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“If thou openest not the gate to let me enter, I will break the door, I will wrench the lock, I will smash the door-posts, I will force the doors. I will bring up the dead to eat the living. And the dead will outnumber the living.”
Ishtar (to the gatekeeper of the underworld)
* * * * *
Dark Bites
Part 1 - Windy City of the Dead
* * * * *
Crow Lee awoke with a start. She was dreaming of her mother performing a tea ceremony in a kimono for her and her father. Her father was dressed in a traditional Japanese outfit as well. Her mother was Native American, and Crow bore the striking features of both her parents, but she’d never seen them doing anything like this.
Suddenly, the dream she was having slipped from her thoughts lost forever as the real world pushed its way into her consciousness. It was dark, some time in the middle of the night and something had awoken her.
Sitting up she blinked away the sleep and cocked her head to the side. At 27, she’d gotten used to living alone in the three years since moving from Seattle to Chicago. Her parents weren’t thrilled to see her go, but respected her decision.
She knew something had awoken her, and it was something she sensed more than heard. A feeling. A hum or buzz. Then she felt it, a vibration shaking her condo. What the hell was happening? A variety of theories went through her mind, but one kept repeating: earthquake.
Just as suddenly as it began it was over. At least the vibration was over, but an audible hum continued. Crow struggled to place the sound and then realized it sounded like an idling truck. That’s what it sounded like and if she were anywhere else she would believe it. But her condo was 52 stories above the city of Chicago, and she couldn’t hear 50 trucks idling from this height.
Heart racing, breathing fast, she jumped out of bed and ran to her living room. Crossing to the sliding glass door she went out on her porch. Scanning the surrounding buildings, she saw various lights coming on as other people awoke.
Shivering in the early morning air, she realized her white cotton t-shirt and boxer shorts weren’t the best choice. But Crow felt adrenaline temporarily offsetting the cold. Her condo was near Lake and Dearborn streets near the Chicago River. Crow looked east towards Lake Michigan and then down.
As the wind blew towards her sporadically, she thought she could hear a faint echo of car alarms and sirens, and to the southeast she saw smoke coming from behind a building. In the sky above the building, she saw an orange glow. Crow now realized that it wasn’t an earthquake but perhaps a plane crash.
Running back inside, she flipped on her television and started scanning news channels. At the same time, she opened her laptop and began checking news sites, social networks and video sites. It was only ten minutes since she had woken up, but she found a video clip already online.
Reaching for her purse, Crow dug around until she found her phone and a cigarette pack, which was empty. She’d forgotten she was going to grab some on the way to work.
Clicking to the video clip she flipped her phone open and quickly sent a mass text message to all of her local friends and family: “R U OK?!?! WTF think a plane crashed downtown!” As she hit send, a breaking news bulletin started on TV as the video clip started. She muted her computer and her eyes flipped back/forth between the two sources of perpetual information. Her phone began to beep as various contacts began to reply.
A newscaster was still having a microphone hooked on his label and last minute makeup applied. He quickly dismissed them realizing they were already “live” and started calmly into his bulletin. “I’m David Taylor with a WMXV breaking news alert. A few minutes ago, an object crashed in the Loop area. Apparently the object cut through the corner of one office tower before impacting near the Thompson Center.”
Crow’s multitasking eyes were trained now on the laptop that showed some inane teens performing dares in their apartment. Suddenly one of them was pointing off “camera” and in a flurry of movement, the view refocused as it was brought out onto a deck similar to hers. She watched as the inebriated kid steadied himself and focused the camera on the building next to them.
At first it was hard to see what they were looking at, but then you could see a glow starting to appear in the clouds. In the glass of the building, the reflection of an object on a collision course could be seen getting larger and clearer.
Before Crow could really see what it was the camera shook and then refocused as an object tore through the corner of the building across from the party tearing a massive hole in the process. An explosion was heard and almost instantly, a shockwave erupted knocking the partiers down and the footage abruptly stopped.
Crow refocused on the TV in time to hear the newscaster state “The FAA when contacted a few minutes ago confirmed tracking an unknown object on radar, but denied that it was a plane. Again, FAA initially reporting that the object does not appear to have been a plane.”
Crow noticed it had started to rain, and the reporter was motioning to someone off camera and was soon handed an umbrella. Looking back down she saw the video had ended and the next video had launched. Closing the browser, she focused fully on the TV.
“Rumors are already spreading online that it was a meteorite and of course some claim it was a UFO. WMXV has been unable to reach the Air Force for a comment. We will continue to…hold on…” David Taylor looked away and touched his earpiece and Crow saw him mouth “What?”
“Ladies and gentlemen…the police department has issued an alert asking all citizens to remain in their homes. Due to the potentially dangerous fires, fumes or…” why was he pausing? He looked really out of sorts she thought.
“Or chemicals that could be released in a crash or explosion, agencies from the FAA, NTSB, FEMA, the CDC and HAZMAT teams are being mobilized for the response. Police are sealing off the area to keep back onlookers. Again, please remain in your homes and let the agencies responding handle the matter so this can be resolved as quickly as possible.”
Crow went to the bathroom and peed. She was really craving a cigarette and some coffee. She suddenly remembered where she’d left an emergency pack of cigarettes. She finished peeing, flushed and headed to the kitchen, the slate flooring felt particularly cold on her bare feet.
Pouring old coffee into a mug she put in the microwave on “beverage” mode and crossed to a drawer. Sure enough at the back of the drawer were a single pack and some matches. Pulling it out and opening it, she pulled one out, struck a match and was soon inhaling and exhaling the deadly fumes that made her so calm.
Her phone continued to beep as more people replied to her message. The microwave joined in the cacophony of noises and she retrieved the heated coffee, added some sugar, stirred with a finger and sipped. It was horrible as she figured it would be, but even bad coffee was better than none.
Walking back to the living room she tapped her cigarette into an ashtray and continue to watch the news, smoke and drink coffee. The newscaster was still on reading announcements. He seemed rather disconcerted about something. Crow pondered the agencies he said were coming, as it seemed like a lot of people. For a moment she wondered if it really was a UFO.
* * * * *
Crow picked up her phone and started to scan through the messages. Her friends were ok it appeared, but she saw several from her brother. Opening the last one it read “…ing again!” Confused she paged back and read his texts from the beginning.
“Sis-check out this video. A guy I know sent me the link.”
“Did you watch it yet?”
“R U THERE?”
“I know u will say im nutz-its real its all real. They r rising up and it’s happen…”
“…ing again!”
Crow typed a reply that she was watching the video and would “BRB” so he’d stop incessantly texting her and as usual wondered how he typed so fast.
Tapping on the hyperlink, her phone’s browser opened and the clip began to load. She saw what appeared to be a college dorm room and a young man seated in front of his computer speaking into the monitor.
“Hi. This is Jason with my new video blog. Zombies. What the government knows and is keeping from you.”
Crow took another drag and sighed as she exhaled. Her brother was a few steps away from paranoid and tended to collect conspiracy freaks as friends.
On the TV, the newscaster was reporting the police were encountering looters near the crash site and were doing their best to contain the situation. The steady rain was apparently hampering their efforts and made visibility difficult.
“I was reading in the library about this supposed plane crash ten years ago in Ohio. Something about the reports didn’t make sense so I got a copy of everything I could find and read every page.”
“Then about two weeks later I found a copy of an FAA report which discussed the event and referred to the object as a bogey. It went on to clarify that no flights could be correlated to the crash. The report was stamped “CLASSIFIED” but had been apparently accidentally declassified nine years later during a change in personnel.”
“Nobody had paid attention to it so I decided to dig deeper. I contacted the witnesses and no one would talk to me. It took days before someone told me the truth. I could hardly believe it but he swears it was true. It was a meteorite. But not just any meteorite, but it had some special bacteria or virus in it. Within a few minutes of impact in a farm field, a farmer and his family were found killed.”
“The police followed a trail back to a nearby farming cemetery, one of those little ones that families use to bury their own dead for generations. The graves were dug up, supposedly from within. Yes my friends…zombies.”
Crow exhaled and coughed as she paused the video. She giggled and started to laugh as she reached for the coffee and took another sip.
“Again ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm. Police, fire and paramedics are at the scene handling the situation. We…we’re getting reports…apparently there are…we’ve received reports from an eyewitness that homeless people appear to be coming up from lower Wacker and out of the sewers attacking the first responders.”
Crow choked and spit out her coffee.
“Our reporter is now live on the scene, Natalia can you hear me?”
“Thanks David. Well as you can see behind me, a huge impact crater with flames sits in the middle of the street. Fire fighters are struggling to put out the flames and police are now faced with a growing mob of what looks like homeless people coming at them from all directions.”
Crow watched in silence as the reporter and her camera crew moved closer and suddenly stopped as shots rang out. They turned to see a police officer firing into the air over an approaching crowd who seemed unfazed. He turned to his men and gave orders, the officers drew their weapons and stepped back and aimed.
“It appears they are going to…AAUUGGH.”
The cameraman spun around in time to focus on the reporter being grabbed by two men. She was struggling and kicking and begging for help. One of the men pulled her arm up to his mouth and with a moan bit her. She screamed louder and in the background the sounds of gunshots rang out, the cameraman dropped his camera as he ran to help his colleague.
The camera ended up on its side pointing towards the police who were firing at the growing crowd, which was quickly outnumbering the officers. As they began to retreat a few spun and pointed behind them. Another group was coming from behind them cutting off their only escape. As the men fired in all directions yelling for back up and help, a firefighter turned a hose on the closest group knocking them back.
A few officers made it, but the rest were grabbed and pulled into the mass. Their shots and screams were suddenly drowned out by the foreground noise of the cameraman and his reporter obviously fighting for their lives. The rain grew in intensity making it hard to focus. Crow saw some of the crowd lifting objects in the air. The rain was ending, but it still hard to see what was happening.
Crow sat frozen in terror as she heard crying and screaming. Sickening growling sounds and what sounded like chewing and breaking of sticks emanated through her speakers. Slowly there was only the sound of chewing and moaning. A pool of blood ran slowly past the camera and started to pool along the bottom of the lens.
For a moment, there was only sickening meaty, juicy sounds of feasting and then you could hear feet shuffling closer and closer. Crow watched as they came into picture and kept walking. Suddenly one of them spoke a guttural, raspy voice that said, “Brains…” The screen suddenly cut back to the studio.
“This is David Reynolds reporting live for WMXV. We are experiencing technical difficulties with our team and we’ll bring them back as soon as we can reconnect the feed. And now a brief commercial interruption.”
The channel cut away to a cat food commercial and Crow sat back. She put out her cigarette and sat for a moment in stunned silence.
* * * * *
Her phone was exploding with text messages. She went to the sink and washed her face with water before coming back to the couch. Picking up her phone she saw more texts from her brother and a friend, both of whom had seen the same thing.
Flipping open her laptop, she saw copies of the video were already loaded on the video sites and then checking social networks, various postings and trends about “Chicago Zombies” and “Windy City Zombies” were already starting to be referenced and forwarded by others.
It was impossible she thought to herself. That’s only in the movies. Zombies aren’t real. She went over to the sliding door and went back out on the porch. The glow was still present and she definitely could hear sirens and helicopters were now circling the area.
This can’t be happening. Wait that video she was watching, she’d paused it. She lifted up her phone and tapped the “play” icon.
“While the police were investigating the zombies attacked. Fortunately they were really old bodies and slow. The more recent the death the faster they were, the smarter they were. Some of them were over a 100 years old and more skeleton than anything.”
“The cops shot through their heads and then resorted to shovels. In the end, two of the cops were bitten, but they stopped the outbreak quickly. The two dead cops suddenly reanimated and they too had to be killed. It was an isolated rural area so a large-scale outbreak was avoided.”
