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      Todd's Story

    


    
      Three Teens, A Hurricane, and the Smell of Oranges

    


    
      by David M. Crampton

    


  


  
    
      Todd's great-uncle dies.


    


    
      It only took them three days to put uncle Ralph in the ground. He had had the last stroke in the morning. They had the viewing the next day, and today they'd put him in the ground. Just like that and everything was done... the man's life, the man's dreams, the man's history, snuffed out, buried, and doled out to the hungry vultures. Seventy-two hours.

    


    
      Todd put the black rose on the coffin. He backed away, and something inside him, something that he didn't understand, screamed and clawed and tore out its hair. It couldn't be over, something of it all had to live on, didn't it?


      Well, didn't it?


      The looks that everyone was giving each other said no, it damn well did not, and what will happen to me when they put me in the ground? Nobody was thinking of Uncle Ralph; they were thinking about being in that box themselves. Well, screw them. Todd knew that he was in a better place. Being here was for losers.


      He stuffed his hands in his pockets and headed toward his dad's Buick gas-guzzler. His mom looked at him and started crying again. Could she get more emotional about this? Not fucking likely. What right did she have, anyway. Uncle Ralph was Dad's uncle. Todd's great-uncle, if you cared. His Dad was choked up, but not like Mom. He was still in control. He wouldn't flip out until he hit the scotch.


      Todd sat in the back seat as his mom got in the front. He looked out the window as the car was started. The trees and overcast sky slid by, and Todd just couldn't think. His head was filled with memories of Uncle Ralph. The smell of pipe smoke, the rustle of old paper, and the music that his beat-up ancient calliope made. Uncle Ralph used to play on that thing all the time. It could remind you of the circus, or give you nightmares, depending on how you played it. Uncle Ralph had known how to play it.


      "Todd?" His Dad's voice was cracked and creepy.


      "Yeah, Dad?" He sounded tired, even to himself. His Mom started crying again, but at least she was quiet this time.


      "Uncle Ralph left behind a will." Oh, great. Here it comes. Family bullshit about who gets what. Feuds started by vultures. "He mentioned you in it. Your mother and I can accept things for you, but if you're up to it, I think old Ralph would have wanted you there."


      That figured. Now he was a vulture. He would have things that others felt they deserved, when all he wanted was to have everything about this just go away. He looked at his dad, who was concentrating on the road for all he was worth. There was the Christmas-eve excitement about gifts, just poking itself into Todd's brain, making all of this more confusing and painful.


      "Yeah, sure, I'll go." Another day off from school. What the hell.


      


    

  


  
    
      Todd gets a gift.


    


    
      The lawyer's office smelled like orange peels, and it made Todd's mouth water. It was sick, wanting to eat at a will-reading. He was sure that he was some kind of freakishly horrible person to be thinking about eating now.


      The palpable greed around him didn't even take his appetite away. Damn, he wanted an orange! They wanted to feed on the carrion of Uncle Ralph's life, and he wanted a goddamn orange. His mom gave him a nasty look, so he took off his headphones. He let the rest of the room sample his Perfect Circle CD for a few seconds before he hit stop on his MP3 player. The lawyer shuffled his papers and cleared his throat.


      Silence crashed over the room; Todd was sure that a mental chant of "I want" caused it. The lawyer sipped from a glass of water and began. Todd closed his eyes and tried to stop thinking about oranges. The monotone droning of the lawyer's voice lulled him nearly to sleep. His mind drifted, and he was standing in a grove of orange trees in sunny Florida. He laughed, in his mind, and spun around.


      He jumped up and snatched an orange from its branch. Todd tore off the peel and took an enormous bite out of it. The taste was perfect, and the juice filled his mouth with happiness. Here was a good place; the kind of place where Uncle Ralph had to have gone.


      At that thought, thunder boomed in the distance. Clouds were gathering in an all-too-familiar spiral pattern. Something squirmed wetly in Todd's hand, and he reflexively dropped the rotting, worm-ridden orange.


      The winds began to howl through the rows of orange trees. Unreasoning terror bubbled in Todd's heart, sending him at a dead run away from the storm. The wind blew harder and harder, pulling down rotted orange after rotted orange. A shadow blanketed everything; the spinning and churning clouds thickened and drew together. The wind was whistling fast and hard in Todd's ears as he fled, reminding him of the eerie, haunting sounds of the calliope. Lightning crashed, thunder hammered at his ears, and the rain began to fall. Sheets of it pounded him and turned the dirt to mud. Todd slipped on the peel of an orange and slid headfirst into the Florida mud.


      The storm was after him. It wanted to consume him. Somehow he knew that it had consumed Uncle Ralph, and was coming for him, now. He tried to scramble back to his feet, but the mud sucked at him, drawing him down. He struggled, sinking more and more. The storm closed in, and the earth itself kept him prisoner, holding him until he was consumed. There was a sharp pain in his side, and he was suddenly falling.


      He hit the floor of the lawyer's office with a thud and a yelp. The smell of oranges had soured. Everyone was staring at him, and his mother was giving him a death-glare. "Honestly, Todd. The least you could do is stay awake." He blushed purple and climbed back into his seat. The lawyer cleared his throat and continued.


      "To my great-nephew Todd, I leave my house, and every possession in it." Gasps and shocked curses were whispered from all around. "In the event that I pass on before Todd turns eighteen, it shall remain in trust to him. Arrangements for upkeep of the house and yard have already been made. It is my sincerest wish that Todd explore the house fully, and do with my belongings as his heart leads him. I also ask that his parents not stand in the way of this. Todd has my trust, and will not do wrong by it."

    


  


  
    
      Todd steels himself.


    


    
      

    


    
      I'm done being there for others
They have their pain and so do I
Don't need to feel it all over
I try to hold on and you bring me down

    


    
      We wait, we hate
We try to get away
Mistake my pain
It has been lead astray
I'm looking around, I drop to the ground
Why does it have to end this way


      Feeling numb, so long
Oh God it's just everything
It's everything
Now I pray for all of them to go away!


      I'm done being there for others
They have their pain and so do I
Don't need to feel it all over
I try to hold on and you bring me down

    


    
      Korn, "I'm Done"

    


    
      Todd sat in his basement room. He was listening to Korn, cranked up to the point that almost hurt his years. Despite the trashing around and headbanging that Korn usually inspired, Todd sat still on his futon mattress. He was holding the keys to Uncle Ralph's house - his house - and just staring at them. It wasn't a big house, but it had felt like a dusty maze when he'd last been there. Why in the hell would old Uncle Ralph give him something so big, worth so much, hell, with so much responsibility attached?


      He closed his fist around the keys, and drew his arm back to throw them across the room. At the last second, he stopped, and made a disgusted face. If he threw them, he'd likely never find them again. Clothes, CD cases, comic books, and video game magazines literally covered the floor. The often-used incense was the only thing keeping the air breathable down here.


      Todd's parents never came down here any more, anyway. They were big believers in privacy and respecting each others' space. That made it really easy to hide the beer and the weed. The Korn track ended, filling the world with silence for a moment that lasted forever. He tossed his headphones onto the mattress and turned off his stereo. He grabbed his black hoodie sweatshirt and pulled it over his head. He slipped his feet into his laceless Sketchers and grabbed his car keys.


      He took the basement stairs two at a time; he would have to be going pretty fast to avoid any of his parents' attempts at being "involved" - especially so soon after the funeral and reading of the will - as he headed out the door.


      Their questions of "Where are you off to?" and "Todd, when are you going to clean your room?" were barely deflected by the door as he raced out of the house. He certainly didn't hear his father, Richard, say to his mother, Vanessa, "I hate to say it, 'Ness, but I don't think he's ready for such a big responsibility."


      He swung the door shut on his thirteen-year-old rustbucket car, trying to think of a reason not to go to the house. He shoved in the clutch and turned the key, listening to the engine cough to life. The muffler roared and rattled in protest, so he turned up the music to compensate. The bouncy style of Soul Coughing lifted his mood on the way to explore his new house.

    


    
      I don't mind the worry following me like a dinosaur...
I don't fear I am descending into the molten core...
So far, I have not found the science,
But the numbers keep on circling me.

    


    
      The numbers keep on circling me.

    


    
      Soul Coughing, "So Far I Have Not Found the Science"


      

    

  


  
    
      Todd enters the house.


    


    
      

    


    
      I don't need to walk around in circles

    


    
      When the ghostly dust of violence traces everything
And when the gas runs out just wreck it, you insured the thing


      But I can't sigh now that you made the move
It has gone and gone to dogs, lay down on the floor
For the right price I can get everything
Slip into the car, go driving to the farthest star

    


    
      Soul Coughing, "Circles"

    


    
      Todd turned off the car and pulled hard on the parking break. Its series of clicks was reassuring as Uncle Ralph's house loomed in front of him. There was little grass on the postage-stamp lot, but the hedges reached nearly to the roof of the house's first story. There was one tree in the front yard, and it had already dropped most of its leaves for the fall. The house itself was two stories tall, with a full-height attic and an unfinished basement. Its roof had a steep slant, and Todd guessed that it would be pretty hard not to fall if you were standing up there.


      Todd strolled up the walk, trying to look at least half as intimidated as he felt. Something felt missing here, as if the house itself had a chunk missing. Uncle Ralph, of course. He managed to get the key into the lock on the second try, and slowly swung the front door open. Familiar smells washed over him, and he smiled. He'd never realized how comfortable he'd felt at this house until now, when it was too late to thank Uncle Ralph. Todd opened the front closet and slipped off his shoes. His eyes drifted over the odd assortment of jackets, coats, umbrellas, and shoes that stuffed the small space. Why had Ralph needed all of these, or were they holdovers from when he'd been younger? He looked at the hats sitting on the upper shelf, and pulled down a corduroy taxi driver's hat. He couldn't ever remember Ralph wearing even half of this stuff.


      Todd put the hat on, and decided to explore the main floor first. As his foot landed in its first step on the creaky hardwood floor, his cell phone rang its shrill, demanding ring. He dug it out of the leg pocket of his jeans and answered with a dull, "H'lo?"


      "Hey sugar-bear, it's me." Shelia, his girlfriend. "What're you up to?" Todd rolled his eyes at the pet name.


      "Nothin'. Checkin' out old Ralph's place."


      "Your great-uncle?"


      "Yeah, he left me his house and all the stuff in it." Todd felt that queasy feeling as guilt assaulted him. Nothing better than a vulture.


      "You're SHITTING me! He left you a HOUSE?! That's fucking sweet! Are you gonna move out of your parents' house?"


      "Can't. House is in some sort of trust fund until I'm eighteen." He was strolling around the house now. Through the living room and into old Ralph's den. "I guess I can take or use the stuff in the house, though." The den was walled in bookshelves, with stand lamps in each corner. In the center of the room was an overstuffed and cracked leather chair, flanked by an end table and a stand ash tray. "You workin' today?"


      "Yeah, three to close. Thunk said he'd come by and visit me today. You should, too!" Todd pulled out the drawer of the end table, discovering a full pack of Nat Shermans and several silvery cigar cases. They were some brand called Helix.


      "Sure. Talk to you then."


      "Bye!" It'd be cool to hang out with Shelia and Thunk. He hadn't really seen anybody since the funeral, and maybe they'd cancel out the weirdness of old Ralph being gone. Todd took out one of the cigar cases and found a cutter and Zippo in the drawer. He unscrewed the end of the case, tipped the cigar out, and cut the end into the ash tray. He carefully lit the cigar and pocketed the Zippo.


      This whole place was starting to feel ancient, so he might as well feel older, too.

