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Dark Bites
Part 3 - The Red Planet
* * * * *
Darkness. Jenny was staring into an eternity of darkness. She opened her eyes and saw more darkness punctuated by stars. Her cabin window afforded a view of space reserved for the wealthy. The view of space was enough to make anyone’s heart skip a beat.
But Jenny’s heart didn’t skip a beat. It in fact lay dormant, silent, as it had been for three centuries. Her skin, had someone been lying next to her in bed chosen at that moment to touch her, was as cold as the void of space outside the starship’s hull. Some might say that her skin felt colder than space itself.
Jenny rose to a sitting position, and the high thread count white Egyptian cotton sheets fell away from her ebony skin. The contrast of white and dark had been something she had always enjoyed. Back when she had was still able to enjoy little things.
Sitting and looking out at the stars, she craned her neck to see beyond the front of the starship. She could just make out the smallest edge of the bright rust-colored ball ahead. Their destination was now rapidly approaching after months of travel. Earth was far behind and ahead was Mars, the “Red Planet.”
Turning her body and slipping out of bed, Jenny strode across the cabin to stand in front of the window. From this angle, she could see a bit more of Mars ahead of the ship’s nose. It was too early to see any of the colony sites, but in the coming days, she would be able to see some of the largest dome cities.
It’s 2310, and Jenny is to all outward appearances, a typical African-American woman of the 24th century. She is wealthy by virtue of an inheritance, and paid a small fortune to move to Mars. Earth is a pollution-ridden, overcrowded nightmare after 300 years of global warming and unchecked reproduction.
Jenny fled Earth aboard the United Starship “Autumn Blaze,” one of a fleet of commercial starships servicing several space stations and Mars. But she hadn’t left because of the pollution or the overcrowding. She wanted to get away from a world that hated her kind. Earth was a hostile, lonely place and wandering its surface for three centuries, she had had enough.
There were many names for Jenny’s kind: vampire, haemovore, and, to some, revenant. They all meant the same thing, an undead being that lived and fed on human blood. Jenny was the last living vampire on Earth. Or she had been before buying her way onto this flight.
By all rights, she shouldn’t be here at all. The efforts of the governments of the world in collusion with the Bestia Gens clans had been bloody, ruthless, and thorough. A genocide of global proportions aimed to wipe revenants from the planet forever. It had begun 300 years ago, and culminated in the so-called “Revenant War” that lasted six years and had only recently ended.
The Bestia Gens was a secretive society made up of skinwalkers from all over the globe. They wanted to rule and vampires (ruled by the Dentes Sanguis) were competition for their food supply. Jenny thought of all her lost loves and friends and closed her eyes. She saw flashes of the battlefields in Europe, the ashes of the vampires staked out in public squares to face the fatal sunrise in Asia.
No tears fell and she didn’t vomit; though her brain remembered that those things should be normal reactions to the flood of memories. Her dead body reacted as always with icy inertia: thus was the nature of the vampire. The skinwalkers had bribed and misguided the humans into fearing the undead.
They convinced humans that unlike a werewolf, that was still human the vast majority of the time, a vampire was some kind of zombie mutation. A revenant. No more. No less. Essentially a zombie that fed on blood rather than brains and flesh.
That slur against her kind made the justification of killing so easy. Revenant killing was practically a legalized sport around the world. During the handful of zombie outbreaks over the last three centuries, everyone had eagerly joined in to wipe them out. Every day citizens joined paramilitary groups to have some “weekend warrior” fun hunting, torturing and killing them. If some of the revenants were former co-workers or family members, so be it. Female zombie suffered atrocious grievances before they were killed fully. Underground clubs and websites catered to those looking to legally rape or kill revenants: or watch from the privacy of their homes.
Jenny remembered the first major outbreak that took place in her hometown of Chicago, Illinois in the fall of 2010. Many people had risen from the dead, and the reaction of the city, state and the federal governments had been as devastating as it was swift. High unemployment, crime rates, and crumbling infrastructure helped convince those officials clinging to their consciences. The decision was made to level the city with incendiary bombs.