“The government swooped in and made everyone sign confidentiality papers, paid them off and covered everything up. All of the zombie bodies were burned on the spot. My contacts in the military told me that they were hoping to analyze the meteorite to be able to make super soldiers immune to death or easy to bring back to keep fighting. I guess this would have been a case of ‘Don’t ask, don’t smell.’”
Crow had about enough of this geek, but what if it was true. That would explain what she just saw on TV and all those government agencies coming so fast. Ok just assume it’s true. Now what? Like most people in the city she ate out most of the time and had little in the way of food supplies. She didn’t have a car because parking spots are at a premium and cost more than her annual rent.
She had to get away, but didn’t want to be the stupid girl in the movie who ends up running, tripping and bitten. She had no desire to end up being a zombie snack. What she needed was a plan and weapons.
Crow thought about all the zombie movies she’d seen and videogames she’d played. She made a mental inventory of her assets as ideas came to her. Guns? None. Cricket bats? Nope. Baseball bats? Nada. She walked back into her condo and began going room to room looking for feasible weapons. What she need was something strong and portable that didn’t require ammo or fuel.
After a few minutes she had assembled a menagerie of objects on her table: a broom, a frying pan, a rolling pin, a hammer, a fire extinguisher, the back lid of her toilet, a heavy metal flashlight, and a few other odds and ends. She was sure with time she could break the legs of some chairs or tables, but it was a start.
Ok next step; protection from biting. Not much good there, but she had some scarves and joint wraps from hurting her knee. She could at least put some padding around her neck and other extremities to make it harder for them to bite her.
She paused for a minute. Was she being completely insane? It’s the middle of the night and she’s preparing to fight zombies? It’s a dream it must be. Her phone buzzed again, this time ringing.
Reaching for the phone she saw it was Rachel her best friend.
“Rachel? Did you…”
“Crow? I’m so scared! I was at a club with someone and he just ran. There are these freaky homeless people attacking people.”
“Rachel! Listen to me… they’re… they’re zombies! You’ve got to hide, get somewhere safe.”
“What? What the fuck are you talking about? They’re just crazy homeless people!”
“Rachel listen it was on the news. There was…”
“Oh no they see me.”
Crow could tell from the sounds and her breathing that she was walking faster and then running.”
“There’s more ahead… shit! I don’t know what to do!”
“Rachel listen to me you have to…”
It was clear that Rachel was no longer listening and was in a sheer panic now running like a trapped mouse surrounded by dozens of very hungry cats.
“AAAAUUUUGGGHHH LEAVE ME ALONE!!!!”
Hysterical she was running again completely ignoring Crow.
“Rachel!”
“I got to an alley I’m going to run down it and I should…NO! There’s more in the alley! I’m trapped! I don’t want to be raped and die! HEELLLLPPP!!”
By this point Crow knew Rachel didn’t even realize she was still holding a phone and that Crow was hearing everything. She wanted to hang up but was paralyzed with terror.
“Get away from me.”
They were close now, moving in from all sides. Crow could hear their moaning and groaning. Then above Rachel’s screaming and yelling Crow heard one of them speak.
“Brains….”
It started with one zombie, and then another started until it became a chorus of chanting zombies voicing that which they craved most.
Rachel was obviously trapped in the alley and Crow heard her lashing out with limbs and throwing trash in a futile attempt to keep the hoard of flesh-hungry undead away.
Crow listened shaking and sobbing as Rachel was finally trapped by the sheer mass of undead. She screamed and yelled as old teeth in ancient moldy jaws made contact with food for the first time in ages. Crow could imagine the blood beginning to spurt and pour from various wounds all over her body.
Crow couldn’t know that a younger, faster zombie had pushed past the others. It grabbed her arm and pulled her close so it could bury its teeth in her neck. Blood sprayed the crowd, many of whom were too far back to feed. These struggled to catch the spray of blood in their dry, dusty mouths. Rachel was screaming and crying out in pain and sheer terror.
As her friend’s phone fell to the ground, Crow dropped her hand and hit the off button as the revolting sounds of gurgling screams mixed with the chewing and biting which were escalating and bones snapping. She knelt sobbing for some time. Her best friend was dead. Fuck, soon she’d be one of them if she didn’t get her ass out of Dodge.
* * * * *
Suddenly the lights began to flicker. The TV seemed to have some interference. The newscaster was back on and was really looking upset now. He began to tell the viewers that the governor had issued a state of emergency and declared martial law. He had also requested the Illinois National Guard be deployed to maintain order and contain the rioting.
“Rioting?” Crow was immediately angry as she realized a cover up was starting. She knew they would blame everything on a small group of homeless rioters who took advantage of a disaster and sweep everything under the rug.
“A curfew has been issued and all schools and offices will be closed tomorrow to keep the city as clear as possible during this crisis. Again, there is no need to panic, the Chicago police are in the process of mopping up at this moment.”
The lights flickered again. Then the lights went out. Moving in the darkness to her sliding door, which was visible thanks to the external light, she went back on the porch she leaned over the railing. It was clear that the entire building was dark, and she could hear screams coming from various tenants above and below.
Her cell phone was buzzing, more text messages. She found her way to it and looked. It was her brother again.
“U ok?”
She replied that she was, but that Rachel had been killed. She then called him.
“Hey sis. I’m so glad you’re ok. What happened to Rachel?”
Crow told him what she’d heard and was crying well before she finished. She had another cigarette going in her shaking hands desperate to get calm.
“You were right Michael. They’re fucking zombies. They ate Rachel. Now the power is out and I don’t know what to do. I have some weapons ready, but I don’t know if I should stay or try and make a run for it.”
“Sis you’ve got to get out of the city, the last outbreak was in the country. This is Chicago. Think of all those people, the cops and firefighters, they’re going to be an army soon. You know what that means… At some point it’s going to reach a tipping point and the mayor, the governor…hell the president will give an order.”
Crow exhaled trying not to think about it.
“They’ll give an order to secure, contain and eradicate. They’ll light up the Windy City like the Fourth of July. It’ll make the Great Chicago Fire look like a backyard fire pit. You have to get the fuck out of the city right now!”
Crow sighed and closed her eyes.
“Ok. I’ll get a few things and get going right now. There has to be someone in this building with a car. Trains and buses aren’t running so that’s that. Has to be a car.”
“You’re only a few blocks from the river and not too far from the lake. Don’t forget the lake. Maybe you can get on a boat. The lake is so close, maybe that would be easier than trying to make it out of the city to the west?”
“I…I don’t know I guess.”
“Crow go now. Text me along the way. Call me as often as you can.”
“Ok. I love you. Talk to you soon.”
“Bye.”
Crow hung up and put out her cigarette. Fumbling on the table she found her flashlight and turned it on. She swung the flashlight’s circle of light around looking at her supplies. She ran to the bedroom and began hunting through her closet. Within a few minutes she had pulled out a backpack and then hurried to her dresser. Quickly extracting clothing she shoved them into the backpack and returned to the family room.
Within the kitchen, she assembled some knives, matches, the pack of cigarettes and assorted snacks and treats. Back to the living room she reviewed the weapons. The hammer she loaded into her backpack. She didn’t see that she had much choice other than the broomstick. Picking it up she kicked a few times to break the bristle part off so she was left with only the stick part.
It wasn’t the best weapon, but would have to do. She put it down, put on her backpack, picked up the broomstick, the flashlight and patted her pants pocket. She realized that she was missing her wallet.
Shining the light over to the kitchen counter she saw it. Heading over she picked up and then jumped as her phone suddenly buzzed. She turned and remembered something else of critical importance, the phone’s charger. If her phone died while she was on the run…
Moving the light over to the nearest socket she saw the phone’s charger hanging from the wall. She put it into the backpack and sighed as she paused to go over everything again.
Moving back to the living room she picked up her mobile phone and reviewed the last message. It was a text from her brother.
“Don’t trust anyone, be afraid of everyone. Remember, the more recent they died, the more the zombie…”
Crow flipped to the next message (2 of 2).
“… will appear normal and be fast. They might even be able to speak.”
“Great.”
Crow pocketed the phone and moved to the porch. Looking out, down and listening she heard more alarms and screams emanating from below. This was going to be fun.
She moved back inside and realized there was commotion out in the hallway. Looking out the peephole, Crow saw the hallway was dark, only dimly lit by security lighting. She heard a sound. She struggled to see and then realized one of the shadows was moving. Or was it? Her eyes might be playing tricks on her.
She thought she heard a low sound. What was it? Whispering?
“Keep moving…”
* * * * *
Crow could barely make out the words. Suddenly a light came on; it was a mobile phone’s screen lighting the way. She recognized the voice as one of her neighbors. He was walking hand in hand with a lady and a small child towards the stairwell.
Crow thought about the situation. With the power out, it was going to take forever to go down 52 flights of stairs. By the time she reached the bottom she’d be in no shape to outrun anything. Crow was pondering her next move when the lights came on suddenly blinding her and the three people in the hallway who screamed in unison.
Bracing herself, she opened the door and went out in the hallway. The trio looked at her and smiled while blinking their vision back into focus.
“You ok?” Crow asked.
“This sucks!” The couple’s teenaged son answered.
“We were going to try for our car in the garage. Do you have a car? I can’t recall. Crow isn’t it?”
Crow nodded to the father and then replied that she didn’t have a car.
“She could come with us right Dad?”
“Sure, we’re heading west to get out of the city, but I figure we need to go now and go fast.”
Crow thought this was the best thing she’d heard all night.
They moved to the elevators and paused. One of them was active and coming up. The four looked at each other and shrugged.
“Well at least they’re working now. I wasn’t looking forward to those stairs!”
Crow smiled at the lady from down the hall. The husband reached out and pushed the button to ensure it would stop on their floor. They waited and Crow realized the teen was eyeing her with little subtlety…unlike his father who was obviously checking her out while trying to keep his wife calm. Crow couldn’t believe that in the midst of a zombie plague hormones were still in command.
“God this is taking forever!” The teen moved over and starting pushing the button over and over.
“Tom, calm down! It won’t come any faster if you keep doing that.”
The floor number’s light came on and there was a familiar beep that occurs when an elevator is approaching its destination. Each member of the group was ready to get out of the building alive. That was a wish that had little chance of coming true.
The elevator had reached the 52nd floor, and stopped.
For a moment nothing occurred, and then the doors began to open. Crow had always hated how slow they were to open and close. The lights inside were flickering a bit and it was hard to take in what they were seeing. Inside the elevator, a woman lay on the floor in a near fetal position with her back towards the entrance. She didn’t appear to be moving.
The floor of the elevator was a pool of dark, rich red blood. The sight burned into their minds, as their eyes were unable to look away. Bleeding wounds that appeared to be bite marks covered her body. Some parts of her forearm had been devoured exposing muscle and bones on the one arm they could see.
“What the fuck?” The teen turned to move away from the elevator and get away from the horror.
Suddenly there was a hideous shriek and with amazing speed the woman sat up, hopped into a crouch and launched like a deranged giant undead frog at Tom’s back. The mutilated arm of the corpse was almost instantly around his neck. Before anyone could react, the lady corpse with great speed leaned forward and bit into his neck.
“AAAUUGGGHHH!!! Get this bitch off of me!!!”
The zombie bit clean through with a sickening squishy crunch and pulled back spraying blood over the parents. His severed artery started spurting and he dropped to his knees convulsing. It was then that Crow fully appreciated the true horror of what she was seeing.
Whatever had attacked this woman downstairs had fed for some time. Her face was largely eaten to the bone and her undead eyes looked upon them with insatiable hunger. Her exposed teeth displayed the flesh and blood being chewed. As Crow stared, blood spilled out through the gaping holes where cheeks had been.
“Must….must have…must have some brains!”
“Oh my God!!! TOM!!!!”
The parents leaned in to push the zombie off their only child. It was very strong and shoved them away. Tom fell to his side shaking and spurting blood from the fatal neck wound. He was already losing color and would be dead soon.
