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   Extreme Eating
 
   Ross Baxter
 
    
 
   Mitch watched as the two contestants took their places in the center of the diner. The tables around had been cleared to make way for the crowds pressing in, keen to watch the spectacle about to unfold. The TV crew made final adjustments to their equipment as the opponents sat and exchanged pleasantries. Mitch waited a little longer; partly to increase the sense of anticipation and partly to let the last of the audience pay their ten-dollar admission on the door.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen!” Mitch announced enthusiastically into his portable loud speaker. “Welcome to Mitch’s Diner, home to good cooking in Ohio!”
 
   He paused to allow the small ripple of applause and whistles die down, nodding and smiling at the crowd and to the TV camera. “Tonight we have a truly international flavor here at Mitch’s Diner, with our resident extreme eating champion Rob Earl facing a Swedish challenger. Please welcome, all the way from Stockholm, Sweden, Lars Bauger!”
 
   Mitch paused again to milk the applause, beaming happily into the roving lens of the Swedish camera crew. Shouts sounded from behind him as the kitchen staff struggled to carry in two huge steel platters, both piled high with an eclectic assortment of fast food; burgers, pies, steaks, fries, tacos and pizzas. A few cries of astonishment rose as some of the crowd started to notice the scale of the food.
 
   “Yes, ladies and gentlemen, our two competitors must work their way through the whole of Mitch’s Diner main-course menu: a connoisseurs’ selection of twenty-four dishes, each one lovingly prepared right here on the premises. And in honor of Lars we’ve added an extra portion of Swedish meatballs! Each tray carries a tub-thumping fifteen pounds of quality food, but like everything we prepare here at Mitch’s Diner, the emphasis is on quality as well as quantity!”
 
   Mitch paused as the two competitors tied their Mitch’s Diner-branded bibs around their necks. The difference between the two was quite startling and vaguely comical; the small and skinny American completely dwarfed by the huge hulking Scandinavian. Possibly triple Rob’s weight, the pale, bare forearms of the Swede were thicker than the thighs of his slight opponent. Mitch guessed that the odds would favour the foreigner, but knew where the sensible money would be placed. He waited smiling as the massive identical platters were placed in front of the two men. Bibs in place, the noise in the diner fell away as the opponents looked to Mitch to start the contest.
 
   “The rules are simple; the competitors have fifteen minutes to eat as much as they can; the one who eats the most is the winner. May the best eater win!” yelled Mitch, giving a loud blast from a portable air-horn.
 
   The sound seemed to confound the Swedish film crew who desperately started to reset their sound equipment, but the two men needed no further invite to dive right in. The Swede went for the pepperoni pizza first, rolling it into a tube which he proceeded to shove into his mouth like a circus sword-swallower. A chicken burrito served as starter for Rob Earl, the diminutive American polishing it off in four rapid-fire bites. Next for the Swede was a large cheeseburger, after which he bent to vacuum up the fries around the periphery of the platter. Rob countered by tearing into a twelve ounce steak, ripping off strips as he gripped it in his greasy hands. As the minutes ticked by the two men tore at their mountains of food like hungry tornadoes, each wolfing down great mouthfuls to the delight of the appreciative audience. At the ten-minute mark there was nothing between them, with both plates significantly depleted, but then the Swede paused to catch his breath. Rob sensed the Swede weakening and made a show of throwing meatballs high into the air and catching them in his mouth. The crowd applauded loudly, spurring Rob on to juggle three meatballs. He gulped the first two down but misjudged the third which struck his chin before spinning to the ground. The crowd gasped.
 
   “The rules state that any dropped food must be eaten,” Mitch blurted after quickly grabbing the microphone. “But don’t worry, this is the most hygienic diner in the state, the floor is clean enough to eat off of!”
 
   Rob bent and carefully placed the errant meatball on the toe of his battered boot, making the crowd lean forward to for a closer look. With a look of concentration on his face he flicked up his leg sending the meatball skywards, his open mouth catching it on the downward journey. Cheers and applause erupted from the crowd and even the Swedish camera crew grudgingly clapped. Lars used the break to try and get back into the competition, stuffing two handfuls of fries into his mouth closely followed by a jumbo hot dog. Rob countered with a bread roll, but the Swede seemed to have gained a second wind. Two more minutes passed and the bottom of both platters could be seen. By now, both were covered in grease and sticky with a multitude of sauces and dressings. Both appeared neck and neck but then the Swede faltered over a large dill pickle, seeming uncomfortable as he chomped it down. Rob grabbed his own dill, making a show of leering suggestively to the crowd before holding his head back and swallowing it whole. Seeing Rob’s advantage the crowd started to roar the American’s name, prompting ever more ostentatious displays as he emptied the plate. The Swede could only watch as Rob gulped down the remaining scrambled eggs and flicked the last few fries into his mouth. As a coup de grace Rob stood and flamboyantly licked the greasy platter before spinning it on his extended index finger like a major-league basketball player with a ball. With a forlorn sadness in his eyes, the previously-unbeaten Swede stared at the remaining fried chicken pieces, coleslaw and tacos on his unfinished plate, knowing his run was over. He tried to stand but sat quickly down again, trying to contain the vomit which forced its way out down his flaring nostrils. Rob handed him a towel and patted him on the back before bowing theatrically to the cheering onlookers.
 
   “Damn it!” Mitch cursed under his breath. Vomit did have a habit of putting off some of the crowd from staying at the diner after the contest and eating themselves. The Swede’s retchings were not ideal for sales, although Mitch knew he could not really complain. A packed house, TV coverage, and another convincing win for the diner’s resident champion were always good for business, and the diner was going from strength to strength.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen!” Mitch announced grandly. “Despite a valiant effort from challenger Lars Bauger of Sweden, I announced our own Rob Earl is the winner! What did you think of tonight’s food, Rob?”
 
   “Fantastic!” Rob said with practiced ease to the offered microphone. “You can’t beat Mitch’s Diner; the best home-cooked food in the state.”
 
   To emphasize Mitch’s point, Rob grabbed a chicken leg from the Swede’s plate and started to eat it. His hapless opponent stared at Rob in dejected disbelief, the Swedish TV cameras now only concentrating on the still munching Rob.
 
   “You heard it from the champion himself, ladies and gentlemen,” said Mitch. “We’re now taking orders so why not stay and sample the food of champions!”
 
   With the sound of cash registers ringing in his ears, Mitch urged the waitresses out to start taking orders.
 
   ***
 
   Rob was already eating when Mitch arrived at the diner the next morning. Mitch let Rob stay in the back office, where he served as an unpaid night guard for the diner. He also opened up and put the grills on before the early shift arrived, which was an added bonus for Mitch. In fact, everything about Rob was actually a bonus for Mitch. Rob had shown up at the diner the previous year and with a preposterous claim that he could out-eat anyone in the country, and asked if Mitch could use that particular skill. On a whim Mitch had set up low-key contest between Rob and the diner’s cook, a huge man weighing a mammoth two hundred and sixty pounds, thinking it would at least get a few lines in the local newspaper. It actually got nearly half a page, the diminutive Rob easily flouncing his massive opponent. The free advertising in the newspaper was good, but not nearly as good as the interest on YouTube after someone had uploaded a clip of the contest. Within a few days business started to increase, and Mitch realized he had a real opportunity. He struck a deal with the homeless wanderer for one free meal a day. After the third contest, Mitch offered Rob use of a camp bed in the back office and three free meals a day. The deal had been a leap of faith for Mitch, but it had paid out a hundred fold. The diner was becoming famous and had never been so popular, and Mitch was even thinking of opening a second.
 
