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Planet : Achernar

Grand Antlem : Adahara

Grand Kelzen : Ladon(Deceased)

Country : Aiden 







“Were those always here?” 

Porifiro glanced up from his carving bench. Cedric had made his way to the back into the shop and appeared to be examining something under Porifiro’s second work table.

“What? Some tools fell back there?” Porifiro grumbled.

“No, these lumpy…puppets,” Cedric said and pushed the table to the side. He stepped out of the way so Porifiro could see the pile of strange, lumpy white forms. They didn’t look quite right.

“Nah, those aren’t mine,” Porifiro said with a shrug and turned back to his work. 

Cedric narrowed his eyes and scowled at them, “Did your “friends” leave these here?” 

“Maybe,” Porifiro replied. 

Cedric regarded the lumps with disdain before pushing the table back in front of them. They were probably meant to be used to smuggle something out of the back. 

“They could have made these look more like puppets,” he complained.

Porifiro shrugged again, “Who cares, no one will be coming back here anyway.”

Cedric glared over his shoulder. At his work bench, Porifiro was taking his time rounding a head made of wood to a smooth, pleasant shape. It was going to be bigger than the ones that sat on the edge of the small stage out front. Porifiro hadn’t even finished dressing the smaller puppets before moving on to the next set. 

Porifiro was a short and stout man with a dark tan from taking on odd jobs during the summer. He had never been quite able to grow full facial hair, so he never bothered to shave the whiskers he had along the bottom of his face. He never liked his hair. He kept it cut short, but even then his curls were aggressive, so Porifiro was never without his flat cap-even indoors. 

He was quite unlike Cedric, who was lanky and pale. His hair was also a contrast to Porifiro’s dark curls, having well behaved, dirty blond hair. Cedric’s blue eyes were always wide open and coupled with his uncomfortably large smile, they painted the young man as a bit unstable. Cedric may have been aware of this, for he preferred to keep his smile as wide as possible when dealing with people he didn’t particularly care for. It was effective intimidation. 

As well as always having a smile, Cedric wore the same blue suit every day. It was the only one he owned, after all, and he believed firmly in making a good first impression. Porifiro’s lack of organization was one of the growing list of things Cedric didn’t appreciate about his new business partner. Most of the things on that list he was willing to forgive if only for admiration of Porifiro’s talent. 

He watched Porifiro carve with great interest for a few moments before the man groaned, “Would you quit hovering over me?”

Cedric quickly shuffled out of the back room and towards the front of the tent. He was grateful that someone finally strung up the lights. Despite the fact the tent was yellow, it wasn’t bright enough inside during the day. It wasn’t cool enough either. Cedric decided to forgo another examination of the stage in favor for the outside. He threw the opening of the tent and was instantaneously rewarded with fresh air. It was a nice day, getting warmer, but summer wasn’t quite here yet. This place was going to be insufferable by then. They would have to install fans inside. Cedric tugged his tie uncomfortably and considered negotiating later business hours. No one was going to want to be in that tent during the day, not unless there were a hundred fans. 

One of the benefits of a stationary circus tent was less hassle with setting up. Cedric realized that they probably could just set up large fans around the edges of the tents pointing inwards. He rubbed his chin and pondered leaving the popcorn machines outside of the entrance flaps. The show area wasn’t very large, he didn’t want it to be crowded. 

Cedric Fitzroy was brought into this little operation to take care of the finances, but he came to find his business partner, Porifiro Peti, needed a lot more help than that. The two were merely acquaintances prior when Cedric caught wind that the guy across the block from him was looking to hire. Cedric had been in between jobs at the moment and popped in on a whim. 

It had turned out that Porifiro had been mulling over opening up a small theater for putting on puppet shows. He knew how to make them, but it had become apparent to Cedric after chatting with Porifiro for about thirty minutes that the man had no idea how to do anything other than that. He didn’t even come across as an artist type at first glance, with his lidded eyes and gruff demeanor. The whole thing reeked of a scam and Cedric had almost walked out. Porifiro had hurriedly introduced a large wooden chest he claimed had been left to him by a late uncle. He had watched Cedric go over the homely contents of the chest nervously, hoping the sentimental slant would be enough to win Cedric back over. 

Porifiro had, of course, removed the papers detailing the plans for a counterfeiting operation to be masked by the puppet theater. His uncle had worked out a good scheme, better than anything Porifiro could have come up with on his own. He counted it to his lucky stars that he was familiar with wood work. Ideally, he could get as few people involved as possible and walk away with more, but at the end of the day someone had to actually be working and that someone ended up being Cedric. 

Fortunately for Porifiro, Cedric warmed up to the idea more and more as he was introduced to the puppets they would be working with. He even took initiative and managed to get them a space right off of the road leading out of town. The theater idea was traded in for a large yellow tent. It was too small to house an actual circus, but large enough to split into a show area and the business offices. 

Unfortunately for Porifiro, Cedric was also not as dumb as he would have hoped. He knew The Flock once he saw them and grew suspicious. Most people could recognize The Flock in Umbarton, as it was close enough to their home turf of Huesmouth. They were Umbarton’s newly adopted mob family, although the majority of them were not related to their head. One was “adopted” into The Flock and given a black feather as a family token. Members of The Flock often wore their feathers in their hats, though it was also worn as a broach or decorated their sleeves. 

