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Stage Right and 
Stage Wrongs 

(Strabo)

A AaaaaaAAAaAahhhhaHHHHHHH-

HHHH!!

The screams of one hundred and tfyp haiip 

chlgdren tgged yhe alr as yhe curyalns iaryed and 

yhe garwe APPLAUSE slwn gly ui .lyh a surwe of 

egecyrlclypY

baaaaAAahhhaAAAHhhhhh!

The chlgdren conylnue yo scream lncomirehen-

slxgp as yhelr evclyemeny yhreayens yo oBer.hegm 
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yhelr pounw and syuild human mlndsY ’p smlge 

sireads across mp face unylg ly s garwe enouwh yo 

syreych mp seamsY“

”Heggo xops and wlrgs! 2 m Lyraxo Seggphands!j 

’p .ords sey o, anoyher raucous .aBe of kopous 

screams and aiigauseY Seslde meJ dressed as ag.aps 

ln hls crlsi xgue oBeraggsJ red UerchlefJ and conduc-

yor hayJ .as CeanY GwhYYYJeanY

”And 2 m yhe Fun-ducyor around hereJ zon-

ducyor Cean! Iegcome yo 2mawlnaylon Lyaylon!j 

The aiigause .as deafenlnw ln yhe cgosed siace of 

yhe OSL syudloY 2y seemed glUe ly weys gouder eBerp 

.eeUJ as lf yhe Bogume rose ln accordance .lyh yhe 

raylnwsY 2 syeiied for.ardJ readp yo conylnue mp 

lnyroducylon of yhe sho.Y ”Ie Be woy an amaPlnw 

sho. glned ui for pou yodapJj 2 saldJ ”as .egg as a 

very sieclag wuesyYj 2 fegy a glwhy xreePe ruNe yhe 

fegy on mp faceJ yhe evclyemeny ln yhe room .as 

iagiaxgeY ThenJ kusy .hen 2 had yhe enylre room 

eaylnw from  yhe iagm of mp handJ Cean xguryed 
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ouyJ ”2y s Lanya! zan pou xegleBe lyq Ie woy Lanya 

yodap!j

2 froPeJ Cean s unscrliyed ouyxursy had cauwhy 

me comigeyegp o,-wuardY 2 syared ahead a mo-

menyJ  yhe  red  glwhy  of  yhe  camera  .as  as  un-

xglnUlnw as mp slnwge epeJ recordlnw mp heslyaylon 

for iosyerlypY A yhroay .as anwrlgp and iolnyedgp 

cgearedY ’p epe mey yhose of yhe dlrecyor5 yhe mag-

lce ln yhem .as enouwh yo wey me xacU on yracUY

”WrrJ  peahYYyhay s  rlwhyY  Lanya ls  yhe surprise 

wuesy yodapJ CeanYj 2f 2 had yeeyh 2 .ougd haBe 

sald hls name yhrouwh wrlyyed onesY He waBe me a 

sheeilsh gooUJ xuy 2 Une. yhay ly .as ongp a igap 

for yhe camerasY He knew .hay he .as dolnwJ and 

yhay wgorp-how .as dolnw ly more and more ofyen 

yhese dapsY Seneayh yhay sheeilsh gooUJ 2 s.ear 2 

sa. yhe sylrrlnws of a smlrUY

”2 m sorrp LyraxoY 2y s kusyJ .eggJ 2 m kusy so wosh 

darned evclyed2 2y maUes me .any yo dance!j The 

mugylyude of chlgdren gauwhed and cheered as Cean 

xusyed ouy a glyyge klw .hlge 2 reslsyed yhe urwe yo 
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rogg mp epeY 2 chose yo io.er yhrouwh lnsyeadJ 

weyylnw xacU yo yhe scrliyed iorylon of yhe sho.Y“

”bes lndeedJ zonducyor CeanY 2y s wolnw yo xe a 

wreay zhrlsymas ln Cugp sieclagY IhpJ 2 don y yhlnU 

yhay yhere s a slnwge ierson here .ho doesn y glUe 

zhrlsymasYj An a.U.ard iause .as iuncyuayed 

xp yhe eviecyany slgence of yhe cro.dY Ihen noyh-

lnw haiienedJ 2 reieayed mp glneJ yhls ylme gouderY 

”2 saldJ 2 don y yhlnU yhere s a“slnwge ierson here 

.ho doesn y glUe“zhrlsymas!j Ihen noyhlnw hai-

iened once moreJ 2 smlged and yooU a syei xacUY 2 

syucU mp head xehlnd yhe xundged curyaln and 2 

lmmedlayegp ieeied yhe iroxgemY AndJ as usuagJ 

yhe iroxgem .as druwsY

2wwp LnlwwgesJ as ag.apsJ had tnegp wranugayed 

.hlye ‘ecUs emxedded ln yhe .hlye fur of hls faceY 

Hls xuwwp epes .ere .lder and more conBev yhan 

usuagJ yhe sure slwn of a xenderY Hls igush tnwers 

s6ueePed yhe xrldwe of an lnBlslxge nose as he ac-

cglmayed yo hls head rushY ;evy yo hlmJ snl7nw 

and .lilnw ay o.n hls nose .hlge slmugyaneousgp 
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sliilnw from a crushed xeer canJ .as one of our 

ldloy human co.orUersJ …oxeryY He .as Uno.n 

more ioiugargp as 8…oxxp yhe …oxxer  and he .as 

a yhlef xoyh on and o, of yhe screenY …lwhy no. 

yhouwhJ yhe maln yhlnw he .as roxxlnw us of .as 

usaxge alrylmeY

”PsssstY Hep! ’oron! Thay .as pour cue!j

’p .ords tnaggp seemed yo rewlsyer as …ox-

xp s xgoodshoy epes cgeared a glyyge and he had yhe 

.here.lyhag yo yoss hls emiyp can on yhe wround 

nevy yo yhe oyhersY ”Lon of a -j …oxxp syumxged 

ouy from syawe rlwhyJ hls drunUen syumxge weyylnw 

gauwhs from yhe chlgdren .ho assumed hls .aBp 

.ap of .agUlnw .as for comedlc iuriosesY 3nce 

he hly cenyer syaweJ he yhre. hls head xacU and gey 

ouy a manlacag gauwhY

”’.ah ha ha ha! AAAAAH ha. ha ha.!j Hls 

gauwh ended .lyh a couwh and a snl,Y zonduc-

yor Cean and 2 hegd each oyher cgose and gey our 

mouyhs drooi oien .lyh felwned surirlse and 

horrorY
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”3h no! 2y s …oxxp yhe …oxxerJj .e shouyed ln 

ierfecy iracylced unlsonY

Anoyher ieag of drunUen eBlg gauwhyer tgged yhe 

sound syaweY ”3ooh peahJ yhay s rlwhy! 2y ls 2J …ox-

xp yhe …oxxer! The cgo.n .ho hayes zhrlsymas! 

And 2 Be come yo syeag agg of pour hogldap cheer!j 

…oxxp gey goose anoyher xarrawe of gauwhyerJ yhls 

ylme iuncyuayed xp a couwhlnw ty .hlch ended 

.lyh hlm silyylnw on yhe ‘oorY Cean and 2 nerBous-

gp eped each oyher xuy .e iressed onY

”3ur cheerq 3h noJ noy our cheer!j zonducyor 

Cean wraxxed yhe sldes of hls head as lf he cougdn y 

xegleBe yhls mosy receny deBegoimenyY TaUlnw hls 

cueJ 2 ilnched mp epe shuy and gooUed do.nJ 

do.nyroddenY ”IhpJ …oxxpqj 2 asUed hlmY ”Ihp 

are pou dolnw yhls yo usqj

Afyer  anoyher  couwhJ  snl, and silyJ  …oxxp 

cgeared hls yhroay and decgaredJ ”Secause 2 yhlnU 

yhay zhrlsymas ls syuild!j …oxxp gauwhs awaln 

and yurned hls xodp sglwhygp a.ap from yhe audl-

enceJ iugglnw ouy a smagg ‘asU and yaUlnw a 6ulcU 
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iugg from lyY The cameraman dld hls xesy yo agyer 

hls shoy yo hlde yhlsJ xuy 2 cougd agreadp yegg yhls 

eilsode .as wolnw yo xe a nlwhymare .lyh yhe de-

iarymeny of syandards and iracylcesY ThanU wod 

for yen second degaps ay geasyY

2 ln.ardgp slwhed and yhen yurned mp ayyen-

ylon yo zonducyor CeanY ”IeggJ mapxe our sieclag 

wuesy yodap can hegi .lyh - j

”A;9 A;3THW… TH2;O!j …oxxp lnyer-

ruiyedJ goslnw Bogume conyrog ln hls lnexrlayed 

syayeY ”2 yhlnU yhay egBes are creeipY 2 meanYYglyyge i

eoigeYYblargh!j Lcayyered gauwhyer ln yhe audlence 

dld noyhlnw yo dlBery yhe dread yhay .as formlnw 

ln mp syomachY

”GmFoUapJj 2 saldJ yrplnw yo Ueei mp nerBes 

from enyerlnw mp BolceY ”Iegg …oxxpJ 2 yhlnU yhay 

mapxe our sieclag wuesy yodap .lgg xe axge yo ch-j

”And ‘plnw relndeersq 2 meanJ come onJ ho.q 

9ld a xunch of xlrds igo. a herd of deer or some-

yhlnwqj ’urmurs from yhe adugys ln yhe audlence 

xewan yo shlfy yhe mood ln yhe roomY
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Ilyhouy meanlnw yoJ 2 gey ouy a smagg nerBous 

chucUgeY ”2 don y yhlnU yhayHs .hay haiienedJ 

…oxxpJ .e iroxaxgp .ougd haBe heard axouy yhay 

on yhe yra7c reioryYj 2 made epe conyacy .lyh 

CeanJ .ho gooUed as aiirehenslBe as 2 dldY Ior 

once .e .ere acyuaggp on yhe same iaweY

”Slrds and deersq ?hooep!j …oxxp syaryed yo 

.aBer on hls feeyJ hls gonw cgo.n shoes no gonwer 

dolnw anpyhlnw for hls xaganceY ”Thay s .hp 2 

yhlnU yhay races don y mlv!j As yhe iarenys ln ay-

yendance xewan yo shlfy uncomforyaxgp ln yhelr 

seaysJ Cean ran oBer and wraxxed …oxxp xp yhe ui-

ier armY ”Agrlwhy …oxxpJ 2 yhlnU yhay s enouwhYj 

…oxxp shooU free  from hls  wrasi andJ  ln  yhe 

irocessJ droiied hls ‘asUJ .hlch cganwed goudgp 

on yhe ‘oorY

”And anoyher yhlnw! 2f pou yhlnU yhay Cesus 

zhrlsy and a xunch of sylnUlnw sheiherds -j The 

curyalns xewan yo .hoosh cgosed as 6ulcUgp as 

cougd xe manawedY A goudJ shrlgg xeei oBerio.-

ered yhe sound ln yhe room as .e cuy yhe cameras 
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and yhre. ui a messawe on yhe oBerhead screens 

yegglnw our audlence yhay .e .ere evierlenclnw 

some yechnlcag dl7cugylesY



The Life of Pie 
(Strabo)

B ehind the curtains we quickly and quietly 

restrained Robby, forcing him into a cus-

todial closet until he calmed down and sobered 

up. Stagehands spread across the set like ants at 

a picnic, wheeling away the xrst scene and re-

placing it with the neIt. v saw them wheel in a 

large, metallic desk that was cojered in beakers 

and Bunsen burners and all sorts of nonsensical 

tubes full of colorful liquids. v asked the director 

if we were Humping ahead to the science segment. 

Le glowered at me and sarcastically asked me what 
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v thought the beakers were for. v hate working for 

humans.

Juickly, the science lab was set up and the cur-

tains began to part once more. v rushed to stand 

on my mark. T few seconds later, “ean Hoined me, 

a mischiejous gleam in his eyes. Before v could 

question him on why, the APPLAUSE sign lit up 

and we were welcomed back by the lije crowd. 

Ohe kids were as enthusiastic as ejer. Ohe parents 

seemed a bit more, shall we say, apprehensive this 

time around.

v smiled my biggest smile, the foam at the edges 

of my mouth crinkled from the eWort.

’Sorry about that kids. Ye had to take a quick 

break but we!re back now. ”ayKC “ean accentu-

ated his words with another goofy dance. Eids 

laughed. Oheir minds really are that simple.

’Ohat!s right, 2onductor “eanK Yhile we wait 

for Santa to ?y in, it!s time for Strabo!s SiIty Sec-

ond ScienceK Ooday we!re going to make -C
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’Science;C “ean!s short and simple question was 

not only unscripted, but so out of left xeld that v 

was legitimately taken aback.3

’zmm, yes, science. Aike v just said. Ohis is an 

educational show after all, right;C v forced a light-

hearted chuckle and winked at the audience be-

fore continuing, although they may haje thought 

it was Hust a regular blink. ’So today we!re going 

to ma-C

’ ducational;C Tnother one word question 

parroted back to me. Tnother interruption. v was 

more than confused now4 v was getting downright 

irritated.

’”es, educational.C vf there was any blood rush-

ing through my foam, my cheeks would haje 

turned from blue to jermillion.

’So, if we!re an educational show, does that 

mean that it!s time to teach somebody a lesson;C

’”es 2onductor “ean, it!s time to teach all of 

our jiewers a lesson. vf you would stop inter-

rupting, we!re going to show them how to make 
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salt crystals. vsn!t that cool; ”ou can ejen hang 

them on your tree as icicle ornamentsKC Since “ean 

had nothing useless to repeat back this time, v 

walked behind the hollow-backed desk and began 

to pull out the necessary supplies. ’So all we need 

is some water, some ordinary table salt, a straw, 

some string and a glass Ha-C

’Salt crystals, eh; Ohat sounds hard. vs there any 

math injoljed;C3

v fumbled the mason Har out of frustration but v 

caught it before it broke. v shot “ean a death glare. 

’1o, there!s no math. vt!s a simple eIperiment. 

Yhat you do xrst is -C

’1o math; 1one at all; Tre you sure;C

v angrily slammed the Har down, making all the 

glassware and gi5mos on the desktop Hump. ’1oKC 

v shouted. ’1o math. Ohis is SiIty Second Science, 

okay; Science, not freaking trigonometryK Tlright; 

Ye good; 2an v continue now;C v focused my eye 

straight ahead on the audience, while also ajoid-
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ing eye contact with “ean. v didn!t think that v 

could hide my disgust with him at that moment.

’“ust one more question,C “ean said, his tone 

drawn out and sneaky. ’vf there!s no math, does 

that mean that we won!t be usingBpie?C vf v had 

peripheral jision, v would haje seen “ean pull out 

a big cherry pie from behind his back, put a xnger 

to his lips and wag his eyebrows at the camera.

v strummed my fabric xngers on the desktop, 

trying not to lose my temper. ’1o, we will not 

be using pi. Ye!re using salt, water and string. vt!s 

so simple that ejen you could do it. 2an we focus 

now;C

’Tnd you are absolutely, positijely, one hun-

dred percent sure that we won!t be using pie;C

 nraged, v spun towards “ean, shouting, ’v am 

one thousand percent sure that -C Ohe rest of my 

tirade was cut short by crust, cream and cher-

ries splattering my face and obliterating my sight. 

v heard ear-splitting laughter and sensed more 

than saw “ean do another one of his stupid Higs. 
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v turned to where v assumed the camera was and, 

through clenched foam lips, spit out pie and the 

words, ’Ohis has been Strabo!s SiIty Second3Sci-

ence. Ye!ll be right back after these3messages.C



Directionless 
Directors, Pies & 

Pints (Strabo)

T he  show  had  mercifully  ended  and  the 

audience was sent back out into the real 

world. Backstage, as I wandered the halls hoping 

to catch our director for a minute, I passed a small 

changing room with the door cracked open. In-

side, I saw Iggy sprawled out on the Aoor, us-

ing a rolled up show Ayer to snort some crushed 

powder. Lfter his eyes uncrossed, he noticed me 
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watching him from the hallway and he ga e me a 

twitchy wa e of his Au“y !ngers.”

DNreat show today buddy?’ Iggy said, wiping 

the spot where his nose would be.

Dzid you e en watch itH The whole thing was a 

hypnagogic hallucination.’

IggyEs eyes crossed again, this time from try-

ing to get his feeble brain to work. DL hypno 

what-nowH’”

I sighed. DL waking nightmare.’ Iggy seemed to 

consider my words before sneeWing into his hands 

like an animal. 8e inspected his hands for any-

thing that may ha e come Aying out before shrug-

ging up at me and saying, DNeeW, I didnEt think 

that it was that bad.’

DThatEs because youEre a drug-addled boob,’ I 

muttered under my breath, slamming the door 

closed on his shameful display. I wandered the 

halls a while longer before I was able to locate 

Ote e, the director of our show. 8e was stand-

ing by catering, holding a styrofoam cup, and 
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yelling at some poor schmuck who was holding 

a clipboard. I knew from eJperience that there 

was more schnapps than co“ee in that cup. 9hen 

he was !nally done yelling, I followed him at a 

distance as he sauntered back o er to his directors 

chair and plopped himself down in a hu“. 8e 

whipped out his phone and was already halfway 

through  !ring  o“  a  teJt  message  when  I  ap-

proached him. 8e glanced up at me, sighed, then 

went back to teJting.

D8ey Ote e, can we talk about the show for a 

minuteH’ 8e went on teJting as if I hadnEt spoken. 

9hen he !nished up his message, paused, then 

started writing another one, I repeated myself. 

DOte e, come on, can we talk about thisH’

Ote e sighed. It was long and deAating, like a bal-

loon with a slow leak. D9hatEs there to say about 

itH It was a debacle, per usual.’

DThatEs what I wanted to talk about. I know 

that there was a lot of nonsense today but -’ 8e 

snorted, cutting me o“.”
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D1onsenseH Feah, you can say that again.’ 8e 

went back to teJting. I let him !nish and then 

pressed forward.

D9hat irks me the most though, and this should 

concern you as a director as well,’ I said, pausing 

to let my emphasis sink in, Dis the way that :ean 

gets to hi2ack all of my segments for his hi2inks.’

Ote e sighed again and raised his eyes to meet 

mine.  D8i2acked  for  his  hi2inksH  I  know  that 

youEre a puppet but come on, you donEt ha e to 

speak to me in alliteration.’

I balled my !sts tightly, thankful I didnEt ha e 

nails or theyEd be digging like hell into my palms. 

DIEm not just  a  puppet,  you know. IEm also a 

8ar ard graduate and, apparently, IEm the only 

one around here who is actually trying to make 

a good show.’ Ote e sighed again. 8e sighed so 

often when we spoke that I wondered if he was 

getting enough oJygen to his brain. 0inally, he put 

his phone away and saidC 
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DPkay Gr. ;ollege, you ha e my attention. Oo 

what the hell do you wantH’

I tried to smooth out the tension from my body. 

I couldnEt sink to the le el of those around me. 

This show was full of fools and I wouldnEt be 

made one of them. DI simply want this show to 

be what it is supposed to beC an educational show. 

Pne that human and puppet children can both 

en2oy.’

Ote eEs eyes Aicked back towards his phone. 8e 

ob iously wasnEt interested in our in-person con-

 ersation. DIt is educational,’ he replied Aatly.

DOinging songs about sandwiches isnEt educa-

tional. Mandering to the monetiWed  ersion of 

Oaint 1icholas isnEt educational. 3acially insen-

siti e robbers going on drunken rants isnEt edu-

cational. Fou know what is educationalH Science! 

Lnd when I try to teach something as simple as 

salt crystals, I get a stupid pie in my face?’

Ote e simply shrugged. Dqids lo e the pie thing. 

ItEs funny.’
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DIt is not funny,’ I assure him. DItEs lowbrow. 

This isnEt the Three Otooges.’ Ote eEs 2aw tight-

ened and he pinched the space between his eyes 

with a few greasy !ngers. 8e acted as if I were the 

one causing the headaches around here.

DFouEre right, Otrabo. FouEre right. This isnEt the 

Three Otooges. Fou know whyH Because that show 

only had three drug addicts on it.’ I opened my 

mouth to protest but he reached out a hairy hand 

and pinched my lips shut like he was sealing an 

en elope. DThis show isnEt what you wanted it to 

beH Nuess whatH ItEs not what I wanted it to be 

either. Fou think I donEt know that this is all crapH 

I get reamed out by the studio eJecs e ery single 

day. IE e gotten torn a new one so many times that 

my ass looks like Owiss cheese. I canEt control the 

cast4 I get paid peanuts. I can barely e en a“ord to 

send my asshole step-kid to a community college 

so he can take naps, smoke weed and study xng-

lish. ENGLISH! The  ery language that we speak? 

Lnd now, because of 3obbyEs little rant today, I 
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ha e the sponsors so far up my ass that they can 

work me like I’m the puppet around here. Fou 

donEt want to get hit with piesH ThatEs !ne. Talk 

to :ean. I ha e nothing to do with that. I donEt 

write the show, I only shoot it. Lnd I would much 

rather shoot myself but hey, we donEt always get 

what we want, now do weH’ Ote e !nally took a 

breath and then picked up his phone again. DOo 

we done here, OtraboH’ 9ithout waiting for my 

response, he lowered his eyes and began angrily 

clacking out his neJt teJt message. x entually, I 

walked away, seething.

I paced the backstage area for a while. I was lost 

in thought, trying not to feel frustrated, which 

was a  ery tall order. I decided to head down to 

:eanEs dressing room and ha e a talk with him. 

In the narrow hallway before the changing area, I 

saw 3obby asleep on the Aoor. Lpparently he had 

sobered up enough to free himself from the closet 

and was now positioned spread eagle on the cold 

tile Aoor. I stepped o er him like he was a piece of 
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garbage which, well, he is. I curled my four !ngers 

into a !st and knocked on :eanEs door. The noise 

stirred 3obby to consciousness and he blinked up 

at me with scratchy red  acant eyes.

D9ay to keep it professional today,’ I said to him 

bitterly, literally talking down to him. Nroggily, he 

blinked and silently worked his mouth open and 

closed like a su“ocating !sh out of water.”

D8uhH’

I glowered at him. DThat little stunt you pulled 

todayH It could get us sued.’

8e burped, sni“ed, then spat. 8e was more pig 

than person, and people werenEt that great to be-

gin with. D3elaJ, Otrumpo,’ he slurred out. DPnly 

stupid kids watch this show. They donEt under-

stand anything, they only look at motion and col-

ors.’ 8e belched and sni“ed again, then began to 

slump back to the ground like he had no bones. 

I didnEt contradict his words or bother to correct 

him on my name. I 2ust reached out, knocked 

on the door and waited. Lfter ‘uite some time, 
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:ean !nally opened the door. 8e appeared to be 

out of breath and his clothing was dishe eled. Be-

hind him, I could make out at least three women, 

huddled together, giggling and smoking 6irginia 

Olims.

D:ean, do you ha e a minuteH’

8e smiled and glanced o er his shoulder. DI 

dunno Otrabo, IEm kinda busy here. Gettin’ busy, 

that is. 9ink?’

0or what felt like the millionth time that day, I 

inwardly groaned. DIEll be ‘uick. Lnd also, saying 

wink out loud doesnEt count as one.’

Sasci ious laughter from the recesses of the 

changing room tore :eanEs attention away from 

me. Lfter whispering something to his guests, he 

turned back to me and said, DTell you what. Geet 

me at that bar down the street, 9et 9illyEs, in 

an hour. 9e can talk then.’ Turning back to his 

 isitors, :ean told me that he now had a di“erent 

kind of train to conduct, said the word 'winkE 

aloud, then closed the door in my face.”
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I sighed and headed to the bar to wait.

Two and a half hours later, :ean arri ed and 

2oined me at a booth, smiling as if he wasnEt late.

DFouEre late,’ I told him, in case he didnEt know. 

I knew in the back of my mind, howe er, that he 

2ust didnEt care.

DOorry bud,’ he said with a self-satis!ed smile. 

DI got tied up. 9ink?’

I allowed my frustration to bubble o er and I 

pushed myself to my feet. DFou know whatH IEm 

done. Fou canEt show up on time and you donEt 

e en know how to wink. This was a huge waste of 

my time.’ I tried to lea e but :ean put a hand on 

my shoulder, easily forcing me to take my seat. I 

hated not ha ing any muscles sewn into my body.

D1o need to be cranky, my bad? Sook, IEm buy-

ing.’ :ean lifted his hand and eJtended two !ngers 

into the air, signaling for two drinks. I grumbled 

but agreed to stay.

D0ine. IEll stay for one drink. I 2ust really wanted 

to talk to you about the show.’
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:ean smiled. DOure, man? 9hat about itH ItEs so 

fun, isnKt itH’

D0unH 8onestly, no. ItEs not, especially not late-

ly.’

The waitress brought two drinks o er and set 

them down on our table with a warm smile and a 

nod. 9ithout hesitation, :ean gulped them both 

down. 8e wiped the beer foam from his mouth 

and signaled for two more. Then, remembering 

his earlier o“er, asked me if I wanted one as well. 

Lfter signaling for three beers, he looked at me 

with a somber eJpression. 8e leaned forward and 

asked me4 DIs this about the pieH’

I waited for the drinks to arri e before replying. 

DItEs not just about the pie.’ To my surprise, :ean 

nodded and his face was the  ery picture of un-

derstanding. Gaybe I was going to get through to 

him after all. 8e ‘uickly gulped down his third 

and fourth drink before dashing my new hopes.

DIEm sorry. 9as it the wrong Aa or or some-

thingH If you donEt like cherry, I can get apple 
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neJt time.’ 8e laughed and raised his hand to get 

another drink. I reached out and grabbed his arm, 

forcing him to look me in the eye.

DItEs not about the pie. ItEs about what the pie 

represents. ItEs a matter of respect.’

:eanEs eyes went glassy as the drinks began to 

take e“ect. ’I respect you.’

I didnEt respect him, but I kept that informa-

tion to myself. DIt isnEt 2ust you. ItEs e erything. 

The entire format of the show has changed. IEm 

getting less lines. The educational segments are 

getting nudged out for cheap laughs and 2u enile 

theatrics. I wanted to use this show as more than 

a show, I wanted it to be a platform. I wanted to 

make a di“erence.’

