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      “How much farther to City Hall?” I ask. “It feels like we’ve been walking forever.”

      Jack laughs. “Lucas, darling, we’re like ten miles out.”

      I wipe the sweat from my brow. “Ten miles? That’s it?”

      Jack smirks. “Think of it this way—we’re a quarter of the way there.” He unfolds his map and points at our approximate location. “That’s halfway to half.”

      “Funnily enough, your mathematics make me want to throw myself into traffic.”

      Jack gestures toward the empty freeway ahead of us. “Luckily for you, traffic appears to be a thing of the past.”

      We’ve been walking along the bridge that crosses the wide bay dividing Jackson City proper from the outskirts. The bridge is a mile long, and we’re about halfway across. Several abandoned cars litter the space.

      “If you’re trying to make me laugh by making light of the literal apocalypse we’ve lived through, it’s not working.”

      Jack pats me on the back. “All right, soldier. It sounds like someone needs a break and a snack.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.” I sit on the hood of a blue sedan and take my backpack off. “We can’t all be as fit as you, Jack.”

      Jack sits next to me. “You and I both know you’ve had unlimited access to the MetroMall gym for two months. Not my fault you chose to focus exclusively on your boyfriend.”

      “Didn’t hear any complaints from your end,” I grumble.

      Jack places his arm around me and squeezes my shoulder. “Certainly not, handsome.”

      I grab my water bottle and take a drink. “Besides, it’s a full-time job keeping the mall survivors from murdering each other on a day-to-day basis.”

      Jack grabs my water bottle. “They’re Polly’s problem now.” He takes a drink and hops off the car. “Come on, break’s over.”

      “Five more minutes?” I ask. “I haven’t even gotten to eat anything. I was promised a snack.”

      Jack reaches into his backpack and grabs a granola bar. “And I always deliver.” He tosses it to me. “We can eat and walk. I’d like to get to City Hall by sundown.”

      I stretch my legs and groan. “You really think we can make it by dark?”

      Jack nods. “We’d better. Do you really want to be out here without daylight?”

      “We have flashlights.”

      “It’s not light I’m worried about.” Jack’s expression darkens. “It’s what people can get away with in the dark. Remember what happened to Polly at SportsGoods?”

      “Well, yeah.” I jump off the hood of the car. “But that was Stride. Most of the people we run into won’t be like that.”

      “Yeah, most of them won’t be. But the ones that are will be out and about after dark.”

      A familiar chill runs down my spine. I bite my lip and look around. “I mean, we haven’t seen a soul in the last ten miles. How many other survivors could there really be?”

      Jack punches my shoulder. “Super weird, but I couldn’t find any names in the post-nuke yellow pages.”

      “The comedic stylings of Jack Jay, everybody.” I mime a rimshot.

      “You’re one to talk.”

      I finish the granola bar. “But it’s strange, right? We haven’t run into anyone. There certainly must have been other people who heard that radio announcement.”

      “Yeah, but the buildings that survived the Boom would be closer to the city center.” Jack gestures toward the center of his map. “A lot of the buildings there were constructed around the same time as MetroMall. I bet they would’ve had the same infrastructure in place to withstand a nuclear hit. City Hall clearly made it, otherwise we wouldn’t be meeting there. The other big buildings in the area—the natural history museum, the grand hotel, the opera house—they’re probably relatively intact. I’ll bet even the amusement park is in decent shape. All those tall buildings would have shielded it.”

      “You mean Jabot World?”

      Jack nods.

      “Whose idea was it to put MetroMall so far out of the way, then?”

      “Daddy Stride, who else?” Jack smiles. “No room for a parking lot in the middle of downtown.”

      “Okay, so you’re telling me all of these sons of bitches”—I point to the buildings on the map —“get to walk half a block tops to get to this meeting?”

      “Assuming they’re alive, yes.” He shrugs. “Theirs is much more a jaunt than a hike.”

      “I hate them.”

      Jack folds the map and pockets it. “They don’t, however, have the benefit of being escorted by their super handsome boyfriend.”

      “Sucks to be them.” I place my hand around Jack’s waist and kiss his neck.

      Jack’s shoulders quiver. “Mister Chesterfield.”

      I squeeze him closer to me. “Worried someone will see us?”

      Jack leans in. “Not a bit.”

      I begin to massage Jack’s lower waist. “We really could use another break.”