“Fresh brains….so fresh…”
Before anyone could do or say anything the zombie grabbed Tom’s head and smashed it into the floor. It cracked open as she slammed it a few more times. Crow began to gag, and retch. The creature fell quickly to her knees and began to pull at Tom’s hair and scalp. Desperate to get at the brains so close she could literally smell them.
Tom’s dad screamed and ran forward tackling the creature and both fell into the elevator. It had been opening and closing due to the zombie’s proximity to its sensors. The wife screamed for her husband between sobs and screams. She crawled on hands and knees to her boy.
As Crow stood stunned, vomit rising, the elevator doors closed on the epic, but ultimately futile battle between father and undead in the elevator. The doors closed slowly and then the elevator continued its upward journey.
“Oh my god!!!”
Crow turned to see her neighbor cradling the body that had once housed her son Tom’s soul. Crow hoped that his soul had gotten away quickly.
“Jane! Where are your keys?”
“My boy!”
“JANE!”
“My boy…WHY?”
Crow walked right over to her and backhanded her hard. The shock temporarily cleared the woman’s head.
“What?”
“Where are the car keys?”
“Mike…he has them.”
Crow closed her eyes and sighed. So they were at this moment in the pockets of another soon-to-be flesh eater some number of floors above with a zombie feeding away on its prize.
“Don’t you have another set? In your condo?”
“Uh…of course I’m sorry. They should be in the kitchen.”
Jane tossed her a spare front door key, and Crow turned and ran down the hall. She stopped halfway and looked back at Jane holding Tom like he was a newborn asleep in his arms.
“Jane. You should come with me. He’s going to turn any minute and…”
“My boy…”
Crow felt bad, but time was slipping away.
“Fuck it.”
* * * * *
She got to the condo door, unlocked it and entered. She started to walk further in then stopped. Her mind suddenly thought of all the zombie movies she’d seen. Returning to the door she looked out the peephole and saw a convex image of Jane far away lost in hysterical misery. Crow turned the dead bolt and locked the chain. Until she was ready to leave, she needed to ensure she was as safe as possible.
She had taken her bag with her and once in the kitchen she opened it. She pulled out some of the scarves and material she’d found and wrapped them around her neck and wrists. She also lit a much-needed cigarette. Enjoying the smoke, she realized this was incredibly rude, but given the circumstances…
Moving quickly she found the key holder and the spare keys. Thinking it prudent, she moved from room to room looking for critical supplies and/or solid portable weapons. Moving into Tom’s room she found plenty of well-read magazines under his bed, but nothing of value. She moved through the master bedroom and considered multiple options.
She wondered if they had any guns, it seemed unlikely, but worth a check. As quickly as she could, she went through the master bedroom closet. Finding nothing she moved to Mike’s den. There she found two things of interest: a baseball bat and a real samurai sword. Mike had apparently collected antiques, and they were fair game given the circumstances.
Briefly thrilled at her luck she dropped the broomstick and slung the samurai sword’s strap over her shoulder. The fit was a little big, but it would work. She practiced drawing it and swinging it. It was a little awkward at first, but it was surprisingly light and she quickly felt comfortable. The bat weighed more, and she figured she’d carry that as long as she could.
Returning to the main room she poured herself a drink and continued smoking. She knew she had to get going, but this brief reprieve was calming. Fortunately, or unfortunately, reality reasserted itself a few minutes later when she heard Jane yell from down the hall.
“Tom! NOOOO! AAAUUUGGGGHH!”
Running to the door, she watched the convex Tom attacking his convex mom. In a quick move, zombie-Tom had swung out of his baby position and knocked Jane to the floor. He had bitten her neck and was now attacking her face. From here Crow could only watch Jane’s convex feet struggling and jerking frantically and could barely hear her gurgling cries for help.
As if in slow motion, she unlocked the door and started to walk down the hall towards the horror. Hefting the baseball bat, she began to trot, then run as fury overrode common sense. Lifting the bat high she ran full speed towards Tom’s back. He was fully engaged in his meal and she had the advantage.
As she was almost upon him, Tom suddenly stopped feasting and jerked around to look at her with blood red mouth filled with cheek flesh and muscle. His black eyes filled with nothing but hateful hunger. He hissed at her and she started to lose momentum.
“You’re…next…eat you…eat your brains…”
Crow sped back up and swung the bat straight down on Tom’s head. The sound was a sickening crack that made her stomach turn. Tom shook from the impact and fell backward onto his side. Crow moved quickly stand over him, kicked him flat on his back and began to swing the bat.
It was a few minutes later when Crow stopped swinging. She realized she’d been screaming the whole time and tears were flowing freely down her cheeks. They stopped suddenly and she backed away from the broken, smashed face of zombie-Tom. She had just fought a zombie…and won. His brains were a strewn bloody mess sprayed from his cracked skull.
Turning slowly to Jane’s body, she saw it was still twitching. She dropped the bat, and reached down and set Jane up in a sitting position. She drew the sword from its scabbard, she needed the practice and Jane had volunteered. Jane was as good as dead and soon would be undead looking to eat her brains. Crow prepared herself and swung towards Jane’s neck.
“Ding!” The approaching elevator sound distracted her for a second and her aim was a little off. The sword easily cut into Jane’s left arm slicing it off just below the shoulder and getting stuck into her ribs. The elevator had stopped.
“Fuck!” She began to desperately pull at the sword now stuck into Jane like an axe into a tree. The doors began to slowly open and she began to panic. Using her foot to push on Jane for added strength, she pulled the sword free. The doors opened fully and zombie-Mike stood there, bleeding from where his eyes had been sniffing the air and smiling.
“Hungry…must…must feed…I smell them…I smell brains…so close…”
Crow pulled back the sword and this time with pure instinct driving her muscles, the sword sang through the air, connected with zombie-Mike’s neck and in one motion severed his head from his body.
“I’m…”
The head fell and bounced/rolled on the ground.
“Uuuuhhh…”
Crow spun to face Jane who was struggling to lean forward and grasp her leg with her remaining arm, mouth opening and closing in biting motions.
“So…so hungry…”
The sword met its mark this time and Jane’s head joined Mike’s on the floor. Their lifeless bodies lay in bloody pools mingling with Tom’s. Crow noticed she wasn’t shaking or crying any more.
She kept Mike’s body in the elevator doorway to keep it on this floor while she searched their pockets for wallets and quickly had some credit cards and cash to add to her own. Crow was now completely dedicated to self-preservation. And that meant getting to the garage and stealing a car.
* * * * *
Moving Mike out of the elevator, she entered and checked the buttons. There weren’t any other buttons lit so at least she knew she could reach the bottom without stopping. She tried to ignore the fact that she had no way of knowing if anyone below had hit a button, but she had to take that chance.
She reached out to press the lobby button and stopped. Instead she pressed the third floor button. If that original zombie had been in the lobby that could mean more were coming into the building from the street. She would take the stairs from the third floor and if any came up she’d at least have the high ground.
The doors closed slowly and the elevator began to descend.
“21…20…19…18…”
A few seconds passed between beeps and it seemed to her that this was the single longest ride of her life.
“14…13…Beep.”
Crow had a sharp intake of breath-someone had pressed the floor button on thirteen. “Fuck!” she thought as the elevator slowly came to a stop and already she was hearing things she didn’t want to hear. The muffled sounds of screams, moans and chewing were emanating from the hallway beyond the doors.
The doors started to open and the sight was almost too much to bear. At least six zombies were in the hallway attacking or feeding on residents of the condos on this floor. Most of her neighbors were already dead, but a few were still twitching.
At the sound of the doors, the two nearest zombies paused their gruesome feeding and turned to look at Crow. She reached out and began to stab the close door button. The zombies stood quickly and began to walk down the hall towards her.
Crow hefted the bat and braced herself as the doors started to close again with agonizing slowness. Growling and hissing the zombies started to move faster, breaking into a run. She inhaled quickly and raised the bat ready to swing.
One of the zombies moved ahead of the other and was nearly to the elevator. The doors were almost closed, but Crow knew that if any part of that zombie got between the doors they’d start to reopen. It would take even longer to get away.
As the zombie reached the door, Crow realized there was no way out other than to fight. She leaned forward and swung the bat. It connected with the zombie, a young teen girl obviously only recently turned into a hungry undead killer.
The bat connected with the undead teen’s head with a crack. She fell back with a cry of pain and rage as blood began to pour from a hole in its head. The other zombie collided with her, and they collapsed in a pile in the hallway.
The doors had begun to slowly open again thanks to her bat swing. She was stabbing the close door button again furiously. They reached a fully open position, paused for what seemed like ages before starting to close again.
The zombies who had collided were fighting and clawing at each other in a rage. They were for the moment ignoring Crow, but as the doors started to close again slowly, they fell to the ground continuing their fight. As the doors were halfway closed, they stopped suddenly and looked towards the elevator and Crow.
Growling, they sprang up and started down the hallway. The doors were nearly closed and she braced herself again for the attack. They yelled in rage and lurched forward as the doors finally closed. As the elevator began to move downward again, she heard the two zombies beating their fists in frustration and growling against the doors.
Crow stumbled against the back wall. She sank to the floor of the descending elevator. Staring straight ahead she reached for her purse, realizing it wasn’t within reach, she used her foot to bring it closer.
Still staring ahead she reached for her cigarettes, pulled one out and while placing it between her lips with one hand, fumbled in her purse for the lighter. Finding it she lit the cigarette, took a deep drag and exhaled. The elevator began to fill with the fog of her smoke.
11…10…9…
The elevator politely called out each floor as it came and went. The small falling box was fairly cloudy with smoke, but Crow didn’t care. She realized the elevator might make the destination without interruption this time.
Slowly she got up and assembled her stuff. Hefting the bat, she finished her cigarette, dropped it to the floor, and smashed it with her foot as her eyes focused on the floor numbers.
4…3…
* * * * *
The elevator slowed and came to a stop with its usual beep. Other than her own breathing and the usual elevator noises, Crow heard nothing else. She tried to remember if she knew anyone on the third floor and decided she didn’t. After tonight, she probably never would.
The doors began to part as slowly as usual. The hallway was empty and the lights were starting to flicker again. Cautiously, she stepped out into the hallway. She worried about being able to use the elevator again so she dropped her bag in the path of the doors. She scanned the hall for something, anything she could use to keep them open and the elevator reliably parked.
At first she saw nothing but a hallway and the various doors, some of which were open. She looked up at the ceiling and again saw nothing of value. Frustrated, she knew she was getting further and further away from relative safety of the elevator. Her heart was starting to race and the only sound was that of the doors slowly opening and closing, over and over.
She was near the end of the hall, almost to the stairs when she saw something on the floor. At first she wasn’t sure what it was, some kind of toy she thought. Moving closer, fighting the visual confusion caused by the flickering lights she knelt and reached for the object.
Her hands grasped the small toy, not much bigger than her hand and lifted it up to get a better look. The movement triggered something in the toy, which she now realized was a clown. It was a tattered, well-worn clown toy that seemed to be amused by something. Crow hated clowns and wasn’t amused.
“Hey boys and girls….”
Due to its age and obvious heavy use by the kid who owned it, the voice had a slight warble to it. Crow hated it, but realized it was her best hope for a doorstop.
“I wanna play…”
Crow sighed and started to turn before freezing. She had let her guard down. The doors were still making their noise, but she realized she was being watched. She didn’t want to turn around, but knew she had to look. Whipping around she saw a small figure standing facing her in front of the elevator.
Crow had to get her backpack so she slowly moved back down the hall. The young girl stood almost motionless, swaying every so slightly her black eyes transfixed. Crow’s foot caught the rug and she nearly fell. In the process, the clown toy shook and erupted in giggles. The dead child in front of the elevator seemed confused and then laughed. It was the creepiest laugh Crow had ever heard and she felt chills along her spine.
