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“We had a deal,” Lucerne said, holding a contract that had 

evaporated the moment the Carney’s thumb printed the page in 

smeared blood. It had been at the wake of his only son. Who, with 

his dying breath, spoke the words that torture a helpless father: 

“Save me.” It was then that Lucerne had appeared before Karstan 

Engal.

     With trembling hands, Karstan pricked his thumb. The deal he 

made; a living boy free of leukemia for a job--the “Puppet Master 

of Souls.” He would lay dance to the feet of a doll with moving 

green eyes; the face of a child, who would lure children away 

from their parent’s careful watch.

     “I can’t do it any longer,” he said. 

     Lucerne only smiled. He was pointing at his contract. “It’s 

simply not up to you now,” Lucerne replied, rolling the parchment 

until it, once again, evaporated in a plume of reddish smoke. 

“Fredrick will have his souls, you must understand this.”

     Karstan could see that the words gave great pleasure to the 

evil man who had played him for a fool. And a fool he was, too. 

For within the first night of his son’s eyes opening before him, 

the color restored to his youthful cheeks; Fredrick, the same 

puppet who made the children giddy with laughter, pinned his 

little Timmy to the bed and drew out his soul with one continuous 

inhale. The boy’s cancer was gone; his life soon after. But 

Lucerne was quick to point out that he did, in fact, hold up his 

end of the bargain; the boy did live, for a brief span of hours, 

free of leukemia.

     “How many more?” the frail, seventy year old man asked, his 
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sockets dark beneath his eyes. The light had dimmed from them the 

night his boy died; the night he and Fredrick became eternally 

soul bound.

     “Fredrick needs souls,” Lucerne said, turning into the cold 

night air. And the hunger wasn’t only in Fredrick; he could feel 

his own skin--plush and tan only hours earlier—shriveling up 

around his brittle bones. His cheeks were now sunken in, exposing 

a receding gum line around his graying teeth. Even his vision had 

begun to fade with the hour. He piled into his van, marionettes 

hanging from the ceiling in the cargo bay, and Fredrick, too, 

hung ruefully weak with features that mimicked those of the old 

Puppet Master.

     Karstan floored the tattered van. The clacking of wooden 

arms and legs, swaying with the van’s every turn, drowned out the 

derelict sound of the rickety suspension which moaned against the 

rutted, southern road. If he hurried, he could catch up to the 

carnival and with the slightest bit of fortune in his tiresome 

life, he could still meet his quota tonight.

     He thought briefly of dying. It was an entertaining thought. 

One which would certainly frighten Fredrick, but somehow he knew 

that Fredrick would never allow it to happen. That the souls 

rendered in servitude to his foolish agreement would be sucked 

from him, ever strengthening Fredrick, and rendering himself 

unredeemable.

     The van crested the hill and began descending into the 

cornucopia of sin. The lights beckoned his arrival with welcoming 

flashes of red, amber and green, summoning him in a way he’d 
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tried, imperfectly, to free himself from. The moonlit sky of 

scattered clouds had broken ominously over the place his vehicle 

belonged, and after parking he rushed to set the stage. 

     The lights came on with the slur of a record player as he 

plugged into the carnival’s generator and the auspicious crowds 

gathered around in stunned wonderment as the Puppet Master 

brought dancing to the feet of the marionettes.

     Fretful regret bestowed him as the children became entranced 

with Fredrick, laughing joyously at his every mishap. One by one, 

the parents grew tired of the show and wandered off as they 

always had. After several songs, many of the children followed 

until all but one, the one Fredrick had chosen, had wandered off 

to seek other festivities. On this particular day, the child 

Fredrick cast his spell over was a small boy of six or seven, red 

haired and freckled. Karstan could tell almost instantly that 

none of the other marionettes had such features. And then the 

dancing stopped, but the song droned on. The boy’s eyes grew 

fixed upon Fredrick’s, and with a drawing in, the boy’s mouth 

began to open. A white ghostly shadow emanated from the child as 

the color drained from his eyes until nothing but deadened whites 

remained, and the boy fell limp to the ground. Karstan quickly 

scooped the boy up, leaving Fredrick dangling from his strings, 

and laid him on the seat of the van.

     The record made a droning sound as it wound down. Within 

minutes, the stage was folded and slid beneath the dangling feet 

of the lifeless marionettes. Karstan climbed in behind the 

steering wheel and closed the door behind him, catching his 
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reflection in the rear view mirror; now young and vibrant. The 

boy, no longer breathing--neither dead, nor alive—lay motionless 

beside him as the van drove out of the fairgrounds.