      Jack closes his eyes. “We really ought to keep moving forward⁠—”

      “Just another five minutes.”

      Jack snaps his neck around at me. “Five minutes? Not exactly music to my ears.”

      “Hardy har har.”

      “I’m just saying⁠—”

      Something cracks behind us. Sounds like glass. Jack and I jerk our heads back.

      I hold my breath. “What was that?”

      Jack’s eyes widen. “I’m not sure. Might have been an animal.”

      I furrow my brow. “We haven’t seen any animals. Besides a few roaches.”

      I let go of Jack and cautiously walk forward. “Hello? Anyone there?”

      Silence.

      Jack saunters up next to me. “If there’s anyone there, I’m Jack. This is Luke. We’re on our way to City Hall. We got the message from Governor Wilson.”

      “We’re friendly,” I add.

      “But also armed.”

      “Jack,” I hiss. “That won’t make them think we’re friendly.”

      “Yeah, but I also don’t want them taking advantage of us.”

      “Still though, you catch more flies with honey…”

      “Because that worked so well with Stride?”

      I place my hands on my temples and take a deep breath in. “Sorry about my boyfriend. We’ve just been through a lot. If there’s anyone hiding, we won’t give you any trouble…unless you give us some.”

      Jack grins. “Diplomatic as ever.”

      I gaze across the bridge. “Is anyone out there?”

      Still no response.

      Jack shrugs. “Guess it was nothing.” He turns around and continues walking.

      I pause. Something is prickling the back of my neck. Was it nothing?

      I slowly turn around. Jack’s already a few yards ahead of me. “Wait for me!”

      I take a step forward.

      Gunfire rings out.

      “Luke!” Jack points behind me.

      I whip my head around and I see them. Two figures right at the beginning of the bridge where Jack and I stood not ten minutes ago. They’re both adorned in colorful garments, one in bright yellow overalls on top of a green-and-white-striped tank top, the other in a pink miniskirt with a matching corset, fishnet stockings, and a pillbox hat with a plastic daisy on it. Both have sheet-white skin and seem to have some sort of round red breathing apparatus over their noses.

      They’re clutching machine guns.

      And they’re running toward us.

      I sprint over to my bag, which is still on top of the blue sedan, and grab it. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

      The two of us book it toward the city. Gunfire pierces the air again.

      “We need to run in a zigzag!” I shout to Jack as we dodge abandoned cars. “Two moving targets are gonna be hard to hit.”

      Jack nods. He continues running. He’s ten feet ahead of me.

      I make the mistake of looking behind me. My heart pounds against my throat as I realize that our two aggressors are getting closer.

      “Jack!” I turn my head around and promptly run right into an open car door. I hit the ground, skinning both knees in the process.

      Jack turns around and runs back to where I am. He helps me to my feet and grabs my hand. “Move it, Chesterfield.”

      I stagger behind him, doing my best to ignore the stabbing pain coming from my knees. I steal another quick glance behind me. The palefaces are even closer. We still have a good quarter mile to the end of the bridge.

      “Jack, we’ll never make it.”

      “Way ahead of you.” He squeezes my hand and leads me to the edge of the bridge. We look down into the bay below us. The water is extremely unwelcoming, full of chunks of plastic, wooden, and paper debris from the Boom.

      I widen my eyes. “Jack, there’s no way. It’s got to be a hundred-foot fall into the water.”

      Jack grits his teeth. “People have survived worse than that. Do your best to hit the water feet-first. And try to avoid hitting any of that trash.”

      I shake my head. “Jack.”

      He looks me dead in the eyes. “It’s this or take on those machine guns, Luke. On the count of three. One…”

      Our assailants’ machine guns start again. I look back and, in the process, lose my footing. I fall backward off the bridge. The last thing I see is Jack’s face.

      And then endless dark blue.
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      Why is it that every time I’m uncovering new terrain with Jack Jay, I end up falling into water?

      I have very little time to comprehend the twisted irony of the situation, as I’m running out of air.

      Which way is up?

      The MetroMall fountain was deep, but it wasn’t like this.

      I think my head hit the water first.

      Jack said feet first.

      Wouldn’t be the first time I did the exact opposite of what he told me.

      If my head hit the water first, then what I currently perceive as down must be up. I reorient myself as best as I can.

      I hear a muffled, splashy glunk a few feet—yards?—to my left.

      That must be Jack, coming in after me.

      I open my eyes.

