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Prologue

(Oklahoma Territory / Cherokee Nation: Winter 1878)

She silently made her way out of the daub house. She shivered, her teeth chattering as the wind pelted her. It had been cold in the home. It was brutally frigid outside.

Her family and a dozen others had made this barren land their home for the winter. In the distance was a forest. The night before, a jaguar had been killed by one of the tribe’s braves. Jaguars seldom traveled this far north making the kill all the more sweet. Its pelt now hung on two wooden poles. She had heard it call to her. Or maybe it had been the unrelenting wind that chilled her to the bone.

She made her way to the jaguar, removed her meager clothes, and snuggled within the animal’s skin, warmed by its fur. She slept. Before dawn she awakened, dressed, and made her way back to her family’s home.

In the morning she tended to her chores. She made a fire. She and three other girls from the tribe cooked small portions of food. At sixteen, she was the oldest of the four. The others complained of the biting cold that sapped their energy. She gave them a cold stare that spoke volumes. It was frigid for everyone. Do your chores and remain silent. She didn’t have to say a word.

For the next two nights the jaguar called to her. She slept within its cocoon, its warmth comforting her, energizing her for the brutal day to come. The chill of the wind had sapped her of what little strength she possessed. With so little food, she was rail thin. She often imagined a gust of wind tossing her in the air. She’d plunge to earth with every bone in her body splintered. But the warmth inside the jaguar’s skin invigorated her. By the third day she was doing the chores of the other girls without complaint.

On the third night a storm assaulted the village. Rain pelted, sparing no one except her—the skin of the jaguar protecting her from the elements. A bolt of lightning struck the jaguar. It seemed to come to life, yanking itself from the poles that held it and wrapped itself around her like a second skin.

She and the jaguar became one. She padded off towards the forest, hunger gnawing at her. It was time to search for prey.

She would never return to her village.


Chapter One

Philadelphia, PA

(1962)

Bly padded past the Southwark Projects at 4th and Washington Streets. Charcoal black, she couldn’t be seen by any of the residents in the three towers on this moonless night. The few street lights put in to make the projects safer at night had been broken by teens throwing rocks at them. The bulbs were replaced every three or four months, only to be smashed within a day.

Bly crossed the street oblivious to her surroundings. Instinctively she knew she would be giving birth before the night was over. Where could she go without being disturbed? A thought crossed her mind. Yes, the church would do. She crossed the street, retracing her steps.

She didn’t see the car approach. Its headlights were off. She was hit by a glancing blow. She was stunned for a moment. The car swerved around her and sped away. No one was of any value in the projects, she knew. Whether she was dead or badly injured meant little to the driver.

She knew one of her legs was broken. There was further damage, but she was able to limp away towards the church.

The Emanuel Evangelical Lutheran Church had once been the pride of the community. Its three massive bells could be heard for miles. Its steeple was a beacon for ships sailing up the Delaware River. A dwindling congregation and lack of funds had taken its toll in recent years. The church had the feel of an old man at death’s door.

Bly entered and transformed herself into a statuesque ebony woman. With her injuries, her transformation was incredibly painful, but she could only deliver her child in her human form. Her shattered leg had been too serious for her to heal when she transformed.

As had been done for generations before her, she had taken a mate when she was sixteen—a stranger whose name she never knew. It had been a biological imperative that she be impregnated at sixteen, akin to turtles born on land instinctively aware the sea was their home. She had hoped to raise her daughter, but she knew her injuries would deprive her of that desire.

An hour later she held her daughter in her hands. With her own blood she scrawled the name she had chosen for her on the child’s stomach—Aiyana … Eternal Blossom, her tribe’s translation. She placed the child in a box she found at the back of the church, covered her with a ragtag blanket she had also found discarded. She placed the box on the pulpit in the church. She kissed Aiyana on the forehead, then changed back to a jaguar. She limped out of the church. She would find somewhere to die far from the church, her mission in life fulfilled.


Book One

 


Chapter Two

(Philadelphia; 1978)

Aiyana

Aiyana stood naked in front of a mirror. Today was her sixteenth birthday. She would lose her virginity tonight and would become impregnated, fulfilling her biological imperative.

She stared at herself and smiled. She didn’t smile often, but her best friend Kneisha—her only real friend, actually—said it was infectious.

“Infections?” Aiyana had replied. “You sayin’ my smile makes others sick?” She knew what her friend had said. She was forever jerking Kneisha’s chain. Her friend was a bit gullible and took everything way too seriously.

“I didn’t say—” she’d begun.

“I know what you said, girl,” Aiyana had interrupted. “Just playing with you. Do I really have an … infectious smile?” Aiyana would be the first to admit she was more than a little insecure.

