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I see stuffing in a big metal chest.

I see stuffing inside a twisted plastic nest.

I see stuffing piled along a cold gray floor.

I see stuffing in a crowded brown drawer.






TEETH AND CLAWS
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Proto—it was still hard for Buddy to believe it. Proto: the first Furrington Teddy sewed by the Creator known as the Mother. Proto: the shrewd trickster hero in the teddy tales spun by Reginald. Proto: who persuaded the Mother to sew eight other teddies known as the Originals. Proto: whose story ended right here at Furrington Industries, where the Suit had corrupted the Mother’s formula for the best teddies in the world.

After escaping the teddy village in the cellar, finding the factory above had been a shock.

Finding Proto behind a dusty glass case had been an even bigger shock.

Now that Proto was freed, Buddy could take a good look at him. Proto had the same pudgy teddy belly and stubby teddy limbs as Buddy and his friends. But the Suit had made a lot of changes to Furrington Teddies. For the first time, Buddy saw those changes plainly.

And those changes hurt.

Buddy and his friends’ plush was made of “Ryulexster,” a synthetic fabric. Proto, however, was made from the Mother’s cherished Softest Fabric in the World. Proto’s plush was blue, the same as Buddy’s, yet not at all the same—Buddy marveled at Proto’s glossy, velvety depths.

Buddy and his friends had cheap plastic eyes prone to scratches. Take, for example, Pookie, the fork-legged red teddy who’d died leading their escape from the trashlands—she’d had a big white scratch through her left eye. Proto’s eyes, however, were the Mother’s original marble, as deep and mysterious as the starry skies Buddy had seen on the darkest of nights.

“Proto, tell us about the Mother,” begged Reginald, the gray teddy.

“No, tell us about the Originals,” said Sunny, the yellow teddy. “How do we stack up?”

“I would like to hear more about this factory,” said Nothing, the white teddy. “I used to live beneath it, you know.”

Buddy, the blue teddy, stepped forward like the leader he was.

“All good questions,” he said. “But first … after all that time trapped inside a case … are you okay, Proto?”

All about the teddies lay shards of glass from the display case they’d shattered to free Proto. The old teddy had fallen out straight on his muzzle like he’d forgotten how to walk. Sunny, always attuned to her Teddy Duty, had been the one to rush forward and help Proto to his feet.

Proto was still relearning how to move. He lifted an arm. It squeaked and progressed stiffly. Finally, Proto’s paw reached his head. Buddy stood taller. Proto was going to salute the four courageous teddies who’d freed him!

Instead, Proto combed back a patch of spiky plush.

“You are speaking to Proto.” His voice was more musical than any teddy Buddy had heard, like a tiny orchestra inside his stuffing played every word. “The case wasn’t cozy-wozy, as I used to say of the Mother’s home. But I am fine. I am perfectly fine.”

“You said you have so much to tell us,” Buddy reminded him.

He wondered if Proto had anything to say about Forever Sleep—that supposedly wondrous state of nothingness that took over once a teddy was embraced by a child.

“I do indeed,” Proto replied. “But first—what in the world has happened to you, poor teddies?”

Proto had been locked here since long before Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing were created. It made sense to Buddy that he’d have just as many questions as they did.

Buddy gazed down at himself. What had happened to them? His fur was scuffed all over from gravel. His tummy had a hole in it where Daddy had stabbed him with a trash poker. His nose was fractured where a Cherub had shoved him to the boiler room floor.

It must be a strange sight for a teddy like Proto, who’d never seen much of the outside world at all.

“Your feet,” Proto pointed out. “Why, they’re not blue at all.”

Buddy held out a foot for examination. It was a brown mishmash of stains.

“That’s from the trashlands,” he said. “And from the journey to the city. It was a difficult trip, Proto. Our friend Horace got stolen by a garbage gull. Our friend Sugar got torn up by a teddy-monster named Mad and then stuffed into a hungry sink.”

“A hungry sink?” Proto harrumphed doubtfully and gestured at Reginald. “You there, gray teddy. Explain those scars all over your back.”

“I’m a bit embarrassed of those,” Reginald said. “The cellar teddies hated themselves so much, they persuaded me to hate myself too.”

Proto double-harrumphed and swept a paw at Sunny. “All those holes, yellow teddy. Don’t tell me the sink had teeth!”

Sunny inspected the four-hole patterns all over her body. “The Cherubim had forks. And they really liked to use them.”

Proto pulled off an impressive triple-harrumph before squinting at Nothing. “And what woe befell you, my white friend?”

Buddy hated to see Nothing’s flaw called out but Nothing didn’t seem to mind. When she’d been built in this factory, the right half of her body had been sewed on higher than the left, so that one eye was rather above the other and she walked with a limp.

“Manufacturing error,” Nothing replied. “But Buddy said we all have manufacturing errors. Some of them you just can’t see.”

Buddy smiled at Nothing. The white teddy hadn’t yet mastered smiles, but she gave it another try. The right half of her mouth-thread slanted upward, leaving the left half of it behind. Well, it was a start.

“And where are the rest of you?” Proto demanded.

“The rest of us?” Buddy asked.

“You mentioned two friends who didn’t make it. Horcrux? Slugger?”

“Horace and Sugar,” Buddy corrected.

“Surely you had dozens, perhaps hundreds, of teddies in your teddy army!”

“There were only ever five of us,” Sunny said.

Proto’s harrumphs sounded like the spitting of a mouthful of dust. “Why, even the Originals couldn’t have done that!” he cried.

Nothing gestured at her friends. “These are very talented teddies.”

Proto perched blue paws upon his hips and frowned at the rough-looking quartet.

“You’re telling me that you—little teddies!—fought off birds in a trash dump? And walked miles and miles into the city? And battled a teddy-monster? And were trapped by cellar teddies with low self-esteem? And got forked by scoundrels called Cherubim? And yet still made it all the way here, to the lobby of Furrington Industries?”

Buddy nodded proudly. “That’s a perfect summary, Proto.”

Proto’s laugh wasn’t a laugh. It was a scoff, like he didn’t believe what the teddies said. The old blue teddy sized up each member of the group, feet to ears, one after the other, stopping at Buddy.

Buddy gulped. He’d dreamed of meeting Proto during many naps, and it had always involved hugs, happiness, and hip-hip-hoorays.

Proto paraded down the desktop, head high, like he alone understood bravery. But Proto wasn’t used to walking. He made it three steps before he stumbled, rolled, and dropped four teddy-lengths to the floor.

By the time Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing climbed down far more carefully, Proto was swatting himself free of dust.

“Are you okay?” Buddy cried.

“I am Proto,” the old blue teddy snapped. “Of course I’m okay.”

Proto peered around the lobby, taking in sights he hadn’t been able to see from the glass case. The peeling linoleum, the rodent droppings, the puddles of rainwater, the table of decaying donuts. After giving the teddies another hard look, Proto puffed out his handsome blue chest and lifted his adorable chin.

“Well then, teddies! If you made it this far by yourselves, I commend you. But oh-ho! You have not yet found what you wanted, have you? Say—what is that I see straightening your tangled fur? What is that I see rising like dawn in your scraped-up plastic eyes?”

Golden thread curved Proto’s fluffy muzzle into a grin.

“It is hope. You poor, wretched teddies will not be wretched for long. In the shape you are in, you need a leader. And teddies—you have just found the best.”

Cheers erupted from Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing. The three teddies leapt for joy, bouncing soft bellies off one another and cavorting around Proto, who held his heroic pose.

Buddy forced a smile and made a single lackluster leap. He knew he should be as ecstatic as his friends. This was Proto! The cleverest teddy in history! Who would somehow turn the failure of their journey into a success! Yet Buddy felt loss. He’d been this group’s leader from that first frightening day in Garden E. Being a leader had given Buddy purpose, drive, and meaning.

Now, just like that, it was gone.
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Proto gestured at the bottom of the lobby’s front door.

“See that hole there? Before dust covered my glass case, I watched mice go back and forth through it. If we can push aside that board, we can wiggle through it too.” He pointed at Sunny and Nothing. “You, yellow teddy. You, white teddy. Why don’t you give it a try?” He turned to Reginald. “And you, gray teddy—might you clean a path through this floor so that my footsies don’t get any dirtier?”

Sunny and Nothing scrambled to the door, squashed their bodies against the board, and began pulling, shoving, and grunting. Reginald seized a scrap of police tape and began scrubbing the floor in front of Proto.

Buddy didn’t love Proto’s commanding tone. But he told himself he was being silly. This was Proto! Anything Proto asked, the teddies ought to do! Still, it bugged him. Proto might be history’s shrewdest teddy, but according to Reginald’s stories, he’d never even been outside without the Mother. He had no idea of the dangers he was hurrying them toward.

Furthermore, Buddy didn’t like this yellow teddy, white teddy, gray teddy business. That was cellar-teddy talk. Buddy made an ahem sound humbler than Proto’s mighty harrumphs. “Don’t you want to know our names, Proto?”

Proto gave him a curious look. “Ah. Hm. I hadn’t thought about that. Well, I notice that you have name tags just like Geoffrey, Jasmine, Ulric, Anita, Edmund, Beatrix, Antwan, and Sheila.”

Buddy’s stuffing went electric. The Originals! Proto had really known them!

“I’m Buddy. This is Reginald. That over there is Sunny and Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Proto asked. “What kind of name is Nothing?”

“The teddies in the cellar didn’t have name tags,” Buddy explained, “so I invented a name for her.”

Proto cocked his head. “These cellar teddies you speak of … how many are there?”

“I’m not sure. Fifty?”

“Fifty! Why, that’s a whole battalion! Let’s go round them up! No one can stop fifty Furrington Teddies!”

Buddy winced. “I don’t think they’re ready, Proto.”

“Balderdash,” Proto said, and Buddy felt another bolt of electricity. He’d heard this catchy catchphrase countless times in Reginald’s stories. “Lead me to them, Butter. I’ll stand atop some hill or peak or whatnot and deliver an inspirational speech. Or perhaps they’d prefer a rousing song?”

Buddy tried to speak as respectfully as possible. “They know almost nothing about being a Furrington. The outside would frighten them so badly I don’t think we’d get to where we’re going without losing most of them. Also, my name is Buddy, not Butter.”

Proto tapped his foot on the freshly scrubbed floor. “I concede that would be an unfortunate outcome.” He clapped his paws. “I’ve got it! We’ll send a troop back for these cellar characters once our mission is complete.”

“What is our mission?” Nothing’s polite voice, though small, carried across the silent lobby.

“The mission … I … uh…” Proto rubbed his fuzzy chin. “There was never a lack of missions at the Mother’s home. Always tea bags to fetch and lost remote controls to find.” Proto scanned their faces. “Do you teddies have a mission?”

Sunny nodded. “We’re trying to find the Suit.”

Proto recoiled. “Why on earth would we want to find him?”

“We figure if anyone can repair us, it’s the Suit,” Buddy explained. “Then we might find children after all.”

“That’s right!” Sunny said. “We might even find Forever Sleep!”

“There’s still a chance for us, Proto,” Reginald insisted.

“This is all very acceptable,” Nothing added.

Proto tapped his foot some more. “I suppose I do owe you teddies for freeing me. And it is true that I know the Suit’s wily ways better than any teddy alive.”

The old blue teddy clapped his paws, forging a cloud of dust.

“All right then! We will find that villain and demand satisfaction! A nice long walk will do my stiff teddy limbs some good.”

Sunny spun in the dust. “Now that’s what I want to hear!”

“I believe we should search the factory first,” Nothing said.

“Search the factory?” Proto echoed. “The factory is a tomb, Nutty!”

“Nothing,” Buddy corrected.

“I’m eager to leave too,” Reginald said. “But Nothing’s right, Proto. We might find helpful things here. Even weapons.”

Sunny emerged from behind the dust cloud. “Hey, Proto, did you know I once made a suit of armor out of a tin can and toilet paper rolls?”

The yellow teddy grinned in anticipation of Proto’s praise—then deflated when Proto ignored the boast. Buddy thought that was a little rude.

Proto combed back more of his fabulous fur. This gave Buddy an idea. The old teddy seemed awfully concerned with staying pretty.

“The world is filled with rain and mud these days,” Buddy said. “If we look around the factory like Nothing said, we might find something to wear to keep clean. Otherwise, Proto, you could end up looking like us.”

Proto’s mouth-thread rippled in horror. Reginald stole a quick glance at Buddy and grinned. The gray teddy understood Buddy’s trick, which made Buddy feel better. He still had some leadership to spare!

“It wouldn’t surprise me if there were specially-made teddy clothes somewhere in this factory,” Reginald said.

Proto frowned in thought. “Teddy clothes? Do you think?”

The gray teddy nodded. “In the final story I told about the Mother, the Suit talked about special rooms where they kept fabric and mixed dyes. It wouldn’t surprise me if they also had special rooms for … accessories.”

“Accessories,” Proto repeated.

“Accessories,” Buddy, Sunny, and Nothing chanted.

The word was magic. Buddy’s days upon the Store shelves were getting harder to recall, but this word brought back a forgotten detail. Naturally, the aisles had been packed with large boxes of warriors, fashion models, board games, and stuffed teddies. But they’d also been packed with smaller boxes containing accessories—always sold separately.

Buddy thought back to Darling, the little girl they’d briefly had, and how she’d outfitted the teddies for tea parties with cowboy hats, socks, even an upside-down plastic glass. Wouldn’t it be grand to have real accessories? A dapper tuxedo? A trendy fedora? A casual poncho? A flattering cape?

Proto clearly had the same thought. “Yes, I believe we should search this factory before soldiering forth into the gloom! I am so glad I came to this decision. Aren’t you too, teddies?”
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Buddy knew little about ghosts, but the old factory did seem haunted. The five teddies crept past dust-drifted sewing tables, beneath a rust-crusted conveyer belt, and between laboratory tables that stunk of dye. All the while, Buddy thought he could feel the feelings of those who’d spent time here.

The workers: aching fingers, aching spirits, aching thoughts.

The teddies: puzzlement during assembly, elation at shipping.

The Suit: pride, then concern, then panic.

Buddy hadn’t lied to Proto. He did hope they would find accessories. But the real purpose in searching the factory was to dig up possible clues to help them find the Suit. Proto’s urge to plunge outdoors was dramatic, but rather dangerous.

The factory floor had nothing of use—only sadness. Reginald, though, recalled from a Proto story that the Suit’s office was on the second floor. That might be a promising source for clues. So the teddies gathered at the foot of a long staircase, standing close enough for static electricity to snap between them. Buddy and his friends had grown to enjoy this encouraging crackle, but Proto leapt away.

“Yowch!”

“Oh, sorry,” Buddy said. “You probably haven’t felt that since the Originals.”

Proto laughed nervously. “Yes. That’s right.”

Buddy saw Proto give the teddies a full up-and-down look. Proto was clean, and they were dirty. Maybe that’s why Proto didn’t want to get too close. This frustrated Buddy. Proto didn’t realize a teddy had no hope of keeping clean outdoors!

The stairs from the cellar village had twenty steps; Buddy had counted them endlessly while plotting an escape with Sunny. The stairs to Furrington Industries’ second floor had more than fifty; Buddy lost track when he tried to count.

“Mother’s sake, that’s a lot of climbing,” Reginald sighed.

“Don’t invoke the Mother,” Proto groused. “She can’t help us.”

“We all reached the top of the Garden E mountain,” Buddy reminded them. “This has got to be easier than that.”

Sunny nodded briskly. “We’ll make short work of these, Mother willing.”

“The Mother’s will is of no consequence,” Proto snapped. “A teddy’s will is what we need.”

Proto planted his paws on the first step and began to vault it. But his luxurious blue plush was too silky, and he slipped off. Proto tumbled to the factory floor. Buddy and Nothing rushed to help him up, but Proto flung their paws away.

“It’s not my fault I don’t know how to climb stairs,” Proto griped. “The Mother’s house was pitifully small. It didn’t have a single stair, not anywhere!”

While Sunny illustrated the principles of successful stair-climbing, Buddy shared another glance with Reginald. Every time a teddy mentioned the Mother, Proto got persnickety. Shouldn’t a teddy feel honored to have known such a Creator?

Buddy didn’t mention it until the group had conquered the highest step and flopped onto their tails to rest. Far below, the factory’s machines looked like accessories themselves, tiny little playsets.

“Proto…,” Buddy panted, “forgive me for saying so … but when you speak of the Mother … it seems as if you’re a little … well … annoyed.”

Proto locked his sparkling marble eyes on Buddy.

“Annoyed? Heavens no, I’m not annoyed at the Mother.”

Every one of Buddy’s threads relaxed. “I’m so glad. The way you said—”

“I’m furious at the Mother!” Proto bellowed. “I am resentful, indignant, outraged, and incensed!”

Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing stared at one another. Buddy saw shock in their plastic eyes. Most of all, though, he saw hurt. The Mother was pure sugar, goodness incarnate, the kind of hopeful emblem that had kept the teddies going throughout their adventures.

“How can you say that?” Sunny gasped.

“The Mother is the opposite of the Suit,” Reginald insisted.

“The Mother was a Creator,” Nothing said simply.

Proto paced the floor, kicking up dust puffs.

“The no-good villain who ran Furrington Industries also created things, did he not? The people who built this wretched factory created it, did they not? Those rattling vehicles you hear outside—they had to be created too, did they not? So why aren’t you all bowing down before those Creators?”

Only Buddy dared answer. “Maybe you have to create something truly good—the kind of thing that inspires people—to be the special kind of Creator.”

Proto looked skeptical. “Considering the deplorable condition of you teddies, I suppose I should be impressed by your optimism. But you have it wrong. We teddies were betrayed. It doesn’t matter if you’re made of the Softest Fabric in the World or Ryulexster.”

“None of us like the Suit,” Reginald insisted. “That’s why—”

“I’m not talking about the Suit,” Proto barked. “I’m talking about the Mother.”

The teddies gasped.

Proto gestured into the factory’s vacant dark.

“No one forced the Mother to sell her teddy designs to the Suit,” he said. “That’s how this all started. Me getting trapped inside that glass case. You three being tossed into the trash. And you, Nubbin, chucked down into the cellar.”

Buddy didn’t bother correcting Proto this time. He shook his head in refusal and felt the brushing plush of his friends doing the same. Blame the Mother? Now that Buddy thought about Reginald’s stories, it had been Proto who’d encouraged the Mother to make the Originals. That’s what set in motion the disaster of Furrington Industries.

But it wouldn’t do any good blaming Proto for that now.

“Surely the Mother didn’t mean to do anything wrong,” Buddy said.

“There’s enough blame to go around,” Proto grumped. “The Mother sold us out and the Suit made us dangerous to children.”

If teddies had beating hearts inside them, Buddy’s would have stopped. If teddies could shut their eyes, Buddy would have shut his. He didn’t know Proto knew about Furringtons being dangerous—and Buddy couldn’t bear to see the faces of Sunny and Nothing as they absorbed it. He imagined his dear pink pal, Sugar, hearing the news too. Sugar had been the cheeriest of teddies, but even her crooked smile would have gone slack at this news.

Very slowly, Sunny looked at Buddy. The yellow teddy knew Buddy too well for him to hide anything. Shame burned through Buddy’s stuffing.

“We’re … dangerous?” Sunny asked.

“Your friends don’t know?” Proto asked.

Buddy shook his head. “The Forgiver only told me.”

“I was there too, Buddy.” Reginald sighed. “It’s a difficult thing to share.”

“You’re not the leader, Reginald. It wasn’t your job to tell the others.” Buddy’s head drooped. “It was mine.”

Buddy felt the sting of Sunny’s stare. Buddy didn’t care right now what Proto thought of the Mother. He silently requested that the Creator, wherever she was, give him strength to get through this.

“Sunny, Nothing—remember on Choosing Day how the Forgiver said Furringtons were ‘repellent to behold, loathsome to touch’?”

“He did like to say that,” Nothing said.

“Another one of the Forgiver’s lies!” Sunny insisted.

“It wasn’t a lie, Sunny,” Buddy said. “Our Ryulexster plush … it’s poison.”

Sunny squinted, baffled, then inspected her filthy fur. Nothing did the same.

“It does not feel poison,” the white teddy observed.

Buddy forced himself to keep going. “Our boxes said Each Furrington™ Teddy has a Real Silk Heart inside. That was true—until the Suit turned it into a lie.”

Sunny’s bafflement grew. “You mean…?”

Buddy nodded. “The Suit stopped putting Real Silk Hearts inside us. To save money.”

Sunny poked her chest. “But I swear I can feel it.”

“Wanting to believe is a powerful thing,” Reginald said sadly. “But think it through, Sunny. Poison plush explains why adults threw us away. Why the Manager was upset to find us. Why Mama was so angry at Daddy for bringing us home.”

Sunny and Nothing rotated their limbs as if they were lethal knives.

When Sunny jabbed one at Buddy, he could almost feel the blade.

“You should not have kept this a secret,” the yellow teddy snapped.

“Sunny, I didn’t mean to, honest. First we had to escape the cellar, then we found Proto, then we—”

Sunny put her paw right in Buddy’s face. “Have you forgotten Darling already? Brown eyes, pigtails, a million freckles? Sound familiar? Think about all the times she hugged us, Buddy! All the times she rubbed our poison plush across her skin!”

“I have been thinking about that,” Buddy pleaded.

“I’ve followed you from the trashlands to this factory! I’ve defended you! I’ve protected you! Just a while ago, Nothing and I fended off a whole troop of Cherubim to give you time to rescue Reginald! And you still don’t trust me enough to tell me the truth? Isn’t that a leader’s Teddy Duty?”

Buddy wanted to say to Sunny what he’d said to the Forgiver in the Cave of Hearts: We’re more than Real Silk Hearts. We’re special because we love one another. We take care of one another. No other teddies in the history of teddies have done that. But Sunny didn’t look like she loved Buddy at all right now.

And that, Buddy thought, was unfair. Was he supposed to be perfect?

“You’re the one who threw the leader role at me in the first place!” Buddy shouted. “You can do this, boss, you said. I believe in you, you said.”

“Maybe I did believe in you,” Sunny retaliated. “I’m not sure I do anymore!”

“Will you two cut it out?” Reginald asked. “You fought like this by the highway once and nearly let Sugar get flattened.”

“I never heard teddies talk so loud,” Nothing added. “I do not approve.”

Sunny cried out in frustration, pivoted away, and stared out across the shadowy factory below. A silence fell over the teddies, as slowly and heavily as dust.

“Maybe we should never leave this place,” Sunny said. “Maybe we should seal up that hole in the door so no one ever comes inside here again. I can’t believe I’m saying this … but maybe we should go back to the cellar.”

“Not so fast, teddies.”

Unbelievably, Buddy had almost forgotten Proto. Because Buddy and his companions were hunched in anger or sorrow, Proto appeared to loom over them. Maybe it was the moonlight highlighting his fluff of fur, but Buddy thought Proto finally looked liked the gutsy teddy from Reginald’s stories.

“I do recall, long ago, hearing someone in the factory scuttling about, dragging a chain,” Proto continued. “I assumed it was an obnoxious rat. But it must have been this friend of yours, Fried Liver.”

“Forgiver,” Reginald corrected.

“This Fried Liver might have found clues that Furrington Teddies are dangerous, dear teddies. But I think he was wrong about us being poison.”

Buddy’s head, hanging low, perked up a bit. “You do?”