     The energy of the boy’s soul pulsated through him, and 

Karstan watched his hands as they gripped the steering wheel turn 

from an oily membrane with dark, bulging veins, to pink and 

plump. He pulled the glasses off his face as his vision distorted 

through the lenses, and watched the hair on his head thicken and 

darken.

     The boy was undergoing a similar transformation in reverse. 

His hair became course, his skin hard and brittle, and his body 

began to shrink up until the clothing he wore hung loosely off 

his emaciated frame. Silk like spider’s web had begun to grow 

from his pores, stretching out until it reached the floor boards 

in a tangled mesh. Then there was no more boy about him, only a 

wooden puppet with strings to manipulate the movements of the 

otherwise lifeless body. 

     In the cargo bay, Karstan could hear the snicker of 

Fredrick’s elation, drawing on the same energy he had absorbed. 

Fredrick unhooked himself and jumped onto the front seat, his 

face contorting with the rush of new life. He tossed the lifeless 

marionette into the back of the van and propped himself up 

against the seat. “It’s never going to end you know,” he said 

disdainfully.  

     Karstan felt a youthful rebellion boiling up inside of him. 

“Suppose I don’t play ball anymore?” he asked. “Suppose a life in 

hell becomes more enchanting to me than sucking the souls out of 
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helpless children? Suppose I just let us both starve?” He could 

see the puppet contemplating the questions.

     “Try,” he replied. “Either way, we will spend eternity 

together. Dead or alive, makes no difference. Except for you, 

your soul will be forever damned should you choose to default on 

your contract.”

     “And if I die?” Karstan asked.

     “If you die,“ Fredrick said, ”I go on living until I run out 

of energy and Lucerne finds me another slave to do my bidding.” 

He grinned at the confusion in Karstan’s eyes. “Oh, what? You 

thought being Puppet Master meant you were in charge?” Fredrick 

laughed in creaky repetition. “No, you are the puppeteer, but a 

puppet nonetheless. “I am in charge. Without me: No souls for 

you.”

     The two drove on through a downpour that had recently begun 

over the crest of the hill, leaving the carnival lights fading 

behind. The clouds lowered onto the roadway and Karstan 

accelerated. It seemed, to Karstan, that the faster he drove the 

darker and lower they grew as if angered by his speed. Fredrick 

just stared out the window, snickering to himself from time to 

time, jittering with the energy he’d absorbed from the lifeless 

boy.

     Up ahead, the clouds began swirling around and throwing all 

manner of debris into the path of the vehicle as if trying to 

slow him down. The clacking of wooded bodies grew louder as the 

wind pummeled into the side of the van with enough velocity to 

sway it. And finally, the clouds ahead formed into the face of 
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Lucerne which turned into the true nature of his sinister 

business partner. A skull; death himself, stared glaringly 

through the windshield. An ear piercing whine grew louder and 

louder as the van sped toward the opening mouth until it was 

completely shrouded in darkness.

     The last thing Karstan could remember as he opened his eyes 

under a white acoustic hospital ceiling was the speedometer 

tacking out, and Fredrick turning his widening gaze toward him in 

surreal uneasiness. The words hissed through Karstan’s twisted 

smile, his foot flirting with the accelerator peddle, “Then, 

together it is,” he had said.

     He looked down at his hands, old and lucid. He felt his 

hair; fine and sparse. He didn’t need a mirror to know that it 

had gone completely white again. 

     The Doctor, upon responding to the increased pulse on the 

monitor in the nurses station came in. “You died,” he said, 

looking oddly at his clipboard. “They found your van upside down, 

the passenger side nearly ripped clean off. Seems you hit a tree 

and rolled. We cannot understand, Mr.—“

     “Engal, Sir. Karstan Engal.”

     “—Engal. We cannot understand for the life of us how a man 

of your age could have survived such a devastating accident. You 

were pronounced dead on arrival. The Paramedics managed to get 

your heart restarted after a staggering thirty seconds. You 

remained comatose, kept alive on breathing machines.”

     I was a much younger man—you see—when the accident 

occurred, Karstan thought, remembering his youthful reflection in 

   7 



Puppet Master Of Souls  Elijah Cain 

the rear-view mirror. “Neither can I, Sir, and what of my... 

possessions?”