   “Morning,” Mitch said as he popped his head around the kitchen door.
 
   “Morning, Boss,” Rob smiled, stuffing a bacon sandwich into his mouth.
 
    “I’ve said it before,” Mitch smiled, “but how you can sit and eat breakfast after eating over fifteen pounds of food last night is completely beyond me.”
 
   Rob nodded and continued to finish the sandwich.
 
   “Well done anyway,” said Mitch. “A great show.”
 
   “Actually Boss, I really need to talk to you,” said Rob, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
 
   “Sure,” said Mitch uncertainly, moving to sit by Rob.
 
   “I can only do one more show and then I’m done,” said Rob apologetically. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Mitch asked, trying to conceal his growing panic.
 
   “I can only do one more show. After next week I won’t be able to do any more contests.”
 
   Mitch stared at him in disbelief. “Aren’t you happy with our deal?”
 
   “I’m very happy with the deal,” Rob replied. “You’ve been more than generous.”
 
   “Why do you want to stop then?”
 
   “I don’t want to, but I must,” said Rob. “It’s complicated, I don’t think you’d believe me if I try and explain.”
 
   “Try me,” Mitch demanded.
 
   Rob rubbed the stubble of his chin ruefully.
 
   “It’s the least you can do,” said Mitch.
 
   “Almost a year ago I made a pact the Devil,” said Rob, earnestly looking at Mitch for a reaction.
 
   “Come on, don’t bullshit me,” Mitch grumbled.
 
   “It’s no bullshit. I was sleeping rough in a shop doorway and in the middle of the night I was woken by a man dressed all in black. He asked me what I’d be prepared to exchange for my soul. I turned over but he wouldn’t go, so I said I would want a limitless supply of food and be able to eat for as long as I wanted. He told me he would grant me as much food as I could eat for three hundred and sixty-five days, and that all I had to do was simply shake his hand. I shook his hand, and the next day walked into your diner.”
 
   Mitch regarded him skeptically. “Go on.”
 
   “That’s it,” said Rob. “My year is almost up; I don’t think the gift will last much longer.”
 
   “What was the man like?” Mitch probed.
 
   “It was dark so I never got a good look. All I remember was he was tall and dressed in black, and his handshake was so hot it blistered my hand.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Mitch shot back.
 
   Rob held up his right hand to Mitch. Across his palm and fingers, patches of shiny pink scar tissue could be clearly seen.
 
   “You were probably just dreaming,” Mitch snorted. “How much had you had to drink that night?”
 
   “I may have been homeless but I was no drunk!” Rob replied angrily. “I said you wouldn’t believe me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Mitch said. “But it just sounds a bit weird this time in the morning.”
 
   “I know it does, but it’s true,” Rob stated.
 
   “So, what happens after the year is up?”
 
   Rob paused. “I’m not sure. I think I’ll just lose the ability to eat anything I want in whatever quantities.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have chosen unlimited cash for a year or something?” asked Mitch.
 
   “Hindsight is always a wonderful thing,” grunted Rob. “I was starving when he asked me.”
 
   “Maybe nothing will happen after the year is up? Maybe you’ll still be able to out-eat any challengers?”
 
   “Maybe,” Rob mused. “But if I do lose my abilities I want to go out on a high. I want to do something spectacular, something really extreme, and something I can trade on for years to come.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I’ve been looking at the Internet at night in your office. Some guys can make a fortune by eating dangerous things like razor blades, nails, scorpions and such. The videos get so many hits on the internet they become rich,” Rob explained.
 
   “All I’ve seen you eat is food from the diner,” said Mitch. “Can you actually eat razor blades and stuff?”
 
   “I tried a few nails last night and I’m fine,” said Rob.
 
   Mitch regarded Rob thoughtfully. Rob had made him a rich man over the past year, really putting Mitch’s Diner on the map. Profits were double what they had been before. Eating nails and razorblades may not advertise the diner’s food so much, but Mitch was sure there was some angle he could use to further promote the business. He genuinely liked Rob and felt slightly uncomfortable with him eating things that could be harmful, but business was business.
 
   “So what do you suggest?” asked Mitch.
 
   “There’s a woman in Chicago who eats dangerous things. She works for a touring freak show that is in this area next week. Friday is the last day of my abilities and she’s prepared to come here for an extreme eating contest, on the basis that the winner gets the takings on the door and any profits from the video.”
 
   “I’m not sure if I want to share the takings on the door,” said Mitch flatly.
 
   “We won’t be eating any of the diner’s food,” Rob reasoned. “I’ll just take a trip to the hardware store.”
 
   Mitch nodded, trying to estimate the advertising value of a video going viral on the Internet when Rob won. As he totted up the figures in his head all other thoughts disappeared. “Fine,” he laughed. “Let’s do it!”
 
   ***
 
   Mitch smiled happily as the diner started to fill. The extreme eating contest had generated far more interest than anything based on the quantity of food eaten. People seemed to be attracted to the prospect of seeing the consumption of razors and scorpions much more than vast amounts of burgers and fries. For the first time, Mitch needed security at the door, ensuring the ban on cameras and mobile phones was enforced to make sure the diner’s own official video remained unique. His cook had already started filming with a hired camera, and seemed to be thoroughly enjoying his new role.
 
   At the table in the center of the room the two contestants sat chatting. Like every other event the physical difference between Rob and the challenger was remarkable, although this time it was not a matter of size. Judith’s appearance was startling; almost every inch of her visible skin was heavily tattooed or pierced, She appeared devoid of any body hair, eyebrows having been replaced by small tattooed snakes which curled up to encircle her shaved head. Rob, in stark contrast, looked like a model of white collar respectability in his white Mitch’s Diner polo-shirt. To Mitch this looked like a great spectacle before they had even started to eat.
 
   As the final spectators took their seats in the crowded room Mitch continued to extol the diner so that no-one would be in any doubt as to the venue for the event, or the virtues of its cooking. Finally he walked to the center table, its contents concealed by white cloth. Once the noise had fallen, Mitch theatrically ripped away the cloth to reveal the two identical platters displaying an assortment of nails, wood screws, needles, strips of barbed wire, and wickedly sharp razor blades. To crown each dish was a clear bowl, within which was a thick, black scorpion. Both arthropods stalked and scuttled angrily around their glass prisons, clicking their huge claws menacingly. Mitch was pleased at the gasps from the crowd; the scorpions had been especially difficult and expensive to acquire. Although they were not particularly poisonous, the jagged claws and thick deadly tails certainly added an extra element to the dangerous array of ingredients.
 
   “And now, ladies and gentlemen, let the spectacle begin!” Mitch roared, after first checking the camera was filming.
 
