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			Night of the Living Dead Chola

			My tears drip from my mouth and they taste like blood. For years, mud and garbage have weighed down my body to keep me trapped in this wet, dark grave. The tips of my fingers and toes have been nibbled away by fish swimming past my body. They all steal a little morsel of me before scurrying away. I’m surprised there is anything left. As the current fades away, I find myself awake. I am angry. My head throbs from the sound of wailing children above me and the whisper of a goddess below me. I will rise from the depths of the Rio Grande to claim the flesh of those inflicting this pain. I was a ghost in life and still in death, but who knew I would have so much power without a heartbeat or breath?

			The Rio Grande is drying up and there is nothing anyone can do about it. Time has increased the temperature in this part of the world, making the border more dangerous from the heat, yet more porous. I’ve heard all those stories of woe. I hear it in the minds of those who have passed away in these waters. Their memories and dreams float like river grass. Their souls are trapped here with me. Not for long. The Rio Grande is drying up and a solar eclipse is on the horizon. 

			As the waters become increasingly shallow, the dead have been pushing along the feet of those who wade into our grave. Children and babies are priorities. When they are chased, we claw at the ankles of their pursuers, or hold back the dangers that threaten to pull them below the water. Of course, this has been met with resistance from those above. There is talk of refilling the river, mechanically controlling its currents to be more lethal than ever before. There would be zero survivors. A wall and a river. A modern-day fortress with its moat. The solar eclipse happens tomorrow and tomorrow nothing will ever be the same. 

			The dark is covering the sky. Two rings appear to become one. They are a vortex of energy that is opening a way for us. 

			My army of the living dead and I are ready. We rise from the mud, looking like monuments to decay. What is left of our bodies are mere shadows in the darkness. The moon and the sun and the goddess of the dead have gifted life into our flesh. Gifts should not go to waste.

			The others are gathering to pound their fists against concrete and canvas walls and rip fences. Their hunger for flesh will be satiated by the ones who try to stop them. Bites will feel like bullets and death that overtakes their bodies will invade like ice. For now, I break from the crowd to find the man who did this to me. My murderer. 

			He told me I was beautiful, like a dark beauty queen. Just a few beers and a movie was all he wanted. After, when I felt unsteady on my feet even though I wore sneakers and my vision doubled, he wanted to know if he could take a few photos.

			I am angry at myself for needing to hear those words from someone other than myself. I am angry that I remain nameless and unsolved, just like those females across the border in Juárez. I’m American. We care about people in America, don’t we? After he broke me, used me, made my mascara and eyeliner bleed all over my face, he discarded me like I was nothing. I can still feel part of him inside of me and that is what lets me know where I can find him.

			As I follow the trail that leads to my killer, people scream when they see me. Some run, remembering all those films they have watched over the years. A few bullets have pierced my body, but it is not enough to stop me. Before I can get close enough to the shooters, they turn and run the other way. Cowards, too scared of a rotting woman with nothing to lose and a hunger that hurts. They know I will come for them next if someone else hasn’t gotten to them first. I ignore the chaos of overturned cars and feasting on flesh that surrounds me to continue on my way.

			My memory reminds me his apartment is on the top floor. He is so close now. I can smell his sweat; a stench I will never forget. My belly is hungry for his insides. It stokes my appetite for a bloody stew of caldo. I will devour him the way he devoured me. 

			With little resistance I push the locked door open. He can hear me. Good. I want him to see me. The sun is back to where it should be high in the sky and there are no remaining shadows to hide any of us. 

			He stands before me in his underpants. His screams are like a Banda song that tells you the party is about to start. Get to your feet, grab another drink. There is nowhere for him to run as I block the only exit. A puddle of mud and water gathers at my feet as my waterlogged body expunges itself. I’m feeling lighter already. He is stumbling backwards, praying to God for help, but it is a goddess that has brought me here: Mictecacíhuatl, the flayed woman of the underworld and keeper of bones. 