     “I was told a man walking by, where your van was found, 

agreed to take your—dolls, were they?—to the address they found 

in your van. I hope that’s alright but we had no one come looking 

for you and we could find no next of—“

     “That’s right,” Karstan interrupted. “It’s just me. My only 

son died many years ago. His mother also, during childbirth.”

     “Ok, well—if there’s nothing else, you’re free to go.”

     Death invalidated his contract with Lucerne, but even a man 

as shrewd and adept as he, could not have foreseen his rebirth as 

a free man; alive and well.

     The nurse wheeled Karstan to the front of the hospital and 

helped him to his feet. His joints protested with arthritic 

reluctance. His right leg tried to buckle on him as he shifted 

his weight. “I’ll be fine,” he said to the nurse, giving her a 

soft smile.

     A late evening breeze carried the scent of lavender on its 

wings and a rush of exuberance swept over him. He was free. He 

thought he would dance through the streets in boyish laughter if 

only he could. There was even a moment where he started to try, 

until his knees reminded him of his age.

     It was after the nurse had gone inside when he remembered 

his glasses had not accompanied him on the way out. The thought 

of navigating his way inside seemed a trite bit overwhelming and 

he decided, instead, to wait on the bench, overlooking the park. 

A library off to one side with its clock tower chimed out seven 
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times, and the sky began to transition to a milky gray. The park 

had fallen silent. The last of the shops along the roadway, long 

since closed up for the night, had turned the signs around in the 

windows and the street lamps brightened with each passing minute.

     All things considered, Karstan thought, I feel pretty well. 

Why, just yesterday, I was in dire repair and just before that, 

longing for the sweet release of death to free me from my curse. 

But now, I am free. And with Fredrick gone, those souls would be 

freed also. Perhaps, there may even be a bit of redemption for 

this tired old man. 

     At worst he could die peacefully, knowing that his actions 

had not brought lasting ruin. At best, maybe he could find some 

peace and live out the remainder of his life putting smiles on 

the faces of those he met.

     As the sky darkened from gray to shades of charcoal streaked 

with amethyst, he looked around, hoping to spot a suitable place 

to sleep under the stars. Over there, in front of the library, he 

thought, perhaps the grass would feel cool and soft beneath him. 

The clock tower showed Seven Thirty-Five. It would be completely 

dark in a matter of...

     (Minutes)

     I can read the hands on the clock … and the shops … the 

signs in the windows, I can clearly read those, also …

     Karstan could feel his heart rate accelerating in his chest 

until he could swear it would be heard by anyone who happened to 

walk by, and he brought his hand up to rub his eyes. Soft and 

plump. The pain in his knees was gone. How is this possible? He 

   9 



Puppet Master Of Souls  Elijah Cain 

wondered, This can’t be happening. Fredrick is...

     (Alive)

     If Fredrick was alive, then surely an eternity of hell 

awaited him, tormented by those souls he helped collect. His 

freedom would then be short lived, the remaining days of his life 

filled with guilt for what he had done and torment by what 

awaited him. He would bring no one joy, and himself, he would 

have none of it, for all that would lift him higher than the 

lowly depths he could feel himself sinking to, would be the 

solemn pole-bearers caring him to his grave, a condemned and 

terrified man.

     A rush of new energy flowed over him like a lavender filled 

breeze, and the clock in the distance seemed to move in reverse, 

aging him backward. He stood up, he felt nauseous and dizzy. His 

hands shook with adrenaline as the darkest depression he had ever 

known brought him back onto the bench. He was close enough to 

glimpse it. Recompense was within his reach, then snatched away 

as violently as the day Fredrick, acting on Lucerne’s deception, 

had snatched the life from his only son.

     Suddenly, all he could feel was rage. Hatred for Fredrick; 

for Lucerne; for himself, and everything he had done. He truly 

was the puppet and Fredrick in charge. Even in his death, 

Fredrick had won. Lucern was right.

     Fredrick will have his souls … you must understand this … 

     And then, like a bolt of adrenaline filled lightning, all 

the strength of youth flowing through him, he realized he was 

still dead – at least to them. They would never suspect it if he 
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were to find them, asleep in their places, hanging from hooks in 

the damp basement below his rickety farm house. From where he was 

now, Karstan guessed he could make it there on foot in just under 

an hour and be waiting for them, watching from a distance as they 

settled in for the night. The last of the carnival lights and 

sounds giving way to dreams of …

     (Fire)

     He would destroy this demonic puppet and burn his whole 

world to the ground around him for what Lucerne had taken from 

him. He would burn it down around him and listen to his screams 

with sinful, undeserved pleasure.