    


  


  
    
      Todd meets strangers.


    


    
      Todd pulled a few puffs of the cigar smoke into his mouth. It stung a little, but it was a full, rich flavor. The hat and the stogie definitely made him feel older, and a little more like he had a right to be here. The kitchen was empty. There were no dishes, glasses, stored food - perishable or not - anywhere. The fridge was there, but empty. Toaster, microwave, oven, all super-clean, like they'd never been used. No pots or pans, either. How weird was that?


      Feeling spooked, Todd headed back to the living room. He stared at the dominating piece of furniture. The calliope's tallest pipes had needed part of the ceiling to be removed, just to fit. There was an air pump in a nearby closet that powered the monstrous instrument. He clamped the cigar in his teeth and pulled the bench out. This was greedy sacrilege, but Todd could not stop himself. He sat down and sat his cigar on the built-in ash tray. He gently ran his fingers over the once-white keys, remembering the first time he had touched Sheila.


      There was no sheet music that Todd could see, though he could never really remember old Ralph using music. It had always seemed to pour out of him, and the keys had moved as if they'd just been waiting. Todd picked up the cigar, and drew a few more puffs from it. He could definitely spend a couple of hours here. He turned on the bench, surveying the living room. Framed pictures everywhere, old magazines stacked on end tables between garish sofas and chairs, framed news clippings, from all different eras, and no television.


      That was one thing Todd would have to change before he moved in, if only for his gaming consoles. Who knows, maybe there was one upstairs. Todd glanced down at his watch. The mall where Shelia worked was a half-hour drive away, and it was already three. He took a couple more puffs from the cigar and carefully put it out in the calliope's ash tray. Good god, he wished he could move in right away. Two years would be an eternity to wait. He took his car keys out of his hoodie's pocket and looped the house's keys onto the ring. He stepped out onto the porch, making sure that the door was shut and locked. He stuffed his hands into his hoodie's pocket and headed down the walk to his car.


      About halfway there, he stopped dead in his tracks. His mouth hung open as he stared at a car parked along the other side of the street. It was a boat, for sure. A giant, off-white, Oldsmobile land-barge. There was surprisingly little rust on it. In front of the car stood two large men, both with brown goatees and brown hair. They could have been brothers. One was wearing a trench coat that was covered in metal plates, and was staring straight at him. The other looked like some sort of game show host. He had a top hat, a long coat that flared out at the bottom, and some kind of shiny shirt. He was gesturing wildly at the street, and was all smiles. It looked like he was trying to convince the other guy of something.


      Todd shook his head to clear it. There were plenty of freaks everywhere, there was no reason that these two should have taken him by surprise like that. He walked the rest of the way to his car, and got in. Mostly to convince himself that he wasn't afraid, he spent a minute or two choosing which CD to listen to.


      ICP made the cut and drowned out Todd's shaken confidence. It worked so well that he didn't even see the Olds pull out and start following him.

    


    
      Boys and girls, it's nighty night time
Happy J the Clown has a nursery rhyme!
It's about The Boogie Woogie Man
Keep your light on as long as you can
Cuz when it cuts off, so does your head
Boogie Woogie Woogie waits under your bed
With a shank, splah!, up through the bottom
Little Jimmy Jimmy, uh, got 'em.

    


    
      -Insane Clown Posse, "Boogie Woogie Wu"

    


  


  
    
      Todd goes shopping.


    


    
      Come one, come all, and witness magic!
I introduce to you an occult sorcerer
Of the ancient craft of Necromancy
A caster of mind-bending illusions
From the nether void of the shadow walkers
A soul from Shangra La, The Great Milenko!

    


    
      Insane Clown Posse, "Great Milenko"

    


    
      Todd turned off his clunker and yanked the parking brake into place. He reeked of cigar smoke, but it wasn't unpleasant. He got out of the car, pocketed his keys, and slammed the door shut. Todd liked to park as far from the mall's entrance as he could without looking like he worked there. No easy task for a teenager with an ancient car, but he tried anyway. Too many fender benders up front with soccer-mom SUV drivers, and too many break-ins near the road that circled the mall complex. He shoved his hands in his hoodie's pocket and began the trek to the mall's entrance.


      Saturdays were always crowded, and Todd had to practically shoulder his way through the entrance. He got plenty of dirty looks from over-40 cows, but he figured it was easy to shrug that shit off when you're not part of their herd. Maybe he shouldn't have smirked, because two seconds later a rent-a-pig put a hand on his shoulder. "Hold it right there, chief. Mind tellin' me where you're headed?"


      Todd whipped around, suddenly full of rage. "Get your hand off me, chief, or your security company's gonna get sued into oblivion." He had an incredible urge to swing at the overweight and pimply 30-something goon, but held it back. "I'm going to visit my girlfriend. She works here. And if you leave me the fuck alone, I might spend money here." The security guard took his hand off of Todd's shoulder and tried to give him a stern look.


      "Empty your pockets." The guard's hand strayed to his billy-club. "I think you're shoplifting."


      "Right. I'm going to steal something, go outside, and come back in, after I just got away with it. Eat shit and die." Todd turned his back on the security guard and walked away. After eight or ten steps, the rage drained out of him, and he couldn't believe that he'd just gotten away with that. Maybe he should stop by the guard station and complain. Better yet, he should get his mom to do it. Those fat pig-wanna-be's would never hear the end of it. Todd shelved the idea for later. Shelia was why he was here. Sheila and Thunk. He needed a dose of normal, and no one was better suited to provide it than those two. He made a left at the center of the mall, and headed down to the Hot Topic. Shelia worked part-time there, and it was one of the only places left in the mall that didn't call security if you wanted to hang out for a while before you bought something.


      Todd waved to Sheila as he walked between the fake cast-iron gates that stood at each side of the entrance of this goth-kid's store. Thunk was there, too, and they both waved back. Todd gave the merchandise a cursory glance on his way to the checkout desk. He got up real close, leaned over the desk, and drooled out, "How much for zeh weeeeemen?" Thunk tried to squelch his laughter, but Sheila burst into giggles.


      "Unfortunately, uh, sir, our weemen aren't for sale, but could I perhaps interest you in some titanium nipple rings? They're quite the rage this season." Now Todd burst into laughter, and Thunk could contain himself no longer. A couple of shoppers - parents of a subculture they didn't understand, no doubt - gave them all dirty looks, but everyone else just smiled and continued their browsing. "You stink. Did you find ancient piles of old man's dirty laundry or something?"


      "Nah, just some cigars." Thunk smiled hugely and Sheila rolled her eyes. "There's a bunch of other cool stuff, but I really haven't had any time to explore yet." Todd fidgeted as Sheila looked him up and down. She shook her head and went to change the CD in the store's player. Thunk watched her go, eyes glued to her ass.


      "Man, you are one lucky S.O.B." Todd smirked, a bit nervously. "So, you hear what you missed at school yet?" Todd relaxed as Thunk filled him in on the gossip and bullshit assignments that he'd missed. Sheila slipped a Depeche Mode CD into the player and jabbed the play button.

    


    
      Take second best
Put me to the test
Things on your chest
You need to confess
I will deliver
You know I'm a forgiver

    


    
      Reach out and touch faith
Reach out and touch faith

    


    
      Depeche Mode, "Personal Jesus"

    


  


  
    
      Todd eats toast.


    


    
      I don't want to start any blasphemous rumours
But I think that God's got a sick sense of humor
And when I die I expect to find Him laughing

    


    
      Depeche Mode, "Blasphemous Rumors"

    


    
      The waitress slowly unloaded her heavy burden. “Who had the smothered cheese fries with bacon? Thunk? Here you go. I'll get our extra side of ranch in a second. Let's see. Grilled chicken salad. That's you, right Sheila? And last, but certainly not least, is the Grand Slam, eggs over easy and white toast. There you are, Todd.” Thunk's older sister smiled down at them. “Need a refill on those cokes?” Everyone nodded. “Be right back.” They liked to eat at the Denny's outside the mall after Sheila's shift ended. You could hang out for hours without getting bitched out. It was right outside Sheila's work, and Thunk's older sister always made sure that the drinks never showed up on the bill. Of course, they teased Thunk incessantly about it.


      Todd started slathering his toast with strawberry jelly. Sheila was picking at her salad while Thunk was wolfing down his heart-attack-in-a-platter. Sheila mercilessly stabbed through a piece of onion, lettuce, and into a crouton. “How much do you think your uncle's place is worth, Todd?” Todd looked over at Sheila, toast almost in his mouth. He took a bite, and chewed thoughtfully.


      “I dunno. I don't even know how much a house usually goes for. I guess I'd have to get an inspector or something. And there's so much stuff, you guys. I mean, you could probably spend months just going through it all.”


      “So what?” Sheila carefully dipped her salad in the little bowl of low-fat dressing. “Tons of boring old man junk. Probably better off in the trash.” She crunched through her greens.


      “No way!” Thunk actually put his fork down. Todd and Sheila just stared. “No way, man. All that stuff, all that junk... Todd's uncle kept it for a reason, right? I mean, why would some old fogie keep stuff unless it had some kind of, uh, emotional connection? Reminded him of something, or whatever.” Thunk looked from Todd to Sheila, then went bright red under their stares. “Like my Grandma's spoon collection.” He squirmed for a few seconds before his friends burst into a gale of giggles.


      Sheila imitated an old woman's voice and started clawing at Thunk. “Not my spoooons! Please, Thunk, take anything else, but leave me my spoooooooons!” Thunk tried to roll his eyes, but ended up chuckling along. “Thunk, you have the weirdest family ever.”


      “I heard that.” Thunk's older sister sat the pop refills on the table while everyone did their best to look innocent. The waitress wagged a finger at them, then rushed to greet some recently-seated customers. They ate for a while in silence, but their dreams of what the house might hold were written all over their faces.


      Todd pushed his hash browns slowly across the plate. Then a piece of egg. If things had been normal, Thunk would have already asked him if he was gonna finish that. He stole a glance at Sheila, and he could have sworn that there were dollar signs in her eyes. He looked sideways at Thunk, who was trying to balance a spoon on his nose. All Todd could think about was the calliope. “You workin' tomorrow?” Sheila shook her head. “Plans?” Thunk shook his as well, sending the spoon flying. “I say we meet up at Ralph's house at one, tomorrow. I say we search the thing top to bottom, maybe figure out what old Ralph was all about.” They both nodded agreement.


      Sheila grabbed his shirt and pulled him into a three-alarm kiss. When she let him go, she smiled dreamily at him. She grabbed Ralph's old hat and placed it gently on her own head. “Mine.” He had to admit, it looked better on her. Nobody noticed the cooks blaring Disturbed from the kitchen. Nobody saw the Oldsmobile pull in to the Denny's parking lot.

    


    
      Looking at my own reflection
When suddenly it changes
Violently it changes
Oh no, There is no turning back now
You've woken up the demon ... in me!

    


    
      Disturbed, "Down With the Sickness"

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Todd gets an orange.


    


    
      I will devour you
Take all the pain away
I cannot stay my hand
From reaching out so that I can
Empower you
For all eternity
It seems to ease my mind
To know that you've brought
Meaning to my life

    


    
      Disturbed, "Devour"

    


    
      Todd stands in the orange grove once more. The trees and fruit nearly glow with the sunlight that hits them, but the rest of the world is gray and drab. He wheels around, and all of the trees pulse with the light of life, the light of the sun. He tilts his head back, and the clouds of the hurricane swirl madly above him.


      Florida. Florida is where oranges come from. Florida is being rocked by hurricane after hurricane. Todd knows that the hurricane seeks to devour him and forever close out the light of the sun.