After the bombs fell, the city was paid by the government to rebuild from the ashes for the second time in its history. It was just before that zombie outbreak that Jenny had been turned. Turning had saved her from the zombies and the bombing, but had set her down an undead path for eternity.
It had all started the night she met Elie Stanis: he stood well over six feet tall, a central European accent, pale as fog, piercing black eyes and gorgeous. She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling letting her mind rewind to that night.
* * * * *
The night was unusually cool for early September in Chicago. Jenny was on her way to her job at Gary’s Diner. She was wearing a simple tan trench coat, and moving quickly and with purpose as they taught women to do in self-defense classes. She had never been afraid to walk Chicago’s streets at night, but things had changed.
Only a few weeks ago a wild cat had killed a man in an alley near the diner. Only a month before that, a wild dog had torn a woman to pieces. Ever since, she would always get a chill when moving past an alley. They were dark and scary places and it seemed like death stalked their shadows.
She was nervously smoking a cigarette and mentally cursing herself for not being able to quit. Until recently she’d been able to confine the smoking to work breaks or nights out with the girls. Lately, the tension and fear in the air had been rattling her nerves to the point that she had started smoking on the way to work, and then on the way home.
Now she was starting to occasionally smoke when she was at home. Jenny realized that, just like in college, a bad habit was taking over her life. Frustrated with herself, she tossed the cigarette into the next alley after taking a final drag and exhaling after a brief pause.
“A disgusting habit for such a beautiful lady.”
Stepping from the shadows directly into her path was a tall, pale, well-dressed man with black eyes. Jenny stopped dead in her tracks.
“Jesus you scared the hell out of me!”
“I am not He, but I am your savior.”
Jenny felt a chill run down her spine, and instinct took over. She scurried around him, and took off towards the diner quickly. She only had about a block to go. As she reached the next corner, the man stepped out from around the way and blocked her path again. This time he was much closer.
“How did you…? You were…”
“I’m sorry did I startle you again my dear?”
His voice had an accent, almost Russian and seemed to melt in her head. His black eyes were hypnotic and she started to lose herself in them. Suddenly a light flashed on them and the man reacted by covering his face with his hands. Turning to her right, Jenny saw a Chicago police car had stopped at the intersection.
The officer in the driver’s seat had trained his spotlight on them. Jenny looked at the officer with relief as his gaze fell upon her. He looked Jenny up and down a bit too obviously, and thought she looked vaguely familiar.
“Everything ok miss?”
“No. This guy…”
Turning back to look at the mysterious man, she and the officer both reacted with surprise, as he was gone. The officer’s partner got out of the squad and took off around the corner after the man. The driver tilted his head while grasping his shoulder radio and relayed their location and a brief description of the suspicious person in the area.
After activating the car’s emergency lights, he got out and walked over to Jenny. She was confused, but otherwise seemed ok. The officer’s badge read “Al Rotski.” He was stocky, had a pleasant face, a deliberate stride, and looked like a typical Chicago police officer: friendly, helpful, and able to take most troublemakers down a few notches.
“Ma’am are you ok?”
“Yeah. He just spooked me. I’m late for work, I need to get going.”
“Where do you work, we’ll give you a ride.”
“Rotski…”
His partner Matt Woltroff had come back around the corner and could tell Al had taken a liking to the victim.
Rotski looked at the winded Woltroff and asked, “Didn’t catch him huh?”
“No sign of him either way. Just vanished.”
“Fastest perp alive huh? Your goatee probably scared him off.”
“Fuck you. You get a statement yet? Or were you too busy checking her out?”
“I’m working on her… her statement.”
Jenny looked from one officer to the other.
“Guys. Nothing happened, he was weird and scary that’s all, but you obviously scared him off. God forbid you start rounding up everyone who’s weird. The streets would be deserted. Now really, I’ve got to go before I get fired.”
“We’ll drop you off.”
“No really, it’s right there… Gary’s in the next block.”
The officers looked up the street and Officer Rotski smiled. “That’s where I know you from. Hey Woltroff you hungry?”
Woltroff shaking his head, glared at his partner who gave him an innocent shrug that meant he was absolutely up to something.
