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   From the Counter
 
   Michelle Pendergrass, Editor-in-Chief
 
    
 
   I didn’t see this coming. I don’t know if I’m even supposed to be here writing this. My history with The Diner dates back to the beginning. I submitted to and was rejected from the first one, was asked on as editor to the second, and took on the editor-in-chief position for the third. The fourth volume is the only one I had nothing at all to do with. When I stepped down as Editor-in-Chief, coming back never crossed my mind. It wasn’t editorial work I was running from, it was deaths of family members and friends coming at me like a tornado. The basement I ran to for safety did nothing but expose long-hidden emotional tragedy and suffering, and by the time I realized my mistake, the house above had been torn off its foundation. After the storm, there was little left but rubble. I have sifted through that wreckage for three and years now and I have been sifted through the wreckage. 
 
   “They’re your broken pieces. Now pick them up and make something new.”
 
   God spoke these words over me during a time of fasting nearly a year ago. Maybe The Diner is part of my healing. I ran from it, not looking back, not caring, not wanting to revisit those long days of sitting in a dark hospital room editing stories while putting cool, wet washcloths over mom’s eyes to help relieve the pain of the massive tumor of cancer eating her brain. A not-funny cosmic zombie joke playing out before me. No one in their right mind would want to go back to that. (I have never been accused of being right of mind.) When I found out The Diner was nearly dead, I prayed. Not sure if these were some of the pieces I was supposed to pick up or not, I told God I’d be willing to give it a shot if I had a team to work with. Show-off that He is, my team was assembled in three days. 
 
   The irony of all the threes in this story has not escaped me. Three days in the belly of a whale. He was crucified, died, and was buried. He descended into hell and on the third day He rose again. He is seated at the right hand of the Father. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The trinity. Completion. Perfection. Unity. 
 
   And then there’s me. Incomplete. Imperfect. The reluctant prophet covered head to toe with—and sitting in—a pile of whale vomit. “What you think is your trial is but an element of the trial.” These words from “The Ark of the Revenant” make being spit out of a great fish’s stomach all the more real to me. Am I not finished with the trial? My tears fall as I read the last lines of this story, for the pain resonates. Piece and parts, deafening cries. All too familiar.
 
   “Does he notice / episodes repeat, / season after season, /no finale in sight?” From “The Second Coming,” the first poem we’ve ever published. I wonder that, too. Does God ever get tired of the repeats that are our lives? Should I have come back to my same position here or should I have let it die? This could be a return to a lesson I should’ve learned, could’ve learned, didn’t learn. 
 
   Then “Fat Chance” came across my desk with the next shocking blow, one which I won’t give away. The final fiction offering (the first installment of a four-part serial novella), “Good Intentions,” deals with political corruption, and our first non-fiction column, “Writing the Other—Check Your Privilege,” deals with corruption of societal expectation. 
 
    And God has done something miraculous here, which I’d normally label as organic, but this time, it’s too heavy, too meaningful, too God to consider it coincidence. The themes of what The Diner is offering in this issue are far from the death and pain themes three years ago. This (much shorter and now digital) issue’s themes cry out to me as I recall the word that guided my 2013 {restore,} the year during which I returned to The Diner, returned to publishing, returned—all of these share an element of corruption and a return—and with that, restoration. 
 
   I chose the two stand-alone fiction pieces because they were good stories. After absorbing their messages, I now feel less like the girl covered in vomit and more like the girl covered in His grace. The girl walking up from the basement, away from the rubble and destruction, and climbing to new heights: “She breathes slowly, falls forward, and then, in a dazzle of colors and quick pulse of wings, she flies from the attic and into the gathering dusk, disappearing as soon as she passes under the lintel.” And she’s set free. She is indeed supposed to be here.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Ark of the Revenant
 
   Douglas J. Lane
 
    
 
    Japheth fired a torch for his father. “I was walking the deck above when I heard the griffin scream.” 
 
   “Which of the other animals attacked it?” They were nine days into the voyage. Noah wasn't yet ready for the beasts to be killing each other.
 
   “I do not know. I came for you as soon as I found it.” 
 
   Japheth led Noah down the access ladders from the level where the family kept quarters, to the deck second from the bottom. The lowest deck was ballast, supplies and the dragon enclosure. The dragons were down there for everyone's protection. Above them, the next-largest animals were housed. 
 
   Their sandals scraped the wood of the deck, stray pieces of straw from the pens bending underfoot. The vast enclosure stunk of a hundred varieties of piss and shit. The voices of the animals enveloped them, a stew of murmurs from the shadows beyond reach of the torch's light.
 
   One cry grew louder, separating from the others as Noah and his son drew closer. It was the cry of the female griffin. Noah didn’t need illumination to recognize her mourning wail.
 
   The male lay in the aisle outside their enclosure. The door was ripped open from the outside, the wood of the latch a mass of jagged splinters. The female stood beside him with wings upswept, as if in prayer. A long, low keen issued from deep within. Japheth stroked the large beast's coat as Noah crouched over her fallen companion. 
 
   The male griffin had died in violence. A torn wing and patches of mane littered the deck. Feathers mingled with the straw. Brilliant pools of scarlet blood filled the gouges left by his large claws in the deck. Savage bites marred his handsome face and broad throat. 
 
   “This is deviltry,” Noah whispered. The cry of the female knifed his heart. He stood and turned to Japheth. “There are only so many beasts aboard with the ability to do this. We must find and secure it. Wake your brothers. Bring additional torches, and the spears. Whichever did this will bear the marks of the struggle.”
 
   Japheth retreated down the aisle, his footfalls lost in the noise of the menagerie, his torch's glow shrinking in the darkness.
 
   Noah set his torch in a sconce outside the pen and stood beside the female. The creature’s eyes shifted from her mate to Noah and back again. Noah inspected the female for wounds and the creature let him. He found none, but the damage was done. Without a mate, the griffin was doomed anyway. 
 
   The female's wail stopped. Noah watched the animal draw up, stiffen. It snorted.
 
   There was a scratching sound beside them. Noah turned. 
 
   One of the male griffin’s back paws raked the wood. His tail rose and slapped the deck.
 
   The male tried to lift his head, despite the deep wounds in his neck. It lolled to the side, cracked against the deck, then came up again in a lazy semi-circle. Straw stuck to his face. Noah saw there was no blood seeping from the wounds, no sign of a heartbeat in the male, no draw of breath. 
 
   The male griffin was both dead and animate.
 
   Beside Noah, the female was stone. Only her dark eyes moved. She followed the odd progress of her companion. The male struggled to get unsteady legs working in concert. The female snorted again, sampling the air. 
 
   The male drew upright. His gyrations stopped. He cocked his head to one side. Eyes the color of old milk fixed their lifeless gaze on Noah and the female. His beak parted and he hissed a griffin cry, but strangled, as if bubbling through mud. Around Noah, the menagerie’s din dropped to nothing.
 
   The male stepped, lurched, stepped again. It huffed at Noah's scent. Noah caught his breath. He willed himself to be invisible. He couldn't fight the male, even in the griffin's wounded state. As a weapon, the torch was more of a threat to the ark than anything else. 
 
   The male lunged at Noah, a crooked step. His beak flashed in Noah's vision and Noah thought he saw the face of death. Then Noah was in the air, knocked aside by the sweep of the female's wing. He fell hard to the deck. He shuffled backwards through straw and filth. It hurt to force breath into his lungs. 
 
   The female screamed. Feathered wings sliced the air. She reared back, claws poised. The male lumbered forward, a slow-motion parody of new life. As clumsy as his steps were, his jaws were still swift. He snapped his beak when he lunged, missed when the female side-stepped. She knocked him down and pinned him with a step that shook the deck. 
 
   The male flailed against the pressure. His claws made fresh divots in the wooden deck. 
 
   Noah expected the female to strike with her beak. The griffin was a beak-hunter by nature. The female defied his wisdom. She rested her weight on the flailing male's back with one foreleg. Her other claw dug into the already-ragged flesh of the male's neck, shredding it. Bones snapped like saplings. The male bucked, bit at the air, tried to roll over, unconcerned he was being mauled. 
 
   The female raised her claw a final time and tore through the wet flesh, severing the male's head. It rolled to the side of the aisle. His body fell limp again.
 
   The enclosure was silent as a tomb. 
 
   The female retreated a step from the broken body. She looked down at the male's head. She lay beside the body. She stretched her neck and began to wail again. 
 