“It’s radiant,” Kneisha had said. “You should smile more often.”

“You’re one to talk,” Aiyana had snapped back. “Last few months you seem to have left your smile under your pillow.”

Kneisha had changed the subject. Aiyana hadn’t pried. She knew her friend must be dealing with some awful shit. Kneisha had acted similarly when she was thirteen—sullen, brooding, and moody. She would confide in Aiyana when she was ready.

Looking into the mirror, Aiyana saw a young woman with a tawny complexion. Her nose was a bit too wide and she had a zit she longed to pop on its bridge. She knew she drew stares from the boys at school. She had high cheekbones and what others, except for Kneisha, said were penetrating brown eyes. Kneisha, who could see past the superficial, had called her eyes predatory. Aiyana couldn’t argue the point—didn’t even try with her friend.

She had long, straight, lustrous black hair that made its way down to her pert behind. She was thin without being scrawny. Her legs, in particular, were muscular. While not into team sports, she excelled in track. She enjoyed the solitude of running alone, not relying or being dependent on teammates. She could take full credit for victories and blame for losses. Her coach had unsuccessfully tried to convince her to be part of the school’s relay team. Aiyana had declined.

A month earlier she had confided to Kneisha that she would lose her virginity on her sixteenth birthday. She didn’t explain why. Some things had to be kept from her best friend.

The two had been window shopping on Walnut Street in Center City, Philadelphia. Being dirt poor, it was all they could afford. In the window of Janine’s, a far too expensive women’s boutique, Kneisha had pointed to a sheer see-through blouse selling for $80.

“That’s bitchin’, Aiyana,” Kneisha said. “Wear that on your sixteenth birthday and you’ll have your choice of guys.”

“Like I could afford it,” Aiyana had said glumly. She did like the look.

“With no bra,” Kneisha responded, as if she hadn’t heard Aiyana.

“Wouldn’t that be a bit much?” Aiyana had asked.

“It’s see-through, but the pattern would—”

“Leave little to the imagination,” Aiyana had interrupted.

Two weeks later, Kneisha dragged Aiyana back to the store. Janine’s was having a going out of business sale. Everything Must Go! a sign screamed.

“I’ve been coming by every day since I heard the store was closing. Last week the top was $60,” she said pointing to it in the front window. “Four days ago it was $30. Today it’s—”

“Eighteen dollars,” Aiyana said indifferently. Still way too much for her to afford.

Kneisha took a ten-dollar bill from her jeans. She had told Aiyana to bring what little money she had been able to save from babysitting jobs. “You know my sixth sense. Someone’s going to buy the top today. Might as well be you.”

Aiyana had nine singles. Kneisha gave her the ten-dollar bill. The top was hers.

Now Aiyana put the blouse on and looked at herself in the mirror. “Leaves little to the imagination,” she said aloud. She could clearly see her breasts and dark brown nipples. She took off the blouse and put on a bra, then put the garment on again. She shook her head. With a bra, the blouse was a tease and nothing more. It was all or nothing, she decided, and removed her bra. A pair of tight black jeans left her midriff slightly exposed. She knew she exuded sexuality. She smiled at the thought.


Chapter Three

Up through the age of ten, Aiyana had lived the typical life of a girl growing up in the projects of Philadelphia. She knew she had been adopted by Marcus and Selina Jackson when she was an infant. She had no idea who her birth mother was.

Not yet an adolescent, she hadn’t been harassed by the gang that ruled the projects. She hadn’t yet experimented with drugs. Hadn’t been groped by teens when she rode the elevator. She had intentionally worn baggy t-shirts that hid her breasts, which were beginning to grow. She was a kid, she had heard more than one teen say. That was a good thing when living in the Southwark Towers. When she was twelve or thirteen, she knew she would begin to be viewed as a sexual object by these same teens. It would mean constant harassment that no girl welcomed.

There had been more than a few drive-by shootings that she knew of, with half a dozen fatalities. It was to be expected. She noticed that most of the shootings hadn’t been reported on the news. Both of her parents worked two menial jobs to make ends meet. Like most of those her age, she didn’t think she would live past the age of twenty. If she did, she would end up a single mother with three or more rugrats, all with different fathers.

She had her first period the day she turned eleven, and her life irrevocably changed. When she went to sleep that night, she was assaulted by dreams that revealed her heritage and provided guidance for all that followed.

She dreamed of a sixteen-year-old Indian girl who hid from the winter cold by sleeping within the pelt of a just-killed jaguar. Saw lightning strike the animal. Saw it appear to come to life, wrap itself around the adolescent, and make its way into the forest.