     The depression began to lift some as he began in the 

direction of his old farm house, pushing himself to arrive before 

the van, praying that it wouldn’t meet him along the way. That 

thought brought him from a brisk walk to a slow jog. At this 

rate, he could be there within the hour. Just in time by his 

estimation.

     The minutes passed like seconds as he replayed his plan, 

over and over, in his mind. He crested the hill and could see the 

dim glow from the porch light of the farm house. From somewhere 

behind him, he could hear the distant moan of an engine barreling 

toward him. He ran faster, trying to reach the woodshed and slip 

inside before the van reached him. The area around him lightened, 

and he knew the van was closing in, its headlights illuminating 

everything in their path. Almost there. The sound made the hair 

stand on the back of his neck. His foot caught a rock sending him 

face first into the dirt. He was back on his feet in seconds. The 
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ground seemed to reverberate with the vibrations of the heavy 

vehicle. Fifteen feet, ten feet, five feet. He managed to turn 

around the side of the shed and slip in behind the wooded door 

just as the van turned into the driveway, the headlights 

searching the ground in front of him.

     The van came to a stop with the squeal of dusty breaks, and 

the motor died. Karstan watched as a younger looking man, most 

likely around his own age, stepped out of the driver’s seat. A 

moment later, Fredrick followed.

     The puppet was talking about their newest addition, 

following closely behind the man. Karstan moved back, his foot 

knocked a piece of split wood from the stack. Fredrick stopped 

mid-sentence and stared in Karstan’s direction. His heart was 

racing and it took every bit of his concentration to control his 

breathing, still heavy from running.

     Fredrick moved closer a few steps and then stopped. 

Squinting his big green eyes; craned his neck forward, listening 

for any sound.

     “Fredrick,” the man called out. “C’mon inside, it’s getting 

late.”

     With a huff of air through his teeth, Fredrick straightened 

up, took a few steps backwards, then turned and ran into the 

house.

     He waited for what seemed like hours, watching from the 

woodshed. Karstan could be sure that Lucerne had hand picked his 

predecessor. A desperate soul like he had once been. Probably a 

tragedy of sorts, he guest, and one where no options but 
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Lucerne’s remained. And then he set him on a course to ponder 

his predicament where he was, no doubt, met by Lucerne himself, 

contract in hand. The man would sign in blood, but no good would 

come of it. For, in a moment of trickery, the man will be left to 

discover he had received nothing lasting in exchange for a 

lifetime of servitude, to do the Devil’s bidding. 

     Karstan would spare this poor soul a lifetime of guilt over 

those terms and end this thing once and for all. He fed a length 

of cut hose from beside the shed, into the van’s gas spout. The 

hose was dirty, and the gasoline fumes burned his throat as be 

brought is up until the gas flowed rapidly into the empty gas 

cans he remembered leaving next to his wood-splitter, now covered 

over with cobwebs. 

     He walked around toward the bedroom and peered in through 

the crack in the curtains. A man nested in his bed, wearing 

pajamas Karstan recognized as his own; his book lay open on the 

man’s chest. Feeling his way cautiously with his feet, arms 

extended outward, he made his way around to an exterior hatch 

which led down into the basement. His key no longer fit. Feeling 

around for a hand tool he remembered jarring into the soil of his 

flower garden, he managed to pry the lock from the rotting wood. 

He lightened his footsteps. Any sudden movement could wake the 

man asleep in his bed; any rapid movement would most definitely 

wake Fredrick, which would, in-turn, wake the man asleep in his 

bed. 

     Carefully, he tipped the first can. The fluid drained slowly 

down the stairs leading to the basement, flooding the floor 
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beneath where the marionettes hung silent. Creeping on tip-toe, 

Karstan descended into the basement and lifted the first of the 

seven from its hanger, wrapping his arms around the puppet to 

deaden the sound of clacking wood. He counted one cautious step 

to every four beats of his racing heart, one stair at a time, 

gasoline dripping from his foot as it lifted to the next riser. 

When he reached the top, he laid the puppet face down on the 

grass and went back in for the second; and a third; a fourth; a 

fifth, until only one remained; the newest of the lot—a freckle-

faced redhead. 

     It hung next to Fredrick. 