   Running footfalls drew Noah’s gaze from the headless griffin and his sorrowful mate. Noah stood and brushed the dirt from his frock. Torchlight swelled as Japheth, followed by Shem and Ham, drew near. They studied the grim tableau before them. Japheth stared at the severed head. “Father?”
 
   Noah turned him by the shoulder from the carnage. “Japheth, retrieve two of the axes. The spears may not be enough. Tell the women to stay above this deck. We must inspect every pen and account for every animal, and with great haste.”
 
   ~
 
   The design of the ark worked in their favor. Each deck was self-contained, grouping the animals roughly by size, largest on the lowest deck, smallest on the top. From the wounds Noah saw, whatever felled the griffin was too large to traverse the vertical hatches fore and aft, passages sized for men. 
 
   Each deck was designed with concentric ring walkways lined with animal pens and cut-throughs from ring to ring at regular intervals. At the center of each deck was an exercise pen for the beasts. 
 
   Because of the size of the deck's residents, the level holding the griffins held only one pen-lined ring requiring search. 
 
   The four men inspected the supply storage area to the rear of the deck. The door was sealed, undamaged. Then Noah divided the men into pairs. Noah chose Japheth to remain with him, sending Ham with Shem. Each pair took a spear and an axe. 
 
   “Proceed toward the front of the ark,” Noah said. “Inspect every pen. Account for every pair of animals. We will meet at the corridor into the exercise pen at mid-ship and share what we discover. From here, there is only one way around, so nothing can get behind us without our notice.”
 
   “What if a beast is missing?” There was apprehension in Ham’s voice.
 
   “If one is missing, take note of it. If you find one wounded as the male griffin, observe it. If its eyes are white as the griffin's were, and if it is violent, remove its head.”
 
   They separated down their respective paths. Noah and Japheth walked in silence. In every pen, the animals were restless. The gorillas cowered by the rear wall. The elephants trumpeted as Noah passed, but Noah didn’t know if it was a salute or a warning.
 
   Japheth tugged Noah’s sleeve. “There, father.” He pointed with the spear at an oily slick on the deck. It was blood, seeping into the aisle from an enclosure ahead.
 
   The basilisks were dead. The two of them lay in confused coils atop each other, their slick scales glistening black and purple in the torchlight. Both of them evidenced deep wounds and excessive bleeding.
 
   Noah was heartsick. The basilisk was fiercely intelligent. Noah knew several of them conversant in his tongue, without the guile or deception of their smaller cousins, the serpents. He’d enjoyed the conversation of the male selected for the voyage, both before the deluge began and after they launched.  
 
   “Look at their heads,” Noah said.
 
   The skull of each beast had been fractured, opened. The flickering torch cast weird shadows inside the cavity where the creatures’ brains should have been. In each were only small crumbles of gray tissue and pools of dark, coagulating blood.
 
   “Do we need to...?” Japheth's voice trailed off, the question completed by holding out the axe.
 
   “It is better to be safe,” Noah said.
 
   “Shall I?”
 
   Noah saw Japheth wasn’t eager for the task. “They are my responsibility. If I am wrong about our actions, it shall be my error, not yours.”
 
   He took the axe from his grateful son’s hand and stepped around the pools of blood thickening on the deck.
 
   ~
 
   When they reached the mid-point, Japheth and Ham stood watch on their respective corridors while Noah and Shem investigated the large exercise pen. 
 
   Shem brought unpleasant news from his side of the vessel. The amphisbaenas, the two-headed serpents, were both dead, their brains consumed. The sun dragons were undead, but also remained confined to their pens. “We destroyed them,” Shem said without pride.
 
   “The manticores have also fallen,” Noah said, “one undead, one devoured.” He swung his torch, eradicating shadows before them. “What kills a creature with three rows of teeth as sharp as blades?”  
 
   “Father,” Shem said, “something puzzles me. Whatever has done this unspeakable thing selects victims. It could have slower beasts, easier prey. A lion is only a third the predator a manticore is, but the lions are untouched. Why would the monster we seek fight and kill a griffin or a basilisk when it could have an easy time of an elephant or giant sloth?”
 
   Noah's torch hissed, the flame consuming oil. Because it is a test, he thought. God has beset us with deviltry in order to test our wits, our resolve. 
 
   Noah had passed time while building the ark in debate with the basilisk over God's machinations, the coming deluge, and the task of assembling pairs of animals.
 
   “He would not announce the complete test to you,” the basilisk argued, coiled around the branches of an olive tree beneath which Noah worked, a canopy of violet scales. “What you think is your trial is but an element of the trial.”
 
   Noah sawed in the desert heat. “Building the vessel, collecting the animals, caring for them -- I see the elements of the trial very well.”
 
   “You overlook something. Something basic.”
 
   Noah stopped. He took a drink from the bucket. “Enlighten me.”
 
   “Ours is a God of sacrifice. Of offering. He is sacrificing the world entire to renew it. Do you think He will not challenge you to do the same just because you've done what He has asked?”
 
    They debated for some time. Noah was impressed by the basilisk's knowledge and discourse. The creature was more intelligent than some of the men Noah knew. 
 
   Noah stopped. The griffin's protective manner. The conversant nature of the basilisk. The cunning of the manticore.
 
   “Their intelligence. They are all among the highest of the beasts,” Noah said, “possessed of mind and reason. It is killing the most intelligent beasts first.” He looked at Shem with fresh alarm. “We must get to the unicorns.”
 
   ~
 
   The unicorns were housed near the front of the ark. Noah and his sons continued their separate paths, the count abandoned, their pace doubled. 
 
   The unicorns were, in their way, the most advanced of the beasts. Graceful, capable of communication through projected thought, empathic, empowered to charm and heal -- theirs was a richness of design. It spoke of the place they held in God’s esteem.
 
   Noah was still fifty yards from the pen of the unicorns when an equine shriek filled the air. As Noah and Japheth drew closer, their torches lighted a scene of carnage. 
 
   Both the male and female unicorn were stained ocher, blood matted in their fine coats, crusted to their horns. The sounds they made were not the melodic neighs familiar to Noah. These were touched with madness. Both animals displayed the same milky white eyes as the male griffin. 
 
   The shriek in the darkness was not from either of the unicorns, but the female pegasus. She was under siege by the female unicorn at the mouth of the pegasus pen. The unicorn feinted with her horn and snapped her jaws, trying to pierce the pegasus’s breast. Already wounded, the pegasus struggled with wing and hooves to hold off her undead opponent. 
 
   Behind them in the pen, the male pegasus laid still on the deck. Noah watched the male unicorn leverage his horn against the fallen beast’s skull. It tore away the flesh. It cracked and pierced the skull. A wedge of bone clattered off the rear wall of the pen. The male unicorn lowered his maw and began to feast on brain matter.
 
   The fight of the females spilled into the aisle, almost trampling Shem and Ham. Seeing the men, the pegasus fought with renewed vigor against the reanimate unicorn, her wings battering the sides of the creature’s head.
 
   “Quickly,” Noah said, and directed Shem towards the pen. Shem and Ham maneuvered inside. Caught up in his feeding, the male unicorn gave them little notice. Ham drove his spear into the unicorn's throat, trying to topple him off his feet. 
 
   The male snarled, long and low. He pulled his bloody mouth from the skull. Shem slammed the blunt edge of the axe into the side of the unicorn's head. Then he turned his wrists and brought the blade down on the unicorn’s neck. The creature’s flesh split to the bone. Shem finished him with a second swing of the axe.
 
   If the female unicorn noticed the decapitation of her mate, she never turned from her assault on the remaining pegasus. The tip of her horn tore a hole in the left wing of the great horse. The pegasus stumbled and fell. The unicorn clopped forward, lips skinned off her teeth.
 
   Noah drove his spear into the right foreleg of the unicorn, breeching the joint. The bronze tip snapped bone and cartilage with a crackle. The unicorn pulled up lame. She turned her lifeless eyes on Noah. Blood ran in dark rivulets from the base of the horn down the beast’s face. 
 
   Noah could feel the unicorn's mind in his, distorting his thoughts, trying to 
 
   adriftforeverstormneverending
 
   plant images, instill doubt 
 
   forsakenforgottensacrificed
 
   with her mind. Noah shivered. He saw the bodies of his sons, the women, himself, bones wrapped in their garments, prone on the deck of the ark as it listed on the endless rolling sea. He could feel the emptiness, the absence of God, abandoned by the Creator to the storm of His making.
 