			His throat is in my hands and I can almost feel myself salivating even though my body is a torn rag of sinew, algae and bone. My teeth are still intact. His blood fills my mouth after his flesh gives in to me so easily. I waste nothing. I sit on the floor to suck every ribbon of muscle from his frame like I would a plate of baby back ribs at a BBQ. I pick little pieces of him from my teeth, like corn on the cob. His skull makes the sound of a coconut falling to the ground as I open it to slurp my dessert.

			The bones are left for the queen to collect and use as bricks for her underworld kingdom. I hope she uses them to cobble a road. My meal has left me sluggish. I lie down to sleep, just for a moment, and maybe dream of all the things I didn’t get to do in life.

			It is night again. The moonlight is the only source of light. As I move to raise myself from the floor, I look at my hands, my body. My flesh has been made whole again. My stomach churns with excitement and meat. I jump to my feet and run to the bathroom. I touch my skin, which looks as if I have just stepped out of the shower. Beneath the mirror, there is makeup. The asshole has a lady. I find this disturbing. He didn’t seem like one for a relationship. The red Maybelline pencil feels good in my hands. I hope I haven’t forgotten how to use it. My eyebrows need filling, eyes need lining. Like two friends that have been apart but come back together as if no time has passed, I create a perfect stroke at the corner of my eyes. The dark shade of red, bordering on brown, lipstick with matching lip liner suits my skin color. A quick brush through my hair leaves it long and smooth as it falls over my shoulders. I part it right in the middle to accentuate my high cheek bones and round face. This ritual reminds me how I would sneak clothes and lipstick in my backpack before school to change into later because my mom didn’t want me looking like trouble. I wonder where she is now. Speaking of clothes, I am nude.

			If there is makeup there has to be clothing. I go through the chest of drawers and find panties and a tank top. In the closet there are jeans that are too long and slightly baggy. No problem. I take a belt and cinch them in at the waist. There is a pile of women’s shoes in different sizes. This is odd. Beneath this tower of leather, I find a box of phones, jewelry, driver’s licenses, including mine. Suddenly I feel sick. I want to vomit, and I do. The thought of this beast inside of me fills me with anger and hate. I vomit more, until every scrap of him is out of me. I throw open the closet to pull everything out. My old Nike Cortezes are in the corner. I know they are mine because there is blue ink with my initials on the back. I did that. There is also my mini backpack, inside of which is a beat-up copy of The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros.

			I wipe the remnants of vomit from my mouth and return to the bathroom to reapply my lipstick. I wonder who wore these clothes and makeup before me. Perhaps they will have a second chance as I did. A rumble inside of me alerts me that I am hungry again. Tonight, I will go out and find another meal to satisfy my appetite. I take everything I can find of value, including car keys.

			A TV in the next apartment is on loudly. I hear a news alert. The Rio Grande has dried up and there is nothing the army or police or politicians can do about it. The bodies of the dead and ghosts have returned as well. People are also claiming their dead relatives are returning as if they had never died at all, except for a new appetite. “God help us all,” the newsreader concludes, “because it looks like they might just take over.”

		

	
		
			The Demon in My Eye

			I woke up this morning wanting to die. I told myself it’s just the demon in my eye, a little bug stuck inside my pupil. It often tells me to surrender to its call. Hell is so much easier to endure than here. I imagine there is a sense of peace in oblivion. No noise, no doubt, no heartache. Part of me believes the voice. All I would have to do is fly straight into a brick wall and allow my eyes to close after I hear the sound of my skull cracking open. Brain huevos rancheros for the flesh-eating pigeons as large as vultures. Haven’t made a single level-headed decision in my life. It’s a life I’m destined to endure until the end of days, I’m afraid.

			The demon in my eye is a little bug I can’t remove to relieve myself of this craven thirst that devours everything and instructs me to kill anyone who does me wrong, sometimes right, and corrupts anything that is good that might come my way. But it has kept me alive in a time when survival is the only thing that matters. Well, that and who you roll with. 