The Flock were involved and Cedric was not keen on doing any sort of business with them, or rather, someone who was doing business with them. They kept coming around the back end of the tent and meeting with Porifiro in what they probably assumed was secret. Cedric didn’t think they were stupid. Maybe they thought he was. Or maybe it didn’t matter if he saw anything or not. 

Thinking about it made Cedric cross and he wrestled with the idea of walking out on this plan every now and again. It was impossible. He was captivated by the puppets Porifiro made and he wanted to stick around. His thoughts touched back on the puppets for a moment, but Porifiro wasn’t going to let him back in there. He sighed. He had nothing else to do there, but he hadn’t planned on leaving for at least another hour. He would have to kill the rest of his time at the park. 

Though his plans occasionally fell through, Cedric tried to keep everyday working on schedule. Free time didn’t sit well with him. It was better for him if there was always something to do. The roses would be delivered a hour early. 




Bradbury Memorial Park was a nice place. It was a decent-sized lot dead center of of the main road. It was directly in between the theater and the bank. It was always in view of the public, so it was kept clean and tidy. Due to high visibility, it was often joked that the graveyard was the safest place in town. 

Cedric came to visit Bradbury Memorial Park at least once every week, occasionally he managed to visit twice. He never came empty handed. Most of the time he had a large bouquet of roses, but he once found himself in possession of a handful of cheaply made, plastic kazoos. He had proudly dispensed the kazoos, but found upon his next visit that two of the kazoos had disappeared. While it was possible they were taken by children, Cedric couldn’t help but imagine someone mistook his offering for trash and threw it away. He knew better than to be too disappointed when the candy disappeared as well. 

Today he had roses and he briskly made his route among the graves. He stopped at ten graves and set a single rose down for them. Thankfully, he was the only one there at the moment. It was always awkward when he bumped into families there. It had been ten years and he doubted any of them recognized him. To them, he was just a stranger leaving flowers for their children. He only bothered to remind them once before opting to quietly wait for them to leave before delivering his presents to the graves. He felt that his presence served as an unpleasant reminder anyway. He might as well do them a favor and keep out of their way.

A traffic accident had ended in their entire school bus rolling off the road and into the canal. The class had been taking a field trip to the circus that day. Nine children and the bus driver were lost, but somehow, Cedric managed to escape the sinking bus alive. He had been the only one. 

Finishing his route, he finally came to a stop before his grandmother’s grave and surrendered the rest of the roses. The corners of his smile twitched as the ghost of a laugh passed over him. He likened himself unto a delivery man. He set the bouquet neatly atop her grave and finished his chore with a loud clap of his hands. 

“There! A little early, but no harm done!”

Having finished passing out his gifts, Cedric returned to one of the smaller graves with the name Sawyer Jensen on it and he began to speak, “You should see the puppets that were finished today. They have the funniest little hats! Porifiro paints their clothes onto them, but I wonder if we can not have little clothes made for them instead.”

He gave a pause, as if waiting for a response, and then continued, “There were some lumpy ones in the back-they weren’t at all like the other ones he made. Actually-I don’t think they were even made of wood. To be honest, I suspect they are just cases to hide something in.” Cedric came dangerously close to frowning.

“It’s rather shameful, isn’t it? I’m sure you would be appalled to see me in a business like this,” his voice rose again and his eyes widened, “But if you could just see those darling little puppets, I’m sure all would be forgiven! I think we really can make something worthwhile out of this!” 

Before he could carry on, Cedric heard a noise and quickly glanced behind him. Once again his smile wavered as four young men stepped onto the lot. He could see the feathers pinned to the sleeves of three of their coats. The other had three feathers pinned to his left coat pocket. Cedric assumed this meant he was someone of significance to The Flock. Two of them were hauling a large wreath and the other two were engrossed in whatever they were saying. 

The man with three feathers was, in fact, quite significant to The Flock. He was the leader of the Umbarton branch. Eliezer was the middle child of the three Damiano brothers, with his oldest brother leading The Flock in Huesmouth. Two of the Damiano sons had come into leadership much sooner than planned, thanks to the untimely death of their father. While his older brother remained in Huesmouth, Eliezer decided to spread his wings and had a small faction of The Flock roost in the neighboring city.

Eliezer Damiano, Albert Baldric, and Bernard Artemon had been trying to console Finley Grebe for the better half of that morning. Finley was beside himself, insisting that if he hadn’t been fighting with his Aunt Thurma for the better part of three weeks, he would have been notified of his cousin’s funeral. It had come as a nasty shock to him when he was suddenly berated by his other relatives out of the blue for not attending, particularly when he had been so close to his cousin. 

“It wasn’t right-it wasn’t right at all!” Finley cried. 

“Way outta line,” Albert agreed. 

“Thurma’s gone completely nuts, even my dad agrees, and he’s always taking her side!” 

Bernard commented, “I didn’t know you had family all the way out here. Why wasn’t Duncan back at Huesmouth?”

“He was always going on about being an artist,” Finley explained miserably, “Said they had good programs out here.”

“An artist? You kidding?” 

“He had talent!” Finley snapped, “You don’t know! You never seen any of his work!”

Eliezer said nothing, but nodded gravely as he listened. Finley took notice as he wiped his nose. The boss was having family troubles as well. Finley didn’t dare to bring it up, even to offer condolences. The four men quickly arrived at the relatively fresh grave and bestowed the wreath upon it. They stood shoulder to shoulder and gave solemn respects to the dearly departed with Finley sniffing loudly. 