     His legs began to seize. His palms wet with sweat. He dried 

them against his thighs and picked up the second of the gas cans. 

The third step let out a creek and he thought he could see 

Fredrick’s green eyes moving side to side. He froze. Wanting 

desperately to drop the can and run. He remained still; willing 

his legs to move him another step closer on weakened knees. But 

it wasn’t Fredrick’s eyes he saw. It was the new puppet; the 

redhead. Karstan brought a finger slowly to his lips, praying 

that the puppet would understand. Walking over toward him, he 

could see the horror in the puppet’s eyes, frightened of his dark 

corner next to Fredrick, hanging from strings. Setting the can 

down slowly, Karstan cupped his hand over the puppets mouth, his 

eyes darting every which way. He lifted the marionette off his 

hanger and turned toward the hatch. Soon it would all be over. 

Only a few steps remained when his foot caught the open gas can 

and sent him tumbling to the ground with a crash, gas soaking the 
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floor, the puppet and himself.

     Fredrick let out a scream as his eyes opened wide, and he 

clawed at his strings, trying to tug them free. He stopped for a 

second. “You! You’re supposed to be dead!”

     Karstan could hear footsteps overhead. He scrambled to his 

feet as Fredrick flung himself free of his hook, scampering on 

all fours after him, grabbed at his pant leg and held on. Karstan 

climbed, dragging Fredrick up the stairs with each step. When he 

reached the top, he slammed the lid to the basement access down 

hard against the marionettes hand. With the red-headed puppet’s 

arms and legs wrapped tightly around his waste, he withdrew a 

package of matches from his pocket and slid one against the 

striker. It was wet with gasoline. He tossed it away. Another, 

also wet. Fredrick was pulling himself through the opening. 

Another; dry. It sparked into flame and he tossed it in through 

the open crack where Fredrick’s eye looked on in horror, his arm 

wedged in place. The whole basement exploded and Fredrick pulled 

until his arm came free. Karstan dropped his weight against the 

lid, jamming the garden tool he’d used before into the handles.

     There were two knocks from the inside, followed by the sound 

of footsteps racing away. The old man, who had been asleep in 

Karstan’s bed, now stood, starring out the window toward him. 

Karstan watched as he turned away, and he knew there was no 

chance that the flames could overtake the house before the old 

man escaped with Fredrick in hand. 

     The one thing Fredrick had told him in the van that night, 

Karstan recalled, was that killing him alone was impossible. But 
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what about him and his soul bound partner, together? 

     Karstan stood resolute, soaked in gasoline, and by the time 

the old man could open the door, Fredrick in his arms, he had 

already begun setting himself ablaze. He went up in a painful 

burst. His fine, white hair went first, then, the flames began to 

melt the clothing to his skin. Only seconds remained. With 

everything he had left, he lunged toward the open door, knocking 

the old man, Fredrick in hand, back against the tapestry on the 

dinning room table. He wrapped them up in the cloth as it ignited 

into flames. The floor, weakened by the basement fire, gave way 

beneath them and the walls began to crumble around them. 

     Looking up, Karstan watched as trails of fire rushed along 

the underside of the ceiling. Moments later, giving way to the 

weight of the roof, it crashed down on top of them in a pile of 

cinders. Fredrick let out a final scream. Karstan smiled as he 

watched the puppet’s eyes ooze from their sockets as melted 

sludge until the last bit of air escaped his lungs.

     Out in the yard, seven marionettes softened. Their hair 

became wistful; their eyes gained life. The clothing seemed to 

shrink up on their bodies which swelled, turning back to living 

tissue, and one of them stood. The strings fell out of his pores 

and withered away, and a little girl brushed the wetness of the 

grass off her petit bottom in proper fashion, watching the house 

in smolders. 

     “Where are we?” one of them asked.

     “What happened to us?” said another.

     “I think I know,” said a short freckle-faced redhead of 
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somewhere between six and seven years old. “And I know who saved 

us, too. He died in that house with the others.”

     After some time, the seven of them began to walk, moving 

toward the sound of music from somewhere in the distance. They 

were going home. The seven held hands, skipped their way down the 

path and laughing playfully.     

     In the distance, Lucerne sat on a hill, his back leaned 

against an oak tree, watching the children dancing towards him 

from the ashes. He was playing a melody on his flute, smiling as 

he fingered the notes. It would only be a matter of time until 

the children were old. Filled with cares, all their own. Their 

names; written on parchment, waiting to be signed.
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