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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Nobody goes to Burger Circus. When you’ve lost control of your life and are in a handy downward spiral…you just end up at Burger Circus. However, the squirrel behind the register didn’t seem to mind my presence. 
 
    “So, let’s see here. You had three chicken sandwiches, two medium fries, and a coffee. That’ll be $13.82.” 
 
    The squirrel appeared to have been drawn as a gangly, gawky, late teenager—sort of universal code for high school to early college—with brown fur, blue eyes, and the multicolored polka-dot polo of the Burger Circus standard uniform. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the cup of change I’d brought from my car. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry for being all in coin, but it’s been kind of a rough day. Please tell me I have enough.” 
 
    He smiled at me and counted the quarters, setting them in stacks of four, moving on to nickels, pennies, and dimes. After a bit of quick math, he winced. 
 
    “I hate to say it; you’re just shy of two bucks short.” 
 
    I grimaced, looking down at it, and smacked my forehead. The five-dollar bill I had had on the top of the coins I had given to a homeless guy earlier that day, and I forgot to take my charitable donation into account when placing my order. 
 
    “Okay. Get rid of one of the chicken sandwiches.” 
 
    He nodded, took one out of the bag, and smiled as he rang everything back in. 
 
    “Seventeen cents, your change.” 
 
    Rent was due in three weeks; I had two orders of fries, two chicken sandwiches, plain, my coffee, and seventeen cents to tide me over until then. 
 
    “Looks like things are going kinda rough for you, man. What’s going on?” 
 
    I smiled at the squirrel and reached for the bag of food. “Let’s just say today’s been a very special episode.” 
 
    The squirrel winced. “A VSE? Man, I’m so sorry. I really hope the moral lesson isn’t guided on you.” 
 
    “No, I just spent all day doing a job for a guy who ended up stiffing me.” 
 
    The squirrel looked behind him, then back to me. He reopened the bag and slid the sandwich back in, adding an extra order of fries. “On the house. Heck, they offer me a free meal every day. Company policy and all that. It’s not like I ever need it,” he said, reaching behind him and producing an animated hamburger, easily a foot tall, with all the fixings. He crushed it between his gloved hands and slid it into his mouth, swallowing it whole. He finished the performance with jazz hands. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. After all, that’s what toons did: they made you smile. I thanked him, set everything at my side, and continued to sit up at the counter. I gave him a two-finger salute off the temple. “Got a name, kid?” I asked. 
 
    The squirrel happily puffed up his chest and showed his name badge. It, unlike the rest of him, was real. Well, that’s not right. Toons are real. It just wasn’t animated. 
 
    I leaned in and read the name: Screwloose. 
 
    “Screwloose, huh?” 
 
    “Folks generally call me Lou.” 
 
    “Well, Lou, I’m Tyler, and you just made my night.” 
 
    He segued into informing me about a survey on the receipt I could call to enroll me to possibly get free food later. I thanked him for his time and the little show. 
 
    I gestured toward the counter. “Hey, do you mind if I just wait here a little bit?” 
 
    He shrugged and walked off to handle some of the other customers in the diner. Burger Circus was an interesting place, especially at two in the morning. It was a glorified fast-food place—you know, dollar menu and all that—but they kept the lobby open 24/7. Mainly because it actually gave some of the less desirable people a safe haven. 
 
    Every outcast in the city had a home at two in the morning at Burger Circus. 
 
    I checked my phone, shooting a message to my boyfriend Kyle, knowing he wouldn’t get it until the morning. I let him know that the gig job I’d taken to help move some people’s belongings from one house to another had ended with them deciding to stiff me once everything was moved in. I don’t like to call out college kids for that sort of thing, but I had half-expected it, especially when I saw it was for a frat house. 
 
    I’d contact the admissions office the next day to see what my options were, but for now, I had seventeen cents to my name. 
 
    I stayed at Burger Circus for another half an hour, mostly people-watching, as a few homeless guys had come in off the streets to grab a late-night cup of joe. When they saw me sitting at the counter, clean-shaven even with a sweaty T-shirt and jeans, they came up to ask for even more cash. Then they saw that I, like them, had a cup with change, even if it wasn’t as full as theirs. 
 
    I looked over, smiled to the raggedy man beside me, and upended my cup into his. He smiled and told me “God bless” shortly afterward, once coffee was served to him. We clinked glasses together and had a silent toast of reflection. 
 
    At the far end of the restaurant, a group of toons sat around a large table, mostly milling about and keeping to themselves. They looked to be farm animal types: a couple of cows, some pigs, and an oversized chicken. See, that was the thing about toons: they’re always putting on a performance, always somehow on camera, but Burger Circus was a safe place. 
 
    One reason was that the management was cheap and didn’t put security cameras anywhere but the kitchen, to make sure no one stole food when they were working. So, to them, it was one of the few areas in town where they could know that they weren’t being recorded. It was instinct for a toon to perform on camera. 
 
    I looked over and waved Lou closer. The squirrel smiled and bounded over springing to attention with a salute. He literally sprung, reverberating boing sound and all. 
 
    “Anything I can get for you before you head off?” 
 
    “No, just want to say thanks, and I will be coming back, once I get paid for this job of mine. I don’t have enough for a tip, and that’s not really right.” 
 
    He waved me off. “Dude, you said ‘very special episode.’ I totally got it.” 
 
    I nodded and thanked him, gathering my food. The fries, or what was left of them, would have to be eaten tonight. I swear that’s the only food that has a half-life measured in hours. I hadn’t touched the sandwiches yet. Probably be best to cut them in half and eat them a half a day. With that extra one Lou snuck in, that would last me six days. 
 
    I thanked Lou, shook his hand, and headed out to my car. It was nothing special, just a hand-me-down sedan that I’d driven for the past seven years or so. I got in and headed home, trying to figure out what I would do for the rest of the week and the days to come. 
 
    I drove out of the downtown area toward the not-so-pristine urban sprawl where most of the toon population lived. Most people just called it Animætropolis. Humans did live there, considering, well, I’m human and I live there, but it was not where you expected to see a human living. 
 
    Driving down the road, you noticed a few changes here and there. Some of the signage seemed a little perpetually bright and sunny, regardless of if it was dark and dingy. A few houses here and there were more of the cell-shaded variety than brick and mortar until pretty much everything looked like it was a three-dimensional matte painting of some animated feature you saw as a kid. 
 
    Rent in Animætropolis was super low, but with the crazy antics that toons got up to, most humans didn’t want to have to deal with living there all the time. I, however, didn’t have the option. It was a studio apartment in the Ink District or the streets. 
 
    My landlord, a gruff-looking mouse, was kind enough to accommodate having a human tenant. Living in a toon house usually means having toon appliances, and, you know, having to literally switch out every single electrical outlet for one that won’t complain when you plug the computer into it is kind of a good thing. Don’t get me started on the fuss the toilet made, let alone the arguments it was giving. I still have nightmares to this day. 
 
    I headed up to my apartment on the fourth floor and stopped just short as I saw one of my neighbors, a rough-and-tumble badger, passed out against the door with a bottle of indeterminate alcohol; I could tell from the XXX label. 
 
    I walked up to him and nudged him with my foot. He snapped awake, his eyes cycling through colors to show his level of intoxication. 
 
    “Barry, get up; you’re in the hallway again.” 
 
    “Tyler, is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah, Barry. Let me help you up. Betty will be worried about you.” 
 
    “Nah, she’ll be fine. I just…I just wanted to hit the bars,” he said before he hiccupped a large bubble with the image of him slugging back shot after shot. It popped when it hit my nose and I smelled something akin to whiskey but far more concentrated. 
 
    “It looks like the bar hit you back. Your wife’s gotta be up waiting.” 
 
    “Nah, she’s asleep. Hey, Tyler, how are you and that boyfriend of yours doing?” 
 
    “We’re doing okay. It’s a little weird, but…” 
 
    “Yeah? Weird how? I mean, I don’t see him around here much anymore. Used to come over all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did, but you know…Benny on the seventh floor got into an argument with his girlfriend and threw a piano out the window; it missed him by just a couple feet.” 
 
    “Someone needs to reel those two in!” 
 
    “It’s not like, you know, it actually would’ve hurt him.” 
 
    That was the other thing about toons: they couldn’t directly harm a human. It just wouldn’t be funny. Now, that’s not to say it was impossible to do, even on purpose; it was just completely against who they were. There had to be something beyond motive, and considering a toon was effectively immortal, you know, it’s not like they could actually argue being afraid for their lives. Toons could shake off any level of damage, which was one reason so many construction companies used them for demolition. 
 
    Plus, they just look adorable in those little hardhats. 
 
    “Had Kyle gotten hit by the piano, truth be told, it probably would’ve shattered or somehow deflated upon impact, but he’s been uneasy ever since. Nevertheless, I’ll see if he can come over sometime.” 
 
    “You totally should! We’ll make a big meal, invite you two over. I mean, heck, you’ve been helping me out so much. Hey, how’d that job turn out for you? I know that you were kind of looking forward to it. Doing some heavy moving.” 
 
    “Yeah…about that, Barry. I know that you clued me in on it, but they kinda stiffed me. Between that and the gas,” I said, holding up the bag of Burger Circus, “this is pretty much the end of my food.” 
 
    “Oh, no! Let me see what I can do. See if I can scrape together some money for you.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. I’m sure something else will pop up.” 
 
    “No, no, really! We can cook you some food or something.” 
 
    “You know that humans can’t really eat toon food. Well, we can, but it just doesn’t give us any sustenance.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah…sorry. It’s the booze talking. Listen, we’ll catch up tomorrow, okay?” he said, reaching around in his pockets for a key. He reached behind him into that void that toons seem able to produce anything from and pulled out a key three feet long. He jammed and squeezed it where it made an audible squealing sound as it tried to fit in the normal-sized lock before popping in. Barry gave it a spin and his door slowly opened. 
 
    I squatted down, let him sling an arm over my shoulder, waddled him in, and set him on his couch. “Talk to you tomorrow, man.” 
 
    “Okay, sure thing, Tyler. You’re one of the good ones, you know that?” 
 
    I smiled. “I try to be. I just wish the world would give me a break now and then.” 
 
    Barry grunted, “Be careful when you say that. Last time I asked for a break, I—” 
 
    Without warning, the couch collapsed underneath him. 
 
    “See what I mean? I gotta be careful.” 
 
    I had to have a chuckle at that; comedic timing always popped up in any conversation with a toon. I left his apartment and closed the door, heading back to my own. 
 
    The little tag on it said “T Fairfax, Apt. 413.” I reached into my pocket, pulled out a very normal-looking key, slid it into the very normal-looking lock, twisted it, and stepped in. I live pretty minimally; I’ve got a bed, some cooking stuff, and once I cut the sandwiches in half, I’ll have food for the next week or so. 
 
    I’ve also got my computer. At the moment, my browser was loaded with tabs listing jobs from the local classifieds. People always needed, you know, a day laborer for one thing or another. A steady job would be nice, but it’s kinda hard to get in this economy. 
 
    Nothing in the ads looked promising, and Kyle was definitely asleep, so I sent him another quick message letting him know that Barry had asked about him and if he ever wanted to come back over, he and his wife would be happy to host us for dinner. I made an addendum at the bottom that pianos would definitely not be included. 
 
    I put my phone on the charger and collapsed back into my bed. It was 3 o’clock in the morning, but I would probably be up within a couple of hours anyway. As much I wanted to be a night owl, I generally did more morning work, and the early bird catches the worm with some of these jobs. 
 
    I turned off the lights, closed my eyes and hoped to high heaven that none of my neighbors above me would start a pogo jumping contest. 
 
    Fortunately, they didn’t. 
 
    Unfortunately, they started a conga line instead. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    I was woken up at about 9 AM by the crowing of a rooster. Well, that’s what it would sound like to the untrained ear; I knew this was around the time my upstairs neighbor, Jacquerel Cockerel, took his singing lessons. He’s been trying to break into the local theater for quite a few years now. Unfortunately, he was never designed with that in mind. It’s kinda sad to spend years upon years training and never move forward with anything. Again, it’s just one of those things about toons. He was hoping to gain enough skill that he could find a small production that would take on his copyright, which was basically, in a way, a cartoon’s soul. 
 
    Let me explain. When a cartoon takes a contract for work, the owner basically gets ownership over what that toon does. Now, everything is negotiated in advance. You know you can’t go around having someone designed to do kids’ parties doing work at strip clubs, and trust me, there have been plenty who’ve tried to do that stuff over the years, and it never turns out well for them. 
 
    Jacquerel, though, was, if anything, a tormented soul. I didn’t have the heart to take my broom and bang it on the ceiling. Anyway, I had places to be. 
 
    I rolled out of bed, peeled off my shirt, and checked my phone. Kyle got a kick out of my message and said that he would be coming over in the morning. I replied that I’d just gotten up; he responded “OMW” immediately. I told him I’d be in the shower and the door would be unlocked for him. I tried to mentally plan out my day as I stripped down and climbed in the bathtub 
 
    It was one of the few appliances I hadn’t swapped out: the classic bathtub that stood on four little feet. Every now and then, I caught it trying to wander around the house, but I easily got it corralled back in the bathroom. I wasn’t about to complain to the landlord about it after he’d done so much already. Not to mention the fact that my rent was dirt cheap, but I still had little to show for it. 
 
    I tried to wash off the grime of hard work from the day previous, as well as the realization that things just weren’t looking up for me. I just basked in the warm water, letting it relax my tense muscles. Now, I’m a big guy, about 6 feet tall and while I’m not overly muscular, I’m not chubby either…I think they call it “dad bod” these days. I’ll be thirty in a couple of years, so I’m trying to enjoy what remains of my youth while also setting a foundation for my coming life and responsibilities. 
 
    The only thing I really had that was mine was that car, which was pretty much given to me when I was kicked out of the house after coming out. I haven’t talked to my folks since. It was my living space for almost a year. 
 
    Then I met Barry and he got me an in for my current place. Heck, he’s probably one of the nicest neighbors I’ve ever had, and I try my best to look out for him. 
 
    I didn’t know when Kyle was coming over, so I spent a little extra time getting nice and clean. About 10 minutes in, I heard the door rattle and he called out, “Hey, Tyler, where are you?” 
 
    I told him I was in the shower, and pretty soon I heard a knock at the door, wondering if he could come in. I reached out and swung the door open. 
 
    He chuckled, “It’s always funny seeing you in that thing.” 
 
    The pink animated curtain pulled around me to protect my modesty. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just you living with all this toon stuff.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, of course I live with all this toon stuff. I live in a toon building in the toon part of town. Sure, they have annoying habits here and there, but…toons are good, honest people.” 
 
    “If, by ‘annoying habits’, you mean dropping pianos out of seventh-floor windows…” 
 
    “You and I both know that that wouldn’t have done a darn thing to you.” 
 
    “It’s still the principle of the matter.” 
 
    With a grin, I asked, “Do you want to join me in here?” 
 
    “No, you scrub up. I’ll start making breakfast. What do you got?” 
 
    “Well, I hit Burger Circus last night and got a couple—” 
 
    “Burger Circus? Dude, that’s not food. That’s a 24-hour cry for help. Seriously, some of the taco places probably have safer food.” 
 
    “Burger Circus has always served me right, not to mention a nice guy gave me a good cup of joe last night.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Should I be nervous about you leaving me?” 
 
    “No, man; he was a squirrel named Lou. I don’t think I’m ready to jump ship to ink and paint just yet.” 
 
    Kyle laughed. It was nice how it made his face just brighten up. Kyle had dark hair that was almost black, but streaks of brown could be seen in it in the right light. He was about my height, slender, and he hit the gym more often than I did, which was odd because normally those guys aren’t my type. I’m more into a large-and-in-charge teddy bear, but every now and then, a skinny guy catches my attention and I loved this one to pieces. I could lose myself in his hazel eyes. 
 
    He’d been there for me, having met him just a few months after Barry helped me get this place. He was perpetually perplexed over my lack of steady employment, which is probably why I hadn’t yet met his mother. But I digress. 
 
    Kyle soon called out from the kitchen, “Jesus, you’re not joking! Is this really all you have?” 
 
    “Well, that and running water,” I called out. 
 
    “Okay, hon, I’m gonna leave you some money, and you can just go hit a food bank or something. I mean, I don’t mind helping you out.” Kyle was a programmer for one of the local tech start-ups. He made good money and generally knew when to jump ship before pinning his hopes to a place. He’d been with three high paying start-ups since we met, each one offering him more than the last. But I wasn’t looking for a sugar daddy. After a few months of going out, he had tried to get me to move in. I liked having my own space and I didn’t like depending on someone else. 
 
    Sure, my life was a perpetual cacophony of odd jobs and barely making rent, but I also had a nice community here. I was the token human. When any of the toons wanted to sort of unplug and make sure that they weren’t being put on camera, I’d get a knock on the door and we’d sit and have a cup of soda or I’d make mini-sandwiches…well, when I could afford bread and meat. 
 
    Toons could eat human food, but it’s the same thing as when a human tries to eat toon food; it didn’t do anything for them. It’s one of the reasons why labor laws got so weird. A toon can only properly work if someone has their copyright, like I said before; the problem is, that person effectively owns them. You know, you hold a toon’s copyright in your hand, and you tell them to do something, if it’s within the boundaries of what they are, they will be compelled to do it. 
 
    Some people wondered if that was akin to slavery. So, things were put in place so the toon, for the most part, could pull said contract, if things got too sketchy. It didn’t mean that that was the law of the land in every country, though. There were some countries where, if a toon popped into existence and got registered, they could be put to work doing God knows what for little to no pay, indefinitely. 
 
    The rights of toons were generally a very difficult thing to work around. It was sort of universally decided that we would attempt to utilize toons to the same level and degree that their human counterparts would be used. You know, shift breaks, equal pay, and like with Lou, you know, restaurant staff get in-house meals, even if they never actually need them. 
 
    In return, toons are some of the hardest workers in the world. They didn’t get tired unless it was thematically appropriate. So long as a camera was on them, and that could be security or just someone’s cell phone, they instinctively perform to the top of their abilities, a smile in their voice and on their face. For the really lucky ones who actually broke into film, they live lavish lives. I mean, when you don’t need to actually worry about spending money on food or health insurance and can bounce back from any injury and can perform any stunt required that would kill a human…well, you’d be shocked at some toons’ worth. 
 
    It’s also one of the reasons why toon housing was so cheap. Toon landlords didn’t need the money; that was just put up so everything looked good on the books with the city and the state. 
 
    When I finished my shower and headed back out to the living room wrapped in a towel, Kyle was glaring at me, holding out a glass of water which would probably be my breakfast. 
 
    “Seriously, Tyler, you can’t keep going on like this. Eventually, these little odd jobs are going to just run out on you. This is unsustainable with everything’s so pricey in California.” 
 
    “I know, but what’s my option? Move out of state, away from you? Away from all my friends and this wonderful little mansion of mine?” 
 
    Kyle sat back on my sofa and shot me a glare. “I’m serious. You can still move in with me, you won’t have to worry about the rent here and I can help you find something stable. I mean, even if it’s just scrubbing floors. I’m sure that my job has an opening for groundskeeper, janitor, or something entry-level. 
 
    “Listen, I’ll go to the next job fair that you tell me about, but, I mean, I like helping out people where I can, you know? A lot of times, the pay is good, but—” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes the pay is really good, and you take me out to nice meals, and things are great for a few weeks. Then, you forget to check your classifieds until stuff runs out, and then you’re in a position like you are now. Or you have a situation like yesterday where you worked your ass off for 12 hours and then you got stiffed.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m going down to the college today and to demand my money.” 
 
    “I’m not sitting around here and watching you starve to death by portioning out three sandwiches to eat over almost a week.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kyle. I’ve got this handled. I’m sure everything will be fine. Anyway, I need to make sure I get that money; I owe Lou a tip.” 
 
    “Do you want me to help you look through your classified ads?” 
 
    “Sure thing. Do you have to work today?” 
 
    “No, we’re waiting for a new project to pop up. I could go in and get some side work done, but I’m probably just gonna telecommute that stuff. Heck, do you mind if I just use your computer for it? Your connection’s oddly better than mine.” 
 
    “Well, what do you expect? Toons can pretty much just pop a computer out of existence and connect it to whatever they think is the internet. This entire building’s wired but I think I’m the only person using it.” 
 
    “Maybe I should move in here.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Hey, Barry got me a good deal because I was so down and out. You can actually afford your own place.” 
 
    “But your landlord—” 
 
    “My landlord likes me because if something needs fixing, or he needs a human to go in grab something that isn’t necessarily too friendly to Animated-Americans, then I can act as a buffer. I’ve actually offered to be the superintendent of this place, but…” 
 
    “Let me guess. That would involve having to deal with people who have accidentally flooded their entire bathrooms.” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much. We’re talking the full shebang, where the door’s bulging outward, and when you open it up, it stays there, perfectly still, just long enough for you to go ‘Oh, crap,’ and then it’s a tidal wave that washes out the entire floor.” 
 
    “Yeah, but like you said, toons can’t hurt someone.” 
 
    “They can’t hurt someone intentionally, but if a human is stupid enough to walk into a tidal wave with the full knowledge of what’s going on, you’ve accepted the risk and the consequences.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Let me just set up shop here; I’ll let you go down to the university to go get yourself some money.” He pulled out his wallet and pulled out some twenties. “Here’s some cash for groceries.” 
 
    “Kyle, you really don’t have to.” 
 
    “You have three sandwiches and how much money to your name?” 
 
    “Well, I had seventeen cents after that. But then a homeless guy came in—” 
 
    “And you gave that away to a homeless guy? Okay, major karma props, but—” 
 
    “Kyle, what the heck was I going to buy with it? Anyway, a fresh start, right?” 
 
    “Fine, a fresh start.” He slapped the twenties into my hand. “Only the essentials.” 
 
    “Caviar it is, then. I’m assuming sir would also like a lobster?” 
 
    “Tyler, come on, you’ve got to take this seriously.” 
 
    “Have you looked at my neighborhood? Nothing here is really that serious.” 
 
    He grunted and waved me toward the bedroom. “Get dressed and see about getting your payment; I’ll find some gigs for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, hon. I love you bunches.” 
 
    “I love you, too. Thanks for letting me use your superior internet.” 
 
    I headed to the bedroom and smelled the laundry on the floor. “Hey, Kyle?” I called out. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “You think you could do some laundry for me while you’re here?” 
 
    He groaned and acquiesced. “It’s not gonna, like, bite me or anything, is it?” 
 
    “No, hon, the washing machine downstairs will not bite you. It may make comments about my underwear, but it’s not going to bite you. Just be prepared for a conversation; Wishy-Washy gets a little chatty.” 
 
    Under the bed, I found a pair of jeans and my least dirty shirt. With those on, shoes tied, and phone and wallet in place, I was out the door. Lucky for me, there was a bus stop right outside. Normally, I’d drive, but couldn’t risk using up the gas right now. 
 
    The bus pulled up about 10 minutes later and out poured a stampede of toon citizens. I smiled to the gorilla behind the driver’s seat, flashing my pass and dinging it against the machine which registered the fare. He thumbed behind him and I took a seat near the middle of the bus. There were a few other humans on board, but for the most part, this was a bus that obviously ran through toon neighborhoods. 
 
    Almost every piece of major transit went near the central hub station, which just so happened to be across the street from the university. It was about half an hour before I stepped off and stretched. About five minutes later I was walking up to the fraternity I helped move yesterday. Delta Phi…Pie-in-the-face…I’m not sure, I don’t read Greek. It had squiggly letters, that’s all I knew, but I recognized them. 
 
    I pounded on the door a couple of times and heard rumbling from behind it. I pounded a couple more times before yelling, “Hey, I hear you fuckers in there! Open up!” 
 
    The door opened and there was some poor freshman wearing a bikini and a blonde wig. He looked up at me nervously. I glowered down at him. Great…a pledge. 
 
    “Hey, so I helped all you guys move in yesterday, and I could really use getting paid right now.” 
 
    I could hear snickering in the other room. “Um, no one’s home right now,” the pledge said. He had to be nothing more than 5’4” and weighed maybe 120 pounds soaking wet with wild, frizzy red hair. 
 
    “Listen, if you guys don’t do anything, I’ll just have to get the police involved, and I really don’t want to do that. Now, I’ve got a copy of the ad, and all I’m asking for is the $250 that I’m owed for doing a full day’s worth of work, plus extra for heavy lifting.” 
 
    I heard the snickering in the background once more. The pledge gulped and looked up at me. I must’ve looked intimidating, being almost a head and a half taller than he was, and far broader. 
 
    He leaned in and whispered, “Dude, I-I don’t know what to tell you. Like, if I give you anything, I’m not going to be able to get into the fraternity.” 
 
    I leaned in. “That sounds like a you problem, not a me problem. I’ve done my work, I want to get paid.” 
 
    The door was flung open the rest of the way and some young punk—well, I can’t say “young punk”, as he was only a few years younger than me, but built about the same, probably a football player—looked me up and down. “Hey, haven’t I seen you before?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was here yesterday. I helped move all your stuff. Now, I’d like to be paid for that.” 
 
    “We don’t really have the money right now, and—” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit if you’ve got the money right now. You can either pay me cash or I can come back and start collecting items that I can pawn for that cash; the choice is up to you. Frankly, that television set that I helped move into your room yesterday would probably make us even.” 
 
    The quarterback’s eyes narrowed. “Listen, man, you can’t just come in here and tell us we gotta give you our stuff.” 
 
    “I’m telling you gotta pay me for my work. We had a contract; you posted an ad online, I responded, I’ve done the work, I’ve got evidence that I’ve done the work.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you’re just gonna have to take us to court, then, ain’tcha? And how much would that cost you?” He had a cocky smile on his face. I wanted to punch his fucking teeth, to be fair. “Cuz you see, my dad owns one of the biggest law firms in LA, and I think he’d have no problem ripping apart your little complaint in court, probably have it tossed out, and have you pay our legal fees. He starts at five figures an hour, so I’d just cut your losses if I were you.” 
 
    “Hey, fuck you, buddy.” 
 
    “Fuck me? No, fuck you!” he said, rearing back a fist and swinging it at my face. I gave him a quick jab to the nose after fading to the right. He was big, and, I’ll admit, faster than he looked, but he telegraphed like you wouldn’t believe. I did more than my fair share of fights growing up, being the only queer kid in my town, and this wasn’t my first run-in with a jock bully. 
 
    The pledge screamed once I struck one of the fraternity members, but I’d had enough. If he was going to take me to court, I’d give him a reason to. He reached up and grabbed at his nose, which is when I did a one-two to the breadbox, making him double over, and then I just kicked him across the jaw. 
 
    “Dude, I’ll kick your ass for that,” he said. “I’ll send you to fucking jail!” 
 
    I said, “Go ahead, call the fucking cops! What are you gonna tell them?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell them you came here harassing us, and—” 
 
    “And they’ll ask what for, and I’ll tell them I worked for 12 hours for you and you’re refusing to pay me, and when I insisted on it, you threw a punch and I defended myself. Or,” I leaned in and grabbed him by his neck, “you can just eat your loss.” 
 
    I pushed him, making him fall on his back, and slammed the door shut. I knew I shouldn’t have lost my temper, but I didn’t know what else to do. All I had on me was the $60 that Kyle had given me, and it was time to head back to the bus. 
 
    I hadn’t even gotten to the exit before I was stopped by campus security. It seems Sporty McCan’t-Punch-Right had called the campus cops and reported an assault. I told them what had gone on, that I had been defending myself and that they owed me cash. The campus cops didn’t want to hear much about it and had decided that the best thing to do was to just evict me from the campus with the foreknowledge that I would not be allowed back on if they saw me anywhere near that fraternity house. If I wasn’t a student, I was no longer welcome on campus grounds. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    I was escorted to the edge of the campus where I thanked the officers and apologized for wasting their time, and then flipped the bird toward the frat houses. I hopped the next bus to a nice little shopping center that had one of the slightly more upscale, but still on the cheap end of grocery stores. 
 
    It’s really weird being back around the majority of humanity when you live in the toon part of town. I don’t even think a single toon was in the store as I walked the aisles. I felt like an outsider. I mean, I was human and I should fit right in. But I just felt, well, I felt more at home back at home. 
 
    Kyle had said to get the essentials: a few loaves of bread, two gallons of milk, eggs, some lunchmeat, some peanut butter, definitely one or two packs of cheap hot dogs, and some assorted veggies because Kyle would get mad if I didn’t eat healthy. I threw in butter just to be on the safe side; stuff needs flavor. 
 
    I took my basket up to the cashier and they rang it up. Wouldn’t you know it… 
 
    “That’ll be $60.17.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I muttered under my breath. “Give me a break…okay, one second.” I handed over the $60 and looked around. “Take one of the packets of hot dogs out, I guess.” 
 
    “Okay, that’ll be $56.72.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I handed over the money and pocketed the change, picked up my bags and hefted them back toward the bus stop. While I was walking there, I did see something kind of odd: out of the corner of my eye, there was actually a toon in this part of town, which, while not uncommon, wasn’t expected. He was an old toon, still in his black-and-white monochrome phase. 
 
    See, that’s the other thing about toons. Usually, by means of their copyright, they’ll kind of update with the times. Unless they were characters whose fur was black and white, like skunks, dalmatians, or badgers, black-and-white toons were rare, like old money personalities. They wore their monochrome like a badge of honor. They were the first, with the eyes that were basically just pupils that looked like Pac-Man. 
 
    This one was an alligator, wearing a fedora and a nice suit—kind of had a gangster appearance to him—and he appeared to be talking on a modern human cell phone, yelling about paperwork. As he was doing so, he seemed to have lost track of where he was going and started walking into traffic. 
 
    At first, I thought, “Oh, well, he simply has the right of way,” and that’s when I noticed the bus careening toward him. I screamed and dropped my groceries; I heard the eggs break when the milk landed on them. 
 
    “Look out!” I yelled and I bum-rushed him, knocking him out of the bus’ path. I got clipped on the shoulder in the process; I spun and landed on the pavement. 
 
    That was a stupid thing to do. I realized too late that the toon probably wouldn’t have been that badly injured by the bus. He probably would’ve been knocked flat and then accordioned himself back up, as they do, or rolled off with the wind. But when you see an old person trying to cross the street and someone’s about to hit him, instinct takes over. 
 
    However, that wasn’t on my mind at the moment. The left side of my body was in screaming pain, and I saw the gator leaning over me. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, boy! Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. I just—” 
 
    “You need an ambulance, son.” 
 
    “Probably, I just can’t afford one right now.” 
 
    “No, no, no, none of that. Let’s get you to a doctor.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s-it’s okay, man, I just—” 
 
    “You got hit by a bus, son!” 
 
    “It was only one bus, though.” 
 
    The gator blinked, looked at me, and belted out in raucous laughter. “‘It was only one bus!’ Boy, I wish I had your sense of timing. That’s priceless!” 
 
    I leaned up and massaged my shoulder. “Sorry, it’s just—I didn’t know if you saw the bus coming, and—” 
 
    “Never mind that, son; you tell ol’ Snappy what you need.” 
 
    “I dunno, man. I’m going to have to go and get some more groceries. I think I just ruined the ones I just bought.” 
 
    “I’ll cover it for you. Seriously, anything I can do for you, son?” 
 
    “Not unless you can find me a job…” 
 
    “What kind of work do you do?” 
 
    “Odd jobs.” 
 
    “How odd?” he asked, a toothy grin growing on his long face. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Wasn’t but ten minutes later that me and Snappy Gator enjoyed some iced coffee at the café next door to the grocery store. He’d replaced everything and threw in a few extra bags of groceries besides. 
 
    “So, let me get this right,” I inquired, leaning in. “You’re actually one of the first. You’re pre-Code.” 
 
    Snappy quickly nodded in affirmation, his grayscale body showing slight flicker effects, like those of an old-school movie projector. 
 
    When toons first arrived just a hair over a hundred years ago, it was shortly after their advent on the big screen, back when an animated person was literally just a pile of papers flashed through quickly and put up for entertainment. No one knows the full details of what happened; all we know is some obscure, failed assistant of George Eastman, with a little tech copying from Nikola Tesla, somehow breached reality using technology that couldn’t even start up a modern-day watch. 
 
    The first toons came, and with them, small rifts appeared around the planet. Generally, when a toon pops into existence nowadays, it’s more of a rarity than anything, but the first toons like Snappy…well, the rules were different for them. Original toons, the truly old-school, did horrifying things on the screen. They weren’t candy-coated and wrapped in sugary sweetness; no, they could be downright brutal. Scary, even. 
 
    That’s when humanity actually started pushing back a bit. Problem was, the toons didn’t realize what they were doing was considered dangerous. They were just living up to their nature. They saw no difference between dropping a bed of nails on someone and offering him a ride to the supermarket. That’s when the old-school toons like Snappy built The Code. 
 
    Humanity went along with it, as animation was still in its infancy, and goodness knows enough people had their underwear in a bunch over what was on screens anyway. 
 
    As humanity put limitations on what they made, so did the toons who came afterward. Well, they were held to the same accountability standards; it was inherent in their nature. One reason people get nervous about cartoons that push boundaries nowadays is: if the toon can do that on TV, who’s to say they won’t be able to do it while walking around in public? 
 
    Snappy had been around a long time. He probably could have crossed paths with my great-grandparents and here he was, happily sipping some iced coffee with me, a poor schmuck who didn’t realize a toon could shrug off getting hit by a bus. 
 
    The gator took a good long gulp of his coffee, actual human fare instead of just something summoned from his hammerspace, as they like to call it. “Yeah, I’m pre-Code and I wear it like a badge of honor,” he said, dusting off his monochromatic lapels. “You won’t see me walking around all green and shiny. Naw, son, I’m an old-school fella. I like the classics, not to mention it’s been my brand for the better part of a century. So, we were talking about employment.” 
 
    I perked up again. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. I just do odd jobs for people, you know? General maintenance, for example; I’m pretty handy with repairing stuff. I will admit I don’t have necessarily the cleanest apartment, but I can maintain a house if need be. Were you looking for just a personal assistant? Someone to mow the lawn, like a landscaper, or—” 
 
    Snappy waved a hand. 
 
    “You said odd jobs, and I need someone to do odd jobs. How about this? Tomorrow, we start you off. I’ve got an estate up near Mountain View. Heck, I built it around the little fissure that I came out of.” 
 
    I leaned in, never having had actually talked to a pre-Code toon in my life. “So, all you guys come from those little rifts?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yup!” 
 
    “But what’s it like on the other side?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like, you came here from over there. So, what’s over there?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s nothing over there. Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “But you came from there! You-you were able to walk and talk; once you came over to—” 
 
    “Yeah! Once we came across the border, we were all as you see us now. A few of us have edited our appearances over the years to keep up a good image or maintain contracts.” 
 
    “But, you can’t just say that—you know, you don’t—there’s nothing on the other side?” 
 
    Snappy shook his head. “Nope, there’s nothing over there. I mean I could just ask you, you know, ‘Hey, you were born. Well, before you were born, where did you come from?’” 
 
    “That’s not the same. I mean, I wasn’t born fully formed and—” 
 
    “But, you know, there comes a moment when you come into this world and before that, you can’t remember. Now, some folks will say ‘Oh, you were waiting to be born in some heavenly range’ or you could just say ‘Hey, there just wasn’t anything before that.’ I’d be doing you a disservice if I treated the question any differently.” 
 
    I nodded and had to give it to Snappy; he was one of the most down-to-earth toons I’d ever met. He still had that wacky, mad glee in his pie-with-a-piece-missing-looking eyes, but he could hold a conversation. He was probably well-practiced, having had to learn how to adapt to humanity when he was thrust into it. 
 
    “Okay, is there anything I need to know? Like what sort of clothes should I wear?” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, “just wear whatever is most comfortable for you. I’ll probably have you work outdoors, but there will be some aspects of a uniform. I do like to keep a tidy estate.” 
 
    I nodded, expecting something like a pin, a button, perhaps a lanyard with an ID on it 
 
    “And, not to be rude, but since we are talking jobs, how much are you offering to pay?” 
 
    “Depends on how much work you put in and all, but you can pretty much name your price. I mean, I’m not really too keen on…how do I put this? The idea of a 9-to-5 for the same paycheck over and over seems a little,” he shuddered, “static. I mean, if you need something, all you have to do is ask. Pretty much anything around my house that I need, I can craft myself. It’s not like I’ve ever needed to buy a meal. Although I do like the coffee here,” he said, taking another glug. The caffeine hit him shortly afterward, and his fedora did a couple of spins. “So, tell me about yourself.” 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t know what there was to say. “My name’s Tyler Fairfax. I have a boyfriend named Kyle.” I paused. He was born of a different time, and I had to see exactly how he would react to something that had not been generally accepted until relatively recently. 
 
    Snappy just smiled and leaned in, curious. “Oh? And how’d you two meet?” 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s a bit of an odd story. See, I was kinda living on the street and I’ve got a neighbor, Barry Badger, who got me an apartment in the toon district of town. Shortly after that, I met Kyle while I was doing some work around town. We hit it off and we’ve been together ever since.” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “And your family?” 
 
    I winced. “I really haven’t spoken to them since I left home years ago. They weren’t very accepting of me.” 
 
    He frowned at that. “Parents should never throw a child away. They’re one of the most valuable treasures you could possibly imagine. So many toon families owe their lives and livelihoods to you boys and girls for all the shows you would consume.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. Saturday morning to toons was an almost holy affair. And nowadays, with cartoons running 24/7 on several channels…well, the nearly on-demand availability of what had been a special time made it kind of lose its splendor. 
 
    Snappy patted me on the shoulder. “Why don’t I give you a bit of a signing bonus?” He reached into his hat and produced an actual human wallet. “I keep this on me for special occasions,” he said, fishing around and pulling out a rather substantial stack of $20 bills. Actual bills. 
 
    He handed it to me to count, and when I did, I was in shock. “Snappy, there’s like $500 here. Are you sure?” 
 
    He shrugged and waved me off again. “The only things I need to worry about moneywise are making sure my estate still has power and water and just enough food to feed any human guests or employee that I may have. I’m pretty much living on the interest in my bank accounts from when I was in shows back in the early days. I’m no Rockefeller, for certain, but I do know a thing or two about wealth. The fact of the matter is I don’t really need this much money, so I don’t mind giving it out to people.” 
 
    I blinked and pocketed it without question. “Thanks! I—wow, this is definitely making today turn up for the better.” 
 
    Snappy smiled and finished his coffee. “Well, I need to be going. Would you like me to give you a ride home or anywhere else you need to go?” 
 
    I stopped for a moment, looked at the bags of groceries, and gave a quick thought to the other day. “Yeah, actually. Can we stop off at Burger Circus? I’ve got a pay a man a tip.” 
 
    “Really? What’s going on over at Burger Circus?” 
 
    I regaled him of the story of having met Screwloose Squirrel and his kindness and giving me his meal for the day. 
 