   The audience cheered and Rob and Judith got down to work. Both ate slowly, positioning the nails and razorblades carefully to ease them down their throats. Judith seemed to be eating faster than Rob, who looked very uncomfortable, but Mitch put that down to the change in diet. Rob worked methodically through the nails and razorblades before standing, nimbly picking up the ebony scorpion, and swallowing it whole. The crowd cheered again but Rob suddenly swayed and crashed forward into the table. Judith and Mitch rushed to help him, grabbing his arms and picking him up.
 
   “Are you okay Rob?” Mitch said worriedly.
 
   Rob suddenly doubled up, vomiting a crimson tide of blood, nails and razor blades.
 
   “Call an ambulance!” Judith yelled.
 
   “Help me get him to the office,” Mitch urged Judith, grabbing the hapless Rob under both arms.
 
   The crowd parted as they dragged the lolling Rob towards Mitch’s office. Mitch kicked the door open and they gently laid him on the battered couch. Judith grabbed the first aid box from the wall and ripped open the dressings within. She moved to the prone Rob, pulling up the gore-soaked polo-shirt to reveal the mess of his stomach. Nails poked through the skin and blood pumped from multiple wounds.
 
   “You’ll be okay,” Mitch comforted. “The medics will soon be here.”
 
   “I’m still within the time he gave me!” Rob gasped, blood running down his chin.
 
   “On what date did you make the agreement with the man in black?” Mitch probed gently.
 
   “The first of February”, stammered Rob through gritted teeth. “Today is the thirty-first of January, three hundred and sixty-five days later. I should be all right!”
 
   Mitch closed his eyes, thinking furiously. “Wait. Last year was a leap year. There’s an extra day in February, so three hundred and sixty-five days would take us to the thirtieth of January. We’re a day late!”
 
   Rob made to reply but instead coughed up a torrent of blood, razorblades and stomach lining. His eyes became glassy and his head fell back to the couch.
 
   “Where’s that ambulance!” Mitch screamed.
 
   “It’s too late, he’s gone,” Judith whispered ashen faced, staring in down in horror as the last breath bubbled thickly from Rob’s mouth.
 
   “No, his stomach is still moving,” Mitch wailed.
 
   Judith stared down as the shredded flesh heaved and trembled, then she shrieked as the black claws of the scorpion poked through. Mitch picked up the first aid box and slammed it down on the writhing creature as it pulled itself out of the gaping wound and flopped onto the bloody couch. He stared speechless at Judith, unable to fully comprehend what had just happened.
 
   “What did you mean about the man in black?” Judith stammered, wiping tears from her face with blood-stained hands.
 
   Mitch continued to stare speechless at the scorpion, which continued to squirm even though its head and front thorax were crushed almost flat.
 
   “Mitch!” she urged. “What did you mean about the man in black?”
 
   Mitch sighed. “Last year Rob was homeless and he was approached by a shadowy man dressed in black one night. He thought he’d made some sort of pact with the Devil, which allowed him to eat whatever he wanted for a year in exchange for his soul.”
 
   “The same figure came to me. I made exactly the same pact, just six months ago,” Judith sobbed.
 
   Mitch tore his eyes away from the bloody remains of his best employee and stared at her, conflicting thoughts whirling through in his mind.
 
   “Hey,” he said hopefully. “Would you like a job at Mitch’s Diner?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Backward, Turn Backward
 
   Stanley Noah
 
    
 
   Quiet in this square, stained wallpaper room, haunting low-toned
 
   mirror and slow moving music dancing out the short band radio. My
 
   mind wanders backward the steps of years. Then profoundly reality repeats my
 
   history with so many persons. I lived through line break change their faces, voices, events 
 
   like a movie. I do not need to meet them in all their vanities as they
 
   are today as some memories are sacred like fresh linen folded and put away
 
   like rivers to the sea like beach bone-dried sea shells waiting for generations
 
   to be collected. Remembered for what they were, and put like stamps on
 
   letters, traveled. Just to be put away in glass jars like red sweet jam held to sun
 
   light. You wonder beyond yourself and with those who knew you as they are
 
   constantly on edges, disappearing, again and again, taking a little of you line break change
 
   with them as if until now you had never been here, hardly lived, toil and dust still
 
   born better than the father of a hundred. Then fate like gravity soon has its way line break change
 
   of placing you alone in this room somewhere in this hour. And the mirror you line break change
 
   look into is like an abstract image you cannot fix. Becoming more line break change
 
   invisible each time you take a peek. Sleeping away names. You hate
 
   to cut the lights off. Fearing next morning the mirror can no longer hold you.
 
   It’s the quietness, isn’t it, that provokes these thoughts.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Cost of Miracles
 
   Lynette Pedersen
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Sutton, but I don’t think you understand.” Father LeMieux slid the folded slip of paper back across his mahogany desk. “We’re talking about a holy relic. This looks like it belonged to a prostitute.”
 
   Angel Sutton straightened up in his chair and leaned forward. “All you told me was to get you a human ear. I filled my end of the bargain, Padre; you fill yours.” He tapped his meaty fingers on the paper and stabbed it toward the priest one more time. 
 
   “Yes. We did make an agreement, and I understand how you would be anxious to receive payment for your services--whatever that may have involved--but really, Mr. Sutton, how do you propose I explain Saint Edina having such liberally pierced ears? People come from all over the world to see this miracle, and I do not wish to confuse or disappoint them. Simply provide me with a fresh, healthy female ear with no piercings, tattoos, or blemishes, and I will gladly give you the payment you’ve requested.” Father LeMieux straightened himself up as well, hoping that if he appeared larger, Angel would back down. “I’ll even light a candle for you in the chapel,” he said with a smile as he palmed the paper and dropped it into the trashcan under his desk. Angel eyed the priest, running his tongue in the space between his front teeth and his closed lips, but chose not to pursue the matter any further. 
 
   The two men stood up simultaneously, the honk of wooden chair legs jerking across the floor echoed through the high-ceilinged office. Father LeMieux held out his hand. Angel’s palm engulfed the priest’s and he squeezed a little harder than he needed, but the small black-clad clergyman still smiled up at him. They walked to the office door together and Father LeMieux opened it, waving Angel out with a bit more flourish than necessary. Angel’s leather-scented bulk brushed past him and the priest closed the door quickly, sagging against it and rubbing his eyes. On the other side of the stone wall, Angel paused in the vestibule to dip his fingers in the holy font, using the water to smooth down the flyaway hair at his temples. 
 
   Father LeMieux sat back down at his desk where the ear still sat in a cloud of crumpled brown paper. He looked at it for a moment, said a quick blessing over it, and then picked it up on the end of a pencil. With his free hand, he pulled the trashcan out from under his desk. Poking around in it gingerly, he found the rumpled foil wrapper from the sandwich he had for lunch. He plucked it from the papers and pencil shavings and smoothed it out against his knee, and then slid the ear off the pencil, dropping it into the wrapper. He wadded the wrapper back up around the ear, squishing it into the most inconspicuous shape he could manage considering the stiffness of the cartilage, and dropped the ball back into the trash. He shook the can around a bit so the offending wad would settle lower and out of sight and was about to shove the can back under his desk when he stopped to reconsider the pencil that just had a piece of human flesh dangling from it. He tossed that in as well before kicking the trash can back into place. 
 