Then, like the trailer for a movie that didn’t linger on any one scene too long, she saw the jaguar transform itself back into the same girl. She then saw her having sex with a stranger. This woman hadn’t even asked the man his name. Saw her pregnant and then delivering a daughter who could also shape-shift into a jaguar.

The scene repeated itself numerous times—a different woman bedded by a stranger, then giving birth to a child who could morph into a jaguar after she began menstruating. One image lingered. Only once was a male child born to one of these women. After giving birth, the mother became a jaguar who then devoured the newborn child. The next image showed the same woman holding her newborn female child.

Aiyana felt like a dry sponge dropped in a puddle. She absorbed not only the images, but the knowledge passed down from woman to woman.

The final sequence was the longest. A jaguar passing by the projects, being hit by a car then transforming into a woman, giving birth in what appeared to be a church. Aiyana realized it was her mother when she wrote the baby’s name on its belly. Her mother then limped out of the church. Aiyana could sense she was mortally wounded.

Aiyana awoke, having transformed into a jaguar. She padded over to a mirror and peered at herself—the reddish-yellow eyes in the mirror meeting her own. Still looking into the mirror, she morphed back to her human form.

Aiyana sifted through her new memories. She had a biological imperative to continue her family line. At sixteen she would be impregnated and give birth to a female child. The father would be a stranger. She would name her daughter Nita, which meant Bear in its Cherokee origins.

The revelations in her dream empowered Aiyana. She wasn’t just another black girl from the projects who would either die young from drugs or violence or lead a mundane life like Kneisha and other female acquaintances. She wasn’t sure if she was a girl with a jaguar within or a jaguar who hid behind the facade of a human. Regardless, she was a power to be reckoned with and had a purpose to her life. She would persevere to continue her family line and, with luck, raise her daughter.

Her life didn’t change dramatically with her new revelations. Every once in a while she would take a bus to the art museum as darkness enveloped the city and enter the woods of Fairmount Park. She’d transform into a jaguar and practice stealth. More than once she would come upon teenagers making out on a blanket. A part of her wanted to pounce and kill, yet she held her ground. The jaguar she had become didn’t wantonly kill. Jaguars killed solely for sustenance and self-protection. These teens were innocents. They would be spared. But cross her … her mouth watered at the thought.

When she transformed back to her human form she noticed a strong musky odor that would repulse other humans and draw unwanted attention to her. A thorough shower was required, although personally, she loved her animal odor.


Chapter Four

Aiyana kept mainly to herself after she had learned about her heritage. She chatted with other girls in her class but made no close friends. Isolation, she knew, would lead to unwanted scrutiny and possible confrontations. She had to blend in with her peers without drawing undue attention to herself. A part of her wondered—even feared—if the jaguar within her would be unleashed if she became embroiled in a fight with one of her classmates. So far she had been in control of the jaguar within but she still worried it might emerge if it felt threatened.

She was surprised when she came to the aid of Kneisha Gaines, a new girl who had arrived at school two months prior to Aiyana’s eleventh birthday. Kneisha’s father had perished in an automobile accident. She and her mother had moved into the projects, sharing an apartment with Kneisha’s uncle. Aiyana paid no attention to the new girl until after she had shapeshifted into a jaguar on her birthday. She didn’t know why, but Kneisha had begun to intrigue her.

The two couldn’t have been more different in appearance. Kneisha was dark-skinned and had tight, short curly hair. Unlike Aiyana, who was toned from running track, Kneisha had yet to lose her baby fat. She wasn’t fat, but she referred to herself as “chunky.” She had a broad nose, wide lips, and brown eyes that, unlike Aiyana’s, expressed no outward emotion. Her major assets were her breasts, which had begun to sprout before her other female classmates’ and had caught the eyes of the boys in her class. She wasn’t into athletics, unlike Aiyana. She was in choir. Later, when Aiyana went to Kneisha’s church, she saw that her friend had been given a number of solos. She had a sultry, soulful voice that brought others to their feet. Only then, Aiyana saw, did Kneisha’s eyes light up. When singing, she was an altogether different person. Aiyana wondered if that was part of her attraction to Kneisha. The Kneisha who sang at church was like an emerging presence deep within that was unleashed with song.

The popular girls at school often picked on Kneisha. She had entered school mid-year and was part of no clique. Sometimes she wore the same clothes two days in a row. Aiyana would later learn Kneisha just didn’t have that many changes of clothing. Aiyana’s family, while poor, was able to afford a bit more of a diverse wardrobe for their adopted daughter. Aiyana would have gladly let Kneisha borrow her clothing but she was far leaner than her friend. Kneisha was a walking invitation to be bullied.