The little figure screeched and lurched forward with lightening speed. Now fully in the light, its front was covered in blood and gore soaked into its shirt and particles were on its chin and shirt, no doubt brains. Crow cursed her luck and braced herself. As she started to back up, she noticed the child zombie seemed to follow her hand movement and the doll in particular.
Shaking it to life, it again spoke its uneven recorded blurbs.
“I like kids…”
The zombie child shrieked and lurched at her reaching up for the toy in a joyous rage. It was a gamble, but she held the toy up out of reach. The child began to wail in a horrifying shriek.
“QUIET!” Crow yelled as loud as she could. The child reacted in terror as if its ears were hyper sensitive and it quickly backed down the hall to an open door and ran inside crying. Crow stayed frozen and listened to the whimpering behind the partially open door. After a few minutes the weeping ceased. Then she heard what sounded like a low moan, which evolved into a growl.
The child came out of the apartment running and shrieking in a full rage. Crow reacted quickly and threw the toy to her left into another open apartment door. “Fetch!” The child nearly knocked her over as it barreled down the hall after the toy which exclaimed, “Let’s try a new game…”
Crow turned, raced over to the elevator and grabbed her backpack, put it on and drew her sword. The bat was stronger, but it was a kid, zombie or not. She wanted to make this a quick kill. Crow walked slowly, but steadily down the hall with her sword at the ready.
The creature had apparently found the toy and was proceeding to shake it and screech horribly as the clown laughed.
Crow moved quickly down the hall quietly passing the open door on the way to the stairwell exit. As she reached for the doorknob, the lights went out. She froze in a panic in complete silence and darkness. Behind her the clown toy laughed anew. And then there was silence. And then a little girl zombie said loudly “Uh oh.” Crow strained to see any movement in the dark. With a flicker the lights suddenly came back on and she was momentarily blinded.
“Fuck…gotta get outta here…” She said mainly to get herself going. She turned the knob and opened the door. She paused in the doorway. There was a noise, but not close. The little undead girl came running out of the apartment after her.
Bracing herself, Crow drew the sword up and back and waited. The girl was running fast and screaming. She was almost to Crow when she swung down on her head. The sword cut straight through the girl slicing her into two halves that fell to either side of the hallway gushing blood and twitching.
Crow knelt and wiped the sword off on the girl’s left half side’s portion of her dress. She rose and calmly returned the sword to its sheath. Turning, she walked through the stairwell door and let it close behind her.
* * * * *
Cautiously she looked first down and then up the stairwell. She definitely heard something in the distance above. It appeared to be more of the creatures further up the stairwell. There was no way to know if they were going up or down, and she started to descend quickly and quietly.
Moving a landing at a time, she worked her way down the spiral stairwell from floor three to two and then one. She debated exiting at this level, but decided to continue with her original plan and reach the garage.
Continuing down the stairs, she quickly reached the bottom. She suddenly wondered why she hadn’t met more people trying to flee. Maybe they were all dead. Maybe some were still blissfully sleeping unaware of the impending doom and horror.
Crow now faced the door to the garage’s main parking level. She reached in her pocket and pulled out the keys and held them firm in her right hand. Taking a deep breath she slowly opened the door, which was mercifully silent and looked across the parking garage.
The hum of the fluorescent lights was nearly deafening, as was her pounding heartbeat. Looking left and right she stepped forward and closed the door carefully behind her. She moved slowly and deliberately forward, constantly scanning her surroundings and listening for any sounds.
She suddenly realized she had no idea what car she should be looking for. She paused and tried to remember if she’d ever seen that family driving, but she hadn’t. She didn’t want to try every car door, but she was afraid to walk around clicking the key ring to prompt the car to beep. What if a zombie was nearby and heard the noise?
But time was of the essence and she had to get out of here. She looked at the key ring and its buttons. She double clicked the unlock button. Nothing happened.
Walking to the central aisle, Crow continued to periodically double click the key ring while slowly circling and constantly scanning the garage. She was about halfway down the row when she heard two sounds.
“Beep! Beep!”
A car six spots further suddenly made a noise and the headlights flashed twice. She had found it. But she also heard another noise. Behind her the door to the garage slammed open with a bang. There stood two zombies looking around and growling. One stepped forward and let out a hoarse, scratchy yell.
She began to run towards the car only pausing to look back as she reached the door. Behind her she saw at least seven zombies now fighting against each other to get through the doorway and feast. As they got through, they began to run towards her.
Crow got in and closed the door and locked the doors. She fumbled for the keys and finding the one for the car, slid it into place and turned it. The car came to life and she quickly flipped on the lights and put it in gear. She hit the gas and turned the wheel towards the exit.
She flicked on the radio and hit the “scan” button to try and find some news if any were possible on the AM channels. As she started to move forward, she felt the small compact car react to a weight landing on the roof. She jerked the steering wheel left and right as she hit the gas. A rage-filled shriek erupted from above as a zombie woman, who looked vaguely familiar, flew off the roof and crashed into the side of a van.
The radio locked on a news channel and she heard something that made her blood go cold. “…are up. Repeating our top story, reports are coming in to WBSX that all of the bridges across the river are up. A full blockade of the city east of the river has been initiated. National Guard troops have been seen setting up roadblocks on Lake Shore Drive and Roosevelt. It appears that there is an effort to contain the outbreak using the river as a natural barrier.”
* * * * *
Looking up briefly at the rear view mirror she saw more and more zombies coming into the garage. She drove as quickly as she could towards the exit. The security gates were down so she hit the gas and braced herself and drove right through them sending debris in every direction.
Her momentum took her out onto Dearborn, and leaving the lit parking garage momentarily disoriented her so she hit the brakes. Before her eyes fully adjusted, she realized the interior of the car was illuminated and a bright light was coming from her left. She tried to react, but there was no time before a speeding car crashed into the front of the car.
The impact lasted only a few seconds, but Crow felt like she was spinning for a long time. She was whipped around as the car turned 180 degrees and she struck her head against the door window. She hit the brakes and the car stopped. She put the car into park and turned off the ignition.
In what felt like slow motion, she turned to her left and watched the other car crash into the front of a building across the street and from the rocking and lighting she could just make out a zombie in the back seat attacking the driver. The car quickly caught fire and was soon engulfed in flames.
Before she could even think about anything, her head turned slowly back to look into the parking garage. The windows on the other car exploded outward and she looked back to see a zombie in flames struggling to get out of the car window.
Something was moving in the peripheral vision of her right eye so she returned her gaze to the garage. The lights were flickering now creating a strobe effect. She thought she saw movement in the distance between the cars. The inconsistent lighting was making it hard to discern shadow from caster.
Crow sighed as she looked around the front seat and saw her purse on the floor. Turning away momentarily from the madness, she undid her belt and scrambled to the passenger side floor to grab her purse and cell phone. Getting back up she ignored the zombie from across the street, fully engulfed in flames wandering around the street casting a fiery glow as it stumbled about screeching.
Crow calmly opened her purse, pulled out the pack of cigarettes and realized she only had one left. She lit it. While exhaling she lifted her cell phone and saw multiple missed calls and messages. She looked up and saw shapes moving at various speeds through the garage towards the opening…towards her.
She read through the messages, mostly from her brother and then tried to call him. No signal. His last message had warned that in the final stages of an outbreak, the government would create a signal to suppress phone signals to control information flow.
Grabbing her backpack, she looked around and got out of the car. In the distance a sound like a stampede was getting louder. She heard moans and cries coming ever closer from the hole in the garage. And the burning zombie was still stumbling around making a confused arc towards her.
Reaching next to her, she grasped the bat with one hand, and opened the car door with the other. Stepping away from the burning zombie trying to reach her, she took a final drag from her cigarette and crushed it under foot. To her right she could hear the approaching horde of undead from the garage.
She looked left and right; more zombies were coming down other streets and alleys like a flood. Some saw her and changed direction. She now had zombies approaching from both directions on Dearborn and from the parking garage. Thunder rumbled suddenly and rain began to fall hard.
She looked down and realized her blouse had partially pulled open, but ignored it. Crow smiled and lifted the bloody bat. Rain ran down its length mingling with blood and washing off bits of skull and brains.
As the rumble and groaning cries of hundreds of corpses bore down upon her from all directions, Crow started to scream. It was a low sound at first, but came banshee-like out of her in a rising crescendo that echoed between the buildings.
For the first time that night, some of the undead felt something they hadn’t felt since dying. Something that briefly distracted them from their insatiable hunger for living flesh. Fear.
The End
* * * * *
Dark Bites
Part 2 – Like Cats and Dogs
* * * * *
Adriana wiped a bead of sweat from her brow upon reaching the summit of the Great Jaguar pyramid in Tikal. Today was her last day in Guatemala before heading home to Chicago, and she wanted to make the most of it. As a senior member of the Field Museum’s marketing department, Adriana had been visiting a local museum to plan an exhibit on Mayan art at the museum.
Looking out at the world-renowned view, Adriana felt tranquility wash over her. Turning, she explored the square temple that made up the flat top of the pyramid. According to her guidebook, archeologists had found a wooden lintel bearing the dramatic image of a man seated upon a jaguar throne. The image depicted the monument’s builder, the great ruler Jasaw Chan K’awiil I buried far below her.
Moving to the edge of the pyramid she gazed down to the Great Plaza 150 feet below. It had taken her some time to get to the top, but this view was worth it. She lifted her digital camera and began shooting as she marveled at the stunning sights all around her.
Turning back to the temple, she took several pictures of the majestic summit. Lowering the camera she smiled feeling complete joy. As she turned to the stairs to descend, a chill ran down her spine despite the high heat and humidity. Adriana felt that something was wrong and looked around. She saw hundreds of tourists around the Great Plaza, ascending or descending the pyramids as normal.
At the base of the pyramid however, stood an elaborately dressed man. Adriana lifted her camera to her left eye and zoomed in on him. The striking rainbow of colors in his face paint and feathers amazed her. He was staring up at her, and she shivered again and felt goose bumps rising on her arms. As she was watching, tourists were passing by the man, as if he wasn’t there.
Adriana started to descend the stairs, slowly at first then faster as an invisible force pulled her to the man. She pushed through a group of tourists and they exchanged irritated looks. Adriana ignored them and continued down the giant stone steps. As she watched, the man’s left hand rose slowly and pointed at her. She tried to stop herself, but she was compelled forward.
The man lowered his hand and turned away from her and the pyramid. Adriana was now descending at a running speed, but she remained sure-footed. She watched the man walk towards the jungle, and she realized he would be gone before she reached the bottom. As he disappeared into the dense trees and vines that encircled all but the front of the pyramid, she reached the bottom.
Without pausing to catch her breath, Adriana ran along the edge of the pyramid and within a few minutes she reached the spot where she had seen him vanish. Adriana didn’t look back at the vast crowded plaza before she too disappeared into the dense green. She didn’t pause to think what the various tourists and locals must have been thinking watching her run into the jungle.
* * * * *
The sun was still high in the mid-afternoon sky, but under the jungle’s canopy it was instantly darker. Adriana paused for a moment to let her pupils adjust and then continued on. The humidity hung in the air, and made her breathing difficult and heavy. The sounds of birds, insects, creaking vines and the whispering tree leaves filled her ears. Adriana noticed something akin to a path leading from the edge of the jungle deep into its heart.
Following the path, she soon feared she might be going in circles. Stopping, she looked around and saw that everything appeared to be the same in each direction. The jungle canopy above filtered the sun’s light making it hard to see any great distance, and she shivered despite the heat.
A twig snapped to her left and turning in that direction she saw movement behind a tree. She watched as the expressionless man walked slowly into view. His painted colors and feathers were somehow still vibrant despite the dark jungle shade. The sight of him transfixed Adriana, as he stopped about ten feet away. He remained silent and simply stared at her.
Again he lifted his arm and pointed at her. Adriana tried to speak, but found she could not. Then she heard a sound above and behind her. At first she wasn’t sure she heard it, but it grew louder like a thunderstorm approaching in the distance.