   Bells began ringing from the opposite end of the church, and he realized it was nearly time for vespers. He leaned back in his chair and inspected the heavy, exposed beams above his desk. It had taken two years to gather enough money to have the beams in the public parts of the church restored, but since these were out of the public eye he decided the money would be better spent restoring the decorative wooden doors at the entrance of the church instead of the beams in his office. The wood here was dry and splintered from neglect. Spidery cracks sprouted where the beams met the walls and wound their way down the plaster, inch by inch. Father LeMieux’s heart broke every time he noted the progress of the decay he couldn’t seem to bring to a halt. 
 
   The one thing that kept the church doors open was Edina. Pilgrims and religious tourists still found their way here, aided by GPS systems and websites listing esoteric spiritual events and locations. The locals were still faithful too. Cattle farmers in stiff, mud-caked denim and cowboy boots lit votives alongside perfectly-coiffed receptionists wearing insensible shoes. No matter who they were, they would all drift in from the heat, a fine dusting of orange clay dust in their hair and their shoulders sagging from the weight in their hearts. They found solace in the warm, wooden pews and inspiration to carry on from the presence of Edina’s spirit embodied in the relic. The soft clicking of rosary beads soothed the spirit as they gazed at the life-sized painting of Edina mounted in its fading, gilt frame.               
 
   In the painting, Edina frowns in concentration as she leans in to listen to an angel, suspended beside her in billowing robes and shining wings, whispering in her ear. The angel told her that there was a great flood coming and in order to survive, Edina must convince the small farming community where she lived to move farther up the mountain that cradled the town in its shadow. The townspeople obeyed, so they survived and flourished and sang the praises of God, the angel, and, of course, Edina, who delivered the message with no fear of ridicule. Edina died the following planting season, further convincing the townspeople that she was put here on Earth solely to deliver the message of the angel. They built this stone church over her grave to celebrate her and the miracle that saved the town. Before placing her body in the ground, they took the ear that the angel had spoken in with the intention of ceremoniously placing it under the altar, but they discovered the ear unspoiled even after the time it took to build the church. Instead of burying it as planned, they placed it in a special glass case built in an alcove where it still rested. 
 
   The bells rang again, and there was a soft knocking at his office door. One of the pair of altar boys that served the church pushed the door open, peeping into the office sheepishly. 
 
   “Father?”
 
   “Yes. I’m coming,” Father LeMieux said, taking in a deep breath to replace the melancholy with piety. 
 
   Following the altar boy as he drifted down the side aisle on his way to the Sacristy to don his vestments, Father LeMieux paused briefly. A candle had been blown out in the relic’s alcove when the wind slipped in with the first wave of worshipers. He re-lit the candle, and shook out the match, inspecting the ear that was now tinged with purple along the edge of the lobe. Squeezing his eyes shut he whispered, “Oh, Edina, don’t leave us now!” Then he bowed his head, crossed himself and continued his walk singing, “Deus in adiutorium meum intende; Domine ad adiuvendum me festina.”
 
   ***
 
   Seven days had passed since Angel had brought the pierced ear. Father LeMieux spent his days checking the condition of Edina’s ear and his nights kneeling in front of it, praying for an answer to his dilemma. The season was changing, the mild spring ripening into the pregnant humidity of summer. Though the stone church stayed cool despite the heat outside, the flesh of the holy ear wasted away much more rapidly in warm weather than it did during the heavy months of winter.  In an effort to postpone the inevitable, he threw a small stone at the light fixture that illuminated the satin pillow where the ear rested, shattering it. The ear was still lit indirectly by the candles that flickered through the blood-red votive holders in curved rows on either side of the glass box, but it was now in just enough shadow to obscure the signs of decay. Offering many sincere apologies to the pilgrims who came to see the miracle, Father LeMieux explained away the inconvenient light failure as faulty wiring—the church is very old, after all—and promised to have it repaired as soon as possible. 
 
   On the ninth day, Angel returned. His temples freshly smoothed, he found Father LeMieux seated at his desk with his head bowed and his white-knuckled fingers entwined in his hair, oblivious to his arrival. Angel jingled the change in his pocket to alert the priest to his presence. 
 
   “Praise the Lord, Mr. Sutton, you’ve come back!” Father LeMieux sprang out of his chair and groped for the greasy brown paper bag Angel carried in his other hand. “Is that the ear?”
 
   Angel handed him the bag without a word. Father LeMeiux felt his chest tighten with excitement as he unrolled the top of the bag, jerked it open, and shook the new ear out onto the pages of the open Bible on his desk. His breath caught in his throat, and he sank back down into his chair with a whimper. The skin of the ear was so dark it shone almost blue against the white onionskin pages of the book. Choking back tears, Father LeMieux looked up to protest, but instead of Angel’s face, his eyes met the muzzle of a pistol. 
 
   “I would like my payment now, Father.”
 
   “Yes. Of course you would, Mr. Sutton.” Defeated, Father LeMieux reached down to open his desk drawer. Angel nudged the pistol into his nose. “Don’t worry, Mr. Sutton, we have no need of weapons in the church. At least we didn’t,” he forced a nervous chuckle as he pulled the drawer out wide so Angel could see a cash box nestled among the innocent pens, paperclips, and rubber bands. Slowly, and with a heavy heart, he fished out one envelope from several in the box and handed it to Angel, who snatched it from his hand. 
 
   “You call anyone, and I’ll rat your whole game out here. Got it?”
 
   “I won’t. I swear. But this isn’t a game, Mr. Sutton, this is--”
 
   “Save it, Padre. Save it for your sheep.” Angel jerked a thumb over his shoulder to point to the nave behind him. Angel spun on his heel and walked out, leaving the office door open. A small cluster of people had gathered at St. Edina’s alcove, the front few lighting candles and praying while those in the back chatted with their heads close, gesturing toward the painting and fluttering tourist pamphlets. Father LeMieux quietly closed the door and spent the rest of the afternoon weeping in desperate prayer. 
 
   ***
 
    That night, he retired to the rectory, exhausted and weak in spirit. He shrugged off his clothes and crumpled into bed without saying any prayers. After an afternoon of sobbing, his hope was spent; he was numb and longed for the solace sleep would bring him. Clinging to his pillow and curled in a fetal position, he closed his eyes. Once his body stopped twitching from the releasing tension, he rested until the soft squeaking of the latches alerted him to his window opening. 
 
   She came to him, lightly ruffling the papers on the tiny desk across from the bed as she alighted on the floor in front of it. A soft blue haze clung to her, giving off a cool glow that flowed out behind her as she moved toward him. Father LeMieux rolled onto his back, lifting himself up on his elbows and whispered, “Edina?”
 
   Smiling, she nodded once, and pulled the smoky scarf from her head, briefly revealing a dark blue absence where there should have been an ear before her hair drifted down to frame her face. She reached out and placed her hands on his shoulders, steadying herself as she pulled one leg across his lap, letting go only long enough to lift her long skirts before settling onto his pelvis. Still smiling, she bent down to kiss him, pressing his shoulder back down into the mattress as the kiss grew more urgent. 
 
