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The stage lights were too bright for the size of the audience.

They poured down in harsh white beams, flattening everything they touched color, shadow, dignity. Elias Crowe stood at the center of it, his smile stretched thin, his lips dry against his teeth. Beyond the lights, the theater dissolved into darkness, but not enough to hide the truth.

There were only nine people in the seats.

Nine.

He had counted them twice already.

Three in the front row were a couple and a man who hadn’t laughed once. Two scattered in the middle. Four in the back, barely visible, their faces lit intermittently by the glow of their phones. The emptiness pressed in on him, louder than any crowd ever could.

Elias adjusted the wooden figure on his knee, fingers tightening slightly around its torso. The dummy’s painted smile gleamed under the lights, wide and confident in a way Elias no longer felt.

“Alright,” Elias said, forcing brightness into his voice. “Tough crowd tonight, huh?”

Silence.

A cough echoed somewhere in the back.

He waited a beat longer than necessary, as if laughter might arrive late, embarrassed for missing its cue.

It didn’t.

Elias swallowed and tilted his head slightly toward the dummy. “What do you think, friend? You think they’re just shy?”

He shifted his voice higher, sharper, a practiced contrast.

“Oh, they’re not shy,” he said through the puppet. “They’re bored.”

A pause.

Nothing.

The words fell flat, like stones dropped into dry sand. No ripple. No reaction.

Elias’s smile faltered for a fraction of a second before he forced it back into place. His jaw ached from holding it there.

“Bored?” Elias repeated. “That’s harsh. I’ve been working on this set all week.”

The puppet’s painted eyes stared forward, glassy and unblinking.

“Well,” Elias said in the puppet’s voice, “maybe that’s the problem.”

A woman in the front row shifted in her seat. Not laughter, just discomfort.

Elias felt heat crawl up the back of his neck.

The timing was off. He could feel it slipping, like trying to hold water in his hands. Every pause stretched too long. Every line landed too early or too late. The rhythm that usually carried him the invisible current between performer and audience was gone.

He was speaking into a void.

He tried another bit. Then another. Each one is worse than the last.

Words tangled. Punchlines stumbled. The puppet’s voice, once sharp and precise, sounded hollow to his own ears. Even he didn’t believe it.

If he didn’t believe it, why should they?

A man in the second row checked his watch. Deliberately.

Elias saw it.

Of course he saw it.

He saw everything.

The shifting bodies. The blank expressions. The polite smiles that never reached the eyes. The way attention slipped away from him, drifting into the darkness like smoke.

Invisible.

That word lodged itself deep in his chest.

Invisible.

He pressed on anyway because stopping would be worse.

“Alright, alright,” Elias said, a faint edge creeping into his tone. “Let’s try something different.”

He adjusted the dummy again, angling its face toward him.

“Have you ever noticed,” he began, “how people talk to themselves more when they’re alone?”

He switched voices.

“Oh, I’ve noticed,” the puppet said. “Especially you.”

A faint chuckle came from somewhere in the back. Just one.

Elias clung to it.

“Me?” he said. “I don’t talk to myself.”

“Oh, no?” the puppet replied. “Then who were you arguing with in the mirror this morning?”

Another small laugh. Weak, but real.

Elias felt a flicker of relief, brief, fragile.

He leaned into it.

“I wasn’t arguing,” Elias said. “I was rehearsing.”

“Looked like a loser to me.”

A pause.

This time, the silence wasn’t as heavy but it was still there, still waiting, still judging.

Elias’s grip tightened again.

He could feel the sweat forming along his palms, slick against the smooth wood of the dummy’s body. His fingers shifted slightly, adjusting, grounding himself.

Focus.

Just focus.

He pushed forward, faster now, trying to outrun the gaps, the emptiness between lines.

The faster he went, the worse it became.

The rhythm broke completely.

Jokes tripped over each other. The puppet’s voice came too soon, then too late. Elias’s own voice sounded strained, forced like someone else trying to imitate him.