      Ahead of him, the beautiful rows of orange trees begin to sink into the mud. Rain begins to fall in earnest, and many of the trees tip over, sinking even faster. The mud reaches up, seeking to dull and drown the heartbeat of sunlight that makes the trees what they are. Lightning crashes somewhere. The wind whistles around him, and he can hear screams, laughing, and shouting. It feels as if the earth is trying to pull itself apart. Lightning crashes again, and the lake of mud begins to bubble. Things begin to rise from the mud, covered in it. But the rain is cleansing. The rain washes the mud free of its spawn. In the pool of mud sit tents, wagons, and shambling people. An arch, wooden and old, rises directly in front of him. Once more, the mud is washed free, and the sign becomes legible. Last, but certainly not least, ferris wheels and roller coasters pull themselves free of the mud. Finally, Todd allows his eyes to drift back to the text of the sign, and the carved face.


      "Dr. Celestine's Carnival of Souls."


      A voice, rich with command, authority, and a bit of madness, assaults Todd from behind him. "And who else? We've been looking for you for some time, Ralph." Todd slowly turns around, and recognizes one of the freaks from the Oldsmobile. His top hat seems impossibly tall and intimidating. He has a walking stick that is topped by a writhing, hissing, metal dragon. The fires of hell shine in his eyes.


      Which, for a moment, flutter wide in shock. Lightning crashes, and Dr. Celestine's expression becomes enraged. "You have stepped into a pile of shit that is deeper than your beleaguered imaginings, son. You have no right and no place to assume Ralph's role in this. Your trickery will soon come to an end. This, I assure you."


      Todd pats Uncle Ralph's hat, making sure that it is still on his head. He says words in Ralph's old voice, words that he doesn't understand. "I am your undoing. I am your antithesis. You provided me a way to come into being, and your carnival causes me to continue. I will end you, or I won't. Do not mistake me for one who wants to take your place." Todd plucks an orange from a nearby tree. He tears a piece of peel away, and bites into sunlight made whole.


      Dr. Celestine scowls. "This will not do." He holds his walking stick high into the air. Swooping down low and fast, a dragon made of night grasps the stick and pulls Dr. Celestine up and back into the storm.


      Todd turns slowly back to the Carnival's entrance. Drifting faintly through the rain is the haunting melody of the calliope. He takes his time finishing the orange. It tastes very good.


      When the orange was done, Todd could only feel the rain on his face. He blinked his eyes a few times, slowly realizing that he was in bed. A few more drops of water hit his face as thunder crashed outside. Fall thunderstorm. He'd left the basement window open. Cursing, he shut it, and went upstairs to find a towel.


      

    


  


  
    
      Todd creeps out.


    


    
      Now I will tell you what I've done for you
50 thousand tears I've cried
Screaming Deceiving and Bleeding for you
And you still won't hear me

    


    
      Evanescence, "Going Under"

    


    
      Todd sat on the porch of Ralph's house, swinging slowly back and forth in the old porch swing. A lit cigar was clamped between his teeth. The remnant of his earlier smoke was finally down to a reasonable length. The nicotine and triple latte from Starbucks were all that were keeping him alert. He had not slept well. In fact, he hadn't caught a wink since he'd woken up in last night's thunderstorm.


      He had tried to get back to sleep. He'd even been able to drift off a few times, but the instant he began to dream, the scent of oranges sent him into a panic, and he flew awake. The real shit of it was that he couldn't remember a bit of the nightmare that had spooked him so badly. The only thing that kept coming back was the smell of fresh oranges, like at that lawyer's office. Todd took the cigar out from between his teeth and took a gulp of the coffee. The taste made him wince, but it was doing a good job of keeping him awake.


      Sheila's hybrid car buzzed around the corner at the end of the street, and flew toward Ralph's driveway. She expertly handled it into the driveway and to a stop mere inches behind Todd's beater. Both doors opened, and the car spat out Sheila, looking dog-tired, and a struggling Thunk. "God damned small cars. I need a fuckin' shoehorn!" Sheila giggled and Todd grinned. They both knew he did that sort of shit for the attention. Once Thunk was fully upright, they both headed up to Todd. Sheila wrinkled her nose at the cigar.


      "You look like I feel, sugar-bear." She took Ralph's hat off of her head and smushed it onto his. "Didn't sleep well?" Todd shook his head. "Me neither. I kept having these bad dreams. I think I kept getting eaten by dragons, but it's hard to remember." She grabbed Todd's coffee and took a drink. He was too tired to protest.


      Thunk was looking at Todd's cigar with envy. Todd grinned, clamped it between his teeth, and took a couple of puffs. "So, who's up for the grand tour of my humble home?" Sheila rolled her eyes, and Thunk held out his hand to help Todd up. Todd accepted, and showed them inside. They all looked the closet up and down, staring at the myriad of hats, coats, canes, walking sticks, and shoes. "Not exactly a spoon collection." They all giggled. Sheila winked at Todd, and they went into the living room. "I got a bit of a head start. There were piles of magazines stacked all over the place in here. I started looking though them, and, well, check it out." He picked one up from the pile on the couch, and flipped in a few pages. He handed it to Thunk. He took another one, at random, and handed it to Sheila. She flipped through, then stopped.


      "So what?" Thunk shrugged his big shoulders. "It's an ad for a weekend carnival. I mean, it's a cool old magazine and all, but why is this circled? In red, even?"


      "Hey, mine's circled in red, too. Advertisement for a Carnival of the Mysterious. Ooooo, spooky!" Sheila closed the magazine and tossed it at Todd. He handed her another. She flipped through the pages. "what the... it's almost the same ad. So, your uncle was tracking some cult carnival? What's the big deal?"


      Todd grinned. "That's totally what I thought. But the magazines go back for almost a hundred years, and every ad is nearly the same. I checked, to keep from falling asleep. Hold on." Todd disappeared into the library, and came out with a cigar, a clipper, and a zippo. Thunk grinned as he handed all of these over. The end was cut, the cigar was lit, and the Thunk was pacified. "Anyway, I was able to do a little more checking before you got here. Check out the article clippings on the walls." Todd puffed on his own cigar as they examined the wall decorations. Every single one of them was about someone missing or dead, and a mysterious carnival was under suspicion. The dates were sporadic, but ranged from the mid-1800's to the present.


      Sheila shook her head. "So, your Great Uncle Ralh had a pet conspiracy theory about carnivals."


      "Small hands. Smell like cabbage," Thunk said in a bad English accent.


      Sheila shot him a glare. "That explains the huge organ. But... I don't get it. Old people do stuff like that. Spoons, you know." She shivered. "How come it's so creepy? I mean, it is. Creepy." She took another drink of Todd's coffee. Todd hadn't even realized that she'd never given it back.


      "Yeah, it's wierd. That's why I was on the porch. I kinda freaked." He sighed and adjusted the hat. "Oh, there's one more thing that I found." He went into the kitchen, and they followed. He showed them the lack of food, appliances, and marks of use.


      "Meals on Wheels?" Thunk seemed to be grasping at anything he could think of.


      "No," Todd said. "Just another reason to be creeped out. What if old Ralph didn't eat?" He shivered and something rang true from his dream, but it was gone as quickly as it came. "So, what should we explore next? All that's left down here is the library, and there's just tons of books, cigarettes, and cigars in there. That leaves the basement and upstairs."


      Sheila and Thunk chimed in in unison. "Upstairs."

    


    
      Hi kids! Do you like violence? (Yeah yeah yeah!)
Wanna see me stick Nine Inch Nails through each one of my eyelids? (Uh-huh!)
Wanna copy me and do exactly like I did? (Yeah yeah!)
Try 'cid and get fucked up worse that my life is? (Huh?)
My brain's dead weight, I'm tryin to get my head straight
but I can't figure out which Spice Girl I want to impregnate (Ummmm..)

    


    
      Eminem, "My Name Is"

    


  


  
    
      Todd plays Watson.


    


    
      Come along follow me as I lead through the darkness
As I provide just enough spark that we need to proceed
Carry on, give me hope, give me strength
Come with me and I won't steer you wrong
Put your faith and your trust as I guide us through the fog
To the light at the end of the tunnel
We gonna fight, we gonna charge, we gonna stomp, we gonna march
Through the swamp, we gonna mosh through the marsh
Take us right through the doors (c'mon)

    


    
      Eminem, "Mosh"

    


    
      Todd put his foot on the first step, and a train's horn went off somewhere in the distance. He looked up the stairway, and it seemed to elongate. He took a puff from the cigar to steel himself. Step after step, he pulled himself up to the second floor. That the house felt like a home to him was no longer comforting. Instead, it added to the strangeness that filled the air. He remembered someone accidentally calling him Ralph once, but he couldn't place it. The sounds from his friends kept him sane as he stepped onto the second floor landing.


      It looked like there were two bedrooms and a bathroom on this floor. Come to think of it, Todd hadn't noticed a bathroom on the first floor. The doors were all open, so they could see that the guest room and bedroom were both sparsely furnished, painted in pale colors, and decorated with seemingly random photographs. They all let go of their held breath at once, and then exploded into a fit of giggles as the tension broke. They all filed into the master bedroom. There was a desk with a blotter and an expensive-looking pen. The thin drapes let in almost all of the morning light from outside. Thunk sat heavily on the bed while Sheila let her fingers trail across the photos.


      Todd sat at the writing desk, and looked more closely at the blotter. "Man, this feels like serious detective shit. Check this out. There's an outline, like a darker shape, in the middle. Like when you take a poster off your wall, and the paint hasn't faded there yet." He traced the edge of the darker shape with his thumb.


      "Maybe a diary or journal or something?" Thunk was stealing glances at the windows, like he expected someone to show up. "I mean, if he only wrote in that, and did it every day, why would he move it?"


      Todd nodded. "But then, why is it gone now? Where did it go? Who moved it?" He leaned back in the roller-chair, and it screeched in protest.


      "Good question, Watson. But a better question would be: What was in the journal that would make it so important that someone would enter the house and either move it or steal it, after good old Ralph passed from this world?" Thunk took a couple of puffs from the cigar, obviously thinking. Todd and Sheila just gaped at him. After a few moments, he noticed and blushed furiously. "What? You guys know I love Sherlock Holmes stories. This totally feels like one." He shrugged, feeling uncomfortable in his own skin.


      "That was really fucking smart, Thunk. That IS a better question." Todd shook his head; he was getting tired again.


      "These pictures are amazing. They're all old silver prints, like in the old west days. Right out of 3rd hour history! You guys should see this! They're all carnies." Todd sat up, and Thunk crawled across the bed. Sheila took one down from the wall, and brought it to them. It was of a young woman. She had a cigar clamped between her teeth, and her fists were on her hips. Her wild brown hair made her look a little wolfish. "Isn't she intense? Check this guy out!" She took the woman back, and handed them one of a fairly large man. He had long hair, tied back, and the angular goatee that was the style at the time. He wore a long, black duster, and was on the portly side. In his hand was a metal spider.


      Todd took a step back. There were metal plates on the man's duster. He had seen the man yesterday, across the street from the house. The man had stared him in the eyes. Sheila flipped the picture over. "Hey, it's stamped with the year. Eighteen seventy-three." Todd searched the carnies on the wall frantically, his legs nearly turning to Jell-o. There he was. The brother to the one who had stared at him. Neither of them had aged a day.


      "Todd, you OK?" Thunk and Sheila were looking at him in concern.


      "I... I don't feel so good. I need to hit the bathroom." He rushed out of the room and into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. He turned the cold water spigot on all the way, and splashed his face over and over again. Cult carnival obsession, right. Just something that old people did. He splashed the water on his face again. He would not pass out. He would not. Splash with the cold water again.