   They made love slowly. The ethereal glow of her sainthood rolled and bunched in curls around her hips; her shoulders were pools of smoke undulating with her body riding his. Afterward, they lay together silent on his tiny bed, her head cradled in the hollow of his chest, his hands running the length of her hair across her back.
 
   When she pushed herself off his chest and slid back across him to stand, as she had before, beside his bed, looking down on him, her face was clouded by something more than just hazy light. She looked down and brushed her hands across her belly, which began to swell beneath her hands. Puzzled, but somehow not alarmed, Father LeMieux sat up and watched as her belly began to push against the fabric of her robes, pulling it taut. When the swelling stopped, she began to breathe heavily, and he reached out to her, standing as he helped her lower herself to the bed. 
 
   A few seconds passed with her laboring on the bed, and then she reached under her robes and lifted a small, bloodless bundle cupped in her slender hands. It was an ear. She pressed it toward him, and Father LeMieux instinctively lifted his hand to his own ear, which he found missing. He ran his fingers over the warm, smooth surface of his skull around the indentation of his ear canal. As he did this, Edina lifted the newly birthed ear to the side of her head, the flesh molding around the dark blue opening. She then lifted the scarf back over her hair, stood on her tiptoes to kiss him on the forehead, and exited back into the night through the same window. 
 
   Snapping into a sitting position, Father LeMieux was overcome with a renewed faith and sense of purpose. It was still dark. He could see the moon fat and full over the trees, hovering there in his window where Edina’s head had been. His strength was renewed; his mind was clear and rested. He dressed quickly and slipped through the garden between the church and the rectory, leaving the house through the kitchen door and picking up a knife on the way.
 
   The back hall of the church was dark, but he knew his way. He slipped through the sacristy and donned his vestments. Placing the knife on a nearby table, lifted the fuchsia amice and pressed it to his lips, lingering there in thanks for the answer to his desperate prayers. Once dressed, he shook off the uncomfortable sensation of breaking tradition and exited the sacristy on the gospel side where the alcove was situated. The tall, plain windows that stood as a companion to each pew ushered in the moon, bathing the nave in a cool, dreamy light. A few candles still flickered in the alcove. 
 
   Lifting the glass box, he uncovered the ear, releasing the faint, sickly sweet smell of rotting flesh that had collected within the box over the last few months since the decay began. Cupping the ear in his free hand, he scooped it up and placed it on a nearby pew. Silently he assured Edina that he would find a way to reunite the ear with the body it belonged to, and then turned back to the empty pillow. He nodded to it, or perhaps to himself, and then reached up to smooth back his hair. Pulling his left ear forward, away from his head, he pressed the knife hard against the soft flesh behind his ear. Steeling his resolve, he then pulled it forward in a quick slicing jerk until the ear came loose in his hand. 
 
   He looked down at his ear as his shoulder grew warm with the blood that flowed down his neck and began soaking into his vestments. He was filled with joy and reached out to place the ear on the pillow when the edges of his vision grew purple, then black, closing in on him as he sank to the floor. He felt the cool stone against his head and he closed his eyes. 
 
   ***
 
   A rough clattering at the front of the church shook him from his sleep. It seemed like only minutes since he closed his eyes, but the moon appeared higher, and he sensed movement behind the pews. He tried to lift his head, but his body refused to respond. The burning sensation on the side of his head made him cry out in pain. The movement stopped briefly at the sound of his moan, but then he saw feet moving carefully down the aisle. His vision was blurred, but he was comforted by the familiar blue haze that gently drifted down the aisle toward him. He closed his eyes once again, welcoming the warmth from the precious glow that wrapped around him. 
 
   A rough nudge of his thigh caused him to snap open his eyes. He squeaked out a surprised protest. He smelled leather, but leaning over him was the same soft blue silhouette that hovered over him earlier that night. This time she spoke to him. She spoke!
 
   “Jesus Christ, Padre.” Her voice was deep and tinny like his mother’s voice used to sound when she called to him from the side of the pool as he gazed up at her flickering image through the water. 
 
   He wanted to smile at her, but he just couldn’t summon the energy. He wanted to join her and offer up an enthusiastic “Praise Jesus!” but the words just rattled around inside his head, never making their way across his lips.  
 
   She moved away from him. He watched her drift into his office at the end of the aisle. She opened his desk drawer in a wave of blue mist and tucked several envelopes into her robes. Again he wanted to smile--having her take the donations and collections directly brought him so much joy that he nearly blacked out again. 
 
   Another moan escaped, and she spun around to look at him, sending up a glowing blue vortex to swirl around her and lift her hair off her shoulders. She held his gaze for a long moment. Finally, she turned back to the desk and lifted the phone off the hook and punched three numbers. Her aggression surprised him, but he was drifting again, still warm and content in her presence even from this distance. 
 
   The sound of the receiver hitting the floor snapped him out of it once again. He blinked as he watched her kick the phone into the wall, and he thought he heard another woman’s voice echoing through the watery night, more urgent sounding than Edina’s. 
 
   She stepped over the phone and left his office, moving more swiftly now. The blue mist left a trail behind her, so he was able to trace her movements back toward the front door. He could still see her at the entrance of the church as he peered under the high legs of the pews, though he was straining to move his eyes that far. Framed in the doorway, she glanced back and praised Jesus one more time before reaching into the font of holy water. Then she smoothed down the hair at her temples with her wet fingers and left the alcove full of blue haze as she pushed through the heavy wooden doors. 
 
   He closed his eyes trying to recover from the strain of watching her at the door. When he heard the distant, watery sound of sirens he thanked Edina. He managed a smile, but the searing pain from the effort pushed him back into the darkness again.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Good Intentions: From the Case Files of DragonEye, PI
 
   (Part Three of Four)
 
   Karina Fabian 
 
    
 
   Episode Three: Wrong and Wight
 
    
 
   The cold wind blasted over my scales as I flew out of the bar, but panic and fury had heated my blood. What kind of “warning” had my mysterious note writer sent me, and why wasn’t Grace answering her phone? Had someone struck out at her as a way to discourage me? If so, they didn’t know me very well.
 
   I went to the alley first. Grace had promised she’d go there and check things out, but I found no sign of her. I did a second fly-by, reaching out for her familiar scent and the sense of her magic. Nothing. I didn’t know if I should feel reassured or even more worried. She could be dropping off some of the minions, maybe Father Rich. He’d loaned her his Jeep for the case, so she’d have had to pick him up for the rally then drop him back home.  I wasn’t naïve enough to think having a priest with her would stop a nefarious wrongdoer from sending me a message. I followed my instincts and flapped double-time back to our lair.
 
   I soared above the clean but cookie-cutter houses and square yards of the latest housing development in Territory, and past some less savory houses to the warehouse district where Grace and I called home. Our own home and office was in a warehouse that the previous owner had expanded by tacking on more walls at whatever angle suited him at the time. From above, it looked like a Tetris piece made of cinder blocks and corrugated steel roofing. At the moment, it was a beautiful sight, especially since Fr. Rich’s car adorned the parking space nearest the front door. Marty Weaver’s rusted-out Camero waited in the shadows. At least Grace wasn’t alone.
 
   Then, I heard Grace’s voice, pure and strong…and weaving a defense spell!
 