Cedric observed the scene with quiet contempt.  For a moment, he wondered who the grave could have belonged to. After some thought he then decided it would be unwise to be caught staring. He turned away and began a quick jot towards the gate. 

His quick movement did not go unnoticed and he heard one of the men behind him comment, “Isn’t that Peti?” 

The sound caused Cedric to jump slightly and quicken his pace further. 

“No, Peti is the short one! He’s a lot fatter, too!” 

“Yeah, but I’ve seen that guy somewhere before.”

“Yeah, doesn’t he hang around that tent too?” 

“I don’t remember his name.” 

“He’s just the pencil pusher, relax.” 

“If he’s part of the operation, why haven’t we heard about him yet? Peti’s tryna pull a fast one on us?”

“He’s not involved,” Eliezer finally said, “He works the front desk. He stays out of the loop and we don’t have to pay him.”

“So he doesn’t know what’s going on?”

“No.”

“So why was he here then?”

“Why do you think? It’s a graveyard, idiot!” 

Eliezer turned to Finley and slapped his hand on his shoulder. “You ready to go?” he asked.

Finley nodded, sniffing again. 

“Yeah, we still got to meet Jim and the other old birds and tell them off,” Bernard recalled. 

“Kindly decline their offer,” Eliezer corrected him. 

“You sure about this? They were your pa’s best,” Finley asked. 

“I’m sure. We’re going to start from rock bottom here and what I make of this city, I do on my own. I don’t need any of my old man’s help,” Eliezer said firmly. 

Bernard noticed that Albert was falling behind and called to him. Albert was watching the back gate from over his shoulder. 

“Hey, I’m not so sure about that guy,” he commented as he rejoined the others. 

“He stays out of the loop,” Bernard replied, “Drop it.” 

Albert kept quiet but didn’t put Cedric from his mind. Porifiro was a weasel, that was apparent upon first meeting him. He had a sleazy smile and a look in his eye that rubbed Albert the wrong way. The thought of Porifiro keeping secrets from The Flock, any at all, didn’t set with him. He decided he would be keeping his eyes on the man in the blue suit.
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The elders of The Flock were loyal to Jermano’s father. He didn’t expect them to be very supportive of him in light of his father’s sudden death, even less so following his youngest brother’s flight. A handful of them left for Umbarton to offer their service to Eliezer, but the majority chose to stay in Huesmouth. 

Jermano supposed the “family” aspect of The Flock that his father was always going on about might have meant something after all. That thought came with a tightened jaw and a bitter edge. Jermano never got to call his father out on his schlock before he died; now, he never would. The Flock was alive and well, but at this point, there was almost nothing left of the Damiano family. 

The four children of Jeremias Damiano were all but two now. The youngest brother as good as dead to the rest of them, but truly, it had been Alma at the root of all the trouble. Jermano’s only sister had been institutionalized at the best mental health facility their father could afford. Ever since she was sent off, however, their father’s health had declined. 

Something had been off about Alma ever since she turned ten years old. Their father had always said as much. Jermano and Eliezer never noticed. She was never involved with their boyhood games.

Alma chose being alone, whispering into shadows, over spending time with other kids and it drove her father up a wall. What Jermano assumed was just an annoying quirk of his sisters’ finally escalated to her nearly drowning herself in a bath tub. After that her father had no choice but to have her committed. 

Not a month after that unseemly incident had occurred Stefano, the youngest brother, fled without warning. He must have had a confrontation with their father, Jermano reasoned, for his father died soon after that. Not a trace of Stefano had been seen since then. 

The older members of The Flock seemed to know what had transpired, but were keeping tight lipped about it. They didn’t share in Jermano’s grudge. As far as they were concerned, Stefano was a member of the family, and for the love of family, they would not pursue him. 

Making sure that Jermano was cognizant of The Flock’s current business weighed much heavier by comparison, and the elders didn’t spare a word about Stefano. They did, however, take some time to subtly imply that they would like to see Jermano have his own family before long.

He touched on the idea of having kids for a few moments. It couldn’t be too bad. It wasn’t exactly something he had planned, but he wasn’t bothered enough to try to push the responsibility off on Eliezer. 

Most of the day was dedicated to assuming the payment for Alma’s treatment. Papers had to be signed and accounts managed, and Jermano decided to let Alma know that since their father was dead, he was now her caretaker. The idea wasn’t one he was keen on, but the sooner he took care of this business, the better.

His father’s men agreed with grave nods. He knew they would. Family first. He hadn’t seen Alma since her committal, and he had no great desire to see her now. Thinking about it made him angry. Being here made him angry. Now, seeing his sister again made him angry. 

She had never been a very thin girl, but he could see she had lost weight. Her black hair looked unclean as it rested on her shoulders. She was clearly distraught. Her eyes darted from face to face, before settling on her brother’s. The small crowd took up most of the room and she seemed smaller for it. 

Jermano didn’t understand why, as these same men were present for her entire life. But then, he had decided long ago that he wasn’t going to try to understand his little sister. 

“We’re here to let you know, I’m going to be footin’ your bills from now on,” Jermano said dryly. 

“You can’t let me out? I’m fine-I don’t need to be here,” Alma began, shooting another worried glance around the room. 

“I’m pretty sure we shoulda put you in here years ago,” Jermano replied, “and according to the staff, you’ve been jumping at shadows since you got here. They told us you refuse to sleep without your lights on and didn’t you say it was your imaginary friend that tried to kill you?” 