			A cold body bumps next to me, a soft moan. Christ, he’s barely alive. I roll out of bed, smelling of my own pussy and dried cum, knowing there is only one way to salvage this situation. I have ten missed calls on my watch blinking red on the bedside table next to an empty bottle of rum. I grab my companion’s white-collared shirt crumpled on the floor and step into the motel hallway. I need to find the kitchen and housekeeping storage room fast, both typically in the basement these days. Everyone is still asleep as I quickly rush past the quiet rooms to the stairwell down four levels. Bingo. In the basement I find housekeeping. I grab four plastic laundry bags with drawstrings. Next, time to hit up the kitchen. I hear voices, but one look at me and they will do exactly as they are told. 

			“Bro, she still won’t let me hit it. Says she scared of catching something. I told her I’d wrap it up with a body bag if it’ll—” The squat muscly guy stops his story and looks at me with wide eyes trembling with fear. A silver ladle quakes in his hand.

			“I want all these bags filled with ice. Now.”

			The two kitchen staff approach me with caution before they snatch the bags from my outstretched hand and fumble awkwardly to do as ordered. I spot an insulated box used for cold storage. Perfect. 

			“Put the bags in that box.” They both nod and move faster while keeping an eye on me in their peripheral vision.

			“Thanks. And tell your chick she has nothing to worry about. She won’t catch nothing out there. Maybe a case of crabs from you. The vaccine is legit. We made sure of that.”

			They remain silent and nod with their jaws hanging open as I dash out and back to the room as fast as I got down. My plaything’s pulse is about to give out. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t save him. We sucked and fucked so hard, but that’s what you get when you fuck with a woman like me. He took so much milk last night he won’t feel this. I told him to slow down. They never listen. Nobody listens to women.

			I take out my compact surgical kit. I’ve got minutes to do this, but I’ve become so good I should be rolling with the Doctors. One last breath leaves his mouth. With gloved hands I spray the inside of the ice bags and his entire body with antiseptic mist. I stick his belly with a cauterizing scalpel, careful not to damage anything below his layer of fat. A shame, because he was a great fuck, eager to please me. He slurped all the milk secreted from between my legs and tits until my thighs shook.

			* * * 

			I toss my bloody gloves on the sheet when I’m finished. The Doctors will be happy to get these scraps for the weird but important work they do. Time to get dressed. I pull on my denim jacket with large slits beneath the sleeves to accommodate my anatomy. Everything I own must be custom made. Then it’s time to head to the Pawn N Thrift, owned by my old friend Larv. He is the absolute best in the black market of organ dealing.

			From the glass front door of the shop I can see Larv in the back inspecting something. A little bell jingles as I walk in. Square plastic bags filled with blood, plasma, eyeballs and milk hang with their tails trailing like freakish jellyfish within the temperature-controlled cases. The bags glow like jewels and the eyes look like Fabergé eggs with the soft lighting behind them. Larv puts an antique drone down.

			“Hey, Valencia. You got something good for me?”

			I place the box on the counter and open it. “Yeah, liver, lungs, kidneys and a heart that’ll only be good for the arteries.”

			“A heart? I thought you Mexicans just love the heart?” I can smell his eggy breath as he chuckles.

			“Now you tell me something good. What can you give me?”

			“How ’bout you come back here and suck me off. Always wanted to get off with a woman like—”

			“You really want me to do that? I’ll chomp that shit off like a handful of potato chips. Might sound the same too.” I show him my stained teeth with a wide grin to reinforce the message. I can still taste the residual copper of blood in my mouth. My face must look extra menacing.

			“All right, no need to be vulgar.” He smiles and shows me the slimy gold grill in his mouth. His muscled chest quakes beneath a tight black t-shirt. His pecs are almost as big as my tits.

			“You want trade or coin?”

			“I need coin. Same account.”