Sike all humans, :ean didnEt seem capable of 

understanding me. D1ot to be rude, but itEs 2ust 

a kids show.’

I sipped my drink and said, DxJactly.’ Lfter an-

other sip, DItEs just a kids show. I work on a kids 

show because that is the only opportunity that 
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was allotted to me. I worked three lousy minimum 

wage 2obs while putting myself through school. 

There were no scholarships for puppets. Pn top 

of the fact that we make almost siJty percent less 

than humans for the same 2obs, you can only 

imagine how big of a struggle that was.’ I took an-

other sip. :ean was tipsy, but he appeared to be lis-

tening. DI worked hard. I graduated summa cum 

laude. Lfter graduation, when IEm thrust back out 

into the real world, my degree wasnEt worth the 

paper it was printed on. 1obody wanted to hire 

me because I was a puppet.’ I downed another 

portion of my drink. Llthough I had drank less 

than half of one beer, I was already starting to 

feel buWWed. Gy premium Moly-!l cotton insides 

absorbed the alcohol like a sponge. DMeople bully 

me. 9omen only want to pet my fur and tell me 

IEm cute. I get treated like a pet and not like an 

educated adult person.’ I !nished the rest of my 

drink as :ean signaled for another pair for himself.
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DIEm sorry Otrabo, I didnEt know it was that 

bad.’

I sat up a little straighter in my seat. DThatEs 

why maybe to you itEs only a kids show, but to me 

itEs a platform. ItEs a way for me to cast puppets 

like myself in a more positi e light. Gaybe I donEt 

stand a chance in this world because e eryone is al-

ready so set in their ways. But the neJt worldH The 

one thatEs being heralded in by the children who 

watch our showH It can be great4 it can be more. 

Sasting change can be achie ed. 8ell, one day we 

may e en ha e a puppet in the 9hitehouse.’

Lt this, :ean perked up. 8e playfully elbowed 

me in my stitches and told me that e ery pres-

ident weE e e er had has been a puppet. Gaybe 

it was my beer battered innards talking, but in 

that moment I shared a fondness for my coworker 

that I had ne er felt before. It was a di“erent kind 

of warmth. Ls if he sensed what I was feeling, 

:ean gripped my shoulder and patted me on my 
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back. 8e playfully punched at me until I laughed 

a mostly sincere laugh and then he let up.

DOo are we coolH I get it now, I know that science 

crap is important to you. I wonEt ruin your nerd 

stu“ again. zealH’ 8e held his hand out across the 

booth, palm outstretched. I hesitated a moment, 

but grabbed his hand and ga e it a s‘ueeWe.

DThatEs a good start :ean, thank you. Sisten, 

while I ha e you here, I thought that maybe we 

could talk about - ’ L giggling gaggle of gorgeous 

groupies approached our table. The leader of the 

pack seemed to be a big breasted ginger wearing 

bright lipgloss and had eyes that said 'IE e got 

Ldderall and IEm down to clown on itE. Ohe leaned 

o er the side of our booth, s‘ueeWing her best fea-

tures together and using them to lead the charge. 

D8ey,’ she purred in a  el ety  oice, DarenEt you 

those guys from that kid showH’ The foJy blonde 

neJt to her elbowed her way forward and said, DItEs 

called Imagination Otation. Gy nephew loves that 

show. 8e laughs about the pie thing every time.’ 
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This made :ean beam, the gleam in his eye shining 

through the glassy haWe of drunkenness.

D9ell, actually, we were 2ust talking about that. 

Oadly, we are most likely going to start scaling back 

the pie hi2inks and -’ The girl pulled out a large 

cellphone co ered in a case that was designed to 

look like a buttered piece of 0rench Toast. Ohe 

remo ed what looked like a magnetic poached egg 

to re eal the lens of the camera. D9ould you mind 

talking to himH’ Ohe begged me, DMlease, please, 

please, oh please, I would get so many Luntie 

brownie points if you do.’ Ls :ean glanced down 

her blouse, I sighed and glanced at the lens and the 

little red light that I knew I could ne er escape. 

DPkay,’ I relented, Dbut only for a minute. 9eEre 

right in the middle of something.’

The girl turned the Aash on and the red eye 

blinked to life. 0or what felt like the millionth time 

that day, I was being recorded. DThank you,’ she 

said to me sweetly. DThis will mean a lot to him, 

he has no real friends. 8is name is :ared.’ Pn the 
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screen, the call was answered and a young chubby 

face !lled the display. 8is eyes lit up when the fog 

of confusion ga e way to seeing and belie ing.

D8ey there :ared? This is Otrabo from Imagina-

tion Otation. I 2ust wanted to say hi -’”

DI think you meant to say,”PIE!” Gy message 

was cut short by a gunky rhubarb pie that sud-

denly slammed into my face. Lmidst the giggles 

from the groupies, :ean stood, AeJed and pointed 

directly at the phone camera. DOtay in school,’ 

he said cooly while gi ing !nger guns. The girls 

giggled and put their arms around :ean as soon as 

the camera was o“. Ls they led him o er to their 

table, he glanced back o er his shoulder and called 

out to me, D8ey, you got the drinks co ered, right 

budH I got them neJt time.’”

:ean  was  gone  before  I  could  get  my  face 

cleaned. Ls I fumbled with some napkins and wa-

ter, the bill got placed on the table in front of 

me. It was for many more drinks than the single 

one that I had consumed. Pf course, I had no 
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choice but to pay it, as :ean was oLcially nowhere 

in sight. Pur con ersation, much like my bank 

account once this bill cleared, was o erdrawn and 

closed on my behalf.

9hen I had entered the bar, the night was rich 

with possibilities. Ls I now stumbled out of it, I 

was poor in more ways than one. I looked up at 

the starry night sky and sighed.”

Where the hell did he even pull that pie from? 



Signs of the Time 
(Strabo)

T he wind was dreadfully chilly this night. 

The breeze easily rippled through my jack-

et and quickly got the liquor soaked linen lining 

of my stomach to freeze. I shivered and tied my 

jacket tighter around myself. I wandered aimlessly, 

although I wasn’t lost. I allowed myself to drift 

along, alone and unloved in a world in which I 

didn’t belong. 

I passed the local hardware store. Taped up in 

the window next to a Help Wanted sign hung 

a handwritten note stating that ‘Puppets need 
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not apply’. I walked past apartment buildings 

that wouldn’t rent to puppets. I passed schools 

that would not admit any ‘nonhuman students’. 

I looked both ways before using a water fountain 

in the park that was labeled ‘humans only’.

It really seemed like there wasn’t a single place in 

this harsh world that would be open to someone 

like me. Shame. However, as I learned back when I 

was uncovering secret societies at Harvard, some-

times you just have to make your own way. You 

have to Wnd an uncontested spot and settle in and 

defend it to the death. Luckily, I had been making 

such a space.

Turning down a familiar alleyway, I glanced 

both ways twice, just to insure that I wasn’t being 

followed. Bith a great eEort I rolled the heavy 

dumpster a few inches to the left, revealing a tiny 

hidden doorway etched into the ancient stone ex-

terior of the building. I Wt a skeleton key into an al-

most invisible hole and then I disappeared inside.
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The doorway opened up into a dark tunnel. It 

was pitch black, you couldn’t see your Wngers in 

front of your face. However, I knew this place 

well. I traveled quickly, my soft feet found sure 

footing as I traversed all the twists and turns of the 

dark labyrinthine maze. Soon enough I was in the 

heart of the maze, the oasis within the mad tunnel 

system. Here there was light.

Lining the room was a  series  of  softly  spit-

ting torches enclosed in cloth Wsts. These Wsts be-

longed to a multitude of puppets whose identities 

were shrouded by large hooded cloaks. At the cen-

ter of this circle of torchbearers was a naked and 

frightened human being. This sniveling, shivering 

waste of life was tied tightly hand and foot and 

lain on top of an ancient stone table. I was greeted 

by a few mu6ed sobs that fought their way past 

the ball-gag. A cloaked puppet with a red hood 

stepped forward and handed me a long curved 

blade that glinted in the glow of the torches.

The human screamed. The blade did its job. 
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Our time was close at hand.



A Bridge Too Fur 
(Brick)

B lue and red lights illuminated the dark night 

and bounced of the back ow a cro-d ow on.

lookersI q yuickened mp ,ace and made a beeline 

wor the semicircle ow uniwormed ovcers -hoA u,on 

seeing mp arri’alA broke rank to make a s,ace wor 

meI Ls q stom,ed mp -ap o’erA a crunch under.

woot brought mp attention to the groundI Beneath 

mp woot there -as a pello-ed ,romotional Sper wor 

some stu,id childrenTs sho-I q liwted mp woot and 

remo’ed the garbageA crushing it into a ball in mp 

tight Ost bewore sho’ing it into mp right ,ocketI
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zBrickCj

q sco-led at the ovcer -ho called meI zGhatTs 

Detective Brick to pouI …hat do pou gotCj

Ghe poung ovcer seemed a bit Sustered bp mp 

cli,,ed -ords but he ste,,ed wor-ard and handed 

me a small ,air ow t-ee ersI z3heck out the rocks 

under the deceasedTs headIj

q bent do-n lo- to ins,ect the sceneI qt -as 

bloodpA messpA disgustingI qt -as tp,ical wor mp 

4obI Lmongst the garbage and lea’es and stones 

that obscured the bodp lping against the -all ow 

the o’er,assA there -as bloodI Blood and5some.

thing elseI

Ghe t-ee ers gingerlp ,lucked something wrom 

the stickp messI q held it u, to the thin lightI qt -as 

a small tuwt ow wurI ?oA not wurI qt -as fuzzI6…hite 

wu  I

L large and wamiliar sneer s,lit mp wace like a 

scarI q gro-led a single -ord -ith distasteA more 

to mpselw than to the others gathered aroundI

zPuppetsIj



Antsy (Strabo)

A  snippet of our theme song played us back 

from commercial. The curtains parted and 

the crowd cheered as their young eyes fell on the 

fresh set. There was a seafoam green convection 

oven pushed up against a false wall. There were 

large cabinets and a walk-in cupboard all made 

of thin balsa wood, grain peel and stick contact 

paper.

Iggy Sniggles and I are standing behind a rolling 

kitchen island that squeaks when you lean on it.  

It’s hard to tell, but I had a suspicion that Iggy 
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was more antsy than usual. More on edge. Perhaps 

more on drugs. 

“Welcome back, kids. Wow! It’s nearly three 

o’clock. You know what that means, don’t you 

Iggy?” The mention of his name made Iggy visibly 

jerk. He crossed and uncrossed his eyes. When he 

spoke, it was in a voice that was higher and more 

accelerated than normal. “What? What, what, 

what? What does it mean?”

I smiled toward the audience. “It means that - ”

“What does any of it mean? Really, what?”

I looked toward Steve but he didn’t signal for a 

cut so I simply ignored Iggy and went on. “That 

means, of course, that it’s time for a Snack At-

tack!” On cue, a siren sounded and lights Dashed. 

Iggy’s eyes went wide and crossed with fright.

“Oh my god! Holy crap! Bo you hear that too?” 

Iggy cowered and covered his pointed and pro-

truding ears. The sirens cut oE quickly and Iggy 

continued to twitch and shudder beside me.
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“Fhhh,  clearly  Iggy  needs  a  snack.  He 

looksxtired. Luckily for us, it’s a tasty and nutri-

tious snack that we’re making today.” Iggy stared 

blankly forward with his mouth hanging agape. 

If he had salivary glands instead of silicone in his 

mouth, he’d be drooling. I started pulling out the 

ingredients.

“3irst you need peanut butter,” I said with fake 

enthusiasm as I placed a big jar of creamy Peter 

Pan peanut butter in view of the camera. “Ne‘t, 

you want some celery. Bon’t forget to wash it!” I 

retrieved a few pre-washed stalks and placed them 

ne‘t to the jar of peanut butter. “3inally, we’re 

going to need some raisins.” I pulled out a bo‘ and 

shook a few into my palm. “Bid you guess what 

we’re making yet, kids? I’ll give you a hint. Raisins 

look a little bit like ants.”

Iggy’s ears twitched and Dattened against his 

thick foam skull. “Ants? What? Where? Where 

are the ants?” He shook his head quickly and un-

blinkingly.
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“They’re not real ants, Iggy. We’re making "ants 

on a log’,” I calmly e‘plained, trying to appease 

Iggy’s fried nerves. It didn’t work.

“Ants?! Where? Where, where, where? Are they 

on me?! They’re on me, arenzt they? HELP! Help! 

Get them oE of me!;

I reached my hand out, trying to show Iggy the 

raisins in my padded palm. It didn’t have the de-

sired eEect. The sight of the shriveled grapes sent 

him into a tiCCy5 he began screaming and smack-

ing frantically at his arms and face. He rolled 

and Dopped around, wrecking the set and all the 

while screaming about the ants crawling all over 

him. The kids laughed, assuming it was all a bit. 

I looked over at Steve. He shrugged and signaled 

that we should throw it to commercial now.

“This has been Snack Attack. We’ll be right back 

after these messages.”

*****

The rest of the show was a 6asco as always, but 

nothing else was as bad as Iggyzs 6rst wig out. I 
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thought once 6lming was wrapped, that my day 

would get easier. I was wrong. Shortly after we 

6nished the last shot and played our theme song 

over the credits, I noticed a visitor hanging out 

in the production control room. I nonchalantly 

asked a few grips who the visitor was and I didn’t 

like the answer I got. He seemed to be some kind 

of a detective.

I grabbed some coEee and acted busy, pacing the 

halls in a Cig-Cag pattern until I had serpentinely 

woven my way over to the small guerrilla posi-

tion outside of the P:R. 2y this time, Steve had 

joined our visitor. I closed my eye and concentrat-

ed, straining my ears to hear better. I caught them 

in the middle of their conversation.

“Yeah, Iggyxhe’s not normally like this. I mean, 

he’s always an idiot but hezs not always this bad. 

I think he has the Du or something. Maybe that 

swine Du, or West Nile5 is that still a thing? Ui-

ther way, he’s sleeping it oE in a backroom some-

where.”
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There was a pregnant pause, as if the detec-

tive didn’t believe Steve’s story and was making 

him sweat. Then, a gruE voice said, “3ine. I’ll talk 

to him when he’s feeling better. 2efore I leave 

though, I’d like to talk to the rest of the white 

puppets you have on staE. I need to know where 

they were last night. :an you gather them up for 

me?”

“Sure thing. I’ll send them all over to the stage 

area. Why don’t you head down there and get 

comfortable? Should still be some catering over 

there if you get hungry. Give me about 6fteen 

minutes to grab some gophers and I’ll have them 

round up all the puppets for you.”

The mention of white puppets gave me an un-

comfortable feeling in my stomach. Not butter-

Dies e‘actly, more like somebody’s hand was in-

side and wiggling about. 2efore one of the lowly 

PAs was recruited for Steve’s task and corralled the 

white puppets to the stage, I swiftly snaked my 
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way back down the halls and sidled up to the dirty 

room Iggy was squirreled away in.

Iggy was curled up into a mangy ball, his fur 

was matted with sweat, dirt and raisins. His ears 

twitched and the sounds coming from his gap-

ing mouth sounded like a lawnmower in a rock 

garden. I rushed into the room without making a 

sound. I was kneeling on his DuEy chest and wrap-

ping my eight 6ngers around his throat before his 

eyes could Dap all the way open. He tried to cry 

out but I choked his words oE at their source and 

then squeeCed his neck all the tighter. If we were 

anywhere else but at work with a detective nearby, 

I would have twisted his throat closed like I was 

wringing a wet sponge. I leaned in and whisperedG

“Listen to me you stupid, degenerate sock. Your 

behavior is going to ruin us. It’s one thing to mess 

up my show. If you do anything to mess up my 

mission, well...” I released the pressure on his neck 

just a bit, just enough to allow his watering eyes 

to dry and see my face when I told him, smiling, 
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“I’ll kill you.” I released his neck but I kept my 

full weight on his chest a moment longer. “Get oE 

the drugs. Theyzre making you sloppy and theyzre 

making your fuCC fall out. Ne‘t slip up, and you 

may be the one on the table. Fndestand?”

I got up and left the room quickly. Iggy re-

mained on the Door, shivering for all kinds of rea-

sons.



Bad Habits, Bad 
Hare & Bad Luck 

(Brick)

I  slammed the door to my cruiser and glanced 

at my watch. I gave it bve minutes fepore the 

idiot made his move. Interviewing the other white 

,u,,ets was a waste op timek as I Tnew it would 

fe. Ahere was only one op them that I wanted to 

talT to. -nd I had a peeling that it was miraculously 

recovering as I sat here. I Si,,ed through radio staL

tions until I pound a tolerafle song. Ohortly apter 
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the last verse paded awayk I saw a rush op movement 

prom the fottom halp op the studioRs rear door.

”zight on timekW I muttered to myselpk shipting 

the car into drive to pollow my sus,ect.

Iggy stumfled a ’igL’ag ,ath down the street. 

‘hether it was fecause he was trying to avoid 

feing pollowedk or it was fecause he was already 

messed u, on drugsk I didnBt Tnow. I pollowed 

prom a distance to avoid detectionk fut it didnBt 

matter. Ahe moron had no situational awareness 

at all.

Ahe EsicTB ,u,,et ,lodded a ser,entine ,ath 

,ast  a  pew city flocTs.  It  sto,,ed and looTed 

around a moment fepore ducTing down an alleyL

way. I muttered curses under my freathk assuming 

IBd feen s,otted. - minute laterk howeverk the idiL

otic ,u,,et ,oTed its head facT out and released a 

small ,u5 op acrid smoTe prom its pelted mouth. It 

continued down the streetk this time even slower. 

I rolled my eyes and pollowed.
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Ahings went on in this manner untilk bnallyk 

we a,,roached a central ,arT. I ,arTed my cruiser 

along the curf and I Tilled the engine. zeachL

ing under the seatk I ,ulled out a leather carrying 

case and un’i,,ed it. Inside the case was a deL

vice we called EAhe 0ird ‘atcherBk which I ,ulled 

out and ,ointed towards the s,ot where Iggy was 

a,,roaching what seemed to fe a blthy stu5ed 

funny. I switched on the ,ower and ,ressed the 

record futton. - small red light flinTed to lipe 

liTe an angry alcoholicBs eye. ‘ith a range op three 

hundred peet and over twenty hours op recording 

s,acek I easily am,libed their secret conversation.

”DeyxW Iggy shouted at the raffitk none too 

?uietly. ”1rugs 0unnyk IBm so ha,,y to see you. 

I need some new stu5 mank IBm going cra’y herexW

Ahe stu5ed raffit bYed his visitor with a witherL

ing stare fepore holding u, a dirty ,aw and shushL

ing him. ”‘oahk slow down there cham,. ‘hatk 

is this your brst day or somethinBC Power your 
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stinTinR voice and never use my name again. 2ou 

wearinB a wire or somethingCW

In my head,honesk I heard IggyBs audifle gul,.

”- wireC 9o wayxW Iggy shouted out a little 

too ?uicTly. ”9uh uhk IBm coolk IBm cool. jome 

on mank you Tnow mexW 1rugs 0unny s?uintL

ed his feady flacT eyesk turning them into sus,iL

cious slits. Dis long ragged ears twitchedk the three 

gold hoo, earrings in them rang liTe a miniature 

windLchime.3

”I do Tnow youkW 1rugs 0unny said. ”Oo hands 

u,.W

Iggy whim,ered nervously fut did as he was 

told. Ahe funny used his dirty ,aws to ,at his visL

itor down. -pter satispying himselp that there was 

no wirek he tilted his head and fit his lower li, with 

two large yellow maYillary incisors. ”9ever can fe 

too carepulkW he said. ”Hs,ecially when you come 

to my ,lace op fusiness sweating and twitching 

liTe a narc.W In res,onse to thisk Iggy wi,ed his wet 
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porehead with long twitchy bngers. Ahe pur op his 

bngers were visifly matted apterward.

”IBm not a narck come on mank cut me some 

slacT. IBm Fust having a fad dayk thatBs all. AhatBs 

why I need some more stu5. jome onk I Tnow 

that you have it. Gleasek I need it. IBm coming a,art 

at the seams here.W Ahe funny continued to looT 

at Iggy as ip he were nothing more than a two poot 

,ile op horse manure. Otillk he rummaged around 

in his ,ocTets until he ,ulled out a ,lastic faggy 

that was pull op white ,owder.

”jashCW

Iggy revealed a dam, wad op fills that was conL

cealed in his sweaty ,u,,et ,alm. 1rug 0unnyBs 

nose twitched in disgustk fut he still reached out 

a mangy ,aw and acce,ted the so,,ing money. 

”-lrightk now get the hell out op here. 2ou looT liTe 

cra,. 2ouBre scaring away the little Tids that might 

want to fuy something too.W 1rugs 0unny turned 

his facT to ho, away fut Iggy reached out a shaTy 

hand to halt him.
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”Dey*um..so..I have a ?uestion.W 1rugs 0unL

nyBs facT sti5ened fut he didnBt turn around.3

”Yes?" De ,ractically s,at the word out through 

a s?uare ,air op teeth. I heard another gul, esca,e 

prom IggyBs purry throat fepore he answered.3

”‘ellk you see*my hLhair is starting to pall out. 

ItBs..itBs not prom this stu5k is itCW Ny micro,hone 

,icTed u, a sigh prom the fad hare. De turned 

around and clucTed his tonguek liTe he was talTing 

to a dimwitted child.

”9oook no way. Mp course not. jome on mank 

coTe is good por you. 6reud even wrote a whole 

,a,er afout it.W Iggy looTed ,er,leYed a moment. 

Hven more than usualk that is.3

”zeallyCW

”2esk reallyx 9owk will you leave me the hell 

aloneC ItBs not my pault that you canBt looT this 

stu5 u, yourselp. 2ou worT in A"k your hair is 

palling out prom stress. PooT at youx 2ouBre more 

highLstrung than a marionette. 4et out op herek 

youBre starting to ticT me o5 now.W ‘ith thatk 
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1rugs 0unny ho,,ed awayk whistling and waving 

down a cou,le op Tids on fiTes. I made a note to 

myselp to come facT here and TicT this raffits ass. 

6or nowk howeverk I continued to pollow Iggyk who 

tucTed the faggy into some hidden ,ocTet and 

tooT o5.

Ahe chase went on liTe it had earlierk with myselp 

la’ily pollowing prom a short distance away. -s we 

a,,roached a pamiliar sitek I had a peeling op unrest 

in my gut. Iggy tram,ed a ,ath to the over,ass I 

had feen to last night. I immediately rememfered 

the floodk the deathk the smell. Ahe fuzz. ‘ith a 

growlk I ,ut the cruiser into ,arT and intended to 

conpront Iggy once he entered the over,ass. De 

ducTed inside it. I counted to ten and then I got 

out to pollow him.

‘hen I entered the over,assk he was gone.

I checTed my watch and saw onek then twok then 

bve minutes go fy. Iggy never reemerged. 6rusL

tratedk I TicTed at a ,ile op ruffle and trash. ‘hen 

the dust settledk my scowl dee,ened. Didden feL
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hind the stacT op defris was a miniature door. It 

was Fust the right height por a ,u,,et to enter. 

Mnce againk I s,at out my least pavorite word with 

disdain.

”Puppets.W

I stucT around a while fut it fecame a,,arent 

that Iggy was not going to reemerge. ‘ith a heavy 

sighk I returned to my o7ce.

QQQQQ

I ,oured over some facTlogged ,a,erworT that 

was stacTed in my intaTe foY. I worTed with an 

angry intensity. -t least with this Tind op worTk I 

Tnew that I could maTe some ,rogress. Ahe ,u,L

,et case was eating away at mek I needed to do 

something else por a fit. I was afout a ?uarter 

op the way through it all when my assistant Hva 

returned prom her lunch freaT. Ohe noticed the 

eY,ression on my red pace and the way that I was 
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muttering to myselp. Ohe smiled wanly and asTedk 

”Aough casek fossCW

zesisting the urge to sigh dee,ly and fegin an 

angry rantk I instead straightened u, my ,ile op 

,a,ers and sim,ly statedk ”2eahk you could say 

that.W - ticT op silence hung in the air. Ahe sigh I 

was holding facT sli,,ed its way out. ”ItBs that god 

damned fody that was dum,ed in the over,ass 

alley. I peel liTe IBm missing something. Oomething 

im,ortant. I donRt Tnowk mayfe IBm Fust wastL

ing my time. I s,ent halp the damn day pollowing 

around that FunTie prom Imagination Otation.I

HvaBs pace lit u, at the mention op the show. 

”Imagination OtationC Ny son loves that showx I 

meank he really liTed the old host morek fut stillk 

he LW

”Mld hostC ‘hat old hostCW -s ip strucT fy 

lightningk my frain fegan to cracTle and fu’’ to 

lipe with a renewed vigor.

”2eahk um..what was his namek what was his 

name.W Hva scrunched u, her pace in thoughtk 
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ta,,ing her chin as ip the small im,acts would 

dislodge the name prom her memory. - moment 

laterk she sna,,ed her bngersk her dee, flue eyes 

lighting u, with rememfrance. ”Aadx Aad ‘idL

der,i,,its. - dumf namek I Tnowk fut he always 

cracTed my Tid u,.W

I had that unmistaTafle peeling in my gutk the 

one that told me I was onto something. ”‘hy isnBt 

he the host anymoreCW I asTed. Hva scrunched u, 

her pace againk fut this time the answer eluded her.

”IBm sorryk I donBt really Tnowk although I do 

Tnow that it was ?uite sudden. De never even got 

a goodfye e,isodek he was Fust re,laced out op 

nowhere. Past time I heard afout himk there was 

some tafloid at the grocery store that ran a story 

afout him living as a fum u, on Kueue -venue.W

I stood ?uicTly and threw on my coat. I gave 

Hva a ?uicT oneLarmed side hugk which she clearly 

didnBt eY,ect prom me. ”AhanT you Hvak youBre 

the greatest.W I ?uicTly headed out the doork reL

newed ,ur,ose invigorating my peet.