      Visibility isn’t great but I can see around me. I blow the last bubbles of air out of my lungs. They ascend to the surface.

      I was right. Down was up.

      Well, now, up is up.

      I paddle as best as I can toward the surface.

      The view is getting better… I’m getting more and more light.

      And…I make it.

      I take in a gulp of fresh air.

      My first thought is to the hunters after us. I look up to the bridge.

      They aren’t there. Must have been trying to get us to jump off the bridge the whole time.

      They probably think we’re dead.

      I look around me. Jack hasn’t come to the surface yet.

      I somehow managed to avoid all of the garbage littering the bay. Chunks of foam and fiberglass insulation, an old office phone, dozens of charred pieces of paper, and an empty water cooler jug float nearby.

      Speaking of bodies…

      Jack’s pops up next to me.

      The color has gone from his face, and his eyes are closed.

      I quickly paddle over to him. “Jack!”

      No response.

      I slap his face lightly a few times.

      Still nothing.

      Shit.

      I’m treading water myself. Land is a good three hundred feet away. A small road stems off from the highway after the bridge’s end that leads to a small playground on the edge of the bay.

      And my boyfriend is unconscious, floating next to me.

      At least I think he’s unconscious.

      No. Don’t go there.

      I spent two summers working as a lifeguard at the neighborhood pool when I was in high school. The entire time I worked there, I only had to get in the pool to save someone once. A little girl, Cecilia, who dived into the deep end by accident. She had swallowed quite a bit of water before I got to her, but I saved her. I turned her over and used my rescue tube to keep her afloat, and then, keeping us both on our backs, I kicked until we got to the end of the pool.

      Land is a lot farther away this time, and my victim is a grown man. And I have no rescue tube. I glance around the area. Is there anything floating around I can use for flotation?

      Yes!

      The giant empty plastic jug. It’s only a few feet away.

      My entire body is numb from the chilly water, but my insides are on fire. I grab Jack by his arm and bring him over to the jug. I clumsily yank his arms and chest over it, all while trying to keep my own head above water. I then place my hands over his shoulders and get my legs under him. Once everything is secure, I begin to kick.

      “Hold on, Jack. Please.”

      Jack slips from the jug a few times but I get him back on quickly. It takes several minutes to get to the shore.

      I pray that I acted quickly enough.

      Once we’re both out of the water, I put Jack on his back and put my ear to his nose.

      No.

      He isn’t breathing.

      I check his wrist for a pulse. It’s there, but it’s light.

      I’m several years overdue on my CPR certification renewal, but given that we’re in the middle of an apocalyptic wasteland, I’ll take my chances.

      I bring my hands together and place them on Jack’s chest. I give him thirty chest compressions, and then I move to his head. I tilt his head back, pinch his nose, and bring my mouth to his, breathing out. From the corner of my eye I see his chest rise. I give him one more rescue breath, and then return to the chest compressions.

      Dammit, Jack. Come back to me!

      Two more breaths. I’m about to administer a third round to his chest when Jack’s eyes flutter. My heart soars when his gaze meets mine.

      He takes a huge gasp of breath in and then begins coughing. He spits up a few swallows’ worth of seawater and continues to cough.

      I slap him on the back. “Get it all out, Jack. You’re safe.”

      But are we really?

      I can’t help but wonder if those two maniacs with the machine guns are in the area, just waiting to pounce. I look around. We’re on the edge of a playground ravaged by the Boom. A large twisted yellow tube lies in the middle of the area—clearly once the slide. The frame of a swing set sits on the edge, only a few chains remaining from the swings themselves. The only thing that appears to be largely unaffected are the monkey bars—my least favorite part of recess growing up. I never made it across without my arms and hands giving out, causing me to fall.

      My thoughts are slashed into ribbons when I recognize forms on the plastic surfaces that once made up the skeleton of the playset. A half-dozen small, human-shaped silhouettes.

      Nuclear shadows.

      Of…kids.

      My stomach churns.

      Don’t think about it, Luke. Jack needs you.

      “How do you feel?” I ask.

      Jack looks up and smiles weakly. “Not gonna lie. I’ve been better.” He barely gets the sentence out before he begins to cough again.

      “Get it all out. God knows how much water you took in.”

      “More than you did when you fell in the fountain.” Jack looks out to the bay. “Damn, Luke, how far did you have to carry me?”

      I shrug. “It wasn’t too bad. It looks a lot farther than it actually was.”