      He heard the floorboards outside the door creak right before there was a knock. "Hey, man, somebody's at the front door, knocking pretty loud." Thunk. He turned the water off and towel-dried his face. He opened the door, and faced his concerned best friend. "You ok?" Todd nodded and headed down the stairs.


      "Probably a Jehova's Witness." Todd looked in the peep-hole and his heart skipped a beat. The man's name floated up in his mind, and Todd remembered the nightmare from last night.


      Dr. Celestine was standing on his front porch, and he did NOT look happy.

    


    
      Threw you the obvious
And you flew with it on your back
A name in your recollection
Down among a million, say:
Difficult enough to feel a little bit
Disappointed, passed over.
When I've looked right through,
To see you naked and oblivious
and you don't see me.

    


    
      A Perfect Circle, "3 Libras"

    


  


  
    
      Todd is overwhelmed.


    


    
      Cast the calming apple
Up and over satellites
To draw out the timid wild one
To convince you it's alright
And I listen for the whisper
Of your sweet insanity while I formulate
Denials of your affect on me

    


    
      A Perfect Circle, "A Stranger"

    


    
      Todd, against every instinct in his being, opened the front door. Behind Dr. Celestine stood his armor-plated brother. "Good morning, Todd. How good to finally meet you in the flesh, so to speak." The doctor smiled broadly, and swept a bow. This was nearly too surreal to handle. "May we come in?"


      Something clicked inside of Todd, and he realized that this was his home, and he was still in control here. "Of course. It's a mess, but I doubt you'll mind." Todd motioned them to the library. The one with the armor half-nodded, half-bowed as he entered the building.


      Todd walked with them to the library, which now housed three chairs. Todd sat in the overstuffed one, and the other two took the guest chairs. An odd sense of calm had settled over him. He felt much older than either the hat or the cigar had made him feel. He offered a Nat Sherman to Dr. Celestine, and a Helix cigar to his brother, completely operating on instinct. Both accepted. He lit both of them, then leaned back in the overstuffed chair. He puffed on his own cigar, then asked, "So, now what?"


      Dr. Celestine exploded into laughter. It seemed to shake its way out of him. When it finally passed, he wiped a tear from his eye. "Let us begin with introductions. My name is Celestine, and I am the proprietor - and owner - of a carnival. But I suspect you already knew that. This man is Mr. Weaver; he runs the rides at my carnival." The armored man nodded.


      "Dr. Celestine's Carnival of Souls," Todd whispered.


      "Ah, yes, so you've heard of us. Well, you would have, if you are now in possession of Ralph's house." The ceiling made a thunk noise, as if something heavy had impacted it. They all looked up for a moment, and then back at each other. "How exactly did that happen, if you don't mind me asking?"


      Todd took his cigar out of his mouth and stared at it. "He left all of it to me, in his will. I hate that it makes me a vulture, and I hate that I suddenly have no idea who Ralph really was. All of this is way more than someone like me should have to deal with, right? It's just all so overwhelming."


      Dr. Celestine nodded. "Just so." Another noise from upstairs raised their eyes. Just what were Sheila and Thunk doing up there? Directly above them was the guest room.


      Mr. Weaver stood up. "If you two don't mind, I'm going to check that out." Both Todd and Dr. Celestine nodded, despite Todd's irrational concern for their lives. He did a double-take at Mr. Weaver as he left. It looked like he had tons of tiny metal spiders pinned to the hem of his coat. They nearly scraped the hardwood floors. Mr. Weaver calmly ascended the staircase, as if none of this was out of the ordinary.


      Dr. Celestine finished his cigarette, and put it out in the ash tray. "I'm not here to hurt you, Todd, at least not directly. I am here because I intend on continuing to exist, in this form, or one very close to it. I like to size up my competition."


      Todd nodded, as if he understood, which he sure as shit did not. There was a whispering near his hear, and Todd whipped around in his chair, and then back to Dr. Celestine. "Problem?" Todd found himself nodding. He was suddenly very sure that he did not want Mr. Weaver to return down the stairs. He was definitely sure that he didn't want to know what Sheila and Thunk had been doing. Despite his most pleading hopes, the stairs began to creak with enormous weight. Mr. Weaver's boots. The hem of Mr. Weaver's coat, now missing the spider pins. The dangling, struggling feet of Thunk, and then of Sheila.


      Mr. Weaver brought them downstairs. He was holding each by their neck, and they were struggling uselessly. Earlier, normal, flesh-colored hands had just poked out of the cuffs of his coat. Now, giant metal girder constructs vaguely shaped like hands thrust out and held his friends high. His friends, who in their struggling, admitted their betrayal. Sheila's hands were wrapped around Mr. Weaver's, trying to pry them free. She hadn't bothered to try and hide that she was completely topless.


      The anger, hurt, odd arousal, and strangeness overwhelmed Todd. His face drained completely of color. Dr. Celestine sat watching him. Sizing up his competition. "Mr. Weaver, please let go of my friends." He did, and they dropped to the floor, gasping. Sheila covered her breasts with her arms, and began to sob. Todd looked back to Mr. Weaver, whose hands were normal, and whose coat had spider pins lining the sleeves. "Thank you."


      Todd turned to Dr. Celestine and offered him another Nat Sherman. He accepted, and began to pat himself down for a light. "Now get out." Todd pointed at the door, and it swung open.


      Dr. Celestine swept a fancy bow, then took his leave. Mr. Weaver followed without a word. Outside on the porch, Celestine remarked to Weaver, "And this is why I keep telling you that friends are over-rated. If not for friends, I would know where Molly was, and we'd have proper transportation."

    


    
      I've felt the hate rise up in me...
Kneel down and clear the stone of leaves...
I wander out where you can't see...
Inside my shell, I wait and bleed...

    


    
      Slipknot, "Wait and Bleed"

    


  


  
    
      Todd puts it together.


    


    
      Giving in to what has got me
Feeling claustrophobic, scarred
Severed me from all emotion
Life is just too fucking hard
SNAP! Your face was all it took
Cuz this need ain't doin' me no good
Fall on my face, but can't you see?
This fucking life is KILLING ME!

    


    
      Slipknot, "Me Inside"

    


    
      The front door to Old Ralph's house swung shut slowly, creaking. It latched shut, and the only noises were Thunk's rasping breath and Sheila's strangled sobs. Todd didn't acknowledge, or really seem to register, that he hadn't touched the door. He walked into the library, sat in the overstuffed chair, and put his cigar out in the ash tray. He slowly let his head sink into his hands, and he desperately tried to forget everything that had happened in the past few days.


      Eventually, Thunk and Sheila sat down in the two chairs that faced Todd. He hadn't moved much, but the tips of his fingers were white from the pressure of pressing against his skull. "My best friend and my girlfriend, making out, while two guys from crazy-town talk to me down here. What. The. Shit." Todd could hear Sheila crying again. He could hear Thunk's regular breathing. He could hear the house creaking. He could hear whispering in the walls. He could hear apprehension whispering to him from the creak and settle of the house.


      "Todd, man." He slowly looked up at Thunk, whose eyes refused to meet his. "This... this was on the seat before I sat down." Thunk's shaking hand held a carved wooden box with a brass plate on the top. Todd took the box, and ran his thumb over the plate. It was heavily tarnished with age, but the engraving was still legible.


      "Old Ralph." It came out as a choked whisper, and Todd could see Thunk flinch as if hit. Todd open the box slowly, relishing the feel of the wood and the creak of the hinge. Inside this box was anesthetic for his pain, straight from the mud of Dr. Celestine's Carnival of Souls. Inside this box, lying peacefully on blue velvet, printed on foil paper, was a golden ticket. Its stub was already torn. "Uncle Ralph went to the Carnival. He's been tracking it ever since." Todd looked up at his friends, temporarily forgetting their transgression. They were afraid of him, and maybe even for him. "I have a lot to tell you, but you have to stay to explore the rest of the house. Okay?" They both nodded, as if stuck in a dream.

    


    
      #

    


    
      Mr. Weaver slammed the door of the Olds shut and gunned the old engine to life. The Doctor sat next to him heavily, wheezing a bit with each breath. Mr. Weaver buckled his own seat belt and glared at the Doctor. "What did you do to those kids upstairs?"


      Dr. Celestine put on a shocked and wounded look, immediately followed by one that was sly and calculating. "I had sincerely thought that you were past that sort of question. It's true that I might resort to something like that in more playful circumstances, but I assure you that I had no hand in it." The doctor gripped the handle of his door with white knuckles.


      Mr. Weaver put the car into drive, and pulled out into the residential street. "You know how hard it was to perform those parlor tricks in there, don't you? I nearly fell to pieces. Those two kids, they gave me the creeps. Felt like I had two little clowns by the neck. They aren't yours, are they?" Mr. Weaver sailed the boat around a semi as he entered the highway. The enormous engine roared a challenge to other cars on the road, but they knew their stations and stayed put. Mr. Weaver came to the end of his patience as the speedometer buried its needle, and spat out, "Well?"


      The Doctor had closed his eyes. "You have been taking anger management classes from your brother again, haven't you?" Mr. Weaver took a deep breath and let it out. His spider pins skittered off of his coat, and began to affix themselves to parts of the Olds.


      "Where to, Doctor?"


      "Chicago."


      "The new site?"


      "By way of a certain warehouse."

    


    
      I don't think you trust,
In... my... self righteous suicide,
I... cry... when angels deserve to die

    


    
      System of a Down, "Chop Suey"

    


  


  
    
      Todd explains.


    


    
      Your lives are open wide,
The V-chip gives them sight,
All the life running through her hair,

    


    
      The spiders all in tune,
The evening of the moon,
Dreams are made winding through my head,


      Through my head,
Before you know, Awake

    


    
      System of a Down, "Spiders"

    


    
      Todd snapped the box shut, and both Thunk and Sheila sat bolt upright. The walls whispered of forgetfulness, and Todd stood up. "We need to explore the basement."


      Sheila, who was now fully clothed, took a deep breath. "Todd, are you sure? I mean, maybe we should go..." Todd made a cutting motion with his hand and shook his head.


      "Not yet. Look, as soon as I saw those guys, I remembered the nightmare that kept me up all night. The one with the hat, Dr. Celestine, he was in it."


      "Todd, both of those guys were in the pictures upstairs. That's not possible." Thunk slowly stood up.


      "Not only there, but I'm betting that they're in photos all over the house. I saw them across the street yesterday, before I headed out to the mall. They were staking the house out, probably for today's little visit. The one with the hat, he runs that 'mysterious carnival' with all the ads and newspaper articles. The other one, he's a carnie, like all the others in the pictures." Todd was gesturing wildly with the box.


      "Okay, so that explains why you freaked and ran into the bathroom, but why did they come here? Are they the ones that took the journal?" The house creaked, settling. Thunk flinched.


      Todd turned the box toward them, and opened it. Sheila gasped and stood up, almost lunging at it. He snapped it shut again, and she stopped, seeming to sag. "It's so pretty. What is it, Todd?"


      Todd frowned, and shared a glance with Thunk. "It's old Ralph's ticket to that guy's carnival, Sheila. It's probably what started all of this bullshit. Pretty?" Sheila blinked and took a couple of steps back. She frowned and shook her head, trying to clear it. Her shoulder-length red hair splayed out, then dropped back into near-perfection. She sat on the arm of one of the guest chairs and sighed. "Todd, what did that ticket do to Ralph? What did that carnival and those people do to him? What are they doing to you? To us?" She looked on the verge of tears again, and Todd couldn't stop himself from hugging her to bring some kind of comfort. She immediately melted into his arms.