   I dove for our door, but at the last minute stopped myself short of crashing through it. If I interrupted her spell casting, I might give whatever she was fighting the chance it needed to attack. The backflap of my wings rattled the door, and I heard an answering wail, a pain-filled duet of guilt and unfulfilled desires. I froze in mid-reach for the doorknob as the cold seeped into my heart as well as my skin.
 
   Why was I bothering, anyway? What kind of dragon was I, getting all worked up over a human? I used to be top of the food chain. Humans, dwarves, elves…they were playthings, mine to reward when they amused me or roast when they got annoying. Now, I’m out in blasted cold wind, freezing my scales off because one of their mates got herself killed? How did I forget what I was—what I am?
 
   This is George’s fault. Magically overpowered pain in my tail! He could have gone anywhere in the world to catch a dragon, but no, he chose to set a trap in my territory. He brought me down to nothing, then convinced me he cared. He cared, his Church cared, Grace cared—right! Cared about what a dragon could do for them. Even underpowered, I’m worth a dozen humans, so why have I been wasting my time catering to them?
 
   Eight and a half centuries! That’s how long I’ve let the Pope boss me around. Fight this demigod here, defend that convent there, go over to the Mundane side and let them humiliate you awhile. What do I have to show for it? Larena massed more than I do, and she’s a small for a centaur! Once upon a time, I could have generated enough heat to at least keep me warm until I got home.
 
   I should go home, back to Caraparavlaenciana. I could snuggle up with my treasure, take a long nap, and wait God out. Eventually, He’d seen things my way. I’m a dragon, after all, the greatest of His creations. I felt so cold. I should go home, get warm, and let the sentients take care of themselves. To hell with those that couldn’t.
 
   I bunched my muscles to launch into the air…then, I grew aware of Grace’s voice calling to me, her song entangling with the anguished cries. Despite my conviction, I paused, ears straining toward her song.
 
   Silly creature, she sang, why do you hang onto pride, when pride is so cold? Why freeze your heart with despair? Open yourself to love, join in all of God’s creation, bask in the warmth of His compassion.
 
   I shivered. Had I let pride freeze my heart? Was that why I felt so much colder?
 
   Ridiculous. If I was so cold, I should just set fire to a building, crawl in, and warm up. Plenty of old buildings around this squalor I’d been forced to live in.
 
   Grace’s voice sounded compassionate and warm. Maybe I’d just stay on the porch a minute and listen.
 
   Her song wove around the baleful cries, surrounding them and overcoming their rue. And I remembered: George after our battle, wrapping me in his cloak and feeding me himself, even though he was just as weak and exhausted as I was; Clare of Assisi dashing out of the convent gates to stand between me and the Saracens and routing their entire army with her prayers; and Grace. Oh, Grace, who made every irritation and trial on the Mundane side worthwhile.
 
   Grace, my best friend.
 
   Grace—who was on the other side of the door battling something with her song!
 
   Whatever spell had come over me broke, and I dashed in to help my partner.
 
   Grace stood by the kitchen, her arms outstretched, blocking the entrance with her body and her magic and keeping a wight at bay. The wight, a dark misty creature, hovered and swayed, looking for an opening to flee or attack.
 
   Grace smiled and her voice rang clear, but a sheen of sweat attested to the effort she was making. Past her, Fr. Rich formed a second line of defense behind Grace, a grin on his face but desperation in his eyes. He was singing “Joy to the World” at the top of his lungs. Behind him, four of our usual minions huddled together; or maybe “piled” was the better word. They were holding down Urist, who struggled and howled like a banshee. Over his caterwauling, they, too, were singing. Somehow, I hadn’t heard them through Grace’s song when I was outside. I had to admit, I was kind of glad I hadn’t; but flat notes notwithstanding, the concentration they gave the song and the happy memories it inspired aided Grace in keeping back the wight.
 
   “Vern, my friend,” Grace sang, and her voice rose in a soaring melisma that would have made St. Hildegard proud. “My companion and protector! How good you are here. If you could help me contain this poor creature? There’s a good dear.”
 
   Grace actually rhymes better in Latin, and she didn’t need to rhyme, anyway; she just did it to tickle my funny bone. Keeping my heart focused on how much I loved her, I swept between her and the wight toward the doors of our lair. The wight made a lunge toward me. I spun and breathed just enough flame toward it to drive it back to its corner. It might be more spirit than matter, even to the point of being able to possess bodies, but it was just as susceptible to fire as the next creature.
 
   Once through the double doors, I double-timed it to the back of the warehouse, where Grace had built her magical workshop. The workshop was a self-contained shack at the far end of our warehouse floor. The structure looked ramshackle from a distance, but enchanted wood comprised its walls, with stained glass windows blessed by Bishop Aiden between them and the roof. If a freak earthquake hit Los Lagos, the entire town would collapse before Grace’s workshop did. Nonetheless, the small building shivered in sympathy to Grace’s efforts, and I could sense the flow of magic seeping from it to her. On the top shelf inside, I saw a line of mason jars of varying sizes, some of which had a faint aura of magic. I chose one of the larger ones, snagged a lid, and tore back down the open space, slowing at the door so as not to throw off Grace’s concentration. I opened the door and slid the mason jar in the direction of the wight.
 
   Grace’s song changed, the language morphing from English to something completely alien in the Mundane world. With the language of her siren ancestors, she coaxed the wight to the jar.
 
   And not just the wight. In the kitchen, the raucous chorus of “Joy to the World” faded into confusion, and I saw the minions stare longingly at the jar. Fr. Rich took a step forward.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t!” I leapt in front of him and hollered, “Joy to the world, the Lord is come!”
 
   Started by a dragon’s snout in his face and my pitiful attempt at song, he blinked, then sang, “Let Earth receive her king.” Gradually the others joined in until the wight could finally resist no longer and flowed into the container. I scurried around Grace and slammed the lid on the jar. Only after I’d screwed it tight, did Grace let her song fade and leaned forward, bracing her hands against her knees.
 
   “What took you so long?” she asked.
 
   I knew she wasn’t talking about my getting to the house. “Sorry. I got ambushed.”
 
   “Aye, for ten minutes!”
 
   “What?” I looked with new respect at the misty form trapped in the jar I held.
 
   “At least. You’re a stubborn dragon.”
 
   Marty, a college kid studying for his PI license who’d begged us to apprentice him, stepped past Fr. Rich and Grace, but halted a respectable distance from our captive. He studied it with horrified fascination. “So what is this thing?”
 
   “A wight.” Just for fun, I held the jar in his direction. He startled, but didn’t jump back. Gave him points for that. He just might make it in the biz.
 
   Still, he gave me a confused look. “I thought wights were like walking dead or something.”
 
   I made a derisive snort. “Did you get that from television, an RPG, or Wikipedia? That’s the Mundane version. Wights were never human, alive or otherwise. They’re not quite spirits, either. The legend says the druids created them to drive their warriors to violence—the original berserkers were actually wight-possessed men. Not good for the berserkers, mind you, and of course, the wights eventually broke free of that control. They feed off baser emotions and when they find a vulnerable or willing victim, they’ll settle in for the long run unless someone has them on a leash.”
 