The major clique in Aiyana’s class nicknamed Kneisha “D-Cup”, referring to her far larger breasts than her classmates’. It was a name that stuck and even other loners referred to her by her nickname. Aiyana felt the barbs were due to jealousy. At eleven, even the popular girls were flat-chested.

Things came to a head one day at recess. Four of the popular girls had surrounded Kneisha. Aiyana didn’t know why they were bullying the girl that day, but four against one rubbed her the wrong way. Since the jaguar in her had emerged, she found that in her human form she was stronger and faster than before. Jaguars, she learned from books at the library, were solitary creatures. They hunted alone, never in packs. These girls gained confidence in numbers rather than approach Kneisha one on one.

Without thinking, Aiyana got into Brenda’s face. Brenda was tall and big-boned with a mouth that spewed insults and profanity. She was the leader of the pack. Put Brenda in her place, she knew, and the others would retreat.

“Leave Kneisha alone,” Aiyana told Brenda.

“What’s it to you, bitch?” Brenda snapped back.

“She’s a friend,” Aiyana replied. The word just came out. In fact she had never spoken to Kneisha.

“You should dress her,” Brenda responded. “Tell her to do something with that nappy hair of hers.”

Aiyana noted that Brenda was talking as much to her friends as to Aiyana. And Brenda had lost some of her swagger with Aiyana standing up for Kneisha. The Aiyana standing up to Brenda was an unknown, she knew. Brenda wasn’t quite sure what to make of her.

“Her hand-me-downs are all ratty,” Brenda went on at the urging of her friends. “She’s got a personality to match.”

“You don’t want to fuck with me, Brenda,” Aiyana shot back, her eyes locking with Brenda’s. Aiyana noticed a small bit of urine snake down her leg. She could smell the jaguar within her.

Brenda backed up. There was a frightened look in her eyes. “She’s yours, bitch,” she said, her voice quivering slightly. She led the other three girls away.

“Why help me?” Kneisha asked. “You were outnumbered and I mean nothing to you.”

“They’re cowards,” Aiyana answered. “Coming at you four against one. You saw Brenda back down when I confronted her one on one. A fucking bully who refuses to act alone. She needs her harem to intimidate others.”

“Would you have fought Brenda?” Kneisha asked. “She’s bigger than you.”

“I would have knocked her on her fat ass,” Aiyana replied.

Kneisha laughed. “You’re odd—” she began.

“Then steer clear of me,” Aiyana snapped.

“Odd in a good way,” Kneisha quickly clarified. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I apologize.”

“Don’t apologize,” Aiyana said. “It shows weakness.” She paused. “Look at the way you carry yourself, staring down at your shoes even when confronted. You avert your eyes when others look at you. It makes you a target. I could …” she started, then shrugged.

“Teach me how to stand up for myself?” Kneisha asked.

“Why the hell not?” Aiyana said, with the hint of a smile.

The two quickly became friends, much to Aiyana’s surprise. She found the two had more in common than she expected. Both were introverted at school. For Aiyana it had become her nature after she was given a peek at her heritage. Once chatty and friendly, she had adapted to the solitary nature of the jaguar. She might have become the target of bullies, but once word of her confrontation with Brenda spread, she was left alone. Kneisha, for her part, was new at school. Making friends mid-year was no easy chore. The two found they could chat for hours about classmates, their fondness for R&B music, and the TV programs they began to watch together.

Kneisha would cheer Aiyana on at track meets. Aiyana somewhat reluctantly went to Kneisha’s church to hear her sing. She tuned out the minister’s words, which initially disappointed her friend.

“What did you think of the reverend’s sermon?” Kneisha asked the first time Aiyana had attended her church.

“Interesting, I guess,” Aiyana replied.

“What was his message?” Kneisha asked, with the hint of a smile.

“God is good?” Aiyana asked in return.

“No, he advocated pre-marital sex,” Kneisha said.

“He did?”

“No, silly, you weren’t listening.”

“I came to hear you sing, not to listen to a reverend’s blabber,” Aiyana said. “I could name every song you sang,” she quickly added. “Your voice gave me goosebumps. I didn’t know it, but I was on my feet clapping when you sang.”

“Yeah, right,” Kneisha replied.

“There you go again with your insecurity,” Aiyana shot back. “You’ve got a bit of Gladys Knight mixed with Aretha Franklin, but you also hit the high notes like Dionne Warwick. And there’s something … something indefinable. It makes you unique.”

“You’re not shitting me?” Kneisha said. “Being a good friend?”

“Do you see the congregation when you sing?” Aiyana asked.