    Snappy grinned ear to eat. “I remember Screwloose! Believe he came through one of the fissures, 7 to 10 years ago. The one on my estate, if I remember it. Actually, I’m the one who helped him set up his copyright page.” 
 
    I stopped for a moment and then leaned in. “So, the copyright stuff. I know that City Hall handles some of it.” 
 
    Snappy wiggled a hand. “You see, it’s kinda hard to verify the information with toons unless you are a toon and so, yeah, just keep this between us. If there’s a new toon that’s coming into town, so to speak, they’ll rely on the community or esteemed members thereof,” he said, fanning himself dramatically, “to handle getting the paperwork in order. For the Bay Area, that’s me. There’s been quite a few more popping out of the rift on my estate of late, but you’ll find out more about that tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded, picked up my groceries, and walked them over to his car, a classic Studebaker. 
 
    “I have to ask, why were you crossing the road? I mean, you were just doing your shopping over here, and—” 
 
    Snappy smiled, pointing to an empty spot across the road. “Oh, I guess you didn’t see it. There was an ice cream truck over there. I’m a sucker for those things.” 
 
    I laughed. “You know, you could have just gone into the supermarket and got some ice cream.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know, but there’s still something special about just taking a couple of bucks and buying an ice cream at an ice cream truck. It doesn’t happen much anymore. Just trying to reclaim a nice thing from the old days.” 
 
    I nodded and loaded my many groceries into his car. Soon, we took off. For an old toon, he was actually a fairly careful driver. 
 
    I’ve been in rideshares with toons who did it for a little entertainment on the side and having some human money didn’t hurt things. Snappy was calm, sedate, the drive as smooth as the jazz he listened to for about 10 minutes before we pulled into Burger Circus. 
 
    I hopped out and held up a finger. “I’ll be right back. Give me just a moment.” 
 
    He nodded and put the car in park. 
 
    Once inside, I went to the counter where I’d placed my order the day before. A human stood there: blonde hair, green eyes, kinda short, plump, a hint of acne, probably no older than 20, I guess. 
 
    “Welcome to Burger Circus. Can I take your order?” 
 
    “Actually, is Lou working here right now?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Did something happen?” 
 
    “No, actually, he was quite helpful the other day. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just—I hate to say this, but it—you know how toons can get. They’re always trying to—” 
 
    I stopped him. “I’m employed by a toon, I have never had a problem with a toon, and frankly, this kind of language is worrying me a little bit about coming back.” 
 
    The kid behind the counter straightened up and shook his head. “No, no, no, you don’t understand. Lou’s a good friend of mine. It’s just—he can get wacky sometimes, if you get what I mean.” 
 
    I grumbled and fished out a 20. “I owe him for a chicken sandwich that he gave me when I was hungry, as well as a tip. Is there a manager I can give this to, to ensure it gets to him?” 
 
    The kid lowered his gaze and nodded, shuffling to the back. Soon, another human came up. She was tall, had dark skin and a silver nose ring. 
 
    “Yes, sir, can I help you?” 
 
    “I just wanted to say how happy I was with the service that I got the other day from Lou. He was absolutely fantastic, and I forgot to tip him. I wanted to give him a little bonus for the delay. Can I leave this with you?” 
 
    She nodded and I gave her the twenty. She blinked at it and looked back at me. “Sir, are you sure you’re in the right place? This is Burger Circus and you’re offering a $20 tip.” 
 
    I nodded. “I was having a really bad day and he cheered me up. However,” I said, leaning in, “you might want to talk to your normal staffer who’s working up here right now. He almost said some rather anti-toon stuff a moment ago. I don’t think he meant any harm by it, but what kind of ally would I be if I didn’t call this shit out?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Yeah, he comes from a fairly anti-toon household. He does his best, but he needs to catch up faster than what he’s doing. He and Lou are good friends, though. Lou’s a good guy, probably my best worker.” 
 
    “Okay, well, thanks a bunch. I’ve got to head home. I’ve got a job starting tomorrow and tell Lou that things panned out for the very special episode.” 
 
    The manager nodded and gave me a thumbs-up. “I’ll make sure to tell him.” 
 
    I headed out and hopped back in the car. “All right, boss, let’s get back to my place and I will see you in the morning.” 
 
    He grinned, put the car in reverse, and backed out onto the road again. Another 10 minutes, and I was outside my apartment with a pocketful of cash, a trunk full of groceries and, so I learned upon opening the door to my place, a boyfriend full of printed papers with various job ads on them. 
 
    I groaned and facepalmed, then muttered, “I forgot to tell Kyle.” 
 
    He piped up as he saw me come in carrying groceries. “Wow, they must’ve had a sale! So, I found some jobs for you and—” 
 
    Snappy cut him off. “Hey there, I found him a job first though!” 
 
    Kyle looked between me and then the alligator. “What’s this now?” 
 
    I grinned, putting my hands on my hips. “This is my boss, Snappy. Snappy, Kyle. Kyle, Snappy. I am now employed!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next day when Kyle’s hand brushed across my chest. He stayed over the night before. The fragments of a dream faded away as I wiped the sleep from my eyes. I turned and looked at my boyfriend, taking in all of the shapes, every detail, even the imperfections. God, I love this man. 
 
    He chuckled slightly. “Okay! Big day, new job. Make sure you’re ready; can’t afford to have you lose this one.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed him on the lips, parting my own. I felt his tongue sneak into my mouth, so I pushed mine against his, and we entwined there in a moment of passion. My hands slid down his body and grabbed at his ass. 
 
    I broke the kiss and simply said, “Oh, don’t worry, it’s definitely not on my agenda to get fired the day I get hired.” 
 
    He ground on me a little more, tickling my feet with his. I felt his manhood stirring and he rubbed it up against my own. What can I say? I get morning wood. I kissed him again, reached down, and gripped both of us together. 
 
    I held him there, bringing pleasure to both of us. I saw his eyes narrow and roll back a little bit, back arched in absolute bliss. 
 
    He huffed, “Hon, seriously, we can’t have you getting late.” 
 
    I let go and kissed his cheek. “Are you sure? Got time for something quick.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Trust me, there’s nothing I want more right now than to make love to you, but hon, you got this out of a one-in-a-million shot, and I’m not ruining it for you with some wall-cracking sex.” 
 
    I grunted, “Well, I have to take a shower and I’ll probably just finish myself off there, then. I ain’t spending the first day of a new job having blue balls.” 
 
    He laughed at that as I got up and headed to the bathroom. I looked back at him; as far as I was concerned, he was an Adonis, and definitely out of my league, though he was on my mind as I showered and took care of other things. 
 
    The sound of closet doors and drawers opening told me Kyle was setting out my clothes for the day. He called out, “Did he say if there was any dress code?” 
 
    I replied that he just said to wear something that was comfortable but not shabby. 
 
    After about 10 minutes of letting the hot water course over me, I turned it off, stepped out, wrapped myself up in a towel, and saw Kyle had laid out a pair of jeans and a purple T-shirt. My wallet and phone lay beside the pile of clothes. 
 
    “Thanks, hon,” I said as I dried off and dressed. I smacked him on his still-nude ass as I headed for the door, grabbing and kissing him one last time. “Tonight, then?” 
 
    Kyle winked and said, “I’ll think about it. Now, go. You’re going to need insurance. After all, I can’t keep covering all the stuff for you.” 
 
    I waved a hand. “I know. I’ll see you in a few hours.” 
 
    It was about a 25-minute drive halfway across town before I got to the estate. I couldn’t help but whistle when I looked at it. 
 
    He wasn’t joking when he called it an estate. We’re talking wrought-iron gate you have to be buzzed in through, a huge yard that had to take at least an entire team of people to maintain, and, effectively, a three-story mansion. 
 
    You know how, in TV shows, if they want to show that someone is affluent, they actually don’t have a normal driveway? How they have a roundabout around a fountain in line with the front door? Yeah, Snappy has one of those. 
 
    After being buzzed through the gate, I pulled up to the front. Snappy opened the door to greet me, and he was wearing the same suit I saw him in the day before. 
 
    “Oh, good, good, good! You’re here! Okay, I think we should start with a tour of the grounds, and then we’ll get you working on your odd jobs.” 
 
    I was too taken with the place to do more than smile and nod. 
 
    He bid me enter a quick wave of his hand. “Please, come in. Need to get all this nice and finalized, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘finalized?’” 
 
    “I mean, you’re my employee; we have to make it official, you know? There has to be paperwork and triplicates and collates and all that good stuff.” 
 
    I nodded and just shuffled along behind him, looking around. This place had the feeling of a speakeasy from the Prohibition days. What surprised me was the amount of art on the walls. I wasn’t sure if they were paintings because when you have a toon getting photographed and a toon being illustrated, it’s kind of hard to tell which is which. If it was an illustration, it was a damn good one; if it was a photograph, it had withstood the test of time. 
 
    “Oh, I see you admiring the art! Yep, I had this done in the back in the 50s, I think,” he said, gesturing to a picture of himself standing on a crate of TNT. “I love how they managed to balance the light in the painting.” 
 
    He pulled the painting down so it was flush with the ground. Snappy then pushed it inward, revealing it was actually a door. Not in a ‘secret lever’ sort of way. This was like ‘portable hole’. 
 
    I looked at him incredulously. “How did you—” 
 
    “You know how some of these buildings are built for toons by toons? This house kind of predates those. This is a house built for a toon by people like you, that I could then modify to my needs.” 
 
    “Well, hot damn!” 
 
    He basically lived in the opposite of my crummy little apartment: huge, opulent, and everything appeared to be set in reality but ran on toon physics. 
 
    “Okay, so here’s the main hall. If you need to get in through normal means,” he said, gesturing to a door on the far end, “you’ll have to take the third left after you enter, which will take you to the kitchen, which can lead you here.” 
 
    I tried to mentally note the path and he caught my worry. “It’ll take you time to get used to how things work around here. You know, the first few days, you’ll probably get lost a couple of times and that’s perfectly fine. If you still can’t find your way around after a month or so, then we’ll have some concerns.” 
 
    “Basically, this place is a bunch of secret passageways, but they only work if you’re a toon, set up like normal doors to a house would be. However, if you’re human, it’s long convoluted passageways that make no sense, and have no rhyme or reason.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers and gave a smile. “Darn skippy!” 
 
    “And you’re just going to show me where the secret passages are?” 
 
    “Of course! Why would I want to take the long route?” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to have to take the long route.” 
 
    “And won’t be fun finding out how those work? Anyway, I’ll get you a map if need be.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just a house. I don’t know if I—” 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll probably need one. If anything, ask some of the landscaping crew.” 
 
    “Will I be helping out with the landscaping?” 
 
    “You might, I don’t know. I was going need you more for in-house stuff but, you know, heavy work on the grounds probably wouldn’t be that bad. You know, I can have you meet Miss Blake!” 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right! I haven’t introduced you yet. One moment,” he said and walked to a set of marble statues, mostly of the Greek variety…you know, in appearance, but then there was one that was of a toon wolf. 
 
    He pinched the nose, which made a honking sound and appeared to actually be made out of foam until I touched it and learned it was marble. The entire bookshelf on the far wall opened up, revealing another door leading to a study with a large window and a door leading outside. 
 
    In the backyard, I saw what appeared to be a guest house with a huge swimming pool between it and the main manor. 
 
    As we walked by the pool, Snappy thumbed at it. “I actually don’t have anyone working on this yet. My last pool boy had to skip town, so that might be something you can handle.” 
 
    This house was immaculate. Huge! I actually had no idea what he wanted me to do unless it was, like, handling paperwork and stuff but we walked past the pool toward the guesthouse. 
 
    Snappy gave a quick rap on the door and it opened to reveal a woman, human. Her hair probably was supposed to be black or brown, but she had it bleached to a dirty blonde. She had on a pair of dress slacks and a T-shirt. 
 
    She looked at Snappy, a little confused, and then at me, even more so. “Yes, Mr. Gator?” she asked. 
 
    “Miss Blake, this is Tyler Fairfax. He’s going to be doing odd jobs for me. I just wanted to introduce the two of you.” 
 
    I smiled and stuck out my hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    She nodded and sized me up, giving a wry smile. “Oh, you’re the guy who helped him.” 
 
    Snappy straightened up and nodded, tipping his fedora in my direction. “Darn tootin’ he did.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you. I’m Pamela Blake and I am a mostly successful talent agent. Snappy’s one of my main clients.” 
 
    “And you live on his property?” 
 
    She nodded. “He got lonely and, well, I was looking for better accommodations. Frankly, with the price of rent in this area, living in a place as secure as Snappy’s with as much privacy as he affords me, I figured why not?” She paused and thought for a second. “Would the two of you like to come in? I was just making some breakfast burritos.” 
 
    I looked at Snappy, who shook his head. “Oh, I’m giving him the complete tour and I just wanted you two to know each other. This way, if you see each other, you can say, ‘Hey, fellow human!’” 
 
    Pamela nodded and smiled at me once again. “Well, Mr. Fairfax, if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to knock. Just understand that I am kind of a private person and I may be conducting business at any time. If I don’t answer the door immediately, I’m probably not going to be there for you. The best thing to do, honestly, is if you absolutely need me, knock, otherwise just sort of slide a note through the mail slot.” 
 
    Snappy smacked me on the shoulder. “Oh, I don’t think he’s ever going to need to come over and bother you. He’s going to be too busy.” 
 
    As Pamela was closing the door, she stopped and looked at Snappy. “So, if he’s just doing odd jobs around here, does that mean I can have him do odd jobs?” 
 
    I paused, looked at Snappy, then at Pamela, and piped up, “Will you be paying me?” 
 
    She shook her head, her smile going wide. “No, I probably can’t afford to have an assistant at this point.” 
 
    “Well, that settles that. If you want to subcontract me, you have to talk to him.” 
 
    Snappy grabbed me tightly and shook me roughly. “He’s mine! All mine! I found him first, and you can’t have any!” 
 
    Pamela gave Snappy a thumbs-up and then gave me a slightly defeated look. “Oh, honey, I do not envy you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “You’ve never worked with a toon before, have you?” 
 
    “I have, periodically, but—” 
 
    “No, I mean like really worked with a toon.” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “When you’re done with your shift and you want to have a drink, I’ll make sure to stick by the door. You’re going to need one.” 
 
    Snappy proceeded then to show me the rest of the estate. The first stop was a greenhouse, which housed many rare plants and a sizable vegetable garden. The fruit and veggies grown there apparently were offered to Pamela first and then donated to a local food shelter afterward. 
 
    He then showed me to the second greenhouse, which was literally that: it was a house that was green, as were its contents. Apparently, what came with being an alligator that was monochrome was a little jealousy about all the other ones actually being green. So, he had built a little museum to the color. 
 
    I knew I was in for weird times. 
 
    Soon enough, we were back in the house and Snappy was preparing a salad with veggies from the first greenhouse. 
 
    “Sorry, I really don’t have anything else for you. The kitchen is more for show than anything. I mean, if I ever have to entertain people, I usually hire a caterer.” 
 
    I ate and nodded. “So,” I said between mouthfuls of salad, “what sort of odd jobs are we talking about?” 
 
    Snappy snapped his fingers. “Before we do that, we need to get you your proper uniform,” he said, reaching behind him. He produced a box from his hammerspace, opened it, and inside were a pair of black-and-white saddle shoes and a white cartoon bowtie. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Your uniform.” 
 
    “There are no pants or shirt in here.” 
 
    “I mean, you can still wear those if you want, but you’re going to be working on my estate and you should be presentable for working on such esteemed grounds.” 
 
    I shrugged and grabbed the bowtie, which appeared to be a simple loop of fabric, a sort of ball of white fabric, and two butterfly-like wings on the side. I stretched it out, slipped it over my head, and snapped it on my neck. It felt like a combination of silk and a latex glove. It just didn’t feel natural in a way I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    My sneakers came off next, and I put my feet inside the saddle shoes. They were on the big side, outwardly bordering on clown shoes, but after a couple of steps, they seemed to acclimate to me. They fit like they were built for me, which, ostensibly, they were. I was just happy that as I walked, they didn’t squeak or make honking noises. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve shown me the grounds, I’ve got my uniform…what’s the first thing I’ve got to do?” 
 
    “We’ll try to keep things not quite so odd for your first task. How about pies?” 
 
    “What do you mean, pies? If you’re offering, I wouldn’t mind some dessert,” I said, gesturing to the salad. 
 
    When Snappy reached behind himself, it dawned on me what he meant, and I barely had time to react before a pie slapped into my face. Waves of banana cream went past my ears and got stuck in my hair. 
 
    I sputtered in shock and wiped my eyes clean. “Snappy, what the heck are you—” 
 
    And that’s when the second pie struck. I shook off as much of it as I could, then tasted my fingers. Yep, definitely banana cream, but it was also toon food, which meant it tasted slightly off and would give me no nourishment. 
 
    It was great diet food: as much pie as you could eat, and not a single calorie. 
 
    “Okay, okay, now turn around; I need to work on my left-hand throw.” 
 
    In utter shock, I did as he asked. I was getting paid for this, anyway. As I turned around, I felt yet another pie slap me between the shoulder blades. Then I heard him mutter incoherently behind my back. 
 
    “Let me try that again!” 
 
    And then I felt it upside the back of my head, with him cheering. I kid you not: this continued for four hours. Different positions, sitting in chairs, laying on couches, watching television. I had to have been hit with at least 500 pies. 
 
    Eventually, I just held up my hands and went, “Is this a joke to you? I really need this job!” 
 
    Snappy paused and looked at me, curious. “What do you mean? Of course, this is serious. A good pie throw is essential to a toon, and I am seriously out of practice.” 
 
    “But you’re paying me to do stuff around the house!” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I never said I was gonna pay you to do things around the house. I said I was paying you to do odd jobs.” 
 
    “But this is just—” 
 
    “This is a job, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Isn’t it odd?” 
 
    “Yes, but I—” 
 
    “You said you specialized in odd jobs. This is an odd job.” 
 
    And that’s when it clicked within my head. “Let me get this right. My task here, eight hours a day, five days a week, is for you to throw pies at me or—” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “Yes, or seltzer water, or maybe I’ll have you help me calibrate some pianos that I would like to drop on people, or anvils, or sorting my portable hole collection, or—” 
 
    “But at no point do you want me to, like, wipe and wash windows, or—you mentioned the pool…” 
 
    “I thought maybe you could do some basic maintenance if you were bored and we had nothing else to do, but trust me, I have got pies for years.” 
 
    This was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
    At about 5 o’clock, Snappy congratulated me on finishing my first day. I went to the backyard and knocked on Miss Blake’s front door. 
 
    She answered it, presenting me a martini. I was a mess of pie filling. 
 
    “Come on in,” she said and gestured to me. 
 
    Her place was nice. It wasn’t spartan like mine, but she had little in the way of art on the walls; very utilitarian. 
 
    “How’d your first day go?” she asked, a shit-eating grin on her face. 
 
    “I don’t think I like pie anymore,” I said 
 
    “He hired you for odd jobs, and you never saw it coming, did you?” 
 
    I shook my head and took a sip of the martini. It was good and strong. 
 
    “Snappy’s good people. He’ll warm up to you and how you do things, but you’re gonna have to warm up to him, too. You’re not the first he’s brought out here for odd jobs.” 
 
    “Oh, and what happened to the rest of them?” 
 
    “They usually quit within about a week. It’s a shame, too, because he pays really well.” 
 
    “But how come?” 
 
    “How come they quit or how come he pays so well?” 
 
    “How about six of one, half a dozen of the other?” 
 
    “It’s hard for a toon like Snappy to really connect with the new blood, you know? He’s set in his ways; his ink is practically a stain, as it were. You don’t see him going around being Technicolor, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “When he came over, he was one of the first. He dealt primarily with humans and still likes working with them. He’s kind of a…self-imposed hermit.” 
 
    I nodded and understood the feeling. I got along a lot better with my toon neighbors than I did with my human counterparts. 
 
    “Give him some time to warm up to you, and trust me, that paycheck’s gonna be sweet. He’s sitting on a load of money and, well, you know how toons are. They don’t actually need money. Anything they want, they just—” 
 
    I nodded. “Reach behind their back and get whatever they need.” 
 
    Pamela poured herself a glass of wine and that’s when I heard a loud cry, coming from behind a door. 
 
    She froze for a second and looked at me. “You’ll have to forgive me. I’ve got a client downstairs. He’s practicing for a horror film.” 
 
    “Really? Anyone I know?” 
 
    She held up a hand and took a sip of her wine before stomping on the floor a few times. “Probably, but agent-talent confidentiality and all that. It’s another one of the reasons why like working out here: no one bothers me.” 
 
    I took another sip of the martini and looked back at the house. “How the heck am I gonna learn how to maneuver around that house of his if I can’t utilize the—” 
 
    She cut me off. “Oh, he gave you the house tour but never actually showed you how all the rooms are actually connected, did he?” 
 
    She walked to a desk in the next room, opened the drawer, and pulled out a manila folder. She plucked a piece of paper from it and walked it over to me. 
 
    “Here’s a map. This has all the routes humans can take and all the routes Snappy can take. Unless he has human guests, Snappy will only take the routes meant for him.” 
 
    I folded it and stuck it in my back pocket. “Thanks! I wasn’t expecting—” 
 
    She held up her hand again. “I have seen so many people come and go, and one of the main reasons they quit is because they cannot figure out that house. Some time ago, I made a map for the new helpers, and frankly, for me too.” 
 
    I finished the martini and checked my watch. “I need to be heading home,” I said. 
 
    Pamela raised her wine glass to me. “Are you okay to drive?” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s only one martini, and if anything, I’ll grab some water before I head out.” 
 
    She nodded and led me to the door. “I’ll be pretty busy tomorrow and the day after that, and…” She pulled out her phone and checked her schedule. “Dammit. Maybe a week from today, we can catch up?” 
 
    I nodded. “May I ask why?” 
 
    She refilled her glass of wine. “Two reasons. One: I don’t get to see many humans aside from the talent I work with when they’re willing to come over. Two: you never know where you’ll actually find good talent. I mean, you heard the story about how Harrison Ford got started in the industry, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “There are a few different rumors here and there, but I believe it was American Graffiti: he was basically set up as a guy sweeping the floors, and people liked the look of him. I kinda like the look of you.” 
 
    “Well, I—thank you for that,” I said, “I am taken, though.” 
 
    “Really? What’s the lucky girl’s name?” 
 
    “Kyle.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh!” she said. “Dammit, how come all the cute guys have to be gay?” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t know, but it’s a good curse to have, isn’t it?” 
 
    She nodded and let me out. I walked back into the estate and grabbed a glass of water from the kitchen, overlooking a portion of the grounds. Then, I saw something out of the corner of my eye. It looked like someone was perched on top of one of the tall stone walls. 
 
    I chugged half of my glass, refilled it, and approached the figure. 
 
    “Hey, you there! You need something?” 
 
    Upon being spotted, the figure jumped off the back of the wall. He was human, that much was clear. He was Caucasian, wearing a black leather bomber jacket and a gray T-shirt, he had rugged features, and brown, wavy hair. 
 
    I rushed back to the main estate, finished my water, and sought Snappy. I pulled out the map and ran through the convoluted routes to get to each room before finding him in the study. 
 
    “Hey, Snappy.” 
 
    “Tyler, you’re still here? Wasn’t the end of your shift half an hour ago?” 
 
    “Yeah, I went and talked with Miss Blake for a bit and I had a martini.” 
 
    “Was it good?” 
 
    “Oh, fantastic.” 
 
    “Good. She makes excellent cocktails. What do you need? Did we not get all the paperwork signed?” 
 
    I shook my head and went, “No, I think we got all that covered after the pie extravaganza, but there was a guy who was climbing over the wall.” 
 
    Snappy asked, “Does Miss Blake have a client over right now?” 
 
    “Yeah, she mentioned a horror movie or something. I heard someone practicing in the basement.” 
 
    “Paparazzi. It’s the one downside of having Miss Blake here: they’re always trying to get on the grounds and take photographs of actors coming and going.” 
 
    “Okay. Is there anything I should do, should I see them again?” 
 
    “Give them a good clobberin’.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m allowed to do that.” 
 
    “Then give them a bad clobberin’.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m allowed to give any kind of clobberin’.” 
 
    “Then just let me or Miss Blake know. We’ll call the police if need be, but the paparazzi are harmless, more annoying than anything. Frankly, I doubt a trespassing charge is going to do much to deter them.” 
 
    I nodded and thanked Snappy for a unique first day at work, then gestured to the shoes and the tie. 
 
    “How do I wash these?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be fine in the morning, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “And I can wear anything, but I have to be wearing these, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, that is your uniform. Anything else is just accessorizing.” 
 
    “Like pants and a shirt?” 
 
    “Exactly! Accessories.” 
 
    I chuckled and pulled out the map, beginning the labyrinthine way back to the front yard. I hopped into my car and pulled out of the gate. Before I turned onto the road, I saw the guy who climbed the wall there. 
 
    “Hey, so, I know why you’re here, and just lay off. They’re not looking to press charges.” 
 
    He turned and glowered at me, then gave me the finger. 
 
    “Hey man, just trying to help you out!” 
 
    I drove back home and was very glad I’d had that glass of water. Otherwise, that martini probably would’ve hit me a little bit harder than it did when I realized I’d had only that salad to eat today. I felt stuff from the pie, but the pie didn’t actually do anything, besides leave me a mess. 
 
    I made my way back to the apartment, unlocked the door, and went, “Honey, I’m home!” 
 
    Kyle came in from the bedroom. “So happy to see you, and I…what the hell are you covered in?” 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    It’d been a week; one unbelievably crazy week. I don’t say that lightly. The sheer insanity of this job was only made worthwhile when I got the check. Now, living in the Bay Area of California, with its abnormally high rent and a decent-paying job, or even a good-paying job, mostly just kept out of the gutters. If you worked for one of the big tech firms, you could probably live fairly comfortably, even if every landlord in the tri-county area priced out most of the population. 
 
    Living in Animætropolis, I didn’t have to worry about that so much. However, the amount I made in one week for Snappy Gator—let’s just say probably constituted almost a month’s salary at any other standard job that I’d had. So, pies in the face? I’m willing to take it. 
 
    However, as the week had gone by, things were getting a little more…bizarre. 
 
    Now, mind you, heading into work one week later, I made sure my shirt looked nice, my jeans were well-maintained, and I held my head high, wearing my cartoon bowtie and saddle shoes. Upon entering the house, I called out for Snappy and got no answer. 
 
    I got mostly used to the weird routes I’d need to take to actually get around the house properly, since I couldn’t use Snappy’s portable holes, moving walls, or flipping up an entire segment of wallpaper like it was a curtain to reveal impossible staircases. 
 
    It took me about three times as long as Snappy would like for me to get from room to room, but he also understood that I was limited by physical space and traditional reality. 
 
    The house was mostly empty. I saw a couple of the gardeners milling about in the back who wanted to come in for a glass of tea. Snappy, apparently, was a fan of iced tea and always kept more than enough pitchers on hand for anyone who might drop by. 
 
    I nodded to the gardener, pouring myself a glass as well before I walked the halls. Eventually, I ended up in the living room, where I saw what appeared to be one of Snappy’s earliest productions. 
 
    The title card had just faded from view, but it seemed to be a cute, if short, cartoon involving him on a train, trying to impress some lady. 
 
    It was like that famous cartoon with the Big Bad Wolf at the strip club, but a lot less, well, sexy. Snappy was portrayed more like a hopeless romantic than a horndog. 
 
    I sat back as I watched his repeated attempts to woo the maiden fair, posing as an engineer, a waiter, and finally appearing in a tuxedo, carrying a bouquet of roses. He made what I can only assume was a Rockefeller reference to her when she clobbered him over the head with a frying pan. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “So, you liked that, did you?” asked Snappy. 
 
    I looked around, trying to catch him. “Yeah. Where are ya at?” 
 
    “In here!” 
 
    That’s when I realized the broadcast was talking to me. I leaned in closer to the television and Snappy jumped out of it, straightening his lapels and doing a quick spin, turning into a tornado for all of a second before stepping back in his zoot suit. 
 
    The Happy Harmonies theme song played on the TV and it turned itself off. 
 
    I had forgotten that as it was something I hadn’t seen in a while. Toons have the ability, if you can believe it, to just hop into screens. They came from the television and the movies, and they can go back to them completely freely. 
 
    Not that it was considered rude to do so in front of people, it’s just, well, toons in society tried their best to acclimate. Snappy had been around long enough that he acclimated enough and, you know, what he did in the privacy of his own home is nobody else’s damn business. I respect him for that. 
 
    To his question, though, as to whether or not I liked it, I nodded fast. “Yeah, I mean, you can’t beat the classics, but was that new material you were trying out?” 
 
    He nodded. “Apparently, the whole ‘retro’ thing is in, so I’m setting up some old programs and trying to see if I can recapture that old glory.” 
 
    I smiled and toasted to him with the glass of iced tea. “All the best of luck to you, man.” 
 
    “So, your paycheck; any problems with that?” 
 
    “Nope! Cashed it last night, and thank you! That was a lot more than I was expecting!” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. You’ll probably be due for a raise within a few months if you keep up at the rate you’re going.” 
 
    I had to chortle at that. “I don’t really know what it is you want me to do. I mean, day one, you threw pies at me for almost 8 hours straight. Yesterday we were tuning pianos, only to have you start throwing them out the window. Does that have anything to do—” I said, gesturing to the TV, “—with your little project?” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “Hey, if I’ve got to compete with all of these modern guys, I need to be at the top of my game with the good classic gags. A pie in the face is kinda cliché, but if you do it just right, it’s fantastic. That’s to say nothing about dropping a piano or an anvil on someone.” 
 
    “Okay, well, what’s today’s agenda?” 
 
    “I could start doing a couple of routines on you, if you want. If you wanted to help out the gardeners, you could. I don’t know; what do you think?” 
 
    At that, I just stammered. Again, this was just average stuff for a toon. He was used to just going with the flow, and now, here he was with an employee who was just eager to get work done, even if the reason was that he paid a shit-ton of money. 
 
    “How about a little R&D?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You want to know what you have to compete against; why don’t we just watch some TV, see what’s going on.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean like—” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, let’s watch the competition and see what the kids are all raving about these days. 
 
    “We have to be careful, you know, ever since all of that anime stuff came out,” he said, hissing under his breath. 
 
    “Snappy!” I said. “I know you came out near the turn of the century, and your formative years with humanity were during World War II, but you’re not going to get all—” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with the USA versus Japan. I don’t know, the rifts over there…the toons that popped out have a completely different ruleset. Doesn’t make any sense to me, but they can actively hurt each other. Not just in a funny way, like, they can kill.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure that things come back, just like here.” 
 
    “No! You don’t understand! An anime toon comes after you, you might be blown up, and not the fun TNT kind, where you just become a pile of ash with a pair of blinking eyes. They don’t mess around over there!” 
 
    I said, “I never really looked into it. I had no reason to; most of the toons in the United States were more of your ‘funny animal’ types and a few humanoids here and there. Once the 80s hit, there was a whole influx of cookie-cutter, merchandisable cartoons.” 
 
    Snappy shook his head at that. 
 
    I continued, “I don’t know what came first, the toon or the toy, in those cases. Seriously though, just between us…the rifts you mentioned, where toons come from. You said you’ve got one of those near your estate?” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “Oh, yeah, it’s in the guest house where Miss Blake lives. It appears in her basement.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “It hasn’t done anything lately. If anything, it kind of lights up a room at night, but you can just put something in front of it to block it out.” 
 
    I shrugged and nodded at that and flipped through the channels. I landed on one meant for little kids and tweens but appeared to be interrupted by a special news bulletin. 
 
    “In today’s gaming news, famed eSports player Brandon Butler has gone missing. He was due to appear in a tournament with his team, Los Lobos Locos. Brandon Butler, known in the gaming community as DonkeyDog, vanished from his hotel room in Oakland sometime last night. A source reports that his quarters had been ransacked and blood was found on the floor, but we have no confirmation of either statement yet. 
 
    “What we do know is that he was the linchpin for his group against their slated rivals, the Timber Titans. We will have more details for you as they unfold.” 
 
    There was a close-up of Brandon Butler’s face; he was an Asian kid, probably no older than 24, skinny as a rail, with spiky hair. 
 
    I looked at Snappy, he looked at me, then he grabbed the remote and switched the channel. “I wish I could get a gig doing that.” 
 
    “Doing what? Games? There are all sorts of streaming services these days and people watch a lot of stuff. I’m sure they wouldn’t have a problem watching a toon playing a game.” 
 
    “I don’t mean playing the game, I mean being in the game. It’s big business. I should’ve gotten in on that back in the early 80s. You know, I could have been the Pong ball.” 
 
    “Snappy,” I said, “the Pong ball was just a white square.” 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t have taken me long to figure out the role. I’m sure I could’ve done well.” 
 
    “Snappy,” I said, patting him on the shoulder, “I don’t think it quite works like that.” 
 
    “No, you’re probably right. Anyway, I don’t know what would happen if I had my own game. I really hope it wouldn’t be too violent, and most people don’t remember me for my old shows much anymore. I’m mostly known as the guy who helps toons get their licenses when they pop into being.” 
 
    “Hey, I just know you as my boss and the one toon who managed not to get hit by a bus.” 
 
    He laughed at that and nodded. “Very true. Very, very true.” 
 
    Then he threw another pie in my face. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day, I was drenched in sweat. Well, sweat, seltzer water, pie filling, and random debris from various cartoon TNT explosions, not to mention exhausted from carrying ponderous jugs of cartoon whiskey (or toonshine, as I’d heard it called). The smell of it told me that’s what Barry had been drinking that night I helped him back inside his apartment. 
 
    Snappy wasn’t much of a toonshine drinker, though; he preferred more refined drinks, and was enjoying a gin and “toonic.” He toasted me after another day of hard work, congratulating me on fitting in so well, and acclimating to his rather bizarre whims. I returned the gesture with a sweet tea. 
 
    My pocket buzzed. I was off the clock, but I was still in Snappy’s home, so I asked if I could answer it. He waved a hand and refilled his cocktail. 
 
    It was Kyle. “Hey, hon. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Going good.” 
 
    “Are we still on for tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah! Where do you want to go for dinner?” 
 
    “I was thinking Burger Circus.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Why would you want to go to Burger Circus? It’s not like they’re that good.” 
 
    “Well, you know, this whole thing kind of started when you got shafted that one day. You went there, did some good deeds, and now you’ve got decent money. I want you to be able to save that money, and they’re cheap.” 
 
    “Okay, we can go to Burger Circus, if you want to that bad, but I do have to make one quick stop.” 
 
    “Oh? Where are you going?” 
 
    “To visit the lady who lives on the lot here. She told me last week that I could drop in after work today and have a chat about how I’m acclimating. I don’t want to be rude and cancel on her. I shouldn’t be that long.” 
 
    “Just keep me informed, okay?” 
 
    “Sure thing, hon.” I turned off the phone and turned to Snappy. “I’m going to go out back and talk to Pamela, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s your time at this point. You have yourself a wonderful night, Mr. Fairfax, and I will see you tomorrow morning.” 
 
    As I put my phone down, a low-battery warning flashed. “Hey, Snappy, do you mind if I charge this for just a few moments?” 
 
    “Sure, go right ahead; I got a fast charger in the other room.” 
 
    I nodded, walked to the study, and put my phone on the charger, which alerted me it would be charged fairly soon. 
 
    I headed to the back, taking a few winding hallways to the very nondescript door that was one of the exit points to the backyard. It wasn’t far to Pamela’s house from there. 
 
    I knocked a few times but didn’t hear an answer. After about 30 seconds, I knocked again and peeked through the window. 
 
    There were figures in a room in the back and I could barely make out what they looked like. 
 
    I tried knocking again. The door swung open almost immediately, and Pamela looked frazzled, hair pulled back haphazardly. 
 
    “What do you want, Fairfax?!” she said, obviously agitated. 
 
    “Oh, um…last week, you told me to come by tonight. You were very busy and said you would set time aside just to sit down and chat.” 
 
    She looked at me dumbfounded for a second. Then, she slapped a palm on her forehead. “Fuck, that’s right, I did. Listen, I’ve got some guests over. Do you mind if we reschedule?” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s fine. I mean, would tomorrow be better?” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s fine but, yeah, today just doesn’t really work for me.” 
 
    “Hey, that happens. Something randomly pop up?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just taking care of a client who’s going through some changes in his life right now.” 
 
    “Is it a cartoon?” 
 
    Pamela took a step back, “No, human…I’m thinking of dropping him as a client, though.” 
 
    “Anyone I know?” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt you’ve heard of them. He plays competitive gaming…” 
 
    That’s when I leaned in and squinted at the back room. 
 
    “Wait, you represent Brandon Butler?” 
 
    Pamela went pale and hissed at me, “What do you know?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve played a few games here and there, but I saw a news report about him.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You guys should call the news teams; people think he was kidnapped.” 
 
    “Don’t let this get out. He’s—been going through a lot of stress with this team, and he spiraled last night. He’s being talked to by a psychologist friend of mine. We didn’t want it to make news that he actually had a breakdown and may quit the competitive circuit. I mean, he’s got enough to retire on as it is. Poor guy.” 
 
    I nodded but looked a little leery at the whole thing. “If you say so, but seriously, they said the police were getting involved this point.” 
 
    She sighed and walked to the back room for a moment. I saw her talking with who I assumed was the psychologist and the faint outline of Brandon Butler, who appeared to be drunk and half-passed out on a chair. 
 
    She walked back, phone in hand and went, “I’ll get in touch with the Oakland PD. I’ll let them know where he is and that he’s okay. I’ll even put him on the phone with them if need be, but he’s kind of out of it right now. So, if this could just stay our little secret?” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Like I said, I don’t know the guy, but I saw him on a newscast.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me know, Tyler. You’re a good man.” 
 
    She closed the door before I could say anything else. I shrugged and walked away, hands in my pockets. I pulled out my keys, walked around to the front of the building, and got in my car. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    I was pulling out Snappy’s estate, taking a left onto the main road when suddenly, I heard a terrible thump off my passenger side. I found a man rolling off the hood of my car and onto the sidewalk. I slammed the brakes and came around. Jeans, boots, black leather jacket, dark hair…his face was obscured. 
 
    I ran over to him, careful not to move him. “Hey, man, are you okay? I didn’t see you there! What the heck were you doing? You just jumped out in front of me!” 
 
    And that’s when I realized there was no good reason for anyone to have been there. The rest of the maintenance crew, anyone else who worked on the estate, had left hours ago, yet this guy was hanging around. 
 
    As he turned over with a groan, I immediately recognized him. “You’re the fuckin’ paparazzi guy! The hell are you doing?” I paused. “I need to call an ambulance for you.” 
 
    He slowly got up and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve been hit by worse.” 
 
    “How do you know that? You could have internal—” 
 
    “Because I jumped in front of your car, you idiot.” 
 