“I was in that glass case a long time before Furrington Industries closed,” Proto said. “I couldn’t hear much, but I saw plenty. I’ll never forget the day the Suit barged through the front door. His face was pure red. He held a gadget in his fist. I could see the Furrington logo on the screen. It was a news story—and he didn’t like it. This, my young teddy friends, was the beginning of the end for Furrington Industries!”

Buddy considered Reginald to be the master teddy storyteller. But he had to admit that Proto was just as good, if not better. Despite his sorrow, Buddy found himself whisked away by the old teddy’s soaring voice.

“For days, or weeks, or months—you know how teddies are at telling time—the Suit was obsessed with news stories. People showed up with cameras to ask him questions. The Suit dragged out scientists from his lab. The Suit and his scientists held teddies, poked teddies, even hugged teddies, demonstrating how children do it.”

“I don’t understand,” Buddy said.

Proto shook his paws. “If Furrington plush was poison, the Suit wouldn’t have rubbed us all over his skin!”

“Then … what’s wrong with us?” Buddy asked. “If not poison plush?”

“That I do not know,” Proto replied. “But I promise you this, fellow teddies…”

Proto had a knack for motivation. Buddy felt his optimism swell. He stood taller and reached for his friends. Sunny refused to look at him. But Reginald and Nothing reached back.

“… after we find some proper accessories, we will stick to our mission,” Proto boomed. “We will find the Suit. We will discover precisely what he did to us. And if the Suit can change it back, or make amends, or even just get down on his knees and beg forgiveness, then mark my words, teddies. He will—or my name isn’t Proto!” Proto smirked. “Which, of course, it is.”
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The teddies found the Suit’s office at the end of a long, cold hall. They knew it was his by the photos on the walls of the Suit shaking hands with other Suits. Buddy’s stuffing felt frosty. The Suit was not an isolated evil. There were others like him.

The teddies began looking for clues and accessories. Sunny pointedly ignored Buddy. In drawers and on shelves they found oodles of things, all of them boring. Pens. Notepads. Staplers. Binder clips. Adhesive tape. Phone chargers. Headphones. Lip balm. Breath mints.

“Is this the Suit’s stuff?” Nothing asked.

Buddy thought back to the old coffee cup in the cellar, where Nothing had hidden her humble collection of “stuff”—a rubber band, paper clips, and several coins, all of which she’d turned into the slingshot that had saved their teddy lives.

“I guess so,” he replied. “It doesn’t feel loved like your stuff, though.”

“It is because he has too much of it,” Nothing said.

Buddy thought that was pretty wise.

Only at the bottom of the lowest drawer did they find something alluring: a crumpled collection of birthday party favors.

The teddies handled the jovial paper plates, pointy birthday hats, and bag of birthday balloons with quiet elation. The birthday they’d spent with Darling had been among their happiest days. Mama’s apartment aswirl with the sugary scent of frosting, birthday wrapping paper crackling like a fireplace, Darling squealing with glee—Buddy would never forget it.

“I don’t want to put these back in the drawer,” he admitted.

“I don’t know what a birthday is,” Nothing added, “but these things do make me want to practice smiling.”

Reginald abruptly picked up the bag of balloons. “I bet if we stretched these over our feet, we’d get less muddy outside.”

“Now that’s an idea.” Sunny plucked up a birthday hat and arranged it on her yellow noggin. “I bet these hats would keep rain off our heads too.”

Buddy, Reginald, and Nothing each took a birthday hat and strapped it to their heads. They looked at one another—except for Sunny and Buddy—and laughed. Soon the silent office reverberated with this spirited, hopeful sound. For Buddy, it was like seeing the others for the first time. The hats were so bright, so festive, that he barely noticed the fork-holes, gull bites, and trash stains beneath.

Maybe if he and Sunny wore the hats long enough, they could see each other anew too.

“Hey, Proto,” Buddy called. “Wouldn’t you like one of these super-duper birthday…”

He trailed off. Proto stood atop a sleek metal table staring gravely at something. Buddy beckoned his friends, and together they figured out Proto’s climbing path: box of tissue paper, upside-down trash can, chair, table.

They found Proto gazing into a polished pewter bowl. The four teddies were quiet as they approached because Proto was quiet—and in the short time they’d know him, Proto was not often quiet. Once Buddy saw what was inside the bowl, he understood why. The words he’d been saving blew away like dandelion fluff.

Inside the bowl were dozens of Real Silk Hearts.

Looking down at the hearts felt like looking down at Pookie’s Cemetery of Sorrow, where six burnt-up teddies laid inside six burnt-up boxes. It made Buddy think about his own death. Would it be like Horace’s? Like Sugar’s? And who would miss him when he was gone? It also made him think about his own life—about where he might end up. Maybe that was the purpose of cemeteries.

Nothing spoke first. “It is an odd feeling to find the hearts we were promised sitting in a bowl.”

“Why would the Suit keep these?” Sunny wondered.

“Because they’re pretty?” Reginald guessed.

Pretty? Buddy found the hearts sensational. Milk white, pearl gray, china blue, pansy purple, apple green, hornet yellow, sunset red, and in every imaginable pattern: polka dot, paisley, fleur-de-lis, herringbone, checkerboard, striped. Through layers of dust, the silk glowed as if leaking fresh tears.

Proto was the only teddy present with a Real Silk Heart inside.

And he looked scornful.

“They’re trophies,” Proto snorted. “The Suit just liked to be reminded how much money he was saving.”

Nothing looked longingly at the hearts. “Should each of us take one?”

Buddy thought it was an intriguing idea. Cuddling a silk heart might make nap time in the city nicer.

“Would you carry around a broken, unhatched egg?” Proto challenged. “These hearts are teddies that never were. They are not ours to take.”

Proto turned from the hearts and moved to the edge of the table. Sunny followed him, which didn’t surprise Buddy. He sighed and gently pulled Nothing away from the bowl. Reginald followed.

Arm to fuzzy arm, the teddy quintet gazed across the office, noting all the things the Suit had left behind: his hat, his coat, his umbrella.

“He must have left here in a hurry,” Sunny grunted.

Proto laughed shortly. “I’ll say he did! He was taken away by men with silver badges.”

“Police!” Reginald gasped.

Proto nodded. “When the police entered the lobby and demanded to see the Suit, he refused to come down. The police had to climb the same stairs we did to catch him. They dragged him right out the front door in handcuffs. I’ll never forget how he kicked and shouted.”

Buddy looked at Proto. The faintest glint of dawn eked through the office windows, deepening the galaxies of the old teddy’s eyes.

“But where did they take the Suit?” Buddy asked.

Proto surveyed the room, both proud and weary, like he’d won a great battle yet knew the war itself would grind onward.

“After the Suit was gone, more police came. One hung yellow ribbons that said POLICE LINE. One woman took photos—I saw flashes of white light from inside the factory. Most of the police searched. They wore white gloves. They had magnifying glasses and tweezers and plastic bags. They sealed dozens of teddies inside these bags and carried them away.”

Buddy had been in tight spots before: the culvert beneath the highway, the sewer pipe under the factory. But a zippered plastic bag? He shuddered.

“One of these police stood right in front of my case while he talked to his friend,” Proto continued. “It was the only time I heard actual words. He said, I don’t think the courthouse has room for all this evidence.”

“Evidence,” Nothing repeated. “Is that like stuff?”

“Sort of,” Reginald said. “It’s stuff people use to prove you did something wrong.”

“So the Suit’s evidence is in the courthouse!” Buddy cried.

“What is a courthouse?” Nothing asked.

“It is a house,” Proto said dramatically, “with a court.”

Buddy didn’t think that was much of an answer, but it seemed good enough for Sunny.

“That’s where we’ll go then, right, Proto?” the yellow teddy asked.

Proto nodded at the yellow teddy. “Very good, Sunburn.”

“Sunny,” she corrected. “But thanks.”

“All right, the courthouse it is,” Buddy said. “But how are we going to find it?”

Proto abruptly swiveled to face the others. He wore the bold smirk that, long ago, must have persuaded the Originals to do whatever he said. Buddy wished he had a smirk like Proto’s, or big fancy gestures like Proto’s. He knew he was just as good a leader as the old blue teddy. Maybe even better! But he didn’t have half of Proto’s charm.

“Do not fret, young teddies,” Proto said. “Once we’re outside, I’ll know just what to do. Let us return to the lobby and break our way out of here.”

Sunny slapped Proto’s arm. “You know I’m ready! Lead us on, boss!”

Proto’s smirk widened, and he took off, retracing his route from the chair, to the upside-down trash can, to the box of tissue paper, back down to the floor. The others hoorayed and hurried after. Only Buddy stayed in place. His chest hurt, right where his Real Silk Heart should have been.

Sunny just called Proto boss.

Did she—and Reginald and Nothing, for that matter—forget that the attractive and charismatic Proto had no idea how treacherous the world was outside these walls?
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The birthday hats made Proto harrumph. While the hatted Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing pushed, pulled, wrenched, and wiggled the board on the lobby door, Proto alternated between unhelpful pointers and warnings that the hats would only draw attention.

The second Buddy made it outside, he was glad he was wearing one.

The weather was neither the stinging sun of the trashlands nor the rainy autumn of their trek to Furrington Industries. Overnight, winter had come. Millions of snowflakes corkscrewed from the blue-gray sky, dodging tree limbs thorned with frost and rooftops fanged with icicles. Flakes made tiny piles on Buddy’s plush, sparkly as sugar.

The birthday hat kept his head dry. His three friends emerged, gasping at the speckled infinity. Sunny, of course, marched straight into it, taking the snow head-on. Nothing, who’d never felt fresh air on her plush, cringed back against the building, her mismatched head oscillating as snowflakes stuck to her plastic eyes.

“It’s only snow,” Reginald assured her. “It can’t hurt us. Unless…”

“Unless what?” Nothing asked.

“Unless we get buried in it,” Reginald replied, and Nothing’s plastic eyes seemed to widen. “Oh, maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Never fear, teddies!” Proto wiggled through the gap in the door. “Snow has to fall much harder than this to bury anyone. I lived through two winters with the Mother. Maybe four. Possibly fourteen. But plenty!”

“But have you ever traveled through snow?” Buddy pressed. Proto’s lack of experience continued to worry him. A treacherous journey lay ahead of them.

Proto grimaced at the white flakes and shivered.

“Not very cozy-wozy,” he admitted. “Anyone bring an extra birthday hat?”

Reginald held up the bag of balloons. “No, but I have these.”

Pulling balloons over their feet sounded simple, but with fingerless teddy paws, it proved impossible. Plus, they had to play dead anytime a car passed. After many minutes, or possibly hours, of effort, the teddies gave up. At least the bright balloons on the sidewalk looked cheery—until the snow buried them.

“All right, boss,” Sunny said. “Which way?”

Buddy peered down the street, past the snow.

“I think the snow should hide us pretty well until—”

“Excellent question, Sunblock, and one that I’m pleased to answer,” Proto said. “The police spoke of the courthouse as a place of remarkable significance. Every one of them was headed there with their plastic bags of evidence. From what I could tell, the courthouse was the most important place in the city.”

Buddy knew he needed to listen. But suddenly every snowflake felt like a knifepoint. Sunny had called Proto boss again—and Proto had cut Buddy off in reply.

“So we just follow the people!” Sunny clapped her paws. “Whichever direction people are going, that’s where we need to go too.”

“We’ve always tried to avoid people,” Reginald cautioned. “Now we’re going to head straight into them?”

Proto patted the gray teddy’s shoulder, the same way Buddy often had in the past.

“See, Romulus, how well snow hides the world? It will hide us just as well.”

Buddy’s fur heated up despite the winter cold. He’d just tried telling his friends the same thing! No one had listened when he’d said it!

Nothing pointed with the higher half of her body. “Most of the vehicles are turning at that corner.”

“Excellent work, No—” Buddy began.

“Excellent work, Nubbin!” Proto interrupted. “Single file, teddies! Let’s march!”

It was a cold slog. Buddy’s mood only made it colder and sloggier. They came upon the flooded gutter that had once whooshed the teddies into the sewer, which had led them to the teddy village. Now the gutter was frozen over. Proto didn’t know how easy he had it! The teddies scampered across it without problem.

After that, the walk was much like the one they’d made from the trashlands to the Store. As Proto—and Buddy!—had predicted, the snow concealed them almost as well as night. Very few people walked on foot and most vehicles passed too quickly for the teddies to worry about being seen. When a slow, chugging, rattletrap car did creep near, the teddies scurried beneath the nearest post-office box, bench, or bike rack.
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But things got tougher, as Buddy knew they would. And Proto didn’t have a clue where to go, like Buddy knew he wouldn’t. Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing, however, seemed inspired by the legendary blue teddy. A good leader wouldn’t take away that inspiration. So Buddy resolved to guide his friends safely, even if he didn’t receive any credit for it. In fact, each time Buddy assisted, he made sure to give Proto the accolades.

Example: “Proto, you’re taking us toward that broken-down sofa to hide, aren’t you?”

Example: “Proto, I can’t believe you noticed those tall buildings over there behind all the snow!”

Example: “Proto, you turned the wrong way on purpose to see if we’d notice. You’re so clever!”

It was tiring, and thankless, but Buddy knew it was the right thing to do.

The teddies doggy-shook snow off their plush and plowed ahead. The wind blew in the same direction they walked, pushing them onward. Finally, a lance of yellow sun stabbed through the clouds. Nothing halted, causing a pileup. Unlike the others, she’d never seen objects of this magnitude.

“Tall,” she said. It was only word she could manage.

The skyscrapers they’d once seen from the long distance of Garden E were suddenly right here, bigger than the world, miles of glistening steel and blinding glass shooting into the heavens until they vanished inside clouds. Reginald had once guessed that hundreds of people were inside each skyscraper. Surely he’d been mistaken. There must be more people inside than there were snowflakes in the sky.

“The Mother used to speak of this area,” Proto said. “She called it downtown.”

“Down?” Nothing frowned. “But the buildings go up.”

“Downtown is the city-est part of the city,” Proto continued. “People here move fast. They don’t say hello or pardon me. It wasn’t a safe place for those with bad backs and sore feet, like the Mother.”

“Or those made of fabric and stuffing,” Reginald added.

The wedge of sunshine cracked open the morning. The teddies hid in billows of steam that rose from steel grates. People charged from doorways, swerved around corners, emerged from cars, and filed from buses. They wore winter hats pulled low and scarfs tied high, their faces obscured by the rolling white clouds of their own breath. None of them looked where they were going. They stared at gadgets and adjusted plastic buds in their ears.

Buddy dizzied with sensations. The bitter whiff of coffee from a hundred plastic cups. The oily warmth from a diner door swinging open. The ouchy stab of salt crystals underfoot, apparently spread to melt snow. The squawks of cars, the clops of heels.

The sidewalk under the teddies’ feet rumbled. Buddy motioned the others beneath a recycling bin. He thought of how Mad’s donation box had shaken before the monster teddy had risen from the rags. What threatened now? There came a subterranean screech, a ding-dong tone, and a muffled robotic voice. Dozens of people hustled from a rectangular hole in the sidewalk, a moist burst of noise and heat.

“An underground train,” Reginald deduced. “Like the one we rode with Daddy.”

People kept coming, and coming, all sizes, all shapes, all colors. When Buddy was still in his box on the Store’s shelf, crowds were a good thing, a chance to find a child and Forever Sleep. Now, though, so many people only made him fearful. One of them would surely take notice of five unattended teddies—and that was no longer a good thing.

He looked both ways, said a prayer to the Mother, and dashed into a nearby alley. Reginald and Nothing followed. After a moment, so did Proto and Sunny. Buddy felt a rush of pride. See? He knew better than Proto what to do out here in the real world.

The five teddies huddled behind a bin that smelled way too familiar: trash.

“I never dreamed the world had so many people,” Reginald gasped.

“I admit,” Proto said nervously, “I didn’t expect quite so many myself.”

“It’s too crowded,” Buddy insisted. “We’ve got to find another way.”

“Buddy,” Sunny groaned—Buddy, not boss. “The last time we left the main road, Reginald got stuck on chewing gum and the two of you got chucked into outer space by a truck! Proto knows what he’s doing.”

Buddy boiled. Proto did not know what he was doing.

“Leaving the road is out of the question,” Proto agreed. “It’s these droves of people that will lead us to the courthouse!”

Buddy couldn’t take it anymore.

“I don’t care who you are! I won’t let you get my friends thrown away again! Maybe you don’t understand how roads work, Proto, but I do! Most roads have other roads that run straight alongside them. If we move just one road over, we can peek over at this street all we want. We’ll still be able to tell which way people are walking!”

The alley filled with the sounds of clomping boots, gasping buses, and the hiss of gray snow splattering under tires. Buddy felt very hot, then very cold. Had he just ordered around Proto? Proto? Reginald’s round plastic eyes told him that yes, he had.

Proto stared at Buddy in disbelief. The grand old teddy stood tall. Then taller. Buddy braced for a raging rapid of biting insults.

Instead, the tall, strutting teddy shrunk into a shuddering blue ball.

Buddy didn’t know what to say. “Proto … are you…?”

“Please don’t yell at me,” Proto begged quietly. “I’m trying to be the Proto you teddies want me to be. If I’m insufferable sometimes, it’s only because I’m scared. Yes—I, Proto. Scared. I think I’ve been scared since the Mother dropped me off at Furrington Industries so long ago.” Proto turned his shiny marble eyes up at Buddy. “She didn’t come back for me, you know. I think about that every day.”

“I’m sorry,” Buddy said. “I didn’t mean to—”

Again he was interrupted. This time, though, it was Sunny. Her dirty yellow paw was against Buddy’s chest to stop him from talking. Buddy’s anger rose back up—but there was only regret in Sunny’s expression.

“Don’t apologize, Buddy,” Sunny said. “Proto didn’t mean it, but he was leading us into danger. It had to be said … and you’re the only teddy with enough guts to say it.”

Buddy’s anger melted into gratitude. He added his blue paw atop Sunny’s yellow one.

“I am sorry, Sunny,” he said. “For not telling you the truth. I should have known you could handle it.”

Sunny replied softly enough that Proto couldn’t hear. “And I’m sorry for overreacting, Buddy. Following Proto reminded me just how hard it is to be a good leader.”

Buddy nodded. It was hard. And that meant it was hard for Proto too. Buddy knelt down and stroked the sad old teddy’s silken fur.

“We don’t want you to be any Proto except the Proto you are,” Buddy said.

Proto managed a smile. “Thank you. And I agree. We should take the other road.”

Buddy grinned shyly. “I didn’t know I could be so convincing.”

“You were,” Proto praised. “But that thing up there did some convincing too.”

Proto pointed at the brick wall behind the teddies. Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing tilted their heads upward. Pasted on the wall was a large piece of paper with the Furrington Industries logo. This logo, however, was circled in red and had a line slashed through the center. Beneath the crossed-out logo were four words.
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DEMONSTRATION / 1 P.M. TODAY / COURTHOUSE



“Reginald,” Buddy asked warily, “what’s a demonstration?”

“I’m not sure,” the gray teddy replied. “But that red slash gives me the creeps.”

“Someone does not like us,” Nothing said.

“A whole lot of someones,” Sunny corrected. “Look around.”

The teddies tottered in circles as they gazed up and down the alley. Dozens of anti-teddy posters were plastered over both alley walls. Buddy looked back at the main street, over the mist of people’s breaths and the pom-poms of their woolly hats. On a telephone pole, on the back of a road sign, on the side of a lamp: more and more posters.

Proto had been right that lots of people were headed toward the courthouse. What none of the teddies had guessed was that there was a specific reason for it today. The downtown folk were on their way to a “demonstration.”

And they were angry.

Buddy whirled back to the other teddies. Their birthday hats were askew. They held one another. They were frightened.

“We need to get out of here,” Buddy said.
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The teddies slunk down the alley. Buddy, Sunny, and Reginald were expert slinkers, and Nothing had picked up a good slink or two while collecting stuff in the cellar. But Proto’s nature was to swagger, parade, and promenade. Mindful of her Teddy Duty, Sunny took on the job of tugging on Proto’s tail to bring him back into slinking order.

They hunkered behind a battered box at the other end of the alley. It was full daytime now. Sunlight leaked through cracks in the clouds, turning the snowflakes into a billion drops of sparkling honey.

There were fewer people on this road, but they were literally on the road, marching right down the middle stripe past barriers that kept cars away. Unlike the main road, every person moved in a unified direction: toward the tallest clump of skyscrapers, toward the demonstration, the courthouse, the evidence.

Toward the Suit.

Still, Buddy grinned. It was a parade! He’d heard of them before but never expected to see one.

“Look at those nice trees,” Nothing observed.

Buddy was beginning to realize that Nothing, having never been outside, was fantastic at noticing things Buddy and the others had gotten too used to. This time it was a long line of trees across the road, still thick and green despite the winter.

“Good eye, Nothing,” Buddy praised. “If we can get across the road, we might be able to move tree to tree, all the way to the courthouse.”

“I hope we’re not spotted,” Reginald said. “These posters made me jumpy.”

“These posters?” Sunny echoed. “How about those posters?”

Sunny signaled in the direction of the parade. Most people downtown carried things. Bags, backpacks, briefcases, purses. The paraders carried signs. Unlike the big metal signs Buddy had seen all over—STOP, SLOW, DO NOT ENTER, ROAD WORK AHEAD—these were homemade pieces of cardboard colored with the same kind of markers Darling used to have.

Buddy’s enthusiasm for the parade evaporated as he began to read the signs.

FURRINGTONS BELONG IN THE FURNACE!

JUSTICE FOR THE CHILDREN!

TIME FOR TEDDIES TO BE DEADIES!

Buddy knew adults hated Furrington Teddies. He’d even come to sympathize with them—they were only trying to protect their children. Yet these signs made him terribly sad. Many featured drawings of Furrington Teddies. Some in mangled pieces. Some engulfed in flames. All drawn with menacing eyes and snarling jaws.

The teddies ducked as a large group thundered past, jabbing their nasty signs hard enough to swirl snow.

“Perhaps we should not attend this demonstration,” Nothing suggested. “Perhaps we can find our way back to the cellar.”

“I did not spend all that time in a glass case to go running back to it,” Proto declared. “Nor did you teddies travel so far for nothing. We must press on!”

Buddy heard rustling behind him. He spun around, picturing one of the marchers towering above, eyes burning, driving downward with the sharpened handle of an anti-teddy sign.

It was only Sunny. She was sifting through trash gathered alongside a dumpster. All the teddies turned to watch. There were far more important things going on than garbage. What was the yellow teddy up to?

Sunny found something that satisfied her—a small box with a dented lid. Sunny shook the lid open and turned the box upside down. Little sharp sticks rained down, bouncing a few times before they became glued to the sticky ground.

“Toothpicks,” Reginald whispered. “People use them to dig food out of their teeth.”

“I did not know that people were disgusting,” Nothing said.

Teddy paws aren’t adept at handling items as small as toothpicks, but Sunny concentrated intensely. Before long, she’d rolled a toothpick between her grungy paws. With great care, she set its pointy end to one of the Cherubim fork-holes punched into her body.

Sunny slid the toothpick halfway inside the hole.

“Sunny!” Buddy gasped. “Stop it!”

Each of the yellow teddy’s fork-wounds had four holes. Sunny picked up a second toothpick and aimed it at the second hole. Again, she slid it halfway inside. Sunny still didn’t look at the others, not even when she began to speak.

“We’ve crossed risky roads before. But there’s no culvert this time. No stop signs or stoplights to slow traffic. If one of those marchers spots us, I don’t have any doubt about what they’ll do.” Sunny grimaced as she wiggled the third toothpick into her chest. “We’ve got to make ourselves dangerous, friends. We’ve got to become teddies no one would ever want to touch.”