			He slides a chart in front of me and points out a number. It’s the new price list. The Bankers raised their cut for using coin and the Doctors obviously agreed. Damn. I guess lasting peace has a price too.

			“Good for me.”

			“All right. Don’t go breaking any necks or hearts today. And bring that wicked ass around here more often. I keep getting requests for your milk.”

			I turn on my heels and give him the middle finger before flipping my hair. “Adios, Larvae baby.”

			The dawn is just breaking as I walk out. I pull up my mask to filter out the pollutants in the air. For a while it was better, but now we’ve returned to the old ways; the city buildings are blackened with soot and garbage goes uncollected for weeks at a time. I crouch before leaping into the air in flight. 

			The brown downy hairs on my neck and spine catch the breeze as I fly above the city lights, above the sorrow we have all become. I’m heading back to our camp south of the river now named the River Styx for the makeshift morgues that floated when there was no longer any room for all the dead in the cities. No room to bury them and not even time to burn them in mass graves. Those bodies eventually floated into the ocean never to be seen again. None of the other gangs dares cross the river unless invited. We made sure of that after the last turf war.

			It’s a short flight to the landing path just outside the barricaded warehouse that used to house helicopters for rich folks. Fuck. Tony is outside, probably waiting for me. I land softly, my thin bat wings folding like an accordion back into the soft openings from under my armpits to my wrists via the slits in my jacket.

			“You didn’t come back last night.” He steps close and sniffs my skin. “And you weren’t alone.”

			“None of your business, Tony. I told you I’m not a one-man kind of woman. Plus, I got this.” I pull out the eye from the light bag around my waist to show him. “My ticket into Johnson Labs.”

			“There really isn’t anything you won’t do to get what you want.”

			“Nope. Including fucking someone. He was good too.”

			There is enough morning light for me to see the red in his cheeks and the scowl on his face, the billows of black smoke from the morning fires rising in the air as toxic as this man’s kiss. His eyes just as black as the grime we sneeze from our noses.

			“You’re a fucking slut tease. You know that?”

			“Go back to the dog pound. Just because there’s a truce doesn’t mean there isn’t bad blood between us. And that kind of talk is why I don’t fuck with you.”

			“You’ll be back when you figure out you can’t get better,” I hear him shout as I walk away.

			I turn around because I can’t resist putting a final nail in this love-gone-wrong coffin. “You’re right, I will be back. I’ll be back when I come to drain you of your blood and sell your organs to Larv.”

			I leave him, feeling flush. It took a long time for me to tell him that, considering I’m the most hardheaded and desperate to be loved individual I know. But as soon as I get it, I don’t want it anymore. 

			I walk through the main door of the warehouse to see Peggy standing there wringing her pink-and-brown-spotted hands, absently watching a group of teens sorting through clothing. 

			“Hey, Peggy. Your snout’s a little wet. You been snorting that slop again?” 

			She huffs from her large nostrils and touches her round cheeks. “Huh? No. You need to hurry. Tina got news the Evangelicals are gonna make another move, possibly try to start another war between the gangs so they can push us out. You know what they would do to us?”

			Fucking Evangelicals. I rush past her to the office in the back. The rest of the warehouse is used for sorting goods either stolen, found outside of the cities, or in abandoned gated communities stockpiled with shit the dead left behind.

			When I enter the office, Tina glances up from her tablet with her lizard-like eyes, looking worried and pissed off. 

			“I might have sent Tony to find you if you didn’t show up by noon. It’s bad.” She rolls out an old map of the city on the conference room table we took from the looting of city hall. “The Hazmats have moved to the north border of the river and the Dogs resettled in the slaughter district. But we have word from one of the Hazmats the Evangelicals and Skinheads have joined forces with Uptown under you know who.”

			“Lemme guess, our old friend Karen.” Fucking Karen Hughs, the long-suffering and sad widow of Eric Hughs.