      After a few moments, Thunk coughed into his hand. Todd and Sheila unwrapped themselves from each other. "So you think that something as weird as all of this went down with Ralph when he went to that dude's carnival-"


      "Weirder."


      "-and that there's more here to help us figure out what the hell that was. Why, Watson? You think that will clue us in on why he tracked them, why they tracked you, and why you can close doors without touching them?" Thunk re-lit his cigar and took a couple of Holmes puffs.


      "Yeah." Todd shoved his fists into his hoodie's pocket. "So?"


      Thunk grinned widely around the cigar, and Todd was reminded of the wolf-like woman in the photograph upstairs. "You are one optimistic motherfucker."


      Sheila rolled her eyes. "Shut up, Thunk." They headed for the basement stairs, Thunk grinning like the cheshire cat.

    


    
      #

    


    
      Mr. Weaver brought the Olds to a stop on the gravel and crumbling concrete driveway in front of the loading dock. Dr. Celestine immediately threw open the passenger door and hopped out. He strode up to the trailer docks and stood there, nose to the wind, trying to sniff out his prey. Mr. Weaver sighed as he put the car in park and turned off the engine. The collar of his trench was lined with pins in the shape of spiders.


      The stone crunched under his boots as he approached the Doctor. When he stopped, Celestine said, "He's left this place, but he hasn't taken anything with him. Go and call your brother."


      Mr. Weaver scowled. "He's busy. He won't even be at the rides until opening night tomorrow." Celestine sighed. "I'm not entirely useless, you know."


      "Yes, but your brother is quite a bit more intimidating. Very well. You get to go first. Clear the way, so to speak." He tapped Mr. Weaver on the shoulder with his silver dragon-tipped walking stick. Mr. Weaver nodded, and led the way into the dilapidated warehouse.

    


    
      Autumn in her flaming dress
Of orange, brown, gold fallen leaves
My mistress of the frigid night
I worship pray to on my knees

    


    
      Type O Negative, "Green Man"

    


  


  
    
      Todd finds the storm.


    


    
      Cruel be the wind as it quells my words
I shout out to the rain
Incantations I've so hope you've heard
That you live again
From deep earth brings forth rebirth
Witness but I shant believe
From below a chilling glow on all

    


    
      Type O Negative, "Hallow's Eve"

    


    
      Todd flicked on the basement light, his eyes as round as teacups. With Sheila and Thunk behind him, he figured that they looked like the Scooby Doo team exploring an old, haunted mansion. He snickered, and started walking down the stairs. Thunk and Sheila gave each other a worried glance, and then followed him down.


      The basement was unfinished, but immaculately clean. No cobwebs, no musty smell, and no mice skittering away. There wasn't even any dust that anyone could see. The light switch at the top of the stairs had lit overhead banks of flourescents that hung from the ceiling on small chains. They blinked to life as the three reached the basement landing.


      Lining the walls were plastic garage organizers, each with about six tupperware drawers. As the three spread out in the basement, they could see that each drawer was labeled with a country and a range of dates. In the back of the basement were two doors that seemed to go to storage rooms. Sheila immediately began to open drawers while Thunk inspected the labels. Todd was drawn to the two doors. He opened the one on the left, discovering the water heater, furnace, and laundry area. He frowned and closed the door. He opened the one on the right slowly, and was bathed in a swirling light.


      "Holy fucking shit, Todd! It's money! Every single one of these drawers is full of a different kind of money!" Sheila looked up at Todd, two banded stacks of 10,000 yen bills in each hand. "Todd?" He was standing in the doorway of the room on the right, and some weird light was splaying out over him. She looked over at Thunk, who had looked up from the labels at her shout. He motioned to Todd, and she nodded.


      Both rose and went to Todd, peeking over and around him to see what had enraptured him. There was one rickety card table in the center of the room. On it stood an old masonic jar, filled with a hurricane. The light pulsed and swirled out of the jar as the storm roiled inside it. "Hey, Todd." Thunk pushed Todd, sending him tumbling into the room. He caught himself before he fell, but had to shake his head to clear it. "You all right, man?"


      "Yeah." Todd's gaze drifted back to the impossible jar. "This is what those two have been looking for. It's why they came today. They want it back." Todd slowly approached the card table, and the house's support beams creaked. Todd froze in his tracks, Sheila backed out of the room, and Thunk flinched. Todd backed away from the card table and brought Thunk out of the room with him. He shut the door and heard a whispered sigh. "Not yet. We don't take it yet."


      Thunk nodded, and then Sheila grabbed Todd's arm. They both jumped. "Cash money, Todd. Every drawer. This basement has millions of fucking dollars just sitting here, Todd. Millions. Of. Dollars. TODD!" He looked down at her, not really recognizing her. He looked at his left hand, which still had the box containing the golden ticket.


      "It's like a movie, Sheila. One of those ones with a plot so big that money is small. Unimportant." He played with the hinge, and finally opened it, succumbing to temptation. He pulled the ticket out and held it up to show them. Something boiled across the surface of the ticket, changing it. The gold bubbled away, leaving a glossy black. The black letters boiled to gold foil. Todd flipped the inverted ticket over to inspect the list of visited attractions. Only one was marked off: Bloody Mary Black's Freak Show. "Compared to this, money is nothing."

    


    
      #

    


    
      Mr. Weaver walked forward slowly, making sure that each step was firm and solid. It would not do to lose footing now. The path before him was laid with strands of red hair, as though some twisted flower girl had come here days ago. There was power in the path of hair. It was dangerous to them because it was like them. Every strand that touched his boot crystallized, becoming harmless, and shattered. Every strand that touched that one would do the same, until the power of his step was used. Every strand needed to be destroyed in this manner. Otherwise, something bad would happen. Crossing the streams bad.


      Dr. Celestine walked somewhat impatiently behind him, grumbling about his lack of flair. Eventually, they came to the center of the warehouse proper. The dust and dirt on the floor to the left seemed marred by shuffled footsteps. There was also a full-length mirror stood up against a support beam. To their right was an incredibly complex clockwork machine that reminded Mr. Weaver of the hag's celestial model from Dark Crystal. Three objects rested inside of cracked jars that rotated and circled in erratic orbits on the machine. Despite this, the machine conveyed a sense of balance and symmetry.


      Each object crossed another's path at several points. The innermost was an old journal. The second was a Hot Topic employee ID card on a lanyard. The outermost object was a display box filled with collectible spoons. "He's manipulating their wills."


      Dr. Celestine tapped an arm of the machine with his walking stick as it went past. Angry sparks sprayed to the ground. "Of course he is." He moved to the mirror and inspected his clothes. He then gestured to the rafters, which were lined with broken and shattered jars. "Follow me." They both walked about fifty yards bast the mirror, and turned left around a stack of boxes. There, setting atop a four-foot tall mound of broken shards of glass, sat a photo of Todd as a child, sitting next to Ralph at his calliope. "I will end you, or I won't. Do not mistake me for one who wants to take your place."


      "What?" Mr. Weaver couldn't take his eyes off of all the broken glass.


      "We have a Carnival to set up. Let's stop wasting time here; we have a job to do." Celestine kicked at a jar lid and headed toward the exit. Mr. Weaver heaved a sigh and followed.

    


    
      And if you find one day, find some freedom and relief
With this freedom maybe, maybe you will find some peace
With this peace baby, I hope it brings you back to me
Bring you home, take me home

    


    
      Dido, "Stoned"

    


  


  
    
      Todd sketches.


    


    
      You think that you are complicated, deep mystery to all
Well it's taken me a while to see, you're not so special
All energy no meaning, with a lot of words
So paper thin that one real feeling, could knock you down

    


    
      And I've seen, tonight, what I'd been warned about
I'm gonna leave, tonight, before I change my mind

    


    
      Dido, "See You When You're 40"

    


    
      "TODD!" He snapped awake, sitting upright and leaving a small puddle of drool on his English Literature book. His teacher, Dr. Kopf, was staring down at him through his spectacles. The skeletal man snorted. "Seriously, Todd, the least you could do is stay awake. It's not like we're memorizing sonnets, here." Dr. Kopf was a little off, according to the other English teachers at his high school.


      Todd looked down at his notepad. He'd drawn a crude archway and big top in the background. In the foreground was an amazing sketch of Sheila. She was wearing her work goth outfit, with her ID badge hanging from a Hello Kitty lanyard. His parents said that he should go to art school in college, but they had snooped his notebook after a parent/teacher conference. It's not like they understood art.


      Todd looked back up at Dr. Kopf, who was talking about English literary figures breaking down conventions, only to set up new ones that would later be broken down by writers across the globe. Maybe nobody understood art. Maybe artists didn't get it either. They just did it, because it w as coming out of them, one way or another.


      Todd dropped his head into his hands, pulling his hair between his fingers. He hadn't slept in the two nights between finding the mason jar in the basement and today. The smell of oranges still enveloped him every time he began to drift off. He couldn't even look at an orange without getting chills. "Now, as a sidebar, many bands of actors that actually spread the fame of the playwrights would wander the countryside, doing shows wherever the audience was available. After a while, they attached themselves to wandering carnivals and freak shows, because they also traveled, and already drew an audience."


      Todd stifled the scream that tried to bubble up his throat. He wiped up the puddle of drool with a few quick swipes of his hoodie's sleeve. He flipped to a new page in his notebook, and began to sketch viciously. Inside the Big Top, Dr. Celestine stood. He leaned on his walking stick with one hand, and held a sheaf of papers aloft with the other. Disapproval and disappointment were evident on his face as he shook the papers. Yeah, it came out of them, one way or another. He added the finishing touches to the sketch, and he suddenly felt as though the cabling that held his life in place had snapped, whipping around and destroying what was in its path.


      There was a knock at the door, and an office aide handed a note to Dr. Kopf. He glanced at Todd and nodded to the aide, who left. "Todd, you're wanted at the office." There was a general murmur that rose as Todd packed up his things. Dr. Kopf rolled his eyes at the students and handed the pass to him. "I'll give your homework to Sheila next hour, if I don't see you first." Todd nodded, and took the pass out into the hall. He had the sensation of floating down a slow river in a boat. The current would take him where he needed to go, whether or not it was where he wanted to end up. He walked into the office, and was told to sit and wait. He set his bag on the floor between his feet, and rested his head on the hard, painted cinder-block wall.


      He was surrounded by warm sunlight and the smell of oranges.


      A hard kick to his shin woke him up, and he looked up into Thunk's face. "Slacker." Todd smirked as Thunk sat down next to him. "What're you doing here?" Todd shrugged and showed him his pass. Thunk whipped out a pass as well. "Secretary told me to sit and wait. You too?" Todd nodded. "You talk too much." Todd smiled and laid his head back against the wall.


      "We're going to be getting out of school early, I think. They're going to forget we're sitting here, forget they wrote the passes, and look the other way when we go past the hall monitors and security guards." He could almost smell the oranges.


      "No way, dude. What about Sheila?" Todd smirked again as Sheila walked into the office, loudly chewing gum. "No way."


      Sheila shot them a questioning look, and they both held up their passes. She held up hers, and then sat down on Todd's other side. "So, what's the deal?"


      Todd closed his eyes again. "We wait. But not long." Sheila gave Thunk another one of her worried looks, but all he did was shrug. After ten minutes of pure boredom, Todd stood up and hefted his backpack. "Ready?" They both shrugged and hefted their own bags. They walked right past the normally dour hall monitors - who smiled warmly at them - and then the security guards. They strolled unaccosted to Todd's clunker and filed in. He coaxed it to life, and drove off of school property.