Sunny finished inserting the fourth toothpick, then stuck out her chest triumphantly.

Now Buddy understood. Sunny had dozens of fork-holes. Once she inserted toothpicks into all of them, she’d be a porcupine—too prickly to pick up.

“We’ve taken a lot of damage during our journey,” Sunny continued. “We’ve always complained about it. We’ve always been saddened by it. Not anymore. It’s time to put our wounds to use.”

Sunny gestured at the jumble of dumpster debris and grinned.

“No reason to be afraid, teddies. We’re all very familiar with trash.”
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Nothing was the first to waddle closer. Buddy figured it made sense. The white teddy had fought Cherubim with Sunny while Buddy had been in the Cave of Hearts, and she’d received several fork-holes for her trouble.

But she didn’t don Sunny’s toothpicks. She rooted through the litter until she drew out a section of oily bicycle chain. Nothing knew all about chains: Her body was striped from Pain Chain lashes. Maybe she wanted to change the whole idea of chains, Buddy thought, by using them as defense. The links clacked as she looped the chain around herself.

“It feels strange,” Nothing said. Then she looked sterner. “It feels strong.”

Reginald came next. A fastidious teddy, his only damage was a few Pain Chain slashes of his own. That didn’t stop him. Under the dumpster he found a four-sided cheese grater missing its handle. He wiggled inside and poked his gray head out from the top. It was like wearing a smock, but one with sharp blades on every side.

Proto’s pristine condition was marred only by the city grime that blackened his teddy feet. But he followed Reginald’s example, scrutinizing the debris until he found a bright object—Proto liked bright objects. It was a metal cookie cutter shaped like a Christmas tree. Proto slung it over his belly like a sash. Another bright thing caught his attention: a wad of tangled fishing hooks. He shook them out until they formed a ring. Gently he placed it atop his head. It was a wickeder version of Sugar’s tinfoil crown.

Buddy didn’t want to participate. He didn’t know why. Yet he knew Sunny was right. Being too dangerous to touch might be their best protection if they were spotted by people. If they’d had such defenses back in the trashlands, they never would have needed to fear the gulls, the rats, the possums, the snakes, the raccoons, the skunks, any of them.

He scrounged up several screws, sharp along their swirls, pointed at the tips. His body was peppered with divots from landing in gravel after being tossed by a truck. He found it was easy to push the flat end of the screws through these weak spots. Soon, Buddy was studded with twisty metal. The new weight made him feel clumsy. But Nothing was right—it also made him feel strong.

He felt like one of the action figures he’d seen inside his original Store. Action figures usually had a bevy of weapons too: guns, staffs, bludgeons, crossbows. Buddy kicked through the garbage until he found the closest thing and picked it up: a single blade of a broken pair of scissors, topped with a red rubber handle.

When Buddy turned to show the others, he saw they’d already had the same idea. Sunny cradled a syringe with a rusty needle. Nothing held half a chicken bone, one end spiky with bony splinters. Reginald brandished a four-bladed shaving razor. Lodged into Proto’s shoulder was a piece of broken glass as softly rounded as a dove.

None of these weapons shocked Buddy like the staples. His friends had unearthed a trove of crooked, rusty staples and inserted them along the thread-lines of their mouths. More staples had been inserted into the ends of each of their paws. The staples were tiny and did no real damage. But the visual effect was incredible.

Long ago, the teddies had cowered from Haze beasts with sharp teeth and long claws.

Now they were the ones with teeth. They were the ones with claws.

They had become the beasts.

Without a word of discussion, the teddies removed their birthday hats. Hats so jolly no longer looked right atop the sort of teddies they’d changed into. The hats spun in the alley breeze, new garbage to replace the garbage they took.

We’re turning into things we weren’t meant to be, Reginald had once said.

Buddy staggered, hit by a wave of sadness. But when that wave passed, he prickled with resentment. It wasn’t the teddies’ fault they were changing. The world had changed. The teddies were doing what they needed to carry on.

Buddy watched angry marchers wave signs about justice.

Buddy was angry too. He also wanted justice—for Furringtons.

Proto began walking to the very edge of the alley, his fishhook crown jangling. Buddy hustled so he got there first, his screws chattering. The others followed, and didn’t sound like they’d ever sounded before. Sunny’s needle squealed across concrete. Nothing’s bike chain rattled like a metal snake. Reginald’s shaving razor trilled against his cheese-grater smock.

“There, a gap in the crowd,” Buddy said. “It may be our best chance to reach those trees on the other side. If we time it just right and wait until the sun goes behind those clouds, then we might be able to—”

Proto hoisted his broken piece of glass.

“Run, teddies, run!” he cried.

Buddy groaned—classic Proto. Sunny didn’t wait, bolting into the road. On the one paw, it was risky behavior. On the other paw, Sunny was so loaded with alley junk that she resembled a trash tumbleweed. The perfect cover, as long as they moved fast.

Buddy raised his half-scissors and took off into the pelting snow. A teddy’s sprint was more like a toddle, particularly with all this new weight, but Buddy felt inspired. He had friends on either side of him, chugging as fast as they could, sunlight glinting off their brash new weapons.

The center line of the road flew under Buddy’s feet. New teeth and claws spun inside his plush. Threads snapped where his legs were sewed to his body. The oncoming marchers closed in, jeering and shouting.

Buddy felt cold, fluffy snow beneath his feet again. He’d made it across! He tried to stop, but snow was slippery. He tripped on a root, rolled beneath a bush, sprang back to his feet, and smacked hard into a thatch of thin metal rods. His head popped between two of them, caught.

The rods shook as Sunny, Nothing, and Proto all ended up in the same predicament. As usual, Reginald managed to avoid it, rolling to a peaceful stop against a round tube of black rubber.

“Ow,” Sunny concluded.

“I do miss the cellar a little bit,” Nothing noted.

“Never have I endured such tribulations!” Proto cried. “I cannot wait to give the Suit a piece of my—”

“Shh,” Reginald urged.

This small sound was all Buddy needed to know that they’d landed in trouble once more. Buddy looked upward.

The metal rods were spokes. The rounded black rubber was a tire.

The teddies had collided with a bicycle wheel.

Buddy looked even higher.

Atop the bike sat a kid. He had black hair beneath a black winter hat and black hood. He wore a blue jean jacket. Strapped over it was a big blue backpack. With dark eyes, the kid squinted at the teddies caught in his front wheel.

Buddy was reminded of the time Darling first saw the teddies.

But this boy was older than Darling. And his face didn’t break into a jubilant grin. He scowled, knotted his forehead, and leaned closer. In the same motion, he set down the object he was carrying. Buddy glanced at the object and the screws in his stuffing went icy.

It was a sign like the others but uglier: black marker on a scrap of torn cardboard. Buddy read the sloppy, misspelled sign from a growing shadow as the kid reached to pick him up.

DERSTOY ALL FURRINTONS!





EVIDENCE
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Though scared, Buddy couldn’t help but be fascinated. He’d never seen a kid of this age so close. The boy’s eyes were as bright as Darling’s, but guarded, as if he’d learned to anticipate life’s ornery surprises. There was a scar above his right eye. Buddy wondered how a kid this young had gotten a scar like that, until he remembered his own scars, too many to count.

The kid’s hair was greasy. His cheeks were blotched by four or five pink dots. Buddy had seen dots like this on other kids this age. They looked like they might smart. To his surprise, Buddy wondered if it might feel good to hug a soft teddy against those angry dots.

The kid’s breath rolled thick and white into the frigid air. Buddy smelled fun foods: soda, chips, candy. The kid ran a thumb over Buddy’s staple teeth and staple claws, all the metal screws. He toyed with the half-scissors tucked into Buddy’s armpit.

“What the heck?” the kid whispered.

The kid launched Buddy into the air—into the air!—only to catch him again. Buddy ought to be terrified, he knew that. Yet he felt thrilled. Darling had dropped Buddy hundreds of times while simply walking across her room. Never once had she thrown and caught him with such expertise.

Buddy let his dizzy eyes wander over the kid’s jacket. The boy had stuck buttons onto himself, just like Buddy had stuck on staples and screws. Buddy didn’t understand the buttons, but he liked the colors. STAY GREEN: leaf-green. END POLICE BRUTALITY: navy blue. TRANS PEOPLE MATTER: sparkly gold. LOVE IS EQUAL: a rainbow.

Inside the jacket collar, Buddy glimpsed letters inked in harsh blue slashes. Not as nice as a Furrington tag, but Buddy believed it served the same purpose.


PROPERTY OF T. KIDD



The kid’s name must be Kidd, Buddy thought.

Buddy was startled by a loud glank—the bike’s kickstand booted to the frozen ground. Kidd leapt off the bike with catlike agility, set Buddy on a dry patch of sidewalk, and studied his wheel. Carefully he dislodged Sunny, Nothing, and Proto from the spokes. Kidd turned each teddy over and over again, touching each piece of armor and weaponry.

“What in the world have you teddies been up to?” Kidd asked.

Buddy had a strange urge to tell him everything. The kid might have a sign promoting the destruction of Furringtons, but he also had a curious face and a tender touch. Kidd sat cross-legged, planted his elbows on his knees, and tugged on one of the staples in Buddy’s paw. Buddy felt the pull of plush and the stir of stuffing.

“Huh,” Kidd said. “Guess you want those staples to stay put?”

Kidd set Buddy down and picked up Reginald. Kidd laughed and rapped on Reginald’s metallic smock.

“Wait—is this a cheese grater?” The kid chuckled. “That’s awesome.”

Kidd lifted Sunny next. “No, no, no.” He plucked the syringe from Sunny’s paws and chucked it into a nearby trash can. “That thing’s too dangerous, even for you rebels.”

Kidd then selected Proto and chimed the fishhook crown. “Looks like you got elected Teddy King. Congrats, your highness.”

Finally, Kidd picked up Nothing. His eyes widened. “Look at you,” Kidd gasped. “Your right half’s higher than your left half.”

Kidd traced his finger down the mismatched seam of Nothing’s manufacturing error. Buddy saw the white teddy tremble. Nothing had never felt a young person’s touch.

“You’re okay,” Kidd whispered to Nothing. “People may not know it yet, but being different—it’s okay. It’s better than okay. It’s the best.”

Unlike Darling and her family, whose faces were as splendidly designed as a teddy’s, the kid’s face was lopsided. One eyebrow was bushier than the other. His nose was crooked. The top of his left ear wasn’t folded like the top of his right. He smiled, showing teeth that angled in different directions. For some reason, it made Buddy smile too.

“I know I’m supposed to hate Furringtons,” Kidd said. “But you are the coolest teddies I ever saw!”

A gust of hope hit. If this sign-carrying teddy-hater could change his mind about Furringtons this fast, maybe other people could too—including parents. Buddy felt a renewed resolve to find the Suit and fix what was wrong with them.

Bleep-bloop! Buddy and his pals knew all about text messages from Mama, who’d stared at her gadget like Darling stared at TV. Proto didn’t looked surprised, so he must have learned about text messages from the factory lobby. Nothing, though, looked concerned. Buddy tried to send her silent messages to remain calm.

Kidd’s serene expression changed. His eyes got serious. He bolted to his feet, and Nothing tumbled to the snow. Kidd plunged a hand into his pants pocket and yanked out a gadget so fast that dusty pieces of gum and white earbuds exploded into the air. His gadget was held together with tape. Kidd tapped it. Screen light glowed on his face. His thumbs began dancing across the shattered glass display.

“Psst,” Reginald hissed. “What do we do?”

“We run,” Sunny hissed back. “Did you read that sign he’s holding?”

“He seems nice,” Nothing said.

“He did call me a king,” Proto noted.

Kidd stared at what he’d typed, chewed his lip, and muttered to himself. “Am I really going to send this?”

Buddy had no idea what Kidd was talking about. But he recognized that look: courage battling fear. He recalled feeling the same thing way back in Garden E, when he’d awoken and had to make the decision to either stay put or walk and talk and see what happened next. Buddy had the sudden need to convey this experience to Kidd. Maybe the advice would help.

Teddies couldn’t talk in front of people. Buddy knew that.

But whisper? Really softly? So softly the other teddies couldn’t hear and the kid might assume it was just a voice in his head? It was worth a shot.

Buddy whispered: “Send it, Kidd. Otherwise you’ll never move from where you are.”

On the other side of the bushes, a hundred marchers chanted anti-teddy slogans, but Kidd didn’t seem to hear them. He lifted his chin, as if, just maybe, he had heard Buddy’s advice in some way. Kidd rolled his tongue inside his cheek, thinking. Then he thumbed one last button—zoop. His face went pale. He stared at his gadget, breathless.

Oddly, Buddy felt breathless too.

Bloop! Kidd gasped. Then read. Then grinned.

“All right!” Kidd laughed. “Thank you, voice in my head!”

Buddy hid his beaming face from the other teddies. It wasn’t difficult, as Kidd began to move quickly. He gathered his earbuds and secured his anti-teddy sign behind his seat. He swung a leg over his bike before his joyous eyes landed on the teddies scattered across the pavement. Kidd sighed another white cloud.

“People will kill me if they see I have Furringtons,” Kidd said. “But you teddies did bring me good luck with that text…”

Take us with you, Buddy thought, even though it made no sense. He and his friends had trudged this far to find the Suit, not some random kid.

Buddy had to bottle a cheer when Kidd leapt back down, unzipped his blue backpack, and began cramming in teddies so tightly Buddy couldn’t tell which parts were his and which parts belonged to his friends. Kidd didn’t forget to add the broken chicken bone, shaving razor, glass shard, and half-scissors before dragging the zipper shut across the overstuffed bag.

Buddy heard another glank and felt the wobble of the bike’s motion.

“How many times are we going to get squashed into bags?” Sunny griped.

“This is typical for you, is it?” Proto chided. “You teddies are troublesome indeed.”

“At least this time we have sharp objects jabbing us,” Reginald joked.

“He still seems nice,” Nothing said.

The bike’s side-to-side sway evolved into a headlong force that grew faster and faster. Buddy longed to see the outside. He squirmed and rolled until his face was pressed against the zipper. Daylight glittered through the metal teeth. Buddy worked a paw into the opening. One of the staples snagged the zipper pull-tag. He yanked. With a sound like Darling’s snore, the zipper yawned wide.

Buddy’s head popped through the top. Light blasted. Noises raged.

Speed!

Wind flattened Buddy’s plush. The regular world melted into lightning streaks of gray, brown, amber, and purple. At this speed, slowly twirling snowflakes transformed into a million comets. Buddy had the wild thought that he’d risen his head into a storm of shooting stars.

[image: ]

Buddy laughed. He couldn’t help it!

“Whee!” And again, louder: “Wheeee!”

The teddies beneath him squirmed and fussed.

“What is all this carrying on?” Proto griped from below. “Move aside, Buddy! If you can’t figure out how to get us off this bike, maybe I—”

Proto’s head popped out. Instantly, the wind ripped the frown from his face. His fluffy plush ruffled wildly. His marble eyes spun. His crown of fishhooks flapped and jangled. He struggled to speak as the wind snatched at his words.

“This is—quite different—from my—glass case!”

Kidd swerved back onto the busy main street, so full of marchers now that all traffic had halted. A bicycle, however, was something special. Kidd rocketed past honking cars and their cursing drivers. He dodged a delivery truck by inches, then skewed right, slipping past a pest control van. Directly in the bike’s path, a marcher argued with a policeman. Before Buddy could scream, Kidd threaded between them and then ducked beneath a huge anti-teddy banner held aloft by two people.

The banner boxed Buddy’s and Proto’s ears. Instead of retracting in fear, Buddy felt more alive than he’d ever felt. More speed! More danger! Go, Kidd, go!

Proto let loose with a howl of laughter. What a sound from such a dignified teddy!

“That—that was—incredible!”

“Wheeee!” Buddy whooped. “Give it a try, Proto!”

“Wheeee!” Proto whooped. “Wheeeeeeee! Wheeeeeeeeee! Wheeeeeeeeeeee!”

“That may be one too many whees,” Buddy giggled. “Oh, Proto—look at the skyscraper!”

“Fantabulous!” Proto belted. “Extraceptional!”

Even after all these thrills, Kidd’s next move caught the teddies by surprise. The bike cut hard to the right, the back wheel skidding to the side. Buddy and Proto grabbed each other, shrieking as the kid laced around startled marchers with a bumblebee’s finesse. A concrete curb rushed at the bike. The boy heaved upward to hop it. Finally, an error: The front wheel thumped the curb, the bike jarred hard—

—and Buddy saw the world roll and roll and roll—

—until the backpack hit the ground and all went dark.
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Total blackness, a sinking sensation.

Buddy recognized the void right away.

Throughout Buddy’s quest, this mysterious void had often offered relief from the nonstop calamities of the real world. This time, though, Buddy was irked to be back. Something was different this time. What was it?

It came to him gradually.

He was different.

Real life crackled with frights, but for once, Buddy wanted them back. The bike ride had reminded him that frights were known by other words too. Excitements and elations, confusions and commotions, fevers and furies, buzzes and bothers, hubbubs and hullabaloos, passions and provocations. A whole lot, in other words, and the more time Buddy spent among these outside world sensations, the more he wanted to partake in them all.

He called out to the Voice. He’d never done that before.

“I’m here! Come on, let’s get on with it.”

“No reason to be snippy,” the Voice replied. “It would appear that you’re in a foul mood today, U.S. REG. NO PA-385632.”

As always, Buddy had a hunch that he knew this Voice. Usually the unknown identity tickled and teased him. Today, though, he was aggravated.

“I suppose I have been in a lousy mood lately,” Buddy said. “But things just got more interesting! This kid we found … I want to see what he does next.”

“You helped him out, didn’t you?”

Buddy nodded. “Imagine that, Voice. Me giving advice to a person!”

“Do you think you’ll give him more?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It made me feel pretty good to help him.”

“It was awfully nice of you, considering the kid’s opinion on teddies.”

“That’s true,” Buddy admitted. “First, he wanted to destroy us. Then, he put us inside his backpack.” Buddy felt a twinge of concern. “You think he’s taking us somewhere to destroy us?”

“What do you think, U.S. REG. NO PA-385632?”

Buddy shook his head. “I don’t think so. Kidd likes us. I can tell. The only thing is…”

“Yes?”

Buddy sighed. “He’s a little old, isn’t he? I don’t know what an amazing kid like that would want with a bunch of worn-out teddies. He might even be too old to bring Forever Sleep.”

“Forever Sleep,” the Voice pondered. “I wonder what you’d do, U.S. REG. NO PA-385632, if you had a real chance at Forever Sleep right in front of you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Buddy complained. “I’d take it! Any teddy would take it! You know, every time I come here, it’s the same routine. You ask me all these hard questions, you refuse to tell me who you are, and you say something spooky right before I wake up. I’ve had it!”

He hoped his voice might boom, but the endless void made it brittle.

“I don’t think our relationship is that bad,” the Voice said.

Buddy sighed. “I apologize if I hurt your feelings. You have given me some good advice in the past. Maybe that’s why I want to give Kidd good advice now. It’s just that…”

“Yes?”

“I guess I feel like Kidd now. It’s time for me get on a bike and pedal for myself, you know?”

There was a long, long, long, long, long, long pause. At least, Buddy thought it was long. What were hours to a teddy? What was one second in the void?

“You … don’t want to come back here?” the Voice asked. “Not ever?”

Buddy felt queasy. Was he brave enough to say it? He watched his blue paws shake in the black void, just like Darling’s hands sometimes shook before departing for school or a play date. He knew the choice he had to make. If you wanted to keep growing up, you had to leave safe places behind. It terrified him, thrilled him, saddened him, inspired him.

He tried to sound courageous.

“That’s right. I would like to stop coming here. If that’s possible. It’s nothing personal.”

Though there were no physical forms in the void, Buddy got the definite impression that the Voice was smiling.

“I’ve been waiting to hear you say that,” the Voice said warmly. “I can’t tell you how long I’ve waited. Return to the kid. He needs your help. I know you can do it, U.S. REG. NO PA-385632. I’ve always known it.”
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Buddy was shaken awake. He was still in the dark. Now, though, an inquisitive gray face above a cheese grater was pressed against his ear.

“Howdy,” Reginald said. “Things are happening.”

Of course they are, Buddy thought. This world had none of the void’s dependable hush. Buddy felt a stinging in his stitches. He hadn’t had the chance to offer the Voice a proper goodbye.

Leaving some friends behind seemed to be part of growing up too.

Return to the kid. He needs your help, the Voice had said.

Buddy looked around. He and the other four teddies remained shoved inside the flexing walls of the backpack. Their current motion had none of a bike’s swiftness. Kidd must be on foot. With each step, he slung the teddies to the left side of the bag, the right, the left, the right. Things were happening, all right.

Buddy fought his paws free and gestured upward. Sunny and Reginald, his old friends, didn’t hesitate. Back into formation they went, boosting Buddy above the zipper for a second time.

No volley of wind this time, no babble of noise. Buddy didn’t see the street at all. That was bad. It meant the kid was no longer heading in the direction of the courthouse. Buddy twisted to look behind. There—the kid’s bike, chained to a post.

The sound of Kidd’s shoes changed. Buddy faced frontward and saw that the kid had moved from blacktop to sidewalk. The sidewalk led straight to a building that was no skyscraper, but still tall. Every level had the same assortment of windows, and through them Buddy saw proof of the people living inside. Holiday decorations. A flag with a football helmet. A poster advertising someone for president—and a few windows over, a poster advertising someone else.

It wasn’t like Mama’s building. The lawn was green, not yellow, and tidily trimmed beneath a powdering of snow. Instead of a metal door layered with locks, this building had a shining glass wheel that turned and turned. Buddy thought of the Garbage Monster that ate Sugar, the sound of its whirring blades: SKRAKARAKAKAKAKAKAKA!!!

Kidd didn’t hesitate. He dove straight into the wheel. Buddy covered his eyes.

Sounds dramatically changed—no cars, no birds, no voices—and Buddy realized they’d made it inside unchopped. When he looked again, he saw an area similar to the Furrington Industries lobby. No dust, mice, or spoiled donuts here, though. The bright, tiled floors were polished to a sparkle.

The kid punched a button beside gleaming silver doors.

“What’s going on?” Sunny whispered from below.

“We’re inside another apartment building,” Buddy whispered back.

“I bet the message from his gadget told him to come,” Reginald guessed.

“I, for one, doubt that this is the courthouse,” Proto declared.

“We can’t escape while we’re on his back,” Buddy pointed out.

“I am not worried,” Nothing said simply. “I like this kid.”

The silver doors opened by themselves. Instead of applauding the magic, four grown-ups barreled out without even looking at Kidd. The kid let them by, then slipped past the doors.

This was no apartment. It wasn’t even a hallway! They were inside a narrow red box. The kid just stood there while the doors rumbled shut, locking them inside.

Buddy panicked. Their only hope of getting out was those white buttons all over the wall. But there were so many! How could anyone know the right combination that would free them? The kid, however, just thumbed his phone, swiped to a text message, and pressed a button marked 27.

The red box lurched. Buddy shuddered. Oh, Mother! Was this thing rising into the air?

Kidd sighed.

“I hope she’s there. I really hope she’s there. What do you think, teddies? You think she’s going to be there?”

The threat of the red box slipped from Buddy’s mind. Was this kid asking for more advice?