A ripple of movement in the audience.

One of the people in the back stood up.

Elias saw it happen in slow motion.

The scrape of the chair. The shifting shadow. The quiet, deliberate walk toward the aisle.

No attempt to hide it.

No apology.

Just leaving.

The door creaked open.

Then closed.

The sound echoed through the theater like a final verdict.

Elias’s chest tightened.

He kept talking.

He didn’t even know what he was saying anymore.

Words poured out, empty and disconnected. The puppet’s mouth opened and closed in perfect synchronization, but the illusion, the magic, was gone.

All that remained was a man sitting on a stool, holding a piece of carved wood, pretending it mattered.

Another person checked their phone.

Another person shifted.

The couple in the front row whispered to each other.

Elias’s vision narrowed.

The lights felt hotter.

Brighter.

Too bright.

For a moment just a moment he had the strange, unsettling sensation that the puppet was heavier than it should be.

Not physically.

Something else.

As if it carried weight beyond wood and paint.

He adjusted it instinctively, fingers pressing into its side.

The surface felt... cold.

Colder than it should have been under the heat of the stage lights.

Elias frowned, the expression almost breaking through his performance.

Ignore it.

Keep going.

“Alright,” he said, voice tightening. “Let’s bring it home.”

Home.

The word sounded wrong.

There was no home here.

Only the stage.

Only the lights.

Only the silence waiting to swallow him whole.

He launched into his closing bit his strongest material, the one that usually guaranteed laughter.

Usually.

Tonight, it unraveled like everything else.

The timing slipped again.

The punchline landed... and died.

No laughter.

Not even polite applause.

Just quiet.

Elias sat there for a second longer than necessary, his smile frozen, eyes scanning the darkness for something to hold onto.

Nothing looked back.

“Thank you,” he said finally.

The words felt small.

Weak.

A few scattered claps followed. Thin. Obligatory. Already fading before they fully formed.

The lights dimmed slightly, signaling the end.

Elias stood, the dummy still on his arm, and gave a stiff, mechanical bow.

The applause didn’t grow.

It didn’t change.

It just... stopped.

He turned and walked offstage, the darkness behind the curtain swallowing him in a way the audience never had.

The backstage smelled like dust and old fabric.

The air was cooler, but it didn’t help.

Elias set the dummy down on a nearby table, more forcefully than he intended. The wood knocked softly against the surface, the sound dull and unsatisfying.

He exhaled, long and shaky, running a hand through his hair.

“God...” he muttered under his breath.

The performance replayed in his mind, every missed beat, every silence, every glance from the audience that said the same thing:

You’re not good enough.

He leaned forward, gripping the edge of the table.

“I used to be better than this,” he whispered.

No one answered.

Of course no one answered.

He let out a humorless laugh, the sound echoing faintly in the empty backstage corridor.

Pathetic.

That’s what it was.

He straightened slowly, eyes drifting toward the dummy.

It sat where he’d left it, head tilted slightly, painted smile unchanged. Its glass eyes caught the dim backstage light, reflecting it in a way that made them seem almost... focused.

Watching.

Elias stared at it for a moment longer than he meant to.

Something about it unsettled him.

Not fear.

Not yet.

Just a faint, crawling discomfort he couldn’t quite explain.

He shook his head, dismissing it.

“It’s just wood,” he muttered.

Just wood.

Just a prop.

Just something to help him pretend he had a voice worth hearing.

Elias reached out, adjusting the dummy’s position slightly, turning its face away from him.

He didn’t know why.

He just did.

From somewhere deeper in the theater, a faint echo lingered the memory of applause that hadn’t really been there.

Elias closed his eyes.

For a brief, fragile moment, he imagined something different:

A full house.

Laughter filled the room.

Real laughter.

The kind that didn’t have to be forced.

The kind that meant something.

He held onto that image for as long as he could.

Then it slipped away.

Just like everything else.

When he opened his eyes again, the backstage felt darker than before.

Quieter.

For a split second he thought he heard something.