   Marty shuddered, as did the others. Urist, who had pushed away from the group and sulked with his back against the kitchen threshhold, regarded the wight with narrowed eyes. Dwarves didn’t have a lot of experience with wights. Was he angry at the influence it had had on him, or was he thinking a little berserker violence might come in handy? I made a mental note to make sure he wasn’t alone while in Los Lagos.
 
   Marty asked, “How come you didn’t just banish it or destroy it or whatever?”
 
   Grace cleared her throat.  “Ah, they’re not such bad creatures. They aren’t inherently evil so much as feed upon a sentient’s more sinful nature. As a result, they draw out those tendencies—violence, anger, arrogance.” She cast a look my way, and I grimaced an apology. “Properly controlled, they can actually be useful creatures. Some Faerie police and intelligence agencies use them to encourage confessions. Speaking of, I’m thinking you should go to Confession.”
 
   Fr. Rich took her by the arm to lead her to a chair, but she held her ground and looked from him to me with definite purpose.
 
   “What, now?” I protested.
 
   She pointed at the wight. “If that’s what we’re up against. In fact, everyone who works with us from now on should receive Reconciliation.”
 
   Mundanes dislike Confession as much as dragons. Most of the minions grimaced, and Marty griped, “I’m not Catholic!”
 
   “Neither is Urist, or Vern, technically. It’ll still be good to examine your conscience.” Grace was not going to be dissuaded, and considering the magical effort she’d just expended to save our hides, we weren’t in much position to argue. Besides, I was a little freaked that I’d been caught so long in the thrall of a creature that fed off sinful nature. I set the mason jar on the kitchen table, causing some of our guests to push back their chairs, and waved Fr. Rich to my office.
 
   I returned to the kitchen with my soul washed clean, but my mind still muddied with questions. From the way Grace was tapping her teacup while she regarded our sealed-tight-wight, she felt about the same. “Whoever sent this must have been expecting to catch you alone,” she told me as I took my place beside her.
 
   “Don’t think so.” I passed her the note I’d been given in the bar.
 
   She read it and shrugged. “No offense to anyone, but if I’d been alone, I’d have made short work of this beast. We’re dealing with someone who doesn’t know me very well.”
 
   Urist slouched in the plastic kitchen chair, his hands wrapped around a mug of beer as if it were warm cocoa. I could see a hint of shame through his expression of sulky defiance, but not much. I didn’t blame him. His wife had been killed, and the killer was walking free while he’d been arrested. If anyone had a reason for dark thoughts, he did. Still, those thoughts could hurt him even more than usual at the moment. He kept glancing back to the wight. When he did, the shadowy mist thickened in his direction, drawn to his grief.
 
   I made a note for him to see Fr. Rich next, then turned my attention back to the problem at hand. “Or someone who only knows enough about wights to know how they work but not when they don’t.”
 
   “And not a lot about how to direct them. So, a Mundane? He’d need some serious connections to smuggle one across the Gap, and a charm to control it. That would narrow our suspects down.”
 
   “Please! We all know who’s behind this. Why aren’t we doing something about it? We’re wasting time.” Urist burst out. The wight lunged in his direction, knocking over the jar. Rita squealed, and even I gave a start, but Grace’s magic held.
 
   With deliberate calm, Grace set the jar upright. “Urist,” she said, her voice taking a light, musical tone, “be at peace…”
 
   Urist shoved out of his chair. “Bury your peace spells, nun! I’ll have no peace until I have justice!” He stormed out of the kitchen. I listened, intending to go after him if he decided to take justice in his own hands, but he chose the intelligent route. I heard him pacing in front of the door to our office where Fr. Rich was hearing Troy’s confession.
 
   “Unfortunately, Urist might not be too far off.” I spoke in a low voice as I pulled out the envelope with the fabric scrap I’d found in the alley. “Think this might belong to Misty?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s definitely its. If this was at the scene of Balga’s murder, then it stands to reason those who did it weren’t in complete control of their actions.” Like me, she avoided touching the oily fabric. Separated from the creature, it was just cloth, but it was disgusting on a metaphysical as well as physical level. She asked Marty to bring her a plastic baggie.
 
   I grunted in agreement, though I was more interested in the notes. So nice of Candidate Damant to give us a sample of his handwriting. Too bad it didn’t match the threat letter.
 
   Grace seemed to read my mind. With the piece of evil wardrobe safe in its zip-locked prison, Grace peered at the notes. “It would have been too easy.”
 
   “Can I see?” Minion Marty asked. “I’m taking a graphology course. Oh, yeah. Classic. Even though the author has tried to disguise her handwriting, the hint of loops and serifs suggests a woman who was more used to flowy script than hashed-out print. Probably someone in her 30s or older, then. Schools don’t teach cursive like they used to. See how the print is larger and just a little heavy? Whoever she is, she’s pretty confident about what she’s doing. Damant has a loyal follower.”
 
   “Maybe,” Grace said, “but look at his note. ‘I’m sorry.’ Why apologize for the death of one Faerie as you plan the demise of another? Maybe she just supports his agenda.” Now, it was her turn to reach into her pockets. She unfolded a red-white-and blue flyer with a picture of Damant smiling and giving a thumbs-up in the right-hand corner and one of him surrounded by a carefully-crafted mix of male and female humans from the major Mundane racial groupings on the left.
 
   “Diversity Done Responsibly!” the headline read.
 
   America has long prided itself on embracing diversity, and nowhere has been so inviting as Colorado, so it’s no wonder that the Interdimensional Gap should place itself within our beautiful mountains. Since its opening some 12 years ago, we have lived among wonders previously only seen in Hollywood movies or RPGs. But the price we’re paying is too high! Not only have these creatures from another dimension taken over jobs rightly belonging to humans, but they are bringing strife and danger we are not equipped for. In the past 12 years, they have been responsible for…
 
   A neat bullet list followed, with handy photos of blood, death, and mayhem. I couldn’t help grinning. It was a walk down memory lane for me. Exhibit Number One featured a dead man with vines piercing his eyes and growing out his nose, ears and mouth.
 
   Grace pointed to it. “Wasn’t that your first case?”
 
   “Yep. Mundane fertilizer company chopped down an enchanted tree, killing the nymph, then ground it up thinking they’d create a new growth food. Made the plants rather defensive, what a surprise. Look here: enchanted gang wars. What do you want to bet that was the pixie case we handled?”
 
   “When they took the form of locusts, and God had me send them to ancient Egypt? I don’t even know which Egypt I sent them to. I’d think the Egyptians would be more upset than Colorado.”
 
   “Not to mention the pixies who got stuck there. I don’t think Damant cares any more than he cares that Mundanes have been the cause of over half of these messes, not to mention that certain Faerie creatures have saved this dimension’s hide from most of them.” Maybe I should make our own flyers taking credit for the cases we solved and pass them out at the next rally. Could be good for business.
 
   The flyer went on to explain how Damant has valiantly tried to limit Faerie influence in his role with Immigrations, but what they needed were stronger laws. As governor, he’d work closely with legislation…yadda yadda…and a vote for Trevon Damant was a vote for humanity.
 
   Troy came in and tapped Marty on the shoulder. He tried again to protest his Protestantism, but Grace merely pointed from the wight to the office. With a shrug of defeat, he went to examine his conscience.
 