    That’s when I got mad. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You did that on purpose?” 
 
    “We need to talk. Whatever you’ve been told, there’s something going on in there and I need a pair of eyes on the inside.” 
 
    “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, I am not ruining this gig over—” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “All I have to do is call the cops and say you hit and run on me.” 
 
    I was cornered. “Hey, I don’t know what the fuck’s going on here, I’m just trying to do my job, okay, man? What sort of story are you doing?” 
 
    He grinned and leaned back against the wall. “Simple. People have been disappearing and I’ve come to believe that it has something to do with what’s going on here, on these grounds.” 
 
    “I get that Snappy’s house is a bit of a maze, but disappearing people?” 
 
    “You can’t tell me you haven’t seen something; you’ve been here at least a week.” 
 
    “Dude, I just do odd jobs, okay? You know how bad life has to be where you willingly stand in a room and let a dude throw pies at you all day? I do not have the time for this bullshit, so, you know what? You wanna call the cops on me? Go right the fuck ahead; I don’t have the patience or the energy to give a shit. I have to leave now because I’d like to spend at least one quiet evening with my boyfriend before I come back here tomorrow morning and probably have to help Snappy juggle anvils or some shit, okay?” 
 
    I don’t know if he had never had a bluff called on him before, or if my situation actually struck a chord, but he put the phone away. “Jesus, really? Pies?” 
 
    “He pays well, though.” 
 
    “Well enough to cover up some wrongdoing?” 
 
    “There’s no wrongdoing. He lives in this place alone. He makes iced tea for the gardeners, and his agent lives in the house in the back. What more do you need to know? It’s like—I don’t even know why you’re following him. There’s no story here, and a paparazzi—” 
 
    “Paparazzi is plural. I’m not a paparazzo.” 
 
    “What? But Snappy said—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure he said a lot of things. I’m sure he assumed a lot of things. I’m a private eye,” he said, reaching into his pocket and flashing a license that looked official enough to me. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake…okay, fine. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m here looking for a missing kid. The last known place where he was seen was in town here and it was believed that he’d worked for Snappy for some time. You’ve got to admit, something’s going on here.” 
 
    I’d had enough. “If you’re here for a missing person, you know, I really can’t help you.” My mind returned to Brandon Butler. “Oh! I know what this is about!” 
 
    The private eye perked up. “Oh?” 
 
    “I’ve been sworn to secrecy on this, but the person you’re looking for, like, they just wanted a new life, okay? They’re dealing with some stuff right now and they really need some time. Leave them be. Trust me, they’ll pop back up in a couple of days. Let this stuff blow over, okay? Go tell your clients or whoever that the person is just looking for a new life, all right?” 
 
    He grimaced and shrugged his shoulders. “Okay, fine, you got me, but—” 
 
    “And on top of that, what about the damage to my car?” I said, noticing a small but obvious dent in the hood. 
 
    “You got any evidence that was me?” he asked, giving a wry smile. 
 
    I looked at him with a deadpan expression. “Do you think anyone would notice the difference if I got into my car and ran you down good and proper?” 
 
    He stopped and looked at me again. “Are you seriously threatening me?” he asked, turning his neck and cracking it. 
 
    “I’m not threatening anything. I have had a really weird day, and an even stranger week. I’m just trying to hold onto normalcy, and you tried to blackmail me. Frankly, if you want to call the police about a hit and run, I can give you a fucking hit and run. So, are you going to be paying for the repairs to my car or not?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, gritting his teeth. He reached into his wallet and unloaded a stack of hundred-dollar bills. “You think $500 will cover that? I mean, it’s a simple popping of the dent.” 
 
    I shrugged and held out my hand for the money, pocketing it soon after. “One second, I gotta take a photo of this and give to my insurance.” 
 
    I reached into my pocket and found it was empty. Fuck. 
 
    “Buddy,” I said, “I don’t know what you want or what you’re planning to do, but leave me out of it. If you have a problem with Snappy, take it up with him; I’m just a glorified pool boy, all right? If you’ll excuse me, I have to go back in there and grab my damn phone.” 
 
    I muttered to myself as I got back into the car and pulled back inside the gates. When I checked the front door, I found Snappy must’ve locked it. 
 
    I huffed and peeked in through the window. My phone was sitting on the fast charger. Apparently, in the time spent at Miss Blake’s and dealing with the private eye, it had fully charged. 
 
    I walked around to the back and tried the patio door. It was locked too. 
 
    “Fuck me, man! I really need to call Kyle and tell him I’m running late.” 
 
    One of the windows had been left open, but I knew what that would look like. I thought it would be best if I at least let Miss Blake know, if someone noticed something, that it was just me. 
 
    I walked toward the house and that’s when I heard the screaming, louder now. 
 
    This wasn’t someone practicing for a horror movie; this was the sound of someone in a horror movie. 
 
    I tried her door, worried that maybe Butler had lost it and might’ve been a danger to himself or others. It opened at my touch; apparently, she had forgotten to lock it after I’d stopped by. One of the back doors was open a crack, and there was a faint light near the bottom. I figured it was the basement, but then that inhuman scream happened again. 
 
    I hurried back to the main house and shuffled in through the window into the study. “Snappy!” I yelled. “Snappy, are you there?” But there was no response, and frankly, if something was going down, I needed to get over there first before I played nice. 
 
    I ran to the main study, grabbed my phone off the fast charger, powered it on, and brought up the video. I hurried back, unlocking the patio door and rushed to Pamela’s house, slipping back in through the front door. 
 
    I sidled my way to the basement entrance and peeked down, recording the entire time. No one was to be seen as I descended into what had to be the largest basement I’d ever been in. 
 
    At the foot of the stairs, I came to a hallway with several rooms on either side. The screams were louder now, and I could hear a strange sound like television static and the echoes of cutting meat. 
 
    I got in next to the door and I heard voices calling out, “Hold him down!” They were male voices I didn’t recognize. 
 
    Then I heard Pamela: “He’s as secure as he’s going to get. Not to mention, after this process is over…” 
 
    I slipped my phone through a crack in the door and watched on my screen. 
 
    Brandon Butler was nude and spread-eagle on an examination table in the far corner of the room. His body faced a sliver of light that pulsed with an odd static crackle. It bathed the room in that same glow that a lone television late at night does: somehow welcoming, but also sinister. 
 
    What was happening to him, I will never forget. 
 
    They stood over him with a huge device that almost looked like a knitting needle connected to a tube. On the other end of the tube was a large vat filled with ink. They stabbed him in the neck with it and slid it in his carotid artery—or his jugular, I wasn’t sure which—and turned the machine on. 
 
    Now, I’ve done my fair share of morbid video searches on the net and I knew what this was: this was embalming. 
 
    Brandon seized as the ink got flushed into his bloodstream. The wound on his neck gushed crimson. 
 
    Pamela looked at one of the men who had held Brandon down. “Listen, you’re paying good money for this, but people are going to ask questions. You can’t just have the star player of your rival team go missing.” 
 
    The man in a black business suit, who appeared to be in his late 20s or early 30s, shrugged. “I couldn’t give a shit about them. I just want our boys to take home the wins for the next few seasons of Legends of War.” 
 
    “But what you’re doing to him—” 
 
    And that’s when I saw it. Brandon screamed louder and louder, and then his body twisted of its own accord. The glow of that crack seemed to focus on him. 
 
    He seized, lips pulling back, teeth clenched to where two cracked in half, before ejecting themselves from his mouth. 
 
    Pamela pointed at him. “This is why we don’t usually secure them this much. It’s not going to mean anything in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    From the wound of his bleeding gums, large buck teeth erupted in a spray of red. 
 
    His body began to distort. I could hear muscle tearing inside of him. His rib cage and his pelvis drew in closer together. His back arched sickeningly as his spine twisted around itself, making him shorter. 
 
    All the while, Brandon Butler screamed. His fingers swelled, his pinky twisting in unnatural ways until his pointer finger exploded and showed a single white animated finger. 
 
    The rest of his hand produced similar digits, while his pinky, blackened, fell to the floor. 
 
    His eyes melted in their sockets and his skull deformed as his body crunched in on itself more. With his body so much smaller now, what had made him who he was had to come out somewhere, but to say he was vomiting himself up doesn’t do what I saw justice. 
 
    His jaw unhinged and he kicked his feet as they lengthened and turned dark. Brandon blindly looked between the two in an absolute panic, and then his head—or I should say, his mouth—opened up wider, lips splitting up to the ears before he vomited out his own skull, topping the pile of muscle, blood, and viscera. 
 
    Every bit of his flesh was bruised and broken. You couldn’t even tell what ethnicity he was. That’s when I noticed that the bruises were turning to brown. 
 
    His sockets blinked one last time, almost looking like they had deflated, but when they opened back up, nervous cartoon eyes had taken their place. His nose swelled out, and little whiskers erupted from his upper lip. 
 
    Half of his body was some Cronenberg nightmare or orgasm, I couldn’t tell which. What I knew for sure was that a rodent-like look was overtaking his presence. 
 
    He coughed a few more times, drooling out pounds of meat and broken and shattered bone and organs. His belly swelled as if it were full of bloat. He gripped the sides of the examination table with mismatched hands, turned his head, and released a festering pile of human offal onto the floor. 
 
    The change in skin tone continued to creep over him, mostly browns and tans. His spine had broken through over the tailbone, and where blood had first signaled the eruption, now ink flowed free and formed a large tail, like a paddle. 
 
    Pamela walked up and saw where the piece of the spinal cord was still hanging out of the body. She gripped it and pulled it like a ripcord. 
 
    Brandon shook and spasmed, passing out. After everything was said and done, it was no longer Brandon Butler lying on the table, but a cartoon beaver. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe the horrific sight before my eyes, and I had only just decided to risk tipping my phone down a little. 
 
    The floor had been covered with thick sheets of vinyl. Pamela grabbed a huge floor squeegee and pushed all the viscera into a pile stained with ink. Brandon Butler, or the beaver in his place, just groaned under his breath. As I sat watching on my phone screen, I saw the tissue decompose rapidly; whatever this process was, it left nothing of the human behind. 
 
    “Okay, that’s phase 1 done. I’ll let you do the honors for phase 2, Mr. Markson.” 
 
    The professional-looking young man cocked an eyebrow. I tried my best to keep all people in frame for this. 
 
    “I thought it was already done. I mean, look at him.” 
 
    “Yeah, his body’s been converted, but his mind hasn’t.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, ‘his mind hasn’t?’ I see the brain matter on the floor right there! Dude puked up his own skull.” 
 
    “That’s the thing; he’s still in there. If you want a toon to run around, you need to trick his new instincts to come into play.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” 
 
    “The fastest way I’ve found is torture.” 
 
    She walked to the far wall. I couldn’t see much, but from the sound of things, it had a bunch of industrial equipment. 
 
    She came back in a frame carrying an enormous sledgehammer and handed it to Markson. 
 
    “So, how does this work?” 
 
    “You kick the shit out of him until his body takes over.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Toons can shrug off any damage. They’re practically indestructible. He doesn’t know that yet.” 
 
    She growled and grabbed the hammer. bringing it down on one of the gloved hands. There was a sickening crunch and I watched as the fingers curled up backward. 
 
    The beaver screamed in a voice somewhat like Brandon Butler’s had been, but a little bit more nasal and higher-pitched. There was also a whistle to it. 
 
    “Like that.” 
 
    “But toons can just shake that off.” 
 
    “He’s a new toon. His body doesn’t know that yet. Right now, he’s feeling everything.” 
 
    Markson’s eyes lit up as he took the hammer back and raised it over his head. 
 
    Pamela fished through a pile of paperwork that had been set aside. She filled a piece out quickly, to get his copyright in order. “I’ll have Snappy come down and give the stamp of approval, once you’re done doing what you need to do to him.” 
 
    “Does Snappy know?” 
 
    “He might suspect something, but honestly? He’s a toon. The idea of torturing someone to a place beyond where human death would occur and giving them a slice of apple pie are just two different actions to him.” She sighed. “I need to get more of these copyright pages printed out. If I hadn’t found this one, I’d have had to dip into Snappy’s collection and he doesn’t take too kindly to out of time copyrights. He’s a stickler for the old ways.” 
 
    There was a sickening crunch and the beaver hollered; his kneecaps had been crushed. “Please, just let me go! Why are you doing this, man? Is it because I said your team was boosted? Dude, please just let me go!” 
 
    “Boost? Hey, I think I got a name for him! Boost Beaver. Come on, Boost! Come out and play! 
 
    “My name’s not Boost…Markson, what the hell? We just play video games against each other!” 
 
    “And you’ve personally cost my team at least three championships. You know what? Taking you off Los Lobos Locos and getting a new mascot that does whatever the fuck I tell him to seems like more than a win-win.” 
 
    “Please, just—please, put it down! I—” 
 
    And then there was another sickening crunch. I didn’t know what to do; I couldn’t just run in there, so I slowly backed away. I had video evidence for police, but I wondered if they were going to believe it. Heck, I didn’t even believe it and I’d just borne witness to it. What happened to Brandon, what continued to happen to Brandon filled me with dread, and from the sound of things, she’d done this before. 
 
    Good God, there had been video of toons popping into existence, so I knew it wasn’t all of them. But how many toons out there had been people? 
 
    That’s when I heard Pamela pipe up: “Oh, shit, I forgot to lock my front door. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    When she dashed out of the room and saw me, her eyes went wide. 
 
    I was shaking, still holding my phone. “I, um, left this behind. I just came to pick this…oh, fuck.” 
 
    “Markson!” she screamed as she lunged at me. 
 
    I tried to shove her off of me, but Markson came in and smacked me across the head with that sledgehammer. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
      
 
    When I came to later, I was on that table. I don’t know how much time had passed, but the room was clean, and I could actually see everything in it. I’d been stripped down, tied up, and placed close to the small tear in reality. 
 
    As I got closer to it, it seemed to hum, pulsing a little bit faster as if it were alive somehow and knew that I was there, like it was aware of me. “Pamela, please, I won’t tell anyone! Who the fuck would believe me?” 
 
    Pamela held up my phone and replayed the recording. “I don’t know, Tyler, you tell me. I liked you, Tyler. Goddammit, why the fuck did you have to go and do this?” 
 
    “Did you kidnap that guy?” 
 
    “No, Markson kidnapped him. I’m just helping transition him. He’ll be happier like that anyway. Toons always are.” 
 
    “Yeah? I’d like to hear that from him!” 
 
    There was a chipper noise from outside the room, a faint whistling of a jaunty tune. The door opened and Brandon Butler, or the toon he had become, walked in and gave Pamela a high-four. “Golly, Miss Blake, I don’t know what came over me! I was all nervous and scared…it must just be new existence blues, I guess!” 
 
    “Brandon?” I said, realizing I’d actually never talked to the man before. 
 
    The beaver looked at me quizzically. “Who’s that? I’m Boost, Boost D. Beaver, the proud mascot of Greg Markson’s elite eSports team, the Timber Titans!” He’d been outfitted with something of a uniform, mostly just a red shirt and a gaming headset rested on his head. 
 
    He had a nervous look about him. Maybe he was just drawn that way. That’s when I realized Brandon Butler was, for the most part, dead. This toon had come from him, but it wasn’t him anymore. 
 
    Pamela walked over to me. “I’m going to call Snappy in a few minutes. You’ve been nice to me, and you did some amazing work around the house. I’ve got an idea for a few possibilities of what you can turn into, but in the end, it’s really more about you inside. We can kind of guide the process a bit, but it’s never exactly what we ever set it out to be. It’s not like I can do specific commission work on this.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you’re fucking sad about this. You could just let me go. Delete the video! No one will believe me!” 
 
    “Yeah, but you know the truth, and it’s not something I can risk now, because you look like the type of person who wouldn’t actually help me out with this. I’ll tell you what; it’s damn good money. People want to make folks disappear. I just make them disappear in a way where at least a little piece of them remains. 
 
    “Let me out, please! I’ve got a life.” 
 
    “You’ve got a boyfriend, that’s it. Your job was here, and you told me yourself, you live in a shitty little apartment in Animætropolis. The only thing stopping you from being a toon right now is the fact that you’ve got a boyfriend.” She let out a puff of air. “Since I like you, I’m gonna do you a solid. I’ll call up Snappy and have him bring down a good old-fashioned classic copyright page, okay? From the old days. Once this is done, you’ll have a whole lifetime of memories. You’ll never have been a success, but that’s kind of par for the course with you, and I’ll even do you one better, and give you a foil. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, a foil?” 
 
    “You know, a partner, someone who gets in your way, someone you’ll have something of a relationship with. It’s pretty much the closest thing that toons have to marriage, and honestly, in the cartoon community, the majority of them tend to be the same sex, so that should suit you.” 
 
    “Pamela, please…” 
 
    She walked over and began filling the embalming machine with ink and a few other chemicals. “I’m not gonna lie. This is gonna hurt more than you’ve ever been hurt before.” 
 
    “I don’t know. There was this one really shitty earache I had—double ear infection—I wanted to off myself from it.” 
 
    She smiled, but in a solemn way. “Gallows humor! It’s a good sign, actually. Having a sense of humor will just make you funnier once this whole thing’s over with. I’ll drink a cocktail to you once we’re done and whoever comes out of this room does. The thing is, it doesn’t work if I put a painkiller in you, so you’ve got to go to the whole process.” 
 
    She raised the device over her head. I struggled as hard as I could in my straps. 
 
    “I’m gonna tell you what I’m going to do, so you can prepare for it. I’m gonna take this trocar here, and I’ll jam it into your carotid artery. Then, I’ll turn the machine on and snip your jugular. This is going to pump a lot of ink through your body. Once I’ve got it about halfway done, and the process is started, I’ll speed it along a little bit extra for you. It’s going to hurt more, but it will be over faster. I’m going to have to stab you a lot of times in the gut and perforate pretty much every organ, but it’s what needs to be done. Tyler, just know…I don’t like doing this.” 
 
    “Pamela…fuck you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I deserve that.” 
 
    Searing pain crashed through my neck when she brought that thing down and forced it down the artery. I could feel it under my rib cage. For God’s sake, she was in my heart! 
 
    I sputtered and screamed. 
 
    She walked over and flipped the machine on. Pain unlike anything I’ve ever endured coursed through my chest. I wanted to grab my heart as it overfilled and inflated like a balloon before it squeezed, forcing that ink and blood slurry up into my skull. 
 
    My thoughts became cloudy, but my perception sharpened at the same time. I don’t know if it was adrenaline or some part of the process. 
 
    She took a scalpel made an incision on the other side of my neck. I tried to gasp for air, and I did so with difficulty. God, this hurt. 
 
    Boost looked at me and then at Pamela. “Miss, I don’t think you should be hurting him. I mean, I don’t know about a lot of things but that—that looks like a crime or something.” 
 
    Pamela looked at the beaver. “Go to Markson and tell him this: tell him that Miss Blake asked you to ask him to hold your copyright, and tell you not to worry, and forget anything bad that happened in this room.” 
 
    He blinked and shrugged. “Okay, I guess you know best.” He reached over and patted my foot with a gloved hand. “I dunno, is this a hospital or something? I’m still kinda new to—” 
 
    “Boost…” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Blake, sorry,” he said and shuffled out, his tail slapping the ground every now and then. 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach; there was about a gallon of ink in me at least, but she kept adding more into the machine. That’s when I looked at the tear. I could swear I felt a presence in the room. 
 
    Is this death? Is that what this is? Is this me dying here? 
 
    She pulled the trocar out of my neck and stabbed it into my guts. Searing hot agony danced on every nerve ending, and that’s when I saw my flesh bubble. Again, I’ve never been the fittest guy, but whatever I was turning into had no intention of being chubby. My fat began to literally melt off me. Skin sloughed off with it and dripped like candle wax mixed with honey. 
 
    My hands ached. I felt something moving inside of me and that’s when something in my skull cracked. I crossed my eyes as the tip of my nose swelled. I tried to reach for it, but the bindings just wouldn’t give. My skull—God—it narrowed. I could tell the bones were under enormous pressure, like they were all in a vise, all being dislocated from each other. I watched in horror as a long slender nose came into the center of my vision, a huge round inkblot at the end. 
 
    My skin went pale, then black and blue, fading with a sort of jaundice. I felt myself retch; blood and God knows what else erupted from me. 
 
    I looked down as the fingers on my hand swelled at the first and second knuckles. Then my middle fingers fell off, first on the left hand and then on the right. 
 
    Pamela winced when she saw that. “Ooh, losing the middles? You’re going to be G-rated. The thought of that hadn’t actually crossed my mind.” 
 
    Brandon, or Boost as he was now, appeared to be the same way. While appearing male, being G-rated meant his genitalia was either never visible, or just outright erased. 
 
    Soon enough, the white-gloved hands of a toon rested on the end of my forearms. 
 
    I suddenly felt like I was being pulled on the rack. My body didn’t want to be as tall as I was, and it was stretching me out. That’s when the worst pain kicked in. I looked down my melting abdomen to my manhood and felt what can only be described as a jackhammer being taken to my cock and balls; they were melting into me. 
 
    I slammed my head back against the table, trying to knock myself into unconsciousness. Unfortunately, either from an endorphin rush or shock or something in the chemical slurry, there was no passing out for me. 
 
    I felt something shift in me; something long and hard got pushed up, breaking my pelvic bone, jostling punctured organs, and crawling up my throat. I choked on it. Without even knowing what it was, I opened my mouth and coughed and coughed, trying to get this thing out because it was cutting off my oxygen. Even without air, I wasn’t being granted unconsciousness. 
 
    With one heave, I saw the majority of my left femur coated in…fluids slide and fall on the floor. The next few minutes were spent getting to know many internal organs that I’d known I possessed but had never actually seen. 
 
    Unlike Brandon, who was skinny and became chubby and had most everything come out of his mouth, I was more split from sternum to pelvis due to my body not wanting to have its pear shape I normally had. 
 
    I looked down at my bare groin and saw I could see orange there. Smooth, animated flesh. Not animated as in “still alive”; you know what we’re talking about here. 
 
    My feet ached. I could feel not only the pain from my ankles due to being stretched thin on the straps, but also, my size 14s were wanting to grow a bit. I screamed as my toes turned black and the pinky toe on my left foot twisted around itself and then shot like a cork from a wine bottle, hitting the ceiling and landing near Pamela. 
 
    I groaned. Everything hurt. I was weak, I was tired. I had no idea what I even looked like now. My arms felt like rubber bands stretched to the breaking point. Pamela seemed much larger than she had before. The room seemed bigger, too. I had to be about the same height as Boost was, somewhere between three and four feet tall—average for most toons. 
 
    My lower back suddenly had a spike of pain. I felt something crawl out of me. At first, I was worried I’d somehow evacuated my bowels, and then I saw a white tail tip surrounded by orange snake out between my legs. 
 
    Jesus Christ, this is really happening. 
 
    My eyes hurt and my vision went dark for a moment. I tried blinking a few times and my eyelids seemed to sink in. That’s when I remembered Brandon’s eyes melting away, and I whimpered like a child. There was nothing else to do. 
 
    My head hurt. I felt like I was carrying around something inside of me that my body desperately wanted to get out. It was stuck and my body would try harder and harder to eject the unwanted bit. 
 
    I coughed and coughed, and my lower jaw fell out. I screamed as my right eye seized in pain. I blinked repeatedly and could soon see, but only out of the left eye. 
 
    That’s when I realized what was going on. Brandon had coughed up his skull; mine was trying to fit through the first hole it could find…my right eye socket. Flesh stretched wider and wider until you could put a fist in it. 
 
    My head birthed my skull, which fell and cracked on the ground below. A sickening splat told me my brain was outside my body…but I could still think. I could still feel. I was still me. 
 
    I was exhausted. Words were beyond me at this point, every nerve ending in my being hurt like I have never been hurt before. 
 
    I felt like I’d been vivisected. 
 
    Pamela took my phone and dialed Snappy. “Yeah, Snappy? Hi, it’s Pamela. I’m sorry to bother you, but we’ve actually had another toon emerge tonight. Um, I’m out of my usual stuff. This one looks to be something kinda special. And—yeah, could you bring me one, please? I owe you big. Oh, Tyler? He left his phone behind. I don’t know if he’s going to be back. Yeah, I know he was working really hard for you, but if anything, I think this new fellow who just popped in might be a better fit for working on the estate.” 
 
    With that, I passed out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    When I woke up, Pamela was in the corner, filling out paperwork. I was still strapped to the table, entire body aching. It didn’t hurt as much as it had before, but my arms and legs were still painfully stretched far longer than they should have been. 
 
    I tried to speak, but duct tape had been wrapped around my mouth, or muzzle now. For God’s sake, I was a talking animal. I looked down over myself: orange fur, white stomach. 
 
    Okay, you can handle this. You’re a fox. You’re a cartoon fox. This is absolutely insane, but you’re still you. 
 
    That’s when I remembered what they had said about stage 1 being done. 
 
    “Mmfrr mmf hmm-hmm,” was all I got out. 
 
    Pamela turned and looked at me. “It’s okay, Tyler. We’ll get through this together and try to think of a name for you. If I undo the tape, do you promise not to scream, bring attention to yourself?” 
 
    I paused for a moment, realized I was out of options, and nodded. She came over and peeled the tape off my face. It hurt like hell, but it was nothing compared to what she had put me through before. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tyler, we can talk now before we start the next stage.” 
 
    “Come on, you don’t have to do this. Just reverse the process!” 
 
    She looked at me, puzzled. “There is no reversing this. Trust me, if I could turn toons into humans, do you know much more money I would make, even if I could just do it temporarily? The amount of stuff that toons would be able to experience…heck, some of them don’t even know what pain is and have actually been curious about it.” 
 
    “Really, just…” 
 
    “It’ll be okay. I’m going to do some terrible things to you and, eventually, your willpower will break. Your body’s instinct for self-preservation will kick in and start shaking off injuries after a while. And every time you do, you lose a little bit of your humanity. The more toon you act, the less human you’ll be. I don’t have access to a steamroller, or else I’d take you into the back lawn and handle you that way. This is going to hurt a lot. 
 
    “Once it’s over, you’ll be a nice, friendly fox, who’ll be just kinda confused. You’ll have a good chunk of your personality traits but be eager to live life to the fullest. You won’t have to worry about a world where people don’t give a shit about you and toss you aside. You’ll outlive them all.” 
 
    “If it’s so good, why haven’t you done it to yourself?” 
 
    “Trust me, me as a toon wouldn’t work. Anyway, it took me years to figure out how this all operates, and I’d probably lose that information once it was done. So, I’m setting you up with a good, classic copyright, pre-Code, or at least around the time of the Code. As we can see, you’re in color; you’ve been modernized, so you’re not gonna be at all eager to hurt people, even accidentally. From the looks of you, you’re going to be pretty kid-friendly, too, so all of that cursing of yours will be going out the window.” 
 
    She rubbed her temples, and I could tell that carrying and disposing of what had been my body had likely exhausted her, but she had to cover her bases. 
 
    Pamela continued, “I’ve already talked with Snappy and since I told him that Tyler said that he no longer really wanted to work for him, he could take you on doing the same odd jobs. Pay will be the same. You’ll be taken care of. Heck, we’ll probably be really good friends.” 
 
    “Pamela, with all due respect, fuck you.” 
 
    “That is not the sort of thing we like to hear,” she grumbled. “Toons like you shouldn’t talk like that; better cut those words out.” 
 
    She walked behind me, and I tried to crane my neck to see what she was grabbing. That’s when I heard the pull cord of a chainsaw. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you can’t die.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with that thing?” 
 
    “I’m going to rev it and shove it down your throat. One, it’s going to hurt a hell of a lot, and two, there might still be some residual things inside of you, and this will help loosen them.” 
 
    Panicked, I said, “You said you want to talk. You want to talk?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, fine,” she said, idling the motor. “What do you want to talk about? The least I can do is give you some last words.” 
 
    “Fairfax Fawkes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’ll be my name. Fairfax Fawkes. Might as well keep some semblance of my identity.” 
 
    “Okay. F-A-I-R-F-A-X, last name F-O—” 
 
    “No, not F-O-X.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No, F-A-W-K-E-S.” 
 
    She shrugged. “If that’s what you want. Why that spelling?” 
 
    “Because like Guy Fawkes, I am going to burn everything, and I’m going to remember this. I don’t care what you say.” 
 
    She wrote it down and filled in other aspects of the copyright. “I measured your height while you were out. 3’11.5”, definitely G-rated, and I have you down to have a foil.” 
 
    “How does that work?” I asked, trying to keep her occupied as I thought of ways to escape. Yup, none. 
 
    “It will take time but, eventually, out of this rift or another one, part of you will come through. I don’t know exactly how this all works; I’ve never made a foil with one of my converted before. He may be a normal toon who thinks he’s known you for years, or he might be a darker part of your subconscious that’s given form. It might be how you ideally see your boyfriend. Fucked if I know.” 
 
    She picked up the chainsaw and revved it again. “Now, again, this will hurt. Think happy thoughts.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth as she brought the chainsaw closer. I winced and struggled against my bonds. I’d seen toons slip out of handcuffs, stretch themselves around the room and tie themselves in a Gordian knot, and here I was, stuck in a rubber hose body, limited like any other human would be. 
 
    She brought the chainsaw to my face. I felt it against the skin of my teeth and then sweet agony ripped through every one of my senses. Teeth were shredded, my gums, the inside of my cheeks became hamburger. 
 
    I felt her thrust that at the back of my throat. I half-expected to get decapitated from it but instead, she just twisted it and slid it down my gullet. I could feel my neck expanding around it. My body wasn’t actually being damaged. I could feel everything as if it were still flesh and bone, trachea, voice box, turned into ground sausage inside of me. 
 
    She swept it back and forth, raising it, and I saw the line of the blade pulling up my chest and abdomen, but never actually breaching through me. There was a small part of me that wanted to shake my head, smile, and tell the camera that everything was okay. 
 
    I fought it back because I knew…the moment I shook off the damage and gave in to it, I wouldn’t be me anymore. I squirmed a little bit, pulling on my arms and legs. 
 
    She forced me to deep throat the chainsaw. Bits of blood and ink got stuck on the teeth of the blade and flung out under my nose. It must’ve been part of the residue she had talked about. 
 
    She gathered some of it and stamped the copyright page with it. I felt an odd falling sensation from deep within my soul, like something been ripped out of me and put elsewhere. 
 
    I was a toon. Now, my soul was bonded to a piece of fucking paper. I wanted to give in for just a little bit. I’d be willing to give up some tiny part of my humanity. I knew that once I started down that path, though, I’d never be able to look back. There wouldn’t be a me to look back to, just Fairfax Fawkes. 
 
    She swung the blade left and right inside of me before ripping it out of my throat. “You have got the strongest will I have ever encountered.” 
 
    I choked on blood, unable to speak through my wrecked neck. My brain, or whatever I had in my head, kept telling me I could talk just fine if I wanted to. All I had to do was just make a gulping motion, do a quick little tornado spin, and pose for the camera. 
 
    I had to resist. I had to endure this torture. Eventually, she’d have to tire and give out. Eventually, the chainsaw would run out of gas. Eventually, someone would come. 
 
    Pamela put the chainsaw down and grabbed the sledgehammer. I didn’t have knees now, per se, but she grabbed the part of my rubber hose-like legs where my knees would be and smashed them flat. I yowled, the inhuman noise half organic gurgling and half unadulterated pain. 
 
    She brought them down again, and I watched my legs buckle. “Fairfax,” she said, bringing the hammer up, “just give up already.” 
 
    She slammed the sledgehammer into my groin. Again, I had nothing there, but it still felt like I did, and there is nothing I could’ve expected to hurt as bad as that. Some people have complained about phantom pain; I don’t think anyone’s ever had bilateral phantom testicular rupture before, and each time she hit me there, it felt fresh. 
 
    I laid back, my eyes rolling in my head. I wanted to pass out, but I knew if I did, my body would take over, sort of like how you keep breathing once you’re asleep. 
 
    The things that toons would do to snap out of damage and pop back to normalcy had been jokingly termed by toons as a “gag reflex” without ever realizing what that meant for humans. 
 
    I was not about to go down that path. I tried to yell for help, and I knew that I was at the end of my rope. Soon, I’d give up and shake this stupid humanity off. I’d be someone else, be happy, in a daze…but then I thought of Kyle. 
 
    I’d never see him again. I don’t know if he could ever accept me like this. The idea of him wondering why I just disappeared one day? I couldn’t bear the thought of it. 
 
    I couldn’t mouth the words and even though I had lost what had been my human middle finger, I still had three fingers and a thumb, which meant I could still flip her off. She grabbed my right middle-ish finger, though, and bent it backward until it snapped, making me yell out again. 
 
    That’s when I noticed a shadow under the door. I thought at first it must’ve been Snappy, and I tried calling out to him. 
 
    Pamela didn’t pay me any attention, thinking I was starting to finally give in, when the door busted in and I saw the private eye brandishing a gun and pointing it and Pamela. 
 
    She went pale, a faint look of recognition on her face, grabbed the chainsaw and held it out in front of her. He fired at her and I saw her get hit in the shoulder. She swung around and the chainsaw landed directly on me. 
 
    It burrowed into me and I screamed bloody murder. As it moved up, I felt like I was being dissected, but eventually, it cut the leather straps across my chest and my right arm. I grabbed the chainsaw and threw it on the floor before undoing my bindings. My hand still hurt from the broken finger, and I wasn’t sure how I got up. 
 
    My possessions were in a trash bag, having been shoveled in there with my viscera, which had, by this point, turned into a human soup. I grabbed it and pushed past the private detective, moaning deep and low, begging for help. 
 
    He looked at me quizzically, obviously not recognizing me. 
 
    I limped over to Pamela, somehow moving on shattered knees, and beat her in the wound with my one good hand. 
 
    The private eye looked at me incredulously. “How the hell are you actually hurting someone?” 
 
    I huffed and dragged myself over to the side of the table, grabbing the chainsaw and lifting it up. Pamela screamed as I was about to drop it on top of her. There was another resounding shot; my body twisted as the bullet struck the flat of the chainsaw fleeing from my hand. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, fox! What the fuck’s the matter with you? I need her alive. She has shit to answer for.” 
 
    I kicked her one more time and pushed him out the door. 
 
    I upended the trash bag; gore-soaked clothes, ink, blood, and God knows what else, spilled by the gallon at his feet. He looked down and recognized the clothing. 
 
    “Are these from the worker, the new guy?” 
 
    I pointed to the clothes and then to me. 
 
    His eyes went wide. “Holy shit.” 
 
    I nodded and fell against him, blacking out. 
 
      
 
    When I came to, I was in the passenger seat of some sports car with him behind the wheel. 
 
    “Okay boss, here’s the thing. I’ve been looking into the possibility that someone has been converting humans into toons. I had no idea that they actually managed to make it work, though.” 
 
    I groaned. 
 
    “Why the hell are you staying like that?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    I looked at him, but whatever face I made, he turned away from fast. 
 
    “Christ…you act like you can’t just recover. You look like hell.” 
 
    He drove and we heard sirens: three squad cars passed us, heading in the direction we were driving from. 
 
    “I was afraid of that. While the chainsaw and God knows what else was went on was hidden by the soundproof room, I had that door wide open when I fired twice. Snappy probably called the cops when he heard gunfire.” 
 
    I tried to moan and talk to him, but my ruined throat wouldn’t let me. 
 
    “I got no idea what you’re trying to say, but I don’t know what else to do except take you to your home. I found your driver’s license in your wallet, so we’re heading there. You live in the toon part of town?” 
 
    The next 10 minutes weren’t just long; they were an eternity. Every injury I’d sustained throbbed, raw and angry. 
 
    Once out of the car, he opened the door and tried to pull me into his arms. I felt naked. I was naked. Everything felt so unnatural. 
 
    I tried to fight it and then I saw the collection of my personal belongings in the bag on his back seat. In it were that bowtie and saddle shoes. 
 
    I felt instinctively drawn to it but I had to resist. If this was part of my new body trying to make me accept the changes… 
 
    But my new friend saw where my eyes went. “That’s right, you need to get dressed.” 
 
    I tried to shake my head. “No, I don’t want you to,” I thought as loudly as I could. 
 
    The next thing I knew, my shoes were on my feet, my aching throat was being compressed by the white bow tie, and I felt no different. He lifted me into his arms, grabbed my bag of stuff, and put me at the entrance of the building I lived in. 
 
    “I can’t help you any further than this. I got shit to do and I do not have time to be taking in strays and helping out charity cases.” He reached into his wallet and pulled out a blank card. On the flip side, a phone number. 
 
    He undid one of my shoes, slid it inside and put it back on me. “I’d put it in your pocket, but you don’t have any. When you’re feeling better, you can help. Call me.” 
 
    With that, he left me there, still feeling the wounds of two shattered kneecaps, a chainsawed chest cavity, and having my genitals crushed. I tried calling out for help from human passers-by. They sort of giggled at the spectacle of what, to them, must’ve been a toon drunk or trying to work out some new gag. 
 
    I was in a haze and I shakily opened the door to my apartment building. Inside, I stumbled until I fell and crawled with one arm toward the elevator. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, I stumbled out of the elevator on my floor, dragging the bag of my bloody belongings with me. I shuffled along with two broken kneecaps, a broken finger…God, my fucking…I can’t say cock and balls now, but you get the idea. 
 
    I got to my door and sifted through the almost gelatinous, crusty pants, reaching in for my keys. I don’t know if I had made too much noise, considering I was huffing and yelling, but as I struggled to get the key in the door, I heard a deadbolt twisting. 
 
    I looked over and saw Barry poking his head out. He smiled at me. “Wow, man…let me guess! You did a demolition derby or something? Are you here to see Fairfax? I think he’s out.” 
 
    I shuffled over to him, pulling myself by my one good arm, and collapsed at his feet. “Please, help me.” Finally, I managed words. Garbled and barely audible, but words. It’s when I realized that my voice box was under the tie, which seemed to be linked to my injury. 
 
    “What do you mean, help? What’s going on?” 
 
    “It hurts…everything hurts…” 
 
    “Well, shake it off, man! Goodness knows I’ve been in far worse scrapes than that.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you can’t?” 
 
    “I mean I can’t, Barry.” 
 
    He turned his head and looked at me. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “Please, I need help. Call an ambulance or something!” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, leaning in, looking left and right. “It’s all right, man. Like I said, just shake it off; there are no cameras here. No human’s going to get broken of an illusion, and frankly, it’s not illusion-breaking if it’s for a gag.” 
 
    “I can’t shake it off. You don’t understand. I am incapable of shaking it off!” 
 
    At that moment, Betty, his wife, who looked fairly similar to him with a slightly lighter build, longer eyelashes, and done up in a 1950s housewife dress, poked her head out. 
 
    “Is everything okay out here?” 
 
    “Yeah, just some fox guy here to see Tyler. He’s in pretty bad shape. He won’t shake it off.” 
 