   Noah felt a weight of despair. His arm went slack. The spear dropped from his hand. 
 
   The unicorn stepped towards Noah and lowered her chin, angling her horn at Noah’s head. 
 
   A flash of metal glittered in the torchlight. There was a wet thud and the unicorn screamed. The beast's head drooped at an unnatural angle. The sight of the axe wound cleaved in the beast's neck shook Noah from his stupor. He watched Japheth bring the axe down a second time. The unicorn’s scream stopped as her head fell to the deck. The again-dead body collapsed beside it. The axe slipped from Japheth’s hands and clattered on the wood. He dropped to his knees in the straw and began to weep.
 
   The female pegasus tried to rise and failed. She collapsed and rolled onto her side. One wing twitched, useless. Her breathing was labored, thick.
 
   Noah retrieved his spear. He stroked the suffering beast’s nose. The pegasus calmed. Noah drove a merciful spear through the animal’s heart. He retrieved the axe from beside Japheth and wiped the blade clean before severing the magnificent, unfortunate creature's head.
 
   ~
 
   It was a dark dawn, the rain harder than the day before.
 
   Noah and his sons inspected each animal on the deck. As they worked, Shem told his father, “The female unicorn was wounded before she came aboard, a bite on her side. She was the only female to be found. I believed it would heal. If I had known--”
 
   “You cannot blame yourself,” Noah said. He hoped whatever wounded the unicorn was already dead by God’s design. 
 
   Alone in the exercise pen, when the inspection was complete, Noah beseeched God for a reason why these creatures were taken. He lamented his failure to protect the beasts lost, asked God to tell him what to do, prayed the animals might be returned whole, so Noah might better prove his stewardship.
 
   The only answer was the creak of the deck and the murmur of the remaining animals. 
 
   Noah's sons waited by the unicorn pen for Noah to return. When he did, his face was grim, eyes fixed in both determination and grief. “We cannot leave the flesh to rot.” 
 
   Japheth looked from his brothers to Noah. “Father, we should also make an offering.”
 
   Noah felt a flash of anger. “And what species would you have me condemn? They are paired male and female to repopulate--” 
 
   Noah stopped, overtaken by grim clarity.
 
   ~
 
   The saws and axes saw much use.
 
   The doors of the now-empty pens were cut away and taken to the top deck of the ship. In the rain, Japheth fashioned an altar from them.
 
   Noah widened the hatchways between decks. The largest creatures had entered through doors in the hull that held back the sea. The size limitation of the hatches kept the unicorns contained, but also worked against easy removal of the dead beasts. 
 
   Ham and Shem performed in silence the grisly duty of sawing and chopping, reducing creatures of marvel and wonder to chunks of flesh and bone. They took care to protect themselves from the blood of the animals. The remains were piled into baskets and hauled, deck by deck, to the top level of the vessel. 
 
   When the dead beasts were removed, Noah walked alone to the griffin's pen. There was no struggle when Noah slipped the rope around her neck and led her to the ladder to the deck above. He'd prepared rope and pulley, but there was no need. The griffin climbed on her own.
 
   Outside the family's enclosure, pelted by the storm, Noah prayed, the tears in his eyes indiscernible from the driving rain. The griffin lay upon the altar. Her mane and feathered wings were slick, wet. She kept her eyes closed.
 
   Noah tried to ignore the beast had saved his life. The words of the basilisk echoed in his mind. Sacrifice. Did sacrifice have to feel like betrayal? 
 
   He prayed aloud to God, equal measures of atonement for his failure and thanks they were not all consumed by the evil placed among them. He unsheathed his knife. He slit the griffin's throat and made of the beast a sacrifice. Blood flowed to the deck and became one with the rain. 
 
   One after another, the grisly parts of the fallen species were cast over the rail by Noah's sons. The griffin was last. It took all four men to consign the beautiful corpse to the rolling floodwaters. Noah stood at the rail when they were done, staring at the sea.  
 
   From beneath the eaves of the enclosure, the cries of the seagulls mingled with his sobs.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   The Second Coming
 
   P.C. Vandall
 
    
 
   Does he ever get eternally tired
 
   with his all-seeing, not-so-private eye?
 
   Does he ever just want to say, "The Hell
 
   with it," leave it in the holy hands
 
    
 
   of his one and only, superstar son?
 
   God knows, he's seen enough. Does he watch us
 
   like reruns on late night television,
 
   heavenly hosted from his Lazy Boy
 
    
 
   recliner, feet in the air? Does he notice
 
   episodes repeat, season after season,
 
   no finale in sight? Does it play out
 
   like a scene from Gilligan's Island
 
    
 
   where seven deadly sins are cast away
 
   in paradise, praying to be saved?
 
   There's Mrs. Howell who drapes in the shade
 
   of her parasol while Thurston plays golf
 
    
 
   with bamboo clubs. He's got avocado
 
   pits for balls. The skipper weathers the storm
 
   scarfing down coconut cream and minnows
 
   while the professor putters with get-a-way-
 
    
 
   plans. Ginger oozes “lust,” the word Mary-
 
   Anne scrambles into something else. Does God
 
   ever wonder where man's faith went and why
 
   only insurance agents believe
 
    
 
   “Acts of God?” Does God laugh at Gilligan's
 
   bumbling antics or does he perceive
 
   who his “little buddy” is dressed up in
 
   a fisherman's hat and flaming red shirt?
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Fat Chance
 
   Max Harris
 
    
 
   They’re standing outside in the rainfall, looking bedraggled, two little girls in their twenties, as pretty as sin.
 
   The girl with gray eyes says, “Can I be taking a survey? Would you be reading this pamphlet? Are you disturbed by the state of the world? And would you be wanting peace with God?”
 
   I’d rather be fetching my grandmammy’s broom. I’d rather be sweeping the pair of them up with a flick of my wrists. But I ask them politely, “And would you be liking a nice cupan tae?” I’m a wrinkled old biddy with only a brother alive. “I’ve shortbread as well, if you’ll promise me now that you’ll be your own selves and not some ventriloquist’s dummies.”
 
   The girl with the mop of red hair and the freckles like ketchup says, “Sure we could do with a break. It’s fecking cold out.”
 
   The older girl’s eyes are as gray as the fur of a cat. She’s all business. I reckon she’s training the redhead. I beckon them in.
 
   The grate in my parlor’s been waiting for guests like a little boy scout, prepared with crumpled pages of the news, a wigwam built of kindling, and a generosity of coal. I ask the red-haired girl if she’d be kind enough to light it while I put the kettle on. She does. It flames.
 
   I serve us all tea from my best china pot. I garnish each plate with a thick slice of shortbread. We settle in armchairs, our bottoms sinking into hollows carved by weighty predecessors, elbows resting on antimacassars my grandmammy tatted. Still damp, my guests steam, but I toast.
 
   The girl with gray eyes fails to purr. She talks of damnation. I tell her a joke. When she leaves, she’s still chilly. The girl with green eyes and red hair says thanks for the shortbread and gives me a hug.
 
   ~
 
   She passes my house a month or two later. She’s touched by a whim to rat-a-tat-tat at my door. She doesn’t know why. She says her name’s Catríona, and she’s kicked the habit of accosting strangers for the sake of Jaysus.
 
   “You’ll be wanting a hot cupan tae to console your poor soul in its loss.”
 
   “If it’s not too much trouble.”
 
   “It’s not.” And I welcome her freckles inside. 
 
   She allows me this time to top up her tea with a tittle of whiskey. Our noses and knees, facing forward, are warmed by the ashes of yestermonth’s news and the red glow of coal, while the back of our necks and the chalk of our bones are politely inflamed by the drink. We talk of all sorts from the cat Pangur Bán to fat Galway oysters, the youth of the euro, and licorice mixtures. We contemplate angels. Catríona’s not seen one, but hopes they exist. What of devils? She’d rather they didn’t. I fancy they’re sour, those rancorous devils, like old curdled milk. The trick, the miracle, the answered prayer would be to freshen one again.
 
   “Fat chance,” she says.
 
   The afternoon sinks slowly in a lough of conversation, cream cake, tea, and whiskey. Drizzle whispers up against the window panes, misting the eyes of the house like breath, and my reflection smiles at me, distorted, from the dented copper belly of the coal scuttle.
 