      All three heaved a sigh of relief. Sheila eyed Todd from the passenger seat as they made a left onto the freeway on-ramp. "Where are we going?"


      Todd smiled. Sheila was taken aback; she swore that she'd never seen such an honest expression of happiness on his face before. "Chicago."


      "Why?"


      "We're going to a carnival!"

    


    
      A little blind spider took the wheel
Navigatin' grass blades completely by feel
Got a sassy chassis, sparklin in the sun
All four small bald fat tires
rockin through the sand and burnin' up

    


    
      The Presidents of the United States of America, "Dune Buggy"

    


  


  
    
      Todd drives.

    


    
      Squishy transmission was caught in drive
Spider man was squinting at the sand in the sky
Spider woman in the front seat, screamin' "Go, Go, Go,"
He's ridin' the accelerator down to the floor with his fuzzy little toe

    


    
      The Presidents of the United States of America, "Dune Buggy"

    


    
      Todd drove down the highway humming to himself and smiling. Sheila was slouched in the front passenger seat, scowl on her face and arms crossed beneath her breasts. Thunk was laid across the back seat, staring at the sky through the back window. It wasn't that Chicago was that far away from Jackson. It wasn't that they'd be missing school or work because of the spontaneous road trip. It was that the Carnival was in Chicago.


      Sheila had been in Chicago recently. It had been a few months since the whole ordeal, and she'd tried to put it behind her. Todd and she had been fighting. They were practically broken up, then, so it's not like she'd cheated on him. She'd used her fake ID to get into a club, where she and her cousin had run into some of her cousin's friends. They knew about a party - the news would have probably called it a rave, they were so out of touch - that was going on at a warehouse nearby. An hour later, they were bored with the club and in line to get into the party.


      She'd taken a pill, and it made her feel so good and so free. She spent most of the night alternately dancing and making out with a twenty-something martial artist. He had been so muscular and sleek, with his reddish-brown hair and Scottish jaw. There were sections of the night that she couldn't remember, except for the feeling of his feline form and the way that he'd known just how to touch her. Then there was nothing. She woke on a mattress in an office of the warehouse. The sunlight had come in through the windows and caught beautifully in hundreds of cracked and broken glass jars that lined the rafters. She sat up and shivered when the tips of her hair brushed her shoulders.


      The horror slowly dawned on her. Nearly a foot of tediously-cared-for hair had been crudely cut off. She looked down at the mattress, and next to her lay a pair of old rusty scissors. She clamped her mouth shut so that she wouldn't scream, and frantically looked for her clothes. They were scattered all over the office, and her hips were sore enough to tell her that she'd had quite a bit of sex the night before. She cursed her stupidity as she quickly dressed and headed for the office's door. The smell of cigarettes, sweat, beer, and sex was all over her and her clothes, and she was already fighting back tears.


      Then she saw him.


      He was just as beautiful as her jumbled memories had told her, but there was something sinister in his stance. He was looking at her, through her, and she might as well still have been naked. There was age in those eyes. Age, wisdom, and a fury so powerful that Sheila screamed, standing there. It echoed through the warehouse, making the jars shiver and clink against one another.


      He laughed. His laugh came from deep within him, and its rebounding sound overrode her scream. Around his neck hung her Hot Topic work ID badge and lanyard. It shined and shimmered in the early-morning light as if it was glowing.


      She ran then, out of the warehouse and into the city. She had thanked God that the man had left her cell phone, and that she'd been able to ride the el to get to her cousin's place. The ID badge had been easy to replace, but the lanyard had been a gift from Todd on her first day working at Hot Topic. They'd gotten back together quickly after that, and all of her pregnancy tests had come back negative. She and Todd had been stable and happy since then, until the thing with Thunk at Ralph's house.


      She stole a glance at Todd, who was still driving along with a chipper grin on his face. She resented him for being so happy and relaxed amidst all of this weird. She resented him for being the center of it, instead of her. But most of all, she resented him for making her love him, even now. She had no idea what she'd been thinking when she let Thunk kiss her. When she'd kissed back, hard. She had never stopped loving Todd. She looked back over her shoulder as Todd swapped CD's. Thunk seemed caught up in a daydream.


      Thunk saw Sheila's look out of the corner of his eye. He kept his gaze focused on the clouds. He had never imagined that giving up something that everyone said was so vital would give him so much power and control. She'd been so easy to push that he wondered if everyone wanted so badly to have the choice taken away. He'd given up his free will; watched it fill a mason jar like the one in Ralph's basement, only cracked, and had been given the power to take it away. Trick was, you had to want it gone, just like he had. Sheila wanted it gone, and bad.


      Thunk had never thought that it would be this much fun to do the work of The Man.

    


    
      close your eyes and take me in
the way you know is soon to change
alive inside the species grows
the silent fate
will dominate
you are your own enemy

    


    
      Chiasm, "Enemy"

    


    
      


      

    

  


  
    
      Todd watches.


    


    
      images as the bodies burn
seen through my eyes
please don't make me visualize your pain
images and the sounds of war
seen through my eyes
images of rape and gore
seen through my eyes
images of a shadowed world
please help my god

    


    
      Chiasm, "Images"

    


    
      Todd brought his clunker to a stop on the gravel and crumbling concrete driveway in front of the loading dock. Sheila flung open the passenger door and stormed out of the car. Thunk deftly squirmed out of the back seat, with none of his usual grumblings or protests about small cars. Todd turned off the engine and pulled the parking brake. He slowly got out of the car, letting his gaze wander over the whole building. He closed his eyes for a moment, and took a deep breath in through his nose. He could taste the power here, and it reminded him of burnt microwave popcorn.


      A pebble went sailing straight for his head, and he brought his hand up just in time to catch it. "What the FUCK, Todd!" Sheila had a handful of gravel pebbles, and whipped another one at him. "Are you trying to prove some stupid point?!" Her eye makeup was running. She was crying and pissed as hell. "You knew this whole time, and you let me feel guilty for not telling you? You let me wallow in being a shitty girlfriend, and you knew all along?!" She limply threw the rest of the handful at him, and burst into wracking sobs.


      "Sheila, what the hell are you talking about?" Todd's confusion was plain on his face. Thunk was watching them both very carefully. Sheila turned around and stormed off, bawling, into the warehouse. Todd's mouth hung open, as if he'd been slapped. Thunk kept his calculating look on Todd.


      "Why did you bring us to this warehouse, Todd? The Carnival isn't here. Of all the places in Chicago, why here?" Thunk took out a Helix cigar that he'd stolen from Ralph's house, bit off the end, and spat it onto the gravel. He clamped it between his teeth and lit it, staring at Todd the whole time. Thunk seemed a lot older than he was.


      "There's something here that I need before we get to the Carnival." With that, Todd spun around angrily and followed Sheila into the warehouse. He was no longer the only one who wasn't entirely what he seemed. Thunk followed, wearing the same cheshire grin that he'd worn on the way to Ralph's basement.


      The evening sunlight lit the warehouse well, if not in the glittering magic that Sheila remembered from the morning after the party. Shadows were forming and deepening in the corners and beneath the rafters. Her tears stopped as memories of the party, closed to her until now, came flooding back. She slowly walked toward the warehouse proper. For a second, she was sure that she heard Todd's footsteps behind her, but they'd stopped almost immediately after she had registered the noise.


      Something crunched under her boots as she walked. It wasn't gravel. She looked down, feeling like she was caught in a dream, and saw millions of shattered, tiny pieces of crystal. She followed her path forward with her eyes, and noticed that they covered the floor all the way to the center of the warehouse - right where she was headed. She shook her head and banished her fear. She would not go into this like some dumb blond. Fuck her mistake; now she had a score to settle.


      Thunk entered the warehouse last, after giving Todd some time to wander around and get lost. The place hadn't changed much in a year. There were more jars in the rafters, but that was to be expected. There was broken crystal all over the floor, but it didn't seem to come from any of the jars. He squatted, inspecting the crystal pieces more closely. The pieces were too small and too numerous to try and piece them back together. Upon a closer look, Thunk could see tracks in the crystal. One set was small, light, and recent enough to be made by Sheila's Hot Topic boots. The other two sets were older by a few days and much larger. The similar walking patterns implied that they had been of similar weight and height. Dr. Celestine and Mr. Weaver. It had to have been.


      Panic rose in Thunk's throat. The Man was not easily killed, but those two weren't exactly normal, run-of-the-mill thugs. Not only that, but Dr. Celestine had bore an eerie resemblance to The Man. Fatter and older, sure, but almost the same. Thunk took off into the warehouse at a jog, his panic making him forget all about Todd's missing tracks.


      Sheila came upon the machine and stopped, gaping at how complicated and clockwork the whole thing seemed. Two jars rotated on small platforms, crossing each others' paths often. There had been a third, but the jar looked as if it had been blown apart from the inside, and the platform no longer moved. An old journal sat there, and Sheila immediately thought of Old Ralph's writing table. Still in jars were her work ID badge, still on its lanyard, and Thunk's grandmother's spoon collection. The whole machine conveyed a sense of broken symmetry.


      Thunk came rushing up behind her, and skidded to a halt on the crushed crystal. He saw the machine, registered it, and looked around frantically for something else. "Sheila, they came here, those two assholes from the Carnival. Dr. Celestine and Mr. Weaver!" He kept looking around, searching for something.


      "So?" Sheila scowled at Thunk, not liking how familiar with this place he seemed.


      "He is merely concerned for my well-being, Sheila. To say that we are not friends is understating the animosity between the Doctor and myself." The Symmetrical Man walked out of the office and toward them. Now, his sinister intent was unquestionable. Thunk heaved a sigh of relief. "Welcome to my home."

    


    
      Eine halbe Tasse Staubzucker Ein Viertel Teeloffel Salz Eine Messerspitze turkisches Haschisch Ein halbes Pfund Butter Ein Teeloffel Vanillenzucker Ein halbes Pfund Mehl Einhundertfunfzig Gramm gemahlene Nusse Ein wenig extra Staubzucker ... und keine Eier.


      Tool, "Die Eier von Satan"

    


  


  
    
      Todd kills.


    


    
      I am just a worthless liar.
I am just an imbecile.
I will only complicate you.
Trust in me and fall as well.
I will find a center in you.
I will chew it up and leave.

    


    
      Tool, "Sober"

    


    
      Thunk dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead to the floor. Sheila had never seen Thunk show submission to anyone, let alone in this blatant manner. She took a step away from the Symmetrical Man and bumped into the machine, jostling it. The two remaining jars wobbled on their perches, but didn't fall. The Symmetrical Man smiled at her, like he had the morning after the party. The fucker looked like a snake.


      "Sheila, my sweet lover, my young sacrifice, why do you cower from me? Did I not show you tender embraces and passion beyond what you'd ever known? And you would back away from me, in my own home?" He spread his arms wide in a gesture of innocence and good intent. His face still reminded her of a serpent, but the memories of his muscular form were strong and clear.


      From somewhere off in the distance, the sound of glass shattering echoed. It was one instant sound, as if someone had dropped a glass, and then Thunk started screaming. "No! No, no, no! I don't want it back! You can't give it back to me!" He stood up, his face painted in terror, and stumbled past the Symmetrical Man. He flailed wildly and tripped as a soft glow filled the center of the warehouse. Todd joined them, but from exactly the opposite side that the Symmetrical Man had approached. Just in front of him hovered a small ball of light. It was just about the size of an orange.