			Tina nods. “She’ll be hosting a small meeting with both of the other gangs trying to take us down with promises of turf and our bodies. The Doctors said they’re neutral as before and they’ll only offer medical assistance. But this is our chance. Who knows when we’ll have three of the worst gang leaders in one room? They were the only ones who prevented lasting peace under Captain.”

			No way would Karen make a slave of me or anyone. “What you want from me?”

			“I want you to infect them. We know for a fact they haven’t been vaccinated. Plus, the brownstone block is protected to the teeth. But I think if the low-level goons see their leaders gone, they might just run like the cowards they are, especially considering half of them are paid. No real loyalty there. You’re the only one who can approach from a different angle, the sky. They probably don’t think any of you exist anymore. I’m one of the four Komodo dragons left and we’re slow as hell on two legs. If you needed brawn, I’d be your woman.” 

			“Not gonna do it. I don’t want to risk any part of my DNA getting out. We have more and more orphans finding their way here. What if my blood’s mutated? Last night I got a free ticket into Johnson Labs to test myself. I won’t infect them, but I will kill them for the sake of everyone. It will be my pleasure to rid the city of Karen Hughs.” 

			“So it’s a yes for getting this done?” Tina is just like me and takes ‘no’ as a sign there’s another way. Our collective female rage has created a sort of magnetic field that keeps us safe enough. And she can snap bones in seconds with her bite. “This happens tonight. We can’t waste any time with this. She is one tricky cunt moving place to place. I think she’s only settling uptown because she thinks she can take over the entire city if she pays enough goons. Probably wants her old pad back too.”

			“Consider it done. If I die, please give my shit to Peggy. She is one sappy sow. What about retaliation? Any plan for that?”

			Tina rolls up the map, slumps into her office chair and grabs a small mouse from an aquarium. She swallows it whole. “Same as always. Give Peggy the order on your way out.”

			I walk out of the office to Peggy, who’s still snorting in obvious agitation. I place a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. Don’t worry. Tonight you have an important job. I need you to take all the orphans to the boats. Read them stories, play games, but keep them calm and safe. Don’t think about anything else. If things go bad, you do as we practiced.”

			“What about you? What are you two planning?”

			“Don’t think about me twice. I don’t matter. Those orphans, got it?”

			She looks at me with watery eyes. I know there would be no stopping the hug, so I allow her to squeeze me, her snout burrowing in the side of my neck. “Be careful,” she whispers.

			I walk away to sit by the river, wanting to be alone. Not even a year ago Karen and her husband killed the Captain. He was part of our crew trying to unify the gangs to work together instead of squabbling over blocks in a city now resembling something out of a story set during twentieth-century industrialization, but with more graffiti. Nothing worked; people starved on the streets, disease ravaged the population, leaving only shitty folks like me to do whatever it took to survive. I’ve had to sell my body, its precious secretions. I’ve also sold body parts because flesh is currency that exists as long as we exist. Anything and everything is for sale. 

			We’re the Animals, freakish and mostly ruthless. 

			The Captain thought we could all get along, no matter what our differences. Optimistic bastard got himself killed. Right before our eyes in a packed stadium, He exploded into a million pieces when he stepped up to the podium to declare a truce between the rival gangs and free passes through turf to create some semblance of civilization, like it ever existed. The only one against unification was Karen Hughs and her pharmaceutical CEO husband. They sowed dissent by spreading rumors and preying on the fears of the Evangelicals and Skinheads. Captain was the closest chance we got to living together without our pettiness getting in the way.

			I sit there thinking about the past until the sun sets, my demon itching to get out and toss my ass into the river. Its hiss begins like steam escaping a pipe until the temperature and pressure climbs and my mind is awash with anger and thoughts of blood. 

			There isn’t a single breeze or gust of wind tonight to propel me faster. I have to fly hard across the city with only patches of electricity working. No airplanes anymore either. Thankfully I had the foresight to ditch my boots, exposing my clawed feet. I wear only a thin ribbed tank top cut just under the breasts and black tear-resistant leggings. My surgical kit is strapped to my thigh and a single blade is strapped to my ankle, with the rest of me exposed to whatever weapons they might have, but I couldn’t fly quick enough with anything else on. 