   At dusk, the sun sets behind clouds, discouraged perhaps. In the parlor, we dazzle our fears of the darkness with bright electricity. Dialogue dwindles to sighs. In the quiet a puzzle flits faintly, like moth shadow, dappling Catríona’s inquisitive face. Is she hearing the whirring of wings?
 
   I’m surprised. “Do you hear them?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Not everyone does.” In fact, very few.
 
   “What are they?”
 
   “Bats,” I say. It’s better, I reckon, not to be stirring her fears.
 
   ~
 
   She comes back to see me every so often. I try to be sending her home before dark, so she won’t be hearing the wings. With the days getting longer, it’s easier. Friends of a sort is what we’ve become, which is odd, with her being so pretty and me being as old as Methuselah’s wife.
 
   Which is all very well, but one afternoon she catches her first glimpse of Brendan.
 
   Guarding my house there’s a grimace of black iron railings, sharp enough once, my grandmammy said, to please Vlad the Impaler, but blunted by time. They keep pedestrians from tumbling down the area that gathers sunlight, fag ends, sodden leaves, and empty bottles for the basement dweller’s contemplation. As Catríona turns the corner from the sidewalk to the six stone steps that climb abruptly to our blue front door, she sees my brother leering at her from the basement window. He’s peering up at her feet (or her legs, or what else) through a gap in the stale nylon curtains, through cracked panes of glass, through dull metal bars. She notices only he’s missing two front teeth. And by the time she reaches the top step, he’s gone, concealed by angles quite impossible to get her eye (or his, thank God) around.
 
   She asks me.
 
   “Brendan wasn’t pleased,” I tell her, “when our mother, knowing what she did, willed everything to me and left him only understairs. I’d gladly—well, perhaps not gladly, if I’m speaking truth, but willingly—yes, willingly, I’d share the house with him, but he’ll have none of it. He says he won’t have charity when he’s entitled. He was quarrelsome before; he’s bitter now.”
 
   ~
 
   Perhaps I should have warned her more explicitly about my brother’s quirks, for the next time I see her, she’s terrified. Bang! We collide as she strides and I shuffle, from opposite sides, round the corner that fastens my street to the town. I’m returning, she’s fleeing. I only popped out for a small book of stamps and a refill of teabags. I wasn’t expecting her.
 
   “Sara!” she says. We use Christian names now.
 
   “Catríona, my pet, what’s the matter?”
 
   “Do you know what he has in his coal cellar?”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   So we go to O'Connell’s, the pub near the post office, dreary but close, where old lovers gather to drown their regrets over letters not answered. I buy us both whiskey, a double apiece.
 
   She’s angry, she’s weeping, she’s blowing her nose on a brown paper napkin. “I’m sorry,” she says.
 
   I’m patting her hand.
 
   “They’re so ugly,” she says.
 
   I agree.
 
   Brendan answered her knock at the door. He’d spotted her footsteps, I’m guessing, through closed basement windows. Knowing I was at the shops, he’d scurried up the stairs to greet her.
 
   “Come in,” he said. “My sister’s out. Can I be serving you tea in her place?” My brother harbors memories of charm.
 
   Catríona felt a little sorry for him, thinking him the dispossessed. She stepped inside.
 
   He led her down the basement steps to his domain. It isn’t always tidy but it’s not a tip. “Can I show you around?” he said.
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Where I live, you know, it used to be the servants’ quarters. Now it’s only mine.” He almost smiled, gap-toothed.
 
   He opened old wooden doors to let her examine the scullery, pantry, and kitchen. “It’s Georgian,” he said, “but I’ve modernized.”
 
   On a scar-faced Victorian chopping block, a sleek new computer sat like a digital cat, never pausing for breath.
 
   The windows in back looked out on the garden. The property slopes. “I’d like to do more with the flower beds,” he said, “but I don’t have the time.” He stopped before a final door. “This used to be the coal cellar.” He plucked a plastic flashlight from a hook. He turned an ancient key.
 
   She noticed the odor as soon as he’d opened the door. It’s a mixture of droppings and urine, a musky, sweet caramel stink. She flinched, but he guided her in with a hand to the small of her back and he closed the door quickly behind them.
 
   There were bats. Like pug-nosed rats with leather wings, they hung from the rafters, they clung to the ceiling, they huddled like kids on a couch from the soot-ingrained walls. Disturbed by the light of the torch, a few eyes struggled open, contemptuous ebony buttons, alive. As if wanting to suckle, mouths puckered and yawned. Teeth glittered and warned.
 
   Brendan whispered, “My nursery.”
 
   Sure, there were mothers and babies. It’s that time of year.
 
   “I’m not frightened of bats,” Catríona assures me. “I’ve swatted the nuisances often enough with a badminton racket for chasing the shuttlecock.” She swallows a gulp of her whiskey. “But those in his cellar weren’t natural bats.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He prodded at one with a stick. It fell from its upside-down perch. It landed in straw, where it righted itself, its claws to the floor, out of order, ungainly, squat like a toad.
 
   She trembles. “It grew.”
 
   “Yes, they do.”
 
   “You’ve seen them?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “My God, it was awful. Sweet Jaysus. It swelled, it straightened its back, and it stood, I mean upright, you know, like a woman. The damn thing grew legs as thick as an ape’s and its tits were the size of two beer kegs. Sure, by the time it was done, its head touched the ceiling. It spread out its wings. They were eight feet across. Then others start falling and changing from bats into monsters or fiends or whatever they are, I don’t know. But they’re looking like monkeys and mermaids with black scaly tails and bankers with calf-leather wings and gorgons with lipstick.”
 
   And Brendan, he says, “Do you like them?”
 
   She’s wanting to run, but the door’s locked and he has the key.
 
   “It’s a shame,” he says. “There’s not as many as there used to be.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have to be going now.”
 
   “They’ll not be harming you while you’re with me.”
 
   “I have to be going now.”
 
   “We haven’t had our tea.”
 
   “Our tea. Yes, please.”
 
   He turns, unlocks the door, and lets her pass. “I’ll put the kettle on,” he says. “Do you take milk and sugar?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Catríona stares at me. He locks the door behind us, so the monsters won’t escape and gobble us for teatime. “I was hoping you could be my friend,” he says. “I run.”
 
   And here we are.
 
   She blows her nose. She stuffs another tattered paper napkin in her bag. She says, “What were they?”
 
   “Devils.” I suspect another whiskey won’t be doing us any harm. 
 
   ~
 
   She doesn’t return. I don’t blame her.
 
   I phone her. I’ve bought myself one of those gadgets the size of a tin of sardines, you carry around in your handbag.
 
   “Can you hear me?” I say.
 
   She giggles. “There’s no need to shout.”
 
   I try to entice her. I tell her I’ve something to show her. I swear, on the grave of the Savior, it’s beautiful.
 
   “How can you live there,” she asks me, “knowing what’s lurking like sluaghs themselves understairs?”
 
   For those who are ignorant, sluaghs are spirits rejected by heaven and hell. They bring death to your house. “But it’s all right upstairs,” I protest. “There’s good things to see. If you come round, I’ll show you.”
 
   “I’m too fecking scared.”
 
   “It’ll help. It’ll ease your poor mind.”
 
   She refuses.
 
   I tell her I miss her.
 
   “But, Sara, those harpies your brother lets breed in his basement.”
 
   “I do understand.”
 
   “What is it, this thing you’ll be wanting to show me?” 
 
   “If I tell you, you won’t want to come. If you see it, you won’t want to leave.”
 
   ~
 
   She calls me up seven weeks later. We talk for a while about boyfriends (she has one), believers (she isn’t quite sure anymore), and bravado (I think she’s been drinking).
 
   She says, “I could come round tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s grand.”
 
   “Will you promise me, though, that you’ll answer the door your own self?”
 
   “I’ll be sure to. My brother’s been poorly. He’s bedbound.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “No, I’m not. I was just being polite. It’s a habit that pokes up its head like a mole when I drink.”
 
   “Could you maybe be getting here later than usual? Eight or half past? It’s something that happens round sunset I want you to see.”
 
   “Do the last rays of sun boil those beasts in the basement and turn them to black cherry jam?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “They should.”
 
   When she shows up, she’s nervous. I offer a tot. She declines. She drank far too many last night. She almost stayed home. She’s a wreck. She’s had nightmares. She’s scissored her flames of hair short. She’s sorry she’s late. Let’s get on with it. All in good time. I reach up to give her a hug. She’s taller than I am. My arms clutch her bum. We unfasten. We start up the stairs.
 