    “It’s not that I won’t shake it off, I can’t shake it off.” 
 
    She leaned in and caressed my cheek. I smiled weakly. “Now, come on, it’s just us here, okay? No humans around. Seriously, what would Mother and Father say?” 
 
    “Who? What?” 
 
    At that, Barry and Betty took a very cautious step back and looked at each other. “Okay, Mr. Fox, this is not funny. We would never, ever deny Mother and Father.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    Betty clutched the pearl necklace around her neck. Barry gripped me by the shoulders and shook me roughly. “That isn’t funny!” 
 
    I screamed in pain and he let me fall. 
 
    “You’re acting like a human!” 
 
    “Barry, it’s me!” I whined. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It’s Tyler.” 
 
    Betty had a chuckle at that. “Of course you’re not Tyler. Tyler’s a good boy who lives next door, and you are definitely not a human.” 
 
    I reached for the bag and poured out the belongings. Barry and Betty knew what I normally wore; seeing some of my standard attire caked in dried and drying blood made them scream and step back. 
 
    “It’s me, Barry. I don’t know what’s going on, but this was done to me.” 
 
    The two looked at each other and pulled me into their apartment. Betty helped me onto the couch while Barry grabbed my belongings and brought them inside. Their apartment was pretty much a reverse of mine in layout; sofas in different places, different bookshelves, and they had all-toon appliances. 
 
    He huffed in a way that only a badger could, putting his hands on his hips and looking down at me. “Okay, I want some answers. Where is Tyler? What are you doing with his belongings? And why are you trying to get into his apartment?” 
 
    “Barry,” I whimpered, “it’s me. We talked the other day. You invited me over for dinner. You wanted Kyle to come.” 
 
    Barry’s eyes went wide. “But you’re a toon! You can’t be a toon! That’s not possible!” 
 
    I gulped and shook my head. “It’s possible. I’m proof of it. It’s happening in the guest house at Snappy Gator’s estate.” And then I launched into an explanation of what happened and why I could still feel pain even though I had a toon body. 
 
    Betty was the first to speak. “Who would do this?” 
 
    “Her name is Pamela Blake. There’s some rift in her basement and she’s figured out a way…” I began to cry. “I just wanted to die and it wouldn’t let me die. Everything hurts…” 
 
    Barry began, “Just shake—” 
 
    “You don’t understand. The process where your mind gets erased is from giving in to the gags. Every time you do, you lose a little piece of yourself. Phase 1 hurt so much but phase 2 was torturing someone beyond the point where humans would die a hundred times over. Then, their mind just breaks.” I sniffed. “There was some eSports gamer kid, Brandon Butler. His rival team kidnapped him. It was on the news. They brought him to Pamela, and I watched her do it. Now, he’s the rivals’ new fucking mascot and he has no recollection of who he was. He thinks he’s some toon that popped into existence a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    Barry eyed the door, and then his wife. He leaned beside me and held my good hand. “Okay, so what you’re saying is—” 
 
    “I’m a toon that, if I get injured, I feel it like a human. And I don’t heal.” 
 
    He looked at my inverted rubber hose legs, my finger hanging limply, and I coughed up a little bit more of the blood and mucus. 
 
    Betty cringed and hurried to my side to wipe my mouth. “Sweet Mother and Father. Barry, it’s Tyler! Just listen to his voice. It’s Tyler!” 
 
    “Yeah…my voice is a little higher now. I thought it was because they kicked me in the dick with a fucking sledgehammer.” 
 
    That’s when Barry looked me up and down. “G-rated toons like you, especially classic-looking,” he said, noting the bow tie, “would never actually be able to curse. Okay, here’s the thing. We can’t go to the police with this.” 
 
    “What? But—” 
 
    “Tyler, I care deeply for you. I’ve enjoyed looking out for you for a long time, but this—this is above us. Now, if we can find a way of reversing this, awesome. I’d love to help you. But if the police find out that humans can become toons, every missing person case will start getting blamed on us. We’ve had it bad enough, and the fact of the matter is, there’s nothing we can do. We have a code of our own that we keep to ourselves. You’re going to have to be brought in the fold, piece by piece.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean, Barry?” 
 
    “What’s happened to you can’t become public knowledge.” He rubbed his chin. “Let me get this right; you said you can’t give in to the gags.” 
 
    “Right, otherwise I lose myself.” 
 
    “What if a gag was done to you, one that fixed you up?” 
 
    “I dunno. I couldn’t talk before, vocal cords shredded, but then this guy put the bowtie on me. It still hurts but it works. But if you do a gag on me, isn’t that the same thing?” 
 
    He grinned and shook his head. “No, no, far from it.” 
 
    Barry waggled his eyebrows, stood on one foot and shifted his body to the side, then spun like a tornado. For a few seconds, he was a tornado. When he popped into being again, he was wearing a doctor’s outfit. He held a stethoscope to my chest and listened. 
 
    In a mock German accent, he said, “It seems der Patient is suffering from many maladies all at vonce. It is gut you come to see me; ve fix you up fast, ja?” 
 
    Betty clapped her hands at the performance, and I was taken aback by the sheer insanity of it all. 
 
    He reached behind himself and produced a blood pressure cuff, wrapped it around my arm with the broken finger. He pumped it so many times, my hand inflated like a balloon. It hurt at first, but then I heard a pop. When he took it off, my hand deflated with an audible…well, it sounded like a fart, honestly, and my hand was fine. 
 
    “Holy shit, Barry, this is working!” 
 
    “Ach, vatch the language; children might be vatching.” 
 
    He then went to my legs and pulled out a reflex hammer. I winced; Betty reached behind herself and produced a pie, which she handed to Barry. 
 
    “Now, vhen I hit your bad knee, I vant you to tell me vhat you’re thinking. If you do it right, I will give you some pie.” 
 
    “Barry, this doesn’t make any—” 
 
    He hit my left knee with a hammer. I screamed, but my leg reacted as if it were actually hit with a reflex hammer. It swung up, hit the pie, slammed it into Barry’s face, and the pain was gone. 
 
    I grinned and said, “Do it again, do it again! Other side!” 
 
    He shook his head and gave me a stage whisper. “Now, son, you know if you do a joke twice in a row, it’s only half as funny. That’s why, for a sequel, you always have to go bigger.” 
 
    That’s when he produced a large, wooden mallet, raised it over his head, and I braced myself for even more pain. He paused, producing a marker, and wrote “Rx” on the side. 
 
    “Now it’s time for your medicine!” He hit me in the goddamn knee. It hurt like a son of a bitch, and then it didn’t. 
 
    I stood and winced. My groin was still a bed of agony. 
 
    “Don’t vorry about that. Ve have just the thing.” He grabbed me and pulled me through the house to the bathroom. “I alvays tell my patients who complain about problems in that…area that they need a good, cold shower.” 
 
    He tossed me into the bathtub and turned the water all the way to the right where it said cold, colder, coldest, then spun it around a few more times until a small flag popped up that simply said “Margaret Thatcher, bikini model.” 
 
    He flipped on the button to turn the faucet to send water up to the showerhead and, I shit you not, within half a second, I was buried under about a ton of ice cubes. Let it be known that I do not handle the cold that well. 
 
    I sputtered and crawled out, soaking wet and shivering. My skin was actually blue instead of orange! I breathed in, taking in some hot air, and exhaled; all of the blue popped out of me, forming a frosty version of myself which waved and vanished. 
 
    Barry blinked at that and screamed, “Oh, no!” 
 
    Betty came in. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “He responded with a gag. It was minor, very minor, but—” 
 
    I went wide-eyed. “All this time, trying to escape the pain and resist the gags…and it was actually having the pain go away that took down my guard.” I sighed and continued, “Thanks. I kinda need to get back to my place.” 
 
    Barry nodded. “I don’t know what to tell you, but if you get hurt in any way, you come see me immediately. I have no problem doing a Dr. Badgerson show for you if it helps you out.” 
 
    Betty walked up and hugged me, then grabbed my cheeks. That’s when I realized something kinda odd; I never really noticed how short I was. When they pulled me in, I was looking up at them because I was crawling on the floor. 
 
    Now that I was standing up, I should have been freaking out over our being the same size, but it felt natural. This must mean the part of my humanity I lost was insecurity about my new shape. 
 
    “Uh, where do I get pants?” 
 
    “Huh? You’re G-rated; you don’t need pants.” 
 
    “I know that and you know that, but—” 
 
    Betty patted him on the shoulder. “Human habit.” 
 
    Barry looked at me and nodded. “Here’s the thing. Yes, there are some G-rated toons that wear pants, but most of them don’t for a reason: they’re G-rated.” 
 
    “I get that, but—” 
 
    “Higher ratings…” he twiddled his thumbs for a moment, “need to wear pants. Not because they want to, but because—” 
 
    I went wide-eyed. “Oh, they’re anatomically correct.” 
 
    The two badgers nodded in unison. 
 
    “And I am not.” 
 
    They nodded again. 
 
    “Which means if I go around wearing a shirt and pants…” 
 
    Barry piped up, “Outside of a gag. When performing a gag, costumes are completely acceptable.” 
 
    “Okay, barring that, I’m just going to have to walk around naked.? Between the bowtie and the fancy shoes, I look like a Chippendale’s dancer in this getup!” 
 
    Barry crossed his arms. “Hey, now. I don’t wear pants; do you call me a freakin’ exhibitionist?” 
 
    “Well, no, but you’re a toon.” 
 
    “Same as you. No one’s going to notice.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I feel like I’m walking around naked, and—” 
 
    “And no one will notice. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself right now. Blend in. You’re in the perfect neighborhood for this. Now, I’ll talk to the church group and—” 
 
    I stopped for a moment. “You two go to church?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “I’ve never ever heard you talk about going to church. Wait…toons have church?!” 
 
    That’s when Betty reached forward and grabbed me by the muzzle. “Shh! We don’t talk about it with humans. Just go with it. We’ll explain things as they come up and help you however we can.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, nodding, trying to make sense of it all. “I need to sleep and figure out what the hell is going on in my life.” 
 
    I shook myself, making sure that I wasn’t feeling any pains here or there while also making sure I literally wasn’t shaking off any residual injuries. 
 
    No sooner had I unlocked the door and stepped inside than I heard a buzzing from the bag. 
 
    Oh, God…my date with Kyle. 
 
    I opened the bag and pulled out the phone. Sure enough, he was calling and had sent several text messages. It was a cruel thing to do, but I swiped it to voicemail. This was too much for me to deal with, so how the hell could I expect him to, let alone believe it? 
 
    My clothes got tossed in the bathtub; I’d deal with them in the morning. My head was such a mess, I didn’t know whether to wash them, burn them, or keep them evidence. 
 
    I crawled to my bed and got in, so tired after everything. I wanted to sleep for a year and hoped I’d be back to normal and out of this nightmare when I woke up. 
 
    Heck, maybe if you didn’t finalize the process, it eventually reversed itself. Then, I thought about all the body parts I had literally expunged. What if my cartoon self melted away with nothing else inside me? What if not finishing the process is what ends up killing me? 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea how long I was out, but I awoke to a loud, rattling knock at the door. It had to be Kyle. He’d probably seen that my car wasn’t here but would want to check anyway. 
 
    When I got to the door, I realized I was no longer tall enough to peek through the peephole. I braced myself for what would probably be a nasty breakup and opened the door. 
 
    It was Snappy. “Hey there, Fairfax!” he said, walking in and whistling a jaunty tune before settling on my sofa. “It’s so nice you decided to come work for me.” 
 
    “Snappy, what do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, Miss Blake told me you popped into existence, and, you know, as a personal favor for getting her a very classic copyright page to work with, I have first dibs on holding your copyright. Now, then…we know that you’re new, but due to the operations of how your copyright works, we’re going to assume that you’ve had an illustrated career that never took off. You know, someone who never even hit cult classic. I bet you probably got at least three or four iterations somewhere inside of you. So, let’s see what you got!” 
 
    “Snappy?” 
 
    “Yes, Fairfax?” 
 
    “You know who I am, right?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re Fairfax Fawkes. My new employee. A fresh new toon who gets to have a very illustrated history, and I can’t wait to hear all about the life that has been given to you. I also can’t wait to see your foil when he pops into existence. I bet the antics will be spectacular.” 
 
    “Snappy, I need you to listen to me and I need you to listen good, okay? What I’m about to say is not a gag. It’s not a joke. Okay? Very serious.” 
 
    “Well, okay then. Hit me with the information.” 
 
    “It’s me, Tyler. I’m Tyler. Tyler Fairfax. I mean, you’ve been to this apartment!” 
 
    “He used to work for me, but he decided that doing odd jobs wasn’t good enough. Well, he skipped town, and I know it’s easy for a toon to find fresh accommodations fast. Happy coinkidink! That’s fine, and I’d welcome him back with open arms, but—” 
 
    “Snappy, it’s me, okay? Miss Blake is taking humans and turning them into toons. I managed to get out, but there is something very wrong going on there.” 
 
    Snappy snorted for a second, then laughed. 
 
    I stamped my foot. “I said I wasn’t joking, Snappy. It’s me. I should not be like this. I should not have this body. She took my identity from me and she bound my soul to a piece of paper and gave it to you as a gift.” 
 
    “Well, that is a funny story and an interesting origin but, unfortunately, it’s not going to mesh with the fact that, according to the paperwork, you came into existence almost back in the 20s.” 
 
    “Snappy, what can I do to actually prove to you that I’m a human in the body of a toon?” 
 
    “I don’t know, what could you possibly do that could prove that to me?” he said in an almost mocking tone. 
 
    And that’s when I realized he’s expecting me to be a G-rated toon in every sense of the imagination. It was time to show him by breaking the rating. 
 
    “Fuck. Shit. Cunt. Asshole. Fuck every viewer out there. Tell the children to eat their parents.” 
 
    Snappy went wide-eyed. I’d never seen him angry before. He hissed and charged at me. “What in tarnation do you think you’re doing?! You can’t talk like that.” 
 
    “I just did, Snappy, because I’m a human inside of a toon body.” 
 
    “Now, now, now, you’re fresh; your ink just hasn’t set yet. You’re just trying to get one of those R or X ratings, that’s all. I’ll see you at the estate tomorrow unless you have anything else you’d like to say that would prove that you aren’t a toon.” 
 
    I bit my lip. I wasn’t sure how this would go down, but from what little I gathered from Betty and Barry, I said four words that, had he not already been monochrome, would have drained all the color out of him. 
 
    “Fuck Mother and Father.” 
 
    Snappy grabbed at his chest and fell against the wall. 
 
    He looked at me like I was a monster. “Who would ever—” 
 
    “Snappy, it’s Tyler. I don’t know what I said, I just know that I’m not supposed to say it. I don’t know the meaning of it. If I’ve offended you in any way, I’m sorry, but I’m a shade under four feet tall, my dick and balls are gone, I’ve lost a finger on both hands and I have a goddamn tail. Now the only good thing I’ve got going for me is that I’ve already paid my rent, but if I get injured, I can’t heal from it; I feel it like a human because I’m in an in-between space.” 
 
    Snappy was still visibly disturbed by my outcry. He made a strange gesture with his hands. He took his right hand and moved it to the left, right in front of him, made a fist, and slammed it into his midsection, while his left hand made a twisting motion off to the side. 
 
    I had no idea what it meant, but it had some special significance to him. 
 
    Snappy said, “Okay, I don’t know how to handle this. This is new. This is very new. Um, okay. This was not what I expected. So, what you’re saying is—” 
 
    I nodded to him before he perked up. 
 
    “You didn’t quit?” 
 
    My jaw dropped. Mind you, not to the floor. I had to stop myself from that, though the temptation to give in to the gag was strong. 
 
    “No, I didn’t quit my job, but—” 
 
    “Then, I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Snappy, wait! I-I don’t know how to do this. How do—I don’t know how this body works.” 
 
    “I’ll help you out with that, then, Fairfax.” 
 
    “My name is—” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. “Your name is Fairfax Fawkes. It says so on your copyright.” 
 
    That’s when I realized it was like with Boost before, and what Miss Blake had mentioned: this was just an action to him. It was something humans did. This was just to him a new thing that humans did, which was become a toon. 
 
    As much as I liked Snappy, I had no ally in him. He was friendly, he thought well of me, but he also would drop a piano on me before I could have a real connection with him. 
 
    “I see you’re already wearing the uniform. Good! You really don’t need to wear anything else, but—” 
 
    “Snappy,” I said, frustrated, “I don’t even know the ground rules of being a toon.” 
 
    “Do you want to go over that with me real quick? I mean, I do act as an advisor for newly emerging toons.” 
 
    I sat down and sank my face in my gloved hands. 
 
    “Your mileage will vary because, obviously, you’re a unique case, but…one: we do not hurt the humans. 
 
    “I know, it’s not really—” 
 
    “No, no, of course you have the physical capability of hurting a human, but it goes against who we are. We’re here to entertain. We’re here to put on a good show, to make people smile. Humans hurting humans makes human smile, but toons hurting humans make some just feel disturbed. 
 
    “Two: always make sure that you’ve got a good deal, and you got a great one with me. I’m gonna hold your copyright for a good, long time. I’ll get you some good exposure and pay you well. Heck, you may end up the taking over the guest house eventually.” 
 
    “But Miss Blake—” 
 
    “Is human! She’ll die eventually, and that’s sad, but we’ll continue. Just wait it out.” 
 
    “Am I still doing odd jobs?” 
 
    “Of course, and they’ll be odder still, now that you can take it.” 
 
    I held up a hand. “I can’t be injured.” 
 
    “Of course you could—” 
 
    “Snappy, I’m putting that as a caveat in the contract, because I really don’t want to come back to your estate if she’s still there.” 
 
    “I will talk with Miss Blake about this. I’m sure we can come to some sort of understanding.” 
 
    “Snappy, why don’t you just call the police? We—” 
 
    He froze and gave me the same look that Barry had while ago. “This is a toon matter now.” He reached over and tipped up my chin with a finger, looking me right in the eyes. “Fairfax, I need you to start accepting more of who you are. First off, the name—may I say?—classic choice. I love the play at the end. The funny spelling of Fox,” he said, holding up his hands as if he were looking at a matinee sign. 
 
    “I think you could be one of the greats, but we’re going to have to have some ground rules for you. So, since you and Miss Blake seem to be on the outs and you do not want to be…” he made finger quotes, “‘injured’ in any way, I suppose I can just have you do some human work for me.” 
 
    “Human work?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, I’ll have you run errands, file paperwork. I’ve needed a system like that for a long time.” 
 
    I sat up. “That’s the sort of job I was trying to do in the first place.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning and sat up. I didn’t know what to do. I could feel the compulsion to get my duties done; this must’ve been the work of the copyright. At the end of the day, I was still beholden to Snappy. 
 
    Out of habit, I walked to the shower, but I’d forgotten I had my clothes in there, now fully dried and looking like some macabre art exhibit. Anyway, I felt over my body and realized I didn’t feel dirty. 
 
    “Well,” I said to myself, “I don’t know if I even need to shower anymore. If anything, it will save on the water bill.” 
 
    There was a knock on my door. I heard Barry’s voice from the other side: “Come on over for some breakfast, kid.” 
 
    I opened up and smiled meekly. “Thanks. You two have been a real lifesaver.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, man. So, Tyler—” 
 
    I held up a hand. “I have a new name on my copyright. My boss told me I need to start getting into the role. I’m really not happy about this whole thing, but at this point, I don’t have a choice. I can’t even quit this job now, can I?” 
 
    Barry shook his head. “Toons can’t break copyright. They can buy themselves out of it or wait for the contract to end. As long as he’s not technically in breach, you’re stuck.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much of that’s been set in stone yet. I’m still very new to this.” 
 
    Barry slugged me in the shoulder. “Most current contracts aren’t that long. A lot of toons who work normal human jobs don’t even have that sort of limitation put on them. It makes it easier for their human counterparts to work with us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Would you want to work with someone who instinctively couldn’t leave the job? For us, it’s natural. It feels right to belong; it’s part of who we are, deep down in our ink. To humans, they had to deal with this thing called slavery. I shudder to think that the nice people we know could be descended from folks who did such things.” 
 
    I blinked and shuddered. “God, I never thought of it like that. I just thought of it as a television contract or a music gig.” 
 
    “We like to belong. We enjoy entertaining; we’re here for people. It’s part of our culture, it’s part of our heritage, it’s part of the fabric of every toon. The modern day’s been a great thing for us,” he said, guiding me into the hallway. 
 
    I closed my door and we walked into his house. An elaborate animated breakfast was set before me: a pile of pancakes as tall as I was with a whipped cream sculpture of myself on top. A cherry sat where my big inkblot nose would be. 
 
    “Humans…they do terrible things to each other,” he said, gripping me by the shoulder. “I’m going to refer to them as ‘them’ at this point because you’re not one of them anymore. You’re one of us. So much of this would’ve been instinctual to you had the process finished, but then we wouldn’t have you anymore. So, you said you’ve got a name on your copyright. What is it?” 
 
    “Fairfax Fawkes,” I said. “F-A-W-K-E-S for the last name.” 
 
    Betty poked her head around the corner and nodded. “That’s not bad! Did the person who did this come up with it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I kinda did. They were my last words, as it were.” 
 
    “A good choice. I like it, Fairfax.” 
 
    “You guys are taking to this pretty easily.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not the weirdest thing we’ve seen humans do. You ever heard of the lambada? Dubstep?” 
 
    Betty piped up from the kitchen, adding, “Diners, Drive-ins, and Dives!” 
 
    I chortled at that. “Okay, okay. Still, I’m going to have to get some work done.” 
 
    Barry smiled, patting the seat next to his. “You can finally sit at our table and experience toon food the way it was meant to be,” he said, sliding about seven pancakes onto my plate. 
 
    I looked at him. “I don’t think I can eat all that.” 
 
    “Of course you can.” 
 
    “It might be considered a gag.” 
 
    He inhaled through his teeth. “You’re right. Try what you can; we’ll see where your limits are.” 
 
    I nodded and they looked expectantly giddy. I sliced into the stack of pancakes, stabbed the triangular section with a fork, swirled it in some maple syrup and brought it to my lips. 
 
    “Sorry, it tastes the same as it always did.” 
 
    Barry’s jaw dropped. His actually made it to the floor. “No way! This is the best,” he said, pulling about five pancakes off the pile and flipping them into his mouth, swallowing them whole. 
 
    He shuddered, almost orgasmically, and sat back in his chair. “That is amazing, honey. You are the best cook.” 
 
    Betty blushed and looked over at me. “But he—” 
 
    A light bulb appeared over Barry’s head. “How about this?” he said, going to another room and returning with a bowl of fun-size candy bars. “They’re a couple of months old but might still be good.” 
 
    I shrugged and opened one up. It looked okay. I popped into my mouth and sweet heavenly bliss filled my senses. “Oh my God, Harry Potter was right! Chocolate does fix everything!” 
 
    The two badgers looked at me incredulously. 
 
    I coughed a little bit. “Ooh, I think it went down the wrong pipe.” 
 
    “You don’t have a wrong pipe,” said Betty. 
 
    “That’s true,” I said, rubbing my throat. 
 
    Barry waved his hands. “Okay, here’s the thing, you’re always welcome to come over for dinner, but we need to find a way of getting you toon food.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because that candy bar won’t actually give you any sustenance.” 
 
    “Wait, you mean—” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Betty. “Human food is to toons like toon food is to humans.” 
 
    I nodded and ate the pancakes. They didn’t taste bad, they almost didn’t taste of anything, like a song with the volume turned all the way down or a good show on an old TV with bad reception. 
 
    Or La Croix. 
 
    I got through about three and a half pancakes before my stomach rumbled. “Yeah, that’s definitely my limit.” 
 
    Barry and Betty continued to eat. “Okay. Honey, would you mind putting away the rest of it?” Barry said to his wife. 
 
    Betty nodded and lifted up the table, opened her mouth wider than I’d ever seen a toon, and let everything, plates and all, fall into her mouth. She chewed once, twice, thrice, gulped it down, and then let out a belch that rattled the windows. Next thing I knew, she deflated back to normal size. 
 
    “Sorry, excuse me!” 
 
    I sighed. “So, I need to tell you guys that I did something yesterday.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Well, I had to prove to Snappy that I was who I said I am. He showed up at my place last night. Try as I might, he wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    Barry nodded. “Okay, what’d you do?” 
 
    “First, I tried breaking my rating by cursing at him…a lot. He was perturbed but assumed that—I dunno, he said something like ‘my ink hadn’t set.’” 
 
    Barry looked at Betty and shrugged. “I’m not really familiar with the ins and outs of new toon arrivals. I don’t really handle that sort of thing, but Snappy’s been around for almost a hundred years and he’s made it his business to help out the new guys. So, what finally got him to realize?” 
 
    I paused. “I said something that you kinda told me not to say. I don’t want to say it again because the look on his face was one of abject horror and I have a feeling that I’m going to go to Toon Hell because I said it.” 
 
    Barry looked at Betty. “And what could you have possibly said?” 
 
    Betty clutched at her pearl necklace. “Oh dear, did you say something bad about Mother and Father?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth nervously and nodded slightly. Barry got up from the table and looked ready to punch me. I swear I could see steam coming out of his ears. “You did what?!” 
 
    “I had to prove that I’m a human in a toon body!” 
 
    Barry’s eyes were turning red. “You would—after we’ve done—” 
 
    Betty grabbed Barry and held him. “He doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “What is this Mother and Father? I don’t know.” 
 
    Barry shook, taking deep breaths until he was visibly calm again. “You have to understand that what you did goes completely against everything we believe in.” 
 
    I scowled at him. “Barry, the way we met was my being gay got me kicked out of my folks’ house because it went against their religion. Don’t you dare do the same thing to me. I don’t know if I could live with myself, and the fact that matter is I don’t know if I can die now either.” 
 
    Barry stopped, looked down and nodded. “Sorry about that. I have to keep reminding myself when I look at you that you really don’t know these things.” 
 
    “Well, tell me already! We’ve been beating around the bush for like five minutes! What is this church you go to? Who are Mother and Father?” 
 
    Betty held up her hands. “We’ll get to that eventually. I’m trying to think of a good human equivalent.” 
 
    Barry snapped his fingers. “Fight Club!” 
 
    “That’s a good one! Yes, it’s like Fight Club. We never talk about it unless it’s with someone who’s a member and that is toons. Humans can never know about it. Well, some kind of know about it a little bit, but we keep it very hush-hush.” 
 
    “And because I have a human mind, I’m not allowed to know.” 
 
    Barry shrugged. “That’s kind of why we haven’t told you anything. Don’t worry about it just yet.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You’ve never really been religious before, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I haven’t been.” 
 
    “Just keep going down that path for now. We’ll talk about it later. It’s a cultural thing you’re going to need to know, but you’ve got bigger fish on your plate.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    That’s when the smell hit me; Betty, without missing a beat, had put a large fish on my plate. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, in my apartment, I was trying to figure out how to handle this. How was I going to handle Kyle? How was I going to handle working for Snappy, knowing that a person who tried to murder me was still a good friend of his who still lived in his backyard and would never even be punished for what she did? 
 
    I needed somebody to figure this out. That’s when I remembered the phone number. I peeled off my shoe, pulled out the card, grabbed my phone, and dialed it. 
 
    “Hello?” came a familiar voice a few rings later. 
 
    “Hi, this is—we met last night.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need your help.” 
 
    30 minutes later, I was sitting in Burger Circus, getting some very odd stares from both the humans and the toons. I kept human money in my shoe, which I guess was getting passed off as an odd gag but was mostly done because I had no pockets. Frankly, I felt nervous and exposed; here I was, in a family establishment, not wearing any damn pants. 
 
    Screwloose was in, but I didn’t let him in on who I was. It was weird getting to meet him again. I ordered a burger, some onion rings, and a milkshake, which got me a very odd look from him. I was still sitting on the pancakes, but onions rings are hollow, and therefore don’t take up space in your stomach. 
 
    I glanced over at some of the other toons. I saw a pig, a cow, and a bull eating animated food they pulled from their hammerspace, giving me a very odd look for enjoying human cuisine. I was still kind of stuffed, but I needed some comfort food. 
 
    I took the rest to go when I saw the swarthy man walk in. He scanned the room and saw me, tipped his chin up at me, and took a seat across from me at the table. 
 
    “Okay, I’m here, let’s talk.” 
 
    “I need to get this reversed,” I said, gesturing to myself. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’m going to help you with that.” 
 
    “Listen, you’re a private eye! Can’t you, like, look into it or something?” 
 
    “Are you going to pay me?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll pay you!” I blinked. I didn’t even know this man’s name yet. “But I don’t know who you are.” 
 
    He shook his head and extended a hand. I grabbed and gave it a hearty shake. “People call me Chance. Chance Ovuskno. Think ‘of-husk-know’ if you’re having difficulty pronouncing it.” 
 
    I looked at Chance and smiled. “I’m Fairfax.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Fairfax.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too, Chance.” 
 
    “With the pleasantries out of the way, I might be able to give you a bit of a discount if you help me with the case I’m currently working on.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Well, I’m looking for a missing kid.” 
 
    “If it’s Brandon Butler, then he’s—” 
 
    “No, no, I’ve got some connections in eastern Europe. There’s a very wealthy family with loose ties to some royal house. They ran afoul of gangsters, and—I’m not certain of the full details on it.” 
 
    I crossed my arms in front of me. “You’re a private detective and you don’t know?” 
 
    “Fine, I know, and I’m not at liberty to tell you about it, but there’s a kid who’s gone missing and I’m trying to find him. The last place I heard that he was seen at was around Snappy Gator’s estate. I’m trying to find him and bring him back to his family.” 
 
    “You wanted a man on the inside before. Would you take a fox?” 
 
    Chance nodded. “Any day. I would be more than happy to have a pair of eyes and ears in there.” 
 
    I inhaled. “Listen…I’ve got a copyright binding me to this job. If you can get that broken or something, I’d be really grateful.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll do this one for free if you help me find the kid.” 
 
    Screwloose came to our table, presenting me my milkshake. “Chocolate-dipped strawberry, large. For you, sir?” he said, looking at Chance, who shook his head and pointed at me. Screwloose inhaled and sighed, rolling his eyes. “Darn hipsters,” he said, putting the milkshake down in front of me. 
 
    “Hipster? Why am I—” 
 
    Chance pointed at the food. “You’re eating human food. He assumes you’re doing it ironically.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, toon food tastes kinda bland to me, and this tastes great. I’m sure that’ll change in time. I dunno, this whole thing’s just…insanity, and I’ve got to get to work still.” 
 
    “What’s Snappy have you do?” 
 
    “I dunno. I haven’t called him yet. To be fair, I could just say I was doing paperwork and he’d probably still pay me. It didn’t have to actually be his, and he’d probably think it was a good joke.” 
 
    Chance grinned and looked me up and down. “Well, that’s good. You know, you’re looking a lot better than yesterday. You finally shake off those injuries?” 
 
    I lifted a hand and shook it side to side. “You remember how nervous I was when you put the shoes and the bowtie on me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It turns out that I can’t do a gag and or embrace my toonhood, but if someone else does it to me, that circumvents the consequences.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “Fascinating!” 
 
    “Now, at least I know that there’s an out in case someone actually does drop an anvil on me. You know, except for the fact that I’ll actually feel the cracked skull and brain injuries.” 
 
    Chance stood and shook my hand again. “We’ll meet again tomorrow. I’d really like to help you out on this stuff, and frankly, that woman has been a suspect in mind for some time. Also, I’m going to need to let you in on a few other little secrets.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “Please, no more secrets. I’m so done with secrets.” 
 
    Chance dropped a five in the tip jar at the front counter, and Screwloose gave him a friendly wave. 
 
    I waved over to Screwloose shortly after and asked for a bag so I could take this home, which he did, begrudgingly. So, I would be an outcast in toon society unless I figured out how to fit in. 
 
    I bagged my food and headed back to my apartment. When I got there, I could hear my phone buzzing on the couch. I’d taped my apartment key behind the center button of my bowtie; I pulled it out and let myself in. 
 
    It was Kyle. He was owed an explanation. I answered the phone. 
 
    “Thank God! Tyler, you there?” 
 
    “I—Kyle, I don’t know how to tell you this…” 
 
    Kyle chuckled. “You sound funny. Coming down with something? You’re all squeaky.” 
 
    “I—I’ve been going through a lot.” 
 
    “It was just one dinner. Like, don’t worry about it. I just—did he throw too many pies at you or something?” 
 
    “No, no, no, it’s not that. I—Kyle,” I started crying. “I want to see you but I don’t know if I can. I need you, but I don’t know if you can take what’s happened.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. Then: “Tyler, you made it home okay last night, right? I drove by earlier and I didn’t see your car. Were you in an accident?” 
 
    He wasn’t far off with that. “Yeah, I kinda was. I’m back at my place. My car’s over at Snappy’s and I’m not going to be doing much work at his house anymore. I will probably be just running errands for him, but you have to understand…something happened last night and you’re not going to believe it if I tell you.” 
 
    Kyle paused, and I could tell he was struggling with that but also knew that I was a person who liked his space. “Whatever’s going on, we’ll get through this together.” 
 
    “Okay, just…give me some time but also be ready to possibly get the news that we might not be an item anymore, as much as I really want us to be.” 
 
    Kyle was shaken at those words and I could hear a crack in his voice. 
 
    “I love you, man,” he said. 
 
    “I love you more,” I said to him. I hung up, curled into a ball and ugly-cried for a good thirty minutes before I got a text from Snappy giving me my day’s agenda. Every fiber of my being became fixated on completing the tasks for the person signing my paychecks and holding my copyright. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    My errand boy status, while being generally beneficial to me, wouldn’t last forever. After all, I was beyond contractually obligated to do what Snappy wanted. It was now instinctual. There’s always a way to twist any wish or command and Snappy, ever a toon linked to the classics, found my finding ways to take up more time than I needed to do my own thing a decent gag. 
 
    Luckily for me, it was a human-style gag and not one that would risk my humanity. It bothered me because I’ve always considered myself having a good work ethic but, considering what I’d been through the past few days, I think I would be happy to give up some of that to get business taken care of. 
 
    I made a point whenever I had to pick up information packets about new toons coming into being to bring them to City Hall for processing because Snappy refused to use modern technology for that sort of thing. It was doubly strange, considering he could jump in and out of any screen. It would’ve taken him no time at all to gather up the papers, hop into his television, and hop out of one in a waiting room downtown. It was something I wasn’t willing to do, though; I didn’t know what I’d have to sacrifice for that trick. 
 
    A few days had gone by and I was back at the estate, knocking on the front door. 
 
    Snappy opened it and smiled. “Nice to see you there, buddy.” 
 
    I tried to look as solemn and boring as I could, which just unnerved him. 
 
    “Oh, come on, give us a smile.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Do I have to?” 
 
    Snappy shrugged. “No, I suppose you don’t, but—” 
 
    “What do you need me to take?” 
 
    He handed over a briefcase. “Just some old information. I really need to modernize some, but I don’t want to, and you’re pretty good with all of that computer stuff.” 
 
    “Snappy, you really should get with the times.” 
 
    “That’s why I have you.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. So, what do you want me to do? Data entry?” 
 
    “No, no, no, all I want you to do is take everything on those papers and put it into a computer.” 
 
    “Snappy, that’s what data entry is.” 
 
    “Oh! In that case, do that, send the information to City Hall, and drive the hard copies down there, too.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to have a backup copy for yourself?” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea! Would you do that, too?” 
 
    I shrugged and took the case. On the way back to the bus stop, I passed my car still in Snappy’s driveway. “Hey, boss?” I yelled back at him. 
 
    He turned around. “Yes, Fairfax?” 
 
    “Could you do me a favor, if at all possible?” 
 
    “Depends on what it is.” 
 
    “I understand this might come out of my paycheck, but could you get my car towed back to my apartment? My feet don’t reach the pedals now and my driver’s license doesn’t match me anymore, so—” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “I think with everything you’ve been through, I can at least do that.” 
 
    I continued to schlep my way back to the stop. It was weird how fast I’d gotten used to my cartoon-proportioned anatomy. Admittedly, the first couple of days, I’d been tripping over my abnormally large feet. Going up and down stairs was still a little bit of a hassle, but it was becoming more second nature. 
 
    I had to be careful. How much of this was just muscle memory and how much of this was me having suddenly acclimated to my new toonhood? Had I lost any part of myself? 
 
    It was about a ten-minute walk to the bus stop. When it arrived, I boarded and flashed the rider card that I’d stuffed in the back of one of my gloves—the closest thing I had to pockets. 
 
    That’s another thing. I remember all of my lady friends complaining that none of the clothes they got had pockets. I’d always thought they were overreacting. 
 
    It really is a son of a bitch. No wonder Felix carries around that damn bag of his. 
 
    I took a seat near the back. I’d been in a bit of a sour mood and it was taking its toll on my personality. I used to be so happy all the time; now I had a body that should’ve exuded joy, and all I wanted to do was punch walls. I chalked part of it up to not being able to jack off for the last few days. 
 
    I sighed and opened up the briefcase, looking over the mound of paperwork inside. It’d take me the better part of three days, probably, to get through it all. If I had help, I might be able to do it faster. I considered Chance; as a private eye, he probably had handle lots of paperwork and fish through stuff. 
 
    I also thought about Kyle, but I still couldn’t bring myself to call him yet. I still didn’t know how to handle it, and part of me secretly hoped he would give up on me and find someone better, not broken. 
 
    My staring out the window was broken by a child’s scream. “Look, Dad! A fox!” 
 
    I looked over and there was some precocious-looking kid with a dark streak in his gaze. I put him somewhere between nine and eleven. Kids younger than that had all the innocence in the world, and there’s no way to hold any social faux pas against them. Once they hit nine and ten, those years are where you learn exactly how to be an asshole, before puberty kicks it into overdrive. 
 
    I’m not saying all kids are assholes. I’m saying when I was a kid, I was an asshole and I know that look. 
 
    He leaned over the seat and smiled. “Hey, do a trick!” 
 
    “I’m not that kind of toon, kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are! Look at ya!” The dad patted the kid on the shoulder and looked over at me, then pointed up toward the security camera. 
 
    I don’t know if it was that I just wasn’t toon enough yet, or that me being dark and dour was different enough to be considered a part of “the show,” but I just waved a hand and said, “I’m really—I’m having a very special episode right now.” 
 
    The kid whined. “Dad, make him do something!” 
 
    The dad sighed and turned to me. “My kid doesn’t get to see that many of you super kid-friendly guys. Would you do us a solid?” 
 
    Flatly, I replied, “I’m really not. It’s nothing personal, I’m not that kinda—” 
 
    The dad sighed and pointed back at the camera. “You’re being watched. You know how these things work.” 
 