“I’m hungry. You hungry?”
“We’ve got two hours before we break, and we’re not going to Gary’s.”
“Fine. So…online banking.”
“What about online banking?”
“Do you use it?”
Woltroff looked at his partner with a pained look. Rotski had a habit of starting random conversations whether anyone else was participating and often picked up prior debates in the middle of something unrelated.
“Yeah.”
“Like to check your balance and pay bills.”
Jenny watched the exchange confused, but amused.
“That’s what it’s for.”
“How much does it cost? When I last looked into it, it cost money to register and use it so I said, ‘Fuck it,’ and never looked into it further.”
“It’s free. When did you look into it?”
“1999.”
“Things might have changed a little bit in this century. Get in the car! Ma’am just call 911 if that guy shows up again.”
They got back in the squad car, turned off its lights, and headed south to continue their patrol. Despite Officer Rotski’s pleadings, Woltroff’s insistence on keeping to an assigned break schedule and a bar fight meant another night of quickly eaten crappy fast food in their squad car.
Jenny started walking again, crossed the street, and was quickly at Gary’s Diner.
* * * * *
Jenny’s thoughts returned to the present where she was still lying on her side, looking out the window at the vast field of stars burning against the cold black of space. That’s what vampires are she thought. We are the cold black space between the warm racing pulses and strong beating hearts of humans.
The door to her room buzzed. Slowly she rose and gingerly picked up a silk white kimono from the back of a chair. Reaching the door to her cabin, she slid into the robe and activated the door viewer screen. Outside her room stood a familiar smiling young red headed woman. Jenny recognized her as Amy, the evening shift attendant for the concierge-level. Jenny reached for the door’s control panel, and paused letting a false warm smile appear on her face.
“Yes, Amy?”
Amy was smiling and her eyes were warm. She paused and Jenny saw her eyes dart quickly downward and back up. Jenny had pulled on her robe and tied it, but it did little to cover her and she realized it might be a tad risqué for some. One thing about vampires that was unintentionally true was their impact on others.
Because they had lived so long as cold and lonely beings, their natural beauty and aloof nature made them seem appealing to some. While it was of little value to a vampire to inspire such lust being dormant in nearly all aspects of life, it did provide a steady stream of willing victims and therefore meals.
“Can I…get you anything miss?”
Shaken from her musings, Jenny turned to the attractive flight attendant and fixed her with an intense stare.
“I’m fine for the moment…Amy.”
Her dark black eyes were locked on the young girl’s clear blue eyes with such intensity that seemed to briefly transfix Amy. Jenny saw the first hints of a blush on the girl’s cheeks. She knew that when the time came, Amy would be easy prey.
“Well…if you…need anything just let me know.”
“Oh I will darling.” Jenny smiled as the girl backed up a step and Jenny closed the door to her cabin.
As Jenny turned her long-dead eyes back to the window and the stars, she could sense the hapless girl’s confused eyes burning holes in her cabin door. She was sure she knew the names of all the stars out there. Jenny loved the stars. Unlike the sun, whose proximity was lethal, these were far away.
Distant and ancient like vampires. Stars had burned long before she was born, and would continue to do so long after this night. This night, while the stars twinkled, young Amy would come back to check on her and join her for a midnight snack. Though she doubted Amy knew that yet.
* * * * *
Jenny found herself thinking more about that long ago night. Once she had reached the diner, she had a final smoke outside before going in. As was her habit, she tapped the sign on the door that read “Proudly serving Chicago since 1979.” Gary waved and chided her for smoking by the entrance for the thousandth time.
Walking through the dining area, she passed the counter and kitchen and went into the back employee area. Jenny went over to the bank of lockers and unlocked hers: #848. Gary had gotten the lockers and a few other odds and ends left over from the old building that used to be at this address: 848 S. Wabash. Jenny wondered again about the odds of that same number coming up like that.
She noticed she was seeing it everywhere lately, license plates, phone numbers and when she checked the time it was often 8:48 a.m. or p.m. She figured it must be one of those weird coincidences when you fixate on a number and then start noticing it everywhere. She finished dressing while making a mental note to play 8-4-8 in the three-number lottery again.