   The house has four stories, not counting the basement and attic. It’s climbing the stairs every day keeps me fit, but I’m pausing for breath all the same by the time we arrive at the top. There’s a last flight of steps that leads up from the landing another few feet to the attic. I’m clutching the banister, hauling my bones to the summit. It’s worth it.
 
   She follows. I stop. There’s a rustling already I hear through the door. So I warn, “You’ll be frightened a little at first, but don’t worry. They’re not at all like downstairs.”
 
   Her eyes grow bigger than saucers. I say, “Hold my hand.” With the other, I reach for the door. I don’t keep it locked. We go in.
 
   There are bats by the thousand, far more than in Brendan’s depletion. They’re ugly, I know, as they are, with their oversize ears and their drab leather cloaks. But some aren’t too bad. They have faces like fox pups.
 
   Catríona just whimpers.
 
   There’s two chairs by the door. With a hand broom I keep in a closed wooden box, I make sure they’re both clean. Then we sit. If we stare straight ahead at the end of the room, through the west-facing window our eyes see the light of the tumbling, late afternoon sun.
 
   Catríona says, “Why are you making me do this?”
 
   “Please. Give it five minutes more. Maybe less.”
 
   As the sun shimmers down to a level in line with the window, flattening the angle of shining, the shadows retreat. Light advances, and floorboards ignite. The front line of sunshine moves steadily now the full length of the room. When the warmth of the light arrives at our feet, it continues on upward, past ankles and knees to our chests and our chins. As the face of the sun smiles direct through the window, we’re both lit like saints, and the whole of the attic’s alight.
 
   Which is when Catríona notices the changes in the bats. For they’re no longer tedious black, gray, and brown. In the light, they have color. They’re red, russet, vermilion, crimson, maroon, magenta, cerise, rose, copper, and brick. And that’s just the start. Watch the light paint their feathers—yes, I said feathers, not rat hair or waterproof plastic, but feathers like finches or  pheasants or drakes in the springtime of courting. Just look at them. Yellow and orange, canary and mandarin, amber and apricot, saffron and dandelion. Greens, blues, and violets, cucumber, lavender, ultramarine, lapis lazuli, and, of course, shamrock. 
 
   They’re growing, but not into terrifying devils, not these. No, they’re creatures of light, diaphanous, winged. They have faces like ours, but unspoiled (or restored), no trace of the apple core.
 
   Look! The window swings open. A breeze or two ripples their feathers like water. Refreshed, they’re preparing to fly. See the one in the middle there. Watch how she’s folding her wings in behind, getting ready to skinny herself through the gap. She breathes slowly, falls forward, and then, in a dazzle of colors and quick pulse of wings, she flies from the attic and into the gathering dusk, disappearing as soon as she passes under the lintel. If you were outside, you’d not see her, of course. Only in here can we see them. Just you and me.
 
   In ten minutes, they’re gone, every one.
 
   Catríona’s agoggle. She turns to me.
 
   “Yes,” I say.
 
   “Holy mother of God!”
 
   “And it happens,” I say, “every night.”
 
   ~
 
   My brother dies seven weeks later.
 
   I call in the pest control people. They scour out the coal cellar, clearing the bat piss and shite from the walls and the floor. They deodorize twice. By the time they’re all finished, the place is as clean as it’s ever been, maybe, since daft George was king. They find a few corpses of petrified bats, but no whispers of any still living. It doesn’t surprise me. I’ve had a good look. The last of the bats in the cellar defected while Brendan was dying. 
 
   Catríona asks why. I answer her question obliquely. I tell her it calmed him to know they were gone. He felt free. He said sorry. I nursed him. He let me.
 
   We’re sitting outside in the garden. We’ve cleared a small space on the patio, set down a couple of old rattan chairs. Catríona’s a comfort. She’s spending more time with me now. A butterfly flits through the garden, orange and black. We watch it alight, sip, and sunbathe.
 
   “The bats in the basement,” I tell her, “they didn’t just take off and leave him because he was poorly.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So where are they?”
 
   “They’re up in the attic.”
 
   She stares at me, thinking I’ve lost it.
 
   I tell her, “The first time I noticed the bats was after my mam died and Brendan was living downstairs. There were hordes in the basement and few in the attic back then. But ever so slowly the ratio shifted. It took me a while to figure out why. It’s not breeding or dying that does it, but caring.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Sure at night, while our bats from the attic were out on the town, devouring mosquitoes and guarding small children, they were also befriending the bats from the coal cellar.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They’re all kin.”
 
   “But they can’t be.”
 
   “The bats from the attic for years have been weaning their sisters and cousins away from the understairs sourness.”
 
   “Converting them?”
 
   “Maybe, if that’s what you’re wanting to call it.”
 
   She doesn’t believe me. “Fat chance.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Good Intentions: From the Case Files of DragonEye, PI
 
   (Part One of Four)
 
   Karina Fabian 
 
    
 
   Episode One:  Of Corpses and Corruption
 
    
 
   The late October wind rattled the walls of the warehouse where I made my home and the office of DragonEye Private Investigations, reminding me that one, we were in for a rough Colorado winter; two,  we really needed better insulation; and three, the cold was probably going to keep us from getting any new cases.
 
   All that added up to a very unhappy dragon—me. My name’s Vern, and I’m the dragon half of DragonEye, PI. My noble purpose: to find truth through deception, protect the Mundane world from the magical elements they do not understand (but will muck with, anyway),  defend the downtrodden of both Faerie and Mundane, and eventually afford a warmer lair.
 
   I had determined to leave the phone calls to my partner, Sister Grace, and had settled down for a well-deserved nap with my space heater when I heard a crash from the office. I rushed in to find Grace crumpled into a chair, her hands to her mouth, the phone on the floor.
 
   “Guster Brody is dead—and the police say it’s suicide!”
 
   We arrived at Brody’s home just as the coroner was bringing in the body bag. Larena Hanna, a rookie and one of the first centaur cops on the Los Lagos force, stood watch on the lawn with a scowl that spoke of more than ire at getting stuck with guard duty. When we asked to enter, she gave me a smile full of sweet malice. “Oh, please do!  And give my regards to Mrs. Brody.”
 
   Although modest on the outside, the interior of the Brody home reeked of wealth.  I have a high regard for wealth well-invested, and the Brodys knew quality. Antiques, original art, even a Mayan artifact I’d have loved to add to my collection…if I were allowed to collect anymore. Grace smacked my flank, and I put aside art appreciation time and followed her into Brody’s office.
 
   In a leather chair behind a cherry wood executive desk slumped Guster Brody, a gun still in his hand, and his brains splattered all over the civic awards on display behind him. Grace gasped and made the sign of the cross. I wrapped my tail over her shoulder.
 
   Detective Vialpondo looked up from the tablet where he was typing in notes. “What are you two doing here?  I didn’t call you.”
 
   “I did.”  Father Rich of Little Flowers Parish said from behind us. He stopped short at the site of Brody’s remains, but squared his shoulders and walked the rest of the way in, touching Grace’s arm as he passed. He set his satchel a clean corner of the desk, and pulled out his stole. “And I was called by one of your officers,” he chided lightly as he settled the stole over his shoulders.
 
   Vialpondo huffed through his cheesy mustache. “Ain’t no use in Last Rites, Padre. He’s an obvious suicide.”
 
   “We will not assume his spiritual state at the time of death. You know that, Oren.”
 
   “He left a note.”  Oren held up the paper now ensconced in an evidence bag. Two words:  I can’t.
 
   “Can’t what?” I wondered aloud. Vialpondo shrugged.
 
   “It can’t be a suicide,” Grace protested. “I know him. He wouldn’t!”
 
   “Who let that thing in here?” A voice that would make a harpy envy screeched.
 
   I looked right and left, and realized I was the only non-human in the room. Now, I understood Larena’s irritation.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Brody,” Vialpondo spoke in a tone more suited for calming an angry wife in a domestic dispute than comforting a grieving widow. “They were just leaving.”
 
   Grace wasn’t about to be so easily put off. “Please, Mrs. Brody. Ellen, isn’t it?  Guster spoke warmly of you. I’m Sister Grace McCarthy of the DragonEye Private Investigations Agency—”
 
   Mrs. Brody held up her hand. “You’re one of his, aren’t you?  A Faerie?  I suppose Guster helped you get your citizenship. And you?”  She deigned to look my way.
 