“I-I’m in a world of my own. Honestly,” she said. “I sing to God. Sometimes I think he hears me.”

“Girl, the congregation was on its feet, clapping and stomping their feet,” Aiyana said. “I never heard so many Amens in my life. Like in that song Shaft, you’re a bad motherfucker.”

Neither girl was into boys for different reasons. Kneisha, being religious, was reluctant to date. She wanted to save herself for marriage. For Aiyana, males were a means to procreate when she turned sixteen—nothing more.

And they both shared a bit of a wild streak.

When they were both twelve, Kneisha came over to Aiyana’s apartment after school. Kneisha had been unusually subdued and wore an oversized, moth-eaten sweater. As usual, Aiyana wasn’t subtle.

“Why are you hiding your boobs?” Aiyana asked.

“Can’t a girl wear a sweater?” Kneisha replied.

“It’s more like a tent. And I still say you’re hiding your tits,” Aiyana countered.

“My bra won’t fit anymore the way my tits are growing. Blouses I have are already popping their buttons. My mother doesn’t have the money to buy me new clothes. She says to wait until my birthday. Tell that to my boobs.”

“That’s four months off. No way you can wear a sweater for the next four months,” Aiyana said, shaking her head. “Let’s go shopping.”

“With what money?” Kneisha asked. “You come into an inheritance?”

“Got a buck-forty-two to my name,” Aiyana said.

“How—”

“Who said we were going to pay for new clothes?” Aiyana cut her off. She told her friend of her plan.

“Shoplifting? What if we get caught?” Kneisha asked.

“We run like hell,” Aiyana responded. “Seriously, we won’t get caught.”

They walked to Center City and past a number of stores until they found one that was crowded. They each picked out two outfits. Kneisha also picked two bras—one that would fit her now and another one size larger. They went into the changing room and put one of the outfits on and their clothes they had worn over it. They returned one of the outfits and left the store.

Two blocks away Kneisha began to laugh uncontrollably. “I-I almost peed in my panties, I was so scared.”

“Aren’t you also … exhilarated, I guess is the word. No, jazzed,” Aiyana corrected herself.

“Kinda,” Kneisha answered. “And if we had gotten caught?” she asked.

“We’re twelve. They’re going to tell us to stay the hell away from their store. We won’t go back there again, anyway,” Aiyana added.

“We’re going to do this again?” Kneisha asked.

“Hell yes. Your tits aren’t going to stop growing, girlfriend,” Aiyana said. “You could use some jewelry to go with your new threads.”

“I’ve created a monster,” Kneisha said.

They shoplifted once every two weeks or so. Sometimes it was just candy at a convenience store. At a store that carried all kinds of odds and ends with just one cashier, Aiyana told the teen who was eyeing her the moment she walked in that she had to pee.

“We ain’t got no bathroom for customers,” the tall light-skinned boy told her.

“You want me to pee in my panties? Leave piss on the floor you’ll have to clean up?” Aiyana hopped from one foot to the other.

“Give me a look at your tits and you can use the employee’s bathroom,” he said.

“You’re shitting me,” Aiyana said

“Just how bad do you have to go?” he countered.

“Not here,” Aiyana said. “At the bathroom before I go in.”

He led her to the back of the store. At the bathroom door Aiyana lifted her top. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She was no tease. She gave the cashier a good long look. She saw he had an erection.

He reached out to touch her. She swatted his hand away. “If I gotta take a shit you can cop a feel. Eyes only to pee.”

When Aiyana came out Kneisha had left the store.

“Don’t be a stranger,” the boy said as Aiyana headed for the door.

Aiyana smiled.

At an alley two blocks away she met Kneisha. “I got all kinds of shit,” she told Aiyana. “Stuff I don’t need. Don’t want. I was nervous he would catch me so I just grabbed all I could.”

“We can sell what we don’t want to Carl Bivens,” Aiyana said. “You should see what he has in the trunk of his car. We won’t get a lot but cash is always good. Oh, I had to give him a look at my tits to use the bathroom,” she added.

“You didn’t,” Kneisha said.

“Why the fuck not?” Aiyana shot back. “What’s the harm in giving him a peek? God didn’t give us tits to keep them under wraps. You use what you got.”

“You’re too much,” Kneisha said.

“If I gotta take a shit I gotta let him touch them,” she said.

“We’re going back there again?” Kneisha asked.

Aiyana thought for a moment. “It’s easy pickings, but no.”

“You don’t want him to touch you,” Kneisha said.

“Like I care. Look, touch, no big deal. But we agreed to never hit the same store twice. It would be just our luck his boss notices all the shit you took is missing and next time we go there it’s our ass. We’ve been successful because we’ve stuck to our plan—no store twice.”