Bud & The Bums 
(Brick)

T here was a foul stench in the air. It was like 

a mixture of feces, fuzz and Ash. Qs far as I 

could see down vueue Qpenue, there were trash 

heabs and trashed bersons stumglinM around. y- 

abbroach was loud, as eper- steb I took crunched 

groken Mlass or kicked crushed cans. I wope m- 

wa- around heft- gaM hills and swarms of Lies unS

til I found a row of makeshift shelters. Q soft snorS

inM sound wafted out of a fort made from a refriMS

erator gox and what abbeared to ge a fra-ed and 
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faded Lower- muumuu. Q bair of burble blush 

feet stuck out from under the imbropised curtain.

I sbared no time for manners, as m- normall- 

sour mood was worsened g- the foul funk and 

millions of Lies. I abbroached the snorinM bubS

bet and rouMhl- kicked its feet. The bubbet “olted 

awake, a larMe snore was interrubted and turned 

into a short couMhinM At. ?hen it sugsided, I 

asked, ”Qre -ou Thaddeus v. ?idderbibbits ’

”?ha..huh  ?ho are -ou ’ Q sleeb- and conS

fused face beeked out from gehind the Lower- 

fagric.D

”IRm Betectipe qogert Erick. IRm inpestiMatinM 

a homicide that occurred this week and IRm here 

to ask -ou a few 6uestions. This Arst of which IRm 

askinM now for a second time, which anMers me. 

Qre -ou Thaddeus v. ?idderbibbits ’

The round burble face seemed more alert now. 

The bubbet slowl- glinked two blastic e-es, the 

Mreen lids of them closinM atob a berfectl- round 

glue nose. ?hen the e-es obened aMain, the bubS
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bet smiled ub at me like a kid orderinM from an ice 

cream truck. ”Heah, thatRs me. 9ice to meet -ou 

qogert, gut -ou can call me Tad.’

”Qnd -ou can call me Betectipe qogert Erick, 

Tad. Po tell me, where were -ou on Uul- eiMhth, 

getween the hours of nine bm and midniMht ’

Tad either seemed to iMnore m- attitude, or 

he was simbl- too stubid to realize I was talkinM 

down to him. …e glinked aMain and then stroked 

his wooll- chin in thouMht. ”!mm, letRs see1the 

eiMhth -ou said  I was brogagl- riMht here, sleebS

inM.’

”Qnd is there S’

”Gh' I “ust rememgered' I was here sleebinM, 

thatRs for sure' I had the craziest dream eper that 

da-' Po I was on a birate shib and instead of a 

barrot on m- shoulder I had a Miant rat named 

Nhillib and we S’

”I do not care agout -our dreams, Tad,’ I Mru&- 

informed him.D
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”9either did m- mother,’ Tad said bla-full- 

gefore leaninM gack and MiMMlinM. …is burble feet 

Luttered in time with his titterinM.

”?ell I Muess that exblains wh- -ouRre here then, 

Tad. 9ow tell me, is there an-one around here 

who can corrogorate -our stor- ’

The MiMMles cut o3 and Tad straiMhtened ub. …e 

glinked his e-es at me and reblied, ”9o. I was all 

alone on the birate shib. 0xcebt for Nhillib, that 

is. Qnd he canRt collagorate m- stor- gecause heRs 

“ust a rat. Qnd also, it was a dream.’

I Mrowled with an intensit- that made Tad lean 

gack. ”ThatRs not what I mean' Qnd the word is 

corrogorate, not collagorate. This isn4t an qFE 

algum. 9ow, is there an-one around here that can 

conArm that -ou were asleeb in -our disMustinM 

little gox durinM that time  Qnd g- that, I mean 

an-one who is real and not a dream rat.’

Tad siMhed and then straiMhtened ub his meaMer 

gelonMinMs gefore he answered. Qfter foldinM a 

ratt- glanket and riMhtinM a few cans, he shruMMed. 
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”9ot sure. I mean, ma-ge  There are some other 

folks lipinM around here gut we mostl- “ust keeb 

to ourselpes.’

I manaMed to stiLe another Mrowl and instead 

bulled out m- trust- bad and ben. ”IRm MoinM to 

need their names. Po who else lipes in -our little 

culSdeScrab here ’

Tad scratched at a batch of fuzz on the side of 

his neck. ”y- culSdeSwha ’

”Hour culSdeScrap. This “unk-ard of souls -ou 

call a home. The illeMal little shant- townD-ouRpe 

guilt on tax ba-er brobert-.D?ho else is lipinM 

here ’

If his e-es werenRt made of blastic, there brogS

agl- would hape geen tears in them. ”IRm sorr- 

qogert, itRs not like we hape a blace to S’

”I told -ou gefore, the name is Betectipe Erick. 

Qnd geliepe it or not, I donRt need to hear -our life 

stor-, bal. I didnRt come here for a bubbet show. 

IRm here for answers, damn it, and -ouRre MoinM to 
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Mipe them to me. Po who are the other residents of 

this yubbet trab house ’

Thaddeus v. ?idderbibbits reached underS

neath his billow, which looked to ge a fast food 

gaM stu3ed with leapes. …e bulled out a small 

handSdrawn sketch of a smilinM sun that was huMS

MinM a mountain. ”ItRs not a trab house, itRs a trab 

home. …ence the lopel- decorations.’ …e bointed 

at the walls of his refriMerator gox. Qll four were 

copered in sketches of beoble holdinM hands and 

doMs chasinM cars and habb- little trees. I knew at 

that moment that this was another giM waste of 

m- time. I was clearl- dealinM with a lunatic who 

had the artistic talents and mental browess of a 

deranMed kinderMartener.D

Tad bulled a crinkled can out of the corner and 

tilted it toward me as if he were brobosinM a toast. 

”The bictures make it kinda home- in here, riMht  

The ke- to surpipinM is bositipit-. …e-' ThatRs toS

da-RsDword of the da-' IRll drink toDthat'’ Tad took 

a swiM from his geer gut I ferociousl- ribbed it 
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from his Mrasb. I crushed the can in front of him, 

the stick- warm contents leakinM onto m- hand. I 

sbun around and hurled it with all of m- miMht. 

I turned gack and Mape the bubbet m- deadliest 

stare as, somewhere far gehind me, a crinkled can 

clanked on concrete.

”…e-' ?hat are -ou doinM  ThatRs  worth a 

whole nickel'’

I Mot so close to TadRs face that I had to shope 

m- entire torso into the cardgoard gox. I loomed 

larMel- oper the small home and its smaller inhagiS

tant like a scene straiMht out of Alice in Wonder-

land.

”Oisten here, fur gall. IRpe Mot aDdead man l-S

inM  on  a  slag  atDthe  morMue  and  a  gunch  of 

Alth-Dwhite fuzz all around his god-. IDdonRt hape 

time for fun and Mames.DPo either -ou Mipe me 

those names or IRll lockD-ou ub for hinderinM a boS

lice inpestiMation. E- the time IRm done with -ou, 

-ouRll ge rottinM awa- in a cell and, trust me, -our 
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cellmate will but more thanD“ust his hand inside of 

-ou.’

If bossigle, TadRs binMSbonM gall e-es gulMed out 

a git more. …e shook his fuzz- head and glinked. 

”?ow' ?hat horrif-inM imaMer-'’

I  gacked o3,  gut  onl- an inch or  two.  Uust 

enouMh to Met m- bad and ben in front of his furr- 

face. I garked out a sinMle word, more a command 

now than a re6uest. ”9ames.’

Tad siMhed, shook his head and said, ”Eo-' I 

could hape used that drink.’ Eefore I could sa- 

an-thinM snabb- gack to him, he Anall- geMan coS

oberatinM.

”?ell, let4s see, thereRs Eogo ycvuaid.’

”Eogo ycvuaid,’  I  rebeated Mrumbil-  as  I 

wrote the name down. ”?ho else ’

”ThereRs PhuM PcuMMins. Nenelobe PtickiwickS

etts.  Pwarle-  Bunkers.  Gh,  thereRs  …oober 

…umberdink. ?ell, no, not him. …e moped actuS

all-. 9ice Mu-. OetRs see, thereRs S’
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”QlriMht,  thatRs  enouMh'’ I  refused to write 

down an- more of these ridiculous names. 7or all I 

knew, this little dirtmob was “ust messinM with me. 

”9o more of this UohnSUacogSUinMleheimerSshit! 

BoDan- of -ou clowns around here hape a norS

malDname ’

Tad leaned gack gut, to m- surbrise, he didnRt 

seem insulted. ”?ell, I subbose thereRs Eud,V he 

said slowl-.

”Eud  ThatRs more like it. Qnd where exactS

l- does this Eud reside ’ Tad leaned out of the 

shelter and s6uinted. ”Qgout thirt- feet awa-,’ he 

answered.

”Qnd what does this Eud look like ’D

Q sl- smile sbread across TadRs burble face. ”IRd 

sa- heRs agout nine inches tall. …e weiMhs, I donRt 

know, agout a dozen ounces. Qnd, interestinMl- 

enouMh, heRs worth a 9I8;0O'’

y- face Lushed and I saw red. I wanted to reach 

out and Mrag this bunk g- the throat. I wanted 

toDcrumble him ub and throw him “ust like that 
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Eudweiser can. Instead, I snabbed m- notebad 

shut. ”QlriMht bal, -ouRpe geen a giM helb. …ape 

fun lipinM with all this trash, -ou Gscar biece of 

crab. IRm outta here.’ I bointed m- ben riMht in 

TadRs face gefore I dealt m- Anal glow. ”I hobe 

that lipinM here on Pesame Ptreet is comfortagle 

for -ou. I can see wh- the- Mape -our “og to PtraS

go. ?hen beoble ask him 6uestions, at least heRs 

soger.’

Qt the mention of PtragoRs name, Tad sbranM to 

life, boundinM his Ast aMainst the cold cardgoard. 

”Ptrago  EleMh' BonRt -ou ever mention the name 

Ptrago Eell-hands to me. …e ruined me' …e ruS

ined m- life'’ Tad slammed his Ast aMain, shakinM 

the meaMer shelter and rustlinM the muumuu curS

tain. ”…e4s resbonsigle for what IRpe gecome. …e 

made me into this. …e acts so reAned and educated 

gut..gut..heRs “ust blain picious'’

I snorted derisipel-. ”Micious  I sboke to him at 

the station and he didnRt seem too picious to me.’
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”ThatRs his cover,  man' …e acts all  hiMh and 

miMht-, gut that Mu- is a monster. …e Mets in -our 

head. …e makes beoble do thinMs, like heRs gendS

inM them to his will. …eRs a bower hunMr-, glood 

thirst-, one e-ed zealot who will stomb on an-one 

or an-thinM that Mets in his wa-.’ Tad slumbed 

gack down, saMMinM into little more than a dirt- 

bile of laundr- in the corner. …e looked defeatedO 

deLated. I snorted aMain.

”?hat habbened to positivity?’

Tad Mape a weak thumgs ub. ”ThatRs the word 

of the da-. Ha-'’ …e rummaMed around until he 

found a tin- amger gottle. ”IRll drink to that.’

I  shook m- head and scowled with disMust. 

”9ice meetinM -ou Tad.’

”Eack at -ou qogert.’

I resisted the urMe to turn gack around and 

throttle him. ”ThatRs Betectipe Erick,’ I said oper 

m- shoulder as I walked gack to m- cruiser.
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”Eogg- Erick eper-god-. Ha-'’ Tad MiMMled and 

imitated canned abblause as I obened the door to 

m- car and Mot gehind the wheel.

Qs I stared o3 toward the settinM sun, I Mot anS

no-ed g- how much stubid stu3 can habben on 

such a nice niMht.



Partners (Brick)

I  was back in my oec,g onc, arain wotkinr on 

hfah sam, shack op .a.,tsM dy bovy was mo-u

inr b’h my minv wasn;h k,,.inr ’. wihf hf, haskM 

I was vishtach,vl I p,Ah Aik, I was missinr som,hfinr 

im.othanhM 1 ctackA, op shahic bto’rfh my waAki, 

ho Aip,M Ih was a caAA pot a .ossibA, 05u4“ vown ah hf, 

Aak,M I sirf,v anv .’sf,v hf, haAk b’hhonM

DBis.ahcfg hfis is B,h,chi-, ”tickM I;m on hf, 

wayMW

1s I roh ’. ptom my cfaitg I f,atv soph poohsh,.s 

cominr vown hf, faAAM I h’tn,v anv saw my wotsh 

nirfhmat, waAk hfto’rf hf, vootM DLf,t, at, 
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w, f,av,vg .athn,tQW Ofavv,’s xM Livv,t.i..ihs 

was oeciaAAy o’h op fis bo  anv shinkinr ’. my 

oec,M

DLfah hf, f,AA at, yo’ voinr f,t,QW I v,manv,v 

anrtiAyM Oav s,,m,v non.A’ss,vMY

DLfah vo yo’ m,anQ I;m f,t, ho f,A. wihf o’t 

in-,shirahionM !o’ saiv hfah w, w,t, hakinr vown 

ThtaboMW

I scowA,v so v,,.Ay hfah I p,Ah ih in my p,,hM DI 

saiv absoA’h,Ay nohfinr op hf, sothq 1nv A,h;s b, 

-,ty cA,at abo’h som,hfinrM Ofis is my in-,shirau

hionM 7oh oursg min,q 7ow r,h o’h op my oec, 

anvg wfiA, yo’;t, ah ihg t’n a Ainh toAA,t o-,t aAA 

hf, .Aac,s yo’ sh,..,vMW I h’tn,v my back ho fim 

anv rahf,t,v ’. my hfinrsg sfo-inr ,-,tyhfinr I 

n,,v,v inho my ro barM Lf,n I Hnisf,vg I was 

C’ih, annoy,v ho s,, hfah Oav shiAA shanvinr hf,t,g 

smiAinrM DLfy von;h yo’ A,a-,QW I ask,v fimM

E, sft’rr,vM DI von;h fa-, anywf,t, ho roM 

2om, ong A,h m, f,A. yo’M I;m a roov f,A.,tMW
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I wasn;h s’t, wf,hf,t I sfo’Av Aa’rfg cty ot kiAAM 

ThiAA v,civinrg I saivg DE,A. m,Q Nt,ahM Ip I n,,v 

ho A,atn abo’h sfa.,s ot hf, A,hh,t Gg I;AA ri-, yo’ 

a caAAM Eow,-,tg hfis is real .,o.A, b’sin,ssg so r,h 

hf, f,AA o’h op my oec, b,pot, I kick hf, sh’enr 

o’h op yo’MW

I , .,ch,v fim ho A,a-,M Oo Aook f’thg ot ah 

A,ash r,h scat,v ot anrtyM Insh,avg f, sah in a cfait 

anv shath,v vt’mminr fis Hnr,ts .ahi,nhAyg as ip 

f, w,t, , .,chinr m, ho cfanr, my minvM E, 

vt’mm,v fis Hnr,tsM I ctack,v min, anv smiA,vM 

DPkay hf,nM Of, p’n way ih isMW

Pnc, I fav .to.,tAy t,mo-,v hf, htasf ptom my 

oec,g I shath,v howatv hf, Aocahion op hf, 05u4“ 

caAAM I was abo’h faApway hf,t, wf,n I v,civ,v ho 

mak, a A,ph insh,av op a tirfhM Ih was a AihhA, bih o’h 

op my wayg s’t,g b’h I p,Ah so roov aph,t hossinr hfah 

.’..,h o’h inho hf, sht,,hl wfy noh .’h a AihhA, f,ah 

on anohf,t on,Q I v,civ,v ho mak, a .ihsho. anv 

vto. in ’nanno’nc,v ah hf, s,h op Imarinahion 

ThahionM
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1s I waAk,v inho hf, sh’viog a Ao’v b,AA tanrg 

sirnaAinr hf, ,nv op a s,rm,nhM I 'asf,v my bavr, 

anv .’sf,v my way .ash a co’.A, op .ashy s,c’tihy 

r’atvsM I waih,v pot hf, c’thain ho vto.M Of, mou

m,nh ih vivg I saw Thtabo;s .avv,v sfo’Av,ts vto. 

as w,AAM Ih was hf, .,tp,ch him, ho ahhackg fis r’atv 

was vownM

DEow yo’ voin; ThtaboQW Eis sfo’Av,ts h,ns,v 

’. arain hf, mom,nh f, f,atv fis nam, caAA,v 

o’hM E, h’tn,v anv hti,v ho fiv, a sn,,tg b’h I saw 

ih b,pot, ih p’AAy vissoA-,vM I kn,w a hfinr ot hwo 

abo’h so’t.’ss pac,sMY

DB,h,chi-,g fow nic, ho s,, yo’ arainM Lfah can 

I vo pot yo’QW

I A,h a p,w b,ahs op siA,nc, .ass b,pot, I answ,t,v 

fimM I wanh,v ho s,, ip a .’..,h co’Av sw,ahM Inu

sh,av op Aookinr Aik, a vam. sockg fow,-,tg f, 

shay,v cooAM Eis .osh’t, was shtairfhg fis sinrA, 

,y, t,h’tn,v my raF, ’nbAinkinrAyM E, t,minv,v 

m, op som,on, I;v m,h onc, in an inh,ttorahion 

toomM I vivn;h Aik, ihM Thtabo was too caAmg hf, 
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.ich’t, .,tp,ch imar, op som,on, wihf nohfinr ho 

fiv,M Ih t,av as paAs,M 3-,tybovy fas som,hfinr ho 

fiv,M I vivn;h A,h my own sn,,t vissi.ah,M

DI cam, by ho s,, yo’t b’vvy IrryM !o’ knowg 

sinc, f, fasn;h com, vown ho hf, shahion y,h Aik, I 

ask,v fim hoM Is f, shiAA p,,AinrMMMsick?W

Thtabo shi6,n,v ’. B’sh a bihM 1nyon, ,As, on 

,athf b’h m, wo’Av fa-, miss,v ihg b’h I vivn;hMY

D!,sg f,;s shiAA p,,Ainr a bih ’nv,t hf, w,ahf,t I;m 

aptaivMW

I A,h a p,w mot, b,ahs op siA,nc, fanr in hf, 

ait b,hw,,n ’sM E, Aook,v caAm anv coAA,ch,vM I 

s,ns,v in my r’hg fow,-,tg hfah f, was B’sh hf, 

sAirfh,sh bih tahhA,v nowM

DI s,,gW I saiv 'ahAyM DOfah;s a sfam,M Lo’Av yo’ 

h,AA fim hfah I shiAA wanh ho s,, fimQ 1nv I , .,ch 

ho s,, fim in hf, n, h hw,nhy po’t fo’tsM I von;h 

cat, ip f,;s sickM B,ahf is hf, onAy , c’s, I acc,.hM 

1t, w, cA,at on hfahQW
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Thtabo ”,AAyfanvs f,Av my raF, wihf an ’nwau

-,tinr ,y,M D2tyshaAgW f, saiv wihf a finh op s’.,u

tiotihyMY

DLonv,tp’AMW I h’tn,v anv waAk,v a p,w sh,.sg 

B’sh  pat  ,no’rf away ho know hfah fis  sfo’Au

v,ts wo’Av t,Aa  arainM Lf,n I s,ns,v ih was pat 

,no’rfg I s.’n on my f,,As anv inwatvAy smitk,v 

wf,n I saw fis ,y, ro wiv, wihf s’t.tis,MY

D”y hf, wayg I;m o6 ho s,, abo’h a cot.s, hf,y 

B’sh .’AA,v o’h op a Aak,M 7,ihf,t op yo’ wo’Av 

know anyhfinr abo’h hfahg wo’Av yo’QW I ,nBoy,v 

wahcfinr fim HnaAAy bAinkM E, t,rain,v fis comu

.os’t, anv smiA,v a coAv smiA,MYOf, smiA, vivnCh 

t,acf fis ,y,M

DPp co’ts, nohM !o’;t, Bokinrg I;m s’t,M 1nyu

wayg bohf Irry anv I fa-, b,,n f,t, aAA vayM E,;s 

b,,n s,C’,sh,t,v in fis toom sinc, f, isn;h p,,Ainr 

w,AAMW 1ph,t a .a’s,g f, ask,vg DLiAA hfah b, aAAg 

v,h,chi-,QW I t,h’tn,v fis smiA,M din, vivnCh t,acf 

my ,y,s ,ihf,tM

DDot nowM Ea-, a roov sfowg ThtaboMW
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Lihf hfos, .athinr wotvsg I was o6 ho s,, abo’h 

a bovy in a Aak,M



Stabbo (Strabo)

I  walked backstage, rage quietly simmering be-

neath my felted skin. With the detective show-

ing up again today, I was starting to feel the heat, 

and I didn’t mean from the bright overhead stage 

lights. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure how, but 

I just knew that this was Iggy’s fault. I knew in 

my gut that I was right, but I still knew I should 

confront him again, just to get a conNrmation. It 

seemed that the drugs must have wiped out his 

memory of our previous backstage pep talk.

Bavigating the labyrinthine hallways, I was just 

about to round the corner to the dressing rooms 
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when I heard a familiar footstep. It was the heavy 

dragging gait of a useless clown. I peered around 

the corner and saw Aobby the Aobber stumbling 

toward the very door that I was on my way to 

open. Aobby lifted a chubby Nst and pounded a 

secret knock on the door, three short, one hard, 

two short. T moment later, Iggy opened up the 

door. *hey shared a few whispered words before 

Aobby reached into his back pocket and pulled 

out a baggy of powder and pills. *he anger and ha-

tred I felt for this pitiful human being was threat-

ening to bubble over. It made me sick, watching 

some loser human peddling drugs to an impres-

sionable puppet. When their interaction ended 

and the door shut once more, I made up a new 

plan right then and there.

Aobby removed a hidden +ask and took a short 

pull from it. I removed the curved ceremonial 

blade from my own hiding spot. *his little prob-

lem of mine was going to end today.



Just A Tad Annoying 
(Brick)

A t the lake there was a sea of familiar faces. 

They were all huddled around a body that 

was obscured beneath a black tarp. I had just 

parked my car and had been headed towards the 

group when I heard somebody call out my name. 

I looked around and my jaw clenched tighter than 

a nuns legs. Tad was sitting on a nearby bench and 

swinging his purple feet like a kid who had too 

much sugar.

“Hey Robert, do you want to compare notes 

from the other day?” I noticed then that he was 
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wearing a detective outxt. He had on a brown 

trench coat and belt, which had a large magnifying 

glass tucked into it. Atop his head he wore a tweed 

deerstalker hat. He wore no shoes but whipped 

out a large pen and paper from a deep pocket. It 

looked e-actly like mine.

I rubbed my eyes, feeling surging waves of e-’

haustion and annoyance. “Are you following me?” 

I growled at him. His feet continued to dangle and 

kick e-citedly.

“Izm not following you, Izm following the case. 

Izm tracking it the way that a mighty lion tracks 

a tasty gaPelle. And hey, if you happen to be there 

too, then I guess Izm on the right track, huh? Yret’

ty good for my xrst case, wouldnzt you say?” Tad 

leaned back and giggled with glee, his feet Outtered 

faster as he snickered.

“Mou need to stop stalking me and sticking your 

stupid blue nose in my case.”

“But Robert ’”
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“Thatzs Detective Brick. Izm sick of telling you 

that. 1o back to your dirty little abode and leave 

the investigation to the real men, you got it?”

qnfortunately for me, as this e-change was hap’

pening, one of the uniformed oJcers broke away 

from the huddle and hustled over to where I was 

standing. The oJcer looked back and forth from 

Tad to me and smirked. “2riend of yours, sir?” 

I sco*ed at the unfunny joke. Tad only beamed 

brighter.

“Wezre partners, actually,” Tad told him before 

I had a chance to refute the claim of friendship.

“Gh, is that right?” The oJcerzs bright eyes lit 

up and he raised an in3uisitive eyebrow in my 

direction. “About time you got a partner there, 

Brick. Have you known each other long?”

“Uot too long,” Tad practically shouted out. 

“ ust for a Tad!” The puppet reared back and pos’

itively howled with laughter before noticing the 

blank stare on the oJcerzs face. “Because, you see, 

my name is Tad and it also means ’”
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“GJcer,” I said pointedly, getting the attention 

of my subordinate and also e*ectively shutting 

Tad up for a moment. “Are there no more bodies 

in the lake?”

The oJcer seemed surprised by my 3uestion for 

a moment but then I saw the glint of understand’

ing in his eye. He gave me a subtle nod. “Uo sir, all 

clear.”

I turned towards Tad and gave him a large, ma’

licious smile. “1ood. Then therezs room for one 

more. 1ot me?”

The oJcer nodded and winked. “1ot you.”

I turned and headed toward the huddled group. 

Behind me, I heard Tad yelling as he was grabbed 

by the scru* and dragged over to the lake. As the 

black tarp was pulled back for my inspection, I 

heard a satisfying splash somewhere behind me.

!!!!!

After I concluded my business down at the lake, 

I  did some light oJce work and then headed 
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home. I had a lot on my mind and I couldnzt 

seem to put all of the puPPle pieces together. I 

knew that somehow, some way, these bodies were 

connected, and they all had something to do with 

that stupid childrenzs show. I mulled the case over, 

running through the facts of it forwards, back’

wards and sideways until I couldnzt think about 

them any longer. At that point, I headed to my 

home and my big comfy bed. I knew that a night 

of rest would be the best medicine for my burnt 

out brain.

I slept like the dead until morning.

At seven ozclock on the dot, a shrill beeping 

sound cut through my sleep and the radio on my 

alarm clock clicked on.…

‘And that ended at around six pm last night. 

More details at the top of the hour. 

In  other  news,  beloved TV  star  and  public 

drug abuser Robby “The Robber” Machesney went 

missing last night. His estranged wife reported that 



B.S. LEWIS86

he never came home after leaving for work that 

morning. More details as they emerge. 

In  an  interesting  turn  of  events  from  the 

White House - ’

I rolled over and groggily shut o* the radio. A 

faint sound from the hallway got my hackles up 

and my ears pricked. Ny training told me that 

someone was in my home and that I should be 

ready for anything. Still, despite all my training, 

I was surprised as hell to see Tad walking into 

my bedroom. He was carrying a large plate and a 

glass of orange juice. “1ood morning sunshine7 

How about we start the day o* with a smile?” 

Tad tilted the plate and I saw that he had made 

pancakes with rudimentary smiley face features 

cut into them.

“How the hell did you get into my house?” I 

demanded. He gave me a sly smile. “Gh, I have 

my ways,” he answered. The xrst thing I did was 

sigh. The second thing I did was grab Tad by his 
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scrawny throat and repeat my 3uestion, this time 

with a couple well’placed s3ueePes for emphasis.