   I didn’t feel the need to tell her the story of how I got stuck in the Mundane with no real legal rights and no way to go home without violating the command of Church and Faerie State. “Who me?  I’m a just a thing.” I replied with malevolent innocence. (Dragons are good at that.) I gave her my snarly smile for added effect.
 
   My zing went totally past her. I’d have to work on my aim. She turned back to Grace. “With all due respect, Sister, you may think you knew Guster, but he was my husband. He was a disturbed man.”
 
   “He was a faithful Catholic. He wouldn’t take his own life!”
 
   Mrs. Brody’s face flushed red. She stomped to the credenza and yanked open a door. She pulled a bottle out and shoved it at Grace. “He was mentally ill!  And he has been for some time. He was just starting to get treatment for it and now…  I think it’s time for you to leave.”
 
   Grace read the label, her eyes wide with disbelief. She’d had more than a little experience with Mundane psychiatric medicine. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me,” she whispered as she handed back the bottle.
 
   Mrs. Brody snatched it out of her hand and cradled it to her chest. “Just go.”
 
   Grace headed to the car in silence, but I paused by Larena. “Ellen says, ‘hi,’” I said in my best imitation of snotty teenager.
 
   Lorena went to the schools as part of the DARE program. She knew the type better than me. She flipped her mane and smiled over a curled-up nose. “Isn’t she the sweetest?”  Then she turned serious. “Listen. Some of the others and I have been talking. Guster helped a lot of us, but we don’t think we’ll be welcome at the funeral, so as long as I had to stand here and ‘not defecate on the lawn,’ I’ve been making phone calls. Wake tonight at the Colt’s Hoof. Let’s see Guster off in style.”
 
   “Works for me, but speaking of work:  snoop around, would you?  With Vialpondo on the case, I don’t think we’ll get much cooperation, but Grace doesn’t think this is suicide…and neither do I.”
 
   In my centuries of dealing with humans, I’ve seen a fair number of suicide notes. Long apologies. Short good-byes. Even a manifesto or two. But “I can’t?”
 
   What couldn’t Brody do?
 
   ~
 
   One thing the Faerie of every species understand better than the Mundanes is the restorative power of a good wake. The Colt’s Hoof all but shook with energy, noise, and activity by the time we got there. 
 
   As we entered, we were hit by a wave of body heat and smoke. Faerie don’t have the same issues about tobacco as Mundanes, and I could make out several varieties of both Faerie and Mundane cigarettes and pipe weed—even a good ol’ fashioned Cuban stogie. The voices of dozens of Magicals and humans talking at all levels of the auditory spectrum made a dull roar, occasionally punctuated by the crash of glass and shouts from the back room.
 
    
 
   Even in the most diversified towns in Faerie, you seldom find such a menagerie of creatures rubbing elbows, trading stories, crying on each other’s shoulders (flanks, branches), and buying each other drinks. 
 
   “Three years!”  A nyad floated in a tank constructed by the proprietor just for their species and shared her story with a grandmotherly human who clutching a shopping bag of a purse. “Three years Guster worked my application. It kept getting sent back for this reason or that…  When his boss demanded an environmental impact statement, I was ready  to call it a wash, but Guster said, ‘Have faith.’  And …well...in two weeks, I’ll be having my first performance at Sea World. But now he won’t ever see it!”  As she started to cry, the woman dug into her purse for a tissue. When she held it over the water to her, they both burst out laughing.
 
   The leprechauns had plastered the dart board with little notes, each some obstacle Immigrations Officer Brody overcame to gain a Faerie citizenship. They were throwing darts at them and shouting “Got another fer ya, Brody!” when the dart struck true. They’d already put away a lot of whiskey and flung more than a few darts, considering the condition of the scraps and the wall beside it. Charlie had to replaster every time they came in for a game.
 
   The elves had absconded with a spot by the fireplace where they took turns eulogizing their friend. I hadn’t spoken Elvish in awhile; maybe I’d jump in. Runzlykwyndjinxlykbie[1] was waxing eloquent about how Guster had not only helped him immigrate, but also got him a scholarship as a running back. He was just segueing from how Guster decorated his office—simple, almost Spartan, yet welcoming—to the application process itself. I figured he had about another forty-five minutes to go before I would have a chance to cut in. I noticed they had a couple of pixie waitresses on hand to refill their glasses. Elves are notoriously long-winded; ordering a drink could take up to twenty minutes, especially during solemn occasions. If they had to pause to order refills, they’d be there a week.
 
   Even the Faerie analog of the Greek gods had come to pay their respects. Bacchus had stationed himself by the bar, a pair of nyads on his lap while a Mundane woman clung to his arm. Around him, several people of different species drank and laughed at his jokes. Bacchus didn’t know Guster, and he certainly hadn’t tried to get US citizenship. He just hated to miss a party.
 
   Neither the coroner nor the widow would have acquiesced to allowing the guest of honor to attend, so at the far end of the room lay a closed and empty casket rented from a funeral home bearing numerous framed photos of Guster Brody with those he’d helped to gain citizenship. Larena stood beside it, talking to a Hispanic Mundane who was having a hard time not looking at her chest. Understandable, considering as a half-horse, she stood head-and-shoulders taller than him, but I was sure the traditional silk scarves she wore instead of a blouse didn’t help matters. Despite her casual attire, she had her badge and her taser strapped to her waist. Got to admire someone who doesn’t look for trouble but is ready for it, anyway.
 
   She caught my look, excused herself, and wove her way over with a skill that spoke of experience in navigating crowds. “Hey. Glad you could make it. Grace, are you okay?”
 
   A pixie bearing a glass of wine almost as large as she was flew up to Grace and handed it to her, pointing back to Bacchus. Grace took it and raised it in his direction with a warm smile of thanks. She’d known him from when she’d studied music with the Muses. 
 
   “I’m fine,” she told Larena. “Still in a wee bit of shock, and I don’t believe for a moment he took his own life.”
 
   Larena’s horsey huff spoke of her frustration. “I sent in McConkey. You know how he’s aching to get on the force and out of the mailroom. He loved the idea of going undercover. He didn’t find anything, but he said the place ‘felt wrong.’  Nothing he could put his finger on, though. He thought he heard some moaning, but it was probably Mrs. Brody. She’s a heifer, but she did lose her husband. He wants to go back, and I told him okay, but to stay out of the house and just listen. He should be fine.”
 
   She just had to say that.
 
   On cue, McConkey appeared behind her and dropped onto her back, coughing and wheezing. He stank of insecticide.
 
   Lorena twisted, trying to see him over her shoulder. “McConkey!  What happened?”
 
   “RAID,” he gasped.
 
   A shrill alarm rose among the pixies in the room, and two assumed the form of redfinches with tiny masks over their beaks. Gingerly, they grasped his arms and carried him to the bar, where other pixies had already filled a bowl with warm, soapy water. Some folks stopped their mournful revelry and gathered around to watch as pixies in hedgehog form scrubbed their contaminated friend. Obviously, this kind of thing has happened to the diminutive, shapeshifting race on more than one occasion.
 
   “This is an outrage!”  A female pixie hollered. For so small a creature, she had good lungs. Conversations paused…except for Runzlykwynd. He was in the Zone. “We should report her!”
 
   “No!”  McConkey pleaded. “Santry will fire me, for sure!  It’s my fault. I got careless. Someone was there with her. I thought if I looked like a luna moth, I could cling to the window screen and watch. Who doesn’t love luna moths?”
 
   “And she just happened to have a can of RAID handy?”  The female pixie demanded with a stamp of her tiny foot.
 
   “She reached into the closet. I didn’t know what for. Stupid, stupid, rookie mistake. Forgive me, Templegrass?”  He held out his hand entreatingly to the female pixie who rewarded him with such a sickening mix of anger and smitten pride, I had to look away. As the two cooed lovingly and people sighed, I made my way to the elves. Runzlykwynd had just started explaining football. I could say you’ve never lived until you’ve heard the American sport described in High Elvish, but in reality, it just feels like a lifetime.
 
   The door opened with a bang, thanks to the October wind, and some Mundanes entered. More than some. A half dozen, then a few more.  They formed a crowded half circle around the door. There were some Mundanes among the revelers, mostly immigrants Guster had helped, or spouses, or  close friends from the department or church. This new group looked like none of the above. Around the bar, people—and hackles—rose.
 
   Lorena walked over, hand on her taser. Despite her filmy attire, she conveyed authority. “I’m sorry, but the bar is closed for a private party.”
 