“I mean, she texted me, right? She gave me this address. If she’s not here, that’d be a pretty messed-up prank. And she’s not like that. At least I don’t think she’s like that. She invited me because she likes me. And she likes me because … because…”

Buddy was appalled. Kidd seemed oblivious to his own good qualities.

There were endless reasons for this foolish girl to like him! He had the best button collection in the known universe! His skill at extracting teddies from wheel spokes was beyond compare! His ability to toss rusty syringes into trash cans was unrivaled! And his bike riding—why, the kid rode a bike like an eagle soared!

The red box jounced to a halt. Wooziness braided Buddy’s stuffing. A light ding! was followed by the silver doors purring open, revealing not another bright, tiled lobby, but a long, dull hallway of doors that all looked alike. The kid headed into the hall.

“It’s too quiet up there,” Sunny whispered.

“We’re in a hallway,” Buddy said into the backpack. “Door after door after door.”

“Friends, we just rode in an elevator!” Reginald reported. “How about that!”

“Inside one of these rooms is the girl Kidd wants to see,” Buddy said.

“What could some boy want with some girl,” Proto demanded, “when there are bikes to ride down busy streets? Listen here, young teddies. I see that it is up to me to get us back on track toward the—”

The kid quit moving. Proto shut up. Buddy leaned from the top of the bag to see around the back of Kidd’s head. In front of the kid was a door bolted with a single unhelpful label.


~2710~



Kidd took a breath so big that Buddy and his friends rose up with his shoulders before being settled back down. The kid put his ear close to the door. From within came muffled laughter. Happy sounds, and yet they didn’t make Buddy smile. Kidd, too, reacted like the laughs were some kind of attack.

“I can’t,” Kidd said.

He took a step away from the door. Instantly, Buddy pictured the locked gate at the edge of Garden E. At first, he’d been afraid to squeeze past it because that was breaking the rules. But he’d done it. And it was the best decision he’d ever made. Buddy leaned close to Kidd’s ear and whispered.

“The scariest doors are the ones you need to go through.”

Kidd took a deep breath, exhaled, and nodded.

Buddy felt a deep, if odd, satisfaction. In a way, helping this kid was the exact opposite of Forever Sleep. No embracing, no blinking out into eternal darkness. Instead, pushing, persevering, progressing. Buddy wondered if he preferred it that way.

Kidd raised his fist and knocked on the door: cluck, cluck, cluck.

Buddy lowered himself past the backpack’s zipper. But before he was fully hidden, he noticed something that cut a notch into his satisfaction.

Kidd still carried the homemade sign reading DERSTOY ALL FURRINTONS!
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First voice, a boy: “What are you doing here?”

Kidd’s voice: “Hey, Borowski.”

Second voice, a boy: “Is that Kidd? Dude, that’s Kidd. From school.”

Kidd’s voice: “Hey, Smith.”

Third voice, a girl: “Who invited you?”

Kidd’s voice: “I … uh … I thought … I mean, I heard you guys…”

Fourth voice, a girl: “I invited him. He’s into the same stuff we are. Hi, Kidd.”

Kidd’s voice: “Oh, hi, Missy. What’s … uh … up?”



The clumsy conversation lurched on, but Buddy didn’t hear it. The kid was slinging off his backpack and sitting down, which generated deafening noise. Inside, the teddies squished and squashed. The darkness sparked with static crackles, muffled apologies, and cut off complaints.

“Oh, do excuse my toothpicks—”

“No, please pardon my chicken bone—”

“If you’d just remove your shaving razor from my tum—”

“I believe that’s my nose you’re cheese-gratering—”

Eventually, they settled down.

The bag, however, kept twitching. Buddy figured he better know why.

He crawled back toward the top of the bag. Proto had the same idea at the same time, and together they wrestled the zipper until they could both pop their faces through it. The first thing Buddy saw was Kidd’s leg. It was beside the bag, bouncing, bouncing. That explained the twitching.

The second thing Buddy noticed was the smell: greasy, salty, pickle-y. Moments later, he recognized it as the odor of the Yellow Plastic Hills, the restaurant where they’d found and defeated Mad. Buddy saw a tabletop disordered with white wrappers, cardboard cups, dirty napkins. Buddy also smelled fruity lip balm, the kind Darling liked. And perfume, like Mama’s, but enough of it to make Buddy groggy.

Buddy inspected the room. It was bigger than Mama’s whole apartment. The art on the walls looked like the finger-paint splotches Darling used to make but encased in golden frames. The room was spotless, without dust, without crumb. It made Buddy suspicious. No way could a room be this clean and have people living in it.

The TV was the size of a car, and instead of cartoons, it played boring people at boring tables speaking to boring people holding microphones. The sofa was leathery. Each chair was as big and billowy as Darling’s bed. The shelves were the weirdest of all. Instead of spilling over with books, each shelf held a single item—a vase, a framed photo, a seashell, a plate. What a waste of space!

The kids talked over loud music that vibrated Buddy’s plastic parts: bzz-bzz-bzz.

“Kidd, you live near here?”

The one called Smith was talking. The way he was sprawled on the sofa made it clear this was Smith’s home. Smith had soft, wavy, brown hair, but everything else was sharp: his nose, chin, elbows, and knees. His blue eyes shifted watchfully like one of the Haze beasts. Buddy didn’t trust him.

“Near here?” Kidd replied. “Oh! No. I just—you know, I just biked. On my bike.”

“Yeah, a bike is usually how one bikes,” the other guy laughed.

This boy’s name was Borowski. He displayed small white teeth behind a red, rubbery grin. His big head, bopping to the bzz-bzz-bzz, had pink cheeks and a flat haircut. Borowski looked at Kidd like he thought Kidd was useless. Buddy didn’t like it at all.

“I told you guys, Kidd’s into demonstrations,” said one of the girls.

This was Missy. She sat in the chair closest to Kidd, legs gathered around her in green-and-black-striped tights. She had black hair, like Kidd, but tied into a dozen pigtails springing from her head like a fern. She blinked eyes lined in black goop and smiled with black-painted lips.

Buddy had never seen hair, eyes, or lips like that. When Missy looked at Kidd, his left leg quit bouncing. This made Buddy like Missy very much.

Soon, they discovered the other girl’s name was Astrid. She had blond hair and a mouth that frowned even when it smiled. Her ears, throat, and fingernails glinted with jeweled things. Astrid glared at Missy. Yet she focused her dislike at Kidd.

“I see you got a sign there, Kidd,” Astrid said. “Let’s see it.”

Kidd’s hand dropped into Buddy’s view, close enough for Buddy to see his palm sweat. Kidd grasped his anti-teddy sign but didn’t raise it high so the others could see.

“It’s not very good,” Kidd warned. “I didn’t have time to work on it.”

“We only started this morning,” Smith crowed, “and look what we’ve made.”

Astrid, Borowski, and Smith each picked up one of the signs leaning against the table. Buddy felt a bolt of hope. They looked homemade too! But these signs were large and sturdy, not ripped from a cardboard box like Kidd’s. Their lettering was tidy, clear, and resolute.

WE’RE READY!

WE’RE READY!

TO GET RID OF TEDDIES!

NO MORE MILLIONAIRE$

USING TEDDY BEARS

TO BRING CHILDREN SCARES

WE PRE-FURR

A LOT LESS FUR(RINGTONS)

Reginald poked his head out beside Buddy.

“I wish the signs weren’t focused on hating teddies,” the gray teddy said, “but the rhymes are rather clever.”

Astrid sat up tall. Her sharp jewelry jangled.

“So you’re not going to show us your sign?” she asked.

“Come on, Kidd,” Smith taunted. “How bad can it be?”

Kidd’s legs were still right next to the bag. The way those legs slanted toward the door made Buddy think Kidd might actually bolt from the apartment. Long ago, Buddy, Sunny, and Reginald had considered giving up Sugar to Mad and simply running away. But they’d stayed. They’d stayed and fought. Buddy rotated his head so it faced Kidd. He hoped his whisper was just loud enough to carry.

“If you run away now, you’ll always be running.”

Kidd nodded to himself before taking another big inhale and holding up his sign. He smiled hopefully.

Astrid snorted. “Ha! Did you pick that thing out of a dumpster?”

“Three words!” Borowski guffawed. “And two are misspelled!”

“They’re just jealous, Kidd,” Smith said, but he couldn’t keep a straight face. “It’s really good. Museum quality. Truly.”

Smith exploded into laughs hard enough to rock the sofa. Astrid and Borowski joined in. Missy gave Kidd a look of sympathy before firing glares at the others. Buddy saw Kidd’s sign drop to the floor and his left leg resume its bouncing and leaning.

Buddy’s stuffing hardened to a lump. His advice—it had gone wrong.

Kidd hissed at the voice in his head.

Which meant he hissed at Buddy.

“I was stupid to come. Why didn’t you tell me how stupid I was? I’m going to get you for this, teddy.”
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Inside the backpack, the teddies stared at one another: eight bright plastic eyes, two brighter marble ones. It was a spooky thing for Kidd to say. Being a teddy, Buddy wanted to wiggle free of the bag and give the kid a hug, regardless of his metal screws. Yet he sensed a terrible possibility.

When a kid got this old, teddy hugs might not be welcome.

Missy broke up the mean laughter. “We better get going. The group said to meet at the courthouse steps. The Decision’s supposed to come down around one.”

Sunny popped her head out beside Reginald.

“Decision?” she whispered. “What Decision?”

Not even insightful Reginald or experienced Proto had an answer.

Astrid buckled her complicated boots. “Hey, you think we’ll be on TV?”

“If we make enough noise, we will,” Smith said, zipping a hoodie. “Did you know my sister had a Furrington?”

“That’s so scary!” Missy cried. “What did your mom do with it?”

“What do you think? Right in the dumpster. Probably in some landfill now.”

Landfill—a place where the earth is filled with garbage, Reginald had once said. It was another word for trashlands, for Garden E.

“Can you believe all the suckers who thought their teddies had little hearts inside?” Borowski asked. He punched a fist into a palm. Kidd’s backpack rustled as all five teddies jumped. “If I could get my hands on one of those teddies, I’d rip it to pieces. I’d fillet it like a fish. I’d chop it up like salad. If one of you handed me a Furrington right now, I’d give you a million dollars just for the pleasure.”

“Uh-oh,” Reginald said.

Kidd’s hand reached for the backpack. It grabbed blindly for a teddy. Buddy withdrew into the bag. The others did too. The hand grazed Nothing; she wiggled away. It pinched Sunny; she pulled free. The hand spread its fingers, became a tarantula, and clamped down over Proto.

No! Buddy screamed silently, reaching for Proto. He sensed his friends’ screams too: No, no, no!

Buddy could tell his friends felt the same thing he did at the exact same time.

It was time to use their teeth and claws.

Buddy pounced on Kidd’s hand, driving screws into knuckles.

“Ouch!” Kidd yelped.

Sunny jabbed her toothpicks into Kidd’s palm. Reginald slammed his shaving razor against the kid’s fingertips. Nothing poked her broken chicken bone at the kid’s wrist. Still, Kidd’s fingers closed around Proto and his cookie cutter shield and dragged Proto toward the zipper.

Buddy didn’t think: He scrambled after Proto, halfway from the bag and into the living-room light where anyone might see him.

That’s exactly what happened. By accident, Buddy looked at Missy. By chance, Missy looked right back at Buddy. Naturally, Buddy froze. Missy’s eyes widened. She’s going to scream! Buddy thought.

Instead, Missy quickly looked at the TV and pointed a finger.

“Look! There he is!”

Kidd’s hand released Proto. Buddy and Proto clambered back into the bag, but kept close enough to the zipper to see the TV.

More boring people, boring faces, boring hairstyles, boring clothes, boring reporters holding boring microphones. This time, though, a box on the side of the screen showed a photo Buddy didn’t find boring at all.

The photo showed an angry man in striped suit. Beneath him were the words:


TEDDY TRIAL DECISION COMING TODAY



“It’s the Suit,” Proto cried. “That’s the Decision, Buddy! They’re deciding whether to put the Suit in prison!”

The other kids jumped to their feet.

Astrid gave the TV two thumbs-down. “Boo!”

Smith gave a funny middle-finger gesture. “They’re going to lock you up, jerk!”

Borowski shook his fist. “We’re coming for you, teddy dude!”

Only Missy looked concerned. “What if they set him free?”

Whump—Buddy and Proto were flung back into the backpack as Kidd lifted it.

“They won’t,” Kidd replied. “Not after what he did.”

Even upside-down and scrunched, Buddy recognized a braver tone from Kidd. That was a relief. The kid seemed to turn against the teddies whenever he felt scared. Was Kidd a friend? A foe? It was so hard to tell!

The teddies squirmed.

“I hope they do put the Suit in prison,” Sunny snapped.

“If they do, we’ll never get to him,” Reginald cautioned.

Buddy sighed. “Good point, Reginald.”

“Balderdash!” Proto cried. “We’ll find the Suit at the courthouse.”

“But how?” Buddy pressed. “Shouldn’t we come up with a new plan?”

“Double-balderdash! You and your plans! We’ll find that villain or my name’s not Proto!”
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Smith, Astrid, and Borowski clucked and shrieked like trapped birds down the hallway and into the elevator. Missy, though, kept close enough to Kidd for Buddy to hear their private chat the whole time.

“I’m glad you came,” Missy said.

“Yeah,” Kidd replied.

“You’ve really never been to a demonstration before?”

“Uh. No. Not really.”

The elevator hummed. The other kids chattered. Buddy waited for Kidd to continue the conversation with Missy. But he didn’t. The elevator bounced to a halt. The doors rumbled open. Sneakers began squeaking across the lobby. Buddy recalled being in the cellar, having to scrounge up courage to talk to Nothing, the Uriel, the Forgiver. Buddy knew his last advice had failed, but he needed to try again.

He pressed his blue muzzle to the zipper and whispered.

“If you’re nervous, ask a question.”

“Shut up,” Kidd growled.

“Did you just tell me to shut up?” Missy asked.

Ack! This was going terribly! Buddy doubled down with another whisper.

“You won’t have to think of anything to say if you ask a question.”

Kidd coughed. “No, I said—I mean—demonstrations—so, like, is there a chance we’ll get arrested for protesting?”

“Get arrested? Nah. No one likes the Furrington guy.”

“Yeah. Pretty hard to like the guy responsible for … that.”

Missy’s voice got softer. “Did you see the pictures of those kids?”

“Someone showed me at school,” Kidd said. “Made me sick.”

Buddy, too, felt sick. The closer they came to knowing how, exactly, Furrington Teddies had hurt children, the uglier that truth appeared.

Wind whined and coats flapped the instant the group stepped outside. The city’s noises swamped back: engines revving, buses coughing, sirens braying, people gabbling and—blocks away—chanting. The anti-teddy crowd wasn’t far.

“Missy,” Smith said. “You coming or what?”

Buddy heard Kidd swallow.

“I, uh, didn’t pack any water. I’m going to go pick some up.”

Buddy felt the prickling of Sunny’s toothpicks.

“Water?” the yellow teddy hissed. “We don’t have time to be picking up water! We need to get to the courthouse!”

“Shh,” Buddy said.

“Oh, okay,” Missy replied. “You want me to come with?”

Way back when Buddy sat on a Store shelf, he used to pray Pick me to every child who passed. When Darling first peeked inside the garbage bag of teddies, Buddy had prayed the same thing: Pick me. Pick me.

Now he directed that prayer at Kidd, his most eager whisper yet.

“She’s picking you. Let yourself be picked.”

But Kidd couldn’t do it. Though Buddy couldn’t see him, he imagined Kidd’s cheeks going red as Missy, Smith, Astrid, and Borowski waited.

“Nah,” Kidd said, breaking Buddy’s nonexistent heart. “I’ll just meet you there.”

“Missy!” Smith shouted. “Let’s go!”

“Okay,” Missy said to Kidd. “Bike fast, okay?”

She walked away—the same sound as children leaving the Store aisle without teddies.

“Bye,” Kidd said, too softly to be heard by anyone but Buddy.

After that, things got loud, rough, and speedy. Kidd’s bike shot off. It wasn’t energizing this time. It was scary. The kid seemed to ride poorly on purpose, thwacking against curbs and taking turns so fast the back wheel of the bike skewed violently before whipping straight.

Finally, the wheels locked. The bike skidded. A rubbery squeal covered the sound of five teddies screaming as the bike spun and wobbled. Buddy felt a woozy rise, as if he was inside another elevator car.

WHOMP—a flat, unforgiving crunch against solid ground.

“Owwww,” Kidd moaned. He followed this with a series of one-word mutters. Buddy didn’t know these words but they felt swollen with hate.

“Everyone okay?” Buddy whispered.

“I believe that I am dead,” Nothing said.

“You’re not dead,” Reginald assured. “Things like this happen to us fairly regularly.”

“I truly believed teeth and claws would protect us from getting hurt,” Proto said thoughtfully. “The world really is harder than I anticipated.”

Pale daylight doused the backpack as the zipper flew open. The bag flopped upside-down. Blue, gray, yellow, and white plush somersaulted. Reginald plummeted from sight, then Nothing, then Proto. Buddy’s and Sunny’s staples snagged the inside of the backpack. The two teddies swung from their claws.

“There’s no one I’d rather dangle from a backpack with!” Sunny cried.

With a yell, Kidd shook the bag once more and both Buddy and Sunny dropped. The second they hit ground, the kid kicked them. All five teddies tumbled across cold ground along with their weapons. They quit rolling where snowy concrete turned into frozen dirt.

Kidd paced above like a moving skyscraper, hot breath puffing past his black-hooded face. To Buddy’s shock, the kid slapped himself on the head with his DERSTOY ALL FURRINTONS! sign.

“I can’t believe I listened to a make-believe teddy voice!” he exploded. “And then showed those idiots my pathetic little sign!” The kid glared at the bent, wrinkled cardboard. “Why did I try to spell? I can’t spell! I know I can’t spell! All I did was make myself look stupid, stupid, stupid!”

Snow slanted hard, sealing the world’s gaps with white glue. Buddy saw Kidd’s bike on its side like one of the mangled animals the teddies had spotted on busy streets. Farther away, Buddy saw a small store, a few cars, a few pumps. They were in the parking lot of a gas station. The teddies had always avoided gas stations. People came and went constantly.

Kidd threw the sign into the air. It didn’t take off like a kite. It sank into the skeleton clutches of a leafless bush. Kidd bellowed once, then turned on the teddies with wet, red eyes.

“I should have given you to Borowski,” Kidd snarled. “All of you!”

He paced away. But he might return at any moment.

Rapidly, the teddies conferred.

“We gotta run,” Sunny hissed.

“But he’ll see us,” Buddy countered.

“Where’s our weapons?” Proto asked.

“He’s coming back!” Reginald warned.

“I am not worried,” Nothing said. “I like this kid.”

Kidd loped across the snowy lot gripping a corroded pipe. It looked to Buddy like something that had fallen from the underside of a truck. Now, though, it was the same as Buddy’s half-scissors: a weapon.

The kid stood before the teddies and reared back with the pipe.

[image: ]

More than terror, Buddy felt betrayal. Not at Kidd, but at the world. Proto was right: Teeth, claws, weapons—none of it mattered. If the world wanted to get you, it was going to get you.

The kid was going to hit them. And hit them, and hit them, and hit them, Buddy believed, until their scraggy fabric ripped to pieces, scattering stuffing like snow and battering teddy eyes into the icy weeds, where they would stare at nothing, forever.
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“You’re no good!” Kidd’s spittle flew, struck snow, and melted it. “You’re worthless! Everyone hates you! No one wants you around!”

Buddy felt his friends tighten together. But he felt his own stitching loosen in grief. The kid might be yelling toward the teddies, but Buddy sensed he was yelling at himself. Kidd was the one who felt worthless, hated, and unwanted.

The kid dropped the pipe. It clattered to the pavement in a spray of rust. He kicked the pipe into the brush, groaned, and sat on the spot where his shoes had chased off the snow. He pulled his black winter hat over his face.

“I’m sorry. You didn’t do anything.”

Kidd’s voice was muffled and sniffly. Buddy believed he was crying. Strangely, the kid laughed.

“I mean, you did do something. Something awful. At least that’s what everyone says.”

The kid rolled his hat upward so he could see again. His eyelashes were thick and wet.

“Then again … they say I do bad stuff too. That I skip school. That I don’t do my homework. That I get into fights. But do they ever ask why? I skip school so I don’t get beat up. I can’t do homework because things at my house are crazy. And I never started a fight in my life! Adults don’t care. They never ask who started it. They just punish.”

If only this kid would accept a hug, Buddy thought, followed by a second thought: He might, if he and I didn’t both have teeth and claws.

“When I look at you guys, I see teddies taking the blame so people can feel better about their own stupid decisions,” Kidd said. “I mean, look at you. Look what people have done to you.”

Kidd folded his arms over his knees and settled his chin.

“When I was small, I didn’t have any teddies. But I had a blankie. His name was Blankie. Pretty creative, huh? I loved Blankie. But I guess I got too old for him. My dad started making fun of me. After a while, he got mad and told me to get rid of him. I wasn’t a baby anymore, he said.”

Buddy didn’t dare whisper with Kidd staring right at him. If he could, though, he knew just what he’d whisper.

We’re all babies. Part of us, inside. It’s what keeps us good.

“So he started cutting off pieces of Blankie. One tiny piece, every day. Blankie got smaller and smaller. Pretty soon I could hold Blankie in one hand. Eventually, I could hold him in two fingers. So that’s what I did. I held on to him until the very last day, until the final piece of him just … disappeared.”

I’m so sorry, Buddy thought.

Kidd wiped his wet eyelashes with his jacket sleeve.

“No one should take away the things you love before you’re done loving them. That’s how you end up like Borowski. And Smith, and Astrid. You get bitter. You get mean. Then all you want to do is take things from other people, make them feel the same way you do.”

Kidd gave the teddies a long look.

“Looking at you guys, I almost do believe you’re talking to me. Talking to each other too. You might have noticed, I talk to myself kinda a lot. Everyone thinks it’s weird. I’m trying to stop. Even though my therapist says it’s normal for a kid in my situation.”

Kidd swiveled his chin so his lopsided face gazed up into the swirling snow.

“You’ve gone through stuff, I’ve gone through stuff … Going through stuff makes life harder, I think. Like, I’m pretty new here, and making friends—I mean, people judge you by what’s on the outside, right? It’s like how the Furrington boxes said you had hearts sewed inside you and people believed it. No one cared about the real you.”

No one, Buddy thought. Except Darling. Except, maybe, you.

Kidd picked up a pebble and zinged it at a parking lot lamp. It struck the pole with a donk and deflected in a new direction. The kid turned to watch the pebble land. It fell noiselessly into snow.

A thin rubber bicycle tire rolled over it. Buddy looked past black boots, green-and-black-striped tights, a thick black skirt, and a black coat, to a face he recognized—and, furthermore, was glad to see.

“Nice throw,” Missy said.
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Missy’s fluffy green earmuffs kept her bouquet of pigtails nice and springy.

“Hey, uh, hey, Missy. What’s going, uh, what’s up?”

Missy inspected the downed bike, then the downed Kidd.

“Your spokes are busted. Did you wreck?”

Kidd forced a laugh. “Yeah. I wiped out. You should’ve seen it.”

Missy, though, didn’t laugh. She parked her own bike, came closer, and peered at Kidd’s knees, elbows, and chin. Buddy couldn’t see Kidd’s face, but the backs of his ears had gone the carnation-pink color of Sugar.