“I don’t need to be here,” Alma repeated.

“We believe you need a little more time to recover,” one of the elder’s announced. 

The sound of his voice surprised both Alma and Jermano. Alma seemed to shrink again. Jermano raised an eyebrow but didn’t feel the need to comment. 

“It is with heavy hearts we must inform you that your father has passed away, Alma. We feel the need to honor his memory by taking your well being into the utmost consideration.”

Alma paled and turned her eyes to her brother, but he merely glared. 

“We will make sure that you receive the absolute best care that can be provided for you here, so please, occupy yourself with recovering. A good attitude always helps these things along.” 

Alma’s lip trembled and she opened her mouth to protest. The rest of the elders lifted their heads and stared solemnly back at her. Their gazes were uncompromising and Alma withered in her seat. 

Jermano shrugged but decided to remind them later that he was the one paying her fees now. If they wanted to spoil her, they could do it with their own cash. 

With Alma’s silent resignation, The Flock bid her adieu and shuffled out of her room in single file. Jermano tried to get a last word in to his sister, but the door was being held for him. He could only manage to shoot his sister a farewell glance before he left. She didn’t catch it. Alma was left curling up in her chair and staring dismally at the ground. 

What did she think was going to happen? She had tried to take her own life and now she apparently had a desperate fear of the dark. No one was going to buy that she was ready to come home. 

Even still, the visit left him a little less sore with his sister than he was before. Hell, he even felt a little guilty. Jermano decided that he should try to visit her every now and again. He was sure that would suit the elders just fine. 

Though, he thought as they were leaving, it wasn’t exactly like she was being put out. The sanitarium may have been the only white building in Huesmouth, but it was arguably the most state-of-the-art. 

Huesmouth wasn’t a very big city. It was built on the edge of a vast marsh that continued on for miles until eventually meeting the sea. Despite the distance, there was always the faint trace of sea air in Huesmouth. Most of the buildings were incredibly old and suffered from mold damage. 

Their yellow and orange exteriors had to be repainted every five to ten years. For some reason no one could longer remember, the buildings in Huesmouth were always painted entirely in yellow, orange or red. It was one of the oldest traditions, along with incredibly spicy food and much less remembered, voodoo. 

Any building that was left gray or white was obviously modern. While at first, that idea was appealing, the general public tended to regard unpainted buildings negatively. To leave your business unpainted was a gamble that often didn’t pay off. People could consider you the new and hottest thing, or, more often, they considered you vain. 

St. Herman’s Psychiatric Ward, however, did not need painting. Being the most modern clinic of its kind, its business was secure. Jeremias Damiano himself, invested in the place. Worked out for them in the end, Jermano thought. 

The elders did not speak another word out loud until they had returned to the Damiano residence. Jermano had failed to notice that the elders had begun watching him halfway through the trip and only when he was spoken to did he realize every eye in the car was on him. 

“There is one more matter of business we have left to attend to.”

“…Like what? Wasn’t Alma’s treatment the last thing left?” Jermano asked. 

“Not quite. This last matter of business is of the utmost importance…it’s your father’s will.”

Jermano glanced from one elder to another, wondering why they seemed so grim. It was his father’s will that he take over as head of The Flock, wasn’t it? That was pretty much said and done already. 

When no one offered to break the silence, Jermano folded, “So what? What is it?” 

The elders glanced slowly to one another and began again, “Your father had no formal will written. He could not have guessed he would be leaving us so early, nor could he have guessed the circumstances that would surround his final days. We implore you to take our word as truth and accept your father’s unfulfilled duty as your own. It was this duty that he devoted himself to entirely once your sister departed.”

“So he worked himself to death. What the hell was he doing?” 

“We believe it’s better to show you, and before that, we need to be certain that you will agree to the task.”

“Wait, what? You expect me to agree to something without knowing what it is?! What do I look like, a moron?” Jermano snorted. 

“We would hope that you would give us a little more benefit of the doubt, Jermano. We each hold the well being of the Damiano family as our highest priority.”

“Then what’s the secrecy about?” 

This caused around round of elders glancing at each other before continuing. Jermano straightened up in his seat as a response, feeling in control of the situation. It didn’t last. 

“You see….your brother, Stefano ran away after discovering this….business. It caused your father much grief, as you know, and he passed. We wanted to be sure that once you knew what was going to be asked of you, you wouldn’t run as well.”

“You waited til now to tell me!? Do you know where Stefano is!?” Jermano demanded. 

“We do not, and we don’t intend to find him. As regrettable as his flight proved to be, it was understandable. At least, in light of the circumstances.” 

“What do you mean, “understandable”?! The old man DIED after he left! He didn’t even have enough decency to show up for the funeral! What, are you going to justify that?!”

When no one offered a word in response, Jermano continued, “I mean, I know he’s family, but blood’s not always thicker than water, right? He ran out on us. He left Eliezer and me to take care of Alma and everything else on our own! He’s clearly not hurting over this, the little bastard!”

“What will become of Stefano is none of The Flock’s concern. You are free to regard him as you please. What is important to us is your father’s will.” the elders reminded him. 

Jermano was in a right mood now, pulling a cigar from his coat pocket and glowering ahead. It had already been a testy day for him. If they wanted to rile him up they had succeeded. The elders watched Jermano quietly, allowing him to chew out his frustration on the end of his cigar. 