   “Oh, we know!” A boisterous voice, friendly in a plastic sort of way, sounded from just outside the threshold. Trevon Damant, gubernatorial candidate and head of the Los Lagos branch of the Department of Immigration, sauntered through the door, and tapped one of his groupies on the shoulder. They parted, leaving him a clear aisle into the bar. I wondered if they practiced that?
 
   Once ahead of his pack, Damant addressed the crowd. He held his hands as if in friendly greeting; save for fingers in the shape of a V, he looked like some kind of modern-day Nixon. “Please, my friends, don’t let us disturb this solemn occasion. After all, I, too, cared for my hard-working and troubled subordinate. We are here for the same noble reason: to set aside our differences and join together, in all our diversity, for the common purpose of celebrating the life of a man who gave his mind, heart, and soul to the laudable cause of securing freedom and prosperity for the deserving inter-dimensional petitioner!”
 
   Stony silence met his declaration. No one sat down despite the patting motions he made with his hands. 
 
   It could have been a standing ovation, for the way he smiled at the crowd. The smile didn’t quite meet his eyes, however; or maybe it was the botox. I wasn’t close enough to tell and not anxious to get any nearer. Larena kept her hand by the taser as she scanned the crowd. Several of her fellow officers had joined her, placing themselves in strategic points between Damant and his posse and the mourners. Damant had taken over the Department of Immigration seven years ago, and every Faerie knew that any good Brody had done since had been despite Damant’s “caring” leadership. Many an application was sent back because of minutia like typos or a request for rewording; several were simply “lost in the shuffle.”  Despite the fact that the United States wanted to encourage the immigration of Faerie, citizenship and green-cards had slowed to a molasses-thick trickle thanks to Damant’s bureaucratic innovations.
 
   He tried a new tactic. He lowered his arms—dramatically, mind you, complete with the shoulder slump I’d seen on cartoons right before the character leans his head against a tree. Trust me; no dryads were going to volunteer for that role.
 
   “I understand. You have no reason to trust me. The process has been difficult for so many of you. I take responsibility for that. I own it—”
 
   “Shut up!”  The crowd stirred, and Balga Shieldforger, a sturdy blond dwarf with tear-streaked cheeks and clenched fists, stomped through to snarl into Damant’s downcast eyes. “How dare you soil this wake with your presence?  You were no friend to Guster—and you were no help to any of us.”
 
   Damant put on his Compassionate Face. “Balga…is that correct?”
 
   “You know cave-in well it is!  Do you think we’ve forgotten how, when we asked for permission for our cousin to join us, that you said there were no jobs for ‘our kind,’ even though we dwarves had reopened your silver mine?  How those jobs later went to immigrants who had their paperwork pencil-whipped because of the employment crisis?”
 
   “Yeah!” came the husky shout of the dwarves in the room. Each camp surged forward—slightly, more of an attitude than a motion, but enough that the cops made ready to intervene. Grace pushed through until she was behind Balga, but all she did was set her hands on the dwarf’s shoulders.
 
   Damant glanced over the crowd, then focused on Balga. “I…I am so sorry if you—”
 
   “Save it!  I’m not even going to get into the threat of fines if we didn’t take your substandard employees. You!”  She pointed at one man in Damant’s group, who jumped to attention. “Didn’t my Urist save you when you nearly buried yourself trying to make a cave a little taller so you didn’t have to duck your head?  Shame on you for following this man!”
 
   She stared him down, then gave the last of her murderous glare to Damant.
 
   He sighed. “All right. I see I’m not welcome here. I merely wanted—”
 
   “You wanted to make political points by modeling yourself the friend of the grieving Faerie. You don’t think we know better?  You may be able to convince your cronies that you stand for diversity and opportunity, but we don’t buy it. All your talk about opportunity, but you want to give it to those who will help your career. The rest of us are left to fight for our chances—and we just lost our best advocate in the Mundane!  Now get out of here and let us mourn in peace!”
 
   The crowd roared its approval, and I could smell as much as see Damant’s posse brace for a fight. But the politician raised his hands in surrender; gave everyone a regretful, pitying look; then turned his back. Arms lowered and spread, he herded his little flock back out of the bar.
 
   The patrons cheered and gathered around Balga, but the dwarf just spun and buried her head into Grace’s habit.
 
   “Why did he have to come?  Why does that horrible man have to ruin everything?”
 
   Grace didn’t answer, but made shushing sounds. “Maybe we should find Urist. Where is he?”
 
   Balga pushed away from Grace and wiped her nose with her sleeve. “In the back, drinking.”
 
   The dwarves had taken over the small party room, and trust me, it looked like an invasion. Chairs were overturned, and a small mountain of broken bottles took up one corner of the room, with shards scattered outward from it like a landslide of alcohol and glass. The place reeked of beer.
 
   “Another round!”  Urist slammed his fist on the table, making its contents jump. The liquid in the glasses and pitcher sloshed. The harried waitress was nonetheless prepared; she reached through the window that connected the room to the bar and pulled out six more bottles, which she placed in front of each dwarf.
 
   Urist snagged his by the neck and held it up. The others followed. I saw the distinctive black heart over crossed swords on the label. I winced at what was coming next.
 
   “Oh, Blackheart Stout, so roasty and dark, smoky in aroma, your thick head tickles the mustache as the tongue savors your creamy texture. Many a dwarf has thanked the Mundanes who devised this nectar to comfort us after long days in the mine!”
 
   They pressed the bottles to their chest, then flung them into the corner. Glass crashed and beer fizzed. It did have a nice head.
 
   At the table, the dwarves raised glasses of cold water with lemon. “Guster, we suffer for you!” Urist declared.
 
   “Suffer!” The rest agreed, and they guzzled the water until the lemon wedges smacked their teeth. Then, they slammed the glasses onto the table and hung their heads.
 
   After a moment of silence, the next dwarf called, “Another round!”
 
   “Urist,” Grace called as the drinks were being set up.
 
   His fist around a bottle of Norm, he twisted and saw his still-sniffling wife standing between us. He left the bottle and hurried to her.
 
   “Balga, my Amethyst. What’s wrong?”
 
   “While you guys were mourning your way through the inventory, we had a visit from Trevan Damant,” I told him.
 
   Urist’s eyes widened, and he grabbed Balga by the shoulders. “Tell me you didn’t!”
 
   “Of course I did. Too many years we’ve been silent while that man has bullied and manipulated and used his position to further his own ends at the expense of us. Blackmailing us into hiring his pet immigrants. You could have died in that cave-in. I could be throwing bottles for you. It’s only your stubbornness and God’s grace that let you survive. Guster was looking for evidence. That’s why he died—and Damant had the gall to come here and make speeches!”
 
   “Balga!”  How a dwarf could hiss a guttural name like that, I had no idea, but he did. It was a talent.
 
   Of course, that didn’t distract me from her words so much as highlight them like a cheap neon sign. “What evidence?  Did Guster suspect Damant of wrongdoing?”
 
   Urist gave his wife a look as dark as the stout he’d just thrown away, but answered. “Damant was blocking my cousin Ordon’s entry into the Mundane. We needed his engineering skills, but no matter how we explained it…  Then, we got a message. No address, but we knew it was from his office. It was a list of names, and the suggestion that if we hired them on, there might be a chance of getting Ordon, too—but if we refused, we would see the mine closed for bad hiring practices. Then, they never followed through on Ordon, but we couldn’t fire any of the new workers. Some were okay, willing to learn. Others just wanted to pull in paycheck; and some, dumb as dry wood.
 
   “It was a long time ago, Vern. Just let it be. I don’t want any trouble. Balga, we should get back to our hotel. We’re going home tomorrow morning.”  He started for the door.
 
   She grabbed his sleeve. “No, Urist, please. We can’t let this continue!”
 
   “Balga!”
 
   Balga clenched her face and her fists, but she huffed a sigh and followed her husband out of the bar and into the cool night.
 
   When we returned to the bar, a soggy but decontaminated McConkey flew to us. “Vern, Sister Grace, I didn’t want to say anything while you were busy with the dwarf, but that person I saw with Mrs. Brody?  I’m pretty sure it was Damant.”
 
   Grace and I exchanged glances. “What couldn’t Guster do?” she wondered aloud.
 
   You know what they say about great minds. “I think maybe we should mingle and find out what other stories we hear about Guster’s caring employer.”
 