Adriana began to shake, as the sound grew more distinct. It began as a low growl, but quickly became the full roar of a large cat. She knew it could only be one animal given her location: a jaguar. The man seemed remarkably unconcerned. In fact, she saw the faint hint of a smile at the corners of his lips. Suddenly she heard the thud of something hitting the ground behind her. The cat had left a tree and was on the ground.
She could hear the jaguar behind her getting closer. The rumble of its growling was vibrating in her chest like the heavy bass from a subwoofer. Suddenly she felt her fear changing to excitement. Her heart was racing and she felt tingling all over. This was crazy; she had never felt like this before in her life. Then it hit her, this must be what you feel when you know you’re going to die.
She locked eyes with the man who was most definitely smiling at her. The growling was right behind her and deafening. Adriana realized she could now feel the hot breath of the jaguar…on the back of her neck. Her skin tingled with anticipation, and she wondered how it was up so high. She decided that if she was going to die now, she had to turn and face her fate.
Before she could move, a paw swiped across her back. She cried out as her skin ripped like paper and began to bleed. A roar erupted from behind her and suddenly fangs bit into her right shoulder. Screaming she surrendered to the pain as the sheer weight of the jaguar pushed her to the jungle floor.
As blackness swallowed her, she briefly wondered why this jaguar felt so much like a strong man on top of her. And then the burning pain turned to icy nothingness as hot blood continued to flow from her wounds. As she passed out she heard another loud roar…and laughter.
* * * * *
Back in Chicago, the air was thick with high humidity, much like it was in Guatemala. The temperature had exceeded 95 degrees during the day, and was 85 now, just after midnight. The sky was hazy and the full moon struggled to shine brightly during intermittent breaks in the cloud cover.
Jessica exited a new nightclub called “Noir Noir” in the Lincoln Park neighborhood. Digging in her purse for a lighter, her stride drunken, she headed away from the club. Finding it, she paused to focus entirely on lighting a cigarette, and after several failed attempts, she swore in exasperation.
Finally getting it to light, she dropped the lighter back into her purse and stumbled along to where she had left her car. As she got a few blocks farther away from the club, she paused and looked up and down the street. She began to wonder if she had gone the wrong way.
She scratched her head, her thick, curly black hair now to a tangled mess after a night of dancing and the humidity. None of the cars around her looked familiar and neither did the street names on the sign ahead.
Pausing to answer a text and take a drag on her cigarette, she was getting increasingly irritated. Hitting “send,” she turned to go back towards the club, which seemed miles away. She could see Steve the bouncer, arms crossed looking bored as he gazed forward playing gatekeeper.
Jessica reached an alley after a few drunken steps, and something made her stop and turn to look down it. She hated alleys, especially dark ones. She was about to continue when she heard a noise coming from down the alley. The unusual sound was so faint she thought she was imagining it. She took another drag of her cigarette, exhaled and searched for the source of the sound straining to hear clearly.
As Jessica started to walk down the alley, she heard the sound again. It was the sound of a whimpering animal, and she was sure it was a dog. Her heart was aching at the poor homeless animal obviously injured and scared. Her sense of caution eroded as her emotions led her deeper into the darkness.
As she was walking, the scents of decaying garbage, urine and mold assaulted her from all sides. She noted a few homeless people passed out in doorways or at the curb. She stumbled forward on unsteady feet looking for the hurt puppy having convinced herself it sounded young.
The sound was getting louder and she dropped her cigarette and crushed it out. Ahead on the left was a cardboard box that was lined with old newspapers and dirty towels. Jessica assumed that the puppy was hiding in someone’s makeshift home. She distinctly heard the whimpering coming from the box’s dark interior, and moved closer.
Reaching the box, she strained to see inside. She bent down to stare, but it was no use. She was now just over a foot from the edge of the overturned box, and began to make baby noises to let the puppy know she was friendly.
Jessica inched closer straining to see past the box’s entrance. The nearest streetlight was on the other side of the box, so she couldn’t see more than six inches of the interior. She had now reached one of the lids of the box that extended outward like a welcome mat.
Her nostrils flared at the pungent scents emanating from the box: a combination of wet dog hair, urine, body odor and something else she couldn’t identify. Jessica was sure the recent heat and humidity were making things worse.
“It’s ok little guy. Momma’s going to get you and take care of you.”
The whimpering from the box stopped and was replaced by a deep, throaty voice full of base that resonated in her chest.
“Momma.”
Jessica shivered as a chill ran through her.
“Uh…hello? I… I’m sorry… I...”
Jessica stammered, and turning her head realized she was now several hundred feet from the street, and she was not alone. Her head snapped back toward the box as a deep growl emanated from within its darkness. Jessica watched in horror as the box began moving as a weight shifted within. She started shaking and her mind quickly cleared of inebriation. Jessica turned and ran as fast as she could towards the street while screaming.
Down the street, the club’s bouncer heard her and broke into a full run. He yelled into his mobile, “Call 911 now! We need the police in the alley west of the club!”
Jessica heard a long, blood-curdling howl erupt from behind her and something getting out of the large cardboard box and giving chase. She didn’t want to see what was coming, but she turned back despite her fears.
Jessica saw a giant black dog, the largest she’d ever seen, almost upon her. Before she could turn her head back, the animal leapt into the air. She was still more than seventy feet from the street and screamed again. Her scream was cut short from the impact of the massive canine hitting her square in the back.
Knocked off her feet, she slammed face first into the pavement, instantly losing her breath, scraping exposed skin, breaking her nose and several teeth were knocked free and blood filled her mouth. She gagged on the iron taste as it spilled over her lips and down her throat.
The beast hopped off of her and she slowly flipped onto her back, coughing and gagging. Her hands and arms instinctively went up to cover her chest and face. She struggled to focus on the dog between shaking fingers. It had massive, glowing yellow eyes full of malevolence. Its head was easily two or three times larger than any dog she’d ever seen.
Jessica saw the dog’s hackles were raised, its ears flat, fangs bared and it was drooling as it padded around her in a circle. Jessica lost control of her bladder, and the monster’s nostrils flared as it reveled in all of her scents.
The dog stopped between her shaking legs and cocked its head to one side looking at her. She thought for a minute she might be able to get out of this situation when it suddenly lifted then its head to howl. Like a wolf.
Looking back down at her, the wolf suddenly launched itself at Jessica in a biting and scratching frenzy. Razor sharp teeth slashed her face and arms as she tried to defend herself. Each bite and scratch burned and blood was starting to flow and the smell and taste of it further energized the attacker.
Jessica was screaming and flailing around when the dog lunged forward, turning its head slightly and bit into her neck with its enormous jaws. Blood began to spray in spurts from her severed veins and arteries. Jessica started convulsing while gurgling and spitting blood.
The beast’s muzzle and teeth were soaked in blood. Moving lower, it began to tear at her clothes disrobing her in fits and jerks of its jaw. As it exposed flesh, it tore into it as she bled and continued to jerk uncontrollably.
As the dog was tearing into muscle and skin, blood spraying onto nearby walls, Steve reached the alley’s entrance. He stopped dead in his tracks at the scene before him.
“What the fuck! Holy shit!”
A massive dog was literally tearing a woman apart like a rag doll. He’d heard of dog attacks before, but this was worse than anything he could have imagined. The massive head, body, legs and paws dwarfed any dog he’d ever seen.
“I need 911 now! There’s been a…dog attack! She’s ripped to pieces…there’s so much blood.”
The animal paused its assault, sensing danger, as it was about to tear into Jessica’s abdomen exposing her precious internal organs. The blood frenzy was overwhelming, but self-preservation kicked in. Looking up and growling, it saw a man down the alley making a strange motion with its hands.
Furious at the interruption, but acting on primal instinct, the animal howled before turning and was suddenly galloping at full speed away from the man. Steve pulled a gun out of his rear waistband and raised it to fire. He froze as the beast vanished into the darkness between streetlights down the alley.
Stumbling slowly forward, he heard sirens in the distance and running footsteps approaching from behind him. As soon as he reached the mess that had been Jessica he froze in shock. A few other people approached but only one entered the alley. The young man seemed transfixed by the scene, and began recording video with his smartphone.
Soon the police were there and not long after the press. The man’s mobile phone was taken, but the footage was already uploaded to the web.
* * * * *
Adriana awoke in a cold darkened room. At first she tried to convince herself that she had been dreaming. Trying to sit up, she fell back in pain as she realized she was too weak and sore to get up. Her eyes adjusted quickly as did her ears. Looking around she realized she was in a hospital bed. She heard the sounds of a small oscillating fan, a heart rate monitor keeping time with her pulse and voices in the corridor.
She looked down and saw an IV running into her hand. Oxygen was flowing up her nose, making her nostrils cold and very dry. She wiggled her fingers and toes successfully. She was intact as far as she could determine. Reaching up slowly, stiffly with her left hand, she gently touched her right shoulder and found it bandaged.
So it apparently had all been real, unless this was a continuation of the same dream. She had been attacked in the jungle by a jaguar and somehow managed to survive. She speculated that someone must have come along and saved her. Adrian reached along the side of her bed and finding the call button pressed it. While she waited, she drifted in and out of sleep. She assumed this was due to something they were pumping into her veins.
A few minutes later, a young nurse came in and checked on her. Adriana learned that she was in the Hospital General San Juan de Dios in Guatemala City some 190 miles south of Tikal and had been left bleeding and near death outside the front entrance.
Adriana also learned from the nurse, Maria, that she had been unconscious for nearly two weeks. She asked for her mobile phone and Maria brought it to her before returning to her duties. Adriana turned it on and saw multiple alerts of missed calls, voicemails and text messages. She had no doubt they were from her worried father and co-workers from the Field Museum.
She felt a wave of fatigue and turned the phone off. She slipped into a deep sleep. She awoke thirty minutes later and a she wondered about her missed flight and the hotel. She pressed the call button and Maria soon arrived.
“Is everything ok, senorita?”
“I was just wondering. I was staying at a hotel and was supposed to fly home already.”
“You had your wallet and passport when you were admitted. The hospital administrator called the US embassy. Someone took care of the hotel. Your luggage and belongings are in the closet in the corner.”
“Great. I’m sure I can figure out getting home when it’s time. Thanks.”
Relieved, Adriana watched her exit the room and tried to decide which to do first: listen to voicemail or answer the text messages. She had fewer voicemail messages so she cleared those out first. The text messages would have to wait as she once again grew tired and lost strength. Adriana put her mobile on the nightstand to her left and closed her eyes. Outside a steady rain had begun to fall and she fell asleep dreaming of the jungle.
* * * * *
Adriana awoke in her seat on a plane headed north from Guatemala. Three days after she’d first awoken, she was heading home to Chicago. The hospital was at a loss to explain her extraordinarily fast recovery and saw no reason to keep her further. She’d caught up with everyone back home by phone, email, or text: thanking each for the many cards and flowers delivered to her room and convincing them she was fine.
She glanced at her watch and saw that it would be another hour before they landed and she was riding in a limo back to her condo. As her head cleared away the last vestiges of slumber, she realized someone was speaking nearby. Turning her head slightly to the left, she noticed the elderly lady next to her talking. The stranger was talking to her, and had apparently been deep in this conversation for some time not noticing or caring that she’d been asleep.
Looking out the window, Adriana watched the ground and clouds slowly drifting by, she felt an ache from her shoulder wound. She undid her belt and leaning forward stiffly pulled her carry-on bag from under the seat in front of her with her left foot.
Getting some pain pills, she swallowed them with the last of her water. The ice had melted leaving the drink with an odd aftertaste. She didn’t recall ever noticing how melted ice cubes tasted before now. She put her bag under the seat in front of her, redid her belt and began flipping through one of the in-flight magazines.
After landing, she slowly retrieved her luggage from the overhead bin and made her way through the cabin. Saying goodbye to the pilot and attendant near the door she stepped out and back into the Chicago air for the first time in many weeks.