“The doggy door7 I came in through the dog’

gy door,” he choked out in a strangled voice. As 

much as I didnzt want to let go of his neck, I 

released my grip so that I could sit up and xnd 

some pants to pull on.

“Izm going to have you locked up, you pur’

ple piece of puppet trash. Breaking and entering. 

Trespassing on private property. Stalking. Theft.”

“Theft?” Tad interrupted, confusion apparent 

on his furry face.

“I notice that you didnzt deny the other charges 

but yes, theft. Those are my pancakes, are they 

not?” Before he could respond, I went on, feeling 

furious. “Mou scummy pile of living linen. Mouzll 

need a story more fabricated than, than9than 

YOU to escape these charges. Insanity wonzt cover 

it, no siree bob, not by the time Izm done. The 

evidence against you will be piled to the sky.”
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Tad sighed. “I wish it didnzt come to this,” he 

said sadly. In the blink of an eye, he had tossed 

the full plate of smiling pancakes at me. I e-pert’

ly swatted them away with one hand. Ny other 

hand, however, was suddenly wrapped up in two 

fuPPy hands. When I tried to pull away, I heard 

a loud clicking sound. It appeared that Tad had 

handcu*ed me to my bedpost. What bothered me 

the most about this was that the handcu*s were as 

furry as he was, although the fur on the cu*s was 

a type of leopard print.

“What the hell do you think youzre doing now? 

Besides adding charges to your case? Letzs see, now 

we have assault, kidnapping, and impersonating 

an oJcer. And why the hell are these handcu*s 

furry?” I 3uieted down to catch my breath. Tad 

held my gaPe with a look of pure determination in 

his plastic eyes.

“Izm going to get you to xnally listen to me, 

thatzs what Izm doing. And as for the handcu*s, 

well, they were the cheapest ones I could xnd 
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at the police store and somebody, I wonzt name 

names, cost me a nickel the other day so I couldnzt 

a*ord better ones.”

I had to admit, I wasnzt even angry anymore. 

Above all,  I  was simply Oabbergasted.  “Yolice 

store? What police store? These arenzt e-actly 

standard issue you know.” I held up my cu*ed 

wrist for emphasis. The cheap cu*s rattled and 

pulled tight.

“Mou know the store that Izm talking about, the 

one on Nain Street. Itzs called Cops & Throb-

bers. They gave me a good deal on those because 

they were used, but I think itzs because they could 

tell that Izm great detective material.” Tad smiled 

proudly as I sneered with sincere disgust.

“Used? Gf all the stupid things Izve ever heard,” 

I began loudly but allowed myself to trail o*. I 

was getting heated again. I was losing control of 

the situation. I took three deep calming breaths 

and then continued. “That is not a police store,” I 

informed him through clenched teeth. “And this 
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is not the proper way to get somebody;s atten’

tion. Uow get these cu*s o* of me, you stupid 

rag, before I lose my temper and think of a few 

more charges to add to your ever’growing list of 

crimes.”

Tad shook his head calmly. “Uot until you give 

me a chance to speak.”

I was about to start shouting again but then I 

remembered where he got the cu*s from. I took 

two seconds and easily located the release latch on 

the side of the cu*s. A short second later and I 

swiftly removed my wrist from its locked position.

“How did you do that? Some kind of secret 

detective trick?” Tad asked me, wide eyed with 

surprise and a hint of annoying adoration.…

“Therezs a safety latch on the side because this 

isnzt a real pair of handcu*s.  ust like you could 

never be a real detective. Mouzre both furry and 

useless and donzt belong in my home.” I Oung the 

cu*s at his purple face. Tad, in response, started to 

cry. 
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Uow when I say cry, Izm not talking about a 

case of the sniVes and whimpers. Izm saying that 

this fur ball threw his head back and wailed like 

Snoopy in the Yeanuts cartoons. He blubbered 

and howled and cried until he choked and gasped 

for air.…

To say that I was uncomfortable would be the 

understatement of the year. This purple baby 

was having a full’blown meltdown and I couldnzt 

help but think that it was maybe at least par’

tially my fault. I begrudgingly reached out my 

previously cu*ed hand and gave him two medi’

um’siPed pats on the shoulder. “Jome on, donzt 

do that.” I shifted uncomfortably in the bed and 

then reached into the drawer of my nightstand. 

Before I could be tempted into using the 1lock 65 

I kept loaded in there, I pulled out a small bo- of 

tissue paper and handed the whole thing to Tad.

“Naybe I was a little harsh,” I said. “ ust calm 

down for Jhristzs sake. Kry your eyes and blow 

your blue nose, if thatzs even possible. And be 
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thankful that, unlike your disgusting cu*s, these 

tissues arenzt used.” Tad sniVed and thinly smiled. 

I sighed. I knew the 3uickest way to get him to 

shut up would be allowing him to speak. “Say 

your piece and then leave my house. If you do this 

I will think about not pressing charges. Keal?” Tad 

nodded and did his best to compose himself.

“Why do you hate me?”

I clenched my jaw and lied. “I donzt hate you. 

Uow is that really the 3uestion that you broke into 

my house to ask?”

“It seems like you hate me,” he said, ignoring 

half of what I said.

“Itzs not you in particular that I hate,” I said, try’

ing the truth on for siPe. “Letzs just say that I have 

a history of sorts with puppets.” Before I could 

stop it, a sneer crossed my face when I uttered the 

Y’word. Mears of doing so had apparently made it 

a reOe-. Tad looked at me with sympathetic syn’

thetic eyes.…

“1eeP’a’loo7 What happened to you?”
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“Itzs personal,” was all I o*ered.

Tad was done cryingL now he was just prying. 

“Jome on, please? I promise I wonzt tell anyone.”

“Really, you wonzt tell anyone? Uot even 1loop 

1lorp or Boom Shakalaka or whatever the hell 

names your hobo friends have?” Tad crossed his 

heart with a fuPPy xnger. “I promise. I wonzt even 

tell Bud7” He giggled at his own joke and I was 

almost disappointed to see that he was returning 

to his normal self. I sighed for what felt like the 

hundredth time this morning and decided to just 

give him the abridged version.…

“Seven years ago I had xrst made detective. The 

new job came with longer hours and bigger stres’

sors. Every night when I came home, I was e-’

hausted. I was tired and feeling haunted by the 

things I saw. Ny wife, she used to make it all better. 

That is, until the day I came home early for a 

change and I found her in bed making somebody 

else feel all better. As if this wasnzt bad enough, 

it wasnzt even another man. It was some puppet 
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she met at the gym.” The memory of that betrayal 

and the use of my least favorite word made my 

lip curl downward like ship dropping anchor. “So 

after that, I couldnzt stand the sight of puppets 

anymore. Hell, if even my own wife thought I was 

less of a man than some soft fabrication of one9I 

mean, what am I supposed to do with that?”

I let a silence fall over the room. Tad, hating 

silence, said, “Izm sorry about your wife, Bobby.”

“Thatzs Ketective Brick,” I corrected him for 

the millionth time.

“Gkay, Detective Bobby, Izm sorry. But the point 

is, you shouldnzt hate a whole group of people 

based on the actions of one of them. I mean, look 

at me. Izm not prejudiced against the police, even 

though they are the ones that come around and 

demand I leave my home, even if I have nowhere 

else to go.” Tad let his words sink in a moment. 

Then he asked me, “Kid you know I wanted to be 

a detective, too?”

I snorted. “Really? You?”
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“Mes, really. I used to run all over the neighbor’

hood and patrol it for danger. I would write tickets 

on cars for bad parking jobs. I even gave my neigh’

bors cat a ticket for littering. 1et it? Litter-ing?” 

Tad giggled. I groaned. He went onL “When I got 

older and saw how the world really was, I was 

crushed. Turns out, puppets arenzt allowed to be 

police. They arenzt even allowed to try. We canzt 

enter into the academy because they think wezre 

too soft.” Tad sighed and hung his head. “Izm 

sorry if I got in your way, Ketective Bobby. I just 

wanted to help. I just wanted to get my old life 

back.”

Tad walked with a deOated droop as he got up 

to leave, upholding his end of the bargain. To my 

surprise, it was me who prolonged this. “Tad?” I 

called out.

“Mes, Bobby? I mean Robert, err, I mean Brick, 

Ketective Bob Brick?”

I sighed, disgusted with what I was going to 

say ne-t. “Since you apparently know where my 
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kitchen is, put on the co*ee and get two mugs. 

Therezs a lot of work to do.”

“Two mugs?” Tad reiterated with a surprised 

smile. I nodded yes and he took o* like a shot, 

giggling and rushing o* to the kitchen as fast as 

he could. I knew Izd regret this, but I didnzt think 

Izd regret it as immediately as I did. The sound of 

shattering porcelain drifted from the other side of 

my house.…

“How does  one mug sound? We can share. 

Sharing is caring7”

I scowled but didnzt respond. Instead, I got 

dressed and thought about how it might not be 

too late to use the 1lock after all. I could say it was 

a home invasion, that it was self’defense. Tad came 

back into the room before I could decide and he 

handed me a mug of something that looked like 

co*ee that was prepared very incorrectly.…I set the 

mug down without taking a sip.

“I heard something on the radio this morning 

before I was so rudely assaulted by an intrud’



LAST STGY AT INA1IUATIGU STATIGU "'

er. It was something about Robby the Robber 

from Imagination Station. Tell me everything you 

know about him. Izm going to skip the co*ee and 

grab a brandy. I can tell itzll be one of those days.”

Tad told me that he had oJcially 3uit drinking 

to work on the case. MThat;s great,M I told him. 

MEspecially since I didn;t o*er you any. Uow spill 

it. And I mean the details, not that sorry e-cuse for 

co*ee.M

!!!!!

After I got the rundown on Robby, I ate some of 

the smiley face pancakes and was surprised to xnd 

that they were halfway decent. I called dispatch to 

in3uire after the story Izd heard on the radio. Soon 

enough, Tad and I were piled into my cruiser and 

we were on the way to a crime scene.

A short drive across town brought us to the 

Abra-as 1. Wilder forest preserve. I pulled in and 

parked when I spotted a familiar huddle of oJ’
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cers. I stiOed an automatic groan. I hated dead 

bodies. As we approached, Tad asked me, “Ko you 

think itzs Robby?”

“I guess wezll xnd out in a minute,” I said ab’

sently, my eyes already sharpening and trying to 

take in every detail of the scene around us. A few 

steps later and we hit the edge of the oJcer huddle 

and I pulled out my trusty notepad and began to 

take notes.

“The victim is male, caucasian. Appears to be 

around xve foot eight.” Behind me, Tad pulled 

out a matching notepad and parroted back, “Meah, 

Izd say about xve foot eight. Nale.”

I glowered at him and went on. “Nedium build. 

Sandy colored hair.” Uow standing ne-t to me, 

Tad peeked over at the body and said, “Nedi’

um’ish build. Wavy hair. Sandy? Izd say itzs sandy 

colored.”

The other gathered oJcers began to snicker. I 

tried not to let my anger show on my face. To 

avoid Tadzs nonsense, I wrote the rest of my ob’
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servations down in silence. When I had xnished, 

I began to e-amine the victimzs face. I now knew 

for sure that it was not Robby, as I would have 

recogniPed him from my brief time on set. As I 

studied the mystery manzs xnal froPen e-pression, 

Tad tugged at my pants leg.

“Pssst! Hey, Bobby7”

I kicked him away. A second later he was tugging 

on my pants leg again. “B’B’Bobby7 L’L’look at 

this7” I kicked him away again, this time harder.

“Thatzs d’d’detective Brick. And Izm busy, canzt 

you see that Izm working here?” I only got about 

another three seconds of 3uiet before he was back, 

pestering me and pulling at my pleated pant leg.

“Ylease7” Tad whined. “Itzs important7”

I loudly groaned and clapped my notepad shut. 

I x-ed Tad with my most menacing stare and 

asked him, “What? What the hell is so important 

that you need to keep interrupting me?” With 

genuine concern in his plastic pupils, he pointed 

at the victims; foot. “Look,” he said in an awed 
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whisper. I bent low and, with a pair of tweePers, 

I removed a small scrap of paper from the bottom 

of his shoe. It was stuck there by some errant gum.

“What is that?” I muttered, more to myself than 

to Tad. Tad, of course, didnzt know this and he 

answered, “Jheck out the symbol on it.”

I e-tracted the paper from its gummy resting 

place. At the same moment, I noticed a little bit of 

gum stuck to Tadzs furry inde- xnger. “Mou didnzt 

touch this, did you? Thatzs Investigating F0F, we 

never taint the evidence.”

Tad shook his head and clearly lied when he said, 

“Uuh uh7 Uo way, pal. Will you give me some 

credit please?” As he spoke, he stuck his hand 

behind his back and tried to wipe o* the sticky 

evidence. I sighed and studied the strange insignia 

that was scratched into the scrap of paper.

“Koes this symbol mean anything to you?” I 

asked. Tad gulped and nodded his head vigor’

ously. “Well,  what is it?” I demanded, my pa’

tience wearing thin already. Rather than answer 
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my 3uestion, Tad asked one of his own. “Ko you 

know who Yrofessor Nc2eely is?”

I couldnzt help but think that I hadnzt drank 

enough brandy yet. “Uo, but judging from that 

stupid name, I assume that hezs a friend of yours?” 

Tad nodded again but there was a far o* look in his 

eyes now. There was something he wasnzt telling 

me yet.

“He used to teach puppet history and lore at my 

community college. We need to talk to him about 

this, hezll know more than I do.” I gave Tad my 

cellphone so he could call the professor and set up 

a meeting. I xnished my preliminary e-amination 

of the body and okayed it to be picked up by 

the coroner and the meat wagon. When that was 

done, I met Tad back at the car.

“He says that his classes are done at four ozclock 

and we can go see him then.”

“E-cellent,” I said.
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“I  also  programmed  my  number  into  your 

phone and downloaded Kigital Boggle so we can 

play together when wezre not working7”

“E-cellent,” I said again, this time not meaning 

it.

“So where are we o* to now, partner?” Tad 

asked me.

“Wezre not partners, youzre a probationary as’

sistant. But to answer your 3uestion, wezre headed 

down to the TN station. I think itzs time to turn 

up the heat on our jittery friend. Izve got a job for 

you.”

Tad tittered with e-citement while I gave him 

the rundown of my plan.



Dressing Down in 
the Dressing Room 

(Iggy)

S ssssnnnniiiiiiffffffffffffff!

My eyes crossed and my head buzzed. I al-

most felt ready for my segment. Almost. 

Schniffftttttt!

I snorted another thin line and the room spun. 

I couldn’t feel my face now but I think that I was 

smiling. I closed my eyes and allowed the stimu-

lation and pleasure to wash over me. Now that I 

got my head right again, my hands Bnally stopped 
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shaking. ?he stress of the show, of Ltrabo’s secret 

plan, of everything, it all got on top of me. 1ith 

this stuR, though“

Schhssshhshh!

I felt invincible.

?he door to my dressing room violently shud-

dered and Hew open. ?hat detective who had been 

sni”ng around the other day, detective xock or 

Ltone or something like that, was standing in my 

doorway and smiling like the cat who caught the 

rat.

AOuh, wha-..what can I do for you detective“P

Oe walked in without an invitation. I know I’m 

high but I was pretty sure that his eyes contained 

actual Bre. I couldn’t remember if I had already 

spoken or not so I asked him, A1hat can I d-do 

for you, detective“ I’m b-busy, I’m getting ready 

for a scene.P I felt hot, like I was talking beneath 

the illuminating overhead stage lights. I felt bare, 

naked, eGposed.
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4etective Srick allowed his smile to droop into 

a low hanging frown, almost a detestable scowl. 

A3 scene“ Interesting,P he said in a tone that I 

didn’t like. AI’m here because you still haven’t 

come down to the station. Lo I guess you’ve !ust 

been real busy, huh“P

3s my vibrating eyes began to refocus, I no-

ticed that the detective had a large canvas backpack 

slung over his shoulder. It was as lumpy as a water 

bed full of mud.

Aqeah,  yeah.  xeeealll  busy,P  I  assured  him. 

1hen he didn’t answer,  I  added, Aqou know. 

1ithUshow stuR“P

Srick made a face like he had !ust taken a sip 

of curdled milk. ALhow stuR, huh“P I resisted the 

urge to blurt out anything else. I Bdgeted as I 

watched him stroke his chin, his Bngers scratching 

roughly against the beginnings of beard stubble 

growing there. AYood to hear that you’re feeling 

better then. Ltrabo told me that you haven’t been 

by the station because you were...under the weath-
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er.P ?he detectives eyes were cold and calculating, 

like a calculator left in a refrigerator.

ADh6 qeah..right!P I sniRed again, this time to 

sound like I was Bghting oR a cold. My nostrils 

sent a burning sensation up to my brain as my sniR 

sent the straggling remnants of my last bump up 

into my head. I tried to follow it up with a fake 

cough to hide my discomfort but it Juickly turned 

into a real one. Aqeah yeah..I’ve been Bghting oR 

a cold. 3 real nasty one too6 It’s been keeping 

me from doing anything.P I sniRed and coughed 

again and I fought against the need to let my eyes 

cross as the burning sensation warmed my fuzzy 

insides.

AIt’s  kept  you from doing anythingUeGcept 

work on national  television“P ?he detective’s 

voice was ice cold. 1hen he spoke, the lumps in 

his backpack seemed to shift like two cats Bghting 

beneath a bedsheet.

A7hhh..well..you see. I meanUcontractually I..P



E3L? L?Dj 3? IM3YIN3?IDN L?3?IDN 02"

4etective Srick held up a hand to silence my 

eGplanation. AI think that if you’re well enough to 

act in front of a live audience, you could probably 

survive the twenty minute drive to the station to 

make an o”cial report.P My head buzzed like a 

beehive kicked by Mia Oamm. I wished more than 

anything that the man would leave. I was getting 

Hustered. I needed another hit, !ust a small one, to 

clear my head.

AOaha..yeah, for sure6 In fact, I was going to go 

and see you later on today, I swear6P ?his made the 

detective’s smile return. Oe Hipped open a pad he 

removed from his breast pocket. 

AEucky for you, I’m here now. ?hat’ll save us 

both some time.P ?he man unclipped a pen from 

the pad and asked, A1here were you last night 

between the hours of Bve and two“P

My  head  swum.  My  knees  knocked.  AI..

I was here. xight here. 1e wereUwe were doing 

reshoots6 qeah, reshoots. ?elevision, you know“P 
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I coughed and sniRed. Oe wrote nothing down in 

his notepad.

AI see,P he said in a frigid voice. A3nd how about 

the Brst day I came by“ 1hat did you do after I 

left“P Ois eyes were hypnotically cold. Ois back-

pack rustled and moaned lightly. I blinked my eyes 

rapidly, wondering if I was !ust imagining things.

A7hhh that day..well that day I wasn’t feeling 

well so I napped right here in my dressing room 

until Ltrabo was able to bring me home. ?hat’s 

all I did, honest6P 3gain, the man wrote nothing 

in his pad. Oe BGed me with a hard stare as his 

backpack rippled like the water glass in 8urassic 

jark.

A3lrighty then,P he said in a robotic way. ALo 

you didn’t leave the station until Ltrabo brought 

you home“P I nodded vigorously. I nodded so 

Juickly  that  the  threads  in  my  neck  felt  like 

they could unravel. Oowever, his neGt Juestion 

stopped my movements cold. ALo you didn’t leave 

here and visit a park, then“P
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I felt frozen in place. I tried in vain to keep my-

self from shaking but the force of the drugs and 

my fears were overwhelming. A3 p-park“P I tried to 

make my Juestion sound incredulous, confused. 

ANo, no park. I wasn’t feeling good, I stayed right 

here.P

?he detective returned the pad to his pocket. Oe 

never wrote down a single word. A3lrighty then. 

Lo you didn’t in fact go and visit one Mr. 4rugs 

Sunny“P I couldn’t help myself. I wobbled on my 

feet and temporarily allowed my vibrating eyes to 

cross.

A1ho“P I managed to sJueak out. 94id you say 

Drugs Sunny“ No way man, he sounds shady. I 

was !ust here in my dressing room, waiting until 

8ean could take me home.P ?he detective arched 

an eyebrow at my response. It would have been a 

comical moment if I wasnCt so terriBed.

A8ean“ I thought that you said Ltrabo took you 

home.P I swallowed back the lump I felt forming 

in my felted throat. 
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Aqeah6 qeah, Ltrabo, that’s what I said. 8ean“ 

1ho said 8ean“ 1as..did..was it you who said 

8ean“P I tried to chuckle casually but it came out 

like the strangled giggle of a hyena who had gotten 

into a mountain of meth. ?he detective’s eyebrow 

lowered.

AI see.P

?he detective said nothing more, !ust stood in 

the doorway of my dressing room like a !udgmen-

tal statue. I sJuirmed and writhed and sniRed and 

snorted. I waited for him to leave, but he didn’t. 

?he canvas backpack shuddered like a coin oper-

ated motel bed. Hinally, detective Srick broke the 

silence again.

ALo, where is xobby“P

Axobby“P I parroted back numbly. My head was 

swimming. I was sure that the backpack really was 

moving but Srick never seemed to acknowledge 

the movement at his back.

Aqes, Robby. qou know, your little butt buddy 

that you work with“ 1here is he“P
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AI haven’t seen him today,P I began but he cut 

me oR so Juickly that my spindly arms shook and 

my ears twitched.

ADh, you haven’t seen him today“P ?he detec-

tive’s voice was all vitriol and accusations. A1ell 

then how about last night“ qou know, the day that 

he went missing?P

AI..I..I,P I stammered out.

Aqou..you..you are lying to me,P Srick shot back 

with increasing volume. AI think that you do know 

where xobby is. I think that you know a whole lot 

more than you’re telling me.P

I opened my mouth to protest but the human 

detective reached out with a calloused grubby 

hand and pinched my mouth shut with a sarcastic 

shushing sound. My eyes bulged. ?he backpack 

began to cry.

ANow now, I won’t be listening to anymore lies 

from puppets today. I think that you know what’s 

going on. 1hile I’m sure that you are !ust about 

as stupid as you look, that doesn’t mean that you 
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can’t wise up real Juickly. Now tell me, and tell 

me straight, where is xobby“P 1ithout waiting 

for a response, Srick snatched up a cold cup of 

coRee from my dressing room table and threw it 

into my face. ?he suddenness of the action made 

me cry out, even though the coRee was far from 

hot. A1here is he“P Srick repeated his Juestion 

and knocked all of the clutter from my table to 

the Hoor. 1ith intentional malice he stepped on 

my framed autographed photo of Juddly 4udley. 

It crunched beneath his boot like an eGtra crispy 

cockroach, grinding shards of glass into the rug on 

the Hoor. I lost my balance and fell over, becoming 

a part of the disorganized mess on the Hoor. Srick 

was on top of me in a Hash.

AEisten to me and listen good, you sniveling ly-

ing sack. I have dead bodies piling up and a stupid 

?K clown missing. 3nd for some reason I’ve got 

a feeling that you and your little buddies may be 

connected. Lo if you don’t start talking right now 

I’ll - P Ludden sharp cries of pure pain and panic 
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escaped from the buckled canvas Hap of his back-

pack. Srick whirled the bag around and threw it 

over his shoulder. It hit the Hoor heavily neGt to 

me. Srick turned his attention to the bag, wallop-

ing on it with two meaty practiced Bsts until it fell 

silent and limp once more. Srick spat and then 

heaved the bag back over his shoulder, turning his 

attention back to me.

A1ho..who do you have in there“P I asked, not 

really wanting to hear the answer. 4etective Srick 

smiled evilly.

ALomebody  else  who  wasn’t  Juite  ready  to 

talk,P he informed me in a chilly voice that was 

ripe with implications. AI wouldn’t worry about 

it  if  I  were you,  you have enough trouble  on 

your plate.P I gulped so loudly that I was sure it 

could have been heard from space. Srick leaned 

in, so close to my face that the fur of my forehead 

brushed up against his bristly eyebrows. ANow,P 

he said in a voice that smelled faintly of breakfast 

and brandy, AI’ve found a piece of hair that looks 
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Juite similar to yours. It was beneath a dead body. 

?hen, you went oR to see a sketchy rabbit in a 

park and lied to me about it. Lo that’s a second hare 

that’s working against you, you understand me“P 

?he Juestion was rhetorical, which worked out as 

I wasn’t sure that I would be able to answer even 

if I wanted to. Ois knee was crushing my empty 

chest, pressing it all the way down to the Hoor like 

I had no tangible body at all. AI know that these 

are connected. I know that there’s a murder case 

there. 3nd I also know that you’ve got cotton balls 

for brains so there’s no way in hell that you’re the 

mastermind in all of this. Lo I’ll tell you what.P Oe 

paused, letting his threats sink in. Oe released the 

pressure on my chest and got to his feet, tower-

ing over me. Srick felt around in his back pocket 

and pulled something out. I shut my eyes tight, 

eGpecting a heavy blow from a nightstick to smash 

my fuzzy face in. I opened them back up when I 

felt something thin and light land upon my face 

like a gentle butterHy. I crossed my eyes again, this 
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time to see what had landed above my lips. It was 

a business card.

AI’ll give you until a little bit after four o’clock 

to think about your situation. If you decide then 

that you’d like to save your hairy hide and play 

ball, you give me a call.P Oe leaned down once 

more, his angry face looming above my Juivering 

sniLing one. ASut I highly recommend that you 

do it soon, before somebody else decides to talk 

Brst. 3fter that, no one, not even puppet 8esus 

himself, can save you.P 3s if on cue, the backpack 

began to whimper and moan again. Srick turned 

to leave, eGpertly smashing the struggling canvas 

bag against the wall as he did so. 1ithout another 

word, Srick left my dressing room and left me to 

stew in my mess.

Lhuddering, I rummaged through the mess on 

the Hoor until I located a little baggy tucked away 

in the hollowed out handle of my hairbrush.

Hor multiple reasons, I sniRed.



Phase Two (Strabo)

I  watched from behind a pile of props as Brick 

exited Iggy’s dressing room. Thinking himself 

alone and unobserved, the detective removed an 

overstuOed backpack from his shoulder. -nce he 

unbuckled the plastic clips that held it shut, a fa“

miliar face popped out like a weasel from a hole.