A faint sound.

Soft.

Close.

Like the beginning of a voice.

Elias froze.

The silence stretched.

Nothing followed.

He let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.

“Get a grip,” he said quietly.

He picked up the dummy again, this time more carefully, holding it close as he headed toward the exit.

The theater behind him remained still.

Empty.

Somewhere, buried beneath the silence, something waited.

***
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THE HALLWAY OUTSIDE the dressing rooms felt narrower than it should have.

Elias walked through it with the dummy tucked under his arm, its wooden head resting against his side, its painted smile brushing the fabric of his jacket. The overhead lights flickered faintly, buzzing like dying insects. Every step echoed too loudly, as if the building itself were listening.

At the end of the corridor, a single door stood half open. A thin line of yellow light cut across the floor.

Elias slowed.

He already knew what waited on the other side.

He pushed the door open anyway.

The office was small, cluttered, and smelled faintly of stale coffee and something older paper, dust, time. Posters of past shows covered the walls, their colors faded, edges curling. Faces of performers frozen mid-laugh, mid-bow, mid-applause.

Success, preserved in ink.

Elias avoided looking at them.

Behind the desk sat Graham Pierce, the theater manager. A heavyset man with tired eyes and a permanent crease between his brows, as though disappointment had carved itself into his face over the years.

He didn’t look up immediately.

He finished writing something first. Slow. Deliberate.

Letting the silence stretch.

Elias stood there, shifting his weight slightly, the dummy pressed against him like an awkward extension of his body.

Finally, Graham set the pen down.

Then he looked up.

“Well,” he said.

Just one word.

Flat.

Elias forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Tough crowd.”

Graham stared at him for a long moment, then leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight.

“Tough crowd?” he repeated. “Elias, there were nine people out there.”

Elias said nothing.

“You know how many tickets we sold last month?” Graham continued. “You know how many of those were for your slot?”

Elias swallowed. “It’s been slow lately. For everyone.”

Graham let out a short, humorless laugh.

“No,” he said. “It hasn’t.”

He leaned forward now, elbows resting on the desk, fingers laced together.

“It’s been slow for you.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

Elias felt them settle somewhere deep in his chest.

“I can fix it,” Elias said quickly. Too quickly. “I just need time. I’ve got new material, I—”

“You’ve been saying that for weeks.”

Graham’s voice wasn’t loud, but it carried a weight that made it worse.

“I’m serious this time,” Elias insisted. “Tonight just... didn’t land right. It happens.”

Graham’s eyes flicked briefly to the dummy.

Then back to Elias.

“It happens,” he repeated slowly. “Sure. Once. Maybe twice. But this?” He gestured vaguely toward the stage beyond the walls. “This isn’t a bad night, Elias. This is a pattern.”

Elias felt a flicker of irritation rise beneath his anxiety.

“I’ve had good shows,” he said. “You’ve seen them.”

“I have,” Graham nodded. “That’s why you’re still here.”

A pause.

“But I’m starting to wonder why.”

The room seemed to shrink.

Elias’s grip tightened around the dummy, his fingers pressing into the wood without realizing it.

“I just need one more shot,” he said. His voice had dropped now, lower, more controlled but there was something underneath it. Something close to desperation.

Graham studied him.

Not just the performer. The man.

“You need more than that,” Graham said finally. “You need something new. Something that actually makes people care.”

Elias opened his mouth to respond, but the words didn’t come immediately because deep down he knew Graham was right.

“That thing—” Graham nodded toward the dummy, “—it’s not enough anymore.”

Elias’s jaw tightened.

“It’s part of the act.”

“It’s all of the act,” Graham corrected. “And it’s not working.”

Elias felt heat rise in his chest again, sharper this time.

“It can work,” he said. “I can make it work.”

Graham exhaled slowly, as if weighing whether the conversation was worth continuing.

Then he reached into a drawer and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

He slid it across the desk.

Elias didn’t touch it.

“What is it?” he asked.
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