It took more time than usual to work her way through the terminals, past various restaurants and head down to the luggage carousels. Pulling out her phone, she contacted the limo service to let them know she was ready to be picked up. She was put on hold while the operator confirmed the vehicle details.
While waiting, Adriana’s eyes wandered around the travelers queuing up to wait for their luggage. She noticed a striking woman with dark skin, long black hair and big brown eyes on the far side of the luggage conveyor belts. The woman was beautiful, appeared to be Native American, and while Adriana was taking her in, her gaze returned to her face and realized the woman was now staring at her.
Feeling somewhat embarrassed for being caught she blushed quickly. The woman noticed and smiled, a twinkle in her eyes. Adriana smiled back.
“Hello?”
“Hi.”
“Miss…I have the car description…”
“What? Oh my god, I’m sorry.” Adriana turned back to looking at the exit doors and the lines of taxis, buses and limos flowing by just outside. “Please go ahead.”
“It’ll be a four-door sedan, black and the plate ends in ‘12R’, do you need me to repeat that?”
“Nope, I’m good, thanks!”
Adriana ended the call and put her phone away in her purse. She shifted her stance slightly to be able to look back at the luggage area behind her. Somewhat nervously hoping to see the mysterious lady again, she was irritated to see that the woman was nowhere in sight.
As casually as she could, she scanned the baggage claim area that runs along the length of the lowest level of O’Hare. She couldn’t see her anywhere and sighed disappointed. Gathering her luggage, she made for the automatic doors. As they opened her senses were assaulted by a plethora of smells: several travelers were smoking just outside the exits having rushed to get outside and light up.
As the air was sucked inward, clouds of smoke rushed inward like a nightclub back in the days when smoking was still legal in them. Then her ears and nose reacted to the sounds and smells of all the vehicles rushing by looking to transport the arriving passengers home or elsewhere. It was almost making her dizzy, and she assumed it was just jet lag making her more sensitive.
Adriana crossed one lane to the first island and then walked quickly across the second of three lanes to the middle island. She was about to continue to the outside island where cars and limos made their pick ups. She stopped suddenly sensing someone was watching her.
Her nostrils flared and she thought she caught the scent of the most intoxicating perfume amidst the thousands of smells in the air outside O’Hare. Turning, she looked back the way she’d come and saw “her” again.
The mysterious lady from the baggage claim area was just to one side of the entrance smoking a cigarette. Adriana watched transfixed as the lady exhaled creating a slow, curling cloud over her head. She thought she was seeing things, but it appeared that the woman had just smiled at her ever so slightly. It also seemed for just a moment that the smoke cloud resembled a cat’s face.
Trying to blink herself more awake and throwing caution to the wind, she took a step back towards the airport. She took two more and was at the curb. Still staring at the woman, two lanes of traffic and one more island now remained between her and this exotic beauty. Her foot lifted and she began to lean forward.
Suddenly the hair on the back of her neck stood up and her mind was burning with a prickling tingling. She froze in place seconds before the horn of a bus erupted to her right.
Whipping her head she saw a large commuter bus almost upon her right at the curb. She stepped back as she turned back to the mystery woman. The lady was smiling and had just exhaled again. The bus flew by blocking her view in a blur and the wind created made her lean forward a bit.
The bus passed and Adriana smiled and then stopped dead in her tracks. The woman was gone. A small cloud of smoke was still lingering over the spot where she had stood. It was the only proof she had in fact been there. She desperately looked left and right but the lady was gone. Shaking her head in confusion she stood there for a few minutes before realizing that she really needed to get home and go to sleep.
Heading back to the farthest island, she waited another fifteen minutes before the limo arrived. Settling in the back while the driver loaded her stuff into the trunk, she closed her eyes hoping to get some rest. Unfortunately the aging Russian driver felt compelled to share his life’s story and his plans for owning his own hotel soon.
Adriana smiled politely as he droned on and on. Regardless of the age or background of the driver, she had had virtually the same “conversation” with nearly every driver she’d ever encountered. She zoned out and watched the people, cars and buildings going by in a blur, as the sun slowly set.
* * * * *
An hour later, Adriana was home and in the shower. As the hot water cascaded over her from a waterfall showerhead, she relaxed and tried to rinse away the long flight and limo ride. A long hot shower or bath was always the first thing she did when got to her destination.
Adriana had never enjoyed a shower so much in her life. Every inch of her skin seemed to be alive with electricity. Concentrating, she seemed to be able to feel every individual drop as it hit her body and raced in streams down her body’s curves. She felt suddenly very much alone and tried to remember the last time she’d shared a shower with someone.
She hadn’t been in a relationship for a few years, as her job required a fair amount of long hours and regular travel. She’d gotten somewhat used to long periods of solitude interrupted by sporadic short-term lovers.
Adriana had only dated men, though she found the occasional woman did catch her eye. Occasionally, she’d even been flirty with a few, one former co-worker in particular, but it had never gone anywhere. Her friend was happily married as far as Adriana knew and she had no intention of causing problems. But she did wonder if the flirting signified an undercurrent of something more or was just goofing around.
Things had gotten ugly nonetheless. Someone had called her friend’s husband and convinced him that his wife was having an affair with Adriana. He knew there was a woman at work his wife spent a lot of her time with and accessing her email and phone records saw messages out-of-context as proof.
Adriana had been shocked and upset when her friend quit to try and save her marriage. Dropping their friendship was part of the process of healing. In the end, Adriana heard they had separated and she was sharing an apartment with someone. They hadn’t seen each other or spoken since she quit.
Her mind wandered to the mysterious woman at O’Hare. She was still partially convinced that she had imagined her, but parts of her were hoping she would see her again soon. She let the water flow over her body, relishing the way the water caressed her.
Finally leaving the warmth and joy of the shower, she dried herself and got in bed. She was completely relaxed in the comfort of her bed, and very quickly she was fast asleep. In her dreams she was running. Faster and faster she ran through a thick jungle. Adriana felt sure-footed and strong as the jungle vines, trees and roots passed by in a blur.
* * * * *
Adriana awoke to the sound of her mobile phone buzzing on the nightstand. Glancing angrily at it with one eye, she opened the other eye and picking it up noted the time was 8:48 a.m. Who the hell was calling her so early? She saw “Work” on the Caller ID and sighed. They had agreed that she would return in two weeks after getting settled back in.
“Hello?” She tried to sound as groggy as possible.
“Adriana? I’m SO sorry to bother you at home this early while you’re still on PTO.”
Adriana recognized Laura’s voice and immediately rolled her eyes. She surmised in an instant that Laura had intentionally called her this early, it was highly unlikely to be an emergency, and she was in no way sorry about the interruption. Although she had no proof, Adriana suspected that Laura had been the one who had called the husband.
“That’s ok. What’s up?”
“Well, we’re preparing invitations for this year’s Christmas party…”
Adriana stared at the ceiling, specifically the spinning fan. It was early September, what was the big rush she wondered?
“And?” She made no attempt to hide the boredom she felt.
“Well Michael needs me to wrap this up today, and there’s just the matter of your… plus one.”
“Laura?”
“Yes, dear?”
“If it really matters, it’ll be me plus one.”
There was a long pause and then a sudden exclamation.
“Really? Do tell!”
“Just put down two. I’m sorry I need to go.”
“Well hold on. Let me get all of this down.”
Adriana sighed. The invitation just needs to say “Adriana Martinez & guest.” How hard could it be? Even for Laura.
“Ok got it.”
“Ok…”
“I guess that’s it…”
Adriana contemplated just hanging up.
“It’s just not going to be the same.”
“Excuse me?”
“I was really hoping Jessica would come to the party, but you know…”
“I don’t understand. Why would she be coming to the Christmas party? She’s been gone for awhile.”
“Oh…I forgot you’ve been away. You don’t know…” Laura was clearly relishing every moment of the call.
Adriana sat up.
“What about her?”
“Oh dear…maybe I’m not the best person…”
“Just tell me damn it!”
Adriana hated giving Laura the satisfaction, but this was just driving her nuts.
“She’s dead.”
The words hung in the air between them on the call with palpable weight.
“What?!?”
“Yes it was a few days ago. She was attacked by some kind of giant rabid dog outside a club. Died in an alley. Full of homeless people and none of them lifted a finger. Guess it was pretty gruesome. Real horror film stuff.”
Adriana couldn’t process what she was hearing. Jessica was dead? Gone? She couldn’t fathom it.
“Dead? Attacked by a dog? What the hell…how the…I have to go.”
Adriana hung up on Laura, and sitting up felt suddenly sick. Running to the bathroom she barely made it to the toilet in time to vomit. After a few minutes, she stood up, reached for the counter to steady herself and splashed water on her face and rinsed her mouth with some mouthwash.
Coming out of the bathroom, she went to her desk, which sat under the window and lifted the lid on her laptop. Starting a browser, she headed to a search page, and looked up Jessica’s name.
For the next hour she read through all the relevant news articles and then various postings about the attack online. It was horrifying and disturbing. She was overwhelmed by emotion.
She made some tea and sat on her couch. Sighing she turned on the television and began flipping channels to calm herself. At this early hour, her choices were morning news shows, game shows, Spanish television or 24-hour news. She put of the all day news channels on and began sipping her tea.
“In other news…”
The screen cut to static and then refocused and she paused mid-sip. Now filling her plasma screen were the rich greens, browns and blacks of a jungle. Not just any jungle…the one near the pyramid where she was attacked. She was sure of it, but it was just impossible.
For a moment, she saw only the movement of the leaves and vines in the breeze. Her home theater speakers filled her condo with the same sounds she’d heard that day. Unseen birds, insects and monkeys hummed, squawked, chirped and yelled. She struggled to take it in and comprehend what was happening.
She shivered and was sure she was being watched. That made even less sense, but somehow she felt eyes on her. Her eyes moved around the screen seeking the watcher. Then she saw him. The same man she’d followed from the plaza into the jungle. He was emerging slowly from the shadows in the center of the screen.
He came out into the light and paused. He just stood there watching her. Suddenly he broke into a deep, rich laugh that filled the room and seemed to be partially in her head at the same time. He stopped just as suddenly and returned to staring. His right hand lifted and he pointed at her.
Somehow, the image moved closer until his face filled the screen. He spoke slowly then, words foreign and ancient. Adriana felt dizzy and her mug of tea slipped to the floor breaking and spilling its contents on the rug. She was transfixed and her eyes closed. Blackness swept over her.
Hours later she awoke on the couch. The TV was on, news chatter flowing as expected. Sitting up, she ran across the room to her desk and searched desperately for a pad of paper and a pen. After a few minutes, she had both and closing her eyes tried to remember what the man had said. She wrote down what she could recall.
“kah wok … kee me … ak … eesh … keeb …”
More confused then ever she realized she would need to have someone help her translate the words. She quickly undressed, showered and threw on something comfortable. Reaching for her mobile, she sent her colleague Roger a text to ensure he was working and had some free time to meet with her.
“Yes and yes,” he replied.
Grabbing her purse, she placed the folded note with the strange words in it. Within a few minutes she was out of the door and riding the elevator down to the parking garage. Not long after, she was driving to the Field Museum and some answers.
* * * * *
Adriana parked as usual in the East Museum Lot of the Field Museum and ran up to the main entrance. As she reached out to open a door, it opened suddenly outward and she nearly collided with Laura.
“Oh, I’m sorry…Adriana? What are you doing here? I thought you…”
“Fuck off!”
Laura’s jaw dropped and she just stared at her. Adriana had no patience for her and brushed by smiling as she strode purposefully passed the information desk. A few employees and visitors nearby looked at her in shock and a few smirked. She felt a surge of confidence and nodded to a few, but kept moving.
Halfway down the hall, Adriana stopped. Had she just told Laura to “Fuck off?” She never swore and wasn’t the most confident person in the office, but she felt oddly empowered. Slowly she started walking again and chalked it up to adrenaline.