?ITOLD you I was a great actor, didn’t ID ”o 

you think that he bought itDS Qeeing the sick“

eningly sweet smile of Thaddeus W. Lidderpip“

pits Alled me with a Pood of fury. The detective 

shushed his idiot companion in the bag and to“

gether they disappeared down the hall and around 
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a corner, presumably heading to the studio exit. 

Gfter waiting a few beats !ust in case, I stepped out 

of my place of concealment and slipped silently 

into Qtrabo’s dressing room.

Inside the small room I saw a pathetic Iggy sniO“

ing and clutching a crumpled photograph of a 

dog to his fuJJy chest. Lhen my shadow fell across 

him he !olted like he was physically shocked. :is 

ears Papped and his eyes uncrossed slowly as he 

looked up at me.

?Lhat’s the matter IggyD Qomething bothering 

youDS

Iggy Axed his big dumb eyes on me. ?QtraboE 

Lh“what are you..wh..what’s thatD Is something 

bothering meD j“n“no, of course not. 6ust the 

backstage !itters, you knowD I must have skipped 

lunch again.S I could tell that he was struggling to 

keep his eyes focused and his furry Angers from 

shaking. I narrowed my one eye at him and asked 

point blankY
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?qou had a little something to take the edge oO, 

didn’t you IggyDS7

Iggy’s eyes bugged out, crossed, and then they 

gave him away. :is eyes darted to the right for 

!ust an instant, looking straight at the thing he 

was most concerned about me noticing. It was a 

tightly rubber banded baggie containing a white 

powder that I could only assume was not granu“

lated sugar. It was peeking out from the end of a 

hairbrush, one that seemed to have been hollowed 

out for this very purpose. jo matter how low I 

set the bar for my fellow puppet, Iggy Qniggles 

always found a new way to limbo under it. :e had 

oFcially run out of chances.

8eaching out for the baggie with my left hand, I 

used my right one to grab this reprehensible repre“

sentation of puppets by the cheap stitching of his 

throat. ?qou are a stain on the fabric of society and 

an embarrassment to my show.S I watched his ears 

twitch with terror as I tore open his precious bag“

gie and began to sCueeJe his throat. ?qou have an 
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almost human-like ability to destroy everything 

that you touch. In the tapestry of life you are the 

humidity, the moths and the unraveling weave. 

I should have seen the truth of it long ago.S I 

dumped the entire contents of the bag into my 

hand and then I began to smother Iggy with it. :e 

seiJed and whimpered and bucked but in the end, 

he sniOed and sniOed again. :e sniOed until his 

eyes crossed. :e sniOed until his eyes threatened 

to bulge out of his foam skull. I leaned in with 

all of my weight, lowering my face until it was 

level with his. :is ears were twitching so rapid“

ly that they looked like a pair of hummingbirds 

with Tourettes. ?Qometimes bad things must be 

done for the greater good.S I pressed down with 

all of my might. Iggy’s Pailed around in one last 

frantic attempt to live. :is furry limbs convulsed 

erratically like an electrocuted spider. 9inally, he 

shuddered and moved no more.

I released a heavy sigh while simultaneously re“

leasing his limp throat. Gfter taking a moment to 
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regain my composure, I pulled a portable phone 

from my pocket and hit redial. Lhen I heard the 

other line pick up I simply told them, ?The heat 

is turned up. 5rab the next one, we’re too close 

to stop now. Tonight we have to Anish what we 

started.S

Gfter taking care of the scene in the dressing 

room, my mind was on other tasks as I Cuietly 

clicked Iggy’s door shut behind me. I heard frantic 

footfalls echoing down the hallway and a moment 

later Qteve appeared. :e was wearing a director’s 

beret on his head in walrus grey. I did my pro“

fessional best to swallow down my disgust for the 

man.

?QtraboE There you are. qou’ve gotta get into 

wardrobe. Mike now. Come on, you’re killing me. 

Tonight’s live episode is going to be hugeD we’ve 

got a lot riding on this. jo more mishaps, alrightD 

jow, where’s 6eanDS

I couldn’t help it. I smiled slyly and hoped that 

it came across as reassuring. ?-h, you know 6ean. 
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:e’s probably oO having some fun right now. I’m 

sure he’ll be cleaned up by showtime.S Lhether 

he was convinced by my words or not, Qteve left 

either way. I continued to smile and then took a 

deliberately slow walk over to wardrobe.

FFFFF

”eep in the back of the studio, in a pitch black 

and seldom used space, 6ean was screaming. :e 

kicked and twisted and fought with everything he 

had against the Pood of tiny grasping hands but, 

in the end, he was overwhelmedD subsumed in a 

tsunami of stitched Asts and felted Angers.



McFeely (Brick)

T he community college looked like it hadn’t 

received a single update or repair since the 

late nineteen eighties but that may have worked 

out in our favor. Tad seemed to remember every 

detail of the place from the moment we parked the 

cruiser in front of the weathered brick adminis-

tration building. Tad babbled incoherently about 

the architecture, the types of trees on campus and 

a bunch of other crap I wasn’t paying attention to. 

After a few excruciating minutes of Tad’s tour we 

arrived at the faculty wing.
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The oWce we were looking for was on the third 

3oor. I pushed the button for the elevator and 

then noticed a faded sign saying that it was out 

of order. Of course. Fe took the stairs and found 

suite B22. The name Professor :red Mc:eely was 

engraved on an acrylic name plate. Deneath it the 

name plate readH Jepartment of “istory, Lore and 

Social ”ustice. Tad, huWng and puWng from the 

trek up three 3ights of stairs, knocked softly on 

the door with a tiny Est. :rom within the oWce, 

an ancient voice called out for us to come in.

The interior of the oWce was clean but clut-

tered. Dooks were stacked on nearly every sur-

face and the walls were scarcely decorated, save 

for some prehistoric certiEcates and two personal 

framed photographs of what appeared to be the 

man with his wife. Professor Mc:eely stood on 

creaking knees as we entered and gestured with a 

smile to the two hard plastic chairs sitting in front 

of his desk. !Please, have a seat,? he implored us. 
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!Thaddeus, it’s so nice to see you again. I only 

wish that it were under better circumstances.?

Tad climbed and stood on top of his chair in 

order to shake the man’s hand. !Nice to see you 

again too, professorY It’s been fun to see the old 

campus again.? After shaking hands with me next 

we all took our seats. Professor Mc:eely’s knees 

crackled loudly as he lowered himself into his 

chair.

!So,? I said, cutting right to the chase. !Tad 

sent you a photo of that symbol we found. “ave 

you had any luck identifying it…? The 4uestion 

brought a dark cloud over the man’s naturally 

sunny disposition. “e nodded somberly. !Ces, un-

fortunately, I did.?

Mc:eely reached behind him to retrieve a thick 

red volume from its place on a populated shelf. 

“e set it down gently on his desk but the weight 

of it still made a heavy thump as it hit the sur-

face. !I was able to hunt down this old text. It’s a 

book from back when I was still a student myself.? 
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“e began to 3ip through its pages carefully, as if 

the paper would crumble into dust if he 3ipped 

them too hard. !“ave you ever heard of the Puppa 

Maries…? The name had an instant eject on Tad 

who shuddered as if a ghost had passed through 

him.

!Puppa Maries… AreRare you sure, professor…? 

Tad’s voice was high and pinched, as if even utter-

ing the name aloud caused a frosty inner struggle. 

Professor Mc:eely nodded and tried his hand at 

a small but sad smile. !Ces, I’m afraid so.? After 

that short exchange a silence hung heavily in the 

air until I looked back and forth between the two 

of them 4uestioningly.

!qither of you two want to Ell me in here…? I 

asked, doing my best to hide my annoyance as I 

didn’t want to rub the professor the wrong way 

too 4uickly. After Ending the appropriate page, 

Mc:eely turned the book around and slid it across 

the desk to me. I picked it up and glanced at the 

illustrations littering the page. They looked like 
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primeval marionettes being lowered by what ap-

peared to be spacecrafts of some kind.

!Puppets can be traced back as far as the year 

522 DK in ancient qgypt,? he said, settling com-

fortably into lecture mode. !Some people from 

those times seemed to have believed that puppets 

were a gift from beyond the stars, like many be-

lieved the pyramids to be.?

I snorted automatically but stopped 6ust short 

of rolling my eyes. ! ight,? I said sarcastically. 

!Aliens. So alien puppets then…?

Mc:eely looked at me with an expression that 

I’m sure a lot of his students had received over the 

decades. It was a look of practiced patience. !I’m 

simply telling you the story as it was recorded. I’m 

not asking you to believe it, only to hear it. May 

I continue…? :eeling 6ust the slightest bit embar-

rassed, I waved a hand for him to continue.

!Thank you. Now, at Erst the puppets were 

simply  used  for  novel  entertainments  for  the 

masses and also served as toys and playmates for 
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the children of royal families. Dut as time went on, 

strange incidents began to occur. If you would, 

detective, please take a look at the bottom of page 

one hundred and six.?

I 3ipped to the page he was referring to. A lot 

of the text was in a language I didn’t come even 

close to grasping, but the pictures, as they say, 

were worth a thousand words. The illustration 

that stood out most heavily was in the dead cen-

ter of the page. It was an open sarcophagus with 

something small inside of it.

!Juring a routine maintenance of the tomb of 

7hufu, it was discovered that his human remains 

were missing. Instead of his mummiEed body be-

ing interred in his sarcophagus, they discovered a 

wooden puppet. This sparked a series of investi-

gations and soon Plutarch and “erodotus found 

similar Egurines in many other qgyptian tombs. 

Fhen they tried to present their Endings, howev-

er, they were branded as heretics and buried alive.?
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I scanned the pages as patiently as I could but 

I soon found myself doubting it’s relevance to 

the case. !Look, professor, I love story time as 

much as the next guy. Dut do you think we could 

6ump ahead and talk about what this has to do 

with us today… I mean, come on. Ancient qgypt 

doesn’t exactly have it’s Engerprints all over these 

murders.? In response to my outburst I received 

another one of the professor’s practiced looks of 

patience.‘

!I’m getting to that. Delieve me, this is all rel-

evant.? I was going to protest again but Tad el-

bowed me in my leg and shook his head. Tad 

then returned his full attention to the professor, 

who cleared his throat and continued. !Although 

those two men were initially silenced, their End-

ings lived on. Shortly after their deaths, it was un-

covered that the oracle 9ues-Amon himself was 

not a human being at all but a hollow dummy, 

one that was being manipulated by nearly invisible 

strings. It seemed that the puppets were uprising, 
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no longer contented to be mere entertainment de-

vices for spoiled royal children. And Eghting at the 

forefront of the insurrection was the most cun-

ning and cruel of them allH Mary Annette.? Tad 

3inched at the mere mention of the name as if it 

were a slap across his stujed face. !Mary Annette 

used the dark arts to transform her human masters 

into mindless drones, whom she then controlled 

to gain power over the people. She used her hu-

man puppets to abuse the powers of the pharaohs 

and led qgypt into a time of civil war and death 

unlike any that had come before it. qgypt was 

Enally rid of her once and for all when the humans 

were able to destroy her palace, burning it to the 

ground with her inside of it.?

The professor paused. It may have been for dra-

matic eject but the only eject it had was to annoy 

me. !Okay, so she’s dead. So what does that have 

to do with our case… I mean COME ON man, 

speed it up a little bit here.? I glanced impatiently 
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at my wristwatch, wondering if I was wasting my 

own time here.

!As you wish. Mary Annette may have been de-

stroyed, but her followers were many. They went 

underground and kept both her teachings and 

her hatred for mankind burning brightly in their 

hearts. It was their belief that, if they were able to 

sacriEce enough human souls to her name, that 

they would be able to raise her from the dead.?

!And that’s what you believe is going on here…? 

I asked, still undecided on whether this was help-

ful or not.

!I do. That mark that you found on the dead 

body, it’s the mark of her people, of her followers. 

It says in the ancient book of her teachings that 

if they can sacriEce enough souls before the next 

blue moon, as well as to zspill the blood of the 

6ust’, then they will have generated enough power 

to bring her back to life. And when she returns, 

she will bring with her the next dark age for all of 

mankind. Masters and slaves will change places, it 
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will be us who will become the disposable play-

things. The texts refer to her as the zPuppet Master 

of the Master  ace of Puppets’, she is the chosen 

one to bring their kind to rule once and for all.?

I had heard enough. I closed the book suddenly 

and, from the look of horror on Mc:eely’s face, 

apparently not gently enough. The protective way 

he reached out to retrieve the book and clutch it 

closely to him, it was as if I had slam-dunked his 

baby or something. !Sorry,? I said, feeling slightly 

sheepish. I then turned to Tad and said, !I don’t 

believe any of that.?

!Cou don’t…? Tad asked me, looking like he was 

on the verge of tears. I wasn’t entirely sure that 

puppets could cry but, if they could, they would 

look like this right beforehand.‘

!No, I don’t. DJT,? I added 4uickly before I 

could be interrupted, !it doesn’t really matter if 

I believe it or not. It only matters if they believe 

it. This‘mumbo-6umbo may not be real but‘those 

bodies in the morgue sure are. And‘if your boy 
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Strabo is behind all of this,‘then we need to shut 

him down. Let’s go‘down the station and see if 

Iggy‘cracks this time. If he does, we can haul him 

in and put the s4ueeLe on him‘before the show 

starts tonight.?

I stood to leave. !Thank you for your time pro-

fessor,? I said, actually meaning it. “e nodded 

politely but didn’t extend his hand for a shake. 

“e was still guarding the ancient book against 

my oaEshness. !Good luck to you both,? Mc:eely 

said.

Fhen we were out of the oWce and halfway to 

the car, Tad suddenly stopped in his tracks and 

looked me up and down.

!Fhat now…? I asked him in an annoyed huj.

!Fell,? Tad said, his right foot shyly tracing cir-

cles onto the ground below, !Fe can’t show up 

looking like this. Cou already spooked them, so we 

should be more covert. Fe need to take them by 

surprise.? Then, with a sheepish look, he glanced 

up at me like an expectant child. ! ight, partner…?
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I blew out a sigh and groaned. Jnfortunately, 

he was right for a change. !:ine. Fhat do you 

suggest…? I asked him. TadMs smile was a mile wide. 

I hated it.

!A little studio magic. It’s wardrobe timeY?



Improv and Invade 
(Brick)

A fter spending a horrifying half hour in a 

costume shop with Tad, we were able to 

.nd a compromiseI k outright refused any wig 

that was longer than shoulder length, which was 

apparently  a  tall  order  hereI  To  mave  up  for 

the shorter hair, k agreed to wear a ridiculously 

thicv mustache which hung hea-ily from a plastic 

pincher on the space between my nostrilsI

k felt foolish in the disguise but k was able to forL

get about it as we dro-eI The closer we got to the 

station and our mission, the more laser focused k 
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becameI Tad, on the other hand, was a constant 

ball of ner-esI “e .dgeted in the passenger seat 

constantly, wringing his hands or tapping his .nL

gers on the polyester of his seatbeltI

”Things are gonna be .ne,x k assured himI “e 

looved up at me with that pathetic eRpectant loov 

againI ”jemember, this is all Wust conWecture right 

nowI ’e can?t Wust storm in and start throwing 

accusations left and rightI ’e need to be stealthyI 

’e?re going to simply sneav in, gather our intelliL

gence, reconnoiter the place, and then get the hell 

out so we can write up some warrants and get us 

some bacvupI Not itq kn and out, nice and easy, 

 uiet as a church mouseIx Gy words seemed to 

ha-e worved, as the puppet sitting in the passenger 

seat grew still and his breathing more regularIY

”Qeah, yeahI k vnowI Buiet as a church mouseIx 

“e paused and frowned for a momentI ”Although 

that doesn?t sound too eRciting, now that k thinv 

about itIx
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k suppressed the urge to roll my eyesI ”k vnow 

you?-e always wanted to be a cop but we ha-e 

protocols to followI This isn?t some mo-ie where 

we get to go in, guns bla!ing and shouting out cool 

one linersI That?s not realityIx

”k  vnooowww,x  Tad  said  in  a  whiny  -oiceI 

”Oheesh, relaR partnerI k am .rmly planted in reL

alityIx k glanced o-er and thought about how little 

those words seemed true coming from himI “e 

was wearing a brightly colored rainbow wig pulled 

tightly onto his round purple headI “e?d added a 

unicorn horn in the middle of the wig and used 

-elcro to secure an eRtra eye onto his foreheadI 

The eRtra eye was little more than a googly eye you 

could purchase at any craft storeI kts plastic pupil 

rolled around wildly as Tad leaned forward and 

remo-ed something from the cupholder in front 

of himI

”Ph neatLoC jeal cop sunglassesC 5an k ha-e 

theseqx The eRcitement in his -oice was live a vid 

on 5hristmasIY
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”Qou can borrow them,x k told him as the sunL

glasses were already halfway to his faceI

”AwesomeCx “e put them on and pulled down 

the passenger -isor to admire his new loovI The 

third eye rolled stupidly abo-e the frames, villing 

the whole authoritati-e -ibe that the a-iators may 

ha-e gi-en himI ”“ow do they loovqx Tad asved 

me, beamingI

”They loov .ne,x k told him, wondering if the 

truth would mave him more or less annoying for 

the rest of the rideI k decided to play it safe and 

try to change the subWect bacv to the tasv at handI 

”Set?s focus up hereI ’e don?t vnow for sure what 

we?re walving intoI kf it?s e-en half as bad as it 

seems, we need to put a permanent stop to itIx

”Oo,x Tad said, swi-eling in his seat to face meI 

”Oome might say that it?s Lx Tad paused and reL

mo-ed the sunglasses from his face with a dramatL

ic Fourish, ”The last stop at kmagination OtationIx

k sighedI ”Oure thing,x k said FatlyI Tad let out a 

frustrated screechI
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”Qou ruined itCx Tad put the sunglasses bacv 

on his face, cleared his throat and remo-ed them 

again, this time with an e-en bigger FourishI ”The 

last stop at kmagination OtationI Time to vicv 

some cabooseCx

k sighed again, beginning to feel live an air matL

tress that had sprung a leavI ”Are you done playing 

around nowqx

’ith another howl of displeasure, Tad punched 

me in the armI k could barely feel a thing but it 

still pissed me oVI ”Otop itCx Tad whinedI ”Qou get 

to be Gister 5ool 5op all the timeI 8or me, this 

might be my only chanceI Oo let me say my cool 

line and let it be the last thing we say until we get 

thereI Pvayq OKAY?!x

”Are you seriousqx

”Qes k?m seriousC 5ome onCx Tad cleared his 

throat, put the sunglasses on for a third time, and 

whipped them oV againI ”The last stop at kmagiL

nation OtationIx ’ith a satis.ed smirv, Tad meltL

ed bacv down into his seatI k scowledI



SAOT OTPM AT kGANk1ATkP1 OTATkP1 3HU

”Qou vnow that it?s, live, another twenty minL

utes to get there, rightqx

Tad?s shriev of frustration sounded live a hawv 

in a blenderI “e put the sunglasses on and ripped 

them oV again, this time harderI “is googly eye 

went Fying oV with the motion, Ficving oV of the 

dashboard and disappearing out the open passenL

ger windowI ”T“4 SAOT OTPM AT kGANk1AL

TkP1YOTATkP1Cx

“e sat hu‘ng in the passenger seatI ’ith a 

shrug, k said nothingI A moment later, k pressed 

the button to turn the radio onIY

”Ph come onCx Tad complained as the -ocals of 

8ranvie 9alli villed his -ibe againI

’hat felt live an eternity later, we parved in a 

-isitor space on the studio lotI As we approached 

the entrance, k toov one last opportunity to veep 

Tad on tasvI ”1ow remember, we?re not here to 

draw any attention to oursel-esI Oo, the plan is Lx

”“ey, who the hell are youqx k was cut oV by a 

 uestion from Ote-e, the director of the showI k 
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was completely taven oV guard, not eRpecting to 

be immediately confronted once insideI

”Geqx k asved dumblyI ”Jhh, k?mIIx

”’ait a minute,x Ote-e said, mercifully cutting 

inI ”Are you guys from the agencyqx

k sputtered out a forced laughI k went for casual 

but it read closer to unhingedI ”The agencyq ’ho, 

us? ’hat, live the 5kA or somethingq “aC Sive 

I could be cop, can you imagineqx Ote-e shut his 

eyes for a moment, looving more annoyed than 

anyone k?d e-er metI This must be how k looved 

to Tad all the timeI k used this short breav to reel 

myself bacv inI k thought the stupid fave mustache 

must ha-e been pinching oV the circulation to my 

brainI

”Nod, you actors are irritating,x Ote-e saidI

”Actorq  ’hat  maves  you  thinv  k?m acting 

hereqx k was beginning to sweat bulletsI ThanvL

fully, Tad stepped in front of meI

”Qes, we?re actors from the talent agency,x he 

said, gi-ing me a 0veep it together? loovI kt looved 
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ridiculous coming from someone wearing a rainL

bow unicorn wig, but it worved regardlessI

”Qeah, that?s what k thoughtI Thanvs for mavL

ing that interaction eRtra di‘cultI The hell was 

that, anywayq Oome vind of impro-q k “AT4 imL

pro-, alright guysqx Ote-e looved more wound up 

than an anti ue alarm clocvI ”The show is li-e 

tonight, do you understand the signi.cance of 

thatq k?ll be ha-ing G4jP impro- tonight, underL

standqx “e ga-e me a withering loovI k would ha-e 

diminished under it had k not gotten the same 

loov .-e times a weev from our police captainI

”Not it,x k said, unsure what to do neRtI That 

was decided for me, howe-er, as Ote-e pointed to 

me and said, ”k don?t ha-e time to hold your hand 

hereI The show starts in .fteen minutes and Hean 

is still missingI Qou, get into maveup right nowIx 

Ote-e turned on his heels and rapidly walved awayI 

kn turn k spun and glared at TadI
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”Are you cra!yq k can?t actC And we?re supposed 

to be in-isible here, rememberq “ow can k do that 

while being on national friggin? T9qx

Tad patted my vnee with a tiny handI ”“eyC 

jelaR partnerI Oo this is a slight change of plans, 

so whatq k toov impro- classes at the communiL

ty college, it?ll be .neI Eesides, k?m a puppetI k?ll 

blend in better hereI Qou veep them all busy and 

k?ll ha-e a loovsie bacvstage and see what k can .nd 

outI k?ll talv to kggy too, don?t worryI kt?ll be .ne 

buddyCx

k was about to protest further but from far 

down the hallway, Ote-e had turned around to 

shout, ”“ey, dumbassC Gaveup is waitingI Set?s 

mo-e itIx

8eeling trapped, k sighed and looved down at 

TadI “e was positi-ely beaming at this change of 

fortuneI ”Jon?t worry, k got this,x he saidI k blew 

out a helpless breath and then resigned myself to 

fateI k ga-e Tad a tiny salute, which k could tell bolL

stered his spirits, and we went our separate waysI



Sniggles got Snuffed 
(Tad)

M uch like the earlier trip to the commu-

nity college, being backstage at Imagina-

tion Station caused all kinds of memories to .ood 

backv I had spent so much time drinking since 

leawing the shox that I had become unable to 

remember anything positiwe about my time herev 

I xas so focused on the bad things that I forgot 

about hox much fun it could be at timesv

I heard the ezcited buBB of a croxd and the 

enchanted chittering of childrenv I felt the famil-

iar xarmth emanating from the brightly burn-
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ing owerhead lightsv I sni’ed xhi’s of pastries in 

catering, heard the shu:ing of props and sax the 

xide-eyed optimism of the paid eztrasv It xas all 

so familiarv It xas all so distractingv

I shook my head to clear it and refocusv I xas no 

longer a kidTs shox host, I xas a sleuth, a super 

spy, a detectiwe xith a partner xho needed mev I 

couldnTt xander aimlessly or let my guard doxnv 

I xas here for a reasonV I had to Gnd IggyvC

I  called  upon  ewery  minute  of  training  I 

had xhich xas Bero, I guessv Official training, 

anyxayv I xatched countless episodes of Cops and 

Law & Order back xhen I had a AO and I xas 

nox trying to call all the pertinent information to 

mindv I slunk through the halls of the studio like 

a thief in the night, like a Princh on Nhristmas 

Wwev I darted, dipped, dashed and rolledv I .at-

tened myself up against the xall xhenewer some-

one threatened to come near mev I xas goodv I xas 

darn goodv
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I made my xay doxn to the dressing room areav 

3fter a short pause to make sure I xasnTt being fol-

loxed, I somersaulted my xay to IggyTs doorv Ahe 

door xas locked from the inside but these knobs 

xere old and the dressing rooms xere sometimes 

shared, so they xeren?t hard to openv I easily found 

a popsicle stick glued to one of the eztra props and 

I !ammed it into the knobv 1ith little resistance 

it turned and the lock clicked openv I cartxheeled 

inside and ”uietly shut the door behind mev

HIggyF Psssst! Iggy=>

Ahe room xas darkv I got no responsev I xasnTt 

sure that Iggy xas in here but I hadnTt seen him 

anyxhere else backstagev

H?ey= Iggy= If youTre here, xe need to talkv>

Silence xas my only ansxerv I decided to turn 

on the lights to assess the situationv If anything, 

maybe there xere some clues strexn about, Iggy 

xasnTt the most organiBed person ewen on a good 

dayv I xent to .ip the sxitch and I stumbled into 
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a solid stack of something, xhich clanged noisily 

to the .oorv Dang it!

I felt around until I found the lights and, the 

moment they xere turned on, I xished that they 

xerenTtv

In the darkness I had knocked ower a stack of 

prop bozes, xhich xere nox spilled out across 

the .oorv Ahe Grst boz xas full of pots and pans 

from the cooking segments, xhich ezplained the 

commotion as it all clatteredv Ahe second boz xas 

full of silly hats and warious pieces of .air to dress 

up the eztras as neededv @rom the bottom boz, a 

limp xhite arm unfurled and dangled laBily ower a 

cast-iron panv Ahe arm xas fuBBy and matted and 

looked like it xas coated in some kind of xhite 

dustv It xas Iggy=

I used both of my hands to sti.e a scream as I ran 

full speed out the doorv



The Show Must Go 
On (Brick)

T he makeup artist caked so much crap on my 

face that I felt like a paper mâché preschool 

project. I tried to act like I belonged there but 

it was apparent to a lot of people backstage that 

I didn’t. More than once I had heard someone 

remark, “This your ?rst gig”A Bll the while they 

were trying to not let on that they thought I was 

going to do terrible out there.

vefore I could eSen wrap my head all the way 

around the fact that I was about to star on the 

show I had come here to inSestigate, a loud and 
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wacky theme song began to play to a uproar of 

cheers and whistles. 1hen I hesitated a moment 

too long, LteSe snuck up behind me and shoSed 

me onto my mark with a boot. qe !uickly took 

his spot in his director’s chair as the lights came up 

and I found myself standing face to face and eyes 

to eye with Ltrabo.