“This is gross biking weather for sure,” Missy concluded.

Kidd nodded. And that was it. Buddy rolled his plastic eyes. Clearly Missy expected him to say more! This kid needed a gentle nudge. Maybe a whole lot of gentle nudges. Buddy was happy to oblige. Making things happen seemed a lot more gratifying than waiting around for Forever Sleep.

Buddy leaned forward and jabbed the screw at Kidd’s butt.

Kidd leapt to his feet, one hand smudging away tears, the other swatting at his tail area.

“Ouch!”

Missy raised her eyebrows. “See? You’re injured.”

“Yeah, I guess I am,” Kidd said. “I should’ve taken the train. Duh. Idiot. Moron.”

“Stop,” Missy ordered. “You sound like Borowski.”

Kidd looked away. “Yeah, well. Maybe he’s right.”

Missy put a hand on Kidd’s sleeve. Buddy went electric. He sat up straighter. He stared harder. Missy’s sparkly green glove against Kidd’s faded jean jacket was a shock of unexpected beauty, like a photo Buddy had seen in one of Darling’s books of a parrot in a jungle.

“Ignore those dummies,” Missy said. “They can be real buttheads.”

Kidd angled his head. “You came all the way to tell me that?”

Buddy’s plush had so many tears that it was tough to keep his hoorah inside. At last, the kid was showing a little personality! Missy’s cheeks, too, brightened to Sugar’s color.

“They’re nice when you get to know them. Not that you need to get to know them. I’ll like you anyway.”

Kidd angled his head again. “You will?”

He laughed, a blat of pure joy, and Buddy felt as if he was back on Kidd’s bike, soaring.

Missy used her sparkly glove to slap Kidd on the arm, and when Kidd laughed again, she used her demonstration sign to whack Kidd on the other side. He held up his hands in surrender. But Missy was laughing too. The clouds of their breath intertwined.

Buddy laughed as well, he couldn’t help it, and he heard jolly squeaks from Sunny, Reginald, and Proto, all of them trying to keep it down. Nothing tilted her mismatched head.

“The girl hit Kidd twice,” Nothing whispered. “Why are we laughing?”

“I’m not sure,” Sunny laughed.

“Neither am I,” Proto laughed.

“I think it’s because they’re playing,” Reginald laughed.

“Oh,” Nothing said. “Perhaps later I will strike each of you.”

This only made the teddies laugh harder—and a bit too loudly. Suddenly Missy poked her face around Kidd and looked straight at the teddies. They froze. Missy’s eyes got bigger. She stepped past Kidd and knelt in front of Buddy.

He scolded himself. Sure, Missy seemed nice, but she had an anti-teddy sign just like the rest of them.

“I knew it,” Missy said. “You almost gave these to Borowski, didn’t you?”

“No—I mean—I know I’m not supposed to have them, but…”

Kidd trailed off. Missy scrutinized the five Furrington Teddies with narrowed eyes. Buddy tried to read her emotion. Would she lash out and send them toppling into the brush? Would she stand and stomp them into oblivion?

Missy’s black-circled eyes lit up and her black-painted lips curled in glee.

“These teddies are punk-rock,” she said.

Buddy had no idea what punk-rock meant. Clearly, though, Missy’s praise was enough to persuade Kidd to squat next to her. Buddy’s cold plush warmed.

“I would have bet one million dollars I’d never see a teddy wearing a cheese grater,” Missy said.

“Pretty awesome, right?” Kidd asked.

“The awesomest,” Missy agreed. “Look, they have names. This one’s Buddy.”

Hearing his name still felt like magic. Buddy beamed.

“This Buddy dude, when I first saw him, was holding half a scissors,” Kidd said.

Missy wrapped her arms around her striped legs, digging her fingers under her knees for warmth. “They’re cute. Little warriors.”

“Little survivors,” Kidd added.

Buddy didn’t need to look at his fellow teddies. Their delight glowed so brightly, Buddy could see individual snowflakes take on a golden hue.

“All these scars,” Missy said dreamily, “it makes them better, doesn’t it?”

Kidd drew his jeans up from his right ankle. Buddy winced. Blood—shredded skin—a nasty scrape.

“My wipeout,” Kidd said. “What do you think? Does it make me better?”

Missy challenged him with a look. She unzipped the top of her coat and pulled down the collar of her shirt. Buddy saw a pale, comma-shaped scar.

“Firecracker,” Missy said. “Eight years old.”

Kidd grinned, peeled off his jacket, and pointed at triangular scars on his elbow.

“Neighbor’s dog,” he stated triumphantly. “Ten years old.”

“Impressive,” Missy said, before lifting the bottom of her shirt to show a line along her stomach. “Splenectomy. Age eleven.”

Kidd laughed. “If we keep going, we’re going to get pretty cold.”

Missy laughed too. They put their coats back on. While they were distracted, Buddy looked down at the trash-poker hole in his tummy. He peeked up at the others. Sunny was petting her unthreading mouth; Reginald feeling his Pain Chain gashes; Nothing pawing her fork-holes. It was impressive, just like Missy said. Buddy realized that he admired his friends because of the hurts they’d endured.

It’s time to put our wounds to use, Sunny had said in the alley.

In truth, the teddies had been using their wounds all along.

Proto looked from teddy to teddy before staring down at himself—devoid of scars. The old teddy looked lost—before abruptly puffing out his fleecy blue chest. He set his left paw against the cookie cutter and then, to Buddy’s shock, sliced it down the sharp metal edge.

“Proto!” Buddy gasped.

A line of creamy white stuffing bubbled up from the cut. Proto smiled at it, then held it up for the others to see.

“When I met you, young teddies, you all wanted to be like me. But I see now that I should be more like you—judicious Reginald, stalwart Sunny, intrepid Nothing, and gallant Buddy.”

Proto had gotten their names right, every one.

“You four,” Proto said, “are the new Originals.”

Buddy felt like a hidden door had just opened wide. He’d never thank the Suit for forcing him on this perilous journey. But the journey had allowed him to know the satisfaction of being knocked down over and over—and each time, getting back up.

“We should get moving,” Missy said. “The Decision’s coming up quick.”

Proto perked up, and the other teddies followed. Yes! The Suit! The courthouse! They had to hurry!

Kidd blinked down at the teddies. He twisted his lips. “Should we bring them?”

Missy frowned. “The Furringtons? Why?”

When Buddy pictured Kidd biking off into the snow, he heard a snip-snip: one more piece of Blankie scissored off.

“I found them on Eastern Avenue,” Kidd said. “I was thinking, maybe someone brought them as props? You know, for the demonstration? Maybe we could—”

Missy eeked. “You’re a genius!”

Kidd stood there befuddled as Missy retrieved his misspelled sign from the bushes and set it on the ground beside the teddies.

She picked up Proto. Carefully, she set the old teddy on Kidd’s sign. Next, she reached up with both hands and pulled an elastic band off one of her pigtails. With deft fingers, she stretched the band so it strapped Proto to the cardboard by his armpits. Missy stood, hoisting the sign—and Proto—into the air. Buddy was worried, but Proto didn’t look scared.

“Is this going to be the best sign or what?” Missy boasted.

“It even covers my bad spelling!” Kidd laughed. “Hey, I bet your sign’s big enough to hold the other four.”

It was indeed. Kidd used Buddy’s half-scissors to punch holes into the stiff cardboard and Missy removed the rest of her hair ties to attach the blue, yellow, gray, and white teddies. Buddy felt awfully exposed strapped to the sign, but Proto’s confidence was contagious.

Buddy didn’t just feel brave. He was brave.

From blocks away rose a chant loud enough to be heard over the city. Kidd and Missy stared off in that direction, blinking snow from their eyelashes.

“The Decision,” Missy said. “Let’s go!”

Tied to Missy’s sign, Sunny could only turn her head to wink at Buddy.

“It’s about time,” she said. “To the Suit!”
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Tough times had taught the teddies how to envision their trip to the courthouse: creeping under dribbling boughs, slithering through gutters, hiding beneath globs of dreck.

Instead, they arrived like royalty, zipping through downtown high above a pair of bicycles. Quickly, they arrived at a street lined with thousands of people. The crowd was even more tightly packed than the one Buddy had glimpsed on the underground train with Daddy.

Riders on the train had kept still. Here, the people jumped. They danced. They shook fists. They linked arms and swayed. They sang. They took photos. They laughed. They shook their anti-teddy signs. Music, all kinds, came from everywhere.

Buddy saw people selling food. Other people handed out bottles of water. There was a row of vans with tall radar dishes, outside of which stood the same boring people with cameras Buddy had seen on Smith’s TV. Along the edges of the street were jittery-looking police in blue uniforms and badges.

Missy steered her bike slowly into the crowd, followed by Kidd. From the sign lodged behind Missy’s seat, Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing watched as annoyed people turned around, saw the teddies on the signs, and broke into grins. They pointed. They cheered. They parted ways so the bikes could inch forward.

Reginald shouted over the clamor. “People don’t seem to mind us when we’re tied up.”

Buddy knew all these people—young, old, angry, happy—hated him. But for a few seconds, he pretended that he was the one being hoorayed. He’d worked so hard getting his friends this far, all the way from Garden E. Maybe what Kidd and Missy had said was true. He and his friends were warriors. They were survivors.

They were punk-rock.

Anti-teddy signs blocked Buddy’s view until Missy and Kidd reached the front of the crowd and dismounted their bikes. A metal barrier kept the masses from additional police.

Behind the police was the longest set of stairs Buddy had ever seen. They swept upward into a broad building that looked to be carved from white stone. Eight pillars thicker than any trees held up a golden dome, the center of which sprouted a pole with two flapping flags. Along the curve of the dome was carved the one word the teddies had been chasing.

COURTHOUSE

The building’s majesty scared Buddy. He supposed that was intentional. If this courthouse had the power to punish the Suit, it must be mighty indeed.

Buddy tore his eyes away and looked down at his body, the hair ties, the cardboard. How were he and his friends going to get off these signs?

“You see Smith and the others?” Kidd asked.

“Who cares about them?” Missy laughed. “This is amazing!”

Kidd and Missy locked their bikes to the metal barrier, then raised their signs so the whole crowd could see the teddies. People cheered so loudly that snowflakes danced away from their mouths. Hundreds of fists punched the air along to the chant Buddy had heard from the gas station. Now he could make out the words.

His teddies failed!

Throw him in jail!

His teddies failed!

Throw him in jail!

Kidd’s sign was smaller, leaving Proto lower than the other teddies.

“They’re talking about the Suit!” Proto shouted. “Do you see him?”

“I only see people!” Sunny cried. “People everywhere!”

Buddy gazed back over the crowd, past lofty trees and imposing statues, between the blinding skyscrapers. Beyond all that, the snow whipped up a new kind of Haze. Only this time, Buddy knew exactly what was behind it. Because he’d been there.

“I wish I could see the trashlands,” Buddy said.

“Why’s that?” Reginald asked.

Buddy smiled at his friend. “So I could see how far we’ve come.”

Reginald smiled back. “I don’t know if we’ll find the Suit. I don’t know if he can fix us. I don’t know if we’ll find children. I don’t know if we’ll find Forever Sleep. I don’t know how any of this is going to end, Buddy.”

Reginald reached out to him. Buddy leaned into Missy’s hair ties to touch paws. He could still see the residue of the peach can he’d used to cut Sunny from her box a long time ago.

“But I’m glad to end it with you,” Reginald finished.

Buddy looked around. Just below, Nothing smiled. Just above, Sunny smiled too. But the yellow teddy, as usual, had her eyes on what was coming next.

“I think we’ll know how it ends soon,” she said. “Look.”

Buddy didn’t see what Sunny saw at first. The crowd looked like the crowd. But in the dreary gray light, he began to notice individual faces light up from gadgets held in mittened hands. The people were reading something. Their eyes widened. This made others check their gadgets too.

Hundreds of faces were lit from hundreds of screens.

A single high-pitched voice pierced the hush.

Even before Buddy fully comprehended it, he had the plummeting sense that he and his friends had arrived too late.

“The Decision is in! He’s guilty!”
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The celebratory roar ate every other sound. It was the loudest noise Buddy had heard since the trashlands dozers. People spun. People kissed. People cried. Meanwhile, the teddies were whirled through the air by Kidd and Missy, who celebrated too. Buddy felt like he might barf up all his stuffing.

Suddenly, the motion stopped. Buddy looked down.

Kidd and Missy were hugging.

Buddy’s barfy feeling vanished.

The kids pulled away and looked at each other. Kidd blushed and laughed and craned his neck, letting snow fall into his open mouth. Buddy felt happy. So happy he almost felt sad.

Wasn’t that a funny way to feel?

Kidd and Missy set their signs against the metal barrier. The crowd had loosened enough for Buddy to see all the way to the boring vans, where boring reporters kept talking. In the opposite direction, at the foot of the courthouse steps, people were setting up a podium affixed with its own microphone.

“Is the Furrington guy going to talk?” Kidd asked.

“Doubt it,” Missy said. “My news alert says the judge found overwhelming evidence.”

“Overwhelming evidence,” Kidd repeated. “Wow.”

“He’s probably getting sized up for a prison uniform right now,” Missy continued. “His lawyer’s going to trot out here and go blah, blah, blah. The point is, the good guys won! Let’s not stick around to hear the sore losers.”

“Uh-oh,” Reginald whispered. “They’re going to leave.”

“What’s the difference?” Buddy sighed. “We failed. I failed.”

“You did not fail, Buddy,” Proto said from the other sign. “The Suit may have left the courthouse, it’s true. But didn’t you hear what he left behind?”

Buddy realized that he did. “Overwhelming evidence.”

“Hey, that’s right,” Sunny said. “Whatever this overwhelming evidence is…”

“… it should tell us everything we need to know,” Reginald concluded. “Maybe we don’t need the Suit at all.”

“But we do need to get off these signs,” Proto said. “Wiggle those teddy feet, those teddy paws! Don’t forget to wiggle that teddy tail too!”

But before Buddy wiggled, he looked at the courthouse. Somewhere inside, the Suit was losing his suit in favor of a prison uniform. Buddy didn’t dare tell the others, but he felt bad. Even the Suit had been a child once. He’d probably had his own teddy, or his own blankie. Maybe his father had cut pieces off it, bit by bit, until he’d had nothing left to love.

Chains rattled as Kidd began to unlock his bike.

“So, uh … I guess I’ll, uh … see you later?” he asked.

Missy’s smile faded. “Oh. Okay. Sure.”

Missy started unlocking her bike. Kidd watched with the same expression he’d had while slapping himself on the head at the gas station. In the one wild day, Kidd had accomplished a lot—and taught Buddy a lot too. Buddy couldn’t let this moment pass without trying to help Kidd one last time. Earlier, he’d sent Kidd a prayer. Now he whispered it as loudly as he dared.

“She’s picking you. Let yourself be picked.”

Kidd listened, nodded, cleared his throat.

“Unless you, you know, like, wanted to hang out now?” Kidd asked. “Or not. Probably not. I guess you should probably go home, right?”

Missy laughed. “I better say yes before you take it back! Sure, let’s go get a milkshake or something. But not around here. The lines are going to be epic. You want to ride north? You’re heading that way anyway, right?”

“Cool,” Kidd said. “Cool, cool.”

Warm, Buddy felt. Warm, warm.

The kids grabbed their signs and started winding their bikes through the crowd.

“Wiggle harder, teddies!” Proto ordered.

“Use your staples!” Sunny cried. “Your screws, your fishhooks, your cheese graters! Whatever you’ve got!”

But Buddy said, “Shh. Just wait.”

He’d been overtaken by a mysterious calm. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt he understood Kidd better than he’d ever understood Darling. An important thing had happened inside the courthouse today. But an important thing had also happened to Kidd. Buddy had helped that happen. All the teddies had helped.

That’s what teddies were for.

Missy pointed. “There’s a bin for the signs.”

Kidd and Missy walked up to a big metal trash bin piled high with anti-teddy signs. Yes, another trash bin. Buddy couldn’t help but laugh. That got his friends chuckling too. They kept it down, though.

“Feels weird throwing away teddies,” Kidd said.

“Yeah,” Missy said. “But we have to. They’re dangerous.”

Together, the two set their signs gently atop the pile.

“Oh, wait,” Missy said.

She reached into the bin and removed her hair tie from Buddy. The instant he was free, gravity slid him off the sign and onto a soft pile of garbage. Missy freed Sunny, Reginald, and Nothing next, then freed Proto from Kidd’s sign. She held up her hair ties.

“Always losing these things,” she laughed.

Kidd smiled but didn’t leave the trash bin. He stared down at the teddies. The teddies stared back. Missy noticed.

“What?” she asked.

Buddy could read Kidd’s thoughts. He really could. Kidd’s father had taken away Blankie too soon. Now Kidd was growing up and wanted to do what was right for himself.

“Do you think…” Kidd began, “I mean, if I kept one of them … and just put it on a shelf … don’t you think it’d probably be okay?”

Missy was already nodding. “Of course. You’re not a little kid.”

Kidd grinned. Buddy had never seen him look happier. Kidd’s head popped over the edge of the bin, followed by Missy’s.

“How about the fluffy one?” she suggested. “He’s in the best shape.”

Proto, the old teddy, tensed. Buddy did too, and the garbage quivered as Sunny and Reginald went just as rigid. When they’d lost Horace, Pookie, and Sugar, it had happened so fast. Now, without warning, they were about to lose another.

“Or the gray one,” Missy suggested. “He only has some missing fur.”

“I don’t know,” Kidd said. “Both are in too good shape for me.”

“Ah, I see,” Missy said. “Well, the blue and yellow ones are pretty messed up. What’s your preference, screws or toothpicks?”

Buddy tried to make himself more present, more visible, more there. If Kidd chose him to sit upon a shelf for the rest of his life, so be it. Choosing Buddy would give his friends a chance to keep going and solve the Furrington riddle.

Kidd reached into the bin.

And came back with Nothing.

Buddy held in a moan. Did it have to be Nothing? The white teddy wasn’t only valiant. She was creative. She was kind. She was inquisitive. She was optimistic. She was …

… happy.

In Kidd’s hands, Nothing looked like she’d finally learned to smile.

I like this kid, Nothing had said.

As if in reply, Kidd said softly, “I like this teddy.”

They were just words. No hug followed by Forever Sleep. Kidd unwrapped Nothing’s oily bike chain and dropped it beside Buddy.

“Geez,” Missy said. “This gal was put together all wrong, huh?”

“Or she was put together right,” Kidd said. “There’s no teddy like her in the world.”

When Kidd grinned, Buddy saw again the bushy eyebrow, crooked nose, folded ear, turbulent teeth. He was as lopsided as Nothing.

Missy offered her open purse and Kidd snuggled Nothing inside. Together, the kids turned their bike handles and walked away. As they did, Missy slung her purse over her shoulder, giving Buddy, Sunny, Reginald, and Proto one last peek at their friend. From the sideways angle, they could only see Nothing’s right half, which meant, for one moment, she looked as perfect on the outside as she was on the inside.

Nothing waved her paw.

“Her fork-holes,” Sunny said. “They look so small.”

“And getting smaller,” Reginald added. “Soon they won’t matter at all.”

“I shall miss her can-do attitude,” Proto said.

All Buddy said was, “Goodbye.”

The last thing he saw, before the celebrating crowd obstructed his view, was Kidd and Missy putting an arm around each other. Buddy smiled. Here was the overwhelming evidence: The kid was going to be okay.
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The crowd dispersed slowly. While the teddies shared memories of Nothing, the garbage bin began to overflow with trash. To keep from being buried, they built a quick shelter from discarded signs. It was funny, when Buddy thought about it. They were being protected by signs saying how horrible they were.

It felt a lot like the Garden E oven. Cramped, dark, and dirty—but filled with the best teddies in the world.

Once night fell, Proto got to work with all manner of ideas.

“Buddy, how about we construct a mighty catapult from this trash that Sunny can use to launch Reginald into the air!”

Buddy had to hide his smile.

“Interesting idea,” he said delicately. “But how about we just use one of these signs to slide to the ground?”

Proto paused, frowned, and tapped his foot.

“Buddy, I believe you’re right.” Proto gave Buddy a pat. “You’re pretty good at this.”

“You’re not bad yourself,” Buddy admitted.

Zipping down the slide was a lot of fun. But once they were outside the bin, there was nowhere to hide. Downtown bustled, even at night. Droves of people could be seen, heard, and felt. Weird stenches slithered from metal holes in the street. Hundreds of lights created a reddish, orangey false day, a mix of streetlamps, stoplights, headlights, storefronts, holiday decorations, and, of course, skyscraper lights stretching for the moon.

“Run for it!” Proto cried.

Classic Proto—but this time, Buddy agreed. Four pudgy teddy bodies chugged through the snow, across the street, over the curb, and along the courthouse’s vast system of sidewalks.

“Faster!” Sunny urged. “Someone’s going to see!”

“If they do, they’ll just think we’re rats,” Reginald said.

“It is true,” Proto panted, “that I see many, many rats.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better,” Sunny muttered.

The teddies huddled beside the courthouse stairs. Oh, they were cold! Buddy peered past the fifty-kajillion steps. At the tippy-top awaited doors taller than two people stacked together.

“By the time we climb that many, it’ll be summer again,” Buddy sighed.

Proto wagged a paw at the teddies. “Balderdash! We will not be stopped by a few stairs when we are within grasp of what went wrong with Furrington Teddies!”

Buddy stared into a dark bramble of bushes, trees, and gates.

“Reginald—what if we circled around back like we did at the Store?”

“That’s an idea,” the gray teddy said. “A building this large must have other doors. It will get us out of these lights too.”

Long wooden walls, tall iron fences, and locked gates made the path futile for people. Wee adventurers had far less trouble. The teddies crawled, rolled, and squished past each obstacle until, at the side of the courthouse, they saw a small, yellow light obscured by gray smoke.

They crept through cold grass until they found what they’d hoped for: a regular-sized door. A woman in a full-body apron stood under a wall lamp, doing nothing but puffing on a cigarette. Proto stood tall. Worried the old teddy was about to blurt out another hasty order, Buddy tugged his fluffy blue tail and made a shh gesture. While Proto fussed, Buddy looked at Sunny and Reginald.

“You know what to do?” Buddy whispered.

Sunny winked, not easy for a teddy. Reginald saluted. Buddy crouched down, ready to bolt.

The woman dropped her cigarette, ground it with a heel, and flung the door open. Before she’d even ducked inside, the teddies sprinted. Teddy legs being stubby, it was a slow sprint. The door started to swing shut. Sunny ran harder, got closer. She’d always been the fastest teddy.
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Sunny pitched herself into the narrowing gap. Instead of slamming shut, the door pinched over her yellow body. Stuffing floofed from the hole in Sunny’s armpit, while her nubby tail, barely attached since the Cherubim fight, snapped off.

When the others reached the door, they saw only Sunny’s wiggling feet.

“You all right?” Buddy asked.

“I will be,” Sunny groused, “when you remove this door from my guts.”

Buddy, Reginald, and Proto shoved until they budged the door just enough to dislodge Sunny. The teddies somersaulted after her. Right before the door clicked shut, Buddy caught a final glance of Sunny’s tail. If Sugar were here, she’d insist on bringing it with them as a pet, or holding a tail funeral, or something.

Instead, with the next cold gust, it would simply blow away.

The courthouse used downtown rules: It might be night, but all the lights were blazing. With her stuffing smooshed, Sunny didn’t have a balanced walk. The teddies pushed her across the glossy floor and beneath a water fountain. There, they gave their yellow hero a few friendly punches to get her stuffing back in place.