      Jack sits up and puts a hand on either side of my face. “You saved me.”

      I give him a quick kiss. “It wouldn’t have been much fun going to City Hall without you giving a detailed oral history on everything we passed.”

      He shakes his head. “Luke, be serious for a moment. I could have died.”

      I put my hands on his shoulders. “Jack, I would never let that happen. I didn’t let Stride get you, and I sure as hell am not going to let a short swim get in the way of your being with me.”

      He smiles. “Thank you.” He kisses me again, this time holding it for a minute.

      He breaks the kiss suddenly, wincing.

      I raise an eyebrow. “It wasn’t that bad, was it?”

      Jack brings a hand to the right side of his lower chest. He breathes in slowly, and then exhales, shuddering the whole time.

      “Did you pull a muscle?” I ask.

      “More like broke a rib.” He bites his lip as he breathes in again. “I didn’t notice it until the adrenaline started to subside. I probably hit a piece of that garbage when I hit the water.”

      A pang of guilt hits my heart. I look down at Jack’s chest. “Or I cracked it when I was giving you CPR.”

      Jack shakes his head. “Even if that were the case, I’d rather be alive with a cracked rib.”

      “Still, though, I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.” He raises his hands in the air. “Help me get to my feet, will you?”

      I stand and put my two hands out. Jack grabs them and attempts to stand, and⁠—

      “Shit, that hurts.”

      I lead him back down to the ground. “It’s okay. We can stay here for the night. You’ll be able to walk the rest of the way after a day of taking it easy.”

      “I’m not so sure I will.” Jack rubs his chest. “You’ll have to go on without me.”

      I shake my head curtly. “That isn’t an option, Jack.”

      “You’ll miss the meeting.”

      “And I’ll miss my boyfriend.” I brush Jack’s blond hair out of his face. “We’re in this together. Neither of us will survive the rest of this journey without the other.”

      “Polly and the others are counting on us.”

      “We have until tomorrow at noon to make it there. We’ll spend the night here and then get up bright and early to make it the rest of the way.”

      Jack furrows his brow. “That’s thirty miles, Luke.”

      “We’ll walk fast.”

      “Unless we’re getting up at three in the morning, we won’t make it in time.”

      I hold up a hand. “Maybe we’ll run into someone with a car. Or, absolute worst case, we’ll show up late. I’m sure there’s a contingency plan for this kind of thing.”

      “Several hours’ worth of a contingency plan?”

      “Jack.” My voice is acerbic. “You’re in no shape to walk right now. I’m not leaving you. So we’re not leaving until you can walk. You’re going to rest if I have to kill you.”

      “Such a loving boyfriend.”

      I smirk. “It’s precisely because I’m a loving boyfriend that I’m laying these rules down.”

      Jack sighs. “Fine, Mom.”

      I point to the mangled slide. “That’s big enough to fit the both of us. We can spend the night there, sheltered against the elements. And then, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, we can set out for City Hall first thing in the morning.”

      Jack scoots over and scowls. “Why is it always a slide?”

      I laugh and squeeze his forearm.

      Jack’s making jokes. So he isn’t in too much pain.

      A few hours pass. Jack and I ate a few of our granola bars for dinner and then got into the slide the moment it started to get dark. It’s a warm night, thank God. I gave Jack the emergency blanket from our first-aid kit, and I’m wearing a light jacket. The slide isn’t wide enough for us to sleep side-by-side, so Jack went in first and I followed. My head is at his feet.

      “Do you really have to take your shoes and socks off to sleep?”

      Jack wiggles his toes in my face. “Sorry, my tootsies need to breathe.”

      “Your tootsies don’t exactly smell like roses.”

      “Neither does your breath in the morning, dear.”

      I chuckle. “You talk a big game for someone whose entire existence was dependent on my breath a few hours ago.”

      “Yeah, well⁠—”

      A twig snaps in the distance. My heartbeat accelerates.

      “What was that?” I whisper.

      Jack bites his lip. “Could be an animal, or something falling from a nearby tree.”

      “Twigs don’t snap when they fall from a tree…”

      Jack shushes me. “I don’t know, Luke,” he hisses. “Keep your voice down.”

      I wriggle myself out of the slide. “I’m going to take a quick look.”

      “Don’t you even think of doing so.”

      “You’re in no shape to be looking around, so it’s gotta be me.”

      Jack kicks me. “Luke.”