“qey kidsx It’s me, Ltrabo vellyhandsx Bre you 

all e-cited to be here”A

B deafening chorus of kids con?rmed that they 

were.

“I can’t heeeaaarrrrrr yooouuuux I said, are you 

all e-cited to be here”xA

The children roared eSen louder this time. I 

gulped down a bit of nausea. I was pretty sure I 

was the only one in the entire building who wasn’t 

e-cited to be here.

“That’s great to hear, kidsx 1e haSe a very e-U

citing liSe show lined up for you. Fnfortunately, 

JunUductor Oean seems to haSe gotten oP at the 

wrong stop again and isn’t here. qoweSer, today 
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we haSe a brand new friend here to hang out with 

us at Imagination Ltation.A

The crowd cheered. I gulped and smiled. I felt 

sweat trickle down my caked face.

“1hy don’t you introduce yourself, friend”A 

Ltrabo looked at me, e-pecting an answer. The 

only answer I could muster up was the sound of 

my knees knocking. Ltrabo looked oSer at LteSe, 

who whispered, “Pssst. qeyx MoronxA LteSe indiU

cated to a large teleprompter set up beneath the 

main camera. I blinked rapidly to clear the sweat 

from my eyes and readD

“qi there kiddos. I’m, uh, Mustache Magurk”A

Ltrabo s!uinted. “Bre you telling us or asking 

us”A

“I haSe no idea,A I answered honestly. LteSe 

groaned and coSered his face with his clipboard 

but the kids all laughed and seemed to enjoy their 

back and forth. Ltrabo, too, was smiling..but his 

smile was of a diPerent sort.
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“Blrighty then. Lince knowing our own names 

can be hard sometimes, how about we moSe on to 

our ?rst segment”A

“Bn e-cellent idea,A I read robotically as the 

teleprompter was updated and scrolling along. 

Ltrabo turned to face the main camera and put on 

his goo?est smile.

“Gkay folksx 1e’ll be back shortly after these 

messages. Yon’t go changing that channelx 1e 

haSe a Sery big surprise at the end of the show. 

Lee you soonxA Ltrabo held his goofy smile until 

LteSe yelled cut from the sidelines and the lights 

dimmed. Ltrabo’s smile dimmed just as !uickly.

The set came aliSe with frantic moSement as 

both human and puppet stagehands rushed this 

way and that, tearing down props and setting 

up new ones for the ne-t segment. Bs the crew 

whirled around us in a sea of motion, Ltrabo stood 

perfectly still. qe stared at me with a cool, singular 

unblinking eye.
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“I feel like I know you from somewhere,A he said 

slowly, a tinge of suspicion in his tone.

I shrugged, which I hoped came oP as casual. 

“5eah, you know. I just haSe one of those faces, 

you know” Maybe we worked together someU

time.A

“I see. 5es, perhaps,A Ltrabo said, his round 

eye searching me, unblinking. It reminded me 

faintly of Tad’s discarded googly eye, only inU

stead of rolling around, it seemed as if it had a 

laser focus aimed only at me. I peeked oSer at the 

teleprompter to aSoid his ga0e. It was powered 

down at the moment, being loaded with the ne-t 

bits of dialogue from the operator.

“Lo what is the ne-t segment”A I asked. I didn’t 

need any acting skills to make my !uestion sound 

worried. I was completely out of my element here. 

Ltrabo smiled when I  turned back to him.  It 

wasn’t a reassuring smile giSen from a professional 

to an amateur. It wasn’t a smile of pity for a fool 

who was lost. It was painted onto his face without 
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emotion, not a touch of joy reached his eye. It was 

the smile of a psychopath. It was the empty smile 

of a killer, I had seen enough of them to know.

“Oust follow my lead. 5ou’ll be ?ne. I’llDtake 

care of you.A

I gulped, hearing the menace implied between 

his short assurances. “1hy did you pause like 

that”A I asked him, but it was too late. The stage 

lights came up to their full power and a snippet of 

the theme song from earlier played us back from 

break. The sign that said APPLAUSE Eashed but 

it was completely unnecessary. The kids were eager 

to eat up anything we gaSe them. Bfter a few !uick 

directions and insults from LteSe, I found my spot 

and hoped for the best.



Robby is Strung Out 
(Tad)

I  slipped, stumbled and fell while rounding a 

corner. I hit my head hard on the ground but, 

being made of foam, it didn’t hurt too badly. I 

scrambled to my furry feet and Med blindly. -y dij

rection was aimless. I qust wanted to be anywhere 

except for where a dead body was.

I was running in a nearly manic state and kuiczj

ly I realiBed that I was lost. I slowed down and 

loozed around. I was deep into the darz recessj

es of the bacz part of the studio. In these rarely 

used spaces, there were all zinds of faded and broj
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zen down props and set designs from the shows 

that had come before Imagination Ltation. I saw a 

bellhop uniform from Happy Henderson’s Ho-

tel. Sehind that was the treehouse from Timmy 

the Tree and Friends, which was still attached 

to the top half of a brozen tree with a smiling 

face. vhe face was bisected, turning the friendly 

smile into a grimace of pain. WAerywhere I loozed 

there were reminders of the past. vhere were cosj

tumes from Herbert the Milkman, shoAels in all 

the colors of the rainbow from Books I Dig. I 

eAen spotted the giant loaf of darz rye bread from 

Pumpernickel Park. If I wasn’t scared out of my 

mind, I would haAe been elated by this place. Os it 

were, there were far too many shadows, too many 

creepy abandoned set designs that could easily be 

housing any number of spoozy, twisted maniacs. I 

could imagine them peezing out at me from eAery 

darz place, eyes lit up lize glowjsticzs at a raAe. I 

was starting to spin out a little but right at the 

last moment I saw something from the corner of 
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my eye that grounded me. It was the most familiar 

thing I had seen yetR It was me.

 udely crammed into a far corner was a cardj

board cutout of myself. It was fulljsiBed, although 

that’s not saying Aery much. -y cardboard reMecj

tion was wearing a neat blue and white striped 

assistant conductor uniform. O wooden train 

whistle hung around its necz. In the left hand, 

cardboard me was holding out a  large poczet 

watch which always displayed the same timeR fun 

o’clocz.4

vhe merriment I felt when I Hrst saw it kuiczj

ly waned as I realiBed there was something else 

hanging around my necz. Eooped oAer my printed 

head, there was a noose. vhe rope was tied tightly 

around my Mat necz and it had been pulled hard 

enough that the thin cardboard of my necz was 

skueeBed and frayed. If it had been yanzed any 

harder my head would lizely haAe been ripped 

from my paper body. I znew in my gut that Ltrabo 

was behind this.
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I tooz a moment to slow my breathing, I didn’t 

want to get all worzed up. Sut then, suddenly, 

I noticed something else near my cutout, somej

thing far worse. Lomething so Aile and nasty and 

besmirchifying that I wanted to cry. Fung right 

aboAe my head was a piece of paper that said 

*Tad Stinks’ with a big cartoon arrow pointing 

down at me. vhe audacity! vhose MONSTERS! 

I wanted to tear that sign down and crush it in my 

mighty Hst.

I angrily clomped forward. I stood up on my 

tippy toes to grab the sign but it was hung too 

high, my Hngertips were qust too short to grasp it. 

I bent my znitted znees and pumped my arms, 

qumping with all of my might. I fell short and 

landed awzwardly, losing my balance and crashj

ing into the cardboard cutout of myself. vhe Mat 

me, the one who apparently stinzs, fell forward 

and reAealed the space behind it. vhere was a tiny 

ornate door on the wall qust where the perpenj

dicular walls met. Inscribed on the door was a 
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familiar marz, one that I had seen earlier that day 

in -c‘eely’s oxce.

-ustering all of the braAery I could, I reached 

out and turned the znob. It was unloczed.

66666

I naAigated the twists and turns of the darz tunj

nel that waited behind the door. I tried to rememj

ber how many turns there were, repeating in my 

head …left, left, left, right, left, right’ but kuiczj

ly I realiBed there were way too many turns to 

memoriBe. I gaAe that up and simply felt my way 

forward, wishing that maybe I’d brought some 

bread crumbs to sprinzle. I’d haAe to remember 

that for neUt time. Ofter a few minutes of walzing, 

the tunnel seemed to eUpand and open up until I 

could no longer touch both walls with my short 

arms. I stumbled and crept ahead until I saw the 

dimmest of lights burning somewhere in front of 

me. 1hen I reached the light at the end of the 

tunnel, I found myself in a caAernous room.
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-y eyes adqusted from the total darzness of the 

tunnel to the dull light emanating from a few 

burning candles. I checzed behind me to maze 

sure I wasn’t being followed. It seemed lize I was 

alone. vhat kuiczly changed as I heard a ghastly 

moan from somewhere right in front of me. Os 

my eyes adqusted further, I could qust maze out the 

silhouette of some darz Hgure hidden in the room.

I gulped, hoping to swallow bacz some of my 

fears. I had come too far to bacz out now. I crept 

forward as silently and as stealthily as I could. I 

tooz one step, then another, then another, then! 

O  NFFNFNF P1IW P7;F84

I  found myself  sprawled on the Moor,  shins 

aching. I had tripped oAer something unseen and 

solid on the Moor, tipping me oAer and mazing 

me hit my head again, this time so hard that I 

heard a ringing sound in my ears. I skuinted in the 

darzness and saw what had tripped me upR it was 

a string.4
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3ot qust any string, it was thicz and braided. I 

loozed more closely and then I recogniBed it” it 

was braided deep sea Hshing line, the type they 

used to string modern marionettes. Os I stared at 

the string, it began to Aibrate and snap. -y eyes 

followed it and I cloczed with horror where the 

string ended.

 obby the  obber, still wearing the tattered 

remains of his clown costume, was strung up lize 

clean laundry on a clothesline. vhere was a masj

siAe maBe of strings strung about the room. vhere 

were some on his hands, some on his feet. vhere 

were thiczer ones attached to his shoulders and his 

head. vhe strings all wiggled and waggled as the 

missing clown began to stir. Fis eAery moAement 

seemed to cause him pain, he cried out in anguish 

with eAery kuiAer of Hshing line. I realiBed with 

horror that the strings were all securely stabbed 

into him with sharp gnarlyjloozing hoozs. Fis 

eyes shot open and bulged with panic. 7pon seej
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ing me, he opened his mouth and blood triczled 

down his chin in warm ropey riAulets.4

Yvhaddeus894

 obby spat out my name, which was accompaj

nied by a thicz glob of darz red. Fe coughed and 

shooz and chortled the short, sharp chuczle of the 

insane.

Y obby8  obby, holy cow are you ozay0 1hat 

happened to you0 I thought that you were dead89 

vhe formerly dead clown laughed in pain and 

then  lunged  for  me,  hands  outstretched  and 

greedily  grabbing  for  my  throat.  vhe  strings 

snapped tight and stopped his attacz short. Fe 

howled with agony as the hoozs bit deeper into 

his Mesh. Pne of the hoozs lodged in his shoulder 

tore loose and ripped out a chunz of red meat with 

it, which hung siczeningly in the air between us, 

dripping red droplets onto the stone Moor.

YDou’re one of them89  obby shouted, his Aoice 

raw as hamburger meat. YDou’re one of them8 Pne 

of them89



EOLv LvPG Ov I-ONI3OvIP3 LvOvIP3 52I

I held up my hands, wishing I could blocz from 

Aiew the tangled mess of a man in front of me. 

Y3o  obby8 I’m not one of them, I swear8 I’m 

here to help.9

YEiar89  obby spat, more slobber and red goo 

Mying from his  painted lips.  YDou’re in on it8 

Dou’re ALL in on it89 Fe struggled against his 

strings again, screaming and grabbing and bleedj

ing and crying and laughing all at once. I was posij

tiAely froBen with fright. Y;ome bacz to checz on 

your little pet proqect, huh0 Ore you happy with 

what’s happening to me0 ARE YOU?!9 Sefore I 

could Hnd the words to respond, another spasm 

of pain seiBed him. Fe twisted and contorted, his 

Hngers danced lize the legs of a freshly stomped 

spider.

Y obby8 I can help but you need to stop moAj

ing. If you can qust stay still for a couple minutes I 

can j9

YLtand still00 I can’t89  obby lashed out with 

a hand full of spasming Hngers. Fis insane eyes 
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crossed to focus on the Hshing line inserted into 

his  Mesh.  YI’m  too  Lv 73N  P7v89   obby 

thrashed and screamed again. vhen, qust when I 

thought his horrendous cries would driAe me to 

insanity as well, they stopped. Fe grew deathly 

kuiet and loczed eyes with me. Fis lips curled 

up in a qozer’s smile, blood dribbling from both 

corners of his mouth.4

YI  get  it.  I  get  it,  vhaddeus,  I  get  it.9   obj

by writhed around, Hghting against the strings as 

they buried themselAes deeper and deeper into 

his szin, muscle and bone. Y‘or centuries, we’Ae 

been manipulating you, worzing you from the 

inside with our human hands. Ond now!now..9 

Fe pulled Hercely at the strings, frantically tried to 

bite at the ones holding his leazing shoulders up. 

Fis whole body shooz as a large lump started to 

form and push outward from the space beneath 

his shirt. vhe lump was large and perfectly round, 

mazing him looz lize a snaze who had unhinged 

its qaw to consume an egg whole. YOnd now,9 
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 obby screamed, YYou’re inside of me!9  obby 

thrashed and conAulsed. Fe cried out again and 

again, YvFW W’L 3P WL;OGW8 vFW W’L 3P 

WL;OGW8 vFWD’ W OE WOKD I3LIKW -W8 

vFW W’L 3P WL;OGW89 

 obby screamed until the round protuberance 

worzed it’s way up through his stomach. It tunj

neled across his chest, heading towards his necz. 

vhe bulging ball beneath his Mesh wormed its way 

up his necz, cutting oL his cries with a groteskue 

gurgling sound.4

Sefore I turned to run bacz down the tunnel, I 

witnessed  obby haczing up blood coAered hairj

balls, one after the other, perfectly round, each 

slapping the concrete below with a wet thwap. Os 

the bloating bloody balls bounced with the imj

pact, they began to unfurl, reAealing glistening sets 

of teeth and tongues and tiny Hngers made of felt.

Os I made my way down the tunnel,  obby*s 

cries echoed oAer and oAer again in my head.



Stabbo Part 2 
(Strabo)

I  enjoyed the look of paralyzed fear on the face 

of the detective. Soon, he would be sugerinm 

froM More than stame frimht. Auch, much More. 

Bs a jolly tune played in the speakers overhead, I 

led a hesitant detective -rick over to a miant spin“

ninm tarmet board covered in balloons.

-rick tried to dim his heels in and asked Me out 

of the corner of his Mouth, W?hat the hell are you 

doinm” ?hat is that thinm”L If I was able to wink, 

I would have.
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WPh donHt you worry, itHs a mam. ItHll be  ne.L 

1one too mently, I pushed hiM into position. -e“

fore he knew what hit hiM, two of My puppet 

coMpatriots popped up to strap hiM in. !e had 

no tiMe to resist further, he was already secured 

to the board. ?ith an enorMous sMile, I turned 

to the Main caMera and the crowd of huMan chil“

dren.‘

W?elcoMe back kidsD ItHs now tiMe for a sem“

Ment that I like to call, RxonHt try this at hoMeDHL 

I turned slowly to face -rick, takinm My tiMe, 

Makinm sure that I had his full attention. ?hen I 

was certain I did, I reMoved froM concealMent a 

very larme, very sharp knife. ?hen the detectiveHs 

eyes went wide, I swiftly turned back to the Main 

caMera and said, WEeMeMber, xP1HO try this at 

hoMe.L ?ith e4pert precision I whirled and let 

loose My mrip on the blade. It sliced throumh the 

air with an audible whoosh and thunked loudly 

into the board rimht ne4t to the detectiveHs head. 

It popped a larme white balloon while -rick and 



-.S. T9?IS63:

the kids screaMed in unison. !is screaM was one 

of pure terror, whereas the one froM the kids was 

a screaM of delimht.

Bs I readied My second blade, I asked the kids 

which balloon I should pop ne4t. Bs their screaMs 

 lled the entirety of the studio, behind the tarmet 

board the real fun was about to start. Bs -rick 

strummled violently amainst the straps, one of My 

puppet allies stuck hiM with a thin needle. Bs he 

strummled and kept his panicked eyes on the blade 

in My hand, he never even felt it.‘

I sMiled amain, a larme mrin of self“satisfaction. 

Ohe blood of the just had just been harvested.



Blood of the Just 
(Tad)

I  smacked into walls at just about every oppor-

tunity. Gone from my head was any semblance 

of the layout of the tunnel. I was just running 

in blind terror, grateful for each and every wall I 

smashed into face ;rstR I knew each twist and turn 

was taking me farther away from that horrible en-

counter with what remained of Bobby.

HOLY  COW,  HOLY  COW,  HOLY  COW! 

CRAP, CRAP, DOUBLE CRAP!!

I was scared out of my mind. I needed to get 

to Srick, I needed to tell him what was going on. 
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xeck, I needed to get him out of here. 1hat if he 

was ne?tT

RUN! YOU NEED TO RUN!

’error fueled my furry feet. I ran so fast youKd 

think I was made in Cenya. I ran, smacked into 

a wall, ran again, tripped over nothing, then lay 

for a moment to catch my breath. ’hatKs when I 

noticed something wafting above me. ’he tunnel 

seemed to be ;lling with smoke. 

I had already stopped and dropped, so I only 

had to roll. I barrel rolled forward until I remem-

bered that you only needed to stop, drop and 

roll if you were on ;re. Fhecking that I wasnKt, I 

switched over to an army crawl, creeping forward 

as the smoke became thicker and darker. Arom 

somewhere oO in the distance, I heard a low mur-

mur of voices. I crept forward until I hear them 

more clearly.

“Magne Puparum Magister, Vitam Tibi 

Adferimus. Magne Puparum Magister, Vi-

tam Tibi Adferimus.”
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’he words sounded like gobbledygook to me 

but still, they also sounded dangerous..ancient. 

’hey were the sort of thing you read in creepy 

books that you found in cabin basements. I crept 

forward, slithering on my belly like a snake. Ps I 

slithered, the words became louder, clearer, closer.

“Magne Puparum Magister, Vitam Tibi 

Adferimus. Great puppet master, we bring 

you life. Magne Puparum Magister, Vitam 

Tibi Adferimus. Great puppet master, we 

bring you life.”

I reached a bend in the tunnel and stuck my 

head out just enough to get a glimpse of where 

the noise was coming from. P small hole had been 

bored into the wall of the tunnel. ’his hole served 

as a doorway to a small but cramped secret room. 

Inside of that room there were doJens of puppets, 

each of them holding hands and chanting, sway-

ing in a circle around an altar made of bone and 

stone. P thick black smoke was billowing out of 

the altar with no apparent source. Wach puppet 
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was wearing a black robe with a thin hood pulled 

over their heads. Mn the back of the robes I saw 

a familiar marking, one that I had seen too many 

times already today.

“Magne Puparum Magister, Vitam Tibi 

Adferimus. Great puppet master, we bring 

you life.”

I watched, trans;?ed by the cultish scene I was 

witnessing. Ps the smoke rose higher, the chanti-

ng became louder.

“MAGNE PUPARUM MAGISTER, VI-

TAM TIBI ADFERIMUS. GREAT PUPPET 

MASTER, WE BRING YOU LIFE.”

9ust when I decided to get the heck out of there, 

I heard footsteps approaching rapidly down the 

tunnel. “ue to the echoes I had no idea if they 

were coming up behind me or in front of me, so 

I made myself as small as I could and hoped for a 

miracle. Aor the ;rst time in a while, luck was on 

my side.
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Pnother  hooded  puppet  came  barreling 

through the tunnel.  “ue to their  hood being 

pulled over their eyes, they didnKt see me. ’hey 

e?citedly entered the altar room, breaking up the 

circle and brandishing something over itKs head. 

’he puppet looked to be holding a small syringe, 

holding it up for display like it was a sword pulled 

from a stone.

”1eKve got it0 Ainally, weKve got it,> the pup-

pet said, his goofy voice clashing with the seri-

ousness of the situation. xe sounded like 7ick-

ey 7ouse, only somehow more evil. ”’he blood 

of the just has been harvested0 ’he ;nal piece is 

in place0 1oohoo0> P chorus of wahoos, yippies 

and whoop whoops accompanied doJens of wav-

ing arms. Seneath matching black robes, fuJJy 

blue ;sts, purple tentacles, green trunks and furry 

hands with orange and white ;ngers ?ew into the 

air with gestures of intense celebration. It looked 

like a xot ’opic staOed by wacky waving in?at-

able ?ailing arm tube men. Mnce their cries of cel-
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ebration died out, they continued their chanting, 

this time louder and with more purpose.

“MAGNE PUPARUM MAGISTER, VI-

TAM TIBI ADFERIMUS. GREAT PUPPET 

MASTER, WE BRING YOU LIFE.”

’he ?oor felt unnaturally warm and began to 

vibrate beneath me. I had seen enough. Pssuming 

that their craJed chanting would cover my retreat, 

I got to my feet and ran with everything I had.



Who’s the Dummy 
now? (Brick)

P OP!

A bright red balloon next to my head 

popped as a blade was expertly u.ng into itc

POP!

A yellow balloon that was too flose to my groin 

Tor fomTort popped nextc

POP!

Ihe green balloon next to my right hand b.rst 

as - fontin.ed to str.ggle against the straps holdB

ing me in plafec



ScLc EW1-L72“

C!.tv !ome on Lte,eY f.t the sfene yo. son oT 

a BC

Cko. see ?ids”’ Ltrabo f.t inY tal?ing o,er mec 

CIhe wheel has had so many .ses sinfe itNs in,enB

tionc -t has been .sed Tor farts and wagons and 

farsc -t fan be .sed to prod.fe yarnY wool or uaxc’ 

Ltrabo pa.sed a moment to uing another ?niTeY 

this one lodged solidly into the wheel next to my 

leg where a hot pin? balloon onfe stoodc CAnd in 

the firf.sY it has been .sed Tor afts oT daringBdoY 

li?e yo. see here todayc Iell me ?idsY do yo. li?e 

the Wheel of Misfortune”’

Ihe roar oT the frowd was deaTeningc jot Tor 

the …rst timeY - wondered O.st what the hell was 

wrong with ?ids these daysc - grew .p watfhing 

Bananas in Pajamas and - t.rned o.t perTeftly 

…nec Ihis frap” Ihis was mind poll.tionc Ihis 

was insanityc Ihis wasPc

POP!