All was good between them until just after Kneisha’s thirteenth birthday. Over a three week period Aiyana noticed subtle changes in her friend. At lunch she’d pick at her food. A “B” student, she began to flunk quizzes and didn’t turn in homework assignments. Her eyes were often bloodshot. Aiyana knew she had been crying. And she insisted on coming over to Aiyana’s house every day after school. Often Aiyana’s mother would invite her to stay for dinner. She never refused.

Aiyana had held her curiosity in check but after a third week she was worried for her friend.

“You going to tell me what’s bothering you?” Aiyana asked. “And don’t give me that shit about you being fine. You’re not. Haven’t been since your birthday.”

“You swear you’ll keep it to yourself?” Kneisha asked. “No telling your parents or the fool school counselor?”

“My parents don’t want to get mixed up in your business. And I don’t trust any adult at school. What you tell me stays in this room.”

“My uncle … he-he began raping me the night of my birthday,” she began. “He says he puts a roof over my head and food on the table. Now that I’m a woman—those are the words the bastard used—it was time I began to pay him back for his generosity.”

“So you let him—”

“Shit, no,” Kneisha cut Aiyana off. “I told him fuck no, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. Dragged me into his room and …” She couldn’t go on.

“How often?” Aiyana asked, her voice cold.

“He works nights. That’s why I’ve been coming over every day after school. Still, at least half a dozen times.”

“Does your mother know?”

“I haven’t told her,” Kneisha said. “We got no place to go. My moms hardly makes any money working at 7-Eleven. I just gotta deal with it. No one ever said life was fair.”

Aiyana tried to console her friend. Let her cry. When she was cried out, Aiyana told her to get some rest. Soon her friend was asleep.

Aiyana left the house knowing what had to be done.

At Kneisha’s apartment her uncle Lester opened the door. “You looking for Kneisha? She ain’t here. Spends her time at some bitch’s house.”

“My apartment, and I’m not looking for Kneisha,” Aiyana said, then entered. She closed the door behind her. Kneisha had told her that her mother would be at work. It was just the two of them. She wore a top that she had outgrown. With no bra, Lester would see the contours of her breasts and nipples. He was staring at them now. Had an erection. She removed her top. “I hear you like to fuck young teens,” she said. She slipped out of her jeans and panties.

“I like my women to have some meat on them,” Lester said, his eyes on her naked body.

“I got a pussy. Figure that is enough for someone like you,” Aiyana said. “You can have me if you leave Kneisha alone for a week.”

“And then?” Lester asked.

“You can have me again. A willing partner,” Aiyana added. “Let’s go to your room.”

“Why give yourself in place of Kneisha?” Lester asked.

“Do you want to talk or fuck me?” Aiyana answered with a question of her own.

Lester turned and led the way to his bedroom. Aiyana morphed into a jaguar. She had learned that when she transformed her clothing was torn to shreds. When she ventured to Fairmount Park now she either removed her clothes before the change or brought a second pair of jeans and a top which she kept in a canvas bag she hid behind a tree. She had taken off her clothes in front of Lester both to seduce him and make sure she had something to wear when her task was complete.

Before Lester could turn around, Aiyana jumped on his back. Her powerful jaws tore into the back of his head and into his brain. He was dead before he hit the floor. Her first kill.

She shifted back to her human form, dressed, then left the apartment. When she returned to her room Kneisha was still asleep in her bed.

Aiyana showered. She could smell the stench on her. It was the odor that permeated her skin when she transformed back to her human form. Much as she enjoyed the smell, it wouldn’t do for Kneisha to notice it when she awakened. Lying next to her friend, Aiyana replayed her first kill. It had been exhilarating. She felt … invulnerable. And she felt no regret, no remorse.

Aiyana didn’t see her friend for the following two days. When Kneisha finally returned to school, Aiyana saw she had a bounce to her step that had been missing since her birthday. She sat next to Aiyana and smiled. Aiyana wouldn’t say Kneisha was carefree, but a great burden had been lifted from her shoulders.

At lunch Kneisha explained her absence. “My uncle was killed,” she began. “Don’t say you’re sorry,” she quickly added. “I’m not. My life has been a nightmare since I turned thirteen. You won’t see me grieving.”

“How did he die?” Aiyana asked. It would have seemed odd if she didn’t ask.

“The back of his head was bashed in … no, more than that. There was a hole in the back of his head. The police have no idea how it occurred. One cop joked that it looked like an animal attack.” She paused. “A black man killed in the projects. There won’t be much of an investigation.”