    I looked around the bus. It was mostly humans, but a few other toons were giving me a side-eye. The problem was, if I did something and it wasn’t over-the-top enough, it would probably just piss the dad off even more. But if I went too over-the-top, what would be the point of me trying to become human again if some ten-year-old brat and his entitled father can crack what Pamela Blake couldn’t? 
 
    “Sir, I’m getting back to my job. I really understand that I look like I am super kid-friendly and, by all means, I can maybe sing a song, or—” 
 
    The dad leaned in and spoke real low. “Come on, you’re trying to tell me that some four-foot-nothing, rubber hose arm, wearing nothing but a bow tie and a pair of shoes fox is too fucking adult to grab a pie from behind them, put some toon dynamite in it, light it up, and swallow it for a damn kid who’s asking for it…” 
 
    I glared back at him. “Sir, I don’t do those sort of gags.” 
 
    “Well, then, what the hell do you do, you dickless son of a bitch?” 
 
    That was enough. I couldn’t stand people like him when I was human but I sure as hell wasn’t going to take it now that I was a toon. I wanted to deck him, but I just smiled and leaned in close. 
 
    “I’m the sort of toon who gives ethical messages. You know, nice little words to live by, fun phrases, that sort of thing.” 
 
    The dad rolled his eyes and the kid huffed. I knew for a fact that the cameras on the buses didn’t capture sound, so I just smiled as wide as I could and pulled the chain to get off at the next stop. I had no problem switching buses and made sure all the cameras would see was me smiling wide, without hearing what I was actually saying. 
 
    “Listen here, you entitled motherfucker.” The other toons on the bus went wide-eyed and the other parents covered their children’s ears. “The lesson I have for you, young man, is not to become like this asshole who happened to fuck your mother hard enough that the afterbirth grew legs.” 
 
    The kid looked like he’d been punched in the gut. I felt like an asshole, but I had had enough. 
 
    “And you, sir,” I said, still talking through clenched teeth. “If you ever start commanding toons to do your fucking bidding because you’re too fucking lazy to keep your own goddamn child entertained, I will crawl out of your TV in the middle the night, strap a machete between my legs, and give your ass the loving that Edith Bunker never got from Archie in 50 years. 
 
    “And back to you, young man,” I said, smiling ever wider, making sure all my teeth were showing. I waggled my eyebrows and continued, “You want to live in this world? Do you want to succeed? Here’s my word of advice for you. Eat. Your. Parents.” 
 
    The bus stopped, the doors opened, and I approached the exit with my suitcase. Every toon on the bus was wide-eyed and jaws dropped halfway down their chests at the exchange that had just transpired. A few humans, however, gave me some applause on my way out. 
 
    On the sidewalk, I looked at both of them and mimed dropping a microphone. It would be another 30 minutes before the next bus, but I was willing to wait. 
 
    I needed to call Chance or Kyle. I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, I did get home, and Barry was waiting at my door when I arrived. 
 
    He didn’t look pleased. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up, man?” 
 
    “Did you just have a breakdown of sorts on a public bus?” 
 
    “You mean that asshole and his dad?” 
 
    Barry went wide-eyed. “Listen, I understand that you’re still upset about this and I understand that there are certain things you can’t do, but you have to think about the community at this point,” he said, pulling out his phone and showing me a slew of text messages. “Word travels fast, Fairfax. I put the word out for you for people to keep an eye out if they see you, that you were new, and that things were different for you, but that you were trying your best to keep things on the down low. A G-rated toon cursing out a child—a child and his father?” 
 
    “That entitled son of a—” 
 
    “I don’t care how entitled he was! It looks bad on the rest of us! Right now, that father and son are going to be giving every other toon a side glance. They’re going to be nervous around us, and they might even be afraid. Did you threaten to come out of their TV and murder them in their sleep?!” 
 
    “I was angry. I said something I shouldn’t have and—” 
 
    “You’re diddly-dang-doo-wop right you did, Fairfax.” 
 
    “What would you have done if some entitled asshole and his frickin’ spawn comes at you and demand you put on a frickin’ song and dance number when you have other things to do?” 
 
    Barry blinked. “Put on a song and dance and I’ll be late to whatever it is I have to do.” 
 
    I paused and rubbed my temples. “Really? That’s all it takes? Even if it’s an emergency?” 
 
    “Well, no, but—” 
 
    “I wanted to be left alone. I told him that! I told him I don’t do that sort of thing. They kept insisting. And that dad was a real jerk; he called me ‘dickless!’” 
 
    Barry winced at that. “I get it. They hit you below the belt.” He sighed. “I’ll put a call out to try and find that father and son, and to have random happy episodes happen around them for the next week or so. You owe me for this, Fairfax. You know, I’m here to help you out, but you can’t kneecap us all because of what happened to you!” 
 
    I groaned “I didn’t mean to make things bad for the rest of you. I just—” 
 
    “Fairfax, you can’t act like a human out in public. When it’s just us here? Fine, you can curse, you can talk nasty, and you can talk about how much you want to punch someone. There’s plenty of humans I’m not happy with and wish I could drop a proper anvil on, but I can’t and I won’t.” 
 
    I scowled and went to talk, but Barry grabbed my muzzle and held it shut before continuing. 
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, part of me wants to drop a piano on you in the hopes you’ll pick up a couple of those instincts by shaking off the injuries, but I understand that’s a personal assault. I respect your boundaries, but you need to respect ours. This is now a two-way street.” 
 
    He let my mouth go. 
 
    “Okay, I’m sorry. Anyway, I got some paperwork to do for the rest the night. I’ll probably be doing this for the next few days.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later, then.” 
 
    I nodded to Barry. “Hey, man. I—I am sorry. Please send my apologies to everyone. I really didn’t mean to—” 
 
    Barry tutted. “This is still new to you and you don’t instinctively pick this stuff up. It’s frustrating,” he said, letting out a puff of steam, “but it’s an understandable level of frustration. If I suddenly were human, I don’t know how I’d handle some things, like needing to shower, or drinking enough water or else I die, or dying in general, and how you guys see television as not real, and—” 
 
    I perked up. “What was that?” 
 
    Barry shook his head. “We’ll talk about that later. It’s a perspective thing. Just understand that everyone’s got a camera now and most of them carry sound. You know we’re hoping that video doesn’t go viral, but you can’t go around threatening people—especially kids—and I don’t care how frustrated you are or how rude they were. This isn’t the you that I know.” 
 
    I laughed weakly. “It’s not the me I know either, but I’m trying to hold onto as much of me as I can.” 
 
    Barry patted my shoulder and brought me in for a tight hug. “It’s okay, man; just hang in there.” 
 
    “Okay.” I fished the key from my bow tie and opened up my apartment. 
 
    Barry called out, “Oh, the landlord’s been about. I let him in on what’s going on. Your rent won’t change because of the situation. He’s also offered to change your appliances back to toon.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I prefer to keep things as they are. Who knows? Maybe in a month or two, this whole thing wears off.” 
 
    Barry shrugged. “It’s up to you; I’m just passing on the info.” 
 
    I stepped inside my apartment, closed and locked the door, set the briefcase down, and walked over to where my phone was charging. That was the weirdest part about being a toon, honestly. I was so used to carrying my wallet and phone everywhere I went, and now, I just couldn’t. The only place I could secure the stuff was in my gloves or shoes, and that would make walking weird or my hands work funny. 
 
    Emergency cash was in my left shoe, my bus pass was on the back of my right hand, key behind my tie. That’s all I really had for what I was allowed to take out with me. 
 
    I grabbed my phone and brought up my contact list but wasn’t sure who to call. I would probably call Chance, but part of me wanted to at least contact Kyle and let them know that I’m doing a little bit better. 
 
    I clicked on Kyle’s name and after two rings, he answered, “Tyler?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” I said. After so many days of being Fairfax, it was nice being called Tyler again. 
 
    “Your voice still sounds funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, it might be this way for a while.” 
 
    “Can I come over now?” 
 
    “I still need some time.” 
 
    “What happened? I’m really worried about you. Are you still at your apartment?” 
 
    “Yeah. I may actually need your help.” 
 
    “Then, I’ll be right over.” 
 
    “No, Kyle…how do I tell you this? There was kind of an accident…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “And I got injured.” 
 
    “My God, I called the hospital! They didn’t say—” 
 
    “I wasn’t in a hospital. I barely made it home and Barry actually helped patch me up. This isn’t something I can go to the police over, either,” 
 
    “Did that gator do something to you?” 
 
    “No. Maybe, but no. I’ve been disfigured somewhat, and I don’t want you to freak out when you see me. I’m feeling a lot better now, but…when I’m ready for you to come over, I’m not going to look the same.” 
 
    “Tyler, if things are that bad, we can take you to a hospital and—” 
 
    “I’m okay now. I really am. Like, I don’t need to see a doctor.” Which was true, considering toons rarely got sick unless it was a plot point for something going on with them. 
 
    “I’m really worried about you. You say the word and I’ll be over in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “I know and I love you for that, but I want you to know that I understand if it’s going to be too much for you to handle and if it is, I’d still very much like to be friends.” 
 
    Kyle scoffed at that. “Oh, I’m not leaving you just because you got a couple of scars.” 
 
    “It’s not a couple of scars. It’s a bit more intense than that.” 
 
    “If it’s more intense than that, why didn’t you go to the hospital?” 
 
    “You’ll see when you see, okay? I’m very self-conscious about this right now.” 
 
    “Okay. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Kyle.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and called Chance. 
 
    “This is Ovuskno. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, it’s Fairfax.” 
 
    “Yeah? What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You said you wanted a pair of eyes on the inside, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, you need to come over to my place then, because I need help filing and entering all the data for a crap-ton of toons that Snappy wants me to digitize for public records.” 
 
    “I’ll be right over. Or, better yet, I’ll come pick you up and take you back to my place. I probably got a better setup than you.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I got a text that he was outside. I grabbed the suitcase, put my phone back on the charger, and headed down to sit in the passenger seat. Conscious and not in blinding pain, I could properly appreciate his car. 
 
    “Pretty nice.” 
 
    “Okay, so…” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s all in here, or if any of it’s helpful, but I need to get all of this filled out on the spreadsheets digitized. I need to get a backup copy for Snappy since the digital and original files are going to City Hall.” 
 
    “Do you think your boss will like you getting outside help, sharing the information?” 
 
    “He never said I couldn’t.” 
 
    “I like the way you think, fox.” 
 
    Soon, we were on the other side of town. We pulled up to a warehouse that looked like it was in disrepair. 
 
    “This is where I live.” 
 
    “This is an abandoned warehouse!” 
 
    “And it’s where I live.” 
 
    “How much is the rent on this place?” 
 
    “I know some people. I’ve done work for them in the past. They have lots of connections when it comes to real estate, and I needed a place where I can get a lot of work done in solitude. Someplace it would be easy to host a lot of supplies, shall we say.” 
 
    When we walked in, my eyes went wide, so I’d actually had to put forth the effort to stop them from bugging out. There were guns and tech everywhere. 
 
    I looked at him and took a few steps back. “There is no way in fucking hell you bought all this stuff on a private eye salary.” 
 
    Chance gave a cocky grin and shrugged. “You figured me out. I kind of do stuff like a private eye: I find people, I track them down.” 
 
    That’s when I noticed the sheer number of drones and pieces of security and surveillance equipment. 
 
    “What the hell are you? A spy?” 
 
    “I’m a hired gun. This time, they want me to track someone down, so I’m technically not lying when I say I’m a private investigator. I was hired privately and I’m investigating.” 
 
    “What’s the case?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    I looked at him. “Who the hell am I going to tell? Who the hell would believe me? Look at me! I’d already be telling them that I’m a human that’s been turned into a toon; to top that, I’ve got a new friend who poses as a paparazzo and a P.I. but is actually a mercenary.” 
 
    It was Chance’s turn to go wide-eyed. “Point taken. I’ve done some looking into a missing person out of Romania. I generally do most of my work in eastern Europe. A prominent family has made enemies of equally powerful people. The eldest son, Ludovic Pascu, was last seen about eight years ago in San Jose, primarily hanging around Animætropolis. I got a tip he had contacted talent agents to help him secure a new identity. 
 
    “Considering that name changes and smoothing over unsavory pasts tend to go hand-in-hand, I’d been tailing our friend Miss Blake. After about six months, I noticed the trend of people disappearing and them last being seen at her place. 
 
    “So, here’s the deal. If you help me find Vic Pascu, I’ll split the money with you. Trust me, I got more than enough, and the favors I’ll earn on this will be worth more than the money. We can take your portion and try to reverse-engineer the process that Miss Blake used on you. From what I understand of her, she’s very meticulous about her bookkeeping. The technique is probably written down somewhere. Frankly, I say we take her out and let the pieces fall where they may. How about it? Are you ready to become a hired gun? Good money!” 
 
    I didn’t know if I even could. Snappy had my control over me. “I need my—” 
 
    Chance nodded. “Your copyright. I know. When I deal with Miss Blake, I’ll help you get that as well. If anything, I’ll buy you off of him.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. 
 
    He put up his hands. “No, I wouldn’t keep it. I’m just saying I’d buy it off of him and give it to you do with it what you want. I don’t fucking need a toon following me around.” 
 
    I walked around the warehouse, picking up a few of the weapons and testing the balance. There were a couple of pistols I took a shine to, which was weird because I never liked guns all that much. Even so, a pacifist like me has to admit that, sometimes, a couple of pistols look pretty badass. 
 
    Okay, I know I said pacifist, but growing up how I did, sometimes you also gotta “pass a fist” into someone’s face, like those frat boys. 
 
    I saw his computer setup and whistled. It was impressive and definitely better than the floor model I got from some computer liquidation sale. 
 
    “We got a deal. Can you show me how to use these things?” I said, pointing to the pistols. 
 
    Chance grinned. “I have a feeling we’re gonna get along just fine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    I convinced Snappy to let this new task be my primary action for him. He seemed almost giddy that I wanted to digitize the entire catalog of every toon he had helped process, going back almost a hundred years. Even with me and Chance both going over it without the extra research he was putting into things, it would easily take us a month or two. That time was well spent with him training me how to use almost every weapon he had in his warehouse. 
 
    It had taken some time to get used to the guns’ kickback when you weighed practically nothing; it was a serious issue. Plus, my toony fingers were fat, so pulling the trigger sometimes posed a problem. The upside was that wearing gloves all the time meant no fingerprints, not that I had any, and, well, toons don’t shoot people. 
 
    I was busy practicing at the range he had set up. Somehow, he found a set of noise-canceling earmuffs that fit my big ears. Not to toot my own horn, but my aim had gotten good, and the weeks had gone by a lot faster than I was expecting. Despite all the time learning and refining these skills took, Kyle and I talked on the phone almost every night. 
 
    He didn’t like that I’d put off actually seeing him for so long, but he accepted that work took up most of my time, just like it took up most of his. Now, though, I was ready to show him who I was, but I needed to get this, my training, taken care of first. I spent a goodly number of nights back at the warehouse, and Chance and I became good friends. 
 
    If you’d told me a month ago that I’d be hanging out with a mercenary and discovered that I was actually fairly competent with firearms, I’d’ve called you a goddamn liar. Frankly, if you’d told me anything about what had happened in the last month, I’d’ve called you a goddamn liar…well, except for the asshole frat boys; I probably would’ve believed you on that. 
 
    I made a point of checking in with Barry every few days. He congratulated me on staying off the radar. I didn’t have the heart to tell him what I’d been doing; I don’t think that he’d have approved, but extreme situations call for extreme measures. 
 
    Chance told me more about Vic Pascu. He was an innocent kid, probably no more than eighteen when he disappeared. His mother was a politician and was well known for breaking up crime families in Romania. His father was an established businessman who had reinvested in the local community. The protection racket run by the local crime lords was practically put out of business, as a result. 
 
    All that mattered to me was putting a bullet between Pamela Blake’s eyes for what she had taken from me. 
 
    While we outnumbered her, she had a lot of visitors, most of whom Chance knew as black marketeers. We planned to raid her place, but we would have to do it at night. At any other time, there would’ve been a greater risk that we would fight more people. Me, being a toon, meant acting as the meat shield would be the obvious thing to do. The thing is, I didn’t want to feel fifty bullets going into me, even if I knew I’d survive the encounter. 
 
    With this in mind, Chance taught me how to shoot fast from around corners, evasive maneuvers, jujitsu, and Krav Maga. Chance had some serious training under his belt. He said he’d worked for years running black ops as a contractor for various military organizations, mostly in Europe, but beyond that, he didn’t like to talk about it. 
 
    It was nice being taken under the wing and being treated like just one of the guys by someone. My guess is he understood what it was like to be a part of society but still be outside of it. 
 
    He commented that my focus when put to a task nearly rivaled his own. I took that as a compliment. Impressed that I still kept connections outside of a job, mostly Kyle, my apartment, etc., he said that once this was over, I could run ops for him and that the pay was great. 
 
    I didn’t know about that. I mean, yeah, tracking down a missing teenager who’d been gone for almost 10 years seemed like a nice thing to do, but what would the next job be? Going after Mexican cartel? Flying to Russia and taking out a diplomat? That’s the sort of blood I didn’t want to have on my hands. I didn’t want to have any blood on my hands. 
 
    Chance was at his computer; he had a VPN on a laptop running an operating system I’d never seen before, doing all of his dealings on the dark web. He showed me how everything worked. I even got some logins and a crash course on how to handle more delicate transactions. 
 
    For the most part, when I wasn’t training, I was doing my job for Snappy. I photocopied everything twice: one for City Hall, one for Snappy. After updating the database with the information, Chance got the original copyrights and an update to his copy of the database. There were hundreds, if not thousands of toons in there. 
 
    “Ugh,” I said, setting another stack aside. “None of these give us anything to work with. We have no confirmation that they did anything other than meet. Even if she did, we have no proof she converted him into a toon. And if she did, you know, how would we know?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe she kept a record. Snappy wouldn’t necessarily know anything.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but then what? We find the toon and tell him that he actually was human at one point? He’s not gonna have any memory of that, so I’m hoping he wasn’t one of the converted.” 
 
    “She does deal with humans as well, you know.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know, but still, worst-case scenario, we take her out, we get all of her info, and we find some—I dunno—hedgehog or wolf or something who doesn’t want to talk to us, who won’t believe us, because he’ll have no memory of being Ludovic Pascu.” 
 
    Chance grunted. “Yeah, don’t remind me, but we have to try.” 
 
    I walked back to the firing range and set the guns back in their designated cases, closing and locking them. 
 
    “Seriously, Fairfax, you really are good at this.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have the stomach to do what you do, man. It’s like…this, now? Yeah, I can handle it because it’s personal but, I mean, you answer to the highest bidder. Do you…” 
 
    Chance looked at me. “I was wondering when you’d ask. You want to know if I go for the highest bidder or if I’m a little more selective in who I go for.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve seen some of the contracts that are out there for people like you. Some of them are husbands and wives who want to get their spouses killed, people who want to have business rivals just taken out or to have information planted on them.” 
 
    I pointed to one of the requests that had been on a screen. “That one right there wanted someone to take child pornography, hack into a senator’s computer, and plant it in there to discredit him! Why would you even—I want to go after the people making the child porn and make them pay!” 
 
    Chance patted me on the shoulders. “Yeah, I generally don’t take jobs that involve kids unless it’s something like this.” 
 
    “He’s got to be in his mid-20s by now, almost 30, yeah?” 
 
    “And people are still looking for him. They want him found and I’ll find him. I made a promise that I would bring him back to Romania, come hell or high water, no matter what condition I found him in. If that means he comes back in a body bag, so be it.” 
 
    “Let’s go over the equipment again. I can’t carry much, so you’ll have to tell me what you’re bringing.” 
 
    He nodded and unpacked a few crates, put on a pair of goggles, and then a metal framework around his arms that locked at the wrist up to the shoulder. At the bottom, on the elbow, he plugged in several magazines for his Desert Eagles. 
 
    “What does this do again?” I asked. 
 
    “They wirelessly connect to the eyepiece,” he said, pointing at the goggles. “I aim at someone, and I’m a pretty damn good shot, but this automatically pulls my arm into the optimal position, down to half a millimeter, for a lethal shot. I generally use this with more silent weapons, but I’m prepared for the worst, especially considering what could happen if I get knocked out.” 
 
    I shuddered; I hadn’t thought about that. I thought I was putting a lot at risk, but Chance could get knocked out and wake up the next day like Brandon and not even have any recollection of who he was the day before. If I got caught, they could just torture me until my body finally gave in. 
 
    “I can go in through the front gate, but—” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “You’d have to put in your passcode, and that would get logged. I’m going to head over and carry you in my backpack…” 
 
    I huffed. 
 
    “Hey, you weigh like 40, 50 pounds, tops. It’s hard enough for you to fire big guns.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Because of that, I’m not to be able to carry as much computer equipment as I normally would for an information extraction like this. I’ve been doing some surveillance on the place. It looks like she’s got more people coming by tonight. I think they’re prepping for another conversion, but it’s not going to happen tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to wait until she’s alone?” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “I want to take her out of business, and I want there to be at least one person to run away, a living message to the next guy wanting to do whatever the fuck they think they were doing to never, ever even consider trying it again.” 
 
    I whistled. “Well, damn, man! Let’s do this!” 
 
    I stood at the ready and had the worst kink in my neck. The back of my bowtie was the only place I could secure both guns and I only had room for one magazine in each shoe. A second was stuffed behind the back of each hand in my gloves. My supply was limited. Had it been one on one, it would’ve been more than enough, but God knows what we’d walk into. 
 
    We drove to Snappy’s neighborhood, but took a few different turns and found a wooded area that abutted to the back of Snappy’s property. I crawled into the backpack and tried to shimmy myself in a small as possible. With the laptop hugged to my chest, I leaned back on one of the spare hard drives. 
 
    Chance secured the pack to his back and trudged through the dark woods. It had to have been close to midnight. I saw Chance looking around when we’d reached the wall around Snappy’s estate. Then he scaled a tree. 
 
    “I’m going to toss you over into the yard.” 
 
    “Wait, what are you—” 
 
    “Hold onto the computer!” 
 
    “Wait, no!” 
 
    I was airborne and then fell about 9 feet onto my side. My shoulder screamed in pain, but I held onto that laptop and did my best to roll. 
 
    “Fuuuuu…” I wheezed, the wind knocked out of me. 
 
    Chance scaled the wall and dropped down beside me about 20 seconds later. 
 
    “Come on, get up!” 
 
    “Fuck, I think my shoulder’s dislocated!” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this shit. Get up!” 
 
    I shook my head and crawled out of the bag. My left arm was hanging a bit limp and I had to flick my left wrist with my right hand. Definitely dislocated, which is odd, considering I didn’t really have bones. 
 
    “Son of a bitch, why didn’t you just carry me on your back?” 
 
    “I couldn’t afford to carry that much weight and drop that far. Sorry man, I’m so used to toons shaking shit off and—” 
 
    “We’ve been working together, practicing for the better part of a month, and it never occurred to you that a nine-foot fall would hurt me as much as if I were a human with no physical training in this shit?” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do.” He looked at my limp rubber hose arm, grabbed my shoulder, and pulled. I yelped slightly, and I was worried that we would alert the guesthouse, but to my relief, nothing happened. 
 
    There was a meaty pop. I was able to move it somewhat, but I would definitely need Barry’s help on this. It felt really weak. 
 
    “Okay, I think it’s just sprained now or something. I’m gonna need a cast.” 
 
    “You are such a baby. Come on, I’ve completed jobs after being shot.” 
 
    “This is my first job, and I’ve never been shot, and I don’t want to be shot.” 
 
    He grunted as I walked beside him, still rubbing my sore shoulder. “You go into shock pretty fast, actually. It feels like you’ve been punched really hard and the shock to the system prevents a majority of the pain from actually getting your senses. When it fades, it’s one of the worst things you can feel.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make me feel any better about this whole thing.” 
 
    He looked at me. “You’ll live through it. They shoot me, I could just be DOA.” 
 
    I looked at him. “Yeah, and if I collapse because I’m in too much pain, all they have to do is unload every ammo clip we brought into me. Eventually, my body will just tornado and I’ll be whoever they wanted me to be in the first place.” 
 
    There was a bright flash and Chance pointed off in the distance. We hid behind some foliage as five black sedans, led by Pamela’s car, entered the estate. 
 
    “So that was why no one responded to my crying out,” I muttered under my breath. “We got here just in time.” 
 
    I lost count of how many huge muscular men in tight but well-fitted suits emerged from the cars. There was also an older man with a few younger men who did not seem to have the same build. 
 
    Chance grabbed a pair of pocket binoculars and peeked in. “I think…yeah, that’s the Dellamorte family. I was worried about this.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about them just now. They deal in human trafficking, primarily sex trafficking.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is…” 
 
    “I’m worried they’ll take some of their girls who been a little more uppity…” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I muttered, realizing what he meant. “Turn them into toons, X-rated ones, and then they hold the copyright. The girls have to do whatever the hell they’re ordered to do.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And how do you know them?” 
 
    “I did a job for them once,” he said. “Something I’m not terribly proud of.” 
 
    He looked at me and saw the look of sheer shock and horror on my face. 
 
    “I didn’t know what they were when I took the job! It was early days for me. It was good money, okay? Dirty money, blood money, but there was a lot of it. I’ve done some shit I’m not proud of; working with them is one of them.” 
 
    I reached behind me and pulled out my pistols, checking to make sure that the safeties were on and that they were loaded. “Then let’s give you an opportunity to earn a bit of forgiveness for that sin, huh?” 
 
    Chance gave me a side glance and nodded. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “What did you—” 
 
    Chance held up a hand. “I don’t wanna talk about it with you. Not yet. We know each other pretty well, but I don’t know you that well.” 
 
    I nodded; I knew how it was. 
 
    We waited for a few minutes, peeking from the outside. They had a man stationed on either side of the front and back doors. We circled the place a few times, keeping a good, long distance. The thugs or bodyguards or whatever they were weren’t expecting anyone to come around, so they were taking their jobs pretty lightly. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Chance said, looking through the binoculars. “I see one in the kitchen, one at the door to the basement, and my guess is there’s probably seven men downstairs, and that’s not counting the Dellamortes and Pamela. What’s your thinking?” 
 
    “I’m still technically allowed to be on the grounds, and I’m a toon, so they’re not going to suspect me of doing anything violent.” 
 
    Chance nodded. 
 
    “I’ll just run around to the front. I’ll try to act a little bit more wacky than usual and ask to come in. If the guy turns me down or refuses to let me talk to Pamela, you take on the back door. You’ll cause enough of a ruckus that the guy will turn around to see what’s going on but he won’t see me sneak in.” 
 
    Chance grinned. “That is...,” he whistled, “an oddly effective technique. Damn, Fairfax! You have a knack for this.” 
 
    I shrugged, “I mean, to me it’s just basic strategy, just running the numbers.” 
 
    Chance paused and scruffled my hair, I pushed him off, “Quiddit.” 
 
    “What’s the rest of your plan, fox?” 
 
    It took me a moment, but I continued, “If you come in through the back door, you’ll take out the first guy easily enough. The second guy on the inside is gonna run out, see what’s going on. You take him out. The guy in the kitchen will run toward you. I take out the guy at the door. The other guy’s going to be halfway to the back door when he hears my shot. He’ll turn around. I’ll get him while he’s confused, and then we basically sandwich him in, go downstairs and raise some hell.” 
 
    “I’m buying you a beer after this. Hell, I’ll buy you a fucking bar with what I’m getting paid for this.” 
 
    “Not necessary, but thanks.” 
 
    This was it; it was time for my great act of vengeance and I was about to become a killer. I paused. Could I really go through with this? I looked at the man at the door, trying to imagine putting a bullet in him, watching the light go from his eyes. Then I thought about Kyle, and being made human again, and what I would pay for just my identity back. 
 
    With what Chance had told me about these men, what they had done, and what they were likely about to do, I couldn’t let that stand. One bad action doesn’t make you a bad person, no matter how bad that action is. At least, that’s what I was trying to tell myself. I’d probably be fine at the end of the day. 
 
    After all, toons don’t kill people. 
 
    I stepped forward out of the shadows. Once I’d cycled around Snappy’s place, I whistled a jaunty tune, making sure I had some extra bounce in my step. I kept my back straight to make sure the guns didn’t jostle or make too much noise. God, my neck hurt from this…shoulders, too. 
 
    The guy had to be somewhere in his mid-30s, and I’d grabbed his attention. Now, might I add, while I’d kind of gotten used to it a bit with going out in public and being around Chance, being nose to navel with most humans is still a very intimidating experience. 
 
    I smiled up at him. “Well, howdy hey there, man! I need to talk to Miss Blake.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, she’s not taking any visitors right now.” 
 
    “Oh, are you her new doorman?” 
 
    “No, I work for one of her guests.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I am also one of her guests, so can I please see Miss Blake?” 
 
    He looked at me up and down and shook his head. “Get outta here, toon.” 
 
    “But it’s really important! You see, I’m Mr. Gator’s personal assistant,” I said, thumbing behind me toward the main house, “and I really need to tell her about something.” 
 
    He leaned in and growled, “I don’t give two shits who you work for. I don’t give a shit if you live on this property. You have no fucking rights at this doorstep. Now get your ink-and-paint ass outta here before I beat your orange face black and blue.” 
 
    I frowned at that, then did a little dance, trying to play up the act. “Aw, man, you just need to smile more!” 
 
    He looked down at me and cracked his neck and then his knuckles. “See, this is the thing about toons I actually like: you actually never know when you’re about to have your ass handed to you. I can hand your ass to you over and over again. It’s not like you’re gonna fucking do anything.” 
 
    I tried to give him big, sad, puppy-dog eyes. “Aw, but I need to talk to my friend Pamela! It’s important! You see, someone very close to her died recently, and I need to tell her, and—” 
 
    The guy groaned. “Fine. I’ll pass on the message. Who the fuck died?” 
 
    I heard the first shot from the back, followed by a heavy thud. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” said the bodyguard as he turned around. As he moved, I saw the man on the other side move toward the shot. 
 
    Everything slowed down. The bodyguard had forgotten about me. I reached behind me, pulled the two guns out, cocked the hammers, and clicked off the safeties. I had already lined them up: one his head, one at center mass. 
 
    “You want to know who died that was close to her?” I said in my normal tone of voice. “I’d say the motherfucker standing on her doorstep, who was probably no more than 50 feet away from her, give or take, was pretty fucking close.” 
 
    I pulled the triggers. He jerked back and I watched the left half of his face fly off. His chest exploded. 
 
    The sound was deafening, and I stood there shaking. I just shot a man in cold blood. 
 
    God, what the hell have I done? I trained weeks for this, but… 
 
    I wanted to throw up. Unsure if it might be considered a gag, I fought the urge. I didn’t want to lose a piece of my humanity by showing some. 
 
    He fell against the door and I kicked it open, smearing his brain tissue on the bottom of my shoe. As I predicted, the man on the inside of the door, turned around, gun aimed over my head, and looked down at me, perplexed. 
 
    “The fuck is a toon doing holding a gun?” 
 
    I pulled the triggers again and again and again. I tried to think of every parent missing a child somewhere in the world. Those who had no idea where they had gone, who would never see them again. Every parent who had to worry if their child was dead and for those who held hope they were alive but would never see the bodies. I did the unthinkable acts so they would never have to. 
 
    I walked over his body. Down the hall, I saw the bodyguard positioned on the outside of the staircase to the basement firing around the corner toward Chance. I ducked and rolled, wincing when I felt a meaty pop in my left shoulder again. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed, which drew his attention. 
 
    Bullets whizzed over my head and a few landed in thuds, ripping holes around me through the sofa I hid behind. 
 
    Chance was being held at bay by suppressing fire, but he was walking backward toward me. I had to act quickly; I reared back my right hand and threw my pistol over the sofa at him. While I peeked through a hole he had shot, I waited for him to be distracted, attempting to catch the gun. 
 
    I popped up and fired with my bad arm, clipping him in the neck. I heard him gurgle and wheeze; it reminded me of the noises that Brandon Butler had made when his throat was cut…the noises I probably made when mine was cut. 
 
    I felt sick again, getting a flash of everything going on downstairs. 
 
    The thug charged at me and raised his gun in my direction. I was waiting for the pain, my left shoulder already screaming from the recoil of the shot I had just taken. Suddenly, his face exploded and covered me in God knows what. Chance stood there, looking down at my blood-soaked form, shivering at the sight of it. 
 
    There is something unnatural about a toon covered in gore. 
 
    “I’m just letting you know, you’re taking a shower before we leave here.” 
 
    I nodded and picked up my gun, looting the bodies of the bodyguards like I was in some tabletop RPG. “If there’s anything that you want to use, grab it. They’ll be coming up any second now.” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “They’re way down there. We’ve got high ground, but they’ve got all the supplies were going after. God, what I’d give for you to be able to jump through the screen right now.” 
 
    I hissed at him, “Don’t even fucking joke about that shit, Chance!” 
 
    He nodded. “Right, sorry.” 
 
    “Ahh, fucking shoulder!” 
 
    Chance looked over the weapons they had and then hefted up the body of the second man I’d shot. “Fuck, he’s heavy. Can you help?” 
 
    “With what? I got, like, no muscle mass like this.” 
 
    “God, I gotta do everything.” 
 
    “I took out two and a half of them. I think we’re on even standing.” 
 
    “I hate it when you’re right. Oof, this is going to get nasty,” he said, holding the body in front of him. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, you can’t use him as a human shield!” 
 
    “Well, seeing as neither of us is wearing a bulletproof vest…” 
 
    “They don’t make them in my size, but you could’ve worn one.” 
 
    “Guys like this? They know to go for the knees or the head. Center mass is something that rookies do.” 
 
    I glared at him. “I took someone out on center mass.” 
 
    “Oh? Then they’re rookies too.” 
 
    He slung his arm under the back of the man’s shirt, hooked it around the back of his collar, and kicked open the door. A barrage of bullets came in, sending the body into a jerking fit from the repeated impacts. Chance threw, no, pushed the body down the stairs when the firing stopped. 
 
    I ducked between Chance’s legs because their attention would still be high up. With both guns raised, I aimed for two who had hunkered down at the base of the staircase. I got one through the eye but the other bullet went over the target’s head. There was a meaty thud from the one I’d picked off and Chance took down the one I missed. 
 
    He made it down the stairs in double time and I stuck behind him. 
 
    I didn’t want to be back in this place. All that training and now that I was back in this guesthouse, in this basement, where this had happened to me, it was all coming back…it was all fresh. 
 
    Chance took a few more shots, felling another bodyguard. As we passed by a pair of doors, heading toward the far back room where the conversions took place, they burst open. The older man and the two younger ones who Chance identified as the Dellamorte family members booked it up the stairs, covered by one of their bodyguards. 
 
    The older man stopped when he saw Chance. “Ovuskno?” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I called back, “I got the rest of them! You go repent for your sins, man!” 
 
    Chance nodded. “You sure?” 
 
    “I got this. Don’t ask me again, because then I might lose my nerve, but right now, I got this.” I ducked behind a door, and as another thug came out, I clipped him in the groin. He screamed and I shot him in the neck. 
 
    He clutched his throat, falling to the ground. I kicked his gun away and shot his hands. 
 
    He could crawl away or bleed out, for all I cared. 
 
    There couldn’t be many more and I was two doors down from dealing with Pamela. 
 
    “Miss Blake, we’ve got you covered,” I heard from the conversion room. 
 
    The door flung open; they pulled out semiautomatic rifles and fired in the “spray and pray” method. They took out their friend who was bleeding on the ground in their attempt to hit me. 
 
    I ran, and in their shock at seeing a toon running at them with pistols akimbo, they tried to aim lower, but I was faster, sliding between them, aiming up. In a one-in-a-million shot, my bullets found the bottom of their chins and came out the top of the head. 
 
    There it was…where this whole ordeal had started for me. I breathed a sigh of relief that there was no one strapped to the table, I don’t think I could bear to see what happened to me and Brandon happen to anyone else ever again. 
 
    Then there was Pamela Blake, huddled in a corner, staring at me, covered in blood, righteous fury in my gaze. 
 
    She shook her head, her makeup smeared, in jeans and a T-shirt. Whatever this meeting was, it had obviously taken a toll on her. 
 
    I raised my pistols. “You’re going to pay for what you did, Pamela. You’re going to pay for what you were about to do.” 
 
    She raised her hands and then put them behind her head. “I’m not armed.” 
 
    “I am, and I don’t give a good goddamn. I was unarmed when you strapped me to that table, when you made me deepthroat a fucking chainsaw, when you took my life away from me! You wanted to act like you were so fucking sad about everything when you could’ve just let me go. Like you said, no one will ever believe me. Well, you know what? No one’s ever going to believe what happened here, but they’ll find out what you did.” 
 
    She snarled. We circled each other, and I fired a warning shot when she got near the door. Soon, it was me standing near the rift, and her near the table. 
 
    “Do you have any last words?” I said, giving her the same false dignity she had attempted to give me. 
 
    She shook her head, a tear running down her cheek. She was caught. 
 
    I slowly brought both my guns up side-by-side, aiming at her face—her, admittedly, very pretty face—and pulled both triggers. 
 
    CLICK! CLICK! 
 
    “You have got to be shitting me…” 
 
    She produced a small knife disguised as a decorative hairpiece. I felt it lodge into my right shoulder; I cried out as I looked down, ink flowing from the wound, tinged with hints of light orange. 
 
    I dropped my right pistol, but I brought the left one up. I used my shaking right hand to pull out the spare clip from my left glove, and as I was about to slap it in, I saw Pamela get a wide, wondrous, gleeful smile on her face. 
 
    Behind me, I heard, “Hey, old buddy, old pal!” in a nasal, snide, bubbly voice 
 
    When I turned, I saw a chubby cartoon skunk with a mischievous grin on his face and a purple T-shirt. He reached behind himself to produce a large, cast-iron frying pan and smacked me upside the head with it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t knocked out, but I was dazed. I moved toward the open door, re-cocked the gun, and pointed it at the skunk, then at Pamela. I pulled back the hammer and aimed for center mass. When I pulled the trigger, the skunk, in a fit of panic and confusion, threw himself in front of the bullet. It indented in his body and then ricocheted around the room for a few seconds. It came to a stop, striking and going flat on the ceiling, then fell and bounced off his nose. 
 
    “Now, Fairfax,” the skunk said, advancing on me, “is that any way to talk to an old friend?” He was about the same height as me, but he looked stockier. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    He stopped, looked at Pamela, and did what can only be described as an aside to a camera. “With friends like him, who needs enemies? And with enemies like him, who needs friends?” He then looked at me and opened his arms wide, “It’s Scratch! Scratch T. Skunk! I’m your foil.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake…” I said, at which point, he went wide-eyed. 
 
    “Don’t talk like that! I don’t know what’s going on, but you put those guns down right now! You’ll hurt someone!” 
 
    “That’s the point, Scratch, or whatever the hell your name is.” 
 