    “Your flyer ends there? Check out mine.” Troy added his to our pile. Although normally a maître d’ for the Los Lagos Broadmore’s ritziest restaurant, tonight he’d dressed the part of a migrant worker: cowboy hat, flannel shirt, and jeans with dirt permanently ground into the knees. Five-o’clock shadow finished the look. Of course, it’s type-casting, but it worked. His flyer read in Spanish, and on the back was a stamped note: “A vote for Trevon is a vote for you and your loved ones, even those across the border” along with a carefully worded suggestion that they could make it possible for him to vote in time for the election.
 
   “Voter fraud?” Grace suggested. “Who’re ‘they’?”
 
   Troy shrugged. “The guy who handed me the flyer just said to go to the immigration office and check my eligibility and tell the secretary ‘Felipe’ sent me. I told him I knew I didn’t have eligibility, and he just looked at me like I was stupid. I tried to ask him if he was Felipe, but he pushed on. I don’t think he’d have said anything more to me. Want me to go tomorrow, anyway?”
 
   “Maybe we should bring the police in on this and have him go in wired,” Grace suggested. “It might be our best chance to catch Damant at something before the election.”
 
   I tapped the flyer with my claw. “If I were playing this scheme, I’d use the Immigration office just to see who’s interested. Take their information, maybe check their status, and give them a polite brush off—then have someone else contact them later. They’ll find you out, Troy, before that happens. At best, they’ll play innocent and insulted. At worst, they’ll change tactics on us. We’d need a genuine illegal to pull this off, and you can guess how Capt. Santry would react to that. This rubber stamp, though…”
 
   Troy grunted with doubt. “You can buy those online. I don’t think you can trace it.”
 
   “Actually, I think I can find it.” I tapped my nose with my claw. “This one, at least, was stamped by someone wearing scented hand lotion.”
 
   “Even if you could get into the Immigration office or his campaign headquarters, I think Damant’s fangirl is a little too smart to leave it where it could get tied to him,” Troy protested.
 
   “True, but what Faerie-hating thirty-something female have we met in relation to this case?”
 
   Grace leaned back in her seat. “Widow Brody? Her husband died working for Damant, and if he did kill himself, as she believes, his frustration with work had to have been a factor.”
 
   “Yet Damant paid her a late-night visit, and I saw her in his car this afternoon.”
 
   “You think they’re having an affair?” Marty’s voice from behind us was filled with glee.
 
   “I think she’s a believer,” I said before his imagination ran off to places that would make Grace send him back to Fr. Rich. “And I think if she blames anyone for her husband’s death, it’s us, not Damant.”
 
   We made plans for tomorrow. Rita was going to ask around and see if there might be a migrant worker who’d be interested in making a little under-the-table cash to wear a wiretap to the Immigrations office. Marty was going to Damant’s campaign headquarters, play the convert, and see if he could dig up any trash. Grace and I would worm our way back into Brody’s home and sniff around, literally and figuratively. And Troy would get up early and get ready to supervise a breakfast banquet.
 
   Fr. Rich offered to take Rita home, and Grace realized she’d left her cell phone charging in his car, so we all headed to the parking lot. Troy handed Marty his keys.
 
   “You know, you should call in sick and come with me to the campaign HQ. You’re going to miss all the fun,” Marty said as they headed out the door.
 
   “I like my job. I can afford the finer things in life, like a decent car.”
 
   “Whoa! Don’t you dis’ my Jessica. She’s a work in progress! She needs paint and upholstery, but that engine! They don’t make them like that, anymore. Besides, you weren’t complaining when you drove it to and from the rally, gunning the engine at the red lights.”
 
   “I was playing a role! Besides, I was afraid it would die.”
 
   “She, and she has never failed me yet. You know you loved hearing that engine purr.”
 
   They continued their good-natured banter as they got into Marty’s work-in-progress. Jessica needed more than paint. The door creaked like the hinges might give out, and I heard the engine miss the first time Marty turned the key.
 
   Then I heard a click that didn’t belong to a car.
 
   “Marty! No!” I yelled, but it was too late.
 
   A second turn of the key, and the car went up in a thunderous roar and a blast of heat and flame.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Cost of Poor Decisions
 
   Maurice Broaddus
 
    
 
   A couple of months ago, I celebrated my birthday.  As I scrolled through my birthday greetings on Facebook, one left a bad taste in my mouth.  Yes, it included a happy birthday greeting, but it was nothing more than an ad for his latest published stories.  An ad.  For his stories.  On my day.
 
   So he got unfriended.
 
   I get it.  Finding innovative or even using tried and true ways of marketing yourself is part of the game when it comes to our writing careers.  We have to find a way to get the word out about our work and the challenge is to cut through the “noise” of so many other books being released.
 
   In our rush to promote ourselves we forget to count the cost of our decisions.  
 
   With the advent of social media, the ways in which people have found to scream from the virtual rooftops have changed with new (or dying, as the case might be) platforms.  At the risk of sounding like a dinosaur, I recall folks promoting themselves on message boards or MySpace, declaring themselves “the greatest horror writer of all time” or how they’d proclaim to be taking the genre to new heights.  These days it’s adding people (without permission) to weak-as-water Facebook groups and cluttering up their virtual walls with ads.
 
   In the rush to be “a writer”, with the accompanying desire for their work to see the light of day as soon as possible, some of us have also placed our work in poor hands.  We've signed on with presses without a proven track records or without the resources or experience to truly get our work out there.  These presses aren’t in positions to generate highly anticipated audience momentum.  Essentially, we go through the pains of childbirth, only to give our beloved child to abusive, neglectful parents.
 
    These trappings of publishing are easy to get wrapped up in.  Overnight, anyone can call themselves an editor or set up a publishing house, they only need manuscripts and writers to exploit. Too often, writers jump on any deal offered to them.   Maybe they're tired of facing the pain of rejection. Some may have bought into the idea of working their way up. It could be a lack of faith in their own ability which leads to submitting to bottom rung markets. Whatever the case, jumping the gun causes heartache in far more authors than it has to.
 
   Writing and publishing well isn’t easy. Nothing truly worth doing is. We stockpile rejections, double down and work harder, write more, and muster more perseverance.  The process of being rejected and persevering provides its own lessons.  The simple fact is that maybe what you’ve written isn’t ready.  Once you work is ready, in order to build an audience, write well and seek to be published in markets people read.
 
   Writers want to be read. We set pen to the page, fingers to the keyboards, with confidence that we are about to write something worth reading. We want to be known. We want a legacy. What we shouldn’t want is fall into the trap of desperation, which often is cloaked in opportunity.  Take the time to study the publication, talk to seasoned authors, don't get so excited over a little bit of flirting that you marry a wolf in sheep's clothing. Promotion is secondary.  Do so with integrity. Try booking readings at conventions, secure spots on panels, maintain an interesting blog, have an internet presence--these are all fine ways to gain exposure, to make a name for yourself. Initial analysis, you first need to have stories. Stories worth marketing and nailing your reputation to. Well-written, well-placed stories. The litmus test of a published story is the payment amount. Strive for semi-pro and pro markets. It can't get much worse than to be a famous nobody who can't write.
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