			I land softly on top of the brownstone that back in the twenty-first century probably cost a few million. Karen and her crew have taken an entire block overlooking a once grand park. It needs a good clear-out. The Captain had dreams of restoring it, perhaps as a neutral zone market. My demon screeches for organ meat when I think of our big plans taken in seconds. The Evangelicals and Skinheads had joined Karen’s ranks, slowly moving in. The Skinheads loved the chaos as much as the Evangelicals. This end-of-world scenario fit in nicely with their fucked-up version of reality and prophecy. 

			I creep to the edge of the roof and peer towards the fire escape. Nobody there, but the ground has at least twenty-five armed bodies patrolling, mostly talking amongst themselves instead of looking vigilant. I climb down, hoping one of the windows will be open on a hot night like this, with not enough consistent power for air con. The city is a perpetual cloud of pollution and heat. The rain gives us some relief unless it comes down as acid. 

			One of the windows further down appears open, but shit, an ugly motherfucker with his back turned guards the room. He’s a skinhead with a cross tattoo that begins at the base of his neck and ends on the back of his head, where the cross turns into a swastika. What a fucking moron if there ever was one. I can’t wait to kill him where he stands. I can feel myself salivating, my hunger growing and the milk inside of me churning. 

			With one swift movement I dart inside, unhinge my jaw and clamp onto the back of his neck before he can react. I sever his spine with one bite. Blood floods my mouth and sprays my face as I rip out the spinal column. I can feel his blood leaching into my gums and eyes. My body readily absorbs it with orgasmic high voltage. I catch him before he can fall and make noise. Shame. Could have got good money for his organs. I don’t bother with his weapon because it will only make noise and outside the brownstone there are more guards than I can handle alone. I slide him into the closet. I can’t hear anyone in the hallway but there are voices in another room. I walk quietly so I can make out what they’re saying.

			“Praise Jesus we are here today. Together we will wipe out those godforsaken things, so vile they could only be from Satan in this End of Days.”

			Fucking Evangelical John. I know him from his radio blasts trying to create a new flock of those ‘left behind’. Motherfucker organized his gang from prison where he served time for stealing millions from his church and promising a miracle cure for all the ‘foreign viruses sneaking across the borders’. Well, one riot later, when shit got really bad in the prisons, he became a regular Jim Jones. He claimed to be a living miracle. Humans can be so fucking dumb when scared.

			“Yes,” Karen Hughs says, “my dearest husband built his fortune to help those that help themselves. When this is all over, I will allow both of your people to decide what to do with the gangs that don’t fall in line. I care little for the Animals. I do care about the legacy my husband had in mind. A new way of leading.”

			“Yes, repent and accept Jesus or death,” Evangelical John says in his fake pious tone. 

			“I don’t think any of them are pure. Tainted blood should never mix. Let them rebuild what we lost. Show them who the real master is in a new confederacy.” That has to be a Skinhead. I don’t know much about them except they keep to themselves in one ideological hateful circle jerk with the morals of a virus.

			Suddenly I want to infect them all, let them writhe on the floor and transform or die a horrible death as their body rejects what’s inside my bat DNA, which was harmless until some human fuck from Johnson Labs decided to fuck with me. Tubes and needles, experiment after experiment after they took me off the streets on my way home from the library where I worked. Now all those lab coats are dead, but their research is still very much alive and locked in Johnson Labs. How can I ever be free without the freedom to be who I was born to be? Stripped and mutated to be something more palatable but made into a nightmare. And once the nightmare got loose, it was they who lost.

			The demon in my eye is begging to be let out. To kill and destroy. That’s why I’m here, not to get caught or killed. As much as I couldn’t care less if I live or die, I can’t die until these putrid sacks of flesh are gone. 