When bidding him farewell, they advised him to steel himself for it. Though he had scoffed at their warnings, they had left him a little uneasy. Between their grave manner and stony gazes, the image of giant crows came to Jermano as he watched them depart. Jermano decided to spend the rest of his evening making phone calls. It was about time to shuffle the deck. He would move his own friends to the top and push his father’s men about as far back as he could without making them suspicious. 

To his father, their wisdom had been an invaluable asset, but Jermano was no child. He and his own could carry The Flock from here on out. There was also a person of interest in his inner circle that he felt he might as well try to strike up something with. She was pretty enough, business minded – not a bad place to start. 

The day ended with Jermano in slightly better spirits than he had started in, only for the next morning to start off just as badly. The elders came calling for him at a disgustingly early hour. They insisted the earlier it was the better for this sort of affair. 

Despite being allowed breakfast, Jermano spend the entire car ride breathing fire. He only settled down when he noticed they were leaving the outer city suburbs behind. The roads leading out of the city were usually nicer. It wasn’t long before the road they were on became a bumpy ride on a road riddled with cracks and potholes. They were heading towards the marsh. 

“Before, this was all at the Damiano’s residence. Your father had intentions of moving…it…out here and away from you all, but Stefano discovered it first. Quite regrettable.” 

“It? What do you mean it?” Jermano demanded. 

“You’ll see shortly. We have it confined to a power station here. We were met with little opposition, however we may have to consider moving back to the mansion. The power company have been removed from the premises but we cannot expect to keep them long.” 

“Oh good-more for me clean up,” Jermano grumbled, “and what do you mean “it”? You trying to be cute?” 

The power station wasn’t very large, as pulling up Jermano could see there were already several other black cars parked around it. The moment he stepped out of the car, he was assailed by the smell of salt. It looked like it was going to rain. The blue sky was quickly smothered under dark clouds that brought with them a wet wind. 

It seemed like everyone else was already inside. Jermano tried to hang back to grab a quick smoke, but the elders ushered him forward with outstretched arms. There would be no break until this business was taken care of.
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Porifiro watched as Cedric lead the Umbarton Fine Arts Society around the premises through narrowed eyes. It had been a long morning and just looking at Cedric made Porifiro feel even more tired. 

Where does that guy get all of his energy?

If nothing else, Porifiro had to hand it to Cedric: He knew how to sell. You would think that they had a real show on their hands and not just a large tent with a wooden stage inside of it. The last bit of their combined funds were spent to convert a third of the tent’s space into offices. 

Porifiro finally had a workshop to his own, although Cedric’s office was the only one with a door. Porifiro noted this with a quiet sneer. If Cedric thought the lack of a door was going to stop Porifiro from kicking him out of the workshop he had another thing coming. It was maddening trying to work with that creep hovering over him constantly. When confronted, Cedric would always reply with showers of praise for Porifiro’s handiwork. If he heard one more word about those damn puppets he was going to punch Cedric in the face. 

Maybe then, the guy will lose the freaky smile, Porifiro thought. 

It didn’t matter how early or how late, Cedric always had that smile. He was wearing it now, and Porifiro was sure he wore it when he spoke to all potential investors. Fortunately here, it seemed to be working in his favor. Porifiro had been worried that they could lose potential money thanks to that mug. 

Porifiro accredited the success to the Fine Arts Society being lead by a pack of old dodders. Cedric was probably the most entertaining person they’ve had to talk to in years. They reminded Porifiro of forest hens, tucked tightly in their once fine coats and furs of brown. Over-sized hens following the leader around a yellow tent on the side of the road, he thought. He knew at least one of them: Beatrice Clover. His mother used to pester him to contact her when he was younger. 

“Ms. Clover works with children, you know. You’re never too young to get started in the arts!” 

He guessed that Ms. Clover was the one who was talking with Cedric the most. She was a short, elderly woman with her blond curls framing her lined face. She was constantly turning back and forward from Cedric to the elderly man behind her and tugging on his sleeve to accent whatever she was saying. The president of the Fine Arts society, Jack Balmer, had been close friends with Ms. Clover and Mr. Burdock for years. At this point, her tugging was something he barely noticed. Instead, he and Mr. Burdock were studying Cedric. 

“Lovely view of the forest from here,” Mr. Balmer noted.

Mr. Dandel sniffed, “I’ve heard there are bears in there.”

“Bears? Really? I didn’t think we had bears this close to Umbarton,” Cedric commented.

“Oh yes, you might want to be careful. A bear could wander over here during the night. Particularly if you plan to serve food here,” Mr. Dandel said. 

“Perhaps you can get a fence built around the tent,” Ms. Rosemarie suggested. 

Cedric tapped his chin in a thoughtfully but he was not humoring the idea. A cheap fence would be a blight on the landscape and it would be too expensive to get ironwork done, at least for the time being. He would just have to have the tent cleaned from top to bottom before leaving at night. 

“There are also rumors of a wild man living in those woods!” Ms. Clover piped. 

“Sorry, what?” Cedric blurted as he was brought out of his musing.

“It’s not a wild man, Beatrice,” Mr. Balmer interjected, “it’s just some hunters. They creep over here during deer season. The woods are on private property.”

“Do you suppose they’ll be much trouble?” Cedric asked. 

“The noise might be a problem,” Mr. Burdock grunted. 