Kneisha had been right. No neighbors had seen or heard anything. Lester had a good number of friends he went drinking with, but no enemies. Three days later Kneisha’s mother received a call from a detective. The case had been closed. There were no leads to follow.


Chapter Five

Aiyana put on a denim jacket to hide her see-through blouse from her parents. It was mid-May and still warm outside even though it was evening.

Outside she removed the jacket. She urinated a bit, felt the warm liquid slide down her thigh. Just as with jaguars in the wild, the scent of her pee would draw a mate. In her dreams since she was eleven—which recurred regularly but in far more vivid detail as she got older—her ancestors mated … aggressively, was how she would describe it. Sometimes even violently. Love or any form of affection had nothing to do with it. Sex was solely to procreate. She would follow suit.

She hadn’t taken more than a dozen steps from the entrance of the tower she lived in when a boy strolled up to her. He was maybe a year or two older than her. He was a head taller than her, light-skinned with short-cropped curly hair. He wore a red bandana, a t-shirt with holes in it, and baggy jeans. She could see a scar on his left shoulder.

“Where you going, sweet thing?” he asked.

She ignored him.

“Ain’t you got no manners?” he asked her. He was now walking next to her. “Just making conversation.”

“While staring at my tits,” Aiyana shot back.

“You hardly got them covered. They jiggle when you walk,” he said and laughed. He put his arm around her shoulder then grabbed her left breast.

“Get your filthy hands off of me,” Aiyana said.

He put two fingers on either side of her nipple and squeezed. “I don’t think so,” he said and squeezed harder. “You know you want me.”

Aiyana slapped him in the face.

“You shouldn’t have done that, bitch,” he said. “We coulda had a nice time. Now I’m just gonna take what you’re offering.”

He pushed her against a four-foot high planter. Someone from the city put plants in the planter in March or April but teens like this one tore them to shreds within a day. Now only dirt remained. He ripped her blouse and began to massage her breasts. She screamed, telling him to stop. He unbuttoned the top of her jeans and pulled them down. She tried to slap him again but he grabbed her arm. With his other hand he slapped her in the face, drawing blood. He took out a knife—a switchblade, she knew—and held it against her neck.

“Raise your hand to me again and I’ll slit your throat.” He ran the blade against her cheek. Blood dripped into her mouth and onto the ground. He pulled her panties down, then the zipper of his jeans. He entered her and thrust himself in and out of her until he ejaculated.

As he assaulted her, Aiyana looked at the three towers that made up the Southwark Projects. Her screams had drawn the towers’ residents to their windows. First just a few, but by the time he entered her several dozen people were peering down at the scene. Some looked horrified. Others just curious. A few turned away after a minute. Most continued to watch, transfixed. Not one came to her aid. And she heard no police siren in the distance. No one had the balls to even make an anonymous call for help.

As his semen entered her, Aiyana scratched his hand. He would barely notice it, but she had left her mark on him. Retribution would follow.

Done with her, he pushed her to the ground and zipped up his jeans. “Was it good for you?” he asked and laughed.

Aiyana remained silent. She had gotten what she desired. She didn’t want to antagonize him further. She could have transformed and torn him to shreds but there were all those eyes peering at her from the towers. Cowards one and all. She had disdain for them. As for her rapist, well … her scent had attracted him. It hadn’t driven him into a sexual frenzy. He had violated her of his own free will, but she had invited the attack. Like her ancestors, she knew she had been impregnated. So she remained silent. Bored with her, he sauntered off.

Yes, it had been good for her, she thought to herself.


Chapter Six

Estefan Morales and Russ McGowan were parked four blocks from the Southwark Projects. Morales was a rookie beat officer, three months out of the academy. His partner had been on the job for two years. They had been paired two months earlier.

Morales wouldn’t say they were friends. He’d never had McGowan over to his home for dinner and had never been invited to his partner’s house. Morales got the sense that McGowan resented him from the day they were partnered. Estefan had made attempts at small talk. McGowan responded with a shrug or a grunt. Sometimes he just ignored Estefan completely.

They eventually formed a decent working relationship. They began to talk about the job, steering clear of intimacies most partners shared. From his actions and the gossip Morales heard from other officers, he knew McGowan had no fondness for minorities. The department, according to McGowan, was forced to promote blacks and Hispanics over more qualified Caucasians to meet quotas mandated by the mayor. He was even more hostile towards women. They should be meter maids or traffic cops, he insisted, but political pressure forced the advancement of clearly inferior women to positions they weren’t qualified for. Morales had been told that one of McGowan’s favorite jokes was what would be considered the ultimate hire for the department—a black female lesbian so three quotas could be met in one fell swoop.