			I slide my back down the wall and ball my fists. The demon is stronger, telling me what a shitbag I am, and I’m bound to fuck it up. I slap myself hard, the sharp tips of my nails catching the flesh on my cheek. I would let myself fall into a puddle of tears if any of the moisture in my body could be spared. Only the milk matters. The milk that’s a side effect of my transformation.

			I move to my hands and knees and crawl on the floor with my tongue hanging out. Wings want to splay so they might see me in my full animal glory. Evangelical John sees me first. 

			“God in heaven, how did that get in here? Jezebel from hell! Jesus, strike this demon vermin down now! I command you!”

			I know he’s the least dangerous, so I turn my attention to the Skinheads’ leader, who has to be in his forties but has a solid build I can see though his tight golfing shirt and jeans. He pulls out a sawed-off shotgun from the side of his leg and points the barrel at me.

			“No, don’t!” screams Karen. “If she explodes and blood gets everywhere, we’re goners. It’ll release what’s inside of her. I thought all of her kind were dead. I personally saw to their termination when my husband and I ran Johnson Labs.” Her tone drips of smug satisfaction. Her face is shiny and tight from her last face lift. Her yellowed pearls and cardigan with holes look like something she stole from a corpse. Some people just don’t know how to move on.

			I can see the Skinhead wants to do it. The hate in his mind is a demon he can’t control either because it’s so deep inside now. It makes his hand tremble and a vein next to his right eye twitch. I use this to my advantage. 

			I scramble across the floor, straight for his nuts, to bite and pull. Blood gushes from the open space between his legs. He screams and drops the shotgun. His body falls to the floor, where he bleeds out. Evangelical John, a coward like all his kind, runs for the door. I zip through the air and land on his back. I stick two fingers into his nostrils and pull until his flesh rips from his skull. I turn around to find Karen with her back against the wall, watching the murder unfold. 

			“Ryan!” she shouts into the bracelet on her wrist. 

			With a single movement I toss the blade in her direction. It grazes her neck. She screams out and places a hand on the wound to stop the bleeding. Her pearls and cardigan are soaked in crimson.

			You missed, you asshole. You’re finally gonna die, the demon says to me.

			Karen is losing the color in her face fast. “If I didn’t hate your kind so much, I’d say you’re pretty majestic. Now don’t do this. Let’s make a deal. What if I said I have someone inside the Doctors working on a cure?” 

			I hear stomping footfalls on stairs. Someone, probably Ryan, has bolted from downstairs and I’m between Karen and this guy, who is staring at me in disbelief. Well, at least my tits. Milky white streaks my abdomen and soaks through my tank top.

			“You can either stop this now and be an informant,” Karen says, “or Ryan will tranquilize your ass and we will do things to you that are worse than anything you can imagine. You’ll be a milk pump pumping coin into my pocket from the highest bidders. Maybe I’ll give you to the Skinheads for their pleasure or the Evangelicals to purify you with fire.”

			Ryan reminded me of Tony. I lift my top. “Hey, Ryan. How would you like a taste?” The milk leaking from my body is like the milk of the poppy, sweet and addictive. I think this might have happened because the lab coats kept me drugged up for so long. Won’t know for certain until I get my hands on those files. Ryan licks his lips, and his eyes dart between me and Karen. 

			“Don’t you fucking dare.” She lifts her wrist to call backup. 

			Before she has a chance, Ryan points his weapon and shoots her between the eyes. He lowers his tranquilizer and I open my arms to take him to my bosom and let him fall into my brown wings. The pearly liquid drips with a honey-like viscosity and he hungrily drinks. I tenderly brush away the hair from his brow. He can’t be more than twenty, most probably grew up on the streets. 

			“You know there’s a price to pay for this. Some die and others change. You’ll either find your way to us or strike out beyond the city.”

			He looks up with desperate and sad eyes like all the others, just wanting something to suckle to ease the pain of this shitty life we brought upon ourselves. He falls into a deep sleep. I look around at the carnage and see nothing but coin. 