She reached for her nametag, which she always left on the small shelf at the top of the locker. It was gone. Looking around the 12”x24” locker she was getting irritated when she saw it. It was in the far back corner, her name facing the back wall. She picked it up while arching one eyebrow perplexed.
She pinned the tag on her blouse, ensuring to reuse the same puncture holes from countless nights gone by. Suddenly, Jenny felt a chill run down her spine. Looking up at the vent in the ceiling, she shrugged assuming the a/c had kicked on, and headed out on the floor.
Grabbing a coffee pot, she began pouring refills and flirting with the regulars. She worked the counter crowd first, three or four people always made a point of sitting up close and personal. Then she moved out to check on the tables and booths. Nadine and Alex were working and she said hi to both. They were finishing up, counting tips and cleaning. Soon she’d have the diner to herself: midnight shift was something she’d always preferred.
Out on the floor were only a handful of people, a couple she didn’t recognize and Crow. Sitting in a booth by herself, reading some ebook on her ereader, Crow Lee, had been coming in for a while now. They chatted about books and life in Chicago; Crow had only recently moved here, and occasionally they shared a cigarette out front. Jenny had come to consider her a friend.
Crow had been at Gary’s when that cat attack had occurred. Jenny had started talking to her about it the next time she saw her, but it was obvious Crow didn’t want to speak about it. Everyone had been freaked out about it, so Jenny hadn’t pushed the matter further.
“Hey you. What are you reading?”
Crow looked up and smiled and thanked Jenny for the coffee refill.
“Romeo and Juliet.”
“The one with DeCaprio?”
“Uh yeah…”
Crow smiled at her. She had grown fond of Jenny’s company and enjoyed talking with her about books, things to do in the city and life in general. She was a little confused about some of the feelings she was having for Jenny, and she sensed the confusion was mutual. For now, she was content to just take things one thing at a time.
At the moment, she was just happy to be alive. The recent animal attacks in the city had terrified her. The last attack in particular had happened near the diner and based on the news reports, Crow realized she must have walked right by the attack. For all she knew, she had nearly been killed herself.
“Are you ok?”
Crow blushed. She realized she’d been lost in thought and missed what Jenny was saying.
“What? Sorry, I must have spaced out for a minute.”
“That’s ok. I was just wondering how you could read like that. It’s such a small screen, black and white and it’s just not… a book.”
“It’s just the same as a regular book, but I can have 1,000s on here. Look at the e-ink; it looks just like paper with printing on it. But no trees had to die so I can read it.”
“I don’t know. I just love the smell and feel of a book in my hands.”
Crow smiled and moved further into the booth and gently patted the spot next to her. Jenny put down the coffee pot and sat down next to her friend. Crow leaned towards her and showed her the screen and Jenny read aloud.
O blessed, blessed night! I am afeard.
Being in night, all this is but a dream,
Too flattering-sweet to be substantial.”
Three words, dear Romeo, and good night indeed.
If that thy bent of love be honourable,
Thy purpose marriage, send me word to-morrow,
By one that I'll procure to come to thee,
Where and what time thou wilt perform the rite;
And all my fortunes at thy foot I'll lay
And follow thee my lord throughout the world.”
As they were reading, they had leaned in toward each other in a comfortable way. Nadine and Alex both behind the counter exchanged glances at each other and shook their heads. It was obvious something was brewing with Jenny and this girl.
Jenny turned slightly to look at Crow.
“Well it’s a lot easier to read than I thought.”
“I told you.”
They stopped, their eyes locked and they were both suddenly very aware of their proximity. Their fingers were slightly touching on the ereader and Jenny moved one of hers slightly. Crow’s eyes shifted to their fingers and she unconsciously bit her lip.
“I guess…I should be getting back to e-work.”
Crow smiled. “Yeah and I’d better get e-home. I’ve got to be at work early tomorrow.”
Jenny let go of the ereader and slid out of the booth. Picking up her coffee pot, she smiled and winked.
“Catch you later Crow.”
“Goodnight.” Crow smiled back and pulling out her purse, left some cash to cover the bill. She pulled out money for a tip and folding the bills handed them over to Jenny. Again their fingers briefly touched, as their eyes met.