      “I’ll be just a minute. Like you said, it was probably an animal.”

      I crawl out of the slide and get to my feet. It’s just beginning to get dark, so I can still see pretty clearly. The area is deserted as far as I can see in every direction.

      I’m just about to stuff myself back into the slide when a light shines on my face.

      I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. The ice of fear has curled around my throat.

      I hear Jack shifting behind me.

      “Luke, is someone out there?”

      I have no idea what to do. I put my hands up in the air, make my body as big as possible.

      An old trick my dad taught me to use against bears.

      But I don’t think bears use flashlights.

      Jack crawls out behind me. “Where’s that light coming from?”

      My voice finally comes back. “Hey!” I call out.

      My gaze finally falls on a black pick-up truck. It’s not a flashlight. It’s the headlights from a truck.

      God, I hope it doesn’t belong to those hunters. We have no means to defend ourselves other than a few of Véronique’s knives, which, of course, are currently packed deep in the bottom of our bags.

      “Whoever you are, we’re armed!” I shout. “We don’t mean any harm…unless you do!”

      The driver door opens.

      “Mi dispiace,” a high male voice calls out from the truck.

      I freeze. Jack does too. Clear as day, someone just said “I’m sorry” in Italian. One of the few phrases I remember from an old family trip to Venice. I bumped into a lot of people in the city’s narrow streets that week.

      I turn around and strain my eyes. “Who’s there?”

      A small figure emerges from behind the truck. He places his hands in the air. “I did not mean to frighten you. I was just not sure if you were amici o no.”

      I swing my head back in Jack’s direction. His face is blank.

      “Friends or not,” I mouth quietly.

      Jack takes a step forward. “We’re amici. Are you?”

      The man slowly approaches us, hands still elevated. His attire is just as bizarre as the hunters’, which does nothing to ease my nerves. He’s wearing a large crimson Victorian cloak, wrapped around what appears to be a very battered tuxedo. His face is wide, with a long, curly mop of auburn hair adorning the top of his head and a bushy gray beard and mustache across his face. He wears a pair of circular glasses over his dark eyes that make him look like a praying mantis.

      “Sì, certo! I am on the lookout for survivors.” He bows slightly. “Forgive me. This is the first time I have found anyone in this area. So when I saw you, I hid. Out of worry.”

      I exchange a glance with Jack. His eyebrows are raised. I wonder if he’s as confused as I am about this gentleman’s eccentric fashion choice.

      I slowly raise my hands in the air. “We’re safe. Like he said, I’m Luke, and this is Jack.”

      Italian Victorian Cloak Man smiles. “Luca e Giacomo.” He extends his hand. “Piacere.”

      I slowly lower my hand to meet his. “Likewise. And you are…?”

      “Maestro Rodrigo Domenico.” He shakes my hand, but then he stops. His smile vanishes. “But we have no time. You two, follow me. We have to get out of here.”
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      I’ve gotta admit, ending up in the backseat of a pickup truck driven by an Italian man in a red cape was not the direction I thought we’d be heading when we left MetroMall.

      “So there are others?” Jack asks.

      The Maestro nods. “Certo. We were in the middle of a morning rehearsal when the bombs hit.”

      “Rehearsal?” I ask.

      “Sì.”

      “For what?” Jack asks.

      “Oh yes, forgive me for not being clear. I am Ringmaster of the circus at Jabot World.”

      Jack lifts an eyebrow. “The amusement park? They have a circus?”

      The Maestro nods vigorously. “Sì, ragazzo. The best circus in this beautiful country!”

      Jack elbows me. “Told you. The biggest, most nuke-proof buildings surround Jabot World. It would be well protected.”

      “Guess that’s a point for paranoia.” I scan the cityscape from the car window. “Were there any other survivors in your area?”

      The Maestro shrugs. “I do not know. I have been checking for survivors once a day for the last several weeks. You are the first two I’ve encountered.”

      “You heard the radio signal too?” Jack asks.

      The Maestro pauses. “Yes. But it was not clear from within the Jabot World grounds. The only thing we could hear was that there were others, so I went out searching. I was hoping I would find someone who had heard the entire broadcast.”

      Jack smiles. “We heard it. They were calling any and all survivors to City Hall to meet with the governor for supplies and instructions. Something about beginning to rebuild. Beginning tomorrow.”

      The Maestro frowns. “Oh Dio. You must not know then.”

      “Know what?” Jack asks.