Making her way to the pre-Columbian section of the back offices, Adriana headed down a row of cubicles until she saw the nametag she sought “Roger Franks.” Knocking on the edge of the cubicle she leaned in and smiled. Startled from his concentration, Roger jumped.
“Yikes! Don’t do that!”
“Sorry. Is now a good time?”
“Sure, but let my heart start beating again first.”
Adriana smiled as he closed his eyes and struggled to calm himself. After a minute he opened his eyes.
“Ok, what do you have for me?”
Adriana dug in her purse, and after a moment struggling to find the paper that had been right on top, she passed it over.
Roger patted his shirt pocket, started looking around his desk in drawers.
“Psst.”
“Eh?”
Adriana pointed to his head.
Roger reached up and felt the elusive reading glasses he sought atop his increasingly balding head. Fumbling he moved them down and lifting the paper began to study her writing. He frowned and she saw his lips moving as he read to himself.
After a few minutes, much longer than Adriana thought it would take to read, he handed her back the paper.
“Can’t read a word of it.”
“What?”
“Sorry, read it to me, I can’t make heads or tails of your chicken scratch.”
“Oh for goodness… Ok it says ‘kah wok … kee me … ak … eesh … keeb …’”
Roger closed his eyes and had her read it again slowly. He then turned and started to write his own notes.
“Ok so it sounds like you’ve got some random Mayan words.”
“I missed some things.”
“Obviously.”
Adriana rolled her eyes.
“But what does it mean?”
“Well first of all, here is what you’re really dealing with: kawak, kimi, ok, ix and kib.”
Adriana stared at the piece of paper he presented and raised an eyebrow and sighed.
“That’s why I came to you Roger, I knew you would be able to help me.”
“Well it is my specialty…”
“So they mean…”
“Oh yes, sorry. Well it’s really a series of words that don’t really make too much sense on their own: ‘storm,’ ‘death,’ ‘dog,’ ‘jaguar,’ and ‘soul.’”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“No idea. Where did you hear them?”
“Uh…documentary.”
“Really? Which one?”
“Not sure, I was flipping channels and it caught my eye. Ok I guess that’s all. I’ve got to go now.”
“Well if you remember more of the words, you know where to reach me.”
Adriana thanked him as he turned his chair back to focus on examining a small stone circle that looked a lot like a donut. She walked back through the museum offices to the exit and walked back to her car. She sat for a moment pondering what she had experienced. Unable to come to any firm conclusions, she started the car and headed home.
* * * * *
Somewhere in the city of Chicago, a man looked out the windows of his condo. Night had fallen and the lights of the buildings, traffic and planes overhead kept back the darkness as best they could. But as his eyes scanned the view, he saw so many dark places.
His gaze shifted upward to the moon. Nearly full, it was trying its best to illuminate the world below. The man closed his eyes and basked in its sweet light. His skin tingled in anticipation. It wouldn’t be long before the change came and he could hunt and feed again.
Smiling he returned to the bedroom and quietly got back under the sheets. Breathing gently, his wife slept soundly. He traced the curve of her body, softly enough to make her stir, but not awaken. He played with her long beautiful blonde hair and smiled.
Somewhere in his cold heart, he felt some joy seeing her lying next to him. His wife was deep in dreams; blissfully unaware of the unimaginable horror that kissed her and their young son goodnight, made love to her a few times a week, and indulged her passion for art collecting.
There were times like this when he was sure he could tell her the truth. Share his secret with her. Then they would truly be bound together as one. Maybe he would one day, but the part of him that retained some fragment of humanity fought this impulse.
Once she saw and knew the truth, she would take his son from him and run. He would have no choice, but to hunt them and tear that pretty little head from her shoulders. On that day his beautiful sweet wife would know the truth as her last thoughts and blood drained away. His son would join him, and together they would rule Chicago with their pack.
But until then, he would play his part and let her live in her deluded fantasy. He had the entire Windy City to himself. Well…nearly all to himself. The city definitely had a “stray cat” problem, but he would sort that out. In a few days, the full moon would burn bright and with tooth and claw he would unleash himself into the night.
The man closed his eyes and slept soundly. In his dreams he ran with a pack of wolves through a forest. He awoke to his wife stroking his hair gently, and his stomach growled. She kissed him and headed to wake their son and make everyone breakfast.
* * * * *
Adriana awoke the following morning. Stretching and arching her back, she slowly made her way to the kitchen and got a kettle going for tea. Yawning, she rubbed her eyes and walked over to the main window in the room.
Looking out over the alley below, she lazily looked left and then right. At the moment she couldn’t hear any approaching traffic, and no one was walking down the alley. Behind her, Adriana heard the kettle starting to make little noises as the water was slowly starting to bubble.
As she stood there, staring out the window at nothing in particular, she suddenly felt alert and on edge. At first nothing seemed to be moving or happening. She felt a sudden rush of energy; every muscle was poised and ready to pounce. Then she saw it.
An SUV came down the alley slowly. The driver, a decent-looking man who appeared to be in his 30s, was driving the car slowly through the alley. He seemed to have a very intense look on his face and Adriana watched as he drove by.
As the car passed behind the next building, she saw a small boy in a child seat in the rear. She didn’t recognize either of them, however she felt some strong connection towards them, the man in particular. She was sure she had never seen either of them before.
Before she could fully understand her reaction, the car and its occupants passed fully out of view. She felt like she was in high school again, swooning over a football player who had walked by her locker. Adriana wished there was some way she could find out who this guy was.
Suddenly everything went black and then she was standing in the jungle again. Neither awake nor asleep, Adriana was in the place where she had been attacked. Turning around she was speechless and for a moment considered that she had in fact died during the attack and was just now accepting reality.
“You live.”
The female voice came from right behind her, whispered gently on the back of her neck and ear. Waves of electricity seemed to flow through her as she felt two hands gently grasp both shoulders and start to turn her around. Facing her was the mysterious lady from O’Hare.
“What…?”
“Shhhh. Listen. There isn’t much time. I have much to tell you.”
Adriana found herself staring in to the beautiful woman’s eyes as she moved closer. The woman’s hands came up and held either side of her face. She heard the sound of thunder in her mind and a flood of thoughts, words, and images rushed in making her dizzy. She saw the jungle, a jaguar in a tree, and the pyramid as it was in the past full of color and dotted with thousands of Mayans in the plaza. Then she saw a mountain lion on a rock ready to pounce; a flash and she watched the cougar running through the woods, and finally a series of images of wolves running through forests and over fields.
Adriana next saw her friend Jessica. She saw her brutal death and a rage began to build in her. She experienced a bloodlust she’d never felt before in her life. She seemed to fly down the alley, over her dying friend and after the big dog…but it wasn’t a dog after all. It was a wolf. But that wasn’t right either.
As her mind flew after the wolf, she watched amazed as the wolf reared up on its hind legs and standing fully like a man ran down alleys and side streets keeping to darkness. Finally after a few blocks it stopped and looked around. The great wolf’s head leaned back and howled at the moon and then he seemed to glow and visibly blurred.
Before her mind could fully grasp what was happening, she saw a naked man, decent build with his arms outstretched and eyes closed. She watched as the man opened his eyes and headed to an SUV parked a bit further along. Opening the back, he pulled out some clothes and dressed quickly.
Within minutes, he was dressed and as he turned to get into the car, Adriana saw his face. That face. That SUV. It was the man who had driven past in the alley.
And like that, they parted from their embrace. Adriana was out of breath and her heart was racing. The woman looked sad, but smiled.
“Who are you?”
The woman seemed to not hear as she just kept smiling. But then she looked serious and answered.
“What you just saw…your friend was killed by a were-wolf…”
Adriana opened her mouth to protest the insanity of this, but quickly closed her full lips. The memories that had been shared were fresh in her mind and heart and she knew there was no use refuting the statement.
“Since ancient times, some native men have been able to transform into wolves, and some women into pumas. We call them “skinwalkers” or were-wolves and were-puma. Our cousins to the south, especially those of Mayan descent, know some of their kind that can also walk as an animal: the were-jaguar.”
Adriana recalled what she had read about the Mayans and their mythology. Jaguars can be active day or night and are comfortable everywhere from trees to caves. They were one of the few big cats just as happy on land as in water. For all these reasons, the Mayans believed jaguars to be very powerful: ruling the lands of the living and dead.
“In our blood is the DNA of our ancestors. Some of us have the link to the wolf, some the puma, and some…the jaguar. And with that bloodline comes the power to walk as them.”
“Are you saying I’m a were-jaguar?”
“Yes. As I am a were-puma, or was before…”
Adriana frowned. “Before?”
“I had a mission, an obligation to my tribe. I failed.”
“To kill this were-wolf?”
“Our tribe was contacted by someone from Chicago, and our chief went on a vision quest. At the end, he said that the spirits had chosen me for the duty.”
“They saw his plans to infect others and create a pack in Chicago. If he succeeds, he’ll be able to take over and run the city through fear and blood. And then he’ll come after the rest of us to ensure he has eliminated all threats to his reign.”
“What happened?”
“It was six months ago. I had been tracking him and thought I had him cornered. He feigned injury and I got too close. When I leapt, planning to bite the throat he was ready. He stood tall and swung his paw at me, striking my chest, and I felt some of my ribs crack.”
“He was so damn strong. I was thrown against an alley wall and fell stunned and back into human form. I stood to face him, but before I could act, he was on me and tore out my throat and then proceeded to tear me to pieces.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“I will soon be with my ancestors. However, before I go I have been granted the chance to summon you and help you. You need to know how to change, how to control yourself, how to fight, and how to destroy this were-wolf. He’s different from the others and I doubt even his own kind will be able to control him soon.
“Other than another were-wolf, you may be our only hope. A jaguar is unique among the large cats and we hope as a were-jaguar those differences will give you the edge in the battle.”
Adriana’s head was spinning trying to absorb all of the information. But she knew instinctively that all she heard was the truth and she could trust this woman with her life.
“Wait. Before we go further. What’s your name?”
“I was called Lily. Now we must move quickly, the full moon is in a few days.”
“What do I need to do?”
“Close your eyes.”
Adriana did so. She heard movement and felt Lily come up behind her and once again place hands on her shoulders. She was close and Adriana was very aware of her body touching hers. She realized now that since the attack, all of her senses had intensified.
“They are.”
“What?”
“Your senses are adjusting as your body changes to be more in tune with itself and the world around.”
“You can…”
“Shhh.”
Lily then kissed the back of Adriana’s head and began to chant. Then she stopped and whispered in her ear.
“The wolf ravaged Jessica like a piece of meat.”
Adriana felt rage surge in her like never before. She felt the loss of her friend white hot in her heart and mind. That wolf had killed her and torn her apart. She felt her heart racing and blood surging.
Suddenly she was falling and then on what felt like all fours. But not quite the same.
“Open your eyes my love.”
Adriana did and the world looked larger and stranger. She looked around and saw Lily standing tall above her. She looked down and saw powerful cat paws where her hands should be. She couldn’t believe it. She took a few clumsy steps, learning quickly how to move with four legs she took practice trots and runs around the small clearing they were in.
Lily watched and then began instructing her, the words in her mind. She learned to extend her claws and swing at something and not miss it. The first few times she overcompensated and tumbled to the jungle floor.
After what seemed like hours, maybe days, she was running, jumping, climbing trees, hiding in shadows, hunkering downwind, pouncing and generally acting like a jaguar. In the end, Lily taught her the final lessons related to fighting in general, a were-wolf in particular. This battle would require all of her new skills combined.
Lily sat naked on the jungle floor, Adriana still in jaguar form lay like a big kitten, head on her leg purring, tail flicking while Lily stroked her furry head. Adriana had never felt such power and connection to the world or her body. They were staring into each other’s eyes when the world seemed to rush away into darkness.