Jenny smiled and took the money and slipped it into her shirt pocket. Crow got up and gathering her stuff headed for the door. Jenny went back behind the counter and pulled out the tip to put in the tip drawer. As she unfolded the bills, she looked out the front windows and saw Crow lighting a cigarette and texting on her mobile. If she wasn’t reading she was texting.
Jenny looked down to put her tips in the drawer and her pocket vibrated. Reaching into her pocket, she retrieved her phone and saw she had a new text from Crow. She clicked to view and read the brief message: “Doing anything Fri pm? Hang out? Call/txt me l8tr. C.” Jenny felt unexpectedly excited and nervous, and she felt warmth in her cheeks. She looked up to see Crow was gone, only a small cloud of smoke remained.
She clicked “Reply” and pausing to collect her thoughts, slowly typed out her message.
“Ok. Would like that. J.”
She clicked “send” and pocketed her phone. Jenny was excited to see where this was heading.
* * * * *
Staring again up at the ceiling of her cabin, Jenny recalled the heady rush of excitement at the prospect of a new life adventure. In life, one only has so many chances for real happiness. A relationship with Crow might have been something special, but it was never to be.
That night so long ago at Gary’s Diner was the last time Jenny ever saw Crow. Hours later Jenny was dead. And shortly thereafter she was undead: a true revenant. A vampire. That night when she was killed and reborn everything changed.
Not a day had passed in three centuries that Jenny didn’t wish she could go back in time and change everything. A second chance at… whatever might have been. At the same time, she also wouldn’t change a thing on the path that lead to her being here.
She used to look for some reason why vampires existed. Why she was chosen and whether it was fate or destiny. For centuries she wandered the earth, sometimes encountering more revenants, sometimes skinwalkers. Mainly she tried to stay out of history’s way. And then the Revenant War came and everything changed. Now that she was the only of her kind left, she knew her destiny.
On a new world, Mars, the vampire race would survive and return. The revenant would have their revenge on the Bestia Gens clans. They would learn about loss. The war wasn’t over, not even close.
* * * * *
Once again her thoughts fell to that ancient night. Not long after Crow had left, Nadine and Alex ended their shifts and after some not-so-subtle teasing about Jenny’s new girlfriend, said goodnight and headed home. Both Gary and Jenny were creatures of the night and preferred the relative quiet of the graveyard shift.
Jenny had always wondered why they called this it the “graveyard shift” anyway. It’s not like people worked overnight in graveyards. Who would want to? They had to be one of the scariest places to work at night. She could just imagine making the rounds between tombstones, maybe some fog hanging in the air, an early Fall chill added for good measure. Terrifying.
For the first few hours, nothing much happened out of the ordinary. The usual handful of late night coffee drinkers, cops and some “goth” types rebelling against sleep and societal norms, came and went. A few late shift workers showed up at various points for their lunch hour. All in all a slow night, but average for tips.
Around 3 a.m., Jenny let Gary know she was taking out the trash and would take a quick smoke break in the alley out back. She made a run around the room and made sure coffee cups were full and everyone was content for the moment. Then she gathered up the trash and headed to the back door. The door was broken from the alley-side, so they had to use a piece of wood to keep the door from closing completely.
She walked over to their dumpster, lifted the lid and tossed the bags into it. The lid fell with more force than intended and the sudden noise echoed down the dark foggy alley upsetting the rats and cats active at this time of night.
Reaching into her apron’s pocket, she pulled out her cigarettes and placed one in her full lips. She lit it and took a long drag before exhaling slowly. Somewhere down the alley, she could hear jazz coming from someone’s radio. As the sweet saxophone sounds wash over her, her body swayed to the music. She wandered away from the dumpster and the back door towards the music.
Suddenly, a bang startled her. Her eyes flashed open and she quickly looked up and down the alley. She saw nothing ahead of her, so she looked back at the diner. The door was closed completely, and the board lay on the ground nearby. She saw no one and figured it must have slipped out somehow. Or this was Gary’s subtle way of telling her that break time was over.
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