    “No, no, no, we don’t play that way. Drop an anvil on someone, fine. Slam someone’s hands in a piano, okay. Run each other over with steamrollers, perfectly acceptable and decent behavior for us. But a gun? A real gun with real bullets, aimed at a real person? Have you lost your golly gosh darn mind?” 
 
    Gunfire went off in the distance. Scratch looked up, then at me, and then at the woman. “Oh my gosh! You’re really involved in this, aren’t you? No, you’re not doing this. I’m not gonna allow it!” he said, standing in front of her like a cartoon shield. “Ma’am, you just get behind me, okay? I won’t let him hurt you.” 
 
    “Get out of the way, skunk. She’s gonna pay for what she did to me!” 
 
    “Oh, really? What did the human do to you?” 
 
    “She’s turned me into this, you idiot. I was human until about a month ago when she put me through this conversion process.” 
 
    He looked at me quizzically, and then with visible unease. “Fairfax, I’m gonna talk real slow and quiet, and I want you to listen to me, okay? We have been rivals since the early days.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You just popped into existence!” 
 
    “No, no, we go back decades. Yeah, our shows never made it big, and no one really cared for our antics because, you know, other people always kinda did a little bit better, but we always stuck together. I chased you, and you outsmarted me, and then I outsmarted you. Then we did that whole thing with the World War II propaganda. You were hesitant about breaking out of the black-and-white era, and I said I didn’t have to worry about it, but I’d be willing to try a bit of color, so…” he said, tugging at his shirt. 
 
    I looked incredulously at him. “This is the foil, right?” I said, turning to Pamela. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Everywhere I tried to aim, he moved between the gun and her. “And he,” I hissed through clenched teeth, “has all of the memories and all of the life built in that the cartoon you tried to turn me into would’ve had.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “What are you two talking about, Fairfax? Listen, I know times have been tough and I know that sometimes I’m not the easiest toon to work with. Trust me, I’ll take a pie in the face for you any day, but you can’t go around actually hurting people for no good reason!” 
 
    Chance burst into the room and saw me bleeding from the shoulder, the knife still embedded in it. “God! Did she do it again?” he said, pointing to the skunk. 
 
    “No,” I said, looking up at him. “Meet my foil. He thinks he’s my partner.” 
 
    Scratch looked hurt at that. “What? You think that this human is going to be a good partner for you?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’ve been working together for a bit. It’s been pretty damn good.” I faced Chance. “Did you get the guys?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They got away.” 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    Scratch shuddered and looked back at me. “Seriously, what is it with you and the swearing? Stop it! You’re G-rated! Stop trying to break your rating! How are you breaking your rating?” 
 
    Chance raised his gun. Scratch stuck his thumb in his mouth and inflated himself until he was practically a wall that took up the majority of the room. “Uh-uh,” he said through clenched teeth. “You’re not hurting her.” 
 
    I looked to Chance and then at my bleeding shoulder. “Dude, I’m beginning to feel kinda weak here. What do we do?” 
 
    He looked at the skunk and smacked me upside the back of the head. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a foil?!” 
 
    “It was in the copyright! At some point, he was just supposed to pop into existence, but I didn’t know when. It must’ve happened because I got too close to the rift again.” 
 
    Chance spat on the ground and pulled me under his arm like a football. “Fuck this; we’re getting out of here,” he said, bolting up the stairs. 
 
    “But she’s got the—” 
 
    “If there’s a goddamn toon who’s going to be a human shield, we’re at a damn stalemate unless you can pull a gag to stop him, which you can’t. Eventually, someone will have called the cops over all the gunfire.” 
 
    “She’s right there, and—” 
 
    “And we’ll have to come another time. Damn it…it’s going to be a while before I can let you back in my place.” 
 
    “But we’ve been—” 
 
    “Compromised, Fairfax. We’ve been compromised. You’ve been spotted by her; you think Snappy’s not going to know about this, especially now that your foil has seen what you’ve been doing?” 
 
    If I could’ve gone pale, I would’ve. I fought tooth and nail, but Chance took the guns from me, threw them in the backpack, stuffed me in it afterward, and bodily threw me, knife still embedded in my shoulder, mind you, over the wall. I landed with a thud and I felt the blade going deeper. 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    “Just don’t get the equipment messed up,” he said after I heard him scale it and heft me back up. He sprinted back to the car and peeled out. 
 
    Chance dropped me back at my apartment. “It’s going to be a while before we can re-gather. This entire operation may be a bust, now that she knows were onto her and she knows what we’re willing to do. Not to mention, I think I know what’s coming for you, and you’ve got a lot of explaining to do, man.” 
 
    “Explaining to who? The cops? Toons don’t hurt people.” 
 
    “No, to Snappy.” 
 
    I gulped. All he had to do was order me around and I had to. He could tell me never to see Chance again, and I would instinctively avoid him. That had nothing to do with gags; that was just the power of the copyright. 
 
    I hunched over and he snapped his fingers. “Ah-ah-ah. Clips, too.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly and fished out the two from my shoes and the one I hadn’t used from the back of my right hand. 
 
    “I’ll call you later, okay?” 
 
    “No, I’ll call you. I got to get a new burner phone now. It’ll be a while.” 
 
    I nodded and huffed back upstairs. I was injured and there was only one person I could turn to, but in my current condition, I didn’t know how to explain it, so I went to my apartment first. 
 
    I knew that, at least with humans, you don’t want to actually take a knife out because that opens up the wound and causes it to bleed more. I didn’t know what that would do to me since I couldn’t bleed out and die, but I’d probably pass out. If I’m passed out long enough, it would instinctively shake itself off. 
 
    I whined and try to keep my voice low. There was no choice; I’d have to wake up Barry and Betty soon enough. 
 
    Out of habit, I went to the bathroom and started the shower. It felt comforting to do something human that was safe again. There was so much blood on me; it rippled off of me in waves. It was lucky that my fur, shoes, and gloves didn’t stain. 
 
    After a few minutes, I took off my bow tie, gloves, and shoes, and just soaked in the hot water, nursing the wound on my shoulder. I stepped out once I was certain that I was clean enough. 
 
    Once dressed, I stumbled next door and knocked on the badgers’ door. 
 
    “Hrm?” I heard Barry say. 
 
    “It’s Fairfax. I’m hurt bad.” 
 
    They say that badgers are grumpy, and Barry was no exception. He opened the door and grumbled, “What did you get yourself into this time?” Then he saw the knife. “Oh, Mother and Father…what are we going to do with you, Fairfax? Come on in.” 
 
    I lay in his tub and whined as he put pressure on my wound and pulled the knife out. “Okay, haven’t got much time here, okay, man?” 
 
    I nodded fast. 
 
    “This is an actual knife, though. This should have just bounced off of—” He sighed. “Right…you can’t do that. Make a personal note that weapons don’t bounce off of you at all, even human ones.” 
 
    He wrapped my shoulder with gauze and then when I mentioned my dislocated left shoulder. He nodded and wrapped that one as well. When he saw the lump on the back of my head, he wrapped any part of me until I was looking like a mummy or a full-body cast with two blinking eyes. 
 
    He said, “This’ll probably hurt a little bit.” Barry pulled the bandages and I was sent spinning. 
 
    I’d never tornadoed before and it was, oddly, a very freeing experience. I was just chaos with nothing holding me down. I felt like I could just run over and destroy anything I wanted. It was like all of my rage personified. It felt like the best gift I’d been given since this whole ordeal started. 
 
    When I came to, I staggered, dizzy. Barry steadied me and smiled. “There you go. So, what were you up to that got you involved in that?” 
 
    I didn’t want to tell them but, then again, I didn’t have to. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    Barry groaned. “Oh, come on, we weren’t that noisy.” He peeked through the peephole and stammered for a moment. “Huh? I wonder what—” 
 
    He opened the door and there was Snappy, looking furious at me. “I thought I’d find you here,” he said, storming up to me, a piece of paper crunched in his hand. “Did you do what I just heard you did?” 
 
    I looked at Barry, then Betty, who had just come out of the bedroom. 
 
    “Can we talk about this at my place…please?” I said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Oh no, I think that your friends really need to hear what you’ve been up to. Did you know that our friend Fairfax here has been associating with a human of ill repute?” 
 
    Barry arched a brow and looked at me. 
 
    “In fact, he just attacked someone who lives on my property.” 
 
    Barry glared at me. “I thought I said to keep things on the down low.” 
 
    I looked at him and said, “It’s the woman who did this to me. I had a chance to pay her back.” 
 
    “Oh yes, and she’s very happy about how you decided to pay her back. Really, disturbing a business transaction of hers, running away potential clients…” 
 
    I gulped and I shrugged. From the way Snappy was talking, it just made it sound like I got over there, raised a little hell, but nothing illegal. 
 
    “And, might I also say, you treated your newly spawned foil very poorly.” 
 
    Betty perked up when she heard that. “Oh, your foil arrived? Boy or girl?” 
 
    At that, Snappy piped up happily, “It’s a boy. A skunk. Scratch T. Skunk, with all the appropriate memories,” he said, looking at me disdainfully, “unlike some people. You know,” he said, holding the paper in front of me. 
 
    Barry stammered, “You’ve got a—is that pre-Code?” 
 
    “On the verge of Code,” Snappy said. 
 
    “Those are for toons that are like,” he said, gesturing to Snappy, “of your age and distinction, sir.” 
 
    Snappy snapped out of his anger and shook himself into a prideful stance, his thick tail slapping the ground happily. “Why, thank you, sir. See? Someone is being polite. Scratch will be over sometime soon, and I expect you to apologize to him.” 
 
    “I’m not going to.” 
 
    He held the copyright in front of me and glared. “You will apologize to your foil and make nice.” 
 
    It felt like the word of God was being forced through me. All I knew was the next time I saw Scratch T. Skunk, I would ask for his forgiveness, be it through clenched teeth or through open and honest happiness to see him. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I looked at Snappy and gritted my teeth. “And I expect you want me to apologize to Pamela, too?” 
 
    He leaned in close. “I don’t like the tone of your voice, sir.” He thrust that copyright in front of me, holding it tight. “No. You’re not going to apologize to her. You are going to leave her alone. You will never raise a hand to her, you got that? You will never harm her or anyone around her.” 
 
    Again, I felt that wave through me. “Take that back, Snappy.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to take it back. It was very rude, what you did,” he said, turning around and walking out the door. “And seven murders, too! Shameful!” 
 
    I froze and looked at Barry. 
 
    He looked at me and shook his head. “Get out. Just…get out of my house.” 
 
    “But Barry—” 
 
    “You killed people? You killed seven people?! I don’t think I want to know the sort of toon that you were meant to be if you had that in you, but I’ll tell you this much: the human I knew would never have done that.” 
 
    I looked at him pleadingly. “Barry, I had no choice. What those people did—” 
 
    “Yeah, they hurt you.” 
 
    I grabbed him by the shoulders. “They were sex traffickers. They kidnapped kids and sold them in the sex trade.” 
 
    Barry froze, his instincts to never harm humans conflicting with his instincts to bring joy to children, and never let harm come to them. 
 
    Snappy walked off, whistling a tune, while Barry and Betty looked at me in shame. 
 
    “They were going to start the process. At least it was looking like it. Taking kidnapped kids and teens, converting them into X-rated toons, falsifying copyrights and selling them to the highest bidder.” 
 
    Betty looked visibly sick. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with that information?” Barry said, pulling at his hair, not knowing how to process it. 
 
    “You’re the one you told me not to go to the police, so I didn’t, but damn it, I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place no matter what I do. You said you’d look out for me no matter what; I’m holding you to your promise, okay? Do you think I wanted to do all this stuff? I just want to become human again! I don’t want to be a damn toon!” 
 
    Barry narrowed his gaze again. “And what’s so bad about being a toon?” 
 
    “Nothing is bad about being a toon! Just…I’m not one.” 
 
    “Well, you are now, okay?! Come to grips with it, make peace with it, but you can’t go around dispensing vigilante justice. You know, you’re lucky that I believe you on this…real lucky. This is your last chance. Keep your nose clean, Fairfax; get your life back in order.” 
 
    I nodded. Maybe it was time to give up the whole thing once and for all. “I think I’m going to call Kyle, tell him I’m ready to show him who I am now. I don’t know what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Barry patted me on the back. “It’ll be a while before I can really see you in the light of who I thought you were. But I also know you’ve been pushed farther than any person I’ve ever known. You don’t know the rules yet. I can only imagine how insane our life must be for you. You’re mad at Snappy right now, and I get that, but the things he just told you to do? The commands? Just run with them. It seems cruel, I know, but it’s probably the best thing for you. If you’re going to be walking between both worlds, fine, but walk a good path.” 
 
    I nodded, my head hanging in shame. 
 
    Back in my own apartment, I picked up my phone and dialed Kyle. 
 
    “Tyler, what is it? It’s like 4:30 in the morning.” 
 
    “Can you come over? I’m ready to come clean with you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    I told Kyle to call me when he got here. He seemed relieved when he saw my car out front. I was peeking out the window and kept the lights off so he couldn’t look in. 
 
    He texted to inform me he was here, so I called him back. “Listen,” I said, “you’re gonna see something you really aren’t expecting.” 
 
    He sighed and went, “Well, I thought you were in an accident, a really bad car accident, but the car’s here and it looks fine. How bad can it be?” 
 
    “Just,” I said, tears welling up, “just stay on the phone with me? When you come up, I may talk through the door for a couple of minutes before I let you in, okay? This is hard for me. I want you to listen to my voice.” 
 
    I could hear a smile through the earpiece. “To be honest, whatever it is, you sound a little cuter now.” 
 
    “Seriously, hon? This isn’t the time—” 
 
    “I’m trying to make you feel better, okay? I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    Two minutes later, I heard him step up to the door and knock. I hung up and sat on the other side of the door, tapping my head back against it. There was no going back now. 
 
    “Tyler,” he said, “please let me in.” 
 
    “Kyle, I-I need you to know that this is me, okay? It’s my voice, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but hon, it can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, it really is.” 
 
    I turned and took in a deep breath, ready for him to either laugh, thinking this was some elaborate prank, or scowl and leave, thinking it was an elaborate prank. 
 
    I reached up, undid the deadbolt, and opened the door. 
 
    He looked forward, curious where I was, and then he looked down, his eyes meeting mine. “Oh, hello! Are you one of Barry’s friends?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Kyle, it’s me.” 
 
    He stepped back, a look of incredulity on his face. 
 
    “That’s why I wanted you to listen to my voice. This happened at my job because I got nosy.” 
 
    He hurriedly came in and closed the door. “This isn’t funny.” 
 
    “I know. Why do you think I’ve been avoiding you for what, three weeks now?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” he said, pacing around the room. “You’re a—you’re a toon!” 
 
    “Yeah…it wasn’t a fun process, I might add. It was the worst thing that ever happened to me. I just wanted to go to Burger Circus with you. I had to go grab my phone and then I—” 
 
    I cried. I ugly-cried. Kyle stopped and put a hand on my shoulder. “Okay, tell me what happened.” 
 
    So, I did. I got him caught up with everything. I may have glossed over a few minor bloody details and remixed a couple of facts, such as saying we knew in advance the people going to be there were sex traffickers, but mostly, I cried. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can ever turn back. I can’t shake off damage. I have to be really careful with everything I do now because I won’t heal like humans do. I’ve been relying on Barry for everything. Someone steps on my foot, slams my hand in the refrigerator door, it just keeps throbbing until I would shake it off, and I can’t do that.” 
 
    “So, what all has happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think I’ve passively done enough minor gags, and I’m a little bit more comfortable in the body. I’m still getting used to it.” 
 
    “You still have your filthy fucking mouth,” he said, jokingly. 
 
    “You bet your sweet fucking ass I do, shitbag.” 
 
    He chuckled, but I could see tears welling up in his eyes, too. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Kyle,” I said. 
 
    I leaned forward to hug him. He seized up for a moment and then relaxed, wrapping his arms around me. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too, Tyler.” 
 
    “There’s something else. I’ve been copyrighted. Snappy holds it. He hasn’t done anything bad with it, except… the person who did this to me? She still lives on his property. I can’t approach her or raise my hand to harm her.” 
 
    “That has to be—” 
 
    I finished his sentence: “A living hell. I can’t quit the job. It goes against my instincts now, and if he commands me to forget about ever wanting to leave the job, well, I’ll just be blissfully happy doing a job I absolutely hate while constantly wanting to get the fuck out of there.” 
 
    He held my hand and we walked to the bedroom. Kyle sat on the bed and I crawled up beside him. I cried into his shirt; he wrapped his arms around me and held me. 
 
    “We’ll be okay, we’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Along with the copyright, I have a new name now. It’s kind of weird being called Tyler since I kind of got used to the new one.” 
 
    “What’s your new name?” he asked, gripping my shoulders. 
 
    “Fairfax Fawkes. F-A-W-K-E-S,” 
 
    He nodded solemnly. “Okay.” He gestured over my body. “Do I need to use new pronouns for you as well?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’m still he/him/his, even without the—” 
 
    “Yeah. Not gonna lie, I’m going to miss that.” 
 
    I glared at him. “You think I don’t?” 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I lay back on the bed and looked into his eyes. God, I missed those eyes. I took in his face, he had a nice five o’clock shadow, and his arms seemed a bit more toned. Likely working out in the time he wasn’t spending over at my place. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to hold you for so long,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to tell you for so long and I just—put yourself in my shoes.” 
 
    He looked down. “I think my feet would drown in those clown stompers.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “You said it hurt a lot.” 
 
    “I prayed for death and it wouldn’t happen. There was just this…energy holding my soul. Pieces melted away, parts fell out of me, and my body…” I looked up at him and lifted my left leg. “When this crunched down to this hose that it is, it squeezed everything into my abdomen and…hon, I had to throw up my own femur.” 
 
    He shuddered. “Baby, why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You think I didn’t want to? Who would believe me? A toon shows up to Burger Circus, broken and afraid, refusing to shake off damage, and says, ‘By the way, I’m your boyfriend. Sorry I’m late for the date!’ You would’ve thought it was some crazy toon who sipped too much toonshine and was going for a shock factor.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to contradict and stopped himself. “You’re right. Who would expect this?” He shook his head. “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    “Can I kiss you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    I leaned in and brushed my round, inkblot nose against his cute little button nose, my lips meeting his. I melted into him…not literally, mind you. I felt my hands paw over his back. I held him and felt the warmth of his body against me. 
 
    “I hope I’m not being too forward or inappropriate, but I’ve missed you, and I’ve been wanting to…” 
 
    “So have I. You have no idea how pent up I am. I don’t even have a hole down there.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I haven’t needed to use a toilet in five weeks. It’s kind of ridiculous.” 
 
    He smiled and put his hand between my legs. I shivered. He rubbed me tenderly. My eyes half-lidded and I leaned back. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” 
 
    “You can’t imagine. I tried to pleasure myself a few times since the whole thing started and…it felt really good, but I don’t have the equipment to finish off. It’s a life of perpetual want and no climax.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt or anything?” 
 
    “No, it’s more just frustration.” 
 
    He grinned and kissed my ear. “Let’s just say I went to a leather shop and was pondering getting you a cage to keep that bad boy locked away.” 
 
    I glared at him. “I really don’t want you to make fun of this.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to use humor to lighten the mood.” 
 
    His hands reached around behind me and gripped my rump, fingers pressing the slight dimple where a crack should be, feeling around. “So, you got nothing?” 
 
    “The only hole in me as a mouth, and,” I held up a hand, “yes, I know there is the whole gimmick of a toon flossing between the ears, but—” 
 
    Kyle nodded. “I got it. It’s a lot to process.” 
 
    “Don’t think of this as a transition. Think of this more as changing the desktop wallpaper. I’m still me. Everything that would affect me as I was, still does. I just look different now.” 
 
    “So, all the same urges?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “Would you want to…” 
 
    I grinned. “You accept me like this?” 
 
    He nodded and kissed me on the lips, then whispered in my ear, “I love you so much, Fairfax.” 
 
    My heart raced and I helped him peel off his shirt. 
 
    He smirked and stood up. “Well, if anything, you’re about the right height now.” 
 
    It was my turn to look incredulously at him, as well as a little bit put off, but when I saw the way the moonlight hit his body in the dark room, I unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, letting them drop to the floor. I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and lowered them, exposing his manhood. It sprang to life and actually bopped me in the nose. 
 
    Kyle giggled. “Go on, let’s see what you can do.” I smiled up at him and opened my mouth, taking him in. I missed the taste of him, the feel of intimacy, the loving man who loved me. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him and kneaded his ass with my hands as I nursed on him. Kyle moaned. I bobbed faster and he reached down, stroking me between the ears with a free hand. Then he gripped me and held me in place as he slowly thrust back and forth. 
 
    God, I love this man. I’d give anything to be back with him as I had been. 
 
    I was fairly certain that he was getting close. I fondled his low-hanging testicles when he released my head and pulled back. “No, no, no…get on the bed,” he said, putting his hands under my armpits, hefting me up. “Get on all fours, fox boy,” he said, turning me away from him. 
 
    He crawled up and positioned himself behind me. “Kyle, I don’t have any—” 
 
    I felt him slap his manhood right there. He gripped what I had of an ass and squeezed it inward, hotdogging me. He rocked himself back and forth, shushing and reassuring me. 
 
    “I don’t care what you look like. I don’t care what limitations we have. I love you and I want to be here for you, and I want nothing more than for you to feel like you always did: loved.” 
 
    I ground back against him, and after a few minutes, he shifted to a sitting position. I sat on his lap, my back against his chest. Below, I could feel him rubbing his hardon where my manhood had been. 
 
    It felt wonderful. 
 
    He guided my hand down to stroke him off as he rubbed me in turn. We moaned in ecstasy together, and I leaned up, turning my head to kiss him deeply. I could feel his pulse quicken. He arched his back and shot rope after rope of seed across the white fur of my belly and face. 
 
    Kyle chuckled and kissed my nose. 
 
    “I love you so much,” I said to him. “You’re the best partner a fox could have.” 
 
    The sound of breaking glass scared us enough that we screamed. Toon or not, I had to protect Kyle. As soon as I got off the bed, I saw the intruder in the doorway. Holding a broken bottle of soda was Scratch T. Skunk, staring in abject horror and fury. 
 
    “I’m your partner!” he said. “What the heck do you think you’re doing?!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “Get the hell out of my—” I stopped and realized what was about to happen. “I’m sorry, Scratch. This is my boyfriend, Kyle. I really, really am sorry.” 
 
    I can’t believe I actually apologized to him. I wanted nothing to do with him; he was just some side effect of my conversion. 
 
    “No, you’re not his boyfriend,” he said, looking at Kyle. “I am his friend and, might I add, he’s G-rated.” He faced me again. “So, answer me, Fairfax,” he said, motioning wildly to the pair of us. 
 
    “Scratch, I understand that this seems like an aberration to you,” I said, grabbing a bed sheet for modesty and to wipe myself off, “but you have to understand…all of your memories, everything that you think is going on here is wrong.” 
 
    Kyle piped up, “I don’t know who you are, or what’s going on, but Fairfax has filled me in on some of the details.” 
 
    “Oh, really, Mr. Homewrecker?” Scratch said. 
 
    I slammed my foot down. “I’ve apologized for the stuff I said and did at Miss Blake’s house. I’m also going to let you know the reason I’m apologizing is that Snappy held my copyright and told me I had to.” 
 
    I grinned. Technically, I wasn’t breaking any command I’d been given. I didn’t have to say why I was apologizing; I only had to apologize for the initial issue. 
 
    Scratch took a few steps back and shook his head. “I don’t know you anymore.” 
 
    “We never knew each other in the first place.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kyle said, “Scratch, right?” 
 
    The skunk nodded, a huffy look on his face. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You follow movies?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Okay. Do you remember Dark City?” 
 
    I watched for a moment, as he seemed scrunched his face in thought and suddenly nodded. “Yeah! I remember seeing that back…was it the late 90s? Boy, did we look weird back then! You with that neon pink hat!” he said, chuckling and pointing at me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and just let Kyle do the talking. 
 
    “Do you remember the whole point, where people were fed memories? You know, they were convinced of a complete life they’d had…an entire marriage, an entire created history with someone, even if they’d only met each other three minutes prior.” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “That’s what’s going on here with you.” 
 
    “But that’s silly! I—” 
 
    I said, “Scratch, the first time we met was two seconds before you hit me with that frying pan.” 
 
    Scratch backed up and shook his head. I couldn’t tell if it was disbelief or him understanding what was happening. “I have to go. I just—” he hissed at me, “you were making whoopie with a human! And you’re G-rated!” 
 
    He actually cried and walked out, slamming the door behind him. I peeked out the window and saw him sobbing and shuffling down the street. 
 
    Kyle held my shoulder. “Go to him.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I know that he’s some new toon who just popped into being a couple of hours ago, but to him, you’re his oldest friend.” 
 
    “He’s my foil. We’re like rivals, you know? Anything I want to do, he makes it his job to stop me.” 
 
    “He honestly seems concerned about you.” 
 
    “Well, he can be concerned somewhere fucking else. I don’t know him. I don’t share a history with them.” I held his hands. “You, I have a history with. You, I would give anything for.” 
 
    He smiled and kissed my nose. “And what if the first time you had actually met me was the moment you opened the door to let me in, before we made love tonight, and everything before this was a fabrication of your brain.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. We both—” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. I’ve loved you for years now, but to him, you’ve been partners for the better part of a century. Go to him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Maybe later. If I’m going be working at Snappy’s place, he’ll turn up eventually.” 
 
    “Okay, just don’t take a month to reach out to him. Right now, you look like you could use all the friends you can get.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what I don’t need is someone who doesn’t realize I can’t survive having an anvil dropped on my head.” 
 
    Kyle smiled and kissed my forehead. He lifted me in his arms and cradled me. “You are rather adorable like this.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Don’t get used to it. As soon as I can find a way out—” 
 
    “I’m just saying…if this is how things are, I’m okay with it. Just do me a favor, okay?” 
 
    “What, you want me to do what Barry’s been telling me to do? Just accept it and move on?” 
 
    Kyle shrugged. “You can’t confront the woman who did this to you, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And there’s already some private eye or mercenary or something who’s trying to take her out?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Did Snappy at any point say you weren’t allowed to stop someone else from taking her out?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And didn’t you tell me you wanted to be this guy’s eyes and ears inside the complex?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then it seems like your role in this whole thing is kinda settled.” 
 
    “But she did this to me! I need to be the—” 
 
    Kyle put a finger to my lips. “No, you don’t. What you need to do is just go to work, do your job, get paid, and come home to me every day.” 
 
    “Kyle…what are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying, ‘Would you mind if I moved in?’” 
 
    I blushed and shook my head. “No, I’d love you to be here! Heck, Barry and Betty love having you around.” 
 
    He smiled and carried me back to bed in his arms. “Come on, let’s just try this out for a bit, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I just—” 
 
    “If this Chance fellow that you mentioned can find a way of reversing the process, then we got it settled, but we have to accept the very serious probability that this was a one-way trip and we’ll adjust our lives accordingly.” 
 
    I felt tears well up again. I’ve been trying to hold onto the hope of being human but if even Kyle was trying to tell me this was how things would be… 
 
    “Fairfax, let’s say you had been in a car accident on the way to Burger Circus, and you’d been paralyzed. I’d still be by your side and you know what? Yeah, there might’ve been some hope for you to regain the use of arms and legs, but eventually, you just have to accept that these things kinda happen.” 
 
    He paused. “Okay, not these things,” he said, gesturing at my current form, “but you get what I’m talking about. I’ve been worried that I was gonna lose you for a month, and I don’t care how I have you back. I’m just glad that you’re here.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him passionately. I closed my eyes, putting my head to his chest to listen to his heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed before I heard from Chance again. I actually wasn’t expecting to hear from him again. 
 
    Snappy had made a point of having me work remotely. He was still upset over the incident at his estate, and even though I had been commanded not to interfere with Miss Blake, he didn’t want to take any risks. He said I was too crafty for normal commands…I acted too human. He also mentioned I was the best executive assistant he’d ever had; once a week, Kyle drove me down, we collected a few briefcases full of papers, and he helped me do all my data entry. 
 
    I did keep a copy of all the information, eventually convincing myself that, if Snappy needed a backup, I wanted to be a good employee. I wanted to be a good toon, but deep down, I knew in the unlikely event I heard from Chance, I’d be ready to give him more information. 
 
    When my cell phone rang, it showed the number as “Unknown.” At first, I thought it was just a spam call, but I answered it anyway. 
 
    “Fairfax,” he said. I felt a chill go down my spine. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “You doin’ all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. So…what ended up happening outside that night?” 
 
    “I tried to get a good couple shots, but the guys were good and while the dark wouldn’t usually have been a problem, they had their high beams on; I couldn’t aim right. They tore out. What about you?” 
 
    “Snappy’s got me doing the same project. Kyle’s been helping me with it. I’m getting close to having all of the information done, and I’ve been doing such a good job that Snappy’s been subcontracting me to other really old toons who work in his field. Basically, he’s piling me with as much paperwork as possible to keep me busy and away from the estate.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, be ready for round two against her.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I can do!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been commanded not to raise a hand against her.” 
 
    “You can still do tactics.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    He paused. “You were able to establish the situation pretty fast, and aside from the unforeseen circumstance of your foil popping into existence, you would have had her dead to rights.” 
 
    “I can’t even approach her house. I don’t even know what sort of security measures she’s got up now. Honestly, I’m shocked she’s still living there. For all I know, she’s moved. I haven’t even asked Snappy about it. He never wants to bring her up in conversation.” 
 
    “Okay. Point taken. Do you know anyone who might be able to help, then? Someone who’s good with a gun?” 
 
    “If only we could get Boost Beaver to break his rating. I’ve followed his livestreams in the past couple of weeks. When it comes to first-person shooters, the dude could teach you a thing or two.” 
 
    He grinned. “That’s something he’s got over you, then.” 
 
    “It was my first go, and I had seven—” I stopped myself from completing the sentence as Kyle looked over at me. “Listen, I’m trying to get my life back in order. I’ve been getting more information and you’re welcome to it, but I don’t want to risk what I’ve got now. I’ve got someone who cares about me, who’s willing to help me out. I’m trying to have a support network.” 
 
    “Aren’t you still mad at what they did to you?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m still furious, but there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “Okay, I can come over and get a copy of the information, if you want.” 
 
    “You know, I’d like that. It’d actually be nice to see you.” 
 
    “All right, I can come over later today.” 
 
    About 45 minutes later, there was a knock on the door. I grinned and jaunted over, throwing the door open. “How’s it going, Cha—” 
 
    “Hey, Fairfax,” said Scratch. “Can I come in?” 
 
    I looked down at my shoes and then at him. “I suppose, for a little bit.” 
 
    He took a seat on the couch. Kyle walked in and gave him an awkward glance. 
 
    Scratch scowled and made a face at him. “I’m going to spray that guy one day.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing, not in my house, or you will never be allowed back in here,” I said. 
 
    That snapped him out of his feelings of indignation. “You really would do that, wouldn’t you? Everything we’ve been through—” 
 
    “We haven’t been through anything, Scratch. I keep trying to tell you this. I’ve got a guest coming over and—” 
 
    “Fine! You don’t want me around? I understand!” 
 
    “Scratch, you’re welcome to stick around and hang out.” 
 
    “It’s just…” he sniffled and looked at Kyle for a moment. “You’re supposed to be my friend! My entire existence is based around you, okay? I’m not the main one; I’m the foil. I don’t get to have rollicking adventures, I get to stop you from having them. I don’t get to have romance, I get to ruin your dates. That’s the nature of my existence and you’re just kicking me out and I haven’t done anything!” 
 
    Kyle looked at me and nodded toward Scratch. “Talk to him. I’ll be in the other room.” 
 
    I scooted up on the couch and looked him in the eye. “Scratch, I-I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “Tell me that we’re still friends, at least. I can’t get a job without you; my copyright’s tied to yours. I’m just going to meander and do nothing. I’m going to be in entertainment limbo. I’ll be lucky if I get secondhand splatted by someone throwing a pie somewhere. What have I done to you?” 
 
    I patted his shoulder. “You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m not trying to do this to be mean to you or hurt you.” 
 
    “But you are! I’m your foil. You can’t just ignore me. We’re not like the humans where if they fall out of love, you know, it’s sad, they cut to black, and the next season, there’s a new boyfriend or girlfriend who comes in. We stick together forever. We go through the cycles of ‘Are they enemies?’ ‘Are they best friends?’ ‘Are they roommates?’” 
 
    I wiped away a tear on his cheek. “Scratch, it’s okay. We’ll figure something out. I’m trying to be a better toon.” 
 
    He smiled. “Does that mean you’re going to stop—” 
 
    I shook my head. “Kyle and I are an item. We’ve been an item for a very long time, and you’re not getting between us. But,” I said, “I need someone to help teach me how to be Fairfax. I need to fit in better. But you have to understand a few things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Okay. You remember when you smacked me with that frying pan,” I said, trying not to remind him of his recent addition to reality despite having a century’s worth of memories, “I was stabbed?” 
 
    “Yeah, with a human weapon; that was weird. And why didn’t you just shake it off?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I can’t, okay? I keep trying to tell you. I was human, and I was converted into a toon, and they put my copyright on a really old copyright page. Pamela Blake wrote me to have a foil because I had a boyfriend as a human and she wanted to make sure I wouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    He grabbed me by the shoulders. “See? We’re supposed to be together! Even by the story you just told me, we’re supposed to be together. If you were human and you are turned into a toon, then you’re not human anymore and you shouldn’t be with him. You need to be with me!” 
 
    “That’s not how it works, okay? I don’t know you that well, and I wouldn’t mind getting to know you, but you need to understand that there are boundaries.” 
 
    Scratch looked hurt but slowly nodded. “Okay. Boundaries.” 
 
    There was another knock on the door and I let Chance in. 
 
    Scratch backed up against the back of the couch. “I remember you! You’re the one who convinced Fairfax to do those horrible, horrible things!” 
 
    Chance smiled. “Guilty as charged. Your buddy’s got a knack for it, though. Bloodthirst like I ain’t seen in years.” 
 
    I brought a finger up to my mouth. “My boyfriend’s here. I don’t want him knowing about that stuff. I can help you out with Miss Blake but I-I can’t hurt her, okay?” 
 
    Scratch looked at me and then him. 
 
    I walked into the other room, returning with a stack of papers and a few thumb drives. “This is everything I have. Maybe I could try to make some connections for you but by copyright decree, I cannot raise my own hand to harm her, as much as I’d like to.” 
 
    Chance nodded and took the paperwork and the thumb drives, giving me a two-finger salute off the temple. “I get it.” 
 
    “Thank you for your understanding. Please stay in touch.” 
 
    “I want to be kept updated as often as possible,” he said, giving me a slightly sorrowful look. 
 
    “I want to help, but all I can do is run information at this point.” 
 
    Chance nodded and saw himself to the door. “That’s good enough for me. Wouldn’t mind having a pair of eyes and ears guiding my hand.” 
 
    That’s when I had an idea or, at least, a flash of one. 
 
    Once Chance left, Scratch hopped up. “I thought you were giving all that violence up.” 
 
    “I’m trying to. I’ve never been violent before, but I can hold a grudge like nobody’s business.” 
 
    Scratch nodded. “That’s at least one thing we have in common. We can start there. Put ’er there, partner,” he said, offering me a gloved hand to shake. 
 
    I grinned and grabbed it, which sent several thousand volts of electricity through my body. 
 
    I seized up and fell over. Scratch leaned over and laughed, dusting my face with his tail before heading out. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later, buddy-o.” 
 
    I lay on the ground in pain for five minutes before Kyle came in and checked in on me. He ran to me, my fur was still standing on end. 
 
    “Hon, what happened?” 
 
    “Joy buzzer. Scratch. He’s still not fully on board yet.” 
 
    Kyle tried to lift me up and got a static shock of his own. In the kitchen, he found a pair of oven mitts with a rubber grip on them and carried me over to Barry’s place. 
 
    He was out doing errands, but Betty invited us both in and she patched me up fairly quickly. Electroshock probably would’ve worn off soon enough anyway, but I didn’t want to risk having a cardiac issue. 
 
    I was weak, and when Barry came home, we had a fun little dinner, just the four of us. Betty had called him and had him bring some human food for Kyle. We made a double date out of it. 
 
    “You’re trying to get to know your foil?” Betty said, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s pretty insistent. It’s not fair to him for me to keep ghosting him like I have been.” 
 
    Barry slapped my shoulder. “You’re a lucky man to have a foil. Few toons get them nowadays; they’re really an icon of a bygone era. Trust me, there is nothing greater than a foil.” 
 
    “Why? It’s like his entire purpose is to basically be some sort of anti-me and make my life a living hell.” 
 
    “He’ll make your life interesting, but he’ll still have your back at the end of the day. When you’re up against the wall, that’ll be when he turns face and takes a bullet for you.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “As sure as I am of anything else in life, which, let’s be honest, is pretty chaotic.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    We were having a good time when my phone rang. Kyle had taken it upon himself to carry our phones in his pockets, since he was able to. 
 
    “I don’t recognize the number, but it’s for you.” 
 
    I checked it. It wasn’t Chance’s new burner. 
 
    “Hello, this is Fairfax Fawkes.” 
 
    “Hey, buddy-o.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Scratch. We were just talking about you.” 
 
    “Really? What about?” 
 
    “The nature of foils and how we really need to kind of connect more.” 
 
    “Oh, good! I thought of the perfect way for us to connect. You see, you want to have human companions, so I’ll have a human companion too! Sending you a text.” 
 
    “He’s making human friends,” I said, honestly happy for him. 
 
    Betty churred. “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    “He’s sending me a text right now.” My phone beeped and buzzed. “It just came in, give me a second.” 
 
    “We just took a selfie together,” Scratch said with a mischievous chuckle in his voice. 
 
    I flipped open the text messages and went wide-eyed. Scratch was giving me the slyest, cockiest shit-eating grin I’d ever seen, posing with his arm slung around Pamela Blake’s shoulder. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m here to foil your plans. Talk to you later, best friend.” 
 
    And with that, he hung up. I put the phone down and shivered. Barry patted one shoulder while Kyle patted the other. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, man. Just give him time; he’ll come around.” 
 
    “He’s teamed up with the woman who did this to me. He’s betrayed me and I’ve been trying to reach out and be friends with him.” 
 
    My phone buzzed again, and I saw a picture of Scratch hanging out with Snappy, taking a selfie with my copyright page. Scratch pointed at the portion that mandated I would have a foil, his name now signed in the space. 
 
    He then sent me one last message: “Together Forever. Whether you like it or not. Love, Scratch T. Skunk.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    It had been about a week since the double date dinner and I hadn’t heard from Scratch since. He was making a point of spending time with his new human bestie, I guess. 
 
    I didn’t mind. Honestly, I had reached out a few times over text, but he had decided to be pettier than I was believed he would be. 
 