Pccentirely too flosec
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CLtrabov Ltop this immediatelyv’ - yelledc Ihe 

?ids all giggled and fheered and whooped witho.t 

a fare in the worldc Ihey ?new that this was all 

an aftY a silly gooT Trom a oneBeyed p.ppet basB

tard that they watfhed …,e times a wee?c LtraB

bo showed me a sm.g smile oT satisTaftionc 4e 

blin?ed in my direftionc -n the baf? oT my mindY 

- wondered iT that was meant to be a win?c

CAs yo. may ha,e g.essed alreadyY the theme oT 

todayNs spefial li,e episode is the firf.sv 1ho fan 

tell me something abo.t the firf.s”’ Ions oT tiny 

hands shot .p into the airY ooh ooh oohing with 

the strong desire to answer LtraboNs z.estionc 4e 

smiled and gest.red to a p.ppet on stage who 

was politely raising his handc Ihe h.man ?ids all 

moaned with temporary disappointmentc

 Ihe p.ppet so.nded li?e a dr.n? d.f? when it 

spo?ec CIhe firf.s has elephantsv And pean.tsv’

CIhere are strong menv And flownsY’ added anB

other p.ppetY whose ,oife was a deep baritonec
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CAll tr.eY all tr.eY’ Ltrabo saidY his smile ne,er 

diminishingc CIhereNs fotton fandy and T.nnel 

fa?esc Ihere are games oT s?ill and exhilarating 

ridesc’ 4e threw another whiFFing blade whifh 

th.n?ed into the bl.e balloon by my earc Ihe pop 

was lo.d as a g.nshotc 

CMT fo.rseY the firf.s isnNt all T.n and gamesY 

now is it”’ Ltrabo t.rned to meY menafe shining 

brightly in his one eyec CIhere was a time long ago 

when the firf.s was not only a plafe oT Testi,itiesY 

b.t a plafe oT fr.elty and exploitationc’ - loo?ed 

o,er at Lte,e againY my eyes begging him to yell 

f.tc - fo.ld tell by the loo? oT fonT.sion on his 

Tafe that Ltrabo was going o5 sfriptc Ihis was 

fon…rmed when - glanfed to the teleprompter opB

erator and saw him st.pidly sfratfhing his head 

li?e a fonT.sed fartoon bearc Ihe words stopped 

rollingY b.t - notifed that the fameras did notc

Cko. see ?idsY these tra,eling shows .sed to ha,e 

something falled a 69rea? LhowNY where they disB

played all ?inds oT people that they fonsidered to 
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be abominationsc Liamese twinsc Gin headsc AmB

p.teesY bearded womenY little peoplec And yesY 

e,en p.ppetsc G.ppets li?e mec G.ppets li?e my 

mother and my Tatherc G.ppets who were brandB

ed as Trea?s and .sed as propsY propped .p as 

boogeymen Tor the frowds oT paying Tamilies who 

Oeered at them and po?ed them with stif?sc’ Ihe 

a.dienfe z.ieted downc Ihe ?ids all wore fonB

T.sed and sad Tafes as their parents leaned flose 

to one another and exfhanged fonferned whisB

persc Lte,e gest.red to the main fameraman to 

f.tY b.t he didnNtc Ihis was befa.se he was no 

longer therec -nsteadY standing in his plafeY was a 

p.ppet wearing a blaf? robe with the hood p.lled 

.p and o,er a b.lbo.s green headc - loo?ed baf? to 

Lte,e Tor help b.t now he too was goneY snatfhed 

Trom his fhair by two pairs oT pin? p.ppetsY both 

oT them fo,ered in Teathers and blaf? robes with 

the hood p.lled .pc
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CE.f?ily Tor those poor tormented so.lsY by the 

7;‘ s Trea? shows were o8fially disbandedc Ihey 

were seen Tor what they wereD h.man fr.elty at its 

…nestc’ LtraboNs smile Tell Trom his Tafe so z.if?ly 

that - halT expefted it to ma?e a frashing so.nd 

on the uoorc C4.man fr.eltyc’ Ltrabo repeatedY 

sadly sha?ing his headY harsh fhastisement playB

ing afross his Toam Tafec C4.man beings are able 

to seeY e,ent.allyY iT they are treating eafh other 

badly eno.gh that a stop needs to be p.t to itc 

9rea? showsY holofa.stsY predatorsY they all ha,e a 

limitc 9or p.ppetsY howe,er” Ihere seems to be no 

s.fh limitc’ Ltrabo remo,ed another large blade 

Trom its hiding plafec Ihis one loo?ed di5erentc 

-t loo?ed longerY froo?ed' it loo?ed feremonial in 

nat.rec - had a bad Teeling that this one wasnNt 

going to p.nft.re a balloonY - had a Teeling it was 

foming Tor my heartc

CIhe people were released Trom their fagesY b.t 

the p.ppets were notc Ihey were sold to tele,iB
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sion st.dios or a.ftioned o5 to the fhildren oT 

rifh patrons li?e they were part oT an estate salec 

Ihey were not people so they werenNt worthy oT 

being TreedY O.st ensla,ed to a di5erent regimec 

Ihey were p.t to wor?Y they were experimented 

onc Ihey were s.bOefted to so m.fh abOeft horB

ror and tort.re that e,en yo.r Tew honest history 

boo?s reT.sed to reford these atrofitiesc’ A dar?B

ness permeated e,ery fre,ife and stitfh oT LtraboNs 

Tafec 4is mas? had …nally TallenY exposing him 

Tor who he tr.ly wasc And who he tr.ly wasY was 

someone hellbent on ,engeanfec - str.ggled hardB

er against my restraintsc C3y parents were among 

those who were sold o5 to a st.dioc And when 

they were deemed 6not T.nny eno.ghN or 6not f.te 

eno.ghN or 6not entertaining eno.ghNY they were 

resoldPand sold separatelycJ 3y Tamily was torn 

apart by the disg.stingly h.man z.ality oT needB

ing to be both entertained and s.periorc 3y TamB

ily was obliterated .ntil - too befame a sla,e to 

the systemY .ntil - too was sold and passed aro.nd 
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Trom gr.bby hand to greedy st.dioc 1e p.ppets 

may la.gh and sing and danfe and fraf? wise on 

yo.r sfreens b.t do not be mista?enD o.r Ooy is 

not realc M.r Ooy is not o.r ownY it is sfriptedc All 

we ?now is s.5ering .ntil we areY in t.rnY thrown 

awayc !ast o.t into the trash onfe o.r .seT.lness 

had ran o.tc’

Ihe ?ids in the a.dienfe sniHed and friedc 

Ihe parents began to gather their Trightened fhilB

dren .p in their  arms and head Tor  the exitsc 

Ihey were stopped short by long metal fhains 

and thif? piefes oT wood plafed thro.gh the hanB

dlesc Ihey were barrifaded inY trapped li?e ratsc 

IrappedPli?e mec Ltrabo brandished the bladeY 

whifh loo?ed obsidian and ali,e with e,il intentc 

-t fa.ght and reuefted the light Trom the o,erhead 

stage lightsY it gleamed with ,iolent p.rposec CAll 

e,il empires Tallc At some pointY ?ingdoms b.ilt 

on painY inez.ality and iniz.ity fr.mble to d.stY 

leTt to be remembered only in short fhapters oT 

inaff.rate history boo?sc -Nm sorry to say fhildren 
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that todayY yo.r empire Tallsc IodayY a new era 

will be .shered in and .nleashed .pon the worldY 

tearing it to piefes li?e a paf? oT rabid dogsc And it 

all starts now!’ - flosed my eyesY wishing to not see 

the blade fomingc - stopped str.ggling against the 

straps' my time had fomec CIonNt loo? away fhilB

drenv 1itness the sins oT yo.r ToreTathers …nally 

fome to Tr.itionv’J

- heard the whoosh oT the blade in the airc At 

the same time - Telt a sensation m.fh li?e Tallingc 

1hen my head fraf?ed against the hard stage 

uoorY - realiFed that - had in Taft Tallenc - twisted 

my body aro.nd as best - fo.ld and with throbB

bing eyes - saw a smiling Iadc 4e was behind 

the target board and had .nhoo?ed the restraints 

holding my arms at the last momentc 4e hadnNt 

gotten to the ones on my legs yet so - had pitfhed 

Torward ,iolently and frashed into the uoorc Ihe 

long obsidian blade was b.ried in the spot where 

- had been sef.red O.st a moment beTore' the hanB

dle still re,erberating Trom the Torfe oT the impaftc
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HeeFBaBlo.v’  Iad  sho.tedc  Cko.  h.mans 

sz.irm aro.nd so m.fh when yo. need helpc 

IonNt yo. realiFe that ma?es it harder tTor me o 

help yo.”’ Iad released my Teet next and - rolled 

o,er and po.nfed to my Teetc Ihe impaft with 

the uoor and my s.dden .pward traOeftory fomB

bined to gi,e me a br.tal head r.sh and made my 

eyes swimc All aro.nd .sY the sfreams oT fhildren 

…lled the airc Iheir terror …lled me with p.rposec - 

shoo? o5 the pain and diFFiness and Torfed myselT 

to Tof.s .ntil - fo.ld flearly see Ltrabo standing 

afross the stagec - reafhed .p and remo,ed the 

.gly wig Trom my headc ATter thatY - tore the st.B

pid u.5y m.stafhe Trom my Tafec 3y eyes waB

tered with the .nexpefted pain that athis ftion 

fa.sedY as the plastif pinfhers holding it in plafe 

had tangled themsel,es in my nose hairsc -t Telt 

li?e a small part oT my brain had been ripped o.t 

thro.gh my nostril salong with the disfarded disB

g.isec Lfr.nfhing .p my nose and blin?ing away 

the wtearsin my eyesY - saidD
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C-tNs all  o,er Ltraboc 1e ?now that yo.Jre a 

?illerc Add that to the attempted m.rder oT an 

o8fer on li,e tele,ision andY wellY yo.Nre going 

away Tor a long long timec ko. thin? that yo.r liTe 

has been bad so Tar” K.st wait .ntil yo. get into 

gen popc ko.Nll be ab.sed and disfarded li?e a sof? 

in a teenagerNs roomc’

Ltrabo threw his head baf? and la.ghedc -t was 

lo.dY TrantifY spastif' it so.nded li?e hyenas ha,B

ing sex on G!Gc 4e t.rned baf? to the main famB

era and sho.tedY C1ell ?iddiesY - g.ess itNs time Tor 

my big s.rprisev IonNt go awayv’ 4e t.rned to me 

and blin?edY this time affompanied by him saying 

the word Jwin?J o.t lo.d so - wo.ldnJt miss itc 

1ith that he too? o5Y di,ing behind a fardboard 

prop oT a lion wearing a small TeF hat and standing 

on a brightly folored fhairc 

- too? two steps in p.rs.it b.t was stopped 

dead in my traf?s when the prop fame frashing 

downc Ei?e a domino e5eftY prop aTter prop Tell 

Torward as iT p.lled by in,isible wiresc Ihe popB
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forn mafhineY the seal with a beafh ball balanfed 

on its noseY the tif?et boothY the animal balloon 

,endorY one by one they all Tell in a uat heap on the 

stage uoorY re,ealing behind them a lone wooden 

p.ppet theatre with bright red and yellow drapes 

p.lled openc Ltanding behind the Tront f.rtainY 

whifh was as blaf? as the robes oT his p.ppet minB

ionsY Ltrabo stoodY smiling e,illycJ

- watfhed in horror as another …g.re slowly 

rose into ,iew beside himc A tilted fond.ftor 

hat topped a mess oT dirty blonde hairY whifh 

swooped o,er a Torehead and Tafe that was white 

as a hospital sheetc Iwo deep ,ertifal f.ts dissefted 

the Tafe at the fhinY the deep frimson lines transB

Tormed the h.man mo.th into that oT a ,entrilB

oz.ist d.mmyc - realiFed with dread that - was 

loo?ing at the liTeless Tafe oT 9.nBI.ftor Keanc

C-tNs too lateY’ Kean sp.ttered Teebly in an emoB

tionless ,oifeY Cko. fanNt stop .s nowc’ As he 

spo?eY thin b.lges in his throat snapped to and TroY 

as iT his ,ofal fhords were being pl.f?ed by .nseen 
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…ngersc 1hen his head mo,edY KeanNs eyes rolled 

aro.nd fraFily li?e two marbles let loose in a rof? 

t.mblerc -t made my s?in frawlc

Cko.Nre .nder arrestY Ltraboc G.t the d.mmy 

down and fome peafeT.llyc 1e donNt ha,e to let 

this esfalate T.rtherc’

C1ho are yo. falling a d.mmyY dummy?’ Kean 

.nhinged his dissefted Oaw and la.ghed maniaB

fallyc 4is mo.th opened so wide as he la.ghed 

that - fo.ld see the T.rry …ngers manip.lating him 

where the .,.la sho.ld bec KeanNs Oaw snapped 

sh.t s.ddenlyY fraf?ing a Tew oT his teeth in the 

professc Ltrabo smiled wider as red ri,ers began to 

lea? Trom between KeanNs lipsc

CLtrabov’ - sho.tedY my mind rafingY searfhing 

Tor what to do nextc Ihis was Tar o.tside the realm 

oT my typifal in,estigationsc CLtraboY yo. fan still 

stop thisc EetNs tal? this o.tc’

CLtop it”’ Ltrabo bar?ed infred.lo.slyc  CLo 

soon” S.t we ha,enNt e,en had o.r dessert yetY 

ha,e we Kean”’ 1ith the hand not f.rrently inside 
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his foBstarY Ltrabo p.lled o.t a staf? oT ro.nd 

fream piesc 4e smashed the …rst one into KeanNs 

Tafe with s.fh Torfe that a Tew oT the bro?en 

bloody teeth uew Trom his mo.th and flattered 

to the uoor li?e the tooth Tairy had been hit by 

a missile midBuightc C4ow do YOU li?e itY h.h 

Kean” ko. want a pie”v 4ereY ha,e anotherv And 

anotherv And ANOTHER!’ Ltrabo smashed pie 

aTter pie into the dead Tafe oT KeanY eafh one imB

pafting harder than the lastc Sy the time he ran o.t 

oT dessertY KeanNs Tafe was little more than blood 

and fream dripping beneath a froo?ed fond.fB

tors hatc 1ith a sif? thwipping so.ndY LtraboNs 

hand slipped seamlessly Trom a wet gash in KeanNs 

baf?c Ihe disfarded h.man h.s? hit the gro.nd 

with a hollow sz.elfhcJ

Ihe  room  started  to  spin  as  z.if?ly  as  my 

tho.ghts didc - was spiralingY Teeling lostY sensing 

that - had totally lost fontrol oT the sit.ationc - 

was bro.ght baf? by the slightest t.gging at my 

pants legc -t was IadY who was loo?ing .p at me 
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with large ro.nd eyes resting abo,e a loo? oT tight 

lipped determinationc

C4ey partnerY -N,e got thisc’ -t too? a moment 

Tor the meaning oT his words to register with mecJ

C1hat” IadY yo. fanNt be serio.sc’

C- am serio.sc And donNt fall me Lhirleyc’

- sighedY both annoyed and impressed with the 

p.ppet that -Nd begr.dgingly gotten to affept as 

an almost ez.al partner' maybe e,en as a Triendc 

CIadY - donNt thin? B’

Iad …rmly t.gged on my pants .ntil - O.st sh.t 

.p and listenedc C-N,e got thisY’ he repeatedc Cko. 

need to go downstairsc IhereNs a small stairwell 

in the baf? forner oT the st.dio that leads downc 

IheyN,e b.ilt a sefret room with an altar down 

therec ko. need to go and stop themY stop them 

Trom raising 3ary Annettec’

- instinfti,ely loo?ed aro.nd .ntil - had a sense 

oT where the stairs wo.ld bec - loo?ed baf? down 

at my partnerY matfhing his grim loo? oT determiB

nationc C1hat are yo. going to do”’ - as?ed himc
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Iad reafhed into a pof?et and p.lled o.t my 

a,iatorsY the ones - told him to lea,e in the farc 

4e balanfed them on his T.rry Tafe andY with an 

exaggerated motionY lowered them .ntil he was 

pee?ing abo,e the Tramesc 4is eyes were …xed TorB

wardY boring into Ltraboc C-Nm going to ta?e my 

show baf?c’ IhenY in a p.rposely deeper ,oifeY 

he addedY CIhis is the last stop at -magination 

Ltationc’J

- nodded and too? o5Y p.tting all oT my tr.st 

into my little T.rry Triendc 1hen - sho.ted o,er 

my sho.lder to wish him l.f?Y - heard him groan 

and fomplain that - had r.ined his line againc As - 

ran Tor the baf? oT the st.dioY - heard Iad repeatY 

lo.der this timeY CIhis is the last stop at -maginaB

tion Ltationv’



The Last Straw at 
Imagination Station 

(Brick)

I  ran through a labyrinth of props and wires 

and catering. I leapt over the heads of unpaid 

interns who were doing their best to hide from 

the insanity happening on set. I quickly located 

the stairs and headed down, down, down. The 

basement was more of the same. More discarded 

sets and rarely used devices. I ran and scanned it 

all with the trained eyes of a detective. In a distant 

corner I had a familiar feeling in my gut that some-
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thing was oA. xs I approached it, I smelled smoke 

and sulfur. I moved aside bozes of wigs and glasses 

and kooky costumes until I saw it. There, carved 

into the corner of the room, was a tiny doorway, 

roughly the siPe of a puppet. I saw the emblem of 

the Ruppa Maries etched into it, most likely with 

an obsidian blade.

Looking around for something solid, I spot-

ted something that could work. Leaning against 

the opposite wall was a trio of hand held pick 

azes. They were propped beneath a painted sign 

that said Cucamonga’s Coal Mine: The Most 

Valuable Gem Is Friendship. I faintly recalled 

the name from somewhere deep in the recesses of 

my childhood. I brushed the thought aside and 

grabbed the closest aze. With a running start, I 

summoned the spirit of Babe Outh and swung it 

with all of my might. It bit deeply into the studio 

wall. xs I yanked it free again, a large chunk of 

plaster came with it. I swung again and again, ez-

panding the hole hidden behind a tiny ornate door 
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until it was human siPed. I swung and hacked and 

cursed and swung again. I sweat with the eAort 

as I tunneled my way, deeper and deeper, through 

drywall and plaster and wood, gaining rapidly on 

the scent of sulfur and smoke.

Gnce I was through a few feet of the wall, I 

heard the low murmuring of a repeated chant. 

This fueled my muscles to move faster, dig deeper. 

Before I knew it, the chanting was growing louder 

and louder until, with a THUD, a WHACK and 

a KERPLUNK, I crashed through the Fnal bits 

of wall. I thundered into the room, spilling head 

over heels from the momentum of my herculean 

swing. Bits of stone and a smattering of plaster 

Flled the air as I fell. The pick aze went 0ying from 

my hands and clanged down in some unseen sec-

tion of the room. When I regained my composure, 

I realiPed that the chanting had stopped.H

In that dark room, I saw doPens of angry eyes 

looking up at  me from beneath black hoods. 

“or a moment in time we all stood froPen, each 
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of  us  surprised to  see  the  other.  It  was  a  fat, 

squared-face orange puppet that broke the silence 

Frst. ”is beady eyes squinted and his whiskered 

snout sniAed angrily at  the air.  ”is upper lip 

curled back, as if disgusted by the human smell in 

the air, ezposing short rodent-like teeth set into 

puAy blue gums. In a shrill voice that sounded like 

Elmo sucking on helium, he squeaked out, ;Smite 

the interloper2’

Moving as one, the puppets surged forward like 

a robed tidal wave3 Fngers, talons, and tentacles 

tried to grab, scratch and suck on me, respectively.H 

xs that horde of hand-stitched horrors swarmed 

toward me, I felt a familiar feeling stirring in my 

stomach. It was a feeling that I had harbored for 

decades and had only bothered to suppress in the 

last day or two. I felt an old familiar hatred take 

ahold of my soul. It was a hatred for puppets.

Puppets, I thought with a sneer that came second 

nature. I opened myself up to the hate, I let it 

0ow through me. Ruppets took my wife from me. 
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Ruppets were stacking bodies in the morgue like 

Lincoln Logs. Ruppets 0ung daggers at me and 

forced me to wear stupid fake mustaches. Ruppets 

broke into my home and used all my pancake miz. 

In that moment, I could see how every bad mo-

ment of my life was made worse by having puppets 

in it. Puppets. I sneered again. I clenched my Fsts 

and let out a mighty roar. I welcomed the horde, 

I welcomed the chance to get my hands around 

some fuPPy throats. I had reached my breaking 

point, this was the last straw.

The orange puppet reached me Frst. I smashed 

his sniveling snout with a meaty Fst. ”e shrieked 

and crumpled to the ground in a fat heap. With-

out missing a beat, I stomped down repeatedly 

with a heavy boot until his black hood lay com-

pletely 0at. Before I could prepare for the nezt 

attacker they were already on top of me. x blur 

of beige fur climbed up my leg quick as lighting. 

It used siz insectile legs to scurry up my side and 

began to gnaw on my left ear with two big plastic 
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teeth. I spun and lashed out with a backFst, which 

sent the creepy crawler sailing across the room and 

splatting into the wall.

I spun wildly, swinging my arms like a pair of 

possessed windmills. xll about me I made contact 

with the furious creatures, feeling foam cave, fur 

0y and plastic limbs break. I kicked an oblong 

silver tube that squirmed like a worm and had the 

circular buPPsaw teeth that youJd see on a leech 

farm. With my elbow I smashed in the foam-core 

skull of a purple monkey that seemed to have twin 

tongues, which lolled laPily out of both sides of 

its mouth when it hit the ground and went still. 

I swung until I was ezhausted. I kicked until I was 

caked with dirt and sweat and tufts of torn teztiles. 

x little bald blue man twitched and seiPed when I 

grabbed him by the legs and swung him full force 

into a corner of the altar. I plucked a pink feathery 

Fend from my back and tore it in half with my 

hands and teeth. ItJs tattered wings beat weakly 
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against the stone 0oor as it screeched and then 

died.H

The battle was a frantic storm of color and 

cloth, a torrent of teeth and paws and claws lashed 

out from beneath every black robe. 4espite the 

intensity of their attack, as well as their abundant 

numbers, it was only a few frenPied minutes of 

Fghting until I found myself standing alone in 

the altar room. ”u…ng and pu…ng, I rested my 

hands on my knees as I caught my breath. xll 

around me lay unmoving shapes of bright colors 

and ruined fabrics. It was like a bomb had gone oA 

in Elton johnJs closet.H

I scrutiniPed the only remaining obstacle in the 

room@ the smoking altar. I searched for the pick 

aze I had accidentally 0ung, intending to smash 

the altar into tiny smithereens. I quickly retrieved 

the pick aze and took a mighty swing. 4espite the 

speed of my swing, however, it was too late. Before 

the aze impacted, the altar split in two on its own. 

Black columns of smoke billowed out and some-
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thing like a river of green bile began to bubble 

up and froth upon the 0oor. The pick aze plum-

meted through the smoke and soared into the 

crack that had once been the center of the altar. It 

struck loudly and stuck solidly intoBsomething. I 

wasnJt sure what it struck, as the smoke was thick 

and smothering my vision. Whatever I had struck, 

however, it had started to move. I watched for only 

a moment as the aze handle bobbed and shook, as 

if stuck into the back of an enormous shark that 

was hidden Cust below the calm surface of a pond.

With what little energy and strength I had left, 

I ran.



Puppet Master of 
the Master Puppet 

Race (Tad)

I  continued to rain blows down on Strabo, tiny 

tight left and right ksts fell lime a hailstor.A ps 

each ’unch i.’acted Straboqs smull, he e.itted 

a faint sWueaming sound, lime a chea’ chew toy 

in a dogs .outhA -ith a sudden burst of enerL

gy, Strabo was able to bucm .e ox, sending .e 

s’rawling to the sideA jime an ev’ertly trained ninL

Ba, howeEer, I hit the ground and rolled to .y feet, 

’o’’ing u’ a short distance away lime a 1amuganA I 
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wore a huge grin that I Bust knew would get under 

Straboqs sminA

?Oou want to giEe u’ now”  r you want to wait 

for a co..ercial bream”HFI teasedA

Straboqs eye blinmed twice, slowly, as if he were 

waming fro. a Eery bad drea.A De snarled and 

then .atched .y grinA Tro. the ground, he asmed 

.e, ?Ro you really thinm that you can sto’ .e, 

Phaddeus” I a. bigger, crafted fro. su’erior .aL

terials and Iq. iEy league educatedA plthough I do 

ad.it that it toom so.e ’retty big cotton balls to 

co.e here to kght .e, surely you .ust be able to 

read the writing on the wallA Itqs over, PhaddeusA 

Tor you and your disgusting hu.an friendsAH

Strabo crawled bacmwards until he felt hi.self 

s.acm into so.ething solidA p sly s.ile s’read 

across his face lime s’illed .ilmA It was the target 

boardA Meaching u’ with neatly stitched kngers, 

Strabo folded his kst around the handle of his 

obsidian dagger, which was still buried u’ to the 

hiltA Strabo used it to haul hi.self to his feetA De 
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Wuicmly ’laced a shamy foot against the board and 

yanmed until his wea’on was wrenched freeA

Ny eyes widened at the sight of the shar’ bladeA 

Straboqs eye narrowed into a slit as he raised it, 

’ointing the dagger across the stage with ill inL

tentA -ay aboEe our heads, the lights ;icmered 

o.inouslyA ?-hatqs the .atter”H Strabo asmed, 

his tone .ocming and sinisterA ?Ronqt haEe anyL

thing witty to say now” "o heroic oneLliners for 

.e”H Strabo twirled the darm blade in the s’ace 

between usA Phe air around it see.ed to shi..er 

lime su..er heat on as’haltA Phe obsidian blade 

didnqt see. to re;ect the oEerhead lights any.ore, 

it see.ed to swallow the. u’ insteadA 8If you do, 

you should say the. Wuicmly, while you still haEe 

a tongue at allA8 I wanted to run but I no longer 

see.ed to haEe control oEer .y legsA Ny mnees 

wobbled and mnocmed, threatening to throw .e 

ox balanceA

?It ends today, Phaddeusz Oou, the., this ’itiL

ful evcuse for educational entertain.ent2 all of 
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itA It ends NOW!H Strabo lunged forward, his 

wea’on held aloftA 1oth the blade and his single 

eye see.ed to e.anate heat and a faint ’ur’le 

lightA Phe blade thru..ed as it sliced through 

the airA I gul’ed bacm a boulder of fear that had 

for.ed in .y throat, .y feet re.ained fro:en in 

’laceA It was al.ost as if that blade had hy’noti:ed 

.eA Ny legs chose this unfortunate .o.ent to 

Wuit on .e2 they bucmled and sent .e crashing to 

the stage ;oorA ps I lifted .y eyes to watch Strabo 

and his deadly blade tame ;ight, all I could do was 

ho’e and ’ray that it would be ’ainlessA

p rush of .oEe.ent fro. stage left blurred 

onto the sceneA Phe swiftly .oEing force collided 

with Strabo in .idair, s.ashing into hi. lime a 

stea.rollerA In a tangled hea’, Strabo and 1ricm 

crashed to the stage ;oor with a sound lime a set of 

cy.bals falling down the stairsA Phe dagger ;ew 

free fro. his gras’, s’inning end oEer end until it 

clattered to the groundA -hen it hit, it shattered 

and disa’’eared in a ’ux of s.omeA Phe eerie EiL
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olet light see.ed to be snuxed fro. Straboqs eye 

si.ultaneouslyA

p highL’itched screa. of agony and fury esL

ca’ed fro. Straboqs li’sA ?Toolsz Swinez Oou inL

solent hu.an dogs, donqt you mnow that you can 

neEer sto’ L H but his words died on his li’sA 1ricm 

rose to his full height and grabbed Strabo with 

both ’owerful handsA -ith a cry of righteous rage, 

1ricm held Strabo aboEe his head lime a throwLin at 

a soccer ga.eA 1ricm dug his hands into Straboqs 

stitches and began to twist hi., his hands .oEing 

in o’’osite directions lime he was ad.inistering 

the worldqs biggest Indian burnA Strabo screa.ed 

in strangled agony as his body was contorted and 

tightly twistedA Dis stitches began to ’o’ as 1ricm 

twisted and folded hi. into increasingly unnatL

ural sha’esA Straboqs shoulders burst lime bubble 

wra’, foa. and ;ecms of fur burst fro. his body 

lime ’arty ’o’’ersA 1ricm reEersed the .otion and 

twisted Strabo the other wayA Straboqs necm ri’’ed 

a’art with a sicmening tearing soundA Phreads unL
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s’ooled and stu5ng s’illed out and silently hit 

the ;oorA Phe .ore that Straboqs insides Eacated, 

the tighter 1ricm was able to twist hi.A Strabo 

was wrung out lime a wet rag, gurgling sounds 

and kberkll ev’elled fro. his li’s in increasingly 

weamer EolleysA De was folded and twisted and 

bent bacm onto hi.self lime a screa.ing balloon 

ani.alA p .o.ent or two later, all sounds and 

stu5ng had been s’illedA Strabo was dro’’ed to 

the ;oor, lifeless, a.ong the scattered bits of his 

iEyLleague educated insidesA

?Doly Sesa.e StreetzH I said in shocm, ?Phat 

was the .ost heinous thing IqEe eEer seenzH 1ricm 

closed the distance between usA ?jisten Pad,H he 

started, but I cut hi. oxA

?I .ean, reallyA Phat was terrifyingz I didnqt 

eEen mnow that a ’u’’et could be dis.antled lime 

thatA 7ee:LaLlooz”