“Thanks,” Sunny coughed after a while. “Please stop hitting me now.”

The teddies took a look around. They were in a hallway colored all shades of dull white. The floor was white tile with gray speckles. The walls were off-white brick. The ceilings were grayish-white panels holding banks of white fluorescent light. The hallway had four white doors, all closed.

Of all the boring places Buddy had seen, it was the boringest.

Boring enough, in fact, to worry Buddy. The lack of color felt very grown-up. Buddy doubted that a child had ever stepped foot here. It was a place for that thing the teddies had only heard about from Mama.

Work.

“It’s too quiet,” Sunny said. “Let’s get moving.”

They moved softly on their feet. At the turn in the hall, they bunched into a ball of plush and peeked around the corner.

It was a second hallway, same as the first.

“That’s not good,” Reginald said.

They slinked down the second hallway. It ended in a T-shape, one hallway going right, the other left. But when they reached the T, they discovered the third and fourth hallways looked just like the first and second.

“I know it’s been a while since I said it…,” Reginald began.

“Why not?” Buddy sighed. “We’re all thinking it.”

“We’re not going to make it.” Reginald smiled. “That felt good.”

Proto marched to the center of the hall and swung around.

“I, too, have a saying I’d like to repeat,” he declared.

“Let me guess,” Buddy said. “Balderdash?”

“Correct!” Proto flapped his arms at the halls. “We all saw this building from the outside. It was large—but not as large as all downtown! The hallways have to end somewhere. So keep up that gray chin, Reginald! Before you know it, we will be staring straight at the overwhelming evidence!”

No one could get a teddy’s stuffing stirring like Proto. The old teddy chose the hallway to the right with confidence, and the teddies followed briskly. Buddy, yet again, dared to hope.

Hall after hall, Proto kept up spirits by pointing out small differences. One hall had a red box that said PULL IN CASE OF FIRE. Another hall had a giant-sized water bottle with a dispenser of paper cups. Still another hall had a bulletin board filled with pictures of faces, none of whom looked delighted to be photographed. How strange!

Slowly, though, the hallways blurred in Buddy’s mind. He couldn’t recall how long they’d been searching. He couldn’t recall how they’d gotten to where they were. He couldn’t remember what Nothing looked like, or Sugar, or Pookie, or Horace.

You could get lost in hallways like these, he thought.

You could forget all the friends who were important to you.

You could work, get old, even die—and never notice.

Buddy couldn’t let that happen to him and his friends. He pushed his dimming mind to wake up. There—what was that? A rumble, a splat. He knew those noises! As he and his friends reached the next corner, he stared down at the floor and saw his own reflection.

“Teddies,” he hissed. “Look at the floors!”

“Don’t make me,” Sunny groaned. “They’re too boring.”

“Don’t you see?” Buddy pressed. “The floor has just been cleaned!”

“Let’s go the other way, then,” Proto said. “My teddy feet just got dry.”

Sunny got it. She wandered into the next hallway.

“Back when I was on a Store shelf, there were people who came at night,” she said. “People with buckets and mops. When they pushed the buckets, it went…”

“Rumble,” Reginald said.

“And when they flopped that mop to the floor, it went…”

“Splat,” Proto said. “We had janitors at the factory as well.”

Buddy strode past Proto and into the slippery hallway. He stumbled against Sunny, but that was okay. It gave him a chance to give her a hug.

“It sounds like the janitor is close,” he said. “She wouldn’t trap herself in this white maze forever. If we can find and follow her, I bet we find what we’re looking for too. Walk carefully, teddies.”
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The floors grew glossier with every turn, leading the teddies up some stairs and through a door kept open with a wedge. That’s where they found the janitor. A janitor, anyway. It wasn’t the woman with the cigarette, but rather a bald-headed fellow clad in an identical apron. Buddy wondered how many janitors rumbled and splatted through the courthouse. There were a whole lot of hallways to mop.

They followed the janitor for a while, hunching behind trash cans and beige cabinets, until they heard other voices. This is what Buddy had been waiting for. He beckoned the teddies away from the janitor and toward the faraway murmur. They passed carts piled with computer stuff, see-through doors requiring special keys, even hulking, humming machines filled with rows of colorful snacks.

Around a final corner, the teddies spied a dead-end hall. At the end was an open room. A woman stood just inside, signing a paper. She handed it to a wrinkled, gray-haired man sitting behind a counter, snarfing down a burger. The man glanced at the board, burped, and nodded at a box. It looked like it was full of paper.

“Is she buying all that paper?” Buddy wondered.

“It’s the boringest thing a person could buy,” Sunny said. “So probably.”

“Only borrowing it, I bet,” Reginald said. “Her signature is a promise to return it.”

The woman yawned. It was the middle of the night—nap time. She began walking away from the open room, toward the teddies, her shoe heels going cloop, cloop. The teddies scurried to the nearest hiding place: beneath a metal bench on the left side of the hall.

The woman passed by. Cloop, cloop, cloop.

“That was way too close,” Sunny said.

“You’ve trapped us, Buddy,” Proto complained. “Now how are we supposed to find the—”

“Evidence,” Reginald said.

They all looked at the gray teddy. He was crouched at the far edge of the bench. Buddy led the others over, and together they followed Reginald’s pointing paw to the words stenciled on the dead-end door.


EVIDENCE ROOM



Proto’s voice had never been softer. “I can’t believe it.”

“The answers we’ve chased since the trashlands,” Sunny said. “They’re right there.”

“What if…” Reginald gulped. “What if we don’t like what we find?”

Buddy gulped. They’d reached goals before. The Store. The Yellow Plastic Hills. A child’s bedroom. Furrington Industries. Not once had it turned out like they’d hoped.

Buddy settled a paw upon his two dearest friends. He couldn’t quite reach Proto. For that matter, he couldn’t reach Nothing, Sugar, Pookie, or Horace either. But he hoped every one of them could feel his belief and care.

“Whatever we find,” he said, “we’ll find together.”

All the teddies had to do was wait for the old man in the Evidence Room to leave. But he didn’t leave. He didn’t do much at all. He sat behind the counter and toyed with his gadget. He checked his watch. He muttered to himself. He stared at his computer. He gobbled peanuts from a bag and got salt all over his face.

When the old man did finally leave, he locked the door behind him. When he returned, hands still dripping from the bathroom, he unlocked the Evidence Room door, dropped back into his chair, and gobbled more peanuts.

The teddies puzzled, brooded, stewed, and fretted.

Except Sunny.

When Buddy thought of Sunny, a bevy of qualities came to mind. Courage. Determination. Defiance. Restlessness. Irritability. Confidence. Overconfidence. Fearlessness. Eagerness. Spunk. Sass. Moxie. Nerve.

Now the yellow teddy looked tranquil. This was new. She sat alone in the underbench dark.

“You okay?” Buddy whispered.

Sunny’s eyes twinkled from a faint brush of hallway light.

“I was thinking of Garden E, all the mess and chaos. Now we’re here, a place of straight halls and rectangular doors. Where every last thing has its official place.”

“Except us,” Buddy said. “Except teddies.”

“I’m not so sure,” Sunny said. “I think inside that Evidence Room, teddies do have a place. And I’m not going to let one door get in the way of you finding it.”

Buddy didn’t like the sound of this.

“Of us finding it,” he corrected.

Darkness hid Sunny’s smile, but Buddy heard it—and its sadness too.

“I should have never doubted you, Buddy. We’d still be in the trashlands if not for you. Wriggling through slop until we weren’t teddies at all. Until we were no better than garbage gulls. You got us out of there. You got us out of everywhere. More than any teddy who ever lived, including Proto, you deserve to know the truth about Furrington Teddies…”

Sunny added one more little word.

“… boss.”

Buddy tried to be tough, like a leader should be. He tried to nod his head in return and that’s it. But his stuffing ran like water. He leaned. He wobbled. He plunged himself into the scruffy, dirty plush of his yellow friend. After so much cold, it felt so warm. Buddy might have lost stuffing, plush, stitching, and more, but he’d never hugged harder.

Sunny patted his back. Buddy didn’t mind the staple claws.

“Thank you,” he snuffled.

“No, boss,” Sunny said. “Thank you. Thank you for taking me along on the grandest adventure a teddy could imagine.”

Footsteps rang out, echoing through the hallway.

Buddy hated to depart the cozy embrace. But Sunny had called him boss. He needed to act like one.

He inched to the edge of the bench. A guy was walking past the hidden teddies toward the Evidence Room. The guy was older than Kidd but younger than Daddy—and much younger than the old man sitting behind the counter.

“Hi,” the guy said. “I’m Guy.”

The old man gave Guy a sizing up.

“So you’re the guy they hired to replace me, is that right?”

Guy shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

“Forty-two years I worked this night shift,” the old man said. “Few weeks back, they said to me, Mac, you either take the retirement we’re offering or you get the old pink slip.”

The old man’s name is Mac, Buddy noted. Nothing else made sense.

“Sorry,” Guy said. “I just applied for the job, you know?”

Mac gnashed his peanuts. “I told the bigwigs I’d train you, so that’s what I’ll do. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

Buddy detected gray plush next to him—Reginald was watching too.

“The first thing you need to know is this job’s dull as rocks,” Mac said. “On a good night, you might see three or four detectives. You gotta amuse yourself. Just don’t click on something stupid. They monitor the computer.”

“No problem,” Guy said. “I like to read.”

Buddy detected blue plush next—Proto had joined them.

“We better start with the grand tour, I guess,” Mac said. “Bathroom, break room, all that malarkey.”

Mac stood up, swiped a key ring, and twirled it on a finger.

“See these keys? Don’t ever let these keys outta your sight. You leave this room for any reason, any reason at all, and you lock the door behind you. Understand?”

Guy nodded. Buddy thought the teddies beside him were nodding too. But he was wrong. Reginald and Proto were shaking.

“If they lock that door again, we’ll never get in tonight,” Proto said.

“Pretty soon it’ll be morning,” Reginald added. “People will be everywhere. Then we’ll really need to hide.”

Proto harrumphed. “And who knows when we’ll find our way back to this balderdashing hall!”

Buddy made himself think leader thoughts.

“Let’s see. If we could remember how Nothing made her slingshot, maybe we could shoot something into the Evidence Room, causing Mac and Guy to investigate. Then we could run out of here into the next hall, find an open room, go inside, open a window, and crawl up the side of the gutters on the outside of the building. If we bring along some string, we could lasso it around the—”

“Get ready to run,” Sunny said.

Buddy wasn’t magic like the Mother. Nor could he see flashes of the future like Sugar. The only power Buddy had was friendship. It filled the crevices of his every fold and connected him to the ones he loved by the finest of threads.

So he knew, just by the tone of Sunny’s voice, that she’d decided to be heroic once more. The same way she’d strapped on armor to take on the Haze beasts. The same way she’d tried to leap the flooded gutter water before being dragged into the sewer.

Buddy, Reginald, and Proto turned to find Sunny at the other end of the bench, pudgy yellow legs crouched and ready to spring.

“Once I turn the corner, I’ll make some noise,” she instructed. “Those men will hear it and chase after me. When they do, you all get inside the Evidence Room. Got it?”

“But Sunny, what if they—” Buddy started.

“Your plan will take too long, boss! There’s no time to argue!”

“But how will we find you again?” Reginald begged.

Sunny grinned. Buddy could tell his oldest friend was scared.

But had that ever stopped Sunny before?

“Don’t worry about finding me,” Sunny said. “Worry about finding the truth.”

With that, Sunny rocketed into the hall, faster than any teddy Buddy had seen since the day they’d sprinted their way out of Garden E. Inspiration drew inward through every wound in Buddy’s plush. There would never be another teddy like Sunny.

Then she slipped.

Buddy thought it had to do with the tail she’d lost in the courthouse door. Teddy tails were bitty little things, but they helped a teddy balance, the same way they did for a cat or dog. As Sunny began to round the corner, her left leg flew out from beneath her on her newly mopped floor. She flopped onto her side, right in plain view.

Squeak—the sound of a man’s shoe turning on tile.

Buddy saw Mac’s shadow grow.

“What in tarnation? Is that what I think it is?”
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“Looks like someone dropped their teddy,” Guy said.

Mac walked down the hall, stopping beside the bench, inches away from the teddies. Buddy sensed a predator instinct in the hobbling old man. It was unexpected and frightening. Buddy looked at Sunny. She lay on her side ten teddy-lengths away in the middle of the bright white floor, her defiant yellow face pointed in the men’s direction.

Buddy thought back to his last talk with Sunny, how she’d said that Buddy deserved to find the truth more than any other teddy.

Had it been Sunny’s farewell?

“This is one of those bad teddies.” Mac snapped his fingers, trying to think. “Furrybears. Something like that. You’re telling me you never heard of them?”

Guy shrugged. “I just moved here.”

There was something wolfish in Mac’s laugh. “You’ll hear about these little devils soon enough. Just yesterday, there was a big protest out front. Hundreds of folks screaming for blood. They wanted the fellow who made these teddies tossed in the pen. That’s what happened too.”

Guy strolled up the hall until he, like Mac, was nothing but shoes to Buddy.

“Why’s it sitting here in the hall?” Guy asked.

Mac crept closer to Sunny. “That’s another thing you’ll learn. The detectives who work all night, they like to prank you. Leaving dangerous objects around just to rile me up.”

“Dangerous?” Guy asked. “How so?”

“Here,” Mac said, “I’ll show you.”

The old man pounced, his heavy shoes crashing down alongside Sunny. Guy followed. Buddy followed too. He scooted out from under the bench and prepared to dart down the hall, wave his paws in the air, anything to stop Mac from capturing Sunny.

The problem was, it all happened inside Buddy’s head. The second he poked out from under the bench, Reginald and Proto hauled him back.

“You can’t, Buddy,” Reginald said softly.

“There’s nothing you can do,” Proto said, just as soft.

“Sunny,” Buddy gasped. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.”

Mac squatted next to the yellow teddy. He beckoned Guy to squat too.

“The poor gal’s stuck all over with toothpicks,” Guy said. “Still cute, though.”

“That was the problem,” Mac grunted. “They look cute, but they’re evil little buggers. And this city was the test market. Every tyke around had one of these teddies. They were about to start shipping them worldwide when the reports started coming in.”

White light splashed over Buddy. He was in the open hallway. He longed to rush and save Sunny—but Reginald and Proto were dragging him toward the Evidence Room. Buddy tried to plant his feet, stop their progress. But teddy feet were far too smooth.

Buddy fought his friends, pinwheeling his limbs. He heard stitching rip in one of his armpits, then the other. He felt stuffing ooze from new holes.

“Shh,” Proto whispered, and from a teddy who liked to bray, boast, and lecture, it was the tenderest, saddest, most caring sound imaginable. Buddy felt all the energy leave him, maybe through his two new holes.

Just inside the Evidence Room, the two draggers collapsed. Buddy fell flat on his belly, staring back up the long, long, long hall toward Mac, Guy, and Sunny.

“Reports of what?” Guy asked.

“Of this,” Mac said, reaching into a pocket.

Here it is, Buddy thought numbly. They might find things in the Evidence Room that would change their understanding of the Furrington Teddies story, but the biggest, most vital question they’d ever asked—the first question they’d asked—was about to be answered. Not by Pookie. Not by Mad. Not by the Forgiver. Not by the Suit. By some old man on the night shift chatting with a guy starting his first day on the job.

Why did they throw us away?

Mac withdrew his hand. He held a small box. He opened the box. He removed a match. He closed the box. He scraped the match down the side of the box. The match crackled. Whiter than the hallway’s white, a flame hopped from its tip.

“Stand back,” Mac said.

He touched the flame to Sunny’s left ear, the cleft where a garbage gull had chomped her, way back when all the teddies had been new, and clean, and perfect. No, not quite perfect, Buddy thought, because they hadn’t yet become friends.

For a single instant, Sunny’s eyes flickered with the light of the convulsing flame. In that flicker, Buddy felt not just Sunny’s emotion but the yellow teddy’s entire goodbye.

It was my Teddy Duty to serve with all of you.

Sunny didn’t just catch fire. She exploded into flame. With a satiny roar, fire fountained into the air like red liquid being poured in an upside-down world. Hot light blasted into the hall. Proto’s marble eyes lit up, reflecting the raging inferno.

Why did people throw away Furrington Teddies? Not because the Suit’s Ryulexster had made them poisonous like the Forgiver thought.

It was because the Ryulexster had made them flammable.

Guy fell to his butt and pedaled away from the fire. Mac snorted laughter as he opened a small red door on the wall. It looked like Proto’s display case, only instead of withdrawing a teddy, the old man withdrew a red tank with a black nozzle.

Mac pumped a handle and a white liquid splashed into the reaching, curling, stabbing flames. Instantly, the fire was halved. Guy got up, panting, staring at Mac like the old man was batty. Mac kept chortling and spraying until the fire was snuffed, leaving behind a cold white mist.

“See how little smoke it makes?” Mac asked. “That made it worse. Smoke alarms didn’t go off. Parents didn’t know there were fires until it was too late.”

Guy looked ill. “That’s horrible.”

It was horrible. More horrible than anything Buddy had imagined. He blindly pawed around for Reginald and Proto, and felt them paw back. Only after touching his two remaining companions could Buddy bear to look at the puny pile of black stuffing and charred plastic that used to be their protector, their confidant, their friend: Sunny.

“I’ll chuck this mess in the trash and we can get on with the tour,” Mac said. He tossed the key ring. Guy caught it against his chest. “Lock the door, will you?”

Reginald’s voice was heartbroken, but urgent too.

“Sunny sacrificed herself so we could know the truth. Let’s be as brave as her, boss. Let’s see what’s inside this room.”
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Buddy, Reginald, and Proto crouched in the shadows until they heard Guy lock the door. Slowly they emerged, saying nothing, walking through an open door behind Mac’s desk. Beyond was a room filled with shelves. It resembled the Store’s storage room, but instead of unwanted toys, the shelves held hundreds of identical brown cardboard boxes. Each one had a sticker with words printed on it.

“We’ll have to read the stickers,” Reginald said. “Look for the word Furrington.”

Buddy tried, but found it impossible. Every word looked like bits of burnt ash. How could he go on without Sunny? Back in Garden E, Buddy had been the only one who’d woken up without a box—a mystery that had never been solved. But the Evidence Room had plenty of boxes for him. He could crawl inside one and stay there forever.

A memory came to Buddy: Sunny after he’d cut her free from her box, standing on wobbly legs in Garden E. She’d stood tall and told Buddy, I vow to pay you back.

Now she had. She’d paid him back and much more. Her noble death loaded the three surviving teddies with a new kind of Teddy Duty—a duty to keep going, just a little while longer, and learn all there was left to know.

“I get a lonely feeling from these boxes.” Proto’s voice echoed. “It feels like the factory after everyone left me behind.”

“It feels like Pookie’s Cemetery of Sorrow,” Reginald said.

If boxes like these were evidence of a grown-up world, why would anyone want to grow up? Even at her young age, Darling had witnessed some pretty bad things. Kidd had probably witnessed a lot. There was no stopping life’s parade of grief and woe, which whipped harder than any Pain Chain, day after day, year after year.

And yet …

Buddy thought of Mama. How every morning she got up, got dressed, fixed breakfast, went to work, came home, fixed dinner, helped Darling with homework, and read her stories. Who knew how many links were in Mama’s Pain Chain? Still she smiled, and hugged, and loved, day after day, year after year.

Yes, these boxes proved how bad people could be. But the fact that people like Mama kept going anyway proved how good people could be. Buddy’s heavy stuffing lightened a bit. There were lots of darlings and kids out there worth fighting for. Maybe even a few grown-ups too.

If they could keep going, so could Buddy.

Buddy got to reading the box stickers. Each one included names matched against each other as if in battle.

JOHNSON V. VAN BUREN

DOMINGUEZ V. SMORZOWKSI

DUCKWORTH V. MCCLUSKEY

Buddy glanced back at Mac’s desk. It grew brighter with light from a budding dawn.

“We should find somewhere to hide,” Buddy sighed. “We don’t have time.”

“We might,” Proto said. “This box here looks popular.”

The old teddy stood at the end of the aisle, pointing at a box on the bottom row of a shelf. It had been left sticking out further than the rest. Its lid was on crooked and papers plumed messily from inside.

“The People v. Furrington Industries,” Proto read.

Buddy shivered. The People. It sure sounded like yesterday’s big crowd. It might be even more people than that—perhaps every person behind every window of every skyscraper. Not even the Suit could prevail against those odds.

The teddies gathered around the box.

“Well,” Buddy said.

“Yes,” Reginald agreed. “Well.”

“Well, we shall open it,” Proto said. “It is why we have come.”

The teddies each took hold of a different part of the box’s lid.

“Whatever’s inside can’t change us,” Buddy reminded them. “We are the Furringtons we are.”

“Agreed,” Reginald said.

“Well said,” Proto added. “Now heave-ho!”

The cardboard lid weighed nothing. They placed it on the floor, then returned to the box and poked their heads over the sides.

Buddy called for a boost, and Reginald and Proto did the honors. Once inside the box, Buddy began handing out beige folders, black binders, green files, stapled packets—overwhelming evidence the teddies didn’t have time to read. There were computer drives too, like Buddy had seen in Mama’s apartment. Reginald and Proto placed everything in a neat stack on the floor.

Buddy was ready to suggest they give up when he lifted a folder and saw a clear plastic bag. He thought of the police Proto had seen at the factory, tweezering up evidence and dropping it into bags. Like the cardboard boxes, the plastic bag had a white sticker. This sticker, however, only had two words on it. One word and one letter, actually.

EXHIBIT Q

Like Darling’s snack packets, the bag had a seal to keep it tightly shut. But whoever had handled the bag last had failed to close the seal. Some of the contents had spilled over the rest of the papers in the box.

Teddy stuffing. Burnt black, just like Sunny.

Buddy heard a crinkle. Noticed a motion.

The plastic bag … it was moving.

Buddy looked away. He couldn’t help it. With each crinkle of the bag, Buddy heard Sugar, standing in the ditch outside the dead-rat culvert, haunted by prophetic visions—and with each word Buddy felt the closing of a slow, terrible circle.

I see stuffing in a crowded brown drawer.
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The teddy inside the bag had no teddy shape. Buddy saw a tattered, scorched rag that might have once been lavender. Pressed flat inside the bag, the sooty stuffing resembled the dust bunnies Sugar befriended beneath Darling’s bed.

Much of the teddy’s head had been eaten away by fire, but a half moon of seared plush still cradled a wad of oily stuffing. Both eyes had survived, but had melted into runny globs of plastic. Unlike Sunny, this teddy hadn’t burned all the way to cinders.

But was that a good thing?

The teddy’s half-head turned slowly, back and forth, crackling the bag. Her voice was faint behind plastic.

“Who-who-who’s there? I can’t-can’t see.”

Buddy knelt and touched the remains of the teddy’s paw through the bag. When he did, the paw dissolved into ash. Buddy gasped and pulled away.

[image: ]

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Buddy begged. “We mean no harm. We’re friends.”

He glanced up to find Reginald here also and Proto staring over the box’s edges. They looked incapable of speech. Buddy knew it was up to him. He looked back down at the bagged teddy.

“Do you have a name?”

“I don’t-don’t know. I have heard-heard-heard people call-call me Exhibit Q.”

“What a unique name,” Buddy said.

“Exhibits are the evidence that proved the Suit was guilty,” Reginald said.