   I went home with more than one tale of mysterious messages from Damant’s office—and a five-gallon bender. The next morning dawned no clearer or warmer than the day before, and added to that, my head pounded. Curse that Bacchus for creating a fountain of ethanol just for me. Curse me for giving into the temptation!
 
   I didn’t care how cold it was. I was going to the alley to throw up into a dumpster, and then fly to some big empty area and breathe fire until I burned off the hangover. Don’t try that at home, kiddies. It’s one of the lovely benefits of being a dragon.
 
   I was heading back, chilled but no longer battling a headache, when I spotted Urist running down my street. I landed beside him. “Urist, what’s wrong?”
 
   Urist looked torn between the urge to cry and to tear something apart—possibly even me.
 
   “He’s done it, Vern!  He’s killed my beautiful Amethyst!  My Balga is dead!” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Writing the Other?  Check Your Privilege
 
   Maurice Broaddus
 
   Welcome to my inaugural column here at the Midnight Diner. I suppose some measure of introduction is in order to give you a head’s up on what you’re in for. On my blog and in my stories, I like to regularly explore non-controversial topics, such as race, religion, politics, and class. I have a story in the latest issue of Asimov’s SF. “Steppin’ Razor,” a steamfunk tale with a re-imagined Jamaica as a superpower, England ruling the world (including the American colonies), robots, Rastafarians, assassins, and the clone of Haille Selassie, and the fact that, as one reviewer noted, “there are no white characters in the story.”
 
   I've perused a handful of other reviews and you might be surprised to find out that there are no notes concerning the lack of black or non-white characters in other stories.
 
   Should I await the lecture on writing the other? Maybe I should be given a stern warning about sticking to “what I know.” Or possibly a lecture on not being afraid to explore other cultures.
 
   I was born in London, England, raised in America by a Jamaican mother and American father. The integration experiment of our educational system often left me the only black kid in my class. I am married interracially, raising biracial children, and live an intentionally multi-cultural life. A side effect of my story is that I’ve often felt apart from/unable to fit in with any group I’m with. On the other hand, I’ve embraced this perspective of “invited outsider.”  This history has shaped not only my identity but also provided a common thematic thread to my work.
 
    Would I be given wide latitude should I choose to write white characters?  After all, white cultural norms are the reality. The default setting for characters is white. Far too often in their stories, authors announce race only when a non-white person is mentioned. Tell me the last time you read a description about a character's whiteness.
 
   In fact, lack of white characters or not, we’ve all, at one time or another, had the experience of being the outsider. That’s part of how I invite the reader into the world or story they may be unfamiliar with. I do write white characters. And female characters. And all sorts of non-me characters. In fact, I’m always writing the other. The second I am no longer writing an American, lower middle class, religious, black, hetero, male who was raised in geek culture  I have ventured into the head of an “other.”  As writers, we constantly have to put ourselves in other people’s heads.  The key as writers is to figure out who we are before we presume to jump into the mind and culture of another.
 
   Whenever the dynamics of race, class, power, sexuality intersect, the path is fraught. To be straight, the path of my writing the other is less fraught. I, as a black male, have grown up in the majority culture for most of my life. Between school and work, I would have to have an intentionality to avoid the majority culture in order to do so. This isn’t an “I know a white person” scenario, but rather I have many diverse, fully formed relationships, within their culture and systems. I’ve picked up on nuances and narratives, all important considerations when one is doing their “research.”
 
   Another reason it’s going to be less fraught for me is because I worry less about screwing up a white character because there are so many white characters represented in the canon of stories. Now add to this the dynamics of power within the culture. I, as a minority voice, don’t have to worry about trampling over the majority cultures as extension of my privilege. Any single raindrop, even a poorly formed one, isn’t going to have much impact on an ocean. In the reverse, however, when a culture doesn’t have a large voice and fewer images are out in the greater culture, each story and each representation of that culture carries more weight. This is something I worry a lot more about, even in my own stories.
 
   My urban fantasy series, the Knights of Breton Court, was described by a different reviewer as “too urban” prompting me to wonder if they would describe a story taking place on Mars as “too Martian.”  But in wanting to tell the legend of King Arthur through the lives of homeless teenagers and gang members, I was attempting to tell a different story (or in this case a vaguely familiar story with different characters). By not just changing the window dressing, but by letting fully fleshed out characters determine the story. Was it perfect?  Not by half. There are times I wondered if I was guilty of “poverty porn,” as if tales of the dire straits of the inner city was the only story Black Americans have to tell. With so few images of us, this one seems to be all too prevalent. So I wrestle with the question of perpetuating the dominating image of black people to the neglect of our other stories.
 
   I am still writing the other in “Steppin’ Razor.” I am not Jamaican, but I am writing about Jamaican history and culture. I do so against the backdrop of steampunk, a genre not exactly known for its racial diversity. Very few of my steampunk (“steamfunk,” as I tend to refer to those stories that particularly come from the black experience) stories feature white characters on purpose. It’s part of my commentary on the genre. But that same reviewer picked up on another dynamic within the story, the tension between brown (lighter skinned black people) and black (darker skinned black people). I was exploring issues of class and power along color lines, thus the need for such descriptors. It becomes about the author’s intention.
 
   Another potential pitfall is cultural appropriation. Other cultures, religions, dress, languages, rituals, and history, are not fetishes. They are not decoration, window dressing, or zoo exhibits.  Daniel Jose Older in his article “12 Fundamentals of Writing ‘The Other’ (And the Self)” (http://www.buzzfeed.com/danieljoseolder/fundamentals-of-writing-the –other) reminded us to ask ourselves, “Why do you feel it falls to you to write someone else’s story? Why do you have the right to take on another’s voice? And should you do this? The answer isn’t always no…but too often we don’t stop to consider whether it’s the right thing to do. Sometimes, the answer is no.”
 
   All of this is a recipe for potential disaster and why so many writers choose to avoid this area entirely and stick to what/who they know.
 
   Well sometimes the answer to Daniel’s question is “yes.”  That’s the challenge, isn’t it?  To write new characters, to tell new stories or explore old stories, secret stories, hidden stories, in new ways. 
 
   When it comes to bridging racial lines, there has to be intentionality. This is true not only in relationships, but also in creating characters. A risk is taken every time an attempt is made to forge a new relationship or write outside of comfortable paradigms. This requires the ability to listen, discover, and involve yourself in others’ stories and is a hallmark of being a good human being much less a writer. Good writing gives characters a sense of history, a sense of relationships, emotional complexity, a sense of having adapted to the world around them, dealing with the internal tension of how they are perceived vs. how they believe they are perceived. In other words, characters have a sense of identity and stories that have shaped them and a writer needs to be conversant about such stories.
 
   Shall we allow this societal weight to cripple to the artist?  No, it’s our job to speak to it. We must also give the writer room to fail, critiquing where we go wrong or write something cliché, stereotypical, or racist. It may mean going to your friends of color and having that awkward conversation of “did I get this right?” and being prepared to listen, truly listen. Yes, it can be a scary proposition, but writing equals risk taking, so aim big and dare to fail big. 
 
   And give yourself permission to screw it up. 
 
   Then next time fail better.
 
   In the mean time, there are those of us who have voices that are rarely heard and stories seldom told. So I’m just going to keep writing my stories, even those that don’t have any white people in them.
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   Virginia Hernandez, youth minister’s wife and writer/reader of horror, wishes those two things didn’t seem mutually exclusive to most church members. She lives in Florida with her three terrific kids and spectacular husband, who have all adjusted to her weird tendencies and reading addiction.
 
   Douglas J Lane's work has appeared in publications including Tales of the Unanticipated, Bards and Sages Quarterly, Washington City Paper, Machine of Death, Kindle All-Stars and online at Fiction365.com. He makes his home in Houston, TX with his wife and their feline overlord. You can learn more about him and his work at www.douglasjlane.com.
 
    
 
   P.C. Vandall is the author of two chapbooks of poetry: Something from Nothing (Writing Knights Press) and Woodwinds (Lipstick Press).  She was recently nominated for a Pushcart Prize. Pamela’s full length poetry collection, Crows Taste Best on Toast, is forthcoming. When Pamela is not writing, she's sleeping. She believes sleep is death without the commitment.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
  [1]Runs Like Wind, Jinx Like Bee.  All High Elves have outlandish names, but if you take the time to sound them out, they usually define the elf in question.  No one knows why this happens, as the sounding out usually translates into the language of the reader.  It’s one of God’s little mysteries, and a practical joke the High Elves still have not caught onto.
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