There was a pause, and then Cedric turned his gaze from the woods to Mr. Burdock. Mr. Burdock frowned, feeling slightly threatened by that smile. 

“Then we’ll just have to be louder!” Cedric replied. 

He then swiveled on the ball of his foot to face the tent, “Now! I think it’s time we take a look at the inside!” he declared loudly. 

Porifiro heard that from where he was and lifted up the tent wall. He slipped back inside and behind the wall of the stage he had built. As much as Porifiro didn’t care about his art, the idea of having someone other than Cedric comment on his work peaked his interest. 

A small part of him scolded him. He had never cared about art and he wasn’t going to start caring now, but the part eager for legitimate praise shut it out. Cedric lead the Fine Arts Society inside and spun again on the ball of his foot to face them. 

“This space will be reserved for seating! As you can see, there is room in here for a sizable crowd!” 

“That’s the stage? It’s small…” Ms. Rosemarie commented.

“Ah…yes, well-that’s…all we can afford at the moment. Naturally, we hope to expand the stage as soon as it’s possible,” Cedric replied.

“It reminds me of the circus…,” Ms. Clover muttered, staring up to the roof of the tent, “What do you think of a ring instead?”

“A ring? A circus ring?” Cedric questioned.

“Yes,” Ms. Clover mumbled thoughtfully. 

“Focus Beatrice, it’s a puppet show not a circus,” Mr. Burdock grumbled. 

Cedric moved closer to Ms. Clover and followed her gaze to the top of the tent. “A ring you say?…..We could set up a catwalk up there.” 

Ms. Clover beamed at Cedric.

“A puppet circus?” Mr. Dandel inquired. 

“That sounds a fair bit more complicated than a mere puppet show,” Mr. Balmer remarked. 

Cedric didn’t hear him and instead turned to Ms. Clover, “How about an elephant?” 

“A wooden one?”

“Yes!” 

“How big would it be?”

“As big as an elephant!” 

“How are you going to move a puppet elephant?!” Ms. Rosemarie exclaimed. 

“They’ll figure something out!” Ms. Clover laughed. 

Cedric clapped his hands together in excitement, “Indeed, we will!” 

“Be reasonable. You don’t have the means,” Mr. Balmer stated gruffly.

“Oh Jack! Don’t be that way! This young man has real vision!” Ms. Clover implored. 

“Vision, yes, but no means,” Mr. Burdock replied. 

“Then we must not delay! We need to get these fine fellows the funds they need to get started!” Ms. Clover exclaimed, tugging on Mr. Balmer’s coat sleeve again. 

“I want to see a working theater before I pay for a circus,” Mr. Burdock said gruffly. 

Mr. Balmer nodded in agreement and Mr. Dandel spoke, “You might be going somewhere with this. While I can’t promise you an elephant, I think we can help get you started.”

“Although, if you ever get around to making a wooden elephant, I wouldn’t mind seeing it,” Ms. Rosemarie added. 

Cedric beamed at each of them. 

Mr. Balmer cleared his throat and quickly added, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We shall take a closer look at the stage!” 

“Of course!” Cedric replied and clapped again, spinning towards the stage. 

Porifiro slipped further behind the stage to avoid being seen. He watched Cedric scoop up one of the smaller puppets that sat on the edge of the stage. They looked like little beardless gnomes with their pointed hats. Porifiro didn’t have any other plans for them other than decoration for the stage, but of course, Cedric believed they were the most brilliant things made by human hands. Cedric presented the little wooden gnome and as soon as he started droning on about how wonderful it was, Porifiro’s eyes glazed over. 

“What do these little ones do?” Ms. Rosemarie asked.

“These little ones will act as the chorus! They are ever present on stage though they will take no active roles!” Cedric answered. 

Porifiro glared from where he stood. He never agreed to that. That was just another thing he needed to chew Cedric out for once everyone had gone. 

Shortly after Cedric introduced them to the “chorus” the Fine Arts Society left the tent. They expressed wishes to meet Porifiro and Cedric assured them that they could meet with him at a later date. Porifiro wasn’t keen on the idea and sank even lower behind the stage. He waited a few moments after they left the tent to approach Cedric. 

“Hey! What the hell do you think you were doing?!” 

Cedric wasn’t surprised to see Porifiro and offered him one of the puppet gnomes, 

“Congratulations! We did it-or rather, this little guy did,” he chirped. 

“Yeah that’s great, but are YOU going to be building wooden elephants and circuses?!” Porifiro demanded. 

“Oh, relax,” Cedric said, now clacking the bottom jaw of the puppet with his finger, “It was merely a suggestion-not a bad one either. Can you imagine? A wooden circus would be splendid!” 

“L-Look man-I want to keep this a small operation. That kind of show would take an entire team-an entire staff-” Porifiro tried to explain. 

Cedric narrowed his eyes, giving his signature smile an edge of contempt, “Did you expect the two of us to move an entire show?” 

Porifiro was stunned by the obvious revelation and Cedric continued, “Besides-don’t you have your friends in black to help? I was under the impression you were enlisting them as business partners. With their money, I’m sure we could make anything possible.” 

Porifiro glared at Cedric, “They don’t want anything to do with us until they see some money.”

“Is that right?” Cedric snickered quietly. 

Porifiro picked up on a sneer in his voice and snapped, “Would you stop that?!” 

Cedric took his finger out of the puppet’s mouth and offered it to Porifiro, who snatched it back and held it almost defensively to his chest. 