Buddy didn’t know what to say. If this teddy was Exhibit Q, that meant there had also been Exhibits A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, M, N, O, and P—if not more. Why only Exhibit Q was kept in this box, Buddy didn’t know. But he was grateful. He didn’t know if he had the strength to meet sixteen more teddies damaged this badly.

“We’ll just call you Q. I’m Buddy. My friends Reginald and Proto are here too.”

“Proto?” Q asked. “I recall-recall a teddy-teddy-teddy called Proto. Very special-special, this teddy-teddy-teddy was.”

“Not as special as you,” Proto said. “Not as valiant, not as virtuous … not as anything, my dear teddy.”

Q smiled with her half-face. More of her charred fabric crumbled.

“Isn’t-isn’t that nice-nice-nice of you to say-say. You all-all sound like nice-nice-nice teddies. How nice-nice-nice it is to be visited-visited by nice-nice-nice teddies after so-so many people who weren’t so nice-nice-nice.”

Buddy felt a touch. It was Reginald, leaning close.

“Careful, Buddy,” the gray teddy whispered. “The more she talks, the faster she falls apart.”

Buddy looked back down at the bag. If they pulled Q from the bag, she’d collapse into black powder. Buddy sat atop a stack of papers. He wanted to tell Q happy things, even if they weren’t true. But Sugar’s final vision had singled out this place as important, a place where lies shouldn’t be allowed. He had to tell the truth.

“We can’t get you out, Q,” he said.

“Oh, that’s-that’s-that’s all right,” the teddy replied. “When I was out-out, thing-things were very scary. I am quite-quite comfortable here. All I want is a nice-nice-nice quiet place to nap-nap.”

Buddy felt sadness pouring from his friends. If teddies could cry, the box would have filled with tears, and the overwhelming evidence of The People v. Furrington Industries would float away, down the aisle, out the door, down a drain, and through the kind of sewer the teddies had once explored. No one would have to look at it, or think about it, ever again.

Buddy had to remind himself that people needed to look at it. If they didn’t, they’d repeat their mistakes and hurt more teddies. Hurt more people too. Buddy steadied himself and spoke carefully.

“I’m going to tell you everything I know, Q. Will you tell me if I’ve got anything wrong?”

“I will most-most certainly try-try-try.”

“Furrington Teddies started out good. They were made from the Softest Fabric in the World and contained Real Silk Hearts. But their Creator, the Mother, needed money. So she sold her teddy designs to the Suit, who quit inserting hearts and replaced the Softest Fabric in the World with Ryulexster. This fabric caught fire very easily. Once grown-ups found out, they became angry. They wanted the Suit to go to prison. After seeing evidence like you, Q, the judge agreed. Do I have that all right?”

“Yes, I think-think so.”

Buddy sighed. The whole story was told at last. With the Suit in prison, the teddies would have to decide what they were going to—

“Except I think-think you should look-look-look at the photos.”

Silence came over the teddies. No one wanted to respond. And Buddy knew why. They were all thinking of the talk between Kidd and Missy.

Did you see the pictures of those kids?

Someone showed me at school. Made me sick.

Buddy forced himself to look past Q. Beneath the plastic bag was a yellow folder. Inside it, Buddy saw the corner of a photograph.

“Do I have to?” Buddy asked.

“No,” Q said. “In fact-fact, if you do-do-do, you’ll never be the same Buddy ever-ever-ever again.”

Sunny, at the end, had confirmed that Buddy was the boss. And bosses had the toughest Teddy Duty of all. Buddy sniffled. He’d miss the Buddy he was. But that was growing up. For better or worse, you had to change. Otherwise, you might as well stay inside a box forever.

He took the yellow folder between his paws and slid it from under Exhibit Q. He called up to Reginald and Proto.

“It’s fine if you want to turn away,” he said.

“Open the folder,” Reginald said.

“It’s time to accept who we are,” Proto agreed.

And so Buddy opened the folder, and turned pages, and looked, and knew. He knew what children looked like after they’d been burned, and it made Buddy’s own damage feel trivial. The strange thing was, what happened to these children didn’t make Buddy love them less. It made him love them more.

Buddy turned pages until he’d turned his own page too. Q had been right. Buddy was a different teddy now. An older teddy who no longer believed in fairy tales.

“People were right to throw us away,” Buddy said.

“When they see us, they don’t see teddies,” Reginald said. “They see burnt children. They see ruined families.”

“I’ve always looked for enemies,” Proto said. “The Originals, the Suit, the Mother, anyone who abandoned Furringtons. But we were the enemies.” The proud old teddy hung his head. “And I helped it to happen, all the way back when I demanded teddy companions.”

“We-we-we are bad,” Q admitted. “But we-we-we are also good.”

Sunny would have hated that answer, Buddy thought with affection. And Sugar would have found it the silliest thing ever.

Reginald smiled sadly. “Q’s got it. If a teddy talks, and walks, and does all those other things our boxes warned us against, then the teddy has no choice. They will become good and bad.”

“Heroic and evil,” Proto said.

“Loved and hated,” Buddy said.

Forever Sleep—it might be easy. But it was no way to experience all that life had to give.

Reginald gave Buddy an odd look. “Your voice is lower, Buddy.”

Buddy gave his gray friend a wistful smile. “So is yours.”

The teddies thought about this. Dawn grew lighter, each shade of gray taking Buddy back to a moment in their teddy past: inner-oven gray, chain-link fence gray, culvert gray, dead-rat gray, dumpster gray, rainy-highway gray, under-the-bed gray, sewer-pipe gray, cellar gray, factory gray, parking-lot gray, the gray of a teddy’s body burnt to soot.

Footsteps in the distance: Mac and Guy, and probably many others.

“Would you nice-nice-nice teddies like to stay in this box-box with me?” Q asked. “It is very quiet-quiet. In here-here, you will never-never hurt anyone ever-ever-ever again.”

Buddy thought about it. The cardboard box sat on a shelf. Not so different from the Store shelves. Maybe it was their best option. Until this instant, the teddies always had a reason to go on. But now?

Buddy whispered to Reginald. “Do you think…?”

Just as softly, Reginald replied, “I think…”

“No,” Proto said.

The old teddy, Buddy realized, was no longer at the edge of the box. Buddy peeked over the box edge and found Proto beside the stack of folders they’d removed. He stared down at a particular sheet of paper, smiling in wonder.

“I once fixed it so all the Originals were taken away. They irritated me. Of course they did—I was used to being the only teddy. But the Originals and I played Teddy Poker together. We did the teddy dance. They were my dear friends. To this day, I miss them.”

Proto’s marble eyes shined.

“All that time inside the factory glass, I told myself I’d be a better teddy if I ever got out.” Proto laughed lightly. “I suppose I haven’t done a very good job yet. But now I have come to understand why your teddy friends trust you, Buddy. Your valor is true. Mine never was.”

Buddy’s eyes were cheap plastic. But he knew they shined too.

Proto continued. “But if you, boss, would listen to an arrogant old teddy like me, just one more time…”

Proto picked up the piece of paper. The words on it were too small for Buddy to read, except the one on the top.

WITNESSES

“You believe there is nowhere else to go, no one else to find,” Proto said. “But there is one more. All this time, I think I have been afraid to find her. Perhaps because, deep down, I knew my actions caused as much grief and pain as hers.”

Proto smiled wistfully.

“I didn’t think I knew her real name until I saw it on this paper. Now I realize I’ve seen her name many times. On bills to be paid, packages to be sent, contracts to be signed. The name printed here will mean nothing to you. But you know this person. You call her the Mother.”

Hard footfalls echoed outside the Evidence Room.

But Buddy didn’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t move.

“The address is listed here is 715 Revelation Road,” Proto said. “That isn’t where we used to live, so it will take some finding. But you found the factory, teddies. Together, we found this courthouse. What’s one final search? Let us confront the Mother. Let us ask her why she let us go. Why she made us in the first place. Before we choose a box for our final nap, let’s make sure that nap is peaceful.”

Proto held out his right paw. White stuffing still rippled from where he’d sliced it with the cookie cutter—proof that he’d changed too.

Before Proto finished his question, Buddy knew he’d say yes. For Q, for Sunny, for Sugar, Nothing, Pookie, Horace, the Forgiver, the Uriel, the Cherubim, all the teddies who’d never known the world’s magnitude or felt life’s exhilarating twists.

“What do you say?” Proto asked. “What do you say, my fellow voyagers? My greatest inspirations? My best friends?”





THE MOTHER
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“Dang mice!”

Mac might be old, but he knew his surroundings and was surprisingly quick. The second his footsteps reached the Evidence Room, they sped up and bolted into the aisles of boxes. The teddies were goners, with no hope of following Proto’s rousing speech, until Reginald thought fast and toppled a box of papers in the next aisle.

Mac headed in that direction, which gave the teddies time to return the evidence to the box, shove it back on the shelf, and squeeze inside with Q until the following night. It gave them time to tell Q about the big world she missed—only the good parts, of course. Through the plastic bag they stroked her, and told her they loved her, and said farewell.

Mac had lots more to show Guy the next night. This made finding a moment to escape the Evidence Room easy. Before they did, though, the teddies removed every defense they’d added to their bodies. Into the box went Reginald’s cheese grater, Proto’s cookie cutter, Buddy’s screws. Lastly went all their teeth, all their claws.

What were their defenses anyway? Only metal.

The metal was inside them now.

After three hours, or three days, or three months of nighttime exploring, Buddy and his pals found their way out. They scuttled out the same side door and over the same janitor’s cigarette butts, only to get walloped by a gust of icy wind that hurled them across the dark lawn like snowballs.

A line of red-eyed rats huddled beneath bony bushes, staring at the teddies like prey. But Buddy didn’t feel like prey. He stood. He brushed himself free of snow and stared back. The rats held a chittering debate, then scampered off.

With blankets of snow blotting the city into nothing but watercolor smears, the teddies didn’t need to do much hiding. Nor could they see trouble before they were inches from it. That’s how they stumbled into a vortex of pigeons swirling above a subway grate, who scratched and pecked until they saw the hardness of the teddies’ eyes. That’s how they bumped into a paunchy raccoon, who hissed and snarled, only to bound through the white drifts after the teddies stood their ground.

A skunk, possum, fox, and coyote all had chances to attack the teddies before galloping away. Buddy felt no special pride about this. Their suffering had made them tougher. It felt unavoidable. It felt normal.

Buddy had never experienced teddies speaking so little. But they didn’t need to. They got back on Eastern Avenue and headed in the same direction they’d been heading since Garden E. Despite the prods and thrusts of the snowstorms, they covered a lot of ground. Time of day no longer mattered, so they never quit moving. It was good, Buddy thought, to have one direction, one purpose.

The skyscrapers shrank behind them.

The teddy trio only shared glances at street corners. The crossings had the same green road signs that had helped in the past. Occasionally ice crusted over the words, but usually the teddies could read them.

Would Eastern Avenue cross Revelation Road? Silently, stubbornly, Buddy believed that it would. The impatience he’d felt when searching for 323 Genesis Way was gone. Why hurry? They’d get there when they got there. Even Proto seemed to silently agree that their physical condition didn’t matter anymore, as long as their legs stayed attached.

The buildings got shorter, streets thinner, lawns longer. Places called “golf courses” rolled on for vast, empty distances. Trucks carved tidy paths through snowy roads. All dogs were leashed and tiny. Chain-link fences were replaced by brick ones, which encircled whole neighborhoods with the largest houses Buddy had ever seen. These places had signs too, usually including words like Estates, Village, Garden, Greens, Valley, Forest.

Tall iron gates opened to allow only the shiniest cars inside. Buddy, not shiny at all, had no desire to enter such gates until, early one evening, he and his friends came upon a fenced-in neighborhood called Celestial Heights.

The boulevard leading inside was Revelation Road.

Long ago, the teddies had pushed and wiggled through a tight wire gate to escape Garden E. This was easier. They barely had to duck to pass beneath.

The plowed roads of Celestial Heights didn’t have a single line painted on them. Buddy had to focus to make sure they didn’t go in circles. Snow fired at them all the while, heavying their plush, icing their eyes.

The teddies came upon a home that looked like a smaller courthouse, with pillars holding up a rounded balcony. Except this home was as pink as the Store’s doll aisle. Its roof was sharply slanted and topped with two chimneys that puffed smoke into the snow. Warm light glowed from behind dozens of elegantly etched windows.

Snow covered the house number. But Buddy didn’t need to see 715 to know they’d reached their goal. He could tell by the teddies.

There were two of them, carved from gray rock and standing on either side of the driveway. Though the statues were as tall as people, the portly bellies, nubby limbs, and round heads made it clear they depicted Furringtons. Buddy, Reginald, and Proto examined the statues. Each had its own light pointing upward from the ground.

But the lights were off.

No one could be proud of Furrington Teddies anymore.

Proto stared for a while, shaking. But he was the first to lumber up the driveway, head held low against the billowing snow. Buddy and Reginald followed. Their feet made the slightest of tracks, which the wind erased in seconds. No one would ever know the teddies had come.

The front door, huge and rounded, was set into an alcove that protected it from the wind. A golden doorknob was embedded in wood painted a gentle blue, a charming contrast to the pink. Two magnificent porch lights, both on, made the doorway the brightest place that teddies had seen since the courthouse.

Proto shook the snow from his plush. Reginald did the same. Buddy thought it looked like a waste of energy, but he did it as well. The three travelers looked at one another. It had been a long time since they hadn’t been coated in snow.

The flogging scars on Reginald’s back had cankered from too much walking. Stuffing, heavy and wet, dribbled from the wounds like gray slime. A big hole had yawned open where the gray teddy had removed his tag, coughing up more stuffing and splitting his tummy in two.

The cut Proto had sliced into his right paw had widened so much that the whole arm was empty of stuffing. It flopped like a deflated balloon. Along the journey, something had nicked the seam between the old teddy’s head and torso. Enough stuffing had fallen out that Proto couldn’t keep his once-proud noggin from listing to the left.

Buddy looked down at himself. Snow and mud had rotted his gravel dents into jagged slits. The armpits he’d torn in the Evidence Room hall had opened so much that both of his heavy, sodden arms clung to his body by mere threads.

There was almost nothing left of them.

Proto’s crooked head looked upward. Far out of reach, a doorbell.

After a lifetime of dodging people, they were about to demand that one of them pay attention. Buddy figured it would feel scarier if he had any other choice left.

Buddy pictured his cracked nose. There was no reason not to smash the rest of it to pieces. He waddled forward, feeling the swing of his nearly detached arms, and let his moist, filthy head rest against the blue door. He leaned back his head and drove it forward. His nose struck wood.

Crick!

He did it twice more.

Crick! Crick!

He felt shivers all through his body, the threads of his arms straining, the stuffing squeezing from his holes. But he kept doing it, bashing his face harder against the door, hoping that, if nothing else, all his bad memories would be beaten away.

Crick! Crick! Crick! Crick!

Then his head hit nothing. Buddy tumbled into warm, spicy steam and onto a rug so shaggily soft it was like being back in the black void.

From above came a gasp and the light swish of a robe. Buddy felt the warmth of skin, of breath, of attention. A shadow briefly cooled the lovely steam, then a hand turned him over, so lovingly that when his left arm fell off, he didn’t mind. A soft thumb passed over Buddy’s plastic eyes, wiping away melted snow.

An elderly woman knelt on the floor, old knees juddering behind a flannel housecoat. Next to her sat a cup of tea and a cane. The woman had unkempt gray hair pulled into a ponytail. She wore thick glasses that made her eyes the size of teddy heads. A thousand wrinkles curved as she touched her thin, pale lips with a fluttering, brown-spotted hand.

“Oh, teddies,” the Mother sobbed.
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Fup, fup, thonk.

This was the sound of the Mother moving through the house: two slippered feet, one rubber-tipped cane. Buddy was barely conscious. He knew he was cradled in the Mother’s arm. He knew Reginald and Proto were as well. And he knew he’d never seen a home like this. Golden, polished wood exuded the sweet heat of fresh-baked cookies. Big, dazzling lights hung from the ceiling, their crystal beads like captured stars. The hallways were as wide as roads.

Fup, fup, thonk.

At last they entered a room that snuggled Buddy in blanket warmth. He forced his plastic eyes to focus. It was a library, dimmer than other rooms they’d passed. A big, flickering fireplace provided the only light. The Mother hobbled past shelf after shelf of cinnamon-scented books.

In front of the fire was a single wooden rocking chair.

The Mother lowered herself into the chair with a grunt. It rocked with her weight, a motion Buddy found soothing. The Mother set her cane against a little table, which held a pile of half-knitted yarn. With quivering hands, Mother settled first Buddy, then Reginald, then Proto onto the safe, comfy yarn. She placed Buddy’s left arm on his lap.

Finally the Mother took time to study the teddies. Her eyes were blue, but milky-white too, and cushioned inside pouches of old skin. She didn’t look happy, or mad, or scared, or even surprised. Buddy thought she looked ashamed. It made him sad.

The Mother’s voice was as soft and crackly as the fire.

“I wondered if this day would come. The day you arrived at my door looking for answers. Or the day that I no longer knew what was real and what wasn’t!” Her laugh was dusty. “Is that really you, Proto? Am I really talking to teddies? Did I used to do that? And did they talk back? I’m old now, Proto. It’s all confused inside my head.”

Buddy was wide awake now. He felt like his every last stitch was unfurling. He wanted an answer from the Mother about why she’d sold the Originals. He’d never considered that she might not be sure of the reasons herself.

“When you get as old as me, it’s not the good memories you think about,” the Mother said. “It’s the regrets. And I have many regrets, dear Proto. Dear Buddy too—that’s what your name tag says. I see you’ve lost your tag, gray teddy.”

“His name is Reginald,” Proto said.

The old teddy said the four words simply. To Buddy, however, no words could be more momentous.

He’d said them in front of a person.

The Mother rocked and pulled her housecoat tighter.

“Reginald,” she repeated. “You look like a Reginald.”

“Thank you.” Reginald’s new, deeper voice bent but didn’t break.

Buddy felt giddy and weightless, like he was somehow outside his tattered body and depleted stuffing. He’d only ever imagined speaking directly to the Suit—a scary proposition. But this felt like freedom. Step by grueling step, he’d reached a peak taller than downtown’s loftiest skyscraper.

Here, at the top, was a Creator.

No teddy worth his stuffing would waste a chance like this.

“I didn’t know a Creator could have regrets,” Buddy said in a voice just as deep at Reginald’s.

Proto tried to jab his right paw at the Mother only to find it empty of stuffing. Instead he used his left.

“You deserve those regrets,” Proto said. “You sold all my brothers and sisters to the Suit—and he ruined them. He made the gentlest thing in the world into the most deadly.”

The Mother raised a gray eyebrow.

“Now, Proto. I recall you enjoying the benefits of that sale. You liked the yummier smells when I could afford yummier food. You liked the snuggly-wuggliness of our home after I got the heater fixed. You liked our quieter naps after I replaced the leaky roof. When I asked you if it was okay to sell the teddy designs, you told me it was.”

Proto stamped a ragged foot.

“I was just a teddy! I’m still just a teddy! Do you know how long I waited for you to come back to the factory and rescue me?”

The rocking chair stopped rocking. Now the Mother’s eyebrows lowered, and kept lowering, until her old flesh hid her bright, friendly eyes.

“Unlike teddies, I am good at measuring time. Too good. I know precisely how long you waited. I—I thought perhaps I’d lost you on the … the sidewalk, Proto … or maybe the bus … or maybe…”

The Mother trailed off. Her bony shoulders slumped.

“Oh, what’s the use of lying? I knew you were at the factory, Proto. I was just too scared to go back there and face that man again. Soon, I had enough money to believe I had everything a person needed. A stove that could cook anything. A heater that would keep anyone warm. A roof that would never leak.”

The fire made red points in Proto’s eyes.

“But no one to share them with,” he said.

The Mother gazed into the fireplace. Her glasses reflected flames. What else could she be thinking of except flammable teddies and burnt children? Beyond the fireplace snapping, Buddy heard the pop and creak of a home disturbed by nothing but time.

“That’s right,” she said. “So I had teddy statues built by my driveway. I had teddies designed into my staircase railing. I convinced myself that I was proud of what I’d done. But I wasn’t. Oh, I wasn’t. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, teddies.”

The Mother removed her glasses. With a hand, she stole a tear from her cheek.

Proto’s taut threads loosened. Buddy knew that, as angry as Proto was, he was still a teddy with teddy instinct: to hug, snuggle, and soothe. Buddy watched more tears travel down the Mother’s craggy face, the fire turning them the colors of goldfish, marigolds, apples.

“What was it supposed to be like?” Buddy asked.

The Mother wiped her face with both hands. Without her glasses, her eyes looked small and heavy—close to sleep, Buddy thought.

“It’s not a story for teddies,” the Mother sniffled. But then she smiled, lips glistening with tears. “But maybe you’re not exactly teddies anymore, eh?”

If not for his beat-up body, Buddy thought he might leap from the table to the rocking chair and curl up in the Mother’s flannel lap.

But swiftly, he and his friends understood that the Mother’s tale was different from the type of tale Reginald might tell. Her voice didn’t drift away whimsically. This wasn’t a myth or a legend, after all.

This was the real story of her life.

“Once upon a dream and far away, I had a husband named Jack. He was a soldier. Not like the toy soldiers you might have seen, teddies. A real soldier who wore armor and knew how to shoot guns. He often had to go away for many months. Every time he left, oh, how I cried. I was very young.”

“You?” Proto asked. “Young?”

The Mother nodded. “Don’t say balderdash, Proto—it’s true. Right before Jack left on another trip, I told him that when he got back, we would be parents. He was so excited. Jack had always wanted a child. A few months later, he called me on the phone and said he was going to mail me a big bolt of fabric he’d found in a strange little shop halfway across the planet.”

“The Softest Fabric in the World,” Reginald guessed.

“Very good, Reginald,” the Mother said. “My plan was to sew the fabric into a blanket for the baby. I’d spent a good deal of time decorating the baby’s room. Can you guess what the theme was, Buddy?”

Buddy nodded. “Teddies.”

“You’re just as clever as you look,” the Mother praised. “Now, it took a while for Jack’s package to arrive. It always did. A soldier’s mail has to travel by jeep, train, boat, airplane, van, and mail carrier. The Softest Fabric in the World didn’t get lost on the way. But something else did.”

The teddies didn’t make any guesses this time. The Mother seemed lost in the curling, snickering flames.

“My luck,” she whispered. “That’s what got lost. By the time the fabric arrived, my Jack was dead and I’d learned that, because of medical complications, our child would never come. After I buried both of them, I buried the Softest Fabric in the World as well, deep inside my deepest closet. I didn’t find it again until many years later. By then, my hands were rough and wrinkled. But the fabric?”

Proto slid a hand over his grubby plush. “Still soft.”

The Mother’s smile was the saddest Buddy had ever seen.

“I’d spent my whole life sewing things for other people. So I decided to sew one thing for myself. Not the baby blanket I’d intended to make all those years ago. More like a baby itself—or the closest thing to it.”

Buddy and Reginald guessed it together.

“A teddy,” they said.

The Mother and Proto looked at each other, their eyes liquid with fire.

“Me,” Proto said.
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The Mother cleaned her glasses with her flannel housecoat.

“Short lives can be ones of indescribable delight,” she said. “And long lives can be ones of everlasting misery. I didn’t know then what I know now. That all you can do is take hold of what you have, love what you can, and be grateful that you had the chance to touch anything soft at all.”