    I still didn’t know how the whole toon foil thing worked, but Barry wasn’t concerned. He said relationships like that were generally more antagonistic, especially in the early days. Frankly, I didn’t want to have a full toon enemy whose sole purpose was trying cause me as much harm as possible. 
 
    Doing the data entry for Snappy was going well, and I’d settled into a good routine. I didn’t need Kyle’s help that much, but it was nice having him around. He needed to finish moving his stuff in and he’d taken to the neighborhood well. 
 
    Our landlord, Max, stopped by to finalize signing the lease. He found it odd for Kyle to move in and share my single bedroom, but he’d been probably hesitant to have me move in back when I was human. 
 
    It was good to just stare into his eyes every night, though…Kyle, not Max. Max was a brown mouse, much shorter than me, pretty broad with a pudgy tummy. He put forth a grumpy exterior, but he was a good guy when he thought no one was paying attention. 
 
    After a while, being bound to working for Snappy instead of it being something I agreed to grated on me. As nice a job as it was, I wanted out. I wanted to make my own choices. 
 
    I didn’t have a choice in being bound to a copyright, but I should have a choice in who holds that copyright. I’d gone through a good chunk of the paperwork he wanted, and I still didn’t mind doing it on the side or in general, but I wanted to be in charge of my own destiny. 
 
    One dreary Wednesday, Kyle drove me down to Snappy’s place. I’d expected Scratch to answer when I knocked on the door but, thankfully, my employer did instead. 
 
    “Ah, Fairfax! Do you need more paperwork? I thought we were still set up for a good couple of weeks.” 
 
    I shook my head and responded, “Actually, I wanted to talk about my copyright with you.” 
 
    “Oh? What about it? I’ve got it filed away and things are going good so far.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that. How much would it cost to buy it out from you?” 
 
    Snappy looked perplexed. “What do you mean? Aren’t you happy with the job?” 
 
    “I’m fine with the job. I actually kind of enjoy it still. But I didn’t really get a say in you having it. It was done to me. I thought it was pretty much toon custom that a toon himself gives his copyright to an employer, and it’s even more generally accepted custom that they can request it back. I know that you’re old-school and that’s an old-school copyright. I’ve been doing some good work for you; I’d honestly like to be in control my own destiny and not have you order me around like that. Nothing personal. And I’d still be more than happy to do the data entry jobs.” 
 
    He scowled. Obviously, something was bothering him about this. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with Miss Blake, does it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I mean, I’m not gonna lie, that does irritate me and I understand that if I hold my own copyright, all of your commands involving that go away. At this point, I’m just trying to adapt and acclimate to being a toon. There’s really not much I can do at this point. I’d kind of have the agreement that we had when I was human, and I’m willing to come in and do work for you. I will leave her alone if need be. Although, I do wish there was a way to have some form of recompense for it.” 
 
    Snappy shook his head. “I can’t risk that. The stuff that you did back there? I need to keep an eye on you. I’ll tell you what. I’d be more than happy to sell it to you for, say, $500,000?” 
 
    I stepped back. “Are you serious? I didn’t give you my copyright, she did. She took it from me.” 
 
    Snappy shook his head. “No, she made it for you, and that is a debt that very few toons can ever pay off.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and looked at him, seeing him in a slightly different light. “But you’ve helped all of these toons. I’ve been filing paperwork for you and getting everything all nice and digitized for you for weeks now. Are you telling me that you hold the fact that you got them all set up over their heads? For all I know, my neighbor, who’s one of the nicest guys I know, might owe you that level of debt, and you don’t own his copyright!” 
 
    Snappy rocked back and forth on his feet, holding his arms behind his back and whistling. “Well, you’re not them. The others probably do owe me a significant amount, considering I helped lay the groundwork for us. But I can’t have you getting your copyright back and then raising hell on my property because you have a problem with Miss Blake.” 
 
    “Why do you think I have that much of a problem with Miss Blake? I mean, I absolutely hate Pamela, and, you know, if given the opportunity, I’d totally return all the favors that she did to me, but—” 
 
    “Well, her new assistant has been coming in and helping me out quite a bit. My goodness, does he enjoy talking about how much you dislike Miss Blake!” 
 
    “Oh, really? Scratch?” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “Indeed! He’s a good and proper toon, takes his pies like a gentleman and a scholar, while you just complain all the time.” 
 
    “He was naturally born a toon!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “You’ve had a couple of months to get used to things.” 
 
    “That’s not enough time to completely erase an entire human life!” I hung my head and threw my hands up in frustration. “$500,000? Really?” 
 
    Snappy shrugged. “Them’s the breaks, kid.” 
 
    I grumbled, turned on my heels, and stormed back to the car. “Fine. When will you have more paperwork for me to handle? The current queue is getting a little low.” 
 
    “I’ll see about getting you another load here soon. You’ve been doing a good job. Paychecks been looking okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re fine, but this is still the Bay Area. While rent’s a little bit cheaper for me, and I don’t have to worry about food expenses, I’ve got Kyle living with me now.” 
 
    Snappy saw Kyle sitting in the driver seat of the car. They waved to each other. “A good guy you’ve got there. He helping you out?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Snappy…I’m really unhappy about this whole situation.” 
 
    He looked at me forlornly. “If you want, I could just command you to be happy about it.” 
 
    I looked at him in a panic. “No, please…anything but that. I don’t want someone else controlling me anymore. Like I said, I’m not looking to quit my job. I just want to be able to have my own copyright.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never known a copyright to be bought back this quickly. Normally, there’s usually at least a few years of contractual service.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. How long do I have to wait until my copyright expires?” 
 
    Snappy paused for a moment. “Well, I know you want Miss Blake to have some harm come to her, so I’ll make you a deal: when this whole situation is over with and there’s nothing you can do, I will give you back your copyright or you can buy it off of me earlier.” 
 
    “I have to wait decades for her to die of old age before you give me my own paperwork back?!” 
 
    Snappy nodded. 
 
    “So, my options are Miss Blake dies, and I’m not allowed to hurt her, or I pay you half a million dollars, which you don’t need and I can’t quickly save toward on my salary?” 
 
    Snappy grinned. “You got it.” 
 
    I growled and stomped back to the car, yanked open the door, and plopped in the passenger seat. 
 
    Kyle looked over at me. “It didn’t go well, did it?” 
 
    I shook my head and explained our conversation. 
 
    “Jesus! With everything she’s done to you, it’s a shame you can’t hurt her. Heck, I’d go back there and shoot her myself considering what she did. I’d risk going to jail for you.” 
 
    I looked at him. “Don’t you dare. Let’s just go home.” 
 
    Kyle nodded and pulled out. On the way back, we stopped at Burger Circus. I didn’t get as many odd looks this time, considering I was sitting with a human. Any time I stole a fry or took a bite of out of my own cheeseburger, it was assumed I was eating human food to make my dining companion more comfortable. In a way, I was, but Burger Circus was such a guilty pleasure. 
 
    I waved to Lou and he smiled back at me. While he’d been a little disturbed the first time I’d come in, I’d stopped in often enough, picking up milkshakes and takeout for Kyle (and myself), that I’d become a regular. What can I say? My life had taken such a weird turn of late that I felt like I was always ending up at Burger Circus. 
 
    “What are your options?” 
 
    “Snappy said half a million or Pamela Blake dies. I’d do both if it’d secure shit.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath. I’d been making a point of keeping my otherwise filthy fucking mouth G-rated while out in the general populace. Still, a girl in the next booth over did do a double-take when she heard me swear. 
 
    Kyle held my hand. “What happened? You’re generally pretty quiet about stuff, especially when you’re keeping a secret from me, and I thought we weren’t doing that anymore.” 
 
    I sighed. “If I tell you this, do you promise not to leave me? Do you promise that you’ll try to understand this as best as you can?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “That friend of mine, Chance? He kinda does contract work.” 
 
    “You said he was a private investigator.” 
 
    “Think more ex-Special Forces or something mercenary. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be telling you this, hon, so I hope I’m not putting you in any danger, but I don’t think so. Chance is a good guy.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “We went to, shall we say, aggressively check on Pamela, try to convince her through force, if need be, to tell us if there was a way to reverse the process.” 
 
    “Okay, and?” 
 
    “We brought weapons with us.” 
 
    Kyle went wide-eyed. “You didn’t—” 
 
    “When we got there, we found out her latest clients who wanted to do the conversion process were some crime syndicate Chance had prior knowledge of. I’m not gonna tell you much about them because, again, I don’t want to put you at any risk. All you need to know is they were involved in human trafficking, primarily sex trafficking.” 
 
    Kyle went pale. “I’m glad you’re okay!” 
 
    “It’s not like they could hurt me. Well, they could, but it’s not like they could kill me.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I had to defend myself.” 
 
    Kyle paused. “You’re trying to beat around the bush with something.” 
 
    “Hon, these are very bad people. Chance is used to this sort of warfare; I’m not. I had to shoot some of them. I didn’t want to, but they were going to hurt kids. They were going to kidnap teens and adults, and God knows who else, and force them into becoming toons. They’d go through the process I went through, and hon, it’s horrifying.” 
 
    Kyle put his burger down, giving me a look of unease. I felt cornered. 
 
    Gripping his hands, I looked him in the eyes, “I mean, think about how bad sex trafficking is. Now, imagine if you’re put into a body and the person who you’re sold to literally owns your soul, not just the flesh. They could make you happy about it. Your family would never see you again because they’d never recognize you, and you’d never recognize them because you’d been tortured to where your mind broke.” 
 
    Kyle shuddered. “God…” 
 
    “I’m not proud of what I did…but I think I’d do it again.” 
 
    He put down his sandwich and re-bagged everything. “This is a lot to take in. I know you got into some fights in the past, but this is big.” 
 
    “I know. This stuff keeps happening to me, and I’m not allowed to tell anyone about it! I can’t go to the cops because…well, I killed people,” I whispered, making sure the girl didn’t hear me this time, “and she still won!” 
 
    “Because of Scratch,” Kyle whispered. 
 
    I nodded. “Because of Scratch. Now, he wants to help her out because I’m not being as good a friend to him as he’d like.” 
 
    “Scratch is a bit of an asshole, isn’t he?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know what he is. He’s tied to me and, I don’t know, I feel bad for him. But there comes a limit to my pity. He made these choices and he’s going to do his own thing, regardless. What I really wish is that I had someone like Chance, who was like me.” 
 
    “A toon who’s good with guns?” 
 
    “Yeah, but really good. Someone who can go in guns blazing—” 
 
    That light bulb went off in my head again, metaphorically. Who knows what that sight gag would cost me? “Oh my goodness. Boost!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Boost Beaver. He’s the guy who got converted before me. His copyright was sold to some—I don’t know, what was it? A game network or an eSports league. Yeah, a rival team!” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “What if we can get him down here? Maybe he could, you know, help Chance take out everyone.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say he went through the full conversion process?” 
 
    “Maybe could give me some pointers. I mean, I did some training with Chance, but this guy—” 
 
    Kyle shook his head. “There’s a difference between playing a few FPS games and legitimately being a commando.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was worth a shot. Listen, I got some things to think about and I-I kinda want to visit Chance and see what’s going on with him.” 
 
    “I can drive you over to his place.” 
 
    I shook my head and waved my hands emphatically. “Not right now. The stuff that he gets into, the stuff that I was starting to get into, I don’t want you touching that world. I’ll have to call him up when we get home.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got your phone in my pocket.” 
 
    I’d forgotten about that; I’d grown used to leaving it back at the apartment, “Okay. Could you dial him up and give me the phone?” 
 
    He found the call log, pressed an entry, and passed me the phone. 
 
    “Hey, fox,” I heard his gruff voice answer. 
 
    “Hey, Chance.” 
 
    “Got any more of that paperwork for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Listen, when you come over to pick it up, would you mind giving me a lift back to your place? I want to consult with you about some stuff.” 
 
    “What? Are you wanting to do round two?” 
 
    “Kinda, but you know my hands are tied against it. I had an idea, though. You still have all that drone stuff, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Could it be remotely piloted?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Come on over, then. I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    He grunted and turned off the phone. Shortly thereafter, I got a text: will be at your place in an hour. 
 
    I looked at Kyle and showed him the text message. We quickly cleaned up our table and headed home. 
 
    When we got there, Scratch was waiting at the door. He looked a little solemn. I tried not to glare but I’m sure I didn’t give him the happiest expression. He smiled when he saw me, though it may have been a response to my less-than-pleasant expression; after all, it was in his nature to cause me mischief or trouble. 
 
    “Hey, Fairfax! Listen, I was wanting to talk to you about some stuff.” 
 
    “Oh? Did you get tired of dealing with Pamela? How many people has she converted?” 
 
    “About that…you know…I may have acted too rashly.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Please, don’t be like that, okay? This is weird for me, too, but—” 
 
    I reached behind my bowtie, pulled out my key, and let myself in. Kyle smiled down to the two of us and went to the bedroom while Scratch and I talked. 
 
    “What do you want, Scratch?” 
 
    He rested his forehead in his gloved right hand. “Let’s say that I’m starting to see some things and…I’m coming around to believing your story. What do I do with that information?” 
 
    “Why? What’s up?” 
 
    “She’s been talking with humans…humans I’m not really keen on. I’m not supposed to have heard some things…” 
 
    “But?” I pressed. 
 
    “I think she’s going to try another conversion here soon: a demonstration for the,” he snapped his fingers, trying to jog his memory, “the Delmontes?” 
 
    “The Dellamortes?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it!” 
 
    “Okay…let’s see what we can do here. I can’t hurt her; copyright restricts me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh…” 
 
    “You can’t hurt her either since you’re full toon.” 
 
    Scratch nodded. “Do we call the police?” 
 
    “No; evil like that’s gotta get stamped out. I’ve got some ideas, but I don’t know if I can trust you, Scratch.” 
 
    He looked hurt. “Hey, just because I was born to be your ultimate nemesis doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.” 
 
    “I understand that and I’m trying to get a grip on what our relationship is supposed to be, but I’m not ready for that yet.” 
 
    He nodded. “Fair enough. What’s left?” 
 
    “I got my friend Chance coming over, and I’ll probably be indebted to him for a good, long time just to hire his services.” 
 
    Scratch went wide-eyed. “You mean the guy who had all the guns? B-but you’re not allowed to hurt her!” 
 
    “True, but I’m not the one who’ll be hurting her. My specific instructions were I’m not allowed to raise a hand to hurt her. That doesn’t mean I can’t have someone else raise their hand to hurt her, and at no point did it say that I had to raise my hand to prevent her from being hurt.” 
 
    Scratch shook his head. “I thought I was supposed to be the crafty one.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It happens to the best of us. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to check something out.” My computer was already on, so I loaded up the Timber Titans livestream. 
 
    I felt bad for Boost. When the human members of the team weren’t playing, which was the majority of the day, Boost was put on camera and he had to play almost every second that they weren’t. 
 
    He seemed to enjoy himself, “pwning n00bs” and getting good tips and donations for the team. He wasn’t, however, allowed to compete. 
 
    I quickly made an account under my new name and sent him a quick message while he was between matches, reintroducing myself. 
 
    He responded that he remembered me and wondered what I needed and if the process had finally made me feel better. He mentioned that he stuck around a bit after we’d met, finalizing some stuff upstairs. I was way too out of it to even notice him. 
 
    I asked if it would be at all possible for him to make it back down to San Jose, that I might need his help with something that involved a lot of guns. 
 
    He told me someone else would be taking over the stream shortly, and that he could just hop on over through the screen. 
 
    The team was based in Toronto. Physical distance didn’t seem to matter when it came to how far toons could travel between screens. 
 
    By the time his turn finally ended, Chance had arrived. Scratch kept to himself off in a corner, while Boost popped out of my monitor and Chance got his copy of the paperwork. 
 
    I knew I had to be careful with how I worded things around Boost. He was now a full-fledged toon, no longer Brandon Butler. The idea of him actually hurting people would go against every aspect of his core being, even though they were the people who hurt him the most. 
 
    I did ask him a few questions though before we started. Mainly, what it would take for his copyright to be purged. He informed me that when the team disbands, he’s free to go. I felt glad for him; eSports was a big-money business. It struck me as being nothing more than a 20- to 30-year fad, but for all I knew, his team could last 150 years. 
 
    I might be out of my contract with Snappy before he was out of his. 
 
    Chance interrupted, “So, what do you guys want?” 
 
    “You have a lot of…” I looked at Boost, “paintball guns, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chance said, getting the hint fast, “a lot of them.” 
 
    “And some of your drone tech, it could be used to hold paintball guns, right?” 
 
    Chance grinned, seeing where this was going. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “They could be operated remotely through a computer, right?” 
 
    He chuckled and I saw Scratch look at me from the corner, a look of horror on his face. 
 
    “Here’s what I’m thinking. Boost, would you mind being a backup for Chance and me having a paintball league. I thought that you might get a kick out of trying something a little bit different than your average fare.” 
 
    “When were you thinking of doing it?” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow night.” 
 
    Boost rubbed his neck. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Chance looked at me a little oddly and shrugged. “I suppose we can do something.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Boost, if you want to head back to your house, we will continue this without you.” 
 
    He smiled. “Actually, do you mind if I check out your system? There was a game I wanted to try out.” 
 
    I nodded. “Feel free to log into your account if you want.” 
 
    “Sweet! Thanks!” 
 
    He got behind my screen and loaded up his profile on the streaming service. 
 
    I laughed. “Your account is the official account of the team?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m the mascot. Part of my duty is to maintain it. I have to play the games when the other guys aren’t so that we’re running 24/7. While we do have some moderators, I’ve got to help clear out the chat now and then, like when it gets nasty.” 
 
    “And wherever you log in, it—” 
 
    “Wherever. Heck, I could stream right here.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You said your teammates were streaming right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re really good. I’m so happy to be part of the team.” 
 
    I cringed. Brandon Butler deserved better. 
 
    My attention turned to Chance. “Do you have plans tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I kinda do. Why?” 
 
    “Can you put them on hold?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not sure. I mean, I know you’ve got your vendetta, but—” 
 
    I held up a hand. “Listen, if this isn’t something you’re comfortable with…” 
 
    “Nothing like that; I’ve been finding some really awesome information lately.” 
 
    “That’s great, but I was hoping we could finish this thing once and for all tomorrow.” 
 
    He grunted. “Yeah, I suppose we could try again.” 
 
    “Awesome!” 
 
    I open the door for Chance and he left, giving me one last look. Something was up, but I couldn’t tell what. Boost continued watching his livestreams, and Scratch walked over to me. 
 
    “You’re going to kill her tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s one of my two options. I want out.” 
 
    “But I talked to Snappy earlier today! He said that you like doing your job.” 
 
    “I do like doing my job. It’s easy work, great pay, but Scratch…how do I put this? How would you feel if someone sold your copyright to a porn network and they expected you to perform on stage?” 
 
    He made a disgusted face. “I’m G-rated. There’s no way I could—” 
 
    “Let’s say it happened. Someone held your copyright and commanded you to perform sex acts. Would you be forced to do it?” 
 
    He shivered. “Technically, yes, but no one would—” 
 
    “That’s the kind of situation I’m in. I didn’t sell my copyright to Snappy. I was brought into this world against my will. My copyright was made and signed with my blood while I was tied to a table, okay? That copyright was given to Snappy. I never approved it, and I’ve been given two options. Pay Snappy half a million dollars, which, even on the salary he gives me, would take forever and a day to scrimp and save for, or wait for Pamela Blake to die. You tell me: what would you do to get out of the situation of someone forcing you to break your rating repeatedly on camera?” 
 
    Scratch fidgeted. “I’d do everything in my power to get out, but there’s so little—” 
 
    “Exactly. There’s so little that you can do…but I’m crafty like a fox.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    I held Kyle all night. I was hard for me to get any sleep, not that I particularly needed it, but some habits are hard to break. 
 
    Chance was acting odd, but I put it up to the fact that during the past month, I’d been getting way too used to being a toon and we’d grown a little distant. We weren’t besties, but he was my first real human friend after the transformation. 
 
    My guess was he was tired of waiting for me to finally stumble across the information he needed, considering most of the stuff I had was decades old. 
 
    Later that night, I contacted Scratch. I just wanted to check in on him and make sure he was doing okay. I was starting to understand the bond between a toon and his foil. It wasn’t quite a friendship. He wasn’t an enemy, he was a thorn in my side, and I had gotten him into this. He wasn’t happy with what I was planning but, as far as I knew, he hadn’t warned Pamela. 
 
    Kyle had gone off to work that day and I made sure everything was in order on my computer before calling Chance to pick me up. He’d taken about an hour to show up and I brought what paperwork I had with me. 
 
    He was quiet, so I broke the silence first. “What’s been going on with you? I know I haven’t really been in touch aside from letting you know when I’ve got more paperwork updates.” 
 
    Chance shrugged. “Still no luck in finding Vic. I appreciate all the help, but—” 
 
    I nodded. “You don’t know if you can trust me.” 
 
    He looked down and nodded with a sorrowful gaze. “That copyright’s got you by the balls.” He winced when he said it. “Sorry…I know that’s a tender subject for you. I work in the shadows, and should the cops come by and Snappy puts that copyright in their hands or he orders you to tell the cops everything you know…” 
 
    “It scares me, too. I’m not happy about this either.” I smiled when I looked through the folder. “Fun fact, though: this is some of the older stuff, and I actually found Snappy’s copyright in here.” 
 
    He grinned. “I could take you over to Snappy’s place. You could hold that and tell him to—” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, he already owns my copyright; I can’t just hold his copyright, too. He’d have to give it to me. 
 
    “Didn’t you—” 
 
    “It’s complicated. The person who technically brought me into the world gave my copyright to him. So, it’s kind of a weird starting point loophole. I don’t fully understand it myself, but it’s not like I can just grab every single one of these papers, go to the middle of Times Square, hold them above my head, and command a toon army to do my bidding. There has to be a willful transaction.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “Okay. What’s your plan?” 
 
    “The plan is for you to go onto the property tonight and kick a lot of ass. I was hoping to set up a drone and put some weapons on it so Boost could give you some support.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea, but these aren’t those sort of components; they’re more for augmenting a person.” 
 
    I groaned. “Damn it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll come up with another plan.” 
 
    When we got back to his warehouse, I helped him load up supplies and lots of guns. With everything loaded, I logged on to his accounts on the dark web and checked for new contracts for him, the sort of thing I did when I was staying there shortly after my transformation. It was nice getting into old habits. 
 
    I didn’t like the business of killing people, but I was kinda good at it. 
 
    Chance held up a mini-camera and said, “How about I wear this and you can monitor my progress. If things go bad, then you’ll at least know to call the cops and have them come out and investigate.” 
 
    I nodded. It was the least I could do. 
 
      
 
    We waited until nightfall. Chance was outfitted in black: suit, boots, gloves, night vision goggles, the whole shebang. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?” 
 
    “You’d be too much of a hazard. I have to look out for you and you can’t do any damage.” 
 
    I looked down and saw the bare spot between my legs. “Yeah, you can definitely say I’ve been neutered.” 
 
    Chance patted my shoulder. “Don’t be like that. You’ll be okay. Anyway, once I take her out, I’m going to go through her private inventory and see if I can find information on Vic. I’m fairly certain that he was converted, and, if anything, I can at least take a photo of the evidence. It’ll be easier to track him down once I know what he looks like.” He rubbed his head. “You said you can’t just take someone’s copyright and hold him to it.” 
 
    “Right. You have to have some sort of transaction.” 
 
    “Can one copyright holder sell it to another?” 
 
    “Probably. It might be frowned upon, but rules are weird all over the place. I keep hearing that the Japanese toons are a little different, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    He nodded and went off to his car while I sat and waited at the computer. 
 
    Thirty minutes passed before I got a text that he was behind the estate. About ten minutes after that, I saw the camera feed go live. He hopped the fence and made the slow track toward Pamela’s guesthouse. Everything appeared to be in the clear. 
 
    He snuck around to the back door, opened it, and slipped inside. He checked the upstairs and whispered into his lapel mic, “It looks like Pamela actually isn’t in the house.” 
 
    A terrible scream echoed from the basement. 
 
    He cocked his gun and proceeded downstairs. The hallway was dark and all the doors were shut. The far room where the conversions took place had a light on under the door. Chance took his time getting to it. 
 
    He leaned up against it, twisted the knob, and pushed himself in. The next thing I saw was Scratch belly-laughing and pointing at the camera. 
 
    “Is Fairfax watching? See, this is what I do your plans! Heh heh heh!” 
 
    He pulled a mallet from his hammerspace and slammed it into the camera. My feed went dark, but I still heard audio. Other doors opened and guns were fired before the sound went out. 
 
    “Fuck!” I muttered. 
 
    I texted Scratch: What the hell do you think you’re doing? 
 
    He quickly responded: toons don’t kill humans, they don’t even participate in that thing. I’m doing you a favor. 
 
    I grunted. The camera feed was still out, but I got an idea when I saw the components for the drones. 
 
    I hopped on to the live streaming app and sent Boost a message, asking if he could join me. I was a little busy and I had to gather some supplies before going home. 
 
    He asked if I wanted him to hop over to where I was and help me gather stuff up and then we could hop to my place together. 
 
    I informed him I didn’t have access to my car, to which he responded, “Why don’t you just go through the screen? It’s easier that way.” 
 
    I told him I didn’t know how especially since I had stuff to carry with me. 
 
    He simply responded with “LOL n00b!” There was a flash from my phone and a gloved hand came out of it. He pulled himself through the tiny screen, landing on his pear-shaped behind and shaking stars out of his vision. 
 
    “Hey there,” he said in his chipper, semi-whistly voice. “Whatcha doin’?” 
 
    He looked around at all the guns and equipment. I seized up, but a big grin popped across his face. 
 
    “Dude, these are the coolest, most realistic paint guns I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    I grinned. Jackpot. “I wanted to test something out and was wondering if you could help me with it,” I said, gesturing to some of the aim assistance gear. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure how this works, but I’ve got the schematics and—” 
 
    “Oh, I see what you’re saying,” he said as I tried to fit my noodly arms into the aim assisters. “Kind of like a VR suit, in a way.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Sure, I can help you! I’ve done a few things like that for one of the guys.” 
 
    He found various items, including a tactical belt and harness that I put a bunch of the guns on. I had both of my arms decked out with the exoskeleton aim assisters. 
 
    “How does this work? What do you need?” 
 
    I got one of the mobile cams and put it on my shoulder for the time being. “What we’re trying to do is a first-person shooter but with paintball.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea! I could probably get in some real good views with that.” 
 
    I felt bad for using him like this, but it was the best plan I had on such short notice, and it was close to what I wanted him to do in the first place. 
 
    “The only thing is I can’t really shoot worth a darn.” 
 
    “And you want someone to be able to pull the trigger for you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    He grinned and looked through all the parts. He found a small lever that could fit in and easily got wired into the arm brace. I loaded up the program and tested it on the range, with no guns in hand. 
 
    It easily pushed my finger toward the trigger. I couldn’t lift my hand to hurt someone, but he could pull the trigger for me. 
 
    “Gonna need a way to tell you which way to go…” 
 
    Boost was a blur, literally, looking through all the equipment and coming back with what looked like a dog shock collar. “I’ve seen a game with this sort of stuff in it before. It was part of a really cool gimmick about how some prisoners who were put into a deathmatch situation against their will, and they had to do whatever someone commanded them to do.” 
 
    I nodded. He put around my neck and pulled it tight. I don’t exactly have that thick of a neck now; it’s about as thin as my hose arm. 
 
    I stood still, body decked out with guns from head to toe. He loaded up the control program, lifting my arms, aiming them around and then using the W, A, S, and D keys to send small shocks to my neck to move me in a direction. 
 
    “This is nice and all, but I need to get this program on my computer.” 
 
    I noticed Chance’s laptop. When I flipped it open and turned it on, lo and behold, he had a backup of all of his testing systems. Who’d have thought the program that helps calibrate this thing could turn his aim-assisting exoskeletons into a crappy suit that made me into a murder-bot? 
 
    I folded it up and tucked it under my arm. I held that in one hand and my phone in the other. 
 
    “We need to get back to my house. How do we do it?” 
 
    Boost laughed, grabbed me by the bowtie, and jumped toward the screen. I screamed, expecting to faceplant into it and break the equipment, but I slipped through. There was an odd static tingle as my head went into the screen, and then I was somewhere else. 
 
    I looked around, and I was in a beautiful field. The sun was high in the sky. It was like every Saturday morning cartoon opening you could think of: just wide fields and rainbows. I felt home in a way I haven’t felt in years. I felt safe. 
 
    I felt something calling to me. 
 
    There was a presence in my mind…soft, loving. “Fairfax, just stay,” was all I heard. A voice that felt like home. Not my home, but the feeling of home when you’re a kid. 
 
    I looked to Boost as he ran, waving a hand in front of him as another window opened up. 
 
    “Wait a second! I just heard a—” 
 
    “Oh, Mother talked to you? That’s great! We talk a lot.” 
 
    “Mother? I—” 
 
    He grabbed my hand and pulled me through the window as he jumped. We landed in the living room of my apartment. Kyle still wasn’t home yet. 
 
    The feel that place had…the warmth and love of that voice. I hadn’t felt anything like that since I was a kid, sitting in front of the television on Saturday morning. 
 
    I wept, and I didn’t know why. 
 
    “Is that the first time she’s ever spoken to you?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mother.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I just brushed it off. “Listen, we’ve got more important things to worry about right now.” 
 
    I opened up the laptop and put it beside my own system. Boost synced my computer to it and transferred all the necessary files over. 
 
    So far, this aspect of my plan was coming to fruition. I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    I was getting ready to go when Kyle came home. He looked at me with all those guns and went wide-eyed. 
 
    “Fairfax, what are you doing?” The look was one of hurt, betrayal. 
 
    “Chance is in trouble. I have to do something. I was going to call an Uber, but I found a workaround. Would you—” 
 
    “Are you going to use those things?” 
 
    I looked at Boost, giving him a thumbs-up. “Yes. I’m going to play some paintball.” 
 
    Kyle paused and nodded. He grabbed a jacket and put it around me. He wasn’t happy, and from his body language, he was coming back to this from a bad day of work. 
 
    “Hey, Boost? Before I go, do you mind if I check my email really fast?” 
 
    He stepped away from the desk, and I loaded up my email and social media. I hadn’t used it much since my conversion, but what few friends I had, I did like to check in on…even if they never checked in on me. Afterward, I set up the camera feed to my computer and turned on the webcam. 
 
    I smiled, happy with what I hoped was about to happen, and Kyle took me down to his car. 
 
    He was silent the entire time. 
 
    When we got Snappy’s estate, he put the car in park. 
 
    “I’m not gonna drive in there.” 
 
    My mind started working on how to get in there. Though I couldn’t make the jump from the wall, the bars on that gate were just wide enough for me to squeeze through, even with all the weapons. 
 
    “You don’t have to. I can make my way in.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here for thirty minutes, okay? You do what you have to do. If you’re not back by then, I’m leaving. I’ll probably call the cops and…I don’t really want to be a part of this.” 
 
    “I don’t want it to be like this either, but a man’s life is in danger right now. The last thing I need is the one person who is looking after me, aside from you, having what happened to Boost happen to him.” 
 
    Kyle nodded, put on some music, and I skulked onto the estate. 
 
    I turned on the camera I had strapped to my chest. My phone rested in a small pocket on the vest I wore. 
 
    In one ear, I’d put in an earbud, and I called up Boost. He said, “Okay, your camera’s online and we’re ready for this. You want to do some paintball?” 
 
    I nodded, cocking the two guns. “Oh, I am ready for some paintball.” 
 
    I winced slightly when the front of my throat was shocked, so I turned down the intensity of the electricity. Following Chance’s methods, I walked the perimeter of Snappy’s estate, keeping an eye on Pamela’s house. 
 
    I whispered to Boost, “Okay, everyone is in that building.” 
 
    “Really? It’s pretty small.” 
 
    “We’re just doing a test run on this.” 
 
    “You said that you wanted to test this for live streaming. I hope you don’t mind, but I saw your camera was on, and the feed was linked, so I logged into my account, and…you’re actually kinda live right now.” 
 
    I grinned. He took the bait, “Oh, that’s awesome! Let’s get going, partner!” 
 
    My arms were pulled up and the guns were spun around my fingers. “Wow, you are really good at this.” 
 
    “Thanks! I’m a professional.” 
 
    I thought to myself, So was Chance. 
 
    As I approached the back door, I noticed figures walking inside. My bet was the Dellamortes. 
 
    Boost said, “So, do we Leeroy Jenkins this?” 
 
    My arms came up and turned the gun sideways 
 
    “No, no, don’t do any that stupid stuff.” 
 
    The guns went back to vertical. 
 
    I didn’t so much charge the door, but I did kick it open. One of the goons looked at me, perplexed. 
 
    “Are you fuckin’ shittin’ me?” 
 
    My finger was pressed against the trigger and three rounds, in quick succession, landed in his chest. 
 
    “Wow! Those paintballs are really realistic!” 
 
    “I know; it’s part of the system we’re trying out,” I lied. 
 
    After that first shot, everyone else was alerted to me. I was a puppet on a string, but Boost was a master of puppetry. Headshot after headshot, center mass, center mass. He ducked me behind doors, behind couches, every tactical advantage, and all he had to go off of was the camera on my chest. 
 
    “How’re our points goin’?” he whispered in my ear. “I think we’re doing good!” 
 
    “I think there’s a lot more downstairs.” 
 
    As if on cue, the door to the basement burst open and a flood of armed guards came charging up. I jumped in the air, and Boost, using my arms, made short work of them. 
 
    I actually landed on the chest of one of them and Boost put the barrel of the gun right between his eyes and pulled the trigger. 
 
    I whispered, “Hey, these things still hurt. Be careful with that stuff.” 
 
    “He’ll survive!” 
 
    I winced, knowing these men were definitely not surviving this. 
 
    However, he was at the top of the stairs and I landed on his chest, so he fell backward, and I rode him down like a surfboard. I took out two more who tried to round the corner while Boost talked about gaining style points. 
 
    I walked down the middle of the hallway and—I don’t know how Boost saw them—as I passed by the doors, my arms flung out to the sides and fired, meaty impacts and thuds reaching my ears in response. 
 
    Soon, I made it to the end of the hallway and kicked open the door. Chance was on the conversion table, Pamela standing over him. I raised my guns at Pamela’s head and that’s when Scratch tried to surprise me from the left. 
 
    I put the barrel of the gun between his eyes. I glared at him but made sure my chest-cam kept Pamela in the shot. 
 
    I hissed at Scratch, “You came to me the other day, worried. You said these guys were going to be doing terrible things, and that you wanted my help, and you lied to me. I trusted you; you used me, and people are dead now because of you.” 
 
    Scratch looked on in shock and looked to Pamela. “Yeah, but that’s what I’m supposed to do! I’m—” 
 
    “This isn’t a kids’ show, Scratch! People’s lives are in danger. I don’t care if you’re my foil. I don’t want to see you again. I release you from my copyright or whatever. I don’t care if you live or die, frankly. Go fade into obscurity.” 
 
    Pamela looked over at me. She held a trocar up to Chance’s neck. He’d been knocked unconscious and lay on the table, nude. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to lay a hand on me! You can’t do a goddamn thing!” 
 
    “Boost, take the shot!” 
 
    She went wide-eyed and pale when she saw I had something controlling my finger. 
 
    “He—you said people were dead. Were we actually killing people?” 
 
    “Boost, take the shot!” 
 
    “I’m not gonna actually hurt anyone, especially for live streaming! You tricked me!” 
 
    “Boost, take the fucking shot!” 
 
    “No! I’m not gonna take the shot!” 
 
    I blinked and realized where he was coming from. One more lie wouldn’t hurt on top of all the others. “Boost, it’s a role-play server. She’s the boss. Take the shot.” 
 
    Pamela sneered, raising the trocar above her head. 
 
    Eventually, I heard, “Oh! Why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    I put a bullet between Pamela Blake’s eyes. 
 
    Scratch screamed as she fell to the floor, body twitching. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    I put the guns back in their holsters and Scratch ran around the room frantically. “You killed her! You actually killed her! And the guys upstairs? Did you kill them too? What the heck are you doing?!” 
 
    I looked at him. “Getting even. Now, get out of my way,” I said, running over to Chance, trying to shake him awake. 
 
    It took about five minutes, but he slowly came to. When he saw me in my getup, he chuckled, “What the heck are you doing, commando?” 
 
    I saluted him. “Rescuing a friend.” 
 
    Scratch was having an existential crisis in the corner as I gave Chance his clothing. “Not gonna lie, if I could’ve ended up like you, it might’ve done wonders for my business.” 
 
    “Well, I had some help on the other end. Hey, Boost?” 
 
    “Yeah, man?” 
 
    “I think we’re done with the test. You can head on home.” 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    With that, my phone turned off and I assumed he had used my computer monitor as a gateway back to Toronto. 
 
    I smiled at Chance. “We did it. We got her. Like it or not, it was part of the agreement I had with Snappy. I’m going to be free.” 
 
    He rubbed his forehead and nodded. “Yeah. Good on you, kid.” 
 
    “I’m not a kid. I’m only probably a few years younger than you.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Anyway, we’ve got pretty much all the time in the world. I don’t think anyone’s calling the cops,” I said, looking over at Scratch, “unless you’d like to, considering you’re the reason I had to come here.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “That little son of a bitch hit me in the chest and some of the Dellamorte thugs hit me with a Taser. How’d they know I was coming?” 
 
    I pointed to Scratch. “He’d overheard the plan and his instincts to interfere were too strong for him to resist. Frankly, I don’t know if that was part of his plan to begin with, to lure me into a false sense of security, but that’s fine. He only wanted to have sex traffickers get access to God knows who.” 
 
    Scratch pulled on his white pompadour. “This isn’t funny! This isn’t funny at all!” 
 
    I looked at Chance. “Well, now’s your opportunity to get all the information you need. She’s dead and her systems are wide open for you.” 
 
    He nodded, stepping over her body and looking through the side rooms. I was looking around, trying to make sense of it all, when I spotted a computer. I booted it up and saw there was a password. 
 
    “Damn,” I groaned. 
 
    Chance reached into his backpack and pulled out a USB drive. “I’ve got a password breaker on here.” 
 
    He slipped it in and rebooted the machine; it beeped a couple of times, did a few soft reboots, and finally opened up with no password prompt. “It overwrites a few sections of the BIOS, reboots as need be, and basically resets the computer to where it doesn’t need one…assuming the user is the one who did it.” 
 
    “Nice. I could use something like that whenever I forget my own.” 
 
    He began to look through folders and I waved him aside. “Let me handle that. You go deal with the bodies.” 
 
    He grunted and walked off while I cruised the folders and subfolders. I heard the bodies being dragged about upstairs, and Scratch’s crying, when I found a small folder marked “Rift Transactions”. 
 