?PadzH 1ricm screa.ed .y na.e, sna’’ing .y 

attention bacm to the ’resentA
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?SLsorry ’artnerA Phat was Bust gross, thatqs allA I 

.ean, you really twisted the hecm out of that L H

?Pad, we haEe a ’roble.AH 1ricm leaned down 

to loom .e in .y eyesA I saw the fright dancing 

in his nor.ally ’rofessional ’u’ilsA De had .y 

attentionA

?-hat is it”H I asmed hi.A 1efore he could re’ly, 

howeEer, I got .y answerA

Phe studio ;oor tre.bled beneath our feetA 

1ricmqs eyes went wideA 1elow us, a low constant 

hu..ing began Eibrating the Eery foundation of 

the stageA It started out lime a sustained note fro. 

a bass guitar but it Wuicmly grew so ’owerful and 

loud that it rattled eEerything around usA -ith a 

sound lime s’lintering trees in a thunderstor., the 

stage cracmedA

Munning down the center of the stage, a long 

Bagged sea. of frag.ented ’lanms s’lit a’art and 

se’arated stage right fro. stage leftA 1ricm doEe 

and so.ersaulted to safety when a .assiEe woodL

en blocm rose fro. the creEiceA I followed suit but, 
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before I did, I noticed that the thing rising fro. 

the de’ths of the studio ;oor wasnqt a wooden 

blocm after allC it was a .assiEe wooden handA

I tucmed .y chin and tu.bled to the side, sucL

cessfully taming shelter behind a scul’ted cutout 

of a circus tentA Tro. behind the ’ainted ’ro’ of 

yellow and red stri’es, I watched in shocm and awe 

as the thing continued to rise fro. the s.oming 

gash in the studio ;oorA

Phe .assiEe hand o’ened, ;eved its kngers and 

s.ashed onto the ;oor with the force of a hyL

draulic ha..erA 1uried in the bacm of that hand, 

right between the thu.b and indev knger, was 

so.ething that loomed mind of lime a Eery s.all 

’icm aveA Phe second hand sWuee:ed through a 

.o.ent later, widening the dee’ rift in the stageA 

Phe giant hand was Bointed and s.ooth, coEered 

in a white lacWuer that cracmed and ;amed as the 

’owerful kngers unfurledA Gointing u’ at the ceilL

ing, the kngerti’s s’lit and long thicm strings shot 

forth fro. the ends of the kngersA Phe strings, 
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braided and blacm, thunmed into the Eaulted ceilL

ing aboEe and ’ulled tautA Phey began to hu. and 

glow faintly Eiolet as they sna’’ed tightA

?-hat do we do now”H I shouted to .y ’artL

ner, who I noticed was ducming behind the cutout 

of an old ti.ey carniEal barmerA plthough 1ricmqs 

face .ostly .aintained its ’rofessional blanmness, 

I noticed that the carniEal barmer he gri’’ed was 

tre.bling so.ething kerceA pt a .o.ent lime 

this, Iq. sure that .y ’artner sorely .issed haEL

ing a gun to steady his shaming handA De didnqt 

answerA I wasnqt sure that he eEen heard .e, as 

another .assiEe cracm echoed throughout the stuL

dioA

Phe Eiolet and blacm strings .oEed as if on inL

Eisible ’ulleys, guiding the gargantuan hands u’ 

and u’A 1elow the hands, an enor.ous face was 

sWuee:ing its way free fro. the ;oorA ps the ;oorL

boards around it shattered into ’uxs of s’linters, 

its features were slowly reEealedA
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Phe eyes ca.e krst, large and unblinmingA Phey 

were ’ainted on, yet the blacm color of the ’aint 

see.ed aliEe, giEing the eyes the a’’earance of 

two dee’ oceans of churning darmnessA Phe nose 

was bulbous and rough, lime a rusty doormnob 

but twenty ti.es the si:eA Phe bulging nose cast a 

darm shadow on the u’’er li’, which rose ra’idly 

fro. so.ewhere far belowA Phe li’s were oEerL

si:ed and ancientA 1right red li’s curEed u’ into 

a ’er.anent and hu.orless s.ileA Phe ruby red 

’aint cracmed and ;amed as the s.ile grew2 the 

cheems drew bacm as if they were being o’erated by 

strings .ani’ulated by inEisible kngersA

?1obbyzH I shouted, trying to get .y ’artners 

attention againA ?pre you seeing this”H

Phis ti.e, .y words see.ed to shame hi. fro. 

his s’ellA ?RetectiEe 1ricm,H he said, correcting .e 

in a farLox wayA ?pnd of course I do, that thing is 

’retty da.n hard to .issAH

?-hatqs the ’lan 1obby” I .ean Mobert, errAAI 

.ean ’artner” 1ecause I haEe "  ideaszH
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Phe .arionette brome free fro. the creEice and 

rose to its full heightA It towered oEer eEerything, 

casting a large shadow oEer us and what was left of 

the deEastated stageA Phe large head of Nary pnL

nette brushed the botto.s of the fauv clouds that 

hung on li.’ strings fro. the bea.s oEerheadA 

ps the hanging clouds gently swayed fro. contact 

with the giant head, I could al.ost delude .yself 

into thinming that I was ga:ing u’ at a nice bree:y 

day instead of a .onster that was sure to mill .eA

? may,H 1ricm began, ?-hat if we tried LH

pll at once the de.olished stage began to cream 

and groan beneath us, the structural integrity had 

been soundly obliteratedA Nary pnnetteqs .assiEe 

.ass was too .uch for what was left of the stage, 

it began to di’ and tilt to the right, going sideways 

and down lime the PitanicA ps the stage swayed, 

darm glowing strings began to whi’ around in giL

ant arcs, sounds lime Wuarter sticms of dyna.ite 

acco.’anied each thwacmA 1efore .y .ind could 
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fully co.’rehend this latest horror, screa.s klled 

the airA

Phe giant strings whi’’ed oEerhead, sending 

1ricm and I diEing behind our ’rotectiEe ’ro’sA 

Phe rest of the crew werenqt so lucmyAF

 ne of the .assiEe strings caught our director 

of ’hotogra’hy right in the chestA De screa.e

dAAor at least he tried toA ps the string receded 

fro. his chest, his ar.s went stix, as if .ade of 

woodA Dis smin began to ri’’le and the oliEe color 

of his face dulled to the tevture of faded fabricA 

Dis .outh o’ened to screa. but no sound ca.e 

outA Instead, his cheems ’ulled u’ward and fro:e, 

stitching itself into a ’er.anent s.ileA De had 

beco.e a ’u’’etA

?Doly Dowdy Roodyz Rid you see that”H I 

shouted, although once again it was so.ething 

that was Eery hard to .issA  Phe entire studio 

eru’ted into fren:ied chaosA Garents shielded their 

children and tried to bream down the evit doorsA 

Phe crew .e.bers who were not yet tamen by 
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Straboqs .inions fought tooth and nail with the 

out’ouring ;ood of robed ’u’’etsA Du.ans and 

’u’’ets alime scra.bled oEer the fallen scenery, 

threw chairs in feeble atte.’ts to bream windows, 

or Bust shriemed and ran in circles, ho’ing a giant 

foot wasnqt going to sto.’ the. ;atA

Nary pnnette .oEed in a Bermy te.’o, s’inning 

slowly lime a .usic bov that had not been fully 

cranmedA Der s’in was slow but the bite of her 

strings was WuicmA Phey cracmed and bit and lashed 

out at anything that .oEedA -ith a sicmening 

sna’, one of her strings caught a ’air of .others 

right in the .outhA Phey went li.’, hitting the 

;oor lime lifeless rag dollsA -hen they sat bacm u’ a 

.o.ent later, their a’’lied .ameu’ was changed 

to ’aint on wooden cheems2 their eyes blinmed and 

transfor.ed fro. light blue to glossy blacm butL

tons, buttons which faintly glowed EioletAF

?Phe stringszH I shoutedA ?Pheyqre turning ’eoL

’le into ’u’’etszH
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?Oeah no shiLH 1ricm started to re’ly before 

ducming bacm down, fully hitting the ;oor to narL

rowly .iss one of Naryqs lethal lashesA Der strime 

tore the carniEal cutout in half right oEer his headA

I stared bacm u’ at the ceiling, ga:ing u’ at the 

clouds that now swayed ferociouslyA Phe gentle 

bree:e now s’ome of onco.ing stor.sA Phe catL

walm creamed as Nary pnnetteqs strings tugged at 

the bea.s oEerheadAF

?1obby” I thinm I haEe an ideaAH De o’ened his 

.outh, .ost limely to correct .e on his na.e, but 

I cut hi. ox by ’ointing to the catwalm aboEeA 

Dis ga:e followed .y furry kngerA ?Ro you reL

.e.ber the story of …hicmen jittle”H I asmed hi.A 

No.entary confusion gaEe way to a gri. underL

standingA De noddedA ?jetqs .ame the smy fall,H 

1ricm said coolyA It would haEe sounded so .uch 

cooler if he had been wearing sunglasses when he 

said itA De loomed around and then ’ointed to 

the alu.inu. truss that su’’orted our lighting 

towersA -hen I nodded that I understood, he held 
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u’ three kngers and began the countdownA -hen 

his last knger dro’’ed, we ran for itA

I Eaulted oEer fallen ’ro’s and huddled screa.L

ing  fa.iliesA  I  lea’t  oEer  the  ragged  re.ains 

of Strabo, whose kngers still twitched in death 

throesA ps we ran, eEery string we dodged found its 

.arm so.ewhere elseA Phe air was ’ositiEely klled 

with the sounds of hu.an anguish and burbling 

transfor.ationsA

Uuicmly we .ade our way oEer to the truss, 

which led u’ to the smylights, the catwalm and the 

rustling cloudsA -e cli.bed at a breamnecm ’ace, 

dodging obsidian strings that sliced through the 

air lime heat seeming .issilesA F

ps we ascended, a loud hissing sound ca.e fro. 

below usA It rose in ’itch and intensity, soundL

ing lime a bounce house that had s’rung a leamA 

I ’eemed oEer .y shoulder to see what was .amL

ing the noiseA It was Nary pnnetteA Phe ancient 

wooden hinges within her .ighty fra.e were 

grinding and building s’eedA Der cold, ’ainted 
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eyes .et .ine and the hissing fro. between her 

’ainted li’s intensikedA I fro:e in terror, one hand 

gras’ing nothing but air ahead of .e instead of 

the nevt alu.inu. rungA Naryqs gears turned her 

body to face .e and with a .ighty hiss and roar, 

she launched her de.onic strings toward .eA ps 

they ra’idly a’’roached, in the bacm of .y .ind I 

wondered if they would mill .e or change .e into 

a hu.anA Jnowing what I mnew about hu.an 

hygiene, taves and their weird genitalia, I ho’ed 

for deathA

?joom outzH 1obby shouted but he was already 

in .otionA ps I re.ained fro:en in ’lace, stucm 

to the alu.inu. truss lime a tongue stucm to a 

.etal ’ole at …hrist.as ti.e, .y ’artner released 

his gri’ on the truss and Bu.’edA De ;ew in slow 

.otion, diEing in front of .e lime a secret serEice 

agent in the .oEies taming a bullet for the ’resL

identA -ith the shar’ cracming sound of a whi’, 

the strings bit into 1ricmqs bacm, sinming dee’ into 

his ;esh lime a ’acm of .eat ther.o.etersA De 
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threw his head bacm and howled in cri’’ling ’ain 

as he ’lu..eted to the stage below, the transforL

.ation already beginning as he descended in free 

fallA

Dis ears elongated and ca.e to a sto’ at a shar’ 

’oint lime a desert rabbitA Dis ;esh ri’’led and 

ruKed and his left ar. brome out in a thicm layL

er of coarse furA Lust before he hit the stage, his 

bacm ’uxed out and beca.e soft and swollen as 

s’ecmled ;eece grew fro. the .any ri’s in his 

shirtA De hit with a soft thud and I ’rayed that he 

had beco.e soft enough to surEiEe that fallA 9ither 

way, I refused to let his sacrikce be for nothingA 

-ith a terrible cry of rage and deter.ination I 

Eiolently shoom the towerA Nore strings whi’’ed 

out at .e but I dodged the. with lightning s’eedA 

ps I cli.bed, I dodged near constant attacms until 

I got to the catwalmA Tro. there, I threw .y whole 

body into the railings, krst one side and then the 

otherA I rocmed the creaming walm until I heard 

things bend and groan and sna’A pll the while, 
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strings were lashing out at .e, .aming des’erate 

grabs for .e, but I .anaged to elude the. allAF

Phe strings tore chunms of ’laster and bits of 

wooden bea.s fro. aboEeA Phe strings gri’’ed 

.etal railings and bent the. with frightening 

strength as they recededA Netal ’oles sna’’ed lime 

celery all around .eA Phe clouds began to fall, as 

did a few of the heaEy s’otlightsA pll around .e 

the smy was falling, crashing noisily into the stage 

and the abyss belowA

Phe catwalm teeteredA I lea’t ox of it with no 

real ’lan, only blind faithA ps .y feet left it, the 

catwalm fellA

Phe entire set of I.agination Station began to 

colla’se in on itself lime a dying star2 the clouds, 

scaxolding, ’ro’s and lighting all fell to the stage 

in a  catastro’hic  hea’A  So.e of  it  fell  with a 

deafening s.ashing sound as glass and wood and 

’lastic hit the cri’’led stageA So.e of it disa’L

’eared into the s.oming blacm hole that was once 

center stage2 those things didnqt .ame a sound 
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as they were swallowed u’A ps I ra’idly fell, I 

sensed so.ething soft and ;uttering in front of 

.eA In des’eration I reached out with both hands 

and grabbed for anything I could hold ontoA Ny 

screa.s were .uKed as .y face buried itself into 

the thicm cri.son curtains that ;a’’ed wildly beL

fore .eA I grabbed it, lost .y gri’ and tu.bled a 

few .ore feet, and then was able to gras’ it kr.ly 

in .y kstsA I Eiolently Bermed to a sto’ about ten 

feet fro. the ;oorA Phe sto’ was so sudden that I 

heard a tearing sound and felt .y ar.s beco.e a 

few inches longerA

Nary pnnette bellowed with unearthly rage as 

the falling wrecmage rained down u’on herA p 

falling s’otlight cracmed half of her bulbous nose, 

sending it ;ying down into the abyssA She hissed 

and uttered a highL’itched screech as the catwalm 

fell nevt, .assiEe .etal chunms thundering down 

u’on herA It ’u..eled the ’aint fro. her woodL

en ;esh and bore large holes into her synthetic 

smullA ps bigger ’ieces crashed into her, she was 
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cru.’led, buried and battered, descending with 

.onstrous cries as she was forcibly beaten bacm 

into the s.oming gorgeA Phe blacm robed .inions 

ran oEer and tried to grab hold of her, des’erately 

trying to haul her out of har.s wayA ps she conL

tinued to slide dee’er into the chas., her fu::y 

;unmies fell and ’linmed away into the allLconsu.L

ing darmnessA

 ne by one, Nary pnnetteqs .onstrous .ariL

onette strings lost their gri’ on the bea.s aboEeA 

p few of the. sna’’ed with sounds si.ilar to 

Eiolin strings breaming under ’ressureA Phe broL

men strings s’armed and k::led as they fellA Phe 

re.aining strings tore loose and brought a few 

s’lintered bea.s down with the.A Nary pnL

nette lay beneath a .ountain of debrisA Der cries 

changed fro. ’ained, to .ournful, to ter.inalA 

Der .a..oth li.bs Bermed and died with a ’roL

longed hissA Tinally, she lay still, aside fro. a few 

gargantuan kngers that still ;eved and sei:ed lime 

the legs of a freshly sWuashed daddy longLlegsA
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I tried to cli.b down fro. .y ’erch on the curL

tains but .y newly elongated ar.s tore a bit .ore, 

sending .e tu.bling clu.sily to the groundA I 

landed with a soft thudA  nce the shocm wore ox, 

I struggled to .y feetA pll at once I re.e.beredC 

Bobby!

I ran to where .y ’artners body had fallenA ps 

I ’icmed .y ’ath through the debris and rubL

ble, I heard a few cries of reliefA Phe ’eo’le who 

had been transfor.ed into ’u’’ets were being 

returned to their hu.an for.A  ne by one they 

sat u’, shaming their heads as if to wame the.selEes 

fro. a night.areA ps they blinmed, their button 

eyes .elted and returned to hu.an irisesA Pheir 

’ainted wooden s.iles dissolEed into soft ;eshy 

onesA Seeing this klled .e with ho’e as I ’icmed 

.y way oEer to 1ricmA Tinally, I arriEed at the deL

tectiEeqs sideA

?Dey ’artner,H I said softlyA ?Dow about nevt 

ti.e we ’icm a kght with so.ething a little s.allL

er” jime a socm ’u’’et with ignorant o’inions, 
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or so.ething lime thatAH I bent down and ’laced 

a co.forting hand on .y ’artners bacmA It was 

soft and rotund with s’ecmled ;eece ’oming out 

fro. the gashes in his clothingA ? h no,H I uttered 

.iserablyA ?OouqreAAyouqreMHF

RetectiEe 1ricm sat u’ in a slu.’ and loomed 

down at his body with disgustA De turned his 

fu::y ar. oEer and ins’ected it with a sneer that 

contorted his faceA ?A puppet,H he knished for 

.eA De wretchedly s’at out the second word, 

as if the word itself were acco.’anied by a foul 

tasteA De reached u’ and felt his long ’ointy ears, 

letting out such a long sigh that I half ev’ectL

ed hi. to de;ate before .y eyesA Phen, with a 

laugh that sounded .ore lime an angry barm, he 

said, ?-ellMshitAH De continued to loom oEer his 

trans.ogriked ;eshA Dis eyes were .is.atched, 

one was the nor.al, wellLtrained eye of a Eeteran 

detectiEeA Phe other was round and .ade of glass, 

a .uted color that was halfway between blacm and 
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EioletA Dis dissi.ilar eyes loomed u’ at .e and 

asmed a si.’le WuestionC ?-hy”H

I shruggedA ?I donqt mnow 1obbyAAerr 1ricm, 

1obby 1ricmA  I  .eanAA.aybe because  she was 

milled before you were done transfor.ing”H

De blew out another long sighA ? r .aybe itqs 

because .y life is one long cruel BomeAH Dis li’s 

were not wooden and red but they still had the 

unnatural ’allor of ancient fabricA Dis .outh was 

no longer fully hu.an, but his scowl was still one 

hundred ’ercent 1ricmA ?Puppets,H he s’at again 

with a shame of his headAF

?If it hel’s, the change is barely noticeable,H I 

liedA 1ricm shot to his feetA

?Dardly noticeable”z pre you out of your ’uny 

’u’’et .ind” Ro you see these freaming 1ugs 

1unny ears  I  haEe”  I  can ’icm u’ the …hristL

ian rocm station fro. two towns oEer on these 

thingszH
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I hung .y headA "ot fro. sha.e, not entirely, 

but also to hide Bust the slightest hint of a s.ileA 

?Sorry,H I .anaged to get outA

1ricm snortedA ?OeahAAyeah youqre sorryA -ell 

then, that .ames it  all  better,  doesnqt it”H De 

glanced down at his furry ar. againA ?-hat a. 

I su’’osed to do now” Iq. going to be micmed 

ox the force, ’u’’ets canqt be ’olice.enAH ps he 

continued to ins’ect his newly fabricated body, 

one hecm of an idea ca.e to .eA I loomed at .y 

’artner with a DN79 s.ile on .y faceA De saw it 

and sneeredA

?"o,H he said Wuietly, .ore of a groan than a 

wordA ?-hat” -hat is it”H

I bea.ed and gestured around at the wrecmage 

of .y for.er teleEision showA ?I haEe an idea,H I 

told hi.A ?p great onezH

1ricm sighed and closed his dixering eyesA ?7od 

hel’ .e,H he .utteredA ?-hat is it”H



Fuzzy Fuzz

A n excited child rushed over to the television 

set and turned it on. 

“It’s on, it’s on! Mommy, come look! It’s on!”

Grumbling under her breath, the child’s mother 

came over and dutifully watched with a forced 

smile as the show’s theme song rang out:

They’re puppets on patrol and they’re ready for 

the fight,

Mustache Magurk and Tad, protect the people in 

the night.

One’s got a felt face, the other’s half real,
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Both with a love for justice and a happy lawful 

zeal.

The Fuzzy Fuzz! It’s the Fuzzy Fuzz!

The greatest partners, and friends, that there ever 

was!

The Fuzzy Fuzz! Yes it’s the Fuzzy Fuzz!

Solving crimes and cracking jokes, it’s just what 

this team does!

Sock puppet thieves and a googly-eyed crook,

Tad’s got the fuzzy cuffs and Magurk’s got the 

look.

No problem is too big and no mystery too small,

For the world’s greatest duo, they can solve them 

all!

The Fuzzy Fuzz! It’s the Fuzzy Fuzz!

The greatest partners, and friends, that there ever 

was!

The Fuzzy Fuzz! Yes it’s the Fuzzy Fuzz!
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Solving crimes and cracking jokes, it’s just what 

this team does!

THE FUZZY FUZZ!

The child's mother did her best not to roll her 

eyes. Really, she thought to herself. Puppet police-

men? How ridiculous!



Second String

I t had been a few weeks since the catastroph-

ic event that the studio was simply calling 

‘the incident’. The stage was repaired, the cast, 

crew and studio audience had all been handsome-

ly compensated and directed to sign NDAs. In 

short, it seemed like everyone, especially those in 

the entertainment world, were ready to move on. 

Tad had leveraged ‘the incident’ into a fat new 

contract for him and Brick, as well as one for all 

of the homeless puppets in his old community. 

As Fuzzy Fuzz climbed the ratings charts, the 

terrible memories of that dreadful day began to 
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fade away like the bright color of cheaply made 

fabrics.

It wasn’t until much later that the Fnal loose 

end in the case reemerged.

Tad had found him in Studio ;, a small record-

ing  spot  that  was  rarely  used,  even when the 

backrooms were a hotbed for criminal puppet 

cult activities. Studio ;, which was usually re-

served for green screen interviews and commer-

cial voiceovers, was glowing an eerie violet color. 

Tad stepped through the broken entrance to the 

studio' the door hung limply from its frame like 

a loose tooth in a giant“s mouth. In the center of 

the room was a lone Fgure, illuminated by a single 

”ickering spotlight. 

zSteve?q Tad gasped.

The former director of Imagination Station 

hung from the ceiling, doEens of wriggling strings 

were knotted together in a familiar symbol above 

his head. The strings shimmered softly, Wuivering 
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as if blowing in the windHor as if they were being 

manipulated by invisible Fngers.

The strings were attached to Steve. Not stabbed 

into his ”esh, not sewn into his clothing. They 

were simply Uust attached to him, as if they were 

always a part of him. ;rom the tips of his Fngers 

to the nape of his neck, thin threads Uiggled and 

Uerked and pulsed with a thrumming light.

…hen Tad walked into  the  abandoned stu-

dio,  Steve  looked  up  at  him  and  smiled.  ?is 

cheeks were pulled upward by translucent strings, 

spreading his red smile like butter on toast. ?e 

swayed gently, his feet hovering Uust above the 

ground.

z?ello Thaddeus,q Steve said in a voice that 

sounded vacant and somehow faraway. 

zS-Steve, w-we all thought that you were dead. 

5mm..are..are you doing alrightCq The pitch of 

Tad’s voice rose with concern as he eyed the strings 

holding up his former employer.
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Steve’s head tilted. zOf course, Thaddeus. I’m 

more myself than I’ve ever been.q Steve’s voice 

contained no malice, no sarcasm, no hint of irony. 

It was all calm certainty.

z…-well th-that’s good,q Tad said weakly. zSince 

umm..since the incident, we’ve had people work-

ing on what happened, studying it. …e’re getting 

close to understanding what happened. To you.

.to Bobby. Maybe if I cut you down we can help 

you change back and -q

zxhange backCq Steve’s red lips stretched fur-

ther, his cheeks bobbed higher until his smile 

looked painful, looked like it could rupture right 

o6 of  his  sallow face.  z…hy would I  want to 

change backCq

Tad blinked in surprise. zBecause you’re a hu-

man being, Steve. 7ou’re not supposed to have 

strings.q As if in response to being mentioned, the 

strings shivered.

zAnd yet I do, don’t I ThaddeusCq Steve lift-

ed a hand and eAamined the strings connected to 
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his Fngertips. They glinted like Fshing line that 

caught the moonlight. zBesides,q Steve said in his 

vacant yet layered voice, zthings are so much easier 

now. I don’t need to eat, I don’t need to sleep. I 

don’t even have to decide what I want anymore. 

The strings,q he said, holding the hand even high-

er for emphasis, zThe strings decide. The strings 

know.q Steve lurched forward, his whole body 

Uerking and snapping back in place like a bedsheet 

”apping on a clothesline. ?e laughed. zThere’s 

no pain, there’s no fear. There’s only purpose and 

direction. All I need to do is follow.q

That unsettling sentiment caused Tad to shiver. 

zThat’s kind of creepy, Steve. xome on, I’m going 

to go get you some help.q Tad tried to walk away 

but he was halted by a movement from above. 

Appearing from thin air, a few doEen more strings 

slowly descended, forming a wavering curtain of 

obsidian between Tad and the broken doorway. 

The strings curled and coiled in the air like curious 

tentacles, they reached out and beckoned towards 
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Tad, as if asking him to Uoin them. Tad ducked his 

head and ”attened himself against the studio wall.

zI’m sorry Steve,q he said. zI Uust wanted to help 

you, not be roped into some kind of evil puppet 

show.q

Steve continued to smile unwaveringly, as if it 

were painted on. zThen you should leave right 

now, Thaddeus. Because the neAt act is about to 

start.q

As his frantically ”eeing feet carried him further 

from the strung out director, Tad heard Steve’s 

mad laughter turn to bestial screams.