Cedric tilted his head slightly and press his busy fingers to each other, “Are those ugly white ones still in the workshop?”

Porifiro shrugged and moved to return his little puppet to its place on the stage. Cedric was not quite sure what to do with his hands now so he began drumming his fingertips to each other. 

“They mentioned that bears might be a problem. I don’t think they would come so far out of the woods just to see what was over here, do you?” he asked. 

“There’s not going to be any bear problem, you’d sooner see Kelzen coming out of those woods,” Porifiro grumbled. 

“Better safe than sorry!” Cedric piped. 

“We don’t have the money for either.”

“Not yet-but let’s keep mum on the issue for the time being, particularly now that we need to hire some hands to work the stage. Wouldn’t want to scare them.” 

Porifiro sighed loudly and gave the stage a gloomy look.

“You really DON’T have a head for business do you? You struck out on this little project with nothing stars in your eyes. It’s lucky for you that you have me. Not that I don’t find the idea without charm, but you know, look before you leap.” Cedric shrugged.

“Says the guy who wants to build a giant elephant!” Porifiro snapped.

“It doesn’t have to be THAT big,” Cedric laughed, waving Porifiro’s outburst off. 

If Porifiro was hoping Cedric would regret that suggestion, he hoped in vain. He was left glowering at Cedric from over his shoulder as Cedric pulled back his sleeve to consult a watch. 

“Well! It has been a treat and I seem to have just finished business in time for my other meeting. If you need me, I’ll be at Sandisco park. You know where that is, right?” 

“The place with all the ducks,” Porifiro grumbled as he shoved past Cedric, “I’m going back to work.” 

He didn’t wait around long enough to hear Cedric chirp his farewells and slipped into his workroom. If only it had a door to slam behind him. 




As Porifiro absent-mindedly carved wood, he wondered if Ms. Clover would remember him if he did speak to her. He was going to need to make more than gnomes for performances but coming up with other figures wasn’t very easy. He didn’t even know what sort of shows they would be doing. 

Porifiro was starting to wish his late uncle’s plans had been more detailed. He furrowed his brow and tried to concentrate. The last thing he wanted was more “help” from Cedric. He could do this on his own. 

He struggled a few moments with his thoughts before his efforts were rewarded. He could try to make a Kelzen puppet. But then, Porifiro couldn’t remember seeing one in person before. His mother had told him when he was younger that this was because Kelzen could look like humans. It was entirely possible for there to be a few living in their very neighborhood. That didn’t make for a very exciting puppet, however. 

The only depiction he had ever seen of a Kelzen in their natural state was in the picture book from grade school. It wasn’t a very detailed picture, but it was all he had to work with. He would suggest to Cedric later that the story from the book be used for one of their shows. Everyone knew that story. 

The book was a simplified retelling of the start of the New Age of Exploration. According to the book, the human race once inhabited a single planet. The drive for discovery lead the nations of that planet to depart for deep space and it was there they met the Antlem and the Kelzen; the ones who made new planets for all of them to call home. 

As he got older, he had heard numerous other explanations for why mankind left the mother planet behind. Some people said the planet had been dying, or that it was already dead by the time they left. Others said the people of that planet just couldn’t stand sharing the planet with each other. Some circles even claimed that the mother planet was destroyed by some unknown horror from deep space. 

Personally, Porifiro felt the version of the story where a giant meteor hit the planet was more realistic. 

The book depicted Kelzen as tall, dark figures with horns. They were covered in eyes, though their offspring were depicted with only one eye each and no horns. 

“The Kelzen came from the woods, to a hunter camping there. 

He came with arms full of birds, deer and hare. 

He sat by the fireside with the man, 

and asked to be the hunter’s friend.”

The puppet would need to be taller than the others. He could paint the eyes on later. He had a few smaller chips of wood on the corner of the desk and considered attempting to make the little babies as well. His first attempt at The Kelzen went pretty well, though he approached the horns without a plan and ended up making the head too small. The next attempt would be perfect. 

Yet, the baby Kelzen didn’t come out right at all. The wood pieces were too small for him to carve properly. He would have to set some wood aside specifically for them. 

“The Antlem came from the sea, bearing fish and clams and gold

To share with man mysteries and secrets told, 

By rocks singing at the bottom of the deep

and in return their confidence, man swore to keep”

The Antlem was a little more confusing for Porifiro. It looked like she was covered in scales in the book, which made sense because she came from the sea but her arms looked like wings covered in feathers instead. She had only two eyes but they were wholly dark like the eyes of an animal. 

Her children, however, had no scales at all. They looked veiny in the pictures he could remember and their eyes looked empty. He had never given it much thought as a child, but he certainly would have never played with anything that looked like that. It was no wonder Antlem and Kelzen often chose to look like humans. 

He thought he remembered it being mentioned that baby Kelzen spent all of their infant years underground. Antlem, by comparison, kept their children hidden in the sea. 

The scales on The Antlem doll were time-consuming and after two hours he didn’t have half of it done. Porifiro had to get up and stretch his legs. As much as he hated overworking, he wanted to get that one finished before he went home. At least it had been quiet while he was carving, he noted thankfully. He made his way to the front of the tent for some fresh air. 
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  A Long Walk

  
  






William Powel was known as Big Bill while he worked with the Periwinkle Circus. He was the strongman of the show at a height of 6ft 9in and a weight of 330lbs. He was only 26 when he ended his career in the circus to settle down with his sweetheart and start a family. He had been mulling the idea over before then, but it wasn’t until the circus stopped in Umbarton that he was finally able to make up his mind. 