    I opened it up and was staggered by what I saw: there were dozens of subfolders going back at least 15 years. Further exploration in the early stuff let me find the chemical concoction that allowed the process to happen. There were no indications that anything could be done to reverse-engineer it, but I did find an explanation of the transformation. 
 
    Somehow, the rift itself poured out creative energy, the stuff that knits the atoms of toons together. The ink and solutions were put through procedures that I’d need a science degree to even read but somehow bonded with human tissue. The human DNA then absorbed that creative energy and used a matrix to create a toon within the human. What was incompatible was discarded, expelled. 
 
    Once the process had been left to run its course, the human acted like any other toon. It seems the first couple of subjects ended up like me for about a week. Pamela thought it was a failure because they still retained their humanity. 
 
    When one of them had an anvil dropped on him, he shook off the damage and lost a few of his idiosyncrasies. That he had picked up a few toon ones allowed Pamela to put two and two together. She had him run over with a steamroller and, before he knew it, she had her first fully converted toon. She realized she had to break the body and then the mind. 
 
    I looked through more of the folders. About halfway through, I opened up one and saw a name I was hoping to see: Ludovic Pascu. 
 
    “Hey, Chance, I think I—” I looked up and saw him. “I found him here, let me just open up the—” 
 
    Next thing I knew, he punched me with a pair of brass knuckles. I clenched my jaw and fell to the floor. He stomped on the back of my head a few times. 
 
    “You did good, kid, but there’s a few things I didn’t tell you. I said I was hired to find him, but I never said I was hired by his family.” 
 
    I groaned and looked up at him. “We were a team. We were going to help him.” 
 
    “We were never going to help him.” 
 
    “But we—” 
 
    He kicked me in the ribs and called for Scratch. “Hey, skunky, come in here.” 
 
    Scratch shambled in, his eyes wide, but his pupils tiny and he looked at me on the floor in pain. 
 
    “He tried to hurt me just like he hurt Pamela.” 
 
    Scratch shook his head. “No. No, not again! I won’t let you hurt anyone ever again!” He reached behind himself and produced a mallet. 
 
    “Scratch, please, no!” 
 
    He raised it over his head and slammed it on my back. I know I didn’t have a spine anymore, but I felt it break. My legs twitched. I couldn’t move them. 
 
    He slammed it down on me again. I screamed in pain and panic. 
 
    Chance opened up the file and chuckled. “You gotta be shittin’ me.” 
 
    “Please, Scratch, stop!” 
 
    He hit me again and again. I hadn’t wanted to shake off the damage this bad since that first night. 
 
    Chance grunted and pushed Scratch away. “Leave him on the ground. If anything, when Snappy comes a-callin’, he’ll see the situation, and you can explain it to him then.” 
 
    Scratch nodded and went off to the corner, rocking back and forth. 
 
    “You see, Fairfax, I really did think that you and I could have been good partners. Then we came back here that first time and the Dellamortes were here. I had to kill some of them, but they recognized me. When I ran upstairs and stopped the old guy—” 
 
    I looked at him woozily. “I heard gunshots.” 
 
    “I told him I’d have to make it sound like I chased him off, but that’s the thing. That process you went through? I was kinda into it. I said I had plans for tonight, and that’s what I was going to do. I was planning to come here anyway. I didn’t think you’d figure a way around your damn commands, though. 
 
    “The Dellamortes were going to give me a really long contract and you’ve thrown a freakin’ monkey wrench in the works. Now, I have the process to myself, and I’m sure the Dellamortes can find another rift or rough up that gator friend of yours and just take over this little building.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But they’re gonna kidnap some teenagers and turn them into fuck slaves!” 
 
    “So fucking what? I don’t give a shit as long as I get paid. I’ve worked with him before, and I’ll work with him again. They’re good clients that pay well. Heck, I’ve supplied him with people.” 
 
    I looked at him in horror. “I helped you and you tricked me.” 
 
    “You’re finally catching on. Good for you. But see, here’s the funny thing; like I said, I wasn’t hired by Ludovic’s family to find him and bring him home. I was hired to find him by his mother’s political rivals. Won’t they be surprised when they find out that their son,” he said, opening up a picture, “goes by Screwloose Squirrel now.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I whispered. 
 
    “To think I’ve been trying to find him for all these years, and he was waiting our table just the other day. So, what I’m going to do is go with a fuck-ton of money to his manager and pay them probably $100,000 to say that he quit in exchange for his copyright. I’d find Screwloose and command him to come back with me. Do you know what I’m going to do then? Huh? I’ll sell him for about $1 to that wonderful organization and they’ll beat the shit out of him in front of his mom every day. 
 
    “See, I talked with Pamela a little bit about this. She knew who I was talking about when I came here. Seems it was the one time she’d actually tried to do a good deed.” 
 
    “What do you mean? She didn’t have a good bone in her body.” 
 
    “She didn’t, but she did like to get paid. Ludovic volunteered for this so his family wouldn’t have to worry about him anymore. His family paid for it. They knew where he was. They knew their son had to have himself erased so he wouldn’t get murdered by my clients. Won’t they be surprised to see the shadow echo of their son an eternal slave for the very people that they brought him to the United States to escape.” 
 
    “I gotta get back,” I whimpered. 
 
    “To what? That boyfriend at your apartment? Trust me, I’ll be paying him a visit.” 
 
    I whined and knew I only had a little bit of time before Kyle would leave the front gate. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick and painless,” he said before kicking me in the back and twisting his boot. I felt vertebrae separate; my spinal cord was on fire and every inch of me hurt. 
 
    I knew that once he got out, he’d probably be getting home around the same time Kyle did. 
 
    He stopped at the doorway. “Wait a second. How did you actually get here?” He grinned. “He’s here, isn’t he? He’s on the property. Saves me a trip.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare. I’ll fucking put a bullet in you.” 
 
    He kicked me in the teeth. I felt a few fly back into my throat. 
 
    I went limp and tried to crawl toward the door. He slammed the door on my hand. 
 
    “I gotta give it to you, fox, you would’ve been great in this business. Heck, with the information I have here, I think using you as a template is going to make me a lot of money. Toons are immortal! All I have to do is have someone on hand that can pull doctor gags to fix up any wounds I get. I bet your skunk buddy would be more than happy to help me out with that, you know, once he unfucks his brain. I’ll be right back. I just need to use a bullet real fast,” he said, storming up the stairs. 
 
    I lay there, screaming, my hand stuck in the door, fingers broken. All I could do is look over at Scratch, bleeding from the mouth. 
 
    “Scratch, please he’s going to kill my boyfriend.” 
 
    “You shot her.” 
 
    “Scratch, he’s going to kill my boyfriend Kyle. You just listened to everything he said. Yeah, I’ve done some bad things, but what he’s going to do is going to be so much worse. And imagine what someone who is trained to do what I’ve done would do with the powers of a toon.” 
 
    Scratch looked at me. “You mean, he—” 
 
    “He’s going to become like me, half-toon. He’s going to find ways around the gags like I did, and all he’s going to do is hurt people for the highest dollar. No one will suspect him because toons don’t hurt people. Scratch, I’ve hurt and, yes, killed some people, but they were bad people. I’m not saying it excuses what I’ve done, but you heard him. 
 
    “He’s kidnapped teens—kids—and sold them for sex trafficking. You can hate me all you want, you can punish me as much as you want, but he’s going to kill Kyle and a lot more people after that, so I need you to be my partner today, please. My back is up against the wall. I’d do anything for him but I can’t shake this off. If I shake this off, I won’t be me anymore and I wouldn’t remember Kyle. I need you to help me.” 
 
    I reached out toward him and went limp, my eyes drooping closed. 
 
    That’s when I felt his hand touch mine. I opened my eyes and he was looking down at me with a smile. He reached behind himself and pulled out a large syringe filled with a glowing golden liquid. He stuck it in my butt and injected it; it felt like going through a sugar rush. 
 
    At first, my legs just hurt. Then they dulled slightly and tingled, and the next thing I knew, they were spinning like a tornado which traveled up my body. Before I knew it, my hand was pulled free from the door and I whizzed around the room. When I finally snapped back, he was hugging me tight. 
 
    “I don’t like this, but you’re right; we’re partners. I’m not terribly thrilled with you having a human boyfriend, ’cause I’m supposed to be your friend…but he means something to you, and you mean something to me, and that’s gotta mean something.” 
 
    I smiled and stared into his eyes, and in a moment of weakness, I kissed him. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    He swooned and blushed before stammering out, “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    I grinned and pointed at Pamela’s monitor. “I need you to do me a favor,” I said, explaining an idea I’d had earlier that day. 
 
    He nodded and hopped through the screen. I snarled, kicked open the door, ran upstairs, and headed to the gate. 
 
    When I got there, I saw the car idling. I hurried over and opened the passenger door. 
 
    Kyle was missing. On his seat was a note: “I had a feeling you might figure a way out of that mess, and since you’re pretty good at this, I’ll make you deal. Meet me at the warehouse and I might let your boyfriend live.” 
 
    I looked around. I had my phone, but I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t reach the pedals in the car. 
 
    There was a shuffling behind me. I turned and saw Scratch. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He said, “We’re partners. We do this together. I’ll be the feet, you be the hands.” 
 
    I grinned and we hopped in. I rested my feet on his chest as he sat at the pedals. I turned on the car and tapped with my right foot, sending us peeling out of the driveway and off into the night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    We took a lot longer to get to Chance’s warehouse than I would’ve liked, but Scratch was not a very efficient gas and brake man; he either accelerated too much or at a snail’s crawl. I wasn’t sure if it was because of his toon nature to throw humor into a situation because it was his first time attempting to drive and he couldn’t see out the windshield. We nearly caused three accidents and, luckily, the cops never came after us. 
 
    We pulled into the parking area of the abandoned warehouse. I stepped out of the car, still wearing a crap-ton of guns when I heard Chance over the PA system: “Drop my equipment! Step away from it!” 
 
    I did as he said. 
 
    “Turn around!” 
 
    I did, revealing I didn’t have pistols tucked behind my bowtie. 
 
    Scratch popped out of the car and stood next to me. 
 
    “Hey, skunk!” 
 
    Scratch narrowed his eyes and shouted up, “Yeah? What about it?” 
 
    “Pick up my stuff and bring it in.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m not gonna—” 
 
    “Because you’re a toon, you idiot.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. Scratch, while a problematic figure in my life, was just following his nature; he didn’t deserve to be treated like that. 
 
    Scratch slumped his head, picked up everything I’d dropped, and trundled inside. After a few moments, he came back out looking disheveled and worried. 
 
    “He’s got your boyfriend tied up in there! I don’t know if there’s anything we can do.” 
 
    I nodded. Scratch looked at me and smiled. He hugged me tight and I felt something at the back of my neck. He gave me a very serious gaze and nodded. 
 
    I straightened up and shouted, “I’m unarmed. You’ve got all your equipment back. Can we come in and talk about this?” 
 
    “Sure, come on in.” 
 
    I walked in slow and methodical; the layout of the warehouse was as familiar as the apartment, but Chance knew me. I kept my back to the wall to reduce the element of surprise. 
 
    “So, that stinker of a buddy of yours—” 
 
    “Partner,” I said. 
 
    “Whatever. He got you all fixed up? I gotta say, if I’d taken a beating like that, I’d been out of commission for the better part of a year, if ever. Now,” he grinned, “with Pam’s process, imagine…no food expenses, no travel expenses. If I want to travel across the country, all I have to do is jump in a screen and pop out somewhere else. 
 
    “The ultimate assassin and I can’t even be killed. I’ll live forever, constantly doing what I do best. You are the only people,” he said, gesturing to us and Kyle, who was bound and gagged in the middle the room, “who know about this aside from the Dellamortes and their hands will be just as dirty as, if not dirtier than mine.” 
 
    He cracked his knuckles. “So, I’ve got a proposal for you. What I can do is give you an out to all of this, Fairfax.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, you do one gag and you lose a part of your humanity, but you get to have that one for free from then on. So I’ll just beat up your skunk friend here, you heal him up, and I take you to the Dellamortes. They get me through the conversion process, and you’re my doctor on call from here to eternity. I’ll give you a cut of every job I do, even the ones where I don’t need you.” 
 
    “What if I say no?” 
 
    “Then I put a bullet in your boyfriend’s brain and I beat the shit out of you until you shake it off. I can find another toon who’s willing to help me out.” 
 
    I looked at Scratch. He looked at me and shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, maybe we got off on the wrong foot,” I said. 
 
    Kyle grunted and shook his head, pleading with his eyes that I should stop. 
 
    I looked at him and waved my hand to calm him down. “He’s got nothing to do with this. If your issue’s with me, I’m the only one you need to deal with. You don’t have to run with those people.” 
 
    “They pay the best.” 
 
    “You could use your skills for good, man. There’re drug lords that could be taken out. There’s—” 
 
    He made a yap-yap-yap motion with his hand. “You think that that brings in money? I don’t give a shit about whether or not a group of 11-year-olds is being given meth. What I care about is being able to buy another property off the coast of France.” 
 
    There was no way I would get through to him. 
 
    Chance scowled, cocked a gun, and put it up to Kyle’s head. 
 
    I cried out, “Please don’t do anything!” 
 
    “You’ll do a gag?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, but can I at least show you what I did to get from here to rescue you?” 
 
    He grunted and nodded. “Okay, I’ll admit you had me a little curious about that getup of yours.” 
 
    I looked to the pile of equipment at his feet. “Go ahead and put it on, then check out your laptop.” 
 
    He adjusted the arm braces and slid his hands in. “Okay?” 
 
    “I had Boost on the other end. He basically piloted me. Maybe I could do something like that for you.” 
 
    “I don’t need help killing people.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    Scratch caught my eye. He tilted his head up a hair. 
 
    “But you forgot the other thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I was willing to do a gag for this.” 
 
    At that, Chance paused. “What sort of gag?” 
 
    I reached behind me and pulled the pistol that Scratch had tucked behind the collar of my bowtie when he hugged me. I aimed it at Chance’s head. 
 
    “You kill him, I kill you. I’ve been getting better at this, but I’m not as good as you, so maybe I won’t just kill you. I can give you severe brain damage and you’ll just spend the rest of your days shitting your pants and drooling in some fucking hospital as a John Doe, watching cartoons,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    Chance narrowed his eyes and pulled back the hammer of the pistol. “I’m gonna take that risk.” 
 
    I expected my bluff to be called. Chance looked at the skunk. “That your attempt?” 
 
    Scratch nodded. Chance scowled at me. “Put the gun down and kick it over to me.” 
 
    I felt defeated, but I knew what I had to do. “Fine. Fuck it. I’ll work for you, do whatever you want me to do. Just let him go. Here, take the fucking gun!” I said, tossing it at him with an overhand throw. 
 
    It turned, barrel over grip. Chance went wide-eyed as it was flung toward him. In a panic, he dropped his own gun to make sure he caught it safely. 
 
    Scratch screamed, “Now!” 
 
    He threw his phone in front of me and I prepared myself. I was willing to do a gag for this, willing to lose a part of myself for this, for Kyle. 
 
    Anything for Kyle. 
 
    I thrust my arm out, caught the phone in one hand, turned it on, and called my own phone which rang on the vest Chance wore. As I shoved my hand into the screen, I felt that bliss course through me. I strained and stretched; I could feel myself let go. It didn’t hurt as I stretched my arm out further and further, like a piece of taffy. 
 
    I looked at the security monitors, and I saw my hand pass by through them. I saw it wrap around and pass over the computer screens near the range. 
 
    I heard that voice in my head once more: “It’s okay, just join us. You’re welcome here.” 
 
    Chance looked at me in shock and realized that he’d fallen into my trap. Then I looked at Scratch. 
 
    Our trap. 
 
    My hand burst out of the screen on his chest, grabbed the gun in midair, aimed it under his chin, and pulled the trigger three times. 
 
    Kyle screamed into his gag. 
 
    I dropped the gun and retracted my arm. 
 
    I felt an odd euphoric tingle through me, and I knew that something inside me had changed. 
 
    As I approached Chance’s body, his eyes darted around the room as he tried to mouth words. I didn’t know how much of Chance’s mind and consciousness was left; brain matter was splattered all over the place. 
 
    “How’s that for a finale?” I said and kicked him in the ribs. 
 
    I untied Kyle, who picked me up and hugged me tight. “Sorry you had to see that. I really, really am.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t believe we let that man into our house.” 
 
    “He’s gone, now. He’s gone.” 
 
    Scratch looked at me and I smiled. “I can’t believe you thought of that. Can’t believe you thought of anything that would actually kill someone.” 
 
    He nodded. “I-I couldn’t let him hurt kids.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here to do; we protect them.” 
 
    “You can protect him in ways that regular toons can’t. If that means I have to think of things that I would never do myself, then so be it.” 
 
    Half an hour later, we had covered up Chance’s corpse with a tarp. We sat around, trying to figure out what to do next. 
 
    I said, “There’s still the Dellamortes. They know about this process and there’s always the possibility that they have the information on how to do the conversion. Someone has to stop them.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Kyle said 
 
    “I’m saying Chance was right about one thing; I’ve got a knack for this sort of work. I never thought I would I be; I mean, I can’t really stand violence. I have all of his logins and access to all of his accounts. He wanted me as a tactician at one point; I can just take over all of his profiles. No one would know. Like he said, he was planning on becoming a toon hybrid like me, except I’ll just take the jobs that take out bad people. I can turn the tables on them.” 
 
    Kyle rested his head in his hands. “I don’t know if I can live with that.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand if you want to—” 
 
    He shook his head. “I said I was with you to the end and, like you said, these are bad people. This isn’t something the police can be involved in, especially if it involves what happened to you.” 
 
    “You realize I’m going to become a contract killer.” 
 
    He nodded. “You said you have access to his accounts. How much are we talking?” 
 
    I loaded up one of his bank statements and Kyle whistled. Neither of us had seen that many zeros on an account…well, not with a number in front, at least. 
 
    “Okay, not to sound like a complete sellout and an inhuman bastard, but that is a lot of money.” 
 
    I looked at Kyle. “No jobs that hurt innocent people. I’ll take out drug lords, sex traffickers, abusers, that sort of thing; people whose victims have fallen through the cracks.” 
 
    Scratch hung a few feet back, not sure how to handle the situation. I faced him. 
 
    “This also means that when I’m doing this sort of work, you don’t get to interfere with it. If I’m having a pie and you want to slam it in my face, that’s one thing, but—” 
 
    He waved a hand. “I get it. I gotta get used to a few things about this whole situation, too.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like the fact that you weren’t lying. I’m really only about a month or two old; my entire memory of us working together is all fake. All the different versions of us that have existed over the years of us being partners never happened. Fairfax, you’re my best friend, my only friend. I don’t like the idea that I was created to hurt people, but I was born out of your abuse. I tried to turn that on you, and I don’t know how I could ever apologize.” 
 
    I looked at him. “You’re as much a victim as this as I was. I’m happy that you have happy memories. Just understand that I’m not gonna remember what you talk to me about.” 
 
    He nodded solemnly. “So, ‘funny ha-ha’ is one thing, but ‘funny uh-oh’ is completely off the table?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I walked over and hugged him. “Want to get a bite?” 
 
    Scratch nodded and stayed with me as I walked over to Kyle and took his hand. “We are going to have very weird sex tonight.” 
 
    He nodded. “The weirdest.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, we were at Burger Circus. Lou was behind the counter. He smiled when he saw the three of us enter. 
 
    “You three look like you had a bit of a—” 
 
    I said, “It’s been the most special episode during sweeps week I’ve ever had.” 
 
    He gulped. “Anything I should know about?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not really. I gotta ask: are you happy here, Lou?” 
 
    The squirrel smiled. “Whaddaya mean? Of course I’m happy.” 
 
    I said, “Act like the cameras are off. Are you happy here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m great. I’ve got a good job, I’ve got friends and regulars…” 
 
    “Do you have a family, Lou?” 
 
    He looked off in the distance as if he was trying to remember something. “Y’know, I don’t think I was made with one, but every now and then, I kinda get this feeling, you know?” 
 
    I nodded. Kyle and I ordered cheeseburgers and Scratch reached behind himself and pulled out a plate of steak and eggs. 
 
    I smiled, licking my chops. When I bit into the thick burger, my eyes went wide. It was ungodly bland. It tasted like wet sawdust. 
 
    I shivered and looked at Scratch. “You mind if I get a bite of that?” 
 
    He looked at me quizzically and nodded. I picked up a fork and Scratch cut me off the piece of cartoon steak. I brought it to my lips and when it hit my tongue, my senses exploded with flavor. It was the juiciest, most delicious steak I’d ever tasted in my life. It was glorious. 
 
    Kyle looked at me, then at the burger and the steak. I could see him go a little bit pale. Every time I’d do a gag, I’d lose a part of myself, become slightly more toon. 
 
    Luckily, what I’d lost was on the low end of things, but it was still a significant change. I’d never be able to enjoy human food again. The worst part was I’d still need to do another gag to produce toon food. 
 
    I looked at Kyle. “Well, I’ll be able to enjoy the meals over at the Badger residence a little bit better now.” 
 
    When the check came, I handed over my credit card. Lou ran it and I left him a substantial tip, five figures. With what I could tell from Chance’s emails with the Romanian crime family, it was the amount they’d paid him to bring Ludovic Pascu, now Screwloose Squirrel, back home to be tortured indefinitely. 
 
    Lou fainted when he saw the tip. I smiled and slipped a USB drive in his pocket; it had all the information on his origins, his family, and their contact information. What he did with that information was up to him, but at least he’d know what happened. 
 
    He had chosen this life, unlike me, and I was giving him another choice. Whether or not he attempted to reconnect with them, maybe somewhere deep inside of that nutty, silly, happy façade was the kid who gave up everything to make sure his family would be safe. 
 
    I packed up my stuff and headed home. Scratch stayed over for a bit; we hugged and he kissed my cheek when he left. 
 
    I looked at Kyle and followed him to the bedroom. 
 
    “What are we going to do with that skunk?” I said. “He’s a part of me, just like you are. He’s going to teach me how to be a toon and you’re going to be my anchor to humanity, but—” 
 
    Kyle smiled. “You love him, too, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know why, I just—” 
 
    He put a finger to my lips. “He’s part of your soul. That copyright is a part of you, and you, if anything, always had difficulty loving yourself. Goodness knows, no one else really did, except for me.” 
 
    Kyle smiled, a hint of sorrow in his gaze, “I get it.” 
 
    “You get what?” 
 
    “You want to be with him,” he said forlornly. “When you two worked together, it looked like you two had been together for years.” 
 
    “No, I want to be with you!” 
 
    “I’m not saying you don’t want to be with me, I’m just saying—you two have a different relationship than you and me. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Are we still—” I started to ask, worried I was about to lose him, only to have him pinch my mouth shut and kiss my nose. 
 
    “Yes, we’re still going out. I’d marry you if I could.” 
 
    “Well, I mean there’s technically no laws preventing a human and toon from marrying.” 
 
    Kyle sighed. “We’ve been through a lot tonight; let’s not have the day where you murdered a shit-ton of people and killed a man in front of me be the same day that you propose.” 
 
    I nodded. “We need some time to work this out.” 
 
    He agreed. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “so I have two boyfriends now.” 
 
    Kyle laughed. “Lucky!” 
 
    “Hey, if you want to be considered open so you can have—” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ll consider it. I do miss having normal sex with someone, but,” he grinned at me, “I also like the idea that I now have a challenge and I need to be imaginative.” 
 
    We snuggled close and kissed. 
 
      
 
    I must add…the sex was definitely weird. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    I showed up on Snappy’s doorstep the next day while Kyle and Scratch waited in the car. I rang the doorbell and the gator responded promptly, glaring at me. 
 
    “I don’t know how you—we had an agreement—that’s not what I—” 
 
    I held out the backpack that had belonged to Chance and opened it, revealing stacks of cash. His eyes went wide. 
 
    “I’m willing, if you are, to hold you accountable to both aspects of the deal. She’s dead and here’s $500,000. Give me my goddamn copyright.” 
 
    He walked in and I was ready to follow, but he stopped me. “Just wait here.” 
 
    I looked over at the car. Scratch nodded and gave me a thumbs-up, which I returned with a sly smile. 
 
    Snappy came back with a manila folder and held it out to me. “I don’t understand why you’re doing all this. You were a good employee.” 
 
    “I’m still willing to do your paperwork, Snappy. I just want to be in control of my own destiny.” 
 
    “But why won’t you be like any other toon?” 
 
    “I’m not like any other toon, Snappy,” I said, holding the folder. When I saw the copyright within, I grinned wide. “Now, we have a transaction, correct?” 
 
    Snappy nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “And I am no longer beholden to you, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Because Pamela Blake is dead, and that was one of the stipulations for me being freed, correct?” 
 
    He gritted his teeth. “Correct.” 
 
    “But I’m also paying you $500,000 for a copyright as well, correct?” 
 
    He threw his hands up. “Correct! I don’t understand why you’re going through all of the stuff like you’re a lawyer or something.” 
 
    I tossed him the money and he caught it. I reached in and pulled out his copyright. “Shortly after Pamela died, I asked Scratch to head back to my place. You had given me your copyright. It was in one of the data packets; I had him slip it into my folder.” 
 
    I gripped it in my hand, and if the black-and-white gator could go pale, he would. “Fairfax, no! I—” 
 
    “Snappy! Get with the times!” 
 
    Snappy screamed and clawed at himself; his form shivered and shook like an old television picture going out of focus, the horizontal and the vertical out of whack. 
 
    He screamed, “No, no! Not this! Anything but this!” 
 
    He almost seemed to glitch, like the channel was changing, and his design changed subtly and suddenly. Color flooded in; light green scales on the stomach and dark pine everywhere else. 
 
    “No! I’m pre-Code! I’m proud of being one of the originals! I would never—” 
 
    His design changed further, going from a 40s toon to a more 60s-era thick-lined style. He tried to walk and his animation cycle was simplified. Suddenly, he jerked again; his linework thinned and became almost too detailed, reminiscent of the Japanese-inspired work of the 80s. 
 
    He screamed, “NO!” 
 
    A pair of sunglasses appeared on his face, his zoot suit becoming a neon monstrosity as he slipped into the 90s. Before I knew it, a modern, simplified big grin was on his face; his once-Pac-Man-like eyeballs were gone, a pair of ocean blues staring at me. 
 
    A modern toon, through and through, in a zoot suit and a fedora that didn’t fit him well. 
 
    “My…my legacy.” 
 
    I held his copyright for one more moment. “Fetch me my copyright; you’ll find it under the briefcase beside your computer.” 
 
    He seized up, turned, and marched back inside. He returned with it quickly. 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    He handed it to me. I held his copyright and said, “With that, I release you from service.” 
 
    He collapsed on the ground and I let the old piece of paper fall from my hand. 
 
    He sobbed and cried as he forced his body back through his various iterations until he looked like he had before. He was monochrome again, but something about it was off, more like a decent facsimile rather than an authentic old-school toon. Also, his voice had slightly changed. Over a hundred years or so, you’d probably need a new voice actor. 
 
    “Now with that said, I’ll have the remainder of the files finished for you by the end of the month. Will you need me for anything after that?” 
 
    He glowered and grimaced at me. “No. I think that’s the last job I’ll need you to do.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s a shame; I really liked it. You are probably the best boss I ever had. I just wish you would’ve listened to me.” 
 
    “Do you know how much it hurts to do this?” he said, standing and trying to de-master his smoothed-over monochrome appearance. “I was happy as I was, and now it’s just an act I’m putting on. I can’t keep this up forever! What if someone finds out that I’ve modernized?” 
 
    “I’m a modern toon and no one seems to give me much hassle over it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you were made like this. I-I am a classic!” 
 
    “Frankly, my dear Snappy, I don’t give a damn,” I said. “Anyway, I think I got a new job lined up.” 
 
    I was ready to leave, but something occurred to me. “I’m going to need Scratch’s as well, as it’s tied to mine.” 
 
    Snappy huffed and hurried back inside, then shoved it at my chest when he returned. “Just get outta here! Finish up your work for me and I never want to see you again!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sorry to hear that. When you get over this, call me. Maybe we’ll have coffee or something?” 
 
    “You have fundamentally changed who I am and you’re making jokes about it! Do you know what that’s like?” 
 
    I grabbed him by the lapels of the zoot suit. “Yeah, I do. I absolutely do. Making fun of it, making light of it, and pretending it wasn’t an issue is exactly what you did to me all those times. Now you know what it’s like to be stuck in a body you don’t want, to have to be seen in a way you don’t want.” 
 
    He went wide-eyed. Maybe it was modern sensibilities in his new form kicking in, or maybe it was just honest-to-goodness empathy. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness! I-I…I—” 
 
    I let him go, turned, and left. 
 
    The passenger door was open, waiting for me. I hopped into the car and put my copyright in the glove compartment after handing Scratch his. 
 
    Kyle said, “Where to?” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of places to head off to.” 
 
    The first stop was the warehouse. I had used Chance’s contact list to discover who was in charge of the building. With a fake story about Chance’s relocation, my training, and a lot of cash, the building transferred to me but remained under his name, a name I now had the ability to pose as online. 
 
    Scratch produced a bottle of soda for me since the real stuff tasted stale. I sipped on it while looking up all the places on the dark web he would scour for jobs. 
 
    Kyle and Scratch were trying to figure out what to do with each other. They were both there for me but didn’t know how to handle each other’s presence. 
 
    After sorting Chance’s old emails, I found information on the Dellamortes; seems they wanted to hire his services and gather fresh recruits. They had almost figured out how to make the special transforming ink and had a lead on a new rift. They wanted him to come in and handle stuff. 
 
    “Chance” requested information on every location they were considering, for recon purposes. They didn’t know a storm was coming their way. 
 
    There were a lot of guns at my disposal. I didn’t know how they all worked, or if I could even use them all; I weighed all of 40 pounds, and those things had some serious kickback. 
 
    Then my eyes focused on the freshly turned dirt off in the corner where we had buried Chance. I left the computer and stood over his body. There was no marker, and there never would be. He was a man who wanted to walk in shadows and be forgotten. As in life, so in death. 
 
    His mantle had become mine, but I would be the monster in the closet that protected kids, not the one that harmed them. After all, I was kinda good at this sort of thing, even if I didn’t want to be. 
 
    I shut the system down and looked at Kyle. “Okay, they haven’t figured everything out yet, which is good. They said they’re about six months to a year from getting the formula down, and there aren’t that many publicly available rifts. I’d say we have a year to get ready for handling them.” 
 
    Kyle nodded and Scratch popped up behind him. “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    I thought back to how this all started. The two pistols I’d first picked up rested on a table. I picked them up and placed them behind the neck loop of my bowtie. 
 
    “I’m going to go get paid.” 
 
    “But you have like a shit-ton of money,” said Kyle. “We could prepay the rent for the rest of my life with what you’ve got.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s the principle of the matter.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, I knocked on the door of a very particular frat house. 
 
    When the door opened, the jock who got me kicked out and banned from the campus looked down at me. “Yeah? What the hell do you want, toon?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m here on behalf of Tyler Fairfax, who you owe money to for a moving job from…ooh, four months ago or so?” 
 
    He looked at me quizzically and then burst out into laughter. “That fuckin’ loser’s still salty over the fact that we stiffed him for $250?” 
 
    I reached behind me, grabbed the gun, cocked the hammer, and shot him through his left knee. 
 
    He screamed and fell to the floor. Now, to be fair, I don’t want to make light of campus shootings, but all I know is he was wearing a football uniform, and my guess? A dude of his build was probably here on a sports scholarship. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s still salty,” I said, walking in and slamming the door behind me. 
 
    A couple of frat boys came running down the stairs. 
 
    “Dude, we heard something. What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “It sounded like a gunshot!” 
 
    I aimed the pistol up at them. I didn’t recognize them from when I had moved their stuff in. 
 
    “This is between us; go back to your room and forget you ever saw this.” 
 
    They stared incredulously at what was happening before them. 
 
    I leaned forward and kicked the jock in his shot-out knee. He screamed louder. 
 
    Soon, another jock that I recognized came barreling toward me. Without moving, I reached behind myself and pulled out the other gun, aiming it at his face. 
 
    “He was going to charge you $250. I think I’ll take $5,000: asshole tax.” 
 
    The second jock wet himself and the kneecapped one nodded quickly. “Go get it. I’ve got a huge stash with my weed in the top drawer.” 
 
    The guy ran off upstairs and hurried back down with money. 
 
    “Count it out.” 
 
    He was about $300 short. 
 
    I wasn’t going to be that much of a jackass, considering what I was about to do. 
 
    I took the money. As I realized both my hands were full, I tossed him the gun that I’d shot his friend with, and he aimed the gun at my face. 
 
    “I’m a toon. Do you think that’s gonna hurt me? If anything, at this proximity, it’ll bounce off my face and land in your chest. Not to mention, I don’t have fingerprints. And even if I did, I am always wearing gloves. Not to mention, I used the only bullet in the thing. Someone’s probably already called 911 and they’re on their way.” 
 
    Sure enough, sirens were blaring. 
 
    I walked into the living room, where I saw a familiar face on the television, tuned to some tech news, and I smiled. I glared at the jocks, turning up the volume. 
 
    “The Timber Titans of Toronto have been officially disbanded after what appears to be a violent shooting was broadcast on their official live streaming channel. The management for the team has been fined two million dollars, and the members are facing permanent bans from Legends of War tournaments and potentially every game in the eSports circuit. We take you to Boost D. Beaver, the former mascot who was made to stream the video, in his first public appearance.” 
 
    Boost fidgeted with his hands and smiled nervously while his eyes darted around, “I thought it was paintball…” 
 
    I smiled. At least he was free to find his own path, and likely wouldn’t be banned like the rest of his team. The jocks scrambled, in terror and confusion. 
 
    As the sirens drew closer, I leaned against the screen. “What are you going to do? Tell him a toon shot your friend? Everyone knows toons can’t hurt humans, and your fingerprints are all over the gun that did it.” I held out a hand, and he tossed it back to me. 
 
    I laughed as I jumped into the screen. I traveled through the wonderful meadow again, that warm, wonderful meadow. I was happy that the one gag I had pulled off was traveling through screens. 
 
    However, it did ache when I had to pop out of Scratch’s phone, considering I didn’t fit through it properly. When I came out, I was only about four inches tall. I needed to practice maintaining size when doing the gag. 
 
    He laughed as he looked down at me, bumping his nose against mine and then kissed me, puffing air into me and inflating me like a balloon until I was normal-sized again. 
 
    I swooned as he kissed me, rubbing him and adding a bit of tongue. 
 
    I handed him the money, which he stuck behind him into the hammerspace I still lacked. 
 
    We left the alley and rounded the corner. The police were already questioning the fellow I had tossed the gun at, and gotten his prints on. 
 
    He pointed at me, screaming, “That’s him! That’s the toon who shot him!” 
 
    When the ambulance arrived, the jock saw me and screamed bloody murder. However, the cops tried to calm him down by reminding him toons don’t hurt people. They can’t do more than pinch, let alone shoot someone. 
 
    I grinned, looked at the cops, and shrugged. “Hey, we’re used to getting blamed for a lot of the weird, wacky stuff that happens. I bet you dollars to donuts they probably got some drugs upstairs. But I gotta tell you, I’m happy I found you. One of these guys just tossed this out a window and bonked me in the head with it.” I said, acting nervous and holding the gun to the officers, who bagged it. I winked and gave a jaunty whistle to the jocks. 
 
    The cop nodded and called into his radio to do a drug search, just in case. Turns out it wasn’t just weed they had. That was my lucky break. 
 
    When the cops’ backs were turned, I gave the frat boys the finger. 
 
    Heading back home would take a good, long bus ride, but me and Scratch made an afternoon of walking back. I didn’t have a physical limitation on my endurance, and it was good to actually get to know him. 
 
    Also, considering we had to go through the more downtown areas of San Jose, where there were a lot of homeless people, I’d made a point of asking Scratch to give a few bucks to any homeless person we happened across. It’s always good to do a good deed. 
 
    We held hands and, after a few hours, made it to the end of the downtown area. 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “So?” he said. 
 
    “Do you want to come upstairs? I mean, I’m not gonna be working for Snappy that much longer. You’re welcome to stay with him. I mean, you were kind of working with—” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t want to be there. I don’t really know where I’m going to stay.” 
 
    I rubbed his cheek and looked into his eyes. “Stay with us.” 
 
    “But I’d just be getting in the way, and it’s weird seeing you with him, and it might be weird for him to see me with you.” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe the three of us can be—” 
 
    He blushed. “I am G-rated, through and through. Sorry.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I know and I’m not trying to push you into something that you’re not comfortable with. I’m just saying I’m exploring a lot of new things about myself and how to handle it. At the end of the day, you were spawned for me, so if this is a part of me, it might be a part of you, too. I need to accept the toon parts of myself, and maybe you need to see what parts of me reside in your heart.” 
 
    Scratch smiled. “I’m not really into humans.” 
 
    “Maybe you can show me how toons love each other.” 
 
    He held me and squeezed me. “I can’t believe you just gave away one of your guns like that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I can get another one. There are probably like five of the same type back at the warehouse. If this whole thing has taught me anything, it’s not to get too attached to things; you never know when it’ll go away for good.” 
 
    “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    Scratch smiled, held my hand, and kissed me. We entered the apartment building and took the elevator to my floor. 
 
    When we got there, Barry and Betty were standing outside talking with Kyle. They waved me over and smiled when they saw me holding hands with Scratch. 
 
    “Hey, Fairfax! How are things going?” Barry asked 
 
    Betty dashed into their apartment and came back with pie. 
 
    “I don’t want that in my face,” I said, holding up my free hand. 
 
    “Of course not! Kyle was telling us how you did a gag to save his life, but the cost of it was human food not tasting good anymore. You have a taste for toon food now, so I made one of my favorite recipes.” 
 
    I smiled and took it happily. The smell was of luscious lemon meringue. I realized I’d stepped into a trap when Scratch pushed my hand holding the pie into my face. 
 
    It was delicious. 
 
    The tin fell to the floor and we all laughed. 
 
    Scratch kissed me and smacked his lips. “Dang, Betty, that is good!” 
 
    I looked up at Kyle. “I talked to Scratch and told him about the offer of having him move in.” 
 
    Scratch nodded. “I think I’ll try it out for a while.” 
 
    Barry and Betty giggled at the three of us and headed back in, wishing us a good night. 
 
    The three of us walked into the apartment and closed the door. I sat on the couch, dripping with lemon meringue pie, as my boyfriends cleaned me up. 
 
    This would be a really weird life and it was just getting started. I didn’t know what I would do. There was so much joy I wanted to delve into with my new cartoon existence, but I also knew that laughter is sometimes what’s needed to beat the monsters. 
 
    That and a really big gun. 
 
    What would I know, though? Cartoons can’t hurt people. But then again, cartoons can probably hurt monsters really bad. There were a lot of them in the world, and I was just getting started. 
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