The Mother put her glasses back on and blinked.

“My, what a lovely blue you are, Buddy. Even under all that mud there’s no hiding it. No hiding those eyes either—quite pretty, even if they are plastic. You look like you have a question. You look like a teddy who is full of questions.”

Buddy looked down at his detached arm, suddenly embarrassed. Slowly he stood up. He made a fishy flop before catching himself. He did have a question, actually. In fact, he thought it might be the only real question there was, whether you were a teddy or a person.

“Why did we come to life?”

The Mother folded her spotted hands in her lap. Her teeth were old and yellow. But Buddy thought it was the best grin he’d ever seen.

“Life can be wonderful. But it also causes a lot of suffering. Have you found this to be true, Buddy?”

“Yes, I have.”

“That’s why I think we—all of us—were put here on this world. To soothe one another’s suffering. I did it by giving the Originals to people who needed them. But you can do it however you like. Through laughter. Through caring for the sick. Through cooking delicious snacks. Through snuggling, if you happen to be a teddy.”

Reginald stood up beside Buddy. With so much of his belly stuffing gone, he swayed beneath the weight of his head.

“But we never found children of our own,” he said. “Whose suffering could we soothe?”

The Mother smiled tightly, as if holding back a chuckle. She looked at Reginald, then at Buddy, then at Proto, then back to Reginald.

“Oh,” Reginald said. “We did it for one another.”

Buddy felt a sad gladness, an emotion as invisible as fireplace heat and just as strong. The teddies had spent their whole lives searching for someone to comfort, unburden, cheer, and love. It had never been a child.

They were the ones they’d been looking for.

Buddy felt his paw gently nudged away from Reginald. It was Proto, walking straight between them. Despite an empty right arm and lopsided head, Proto moved with the grace of a teddy who’d been walking for a very long time.

Proto stood at the edge of the table. Buddy and Reginald held each other. They couldn’t see Proto’s face, but Buddy could picture it. He was going to shout. He was going to accuse. He was going to hate.

Instead, he lifted the only arm he still could.

Fresh tears dropped down the Mother’s cheeks.

The old person picked up the old teddy.

Her teddy. His person.

“You did the best you could,” Proto whispered.

She hugged his frail blue body. He hugged her frail flannel form.

No Forever Sleep came. Forever Sleep was no longer needed, or wanted.

The library filled with warmth. The whole house, Buddy bet. All of Celestial Heights even, enough to melt the ice and snow. The Mother had made mistakes; Proto had made them too. It didn’t matter. The two belonged together. Now that they were reunited, their grief, too, could begin to melt. Not all of it, Buddy figured. But enough.

They napped there, in front of the fire: three teddies and the old woman, all of them in tatters, but, for the moment, happy.

Fup, fup, thonk.

Time had passed. When Buddy awoke, daylight sparkled through frosty windows. He was in a lightweight wicker basket atop a soft handkerchief. Reginald and Proto were there as well. The basket swung lightly. The Mother was carrying them through the grand hallways.

Buddy realized he was dry. The fireplace had done its job. In the daylight, out of the snow, the teddies got a good look at one another for the first time since the courthouse. As rough as they looked, they had to laugh. Their wounds were overwhelming evidence: not of failure, but of a life well lived.

After a long time, the fup, fup, thonk stopped.

The teddies crowded at the basket rim. A glorious staircase curved upward, out of sight. The steps were rounded white stone, and the iron railings, as promised, had been built to depict teddies cavorting.

“I haven’t been up there in a while,” the Mother said. “Old legs aren’t good at stairs.”

“We don’t have to climb them, dear Creator,” Reginald said. “Why don’t we return to the library?”

The Mother chuckled. “We’re going up.”

Buddy began to protest too, but Proto held up a paw.

“Save your voice, friend,” he said in an admiring tone. “Once this Creator has her mind made up, she doesn’t stop.”

The Mother winked down at the teddies. She looked proud to be just as stubborn as her prototype teddy.

It was an epic trip, with plenty of breaks and even a nap. But weeks, days, hours, or minutes later, the Mother reached the top, panting and gasping. This worried Buddy, but again, Proto extended a silencing paw. He believed in the old woman. Buddy chose to believe in her too.

The many doors reminded Buddy of the hallway Kidd walked down after the elevator. The Mother entered a room that instantly felt familiar. It had shelves and drawers, pens and papers, binders and folders, staplers and tape.

“It’s an office,” Reginald said. “Like the Suit’s.”

The Mother set the basket of teddies on the desk and moved, fup, fup, thonk, to the corner of the room. A dusty cloth was draped over an object on a table. The Mother took the cloth in her hand. Before removing it, she gave the teddies a mischievous look.

With a magician’s flair, she whipped off the cloth.

Beneath sat a Creator’s tool.

More specifically, a sewing machine.

It looked as old as the Mother. To Buddy, every crack and chip was more evidence of its age. Buddy stared in wonder at the needle. The needle that had stitched Proto. That had stitched all of the Originals.

The Mother set aside her cane. With a raspy exhale, a grunt of effort, and a hiss of pain, she bent down and slid a box from under the sewing table. It was no bigger than a Furrington Teddies box. But it was gorgeous, its lid styled from thin strips of amber wood and secured with a golden latch.

The Mother set it beside the sewing machine and scooped off a pelt of dust. Carefully, she thumbed open the latch. Hinges creaked as she opened the box.

She pressed a palm to her chest, as if it might prevent her eyes from filling with tears. It didn’t. The Mother heaved a breath. She smiled shakily. She nodded shakily too, until the nod firmed up and she began to relax.

“It’s all here,” she said. “Do you want to see?”

“Yes!” cried the three teddies.

The Mother lifted from the box a stack of brittle envelopes exotically stamped and bound by a red ribbon. She set them aside—they weren’t for teddies, and Buddy thought he knew why. They must be the old letters Jack the soldier had mailed to his young wife. Before Buddy could feel sad about it, the Mother’s glasses flashed a bright white, like the box held its own sun.

Next, she pulled out the most brilliant thing.

There wasn’t much left of the Softest Fabric in the World. Enough for the Mother to loop it over her elbow three times. Next to her blotchy, rumpled skin, it was all the more resplendent. It looked softer than the first flakes of falling snow, the spray of rain drumming off a playground slide, the tickle of summer grass against feet. It was so white that it looked like part of the world had been erased.

“You could all use a bit of sprucing,” the Mother said. “And I can’t think of a better use for the last of this beautiful fabric.”

Teddies couldn’t cry. Yet Buddy did. A single drop fell from his left eye.

Melted snow. It had to be melted snow.

The Mother peeked into the box again.

“Oh, good. I have just enough.”

She withdrew two Real Silk Hearts.

The first heart had a ducklings pattern. It was yellow.

“Just like Sunny,” Buddy said.

The second heart had lambs pattern. It was pink.

“Just like Sugar,” Reginald said.

The Mother smiled. “You don’t need hearts, of course. You have more heart than any teddies I’ve ever met. Still, it’s a nice reminder of that. Wouldn’t you say, Proto?”

Proto pressed a paw over his own Real Silk Heart. He nodded.

The Mother arranged the materials on the table. Behind those thick glasses, her eyes flitted with instinct, insight, and ingenuity. She massaged her bony knuckles. She flexed her fingers.

“It’s been a long time since I sewed,” she said.

Her smile, though, was inviting and confident.

“All right, teddies. Who’s first?”
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Buddy didn’t think he deserved to go first, but Reginald and Proto told the Mother that he was the boss and they’d have it no other way. Buddy’s nerves quieted the instant the Mother picked him up. There was confidence in her trembling old hands. Deep down, a Creator never forgets how to create.

The Mother sang lullabies until Buddy napped. Adrift in blissful dreams, he dimly heard the scrubbing noise of dye being added to the white fabric and vaguely felt the pinches and dandles of the Mother’s expert fingers. She woke him up with tickles and settled him into the wicker basket beside his friends.

Reginald’s and Proto’s eyes shone so brightly there was no telling plastic from marble.

“Buddy,” Reginald said. “Is that … is that…”

“That’s him, all right.” Proto grinned. “I’d know that nose anywhere.”

They embraced, and Buddy felt how their stiff, bedraggled plush slid differently across his silky new fabric. With his stuffing refilled, Buddy felt like he could feel everything better now—including the Real Silk Heart suspended inside him like the moon in the sky. He toyed with his new tag. Sharp-cornered and snazzy, with the same old words in big, clear letters.

MY NAME IS BUDDY

[image: ]

Minutes later, he was joined by a rejuvenated Reginald.

When Buddy had first seen Reginald in Garden E, he’d felt sorry for the teddy’s dull gray color. When Mother presented the refurbished Reginald, Buddy realized how stupid he’d been. Gray was the most sophisticated color in the world. It wasn’t even a color, really. It was all colors all at once, sanded and buffed into rich autumnal heather.

It fit Reginald perfectly: the wisest teddy every born.

Buddy and Reginald poked and petted each other’s plush in disbelief until the Mother finished with Proto. The old teddy looked better than ever, a shiny, glossy, blueberry blue. For a second, Buddy worried that Proto’s vanity would return and he’d bristle at Buddy and Reginald for having fur as lush as his. But Proto looked honored. He opened his fluffy, exquisite arms and grinned.

“Let me feel that fur,” he said.

They hugged so hard that Buddy felt all three of their Real Silk Hearts. It was as if Horace, Sugar, and Sunny were right there with them.

Buddy held the edge of the basket. “How can we thank you?”

The Mother looked startled. “Me? No, teddies. It’s me who thanks you. For coming all this way. For finding me. For reminding me.”

“Reminding you?” Reginald asked.

The Mother looked into a mirror. She angled her old face. She traced the loose skin under her jaw. She stretched the wrinkles at the crooks of her eyes. She tucked a tangle of gray hair behind a brown-spotted ear. And she smiled.

“Reminding me that, no matter what happens to you, you can get past it.”

Buddy felt the oddest thing. He felt proud of the Mother. He laughed. He’d always imagined it would go the other way.

“Our old plush,” Reginald said. “What did you do with it?”

“I cleaned it, of course. I gave it the soapy scrubbing of its life.”

“Yes,” Reginald said, “but what did you do with it?”

The Mother gestured at the teddies. “You three may have soft new plush on the outside. But right beneath is the same old plush you’ve always had. I’d never take that away from you. Those stains? Those rips? Those tears? Take it from me, teddies. They will guide you wherever you go next.”

Reginald and Proto prodded their own bodies again, feeling for the scraggy lumps they knew so well. Buddy, though, had his mind on something else.

“Wherever we go?” he repeated.

A cold current of concern floated from Buddy’s warm, fuzzy friends.

“Must we … go?” Proto asked.

The Mother wagged a finger at the teddies.

“Don’t look so glum. None of you have to do a single thing you don’t want to do. Now, who’d like to help me fix some tea?”

The teddies hopped up and down. It was a relief to temporarily ignore what the Mother had said. The details of Reginald’s stories flooded back into Buddy’s mind, all the fun things Proto and the Mother used to do. Pillow fights. Rock collecting. Goldfish feeding. Bird-watching. Fort building. TV viewing. Adventure-having. Buddy felt like doing all of it.

Over the next days, weeks, months, or years, they did all those things and more. The big house spilled over with activities, lively music, and pleasant smells. At last, the teddies didn’t have to hide. They laughed, played, tumbled, and napped. Oh, how they napped! Before the fireplace, in front of the TV, snugged in a teddy pile on the Mother’s cushiony bed.

For a time, they awoke from naps to find icicles hanging in the windows and frost coating the trees. Later, they awoke to pattering rain and seed puffs riding a springtime breeze. Finally, they awoke to a restless sun high in a sky fluttering with birds.

Buddy never quit feeling, as Proto put it, cozy-wozy.

He did, however, begin noticing an itch.

He thought it was his old plush at first. Maybe one of his old staples had gotten caught inside. After more time passed, he wondered if it was something else. A lump of gravel, maybe, planted deep when the truck had swatted him down a city block.

Buddy didn’t know when exactly he recognized the itch for what it truly was. The understanding came gradually, while playing dress-up, while bingeing TV shows, while playing Teddy Poker, while doing the teddy dance.

It was an itch to see.

To see things beyond these walls, no matter how cozy-wozy they were. To feel things aside from the Mother’s touch, even though it was gentle and fond. To hear voices beyond those of his friends, even though he loved them more than anything else.

For a while, Buddy had been content to watch the seasons change from the safety of the living room. Now, day after day, he stood against the front window, blue paws pressed to the glass. He could almost smell the sharp, peppery grass firing from beneath a lawn mower. He could nearly feel the hot bite of pavement beneath his feet. He imagined a hill too tall to climb, then imagined climbing it, then imagined gazing from its tippity-top at sights his teddy mind could have never imagined.

One day, from behind him, the Mother reacted.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I knew from the moment I saw you.”

Buddy turned. He was shaking all over. He didn’t know why. He was nervous. He was scared. He was excited too. The Mother sat on a big cushy chair, Reginald and Proto napping on her lap.

“How did you know?” Buddy whispered.

“Your eyes may be plastic,” the Mother said, “but they look like Jack’s eyes. He could never stay in one place long either. Oh, he liked being here with me. But he also longed for adventure.”

“But I may not ever find my way back,” Buddy said.

The Mother smiled. Here was the look of pride Buddy had waited for.

“Jack never found his way back either,” she said. “But he had to go all the same.”

Buddy noticed that both Reginald and Proto had woken up. They sat quietly, eyes bright, bodies trembling.

“Where will you go?” Proto asked.

“Destinations aren’t important,” the Mother said. “It’s the path you take to get there that means everything. I don’t think I understood that myself until you three showed up on my doorstep.”

Buddy looked up at Proto.

“You were the teddy who inspired us all,” Buddy said softly. “Would you like to come be a leader? One more time?”

Proto smiled, but leaned into the Mother’s housecoat.

“I am where I belong,” the old teddy said. “Besides, Buddy, you are more of a leader than I ever was. I may have been the first teddy. But you’re the first teddy like you.”

Buddy nodded gratefully. Then he looked at Reginald. Dear Reginald.

Slowly, Reginald got up. The Mother lowered him to the floor. The gray teddy waddled over and stood next to Buddy.

“Will you come?” Buddy asked, but he already knew the answer.

“I’m a storyteller,” Reginald said, shrugging. “There are many more stories to hear here. About the Mother. About Proto and the Originals. I don’t have fingers, so I can’t write them down. But I can memorize them. And once I have enough, I can tell them to others so they’re never forgotten.” Reginald smiled. “I might even tell those cellar teddies, if I can find them.”

Buddy reached out. He’d seen this sight so many times: blue plush on gray, gray on blue.

“You’ll tell them our stories too?” Buddy whispered.

“Are you kidding? The trashlands? Mad? The dumpster fall? The toilet climb? Horace’s courage? Sugar’s jokes? Sunny’s heroics? Buddy, I daresay we created the legends that will inspire teddies forever. We went through quite a saga.” Reginald thought about it and grinned. “The Teddies Saga. I like the sound of that.”

Buddy noticed the Mother’s gray hair was the same shade as Reginald’s plush. Perhaps they were both storytellers. Perhaps they were the same storyteller. Perhaps the story they told was the only story that existed—the story of being born, of making mistakes, of leaving safety, of finding one’s place.

Buddy wiped his eyes with a paw.

“Pick me because I pick you,” he said.

Reginald cocked his head. “What’s that?”

“It’s what I used to pray in the Store to every child that passed.” Buddy held Reginald with both paws now. “If I could do it all over again, I’d pick you, Reginald.”

The gray teddy held the blue teddy back.

“That is nice to hear,” he said. “I’ve always picked you, boss.”

They hugged. They hugged until each teddy’s plush was gray and blue both, and their stuffings had mixed, and their Real Silk Hearts had kissed. The static electricity they conjured didn’t hurt. It wasn’t ™ magic at all. It was love, so much love that it was okay if the two friends never saw each other again. They were part of each other.

“I love you,” Reginald whispered into Buddy’s ear. “Now go find the world.”
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Fup, fup, thonk.

Shoes and cane on the sidewalk sounded much like they did inside the house. Except here, the thumps were joined by birdsong, squeaky bike tires, snapping kites, electronic toys. The Mother walked to the end of Revelation Road, out of Celestial Heights, and down a new road that ribboned into a horizon of green trees and golden grass.

Really, it was too far for the Mother to walk, but she insisted. They left the paved street and ambled along a dirt road. On all sides were tall, leafy crops that gleamed in the sun and rattled in the breeze. The city was behind them.

At last, they came to a lonely intersection. There were no stop signs, no traffic lights, no traffic, no people. Only the noises of animals, buzzing, clacking, and rustling their ways through short, exciting lives.

The Mother set Buddy down at one of the corners. Buddy kicked playfully at a dandelion and watched a suspicious grasshopper wiggle its antenna.

“There you go,” the Mother sighed. “Four directions to choose from. Or more, if you want to crawl through those fences and march off into the corn.”

“I’ll think I’ll stick to the roads,” Buddy said. “For a while, anyway.”

The Mother wore a big, floppy hat and large sunglasses to shield her sensitive parts from the bright sun. She took off the sunglasses, mopped her face of perspiration, and smiled down at Buddy.

“You have a good trip,” she said.

She took only one step before Buddy called out.

“Wait.”

“Yes?”

“There’s something I always wondered,” Buddy said. “The photo on the back of the box … it showed a blue teddy. I’m a blue teddy. Proto was a blue teddy. Did that mean we were made to be leaders? I’m the only one who woke up in the trashlands without a box. Were all these things designed to happen?”

The Mother winked and put her sunglasses back on.

“Nothing is designed, Buddy,” she said. “The world unfolds like cloth. Each of us is born with a pair of scissors, a needle, and thread. What do we do with them? We cut and mend and stitch. Do we know what we’re doing? Of course we don’t. But one way or another, we sew ourselves together. It might sound scary. But I’ll take it over a life of patterns any day.”

The Mother waved. She turned, took a deep breath, planted her cane, and shuffled those old feet.

Fup, fup, thonk.

Fup, fup, thonk.

Buddy was alone.

He looked at the four roads. One looked no better than the others. One of the roads, however, went slightly uphill. That meant it would be a harder path. Buddy went that way.

It was rough going. Buddy’s feet raised a lot of dirt. Rocks got in his way. Hard patches of weeds tripped him. But he’d gotten good at traveling. He sensed when perilous beasts were near. He saw the dust clouds of a truck from miles away. After a while, he heard farmers working the fields. Furrington Teddies were still hated. He had to be as careful as ever.

He left the road, crossed a ditch filled with rainwater, and entered grass taller than him, still headed uphill. For a long time, he saw and heard nothing but the twitch and flitter of these green blades. Then he heard a nearby voice. The surprising part was that it didn’t surprise him.

“U.S. REG. NO PA-385632,” the Voice said.

Buddy didn’t stop walking.

“I thought you and I were finished,” he said. “Though, I confess, it’s rather nice to hear from you again.”

“Thank you,” the Voice said. “This is quite the steep hill, isn’t it?”

“Quite,” Buddy agreed. “Getting steeper by the second.”

“Don’t worry, U.S. REG. NO PA-385632, you’re almost at the top.”

“Is that right? How do you know?”

“Because that’s where I am,” the Voice said.

This startled Buddy enough to throw him off his step. His foot hit an anthill, and he fell. Right away, he got back up and kept walking. He could feel the dirt on him, his blue plush turned brown. He liked the feeling.

“So I’m finally going to meet you,” Buddy said. “Is that right?”

“That’s right,” the Voice said. “Are you excited?”

Buddy chuckled. “You’re going to keep me guessing until the last second, aren’t you?”

“I wouldn’t want to disappoint you,” the Voice joked.

Buddy grunted as the hill got steeper and steeper. “You know, it’s odd to hear you outside the void. I’m so used to talking to you while I’m falling.”

“You thought you were falling?” the Voice asked. “Huh. That’s interesting. Did you ever think, U.S. REG. NO PA-385632 … that you might have been rising?”

Buddy was baffled. Was it possible he’d been floating up, up, up inside the void and not sinking down, down, down?

Before he could give it more thought, he emerged from the tall grass. He was at the top of a tremendous hill. Before him spread a vast, rolling valley, small hills threaded into smaller hills like the soft, lumpy surface of a cloud. Little farms dotted the landscape. Without the hill’s protection, the wind hit Buddy hard. It tussled his thick plush and whistled past his brand-new name tag.

He stood there letting the wind penetrate his stuffing. Ryulexster had always been part of him, and still was now. Yet this was the first time Buddy felt flammable—and in a good way. He was ready to ignite, to spread his ideas and feelings like fire. Here was the perfect place to begin. Those farms looked pretty isolated. There might be children there needing comfort.

If there weren’t, that was fine too.

He was happy with who he was.

If he’d been rising all this time, and not falling, it made sense he’d eventually poke his head out the top. He looked around for the Voice. He didn’t see anything but insects and birds and, far down the hill, a romping dog.

“Where are you?” Buddy asked.

“I’m right in front of you,” the Voice said.

Buddy looked down the hill. “But there’s nothing in front of—”

But there was. Buddy’s dirty brown feet perched at the edge of a puddle. In that puddle, Buddy saw his own reflection.

“Hello,” the Voice said, while Buddy said the same: “Hello.”

So that’s why he’d always recognized the Voice.

He had always been here, beyond the city, in these country hills, waiting for Buddy to catch up. When Buddy’s voice got lower, he should have recognized it as the Voice’s. He shook his head in wonder. He laughed. What the Mother had said was true.

They were the ones they’d been looking for.

Buddy—U.S. REG. NO PA-385632—the Voice—they were all the same. He’d heard into the future, just like Sugar had seen.

“I’ve been guiding me,” Buddy said.

One way or another, we sew ourselves together, the Mother had said.

“You never needed anyone else,” the Buddy in the puddle replied. “Once you started giving Kidd advice, like I used to give you advice, well … I knew you were almost me.” The puddle Buddy winked. “Just wait till you see what we do next.”

Buddy nodded, took what felt like a big breath, and made his first step down the hill. It was the sharpest decline he’d ever seen. He thought his soft, plushy foot might slip. But it didn’t. It gripped the dirt firmly.

“That’s pretty good,” he complimented himself. “Ready for another step?”

Buddy replied to himself. “You’re darn right.”

Being safe was more important than being free—it had been one of the first things he’d decided after waking up in Garden E. Now he laughed at the idea. You couldn’t be safe without being free. Being free was everything. Being free was the only thing.

He took that second step and landed with confidence. He took another. No problem. Then another, and another, and pretty soon he was leaping down the hill at a speed he never would have believed. Incredible stretches of ground whooshed by with every step. It was as if his legs had grown longer, changing the same as his voice. Strips of his old body flew away, like Kidd’s blankie, except Buddy was doing the snipping, Buddy was the one ready to let go.

The world felt like his own.

Grass tickled not his face but at his ankles. His plush felt smooth and supple, like skin. His stuffing felt hard and strong, like bones. He ran faster, eyelashes batting dust from his wet, excited eyes, heart contracting like flesh, pushing liquid life all the way to his stretching, reaching fingers.

He had changed. All the way.

He had become himself.

He opened his mouth, found air, found his voice—his voice—and laughed. He ripped the name tag from his side and unclenched his fingers and let the tag butterfly into the air, white as a dove. He watched it go, young and thrilled, and charged toward the first house, where he knew people waited to meet him, only one thought racing through his mind, over and over.

My name is still Buddy.
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