			But first things first. 

			* * *

			“You’re back. That was quick. You have some of your sweet leche for me?”

			“Nope. Even better.” I grab the trash bag filled with plastic tubs of organs. “Three hearts. Evangelical, Skinhead and Karen, plus all of their livers and kidneys.”

			He looks hungrily at the bags before leaning back in his chair. “Yo, Worm. Come and get this stuff. I’m eating.”

			A scrawny brown boy with a feathery adolescent moustache over his top lip and a shaved head enters from the back. “All right, Dad. I need to call the Doctors for the rest?”

			Larv looks at me with a half smile. “This from what went down at the brownstones? I’ve been getting alert after alert.”

			“Let’s just say don’t call the Doctors. That place will be crawling with scum soon trying to find a way to take over. We need to stay in good with the only neutral group.”

			“I’ll give you double what you got last time if you bring some of your leche.”

			“No can do. It’s about to get nasty. Better board up the front and keep Worm off the streets. They’ll be looking for any brown body or animal to capture.”

			“Okay. Triple still for the heads up. Take care of yourself, Valencia.”

			I take flight just as the dawn breaks to head back to the warehouse. Tina is waiting with our small board of directors, I guess you could call us. She and the five others clap as I land. 

			Tina hands me a bottle of homemade mezcal mixed with blood. “I can’t believe you tossed their heads out the window with notes attached. You did it.”

			“I did. Got some coin out of it too for our organization. But I’m exhausted. I’m going to sleep for a few hours.”

			“A few hours? Why not for a few days?”

			“I’m heading to Johnson Labs tonight. Got some files to steal and I want to test my blood.”

			“Well, you better come get me first. I owe you one. I’m so busy with trying to revive Captain’s work I haven’t had a good bone crushing in a while. Could be fun to get in a scrap, sharpen my nails.”

			“Damn straight.”

			“Hey. You think you can really find something to cure you of that voice in your head? ‘The demon’ you call it? You really want to change what you are?”

			I shrug and shake my head. I’ll only take a few more swigs of the booze because I want to be fresh for tonight. It’s a ten-minute stroll to the decrepit riverside condos we took over about five years ago. Captain made sure we had running water and electricity three times a week. All the orphans live in the basement for their safety. It’s where I sleep if I’m not in a motel or hotel doing what I do best. My body feels sluggish and drained the longer I walk. Always does when I release milk like that. I should shower but I can’t find the energy. The demon in my eye tells me I’m a dirty thing anyway. No need to clean myself because what good would it do? Neither sin, skin, nor nature can be washed away. I close my eyes and dream of azure cenotes and dark caves of Mexico. I am a bat after all. This city was never my home.

		

	
		
			Donkey Lady Bridge

			July 1

			People like to call it Donkey Lady Bridge. Kids and drunk teens dare each other to run across while making donkey sounds, but nothing has ever happened to them. By the corner of the bridge you can see remnants of black wax and chalk marks where wannabe Satanists go to perform seances. Then there are others minding their own business, who swear there is a malevolent presence. A real estate agent charged with auctioning the land changed offices so she would never have to venture in that part of town again. It was always the ones who weren’t looking for the Donkey Lady who got her attention. I didn’t believe any of it. I drove across that bridge so many times without so much as a glare across my windshield. 

			Everyone who lives around here has a different story about who Diana, the Donkey Lady, is or was. The story I heard, and the version that frightens me the most, is that she was the victim of a Santería ritual gone wrong, a curandera caught in something beyond her control as she sought revenge against her abusive partner. The house where it was supposed to have happened is a burnt ruin nestled amongst the trees and bushes that have been left to grow wild. This notoriously ‘haunted’ spot is just beyond the bridge. There is a permanent faded ‘For Sale’ sign half tipped over stuck deep into the ground. 
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“...the voice of authenticity.’ Gabino Iglesias
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