There hadn’t been a very big crowd that day. Despite the glare of the lights, Big Bill had noticed a large section of empty seats. They were gated off, so it was clearly a reservation. The only person sitting there was a single boy. He had been sitting dead center and was easily noticed. Big Bill couldn’t make much of the boy out in the glare of the lights. It wasn’t until the show was over and when the boy caught his eye again that Bill could investigate. 

Surely, he had thought, this whole section hadn’t been reserved for one kid. 

The rest of the audience was plodding out of the exits but the boy hadn’t moved. Once he got past the lights and got a good look at the boy, he yelped. The boy appeared to be about twelve years old with short, dirty blond hair. He had been clutching a blue balloon string in his hand as though his life depended it. 

His entire body was stricken; it was as though existing was causing him great pain, and his expression reflected this. The boy’s eyes were wide open, staring intensely ahead and streaming tears. His teeth clenched and his lips were pulled back in a forced smile. He looked like the very picture of agony.

Bill hurried over to the boy and asked him what was wrong. Once beside him, he noted that he was also soaking wet. The boy trembled and struggled to lift his head and look at Bill. His mouth twitched at the corners, as though he were trying to smile even wider. He stammered through his clenched teeth that nothing was wrong with him and that today was his birthday.

Bill tried to find the boy’s family, but it seemed he came to the circus alone. There had been a horrible traffic accident earlier that day, and the class of children who were meant for the reserved section all drowned in the canal. The boy, whose name was Cedric Fitzroy, somehow escaped the canal and walked all the way to the circus himself.

The circus spent the rest of the evening trying to contact his family, but they discovered that the grandmother he had been living with passed recently, and Cedric’s custody was still in the air between his two uncles. He was allowed to stay until someone came to pick him up. The performers who had heard of his situation flocked around him, offering sympathy. Cedric tried to meet every apology and tearful gaze with a wider smile, but all he could manage to do was twitch the corners of his mouth and insist that he was fine. It was a good day. It was his birthday.

Finally, both of his uncles showed up, having been unable to decide which of them should take Cedric, and the three of them departed together. That night wouldn’t leave Bill’s mind. He did one more show in the next town over before leaving the circus for good. Bill returned to Umbarton, to wait for his sweetheart and to keep an eye on the boy too.

A few years later, he found himself back in Umbarton, and he decided to check in on the boy while he was there. Cedric was quite a chipper child by then, and talkative too. He found Bill’s friendship a great source of inspiration and expressed that he wanted to go into show business himself. It certainly hadn’t been the first time Bill heard a boy declare he wanted to join the circus 

As the years came and went, Cedric dabbled in theater; street performing; miming; ventriloquism; and an embarrassingly short stand up career. Somehow he had ended up on the more business side of the arts. Bill didn’t think Cedric could be happy working at a desk and even now, standing beside the pond with the smiling young man, he had his doubts. 

For now, Cedric seemed fine. He was flicking bread crumbs into the water and watching the ducks. 

“Watch your leg, Bill. I think that’s the one that bit me.” 

Bill turned and spotted a duck that had been inching closer to them, “Maybe it just wants some bread.”

“The only thing that duck will get from me is my shoe,” Cedric replied curtly. 

“How can you be sure it’s the same one?” Bill chuckled. 

“I know it’s him. He has a dastardly look about him.”

“How do you even know if its a boy?” 

“I can tell its a boy.”

“How? They all look the same to me.”

“I suppose they do, to the untrained eye.”

“All right, tell me the difference!” 

Cedric paused, unable to think of any and Bill gave a triumphant laugh. 

“It doesn’t matter what the duck is, if it bites you it will hurt!” Cedric snorted and flicked a piece of bread directly at the nearest duck’s head. 

“Why don’t you bring your children here? This is a wonderful spot for a picnic,” he continued. 

“We won’t have time. Nichole’s parents want to visit with them as much as possible before we leave Wednesday.” Bill answered.

“I wish you would have just settled down here,” Cedric commented, flecking bread and at approaching aggressor.

“I wish I didn’t have to see the in-laws every time I came into town,” Bill replied with a half shrug, “but what can you do?” 

“If nothing else, at least promise you’ll bring the children by to see the show once it gets started,” Cedric mumbled. 

“I know, I know. I’m sorry I couldn’t be much help to you. I wasn’t with the circus for very long so I didn’t know everyone that well. I really couldn’t tell you if any of them are looking for work, but you can look for puppeteers in town. There’s bound to be at least a couple.” Bill apologized. 

“You think so?” Cedric replied flatly. 

Bill opened his mouth to defend himself but a sudden pain in his leg caused his words to become a yelp. He instinctively stepped back and before he could get a good look at the cause, Cedric’s leg shot out and sent the duck sprawling back.

“I told you!” 

The duck bounced back to its feet and charged again with an angry hiss. Cedric had dropped his paper bag of breadcrumbs and gave the duck another swift kick. There was just a little too much glee in Cedric’s expression and Bill started to laugh uproariously. 

The duck charged at least four more times. Each time Cedric happily responded with a kick. It tried to route him a few of times but all of that dance practice paid off and Cedric was able to avoid being bitten at least twice. 

As funny as Bill found the entire situation to be, the other park goers began shooting
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