again, as if I’ve been dipped into a dark river.

      Submerged in black, now rising.
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      The first time I died, I was three. Mum took me swimming in a creek not far from where I grew up—Castlemaine, a town about an hour and a half drive from Melbourne. The creek was where we’d all swim if it got hot before the pools opened in December. Mum was in a good mood because I’d worn the girly bathers she’d gotten for me without argument, and I was excited to go for a swim. My mother was supposed to be watching me, her little girl, but she went back to the car for smokes. My brother was home with Dad. Something caught my eye in the water, and I grabbed it with my chubby hand. I overbalanced and slid on the slick grass. I plunged into the brown water without even time to shout. And I died.

      I’d have been three years old and dead.

      But no.

      There was a girl who saw me fall. She was fourteen and already in the water.

      I don’t remember drowning. I don’t remember the cold of the water or the dark. I don’t remember her finding me in the brackish water. I have no memory of her lifting me out, of tilting me forward and slapping my back until my death burbled from my mouth. Of compressing my tiny chest until I coughed my way back to life. I don’t remember if my mother screamed.

      I only knew the story because my mother laughed about it, only half horrified, pointing out the spot where I’d slipped when I turned fourteen myself.

      In a way, it would have been simpler if that was the day I’d died. I didn’t know then that I was queer. I hadn’t disappointed anybody. I had no memory of beatings or burns. Punishment. Hate. Loss. I hadn’t ever felt real loneliness.

      But for better or worse, I was saved.

      There is no saviour for me today.
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      I claw my way back to life in a haze of red. I am one of them now.

      Before I’m even fully aware of my rebirth, I am drowned in the hot scent of my own spilled blood. It’s so bright and full of vibrancy. My tongue snakes out of my mouth and swipes over my cracked lips. My blood is bright and rich. I roll over on my side and lick at the bloodstain on the car seat, sucking the still-warm liquid out of the rough fabric. I see myself die again. I taste my despair and longing.

      It sickens me. Useless emotions.

      I pull myself out of the car and away from the mess of my last moments as a person. Hunger rises in me, and the world sharpens sweetly with an urgent illumination. I will need to feed soon.

      Nobody knows how the world broke. We’ve all been trying to stay alive, and the swiftness of the spread meant that nobody could stop to work it out. Even the breathless news reports in the early days just spun rumours and theories and conjecture. It was an accident in a lab or something natural from ice thawed on some Antarctic research mission. It rode here from space and survived a fall into the atmosphere. It was God’s punishment for our wicked ways. The most popular theory was that the American military cooked up the dead to use on the battlefield. That one of the dead escaped somehow, was left behind or lost after a firefight. Got out into the world. Started eating. Doomed us all.

      Even dead, I am hungry. No heartbeat. No breath. Gone but animate, broken and ravenous. Everything is harsh and bright: the wind on the glass of the tall city buildings, the feathers on the birds that flit overhead, the crossing lights ticking automatically through their programming. This new life quivers with colour and sensation. I want to engulf it all, drink it down. My body is sharpened by need and harrowing hunger.

      I sniff the air like a dog and smell a thousand new scents. Crushed grass and petrol and decay. I smell the combination of dying cells, coagulation, and spinal fluid that signifies my fellow dead. I can sense twelve of us within a four-block radius. More than I’d noticed when I was human—no wonder I died so easily. Four of them are eating. I smell the blood of their kills and hear the slick of thick saliva. Three of them are hunting. They stalk down the street, huffing the air. They walk under verdant plane trees that scatter pollen through the air. The tram tracks are bright and bare and glint in the light. I wonder if the bluestone flagstones will last another fifty years, or a hundred, worn only by rain now instead of thousands of footfalls a day. The three hunters tag me and note that I’m not food. The one who killed me is struggling on the ground where I left her. Her knee bulges to the lee of the joint, but the scratches on her face are closing unnaturally fast.
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