Tonight they sat in their patrol car in silence. It was just shy of 11p.m. Their shift ended in an hour. Morales looked at his partner. Russ McGowan was twenty years old, tall and solidly built with a full head of wavy brown hair. He was handsome, but he had cold blue eyes. He had a commanding presence about him which would draw others to him. Morales, on the other hand, while the same height as his partner, was lean, his face pockmarked from the ravages of acne. McGowan had been in his uniform for their entire eight hour shift but he looked like he had just reported for duty. Estefan looked like he had slept in his uniform the night before.

They made an odd couple, in many ways the polar opposite of one another.

McGowan looked at Morales. “You got ambitions, Estefan?” he asked. "You don't want to spend your life on patrol, do you?" he added.

He speaks, was Estefan’s first thought. McGowan had never asked him a personal question. He couldn’t recall him ever using his first name. This was no casual discussion, Morales sensed. McGowan had an ulterior motive.

“I’d like to be a detective … homicide detective,” he added. “I know it sounds cliche but I enjoy the pulse of the street, the thrill of the chase, the hunt for elusive clues. I fully understand that few homicides provide a challenge … Russ… but a homicide detective told me there was no greater rush than pursuing a killer who made the hunt difficult.”

“That’s it?” McGowan asked. “Don’t you want to climb the ladder? Become Philly’s first Hispanic Chief of Police?”

Morales thought the last statement contained more than a little hostility. Did McGowan see him as a threat to his own advancement? “And get further away from the action?” he responded. He paused a moment. “One day maybe I’ll make sergeant. With two kids and more to follow, if my wife has anything to say about it, financial considerations may get me off the street. But as a sarge, I’d still be close to the action. I have no desire for further upward mobility. I want to steer clear of the politics of the department.”

“You a team player, Estefan?” McGowan asked, as if he had ignored his last statement.

“In what sense?” Morales asked. He wondered why the twenty questions after two months of general disinterest.

“Doing what’s in the best interest of the squad,” McGowan responded. “You mentioned the homicide unit. Say you caught a case that I had interest in pursuing. Would you give it up to me, no questions asked? I’d owe you a favor.”

“Depends on the case,” Morales said after a moment’s thought. He knew he was hedging, but it was as far as he would go without knowing the particulars of the homicide. “I’m not looking to bank favors. Just do the job. Like I said, the politics of the department I can do without.”

Morales knew McGowan, unlike him, was a political animal when it came to his own advancement. Whenever detectives arrived on the scene they had responded to, McGowan made it a point to make small talk with them. When detectives no longer needed them, McGowan often brought them a cup of coffee before he and Morales left. A small thing, but he wanted to be known by his superiors. Wanted to ingratiate himself to them.

“Ignore the politics of the department at your own peril,” McGowan replied. “You’re Hispanic, Estefan. There’s lots of pressure on the department to promote minorities and women, even if they’re not qualified and haven’t paid their dues. You got a leg up on me being Hispanic. If a promotion is between you and me, you’d get it, everything else being equal. I’m a dying breed—a white man trying to advance against the tide of special interest groups with political clout.”

“A cynical view, but I can’t dispute your point,” Morales said. “You’d level the playing field, wouldn’t you?” he asked.

“Damn right,” McGowan said. “Kiss ass of the brass if I got to. Collect those favors you think so little of. Steal a high-profile case from you if it will help me.”

“So you have no moral compass. Just looking out for number one,” Morales said.

“Not so, my friend,” McGowan responded. “I’m the ultimate team player. Those who are loyal to me go along for the ride when I’m promoted. I take them with me and make sure they get treated fairly. Say I’m a lieutenant. I don’t leave behind those who had my back. If a sergeant’s position opens up, one of my guys gets it. The others end up working with him rather than some stranger. They know I’m in their corner.”

“But you’d step on those who got in your way, wouldn’t you?” Morales said.

“The law of the jungle, my man,” McGowan said. “If you’re not with me, you’re against me. I’d squash you like a bug.”

“You saying I should watch my back?” Morales asked. This had gone beyond playful banter between partners, he knew. McGowan meant every word he said.

“We’re buds, Estefan,” McGowan replied. “We’re talking hypotheticals a long way in the future. But you scratch my back, I’ll return the favor, is what I’m getting at. I’m looking for team players, not lone wolves. You and me working together could wield a lot of power.”

Morales didn’t believe him for a moment. McGowan was glib, but Morales had the feeling the two would eventually clash. Before he could reply their radio barked.

“Unit 611. Southwark Projects. Fourth and Washington. Priority 1. Sexual assault.”

“Shit,” McGowan said. “No way we’ll get off by midnight.”
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