Adriana floated in the darkness for some time before she awoke. She lay naked in her bed, moving she felt no stiffness or pain. Sitting slowly up, she noticed the bed and its sheets were a mess, and she was alone. Standing she headed to the bathroom and stood looking at herself in the mirror. Then she took a long hot shower.
* * * * *
Somewhere in the Chicago, the man sat bored at his office. He could never focus on work the day before a full moon. All he could think of was the hunt. Already his stomach was rumbling at the thought.
He had been searching around online and found a 24-hour diner called Gary’s that was perfect. It had a bunch of dark alleys nearby and driving passed it a few times in the last week, he’d seen what appeared to be regulars coming and going.
Tonight he would feast and gorge himself. But he was pragmatic; soon he would start to turn other men to join him. He had a few prospects in his inner circle of friends and lesser associates. He needed a pack to really rule the city.
Once he had that, nothing could stop him. The time of the wolf was upon the Windy City and it wouldn’t know what hit it. And once he was ready, he’d start to take out the rest of the were-pumas and any one else they threw at him. He still couldn’t believe that elderly fool had sent that cat to kill him. What a joke!
He smiled at the memory of that night six or seven months ago. That cat fell before him and his complete victory had tasted so good. His stomach rumbled again at the memory.
* * * * *
Adriana dressed and sat at her desk working on her laptop. She read all she could on jaguars, dogs, wolves, and were-wolves. Most of the mythological stuff was interesting but inconsistent so she focused on researching jaguars. If she was to survive and win, she had to know everything there was to know about jaguars.
She read that amongst the great cats, the jaguar was unique in its bite, stronger than even a lion or tiger, and it didn’t go for the throat to kill like most cats. The jaguar had a unique killing move, and she found herself smiling as she read the details. Learning their techniques gave her a few ideas on how she could succeed against the were-wolf.
Her head began to throb so she took a break and thought about the sudden twists and turns her life had taken. Adriana made a vow to succeed and avenge Jessica and Lily.
* * * * *
The sun was setting as Adriana dressed in a dark colored t-shirt and sweat pants. She assumed she’d need to wear something easy to get out of and bring a spare set just in case which she had already put in her car.
She now sat drinking tea and looking out the window at the alley. She didn’t have much to go on, but she surmised that he might drive by on his way to hunt. A long shot, but it was a starting point.
Hours passed and only a few random cats, rats and cars passed by. She quickly took a bathroom break and returning to her vigil tapping her fingers as she drank more tea. Then she felt it. The hair on the back of her neck began to stand up.
Headlights suddenly illuminated the alley, the lights moving up and down as a car approached and drove over numerous bumps and potholes. As it came into view, she saw it was the SUV from earlier and the man was alone. She ran to get her keys, purse, phone and left for the elevator. Soon Adriana was in her car and heading out to track the wolf.
Within a few minutes she was a few car lengths behind him and maintained the distance. She followed him as he went for long stretches without turning and then he began making a series of turns before parking on a side street.
The spot was near a streetlight that was out, leaving his car shrouded in darkness. She passed him, turned a corner and looked for a spot to park. Finding one, she got out and slowly made her way back to the corner and peeked around it.
The man had left his car and was heading across the street to a diner. She made her way to the corner and approached the entrance of the place: Gary’s Diner. It was just after midnight and the overnight crew was in place. She noted a cute African-American waitress behind the counter refilling coffee for some older guys.
Scanning the booths, she saw the man in the corner. He had picked a position with his back to the far wall. From this position, she noted he could see the entire room and anyone approaching him. As she was watching, the waitress came over to him and poured him coffee. He said nothing and the waitress shrugged and headed back to the counter.
Adriana looked around the room and saw the two old guys at the counter, the man in the far corner, a young couple sharing dessert and on the other side, holding an ebook reader, and drinking coffee was a cute Asian woman. She debated whether to go in or not. He wouldn’t know who she was, but at this point, she didn’t want to risk him sensing her presence.
Retreating from the diner’s entrance, she crossed the street to her car and moved it around the block. Adriana parked on the same side of the street as him, but about 200 feet back. She turned off the car and sat in the darkness watching the diner’s entrance.
After about 35 minutes, she was getting restless, but then things changed quickly. She saw movement and the Asian girl was getting up and preparing to head outside. She waved goodbye to the waitress, obviously a regular, and exited. Pausing she dug in her purse for a moment and then took out a cigarette and lighter.
Before heading off, she lit the cigarette and exhaled. She pulled her cell phone out of her purse and started to text something, and apparently changed her mind. Throwing her phone back in her purse, she began walking down the street. Adriana looked back in the diner and saw the man get up, throw some money down on table and head for the front door.
She got out of the car and began walking to the corner across from the diner, and then crossed the street staying on this side to walk parallel with the woman. Keeping as much to the darkness as possible, she watched the entrance of the diner and soon the man came out of door, looking both ways and then started after the girl. He was walking quickly; Adriana could smell the heady mix of adrenaline and lust from across the street.
She walked faster and got well ahead of them both. She knew she had to cross the street and make her move soon or this girl was going to die. When she felt she had enough distance, she crossed the street and started walking back towards the girl.
Crow Lee was deep in thought, enjoying her cigarette and walking home. She had quite a few blocks to go and probably would give up and hop on the El soon, but for now continued on her way. She was debating sending a text. She found herself suddenly nervous about sending it. How would Jenny react?
She looked up and noticed a striking Latina walking towards her with an intense gaze. As she passed, she nodded at the woman who nodded back. Continuing on, she let her mind wander back to her issue. She finished her cigarette and pulled out her phone again. After a few more steps it went back in the purse. She decided she would send the message next time.
Adriana saw the man directly ahead. He was walking deliberately, but not anxiously. He was very much in control of his energy. She had to make her move, but wasn’t immediately sure what to do. Then she saw the alley ahead. He liked alleys; she would give him an alley.
She walked a little faster to reach the alley before him. She decided to appear drunk and fake stumbled a few times before reaching the alley and pausing. He was close, within earshot so she gambled.
“I’ve gotta pee…”
She did her best to sound and look drunk. Stumbling into the alley, she moved deeper and deeper into it. Behind her, she heard the man pass by. She cursed herself. He didn’t fall for it and that girl’s going to die. Adriana tried not to panic and consider her next move.
Then she reached out with her senses and saw him in her mind’s eye. He had walked past, stopped and apparently doubled back to peer around the corner. He was judging the situation and Adriana could sense he was torn between following his original prey and pursuing her.
Adriana pretended to stumble and catch herself on the wall. She laughed loudly and then made an effort to appear to be stabilizing herself. She could hear him breathing behind her, pulse increasing. She kept walking hoping he would follow.
The man stood at the edge of the alley smelling the air. The mixture of lust and hunger was driving him crazy. The clouds parted and the full moon’s energy was on him. He had to feast and it was time. He came around the corner and walked into the alley a short distance before moving behind a trash bin.
Adriana paused pretending to be looking for a spot to urinate. She turned and lifted her skirt and squatted to maintain the charade. Within seconds, she heard a loud howl, as the full moon bathed the alley in its light.
The man tore off his clothes, so excited with the lust for flesh and felt the full moon’s glow upon his naked form. He began to shimmer and transformed into a giant wolf. He sniffed the air and moved around the corner of the bin. The were-wolf stood tall and howled at the moon.
He cautiously padded down the alley towards the woman. She stared at him in genuine shock. The wolf paused, ears lowering, teeth showing and began to drool and growl. Its head lifted upward and let out another howl that echoed down the alley.
Adriana stood up, yelled and started running down the alley. The were-wolf dropped to all fours and started after her, slowly gaining speed as he went. It could sense the heart beating in her and its hunger was becoming madness. He enjoyed the hunt and chase and let her get a bit ahead in the dark alley.
Adriana sped up and ran into a patch of shadows. The were-wolf moved faster realizing it had lost sight of her. Rising to its hind legs and ran to the area she had disappeared and stopped. His large nostrils flared, as he smelled the air for the drunken woman he just temporarily misplaced. Looking down the alley, there was nowhere to go but further on or back towards him. For a moment he was unsure.
The were-wolf smelled the air again and suddenly detected a new scent in the air. The hackles on his neck rose and he growled viciously baring his fangs. It spoke with a loud booming voice.
“Another damn cat! Are they serious? I’m going to send a message with your hide.”
The were-wolf turned its head scanning back and forth. She was near, and he’d find her. His excitement was overwhelming and he was looking forward to killing this were-bitch.
A roar filled the alley. The were-wolf stopped walking and turned its quickly up and to the left. This roar was completely different than that of the were-puma. It sounded more like a lion or tiger’s roar. It saw a massive jaguar crouching on a fire escape, and before he could react it was in the air. The were-wolf took the full impact in his chest.
The were-jaguar and were-wolf tumbled to the street and began clawing and snapping at each other. Before the were-wolf could fully react, the were-jaguar had leapt off of him, and onto a nearby trash bin’s lid.
The were-wolf showed his fangs and let out a long, loud howl. Rearing up it prepared to fight. The were-jaguar growled and roared again. It leapt at him aiming for the belly with one of its front paws. The were-wolf was faster and grabbing her used her momentum to toss her towards a wall.
Crashing into it, the were-jaguar let out a cry and tumbled to the ground. She came to rest a few feet away from the alley wall, her back to him. The were-wolf waited and then howled again. He padded forward to claim his prize. He was going to devour her and leave just her head and hide behind.
That would send the message to stay out of Chicago or die. The were-wolf’s giant eyes were gleaming with joy and it laughed a deep growling laugh. It was soon upon her and paused looking at the still breathing cat. This was going to be fun.
As the were-wolf took a step closer, Adriana spun around onto her paws and roared. She wasn’t nearly as wounded as he’d thought, and he growled with rage. Bracing himself, he watched as the cat prepared to charge, giant fangs exposed.
Adriana focused and charged at the were-wolf. She came left, moved right and then dove between his legs. The were-wolf swatted empty air having expected her to leap at his chest. As she passed between his legs, she swatted the back of his heels with her claws severing both Achilles’ tendons in the process.
The were-wolf let out a howl of pain and rage. He stumbled to his knees and cried out. Adriana stopped her momentum and turned quickly to charge the were-wolf again. She knew what she had to do and fully embraced the jaguar’s spirit. Leaping she was on the were-wolf’s back knocking him forward, face first into the pavement.
It struggled under her weight as she reared up and turned her head slightly. Adriana plunged downward; massive jaws wide and tore into the were-wolf’s back easily and bit down on its spine. With a massive crack, she broke his spine with her powerful jaws. The were-wolf howled and started to convulse.
Suddenly glowing and shimmering, he became human again, blood gushing from the massive wound in his back. The man twitched a few times screaming and then stopped suddenly. Adriana licked her lips and reared up a giant paw preparing to crush his skull. Suddenly, a shot rang out and her head turned towards the mouth of the alley.
The shot had just missed her, and now she saw several people at the mouth of the alley, including a police officer that was now aiming at her again. She roared loud and long. It was enough to give the officer pause, and she turned and leapt into a full run down the alley.
The officer fired again and then called for back up and an ambulance. He ran towards the bleeding man as fast as he could while his partner stayed behind to keep onlookers out of the alley.
* * * * *
Adriana raced to the corner on her feet like a person: her control had become total. Finding a dark area, she closed her eyes, dropped to all four paws and felt energy surging around her. She changed back into human form and was left kneeling on the alley ground.
Slowly, she made her way back to her car, keeping to the shadows. This got increasingly difficult as scores of emergency vehicles and news vans sped by towards the alley. She smiled and managed to get to her car, open it and get dressed in the back.
Moving to the front seat, she turned on the car and pulled away. Soon she would be home, taking a shower and then crashing into her bed. She looked up at her reflection in the mirror and saw blood on her mouth and teeth. She guessed she would have to get used to that.
Arriving back in her condo, she showered and got into a robe. She made tea and then sat on the couch trying to unwind.
“You were amazing.”
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