      The Symmetrical Man's eyes darted back and forth between the light and Todd. Thunk was cowering on the floor, still insisting that he didn't want it back. "There have been many before me, and will be many after me, young man. You, however, don't fit the job description. You're not even Scottish!" The Man began to sweat as his eyes continued to dart back and forth.


      Todd motioned, and the ball of light moved to his left. Thunk winced as it got nearer. "I am your undoing. I am your antithesis. You provided me with a way to come into being, and your Carnival causes me to continue. I will end you, or I won't. Do not mistake me for one who wants to take your place." Todd took a step toward the Symmetrical Man.


      The Man snarled at Todd. "My Carnival? Boy, you got the wrong Celestine." He whirled at Todd, bringing his right leg up in a blur of motion, and kicked Todd in the jaw. Todd fell, rolled, and crumpled into a heap. Sheila screamed Todd's name, and the Symmetrical Man sneered at them all.


      The shattering of glass echoed from the other side of the warehouse. It grew louder, and disbelief replaced contempt on the Symmetrical Man's face. Row by row, jar by jar, rafter by rafter, empty or full, cracked and broken jars exploded in a hail of tiny shards of glass. The explosions spread, following the rafters as if it were a maze. Finally, all that were left were the two jars rotating slowly on the broken machine. Todd pushed himself to his hands and knees. "I free my friends."


      It came out as barely more than a mumbled comment, but it resounded through the warehouse as if it had been shouted. The jars holding the spoons and the lanyard exploded. One shard, and one only, caught the Symmetrical Man above the eye, opening a small cut. Todd used a crate to pull himself to his feet. "I end you."


      It came out as a quiet command, but once more the warehouse was filled with the declaration. The Symmetrical Man began to glow with frenzied, multicolored light. It writhed through him and coiled over him like an angry python. Slowly, the colors and swirls and clouds and strands of light unraveled from each other. As their ends whipped and tossed, free of their form, they dissipated like fog in sunlight. The more of the outside that fell away, the more of the brighter inside shown through. Both Thunk and Sheila covered their eyes, and cowered until the miniature sun died out.


      When it did, Todd was leaning on the crate. He was upright, but one side of his face was swelling up badly. Both Thunk and Sheila stood up. Sheila was staring at Todd in wonder, Thunk in fear. Todd looked at Thunk. "You sure you don't want that back?" Thunk shook his head and cowered from the orange-sized light that still hovered near Todd. "Fine. Now you work for me." Todd swept off Ralph's old hat, caught the light in it, and set it back on his head. He turned to Sheila. "Could you please grab the stuff off the machine? I still think I might pass out. I think he broke my face."


      Thunk offered Todd his shoulder, and Todd leaned on it. Thunk wrapped his arm around Todd as Sheila picked up the journal, the lanyard, and the spoons. They all walked slowly out to the beater. "Todd, what do you know about that man?" Sheila was practically shivering from what had just happened.


      "I know that he is dead." Thunk opened the door for Todd, and he slid into the back seat. Sheila sat in the passenger seat, and Thunk sat in the driver's seat. He started the car and released the parking brake. Sheila asked shakily, "Where are we going?"


      Todd answered from the back seat, "The Carnival."

    


    
      Long ago there was a dream,
had to make a choice or two.
Leaving all I loved behind,
for what nobody knew.
Stepped out on the stage, a life
under lights and judging eyes.
Now the applause has died and I
can dream again...

    


    
      Queensryche, "Anybody Listening?"

    


  


  
    
      Todd meets the Ticketmaster.


    


    
      It just takes a minute
And you'll feel no pain
Gotta make something of your life boy
Give me one more vein
You've come to see the doctor
Cause I'll show you the cure
I'm gonna take away the questions
Yeah I'm gonna make you sure

    


    
      Queensryche, "Operation: Mindcrime"

    


    
      Todd sat in the middle of the back seat, watching the city fall away and turn into suburbs. Ever since he had entered the warehouse, he had known certain things about the Carnival. He had known about the Symmetrical Man, and about his relationship with Dr. Celestine. Todd was pretty sure that this was all information that was written inside Ralph's old journal. He was also pretty sure that the imbalance he had caused was needed if he was to have a purpose. If he was to return to his house. He mumbled, "I am here because I intend on continuing to exist, in this form or one very close to it."


      Sheila looked back at him. "What does that mean?"


      Todd leaned forward, and she shrank away a bit. "Something Dr. Celestine said to me while you and Thunk were upstairs." Sheila blushed deeply. "He manipulated you, Sheila. Both the Symmetrical Man and Thunk used you to fuck with me." She glanced fearfully at Thunk, and then stared at him, as if she was trying to read his soul.


      "Neither of them could take what I wasn't willing to give them, Todd." She began to cry again, and faced forward with a set jaw. Todd leaned back against the back seat. Rage, jealousy, and hurt bubbled up within him, and then fell away. It felt as if they were someone else's feelings, experienced by proxy. She was his girlfriend, and he was wronged by her infidelity. Compared to the Carnival, and to the game that was being played throughout time, it was so small. Todd was deeply afraid for a moment; he had nearly no idea what kind of being he was becoming, or if he was even still human.


      Suburbia fell away, and the wide open fields of autumn farms surrounded them. "Almost there, Todd," Thunk reported. Todd nodded. He would be unquestioning and fiercely loyal. He would do anything Todd asked, without limit. Without free will, there was no conscience, no responsibility. To Thunk, it was the ultimate freedom, when to so many, it would be a prison. Todd watched Sheila for a few minutes, and wondered just how few were left in this world that would see it that way. He shook his head, and Thunk pulled into a field-turned-parking lot. A short distance away stood the carved arch of a sign. Dr. Celestine's face smiled down at those entering and leaving his Carnival of Souls. As dusk finished falling, the lights switched on, and the Carnival shone with color and motion. It was a beacon in the night.


      Thunk pulled the car into a space, turned off the lights and engine, and yanked the parking brake into place. Sheila got out of the passenger side, and Thunk held the driver's door open for Todd to get out of the back seat. His face was still quite swollen, but he could see out of both eyes. He noticed that while Sheila was nervous as hell, he was calm. That made sense to him, though. His job was clear. Hers was still entirely up in the air.


      Todd walked to the bank of ticket-sellers, and his two friends followed. The carnie looked up at him, and he held up two fingers. He smirked painfully as he paid for two insanely over-priced admittance tickets with money from his basement. He could still hear Sheila's exasperation at his own disinterest in the money. He glanced at Thunk and Sheila, and purposefully burnt that image into his memory. There was no telling when he'd see either of them again. "You guys ready?" Thunk immediately nodded, having no choice in the matter. Sheila hugged herself tightly, seemed to brace herself, then nodded. Todd smiled, a real and honest smile, and Sheila couldn't help but return it. All three got in line for the ticket-taker. Sheila was first, Todd next, and Thunk last.


      It was a fast line for the number of people that were coming in and out of the Carnival of Souls. As they approached, they saw the ticket-taker. He was overweight, balding, and possibly the most cheerful person that they had ever seen. His thin hair was long enough to hang over his ears, and fluttered gently in the breeze. He was wearing a dress that actually fit him well. He had countless pieces of Hello Kitty jewelry and toys in his booth. He greeted each person warmly and honestly; there wasn't a single person that entered Dr. Celestine's Carnival of Souls without a smile on their face. As Sheila approached, Todd recognized him. He was named Dav, and he was the Ticketmaster.


      "Welcome to the Carnival, miss! Do you have your tickohmygod where did you get that?" Dav had stood up, and was pointing at her Hello Kitty lanyard. He was enraptured, like a kid in a candy store.


      "Hi... uh, my boyfriend got it for me." She looked back to Todd, motioning for her ticket. He handed her a small wooden box.


      "Well, I'm not ashamed to tell you that I'm terribly jealous. Do you have a ticket?" Sheila gave Todd a questioning look, and he just stared at her. She shot him a glare, and opened the box. She handed the inverted ticket to Dav, who looked at it with a worried smile. He looked back up, but to Todd. "Isn't this your ticket, Ralph?"


      Todd smiled. "It was a mistake, Ticketmaster. I was meant to give it to her."


      The Ticketmaster looked back down at the ticket. "I don't know..."


      An idea suddenly struck Sheila. "Uh, listen, if you let me use that ticket, you can have this." Sheila took off the lanyard and held it up to the booth. Dav's eyes lit up, and his face beamed with an enormous smile.


      "Deal!" Dav punched the stub of the now-golden ticket and handed it back to her. Sheila rushed past the booth, glad to no longer be holding up the line. Todd gave Dav the two tickets for himself and Thunk, and followed Sheila in.


      No one saw Dav un-clip Sheila's old ID badge and slip it into his ticket folder.

    


    
      I will clean and cover my windows
'Cos I don't want to see where the wind blows
I'll love it, I'll covet another one's idol
Because I am the queen of denial
I'll love it, I'll love it
I'll love it, I'll love it
The ego is the master of psyche
And envy tastes sweeter than grey meat
I'll love it and learn to follow behind all
Because I am the king of denial

    


    
      Ruby, "Queen of Denial"

    


  


  
    
      Todd loses Sheila.


    


    
      You think I'm blind, I can see for miles
You think I'm happy 'cause I smile
But beneath flies a bird with a neck for a noose and bricks for cargo
You think I'm blind, I can see for miles
You think I'm gonna fake this smile
But I'll turn it loose on stones and air with its guts for cargo
And its pockets full, and its pockets full
There's a whole full of old blind men pointing in one direction
With their pockets full
So blind, they're tripping over their own deception
With their pockets full

    


    
      Ruby, "Cargo"

    


    
      It was never the sights of a carnival that stuck in Todd's memory; it was always the smells. Fresh sawdust, animals, sweat, cotton candy... it was enough to stick in your mind for the rest of your life. He inhaled deeply, relishing the memories that had happened before and after his time. Sheila and Thunk flanked him, seemingly expecting the worst. Todd exhaled slowly, trying to figure out their next step. He'd smelled fear in the Carnival, and that was right. This place should fear him, because he could un-make it. Of course, that would probably kill him in the process. And then it hit him.


      Todd crumpled to the ground as a rubber juggling ball bounced off of the back of his head. Sheila and Thunk spun around to see a juggling clown approaching them. It wore an enormous smile, and it was moving slowly through the crowd of Carnival-goers. He was juggling quickly and skillfully, smiling as he walked. Todd moaned and tried to sit up. Thunk placed himself between the clown and Todd. Sheila just had time to yelp as she was picked up by her shoulders from behind. She was moved away from Todd, and set down. She whirled around to face a clown that had at least a foot on her. It was smiling, but that only made it more fearsome, instead of friendly. Its teeth gave the impression of being sharp and pointed, and its eyes were dull and dead. "Ticket." Its voice sounded like bones rubbing together.


      Sheila shakily held up her golden ticket stub. The clown looked at it closely, without touching it. It looked at her with its dead eyes and nodded. It unraveled a balloon string from around its arm and handed her a green balloon. Sheila suddenly realized that this frightening creature was letting her go, and she ran off without a second thought. She didn't stop until she reached the Hall of Mirrors.


      Todd stood up shakily. His head had already been hurting from the boot to the head that he'd received from the Symmetrical Man. Now, it throbbed as the world undulated and refused to focus. There was a vaguely person-ish shape in front of him whom he immediately recognized as Thunk. There were others, raging with color everywhere but their ghost-white faces. He steadied himself on Thunk's shoulder and whispered in his ear, "They can't kill us here. But, apparently, they can kick the crap out of us." Todd shook his head, trying to clear it. Something familiar was trying to get recognition from his conscious mind. Someone was playing music close by. It was, appropriately, a carnival tune, but it was haunting and old. Todd turned around, and saw that the clowns had surrounded them. This was wrong; he hadn't done anything to have the clowns attack him. He hadn't endangered anyone or anything. Neither of them had earned the dreaded "Fetch."


      It was calliope music. It was the Carnival's song that had enraptured Ralph so deeply that his heart ached when it wasn't playing in his head. He'd missed it enough to install his own in his home. Their home. Todd's home.


      Todd knelt and picked up the rubber ball. "They're herding us, Thunk." He pointed, still palming the rubber ball, at Dr. Celestine's trailer. "That's where we're going." The clowns - all four of them now - backed off a step or two. Todd turned to the juggler. He whipped the rubber ball back to him, and it was deftly caught and added to the four balls already in the air. "Fuck you." One by one, all five rubber balls hit the dust. Todd turned and walked toward the Doctor's trailer. The clown's makeup began to run, more quickly and fluidly than a downpour could have done, off of his face and hands. Thunk followed Todd, staring at the clown over his shoulder. The clown's suit seemed to dissolve, revealing ancient finery underneath. His skin was nearly golden-colored and his gaping, surprised mouth had two fangs protruding from his upper jaw. Life, after a fashion, returned to his eyes. The sound of shattering glass came from inside the trailer, followed quickly by a bellowed curse.


      The other clowns were distracted for just a moment, and the vampire made a bee-line for the gate that was both exit and entrance to this place. They followed it with inhuman speed, and none of the customers - the rubes - had noticed a damn thing.


      Todd and Thunk gazed in awe at the ancient circus trailer. Every piece, no matter how functional, was adorned with carving and gilt, if not bright paint. It wasn't garish, but it wasn't exactly pleasing to the eye. There were windows, but they seemed to be blocked by heavy curtains. Todd took a deep breath, and knocked soundly on the door three times. It opened slowly and smoothly, without a single creak. Just inside the door stood Dr. Celestine, sans hat and coat. He was holding a silk hankercheif to a spot just above his eye.


      "Ah, yes, Todd. You're late." Todd and Thunk exchanged surprised glances. "Don't stand out there like two rubes. Come in!"

    


    
      Give me your kings let me squeeze then in my hands
Your puny princes, Your so called leaders of your land
I'll eat them whole before I'm done
The battle's fought and the game is won
I am the one the only one, I am the god of kingdom come
Gimme the prize just gimme the prize

    


    
      Queen, "Gimme the Prize (Kurgan's Theme)"

    


  


  
    
      Todd tells Doc how it is.


    


    
      Empty spaces, what are we waiting for
Abandoned places, I guess we know the score
On and on, does anybody know what we are looking for
Another hero, another mindless crime
Behind the curtain in the pantomime
Hold the line, does anybody want to take it anymore

    


    
      The show must go on, The show must go on
Inside my heart is breaking
My make-up may be flaking, but my smile... still stays on

    


    
      Queen, "The Show Must Go On"

    


    
      Dr. Celestine sat in the only chair in the room. The well-worn leather was practically molded to fit the Scotsman from frequent and long use. He held a glass of brandy in one hand, and a bloody silk handkerchief in the other. He had a small cut, apparently made by a shard of glass, on his forehead. He regularly dabbed at this with the square of silk.


      "I understand that punctuality is not a virtue of the young, Todd, but you must admit that I have been waiting for you for some time." The Doctor took a gulp from his snifter and stared levelly at Todd. Thunk bristled, but did nothing. "Come now, did you think that I would not notice your leavings and arrivals?" He swirled the liquor in the glass.


      Todd smiled. He sat on the floor, cross-legged. Thunk followed suit, and Dr. Celestine's expression grew hard. "I remember now, Doc. So, you can quit treating me like one of your employees. I don't fall for the all-knowing bit." Thunk nervously cleared his throat. "We made a stop at a warehouse, one you've visited." Todd stared the universal force that was Dr. Celestine in the eyes. "The Symmetrical Man is dead. Every single one of his jars is gone. I know that there are others like you and I, but I also know that he was the only Celestine yet rejected by the Carnival. There will be another Dr. Celestine when it is time for you to leave, but there will be no Symmetrical Men." Thunk shifted, as his legs fell asleep, but did not rise.


      Dr. Celestine's face was stone, but his eyes shone with the power and purpose of his Carnival. "You are not here to unmake me. Nor is this gratitude for having made you." The liquor swirled gently in the glass; these were not questions.


      "No, I'm here to return something that was stolen from you."

    


    
      #

    


    
      Sheila caught her breath as she leaned up against the tent-post of the Hall of Mirrors. She looked back down the causeway, and realized that she'd ran nearly the entire length of the Carnival. The only thing that was farther from the entrance than the Hall of Mirrors was the Ridemaster's booth. The rides were scattered throughout the Carnival, but both the roller coaster and the Ferris Wheel boarded back there, so that's where his trailer and booth were.


      There was no sign of the dead-eye clown with the balloons, so Sheila let herself relax a bit. She took out her golden ticket once more, finally noticing that it had reverted to its normal gold foil. What the hell had Todd been thinking when he gave her this thing? She was just along for the ride; she wasn't involved in any of this. She flipped the ticket over, looking at the list of attractions. Bloody Mary Black's Freak Show was the only one marked as attended.


      Cigar smoke wafted nearby, and a gruff woman's voice said, "That's an old ticket you've got there. I haven't run the freakshow in quite a while. I'm surprised the Ticketmaster let you in with it." Sheila jumped and looked up. The woman put her cigar back between her teeth and looked Sheila up and down. Sheila was sure that this was the woman in the silver-print. Her hair was cut almost exactly the same. Her lithe build and stance reminded her of a wolf even more in person than it had in the silver print.


      "You're Bloody Mary Black?" Sheila tried to step back, but nearly tripped over a tent line.


      "You were maybe expecting Kim Basinger?" She snorted. "So, what's a nice, young, not-so-innocent girl like you doing at the Carnival? Sheila, right? Looking to finish out that Golden Ticket?" Sheila nodded dumbly. "Hmph. Not sure you've got what it takes for one of those, girly. That's an all-access back-stage pass to everything you didn't want to know about you and about the world. I steer clear of the gold ones, myself."


      Sheila had seen all kinds of weird shit go down lately, and she was not about to let some old carnie bitch tell her what she could and couldn't do. "Sorry, lady, this was a gift. I intend to visit every attraction I can. Thanks SO much for the help." She flashed Bloody Mary a petulant smile, and entered the Hall of Mirrors.


      Mary grinned a predator's grin, and strolled back to the Labrynth.

    


    
      #

    


    
      In the basement of Todd's house, the hurricane in the jar swirled and boiled; lightning flashes illuminated the basement room.

    


    
      The mountain's coming
He's walking down your street
The mountain's coming
He's got wings on his feet
There's two suns in the sky today
And one's at your door
When you feed the mountain
He's gonna feed you some more
And then you know
No time for heaven or hell
Just try to understand each other baby
Down in the gravity well

    


    
      Monster Magnet, "Gravity Well"

    


  


  
    
      Todd returns the jar.


    


    
      I left my throne a million miles away
I drink from your tit
I sing your blues every day
Now give me the strength
To split the world in two yeah
I ate all the rest and now I've gotta eat you

    


    
      Well I sing


      Built in my nightmares and using my name
You're stroking my cortex and you know I'm insane
I'm squeezed out in hump drive and drownin' in love
Encompass them all to a position above

    


    
      Monster Magnet, "Space Lord"

    


    
      No change registered in Dr. Celestine's expression; his face was still stone. He lifted the snifter to his mouth, and drank the liquor in one go. He sat the glass down next to the bottle, and visibly relaxed back into the chair. "Continue, Todd. You've got my full attention, dangerous as such a thing is."


      "There is a jar that has been missing from your Carnival for a long time. It probably disappeared in the middle of the mess with your artist and when your Freak Show master left. Lots of hubub, lots of ups and downs during that whole thing." Todd's voice, as well as his vocabulary, kept cycling between teenager and old man. It didn't seem to bug Celestine, but Thunk winced every time that it happened. "At least, that would be my guess after reading all of the stories that Ralph found on the internet. I have to admit that whatever you did to stop them from writing was very effective. A font of information, whether any of those things actually happened or not, about you.


      "Anyway, that missing jar was pretty important. I mean, you took it out of the trailer, here, and gave it to Mary for a reason. You could have simply entrusted it to her care, but instead you literally gave it to her. She was even able to keep the fact that it was missing concealed from you for, well, a long time. Once you found out, though, it couldn't have taken you very long to figure out that it had gone missing the very weekend that Old Ralph had visited your Carnival. The same exact time that it unlocked something in him that could undo you. Once you figured that out, it was even easier to figure out that he'd only visited one attraction."


      Dr. Celestine nodded, a slow smile creeping over his face. "Bloody Mary Black's Freak Show." He poured himself another glass of brandy, setting the bottle carefully back on his end table.


      "Damn skippy. So, the next idea that makes sense is that Ralph lifted the jar from Mary, and used it to track you through space and time. But that's the bitch of it, Doc. Old Ralph never stole the jar. Whatever was opened up in Ralph, and now me, was done by the cage in the Feak Show. Mary was waiting for him, with the jar, when he got out of that fuckin' crazy cage. She gave it to him, told him something that scared the bejeezus out of him, and told him to run for his life. And he did. Only, he couldn't get this place out of his head because as much as he was its un-maker or whatever, he was still a part of it. And now I am."


      Dr. Celestine stopped swirling his glass, and set it down. His smile was full-blown, now, and he didn't bother to hide it. "You mean to tell me that you've come back here entirely for the selfless return of property stolen by one of my employees?"


      Todd coughed and looked at the floor. "Yeah. I mean, well..."


      Dr. Celestine laughed, just as he'd done in Ralph's library, from the gut. It filled the trailer and bounced off of the jars. "It was certainly one of your reasons, young Todd. Of that I have no doubt. However." He slowly and dramatically pulled an ID card from his vest pocket. It had a spot where you could attach a clip or a lanyard. It had Sheila's picture on it, next to the words "Hot Topic Employee." He placed the card next to the bottle, his smile never even flickering.


      It was Todd's turn to wear the stony expression.


      "It seems that it was not your only reason. Sheila now holds the golden ticket. She's wandering through the Hall of Mirrors at this very moment. It's a very noble thing that you've done for her, Todd. As any others that walk under my sign, she's got a chance at survival, a chance at madness, and a chance at death. Luckily, I'm not as blinded as Mary is. You know that I won't offer her a home, or a job. What do you expect to get out of squeezing a life's worth of risk into a day or two?"


      Todd stood up, and Thunk followed suit. "If she hadn't been pushed, she would have lived her entire life with her eyes closed, and would have thanked god for it. Now, she doesn't have that option, and her pride won't let her fail. Now, if she survives, she'll at least be something more than that." Todd scowled after spitting out the last word.


      Dr. Celestine laughed again, and the world seemed to reel for a moment. "Playing at deity, even with the best intentions, is the surest way to disaster." He raised his glass to Todd, and then to Thunk. He drank it all at once, as if it was a shot. "Except, of course, at Dr. Celestine's Carnival of Souls."


      Todd reached into his jacket and slowly pulled out a mason jar. It gave off the murky light of storm clouds. The miniature palm trees inside were whipped by wind and lashed by rain. The hurricane inside was strong and angry, as it had always been. "What is this, Dr. Celestine?" He handed the jar over.


      "This, my new adversary, is a jar full of destruction."

    


    
      #

    


    
      End of Todd
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      Bah weep gra-nah weep ninni bong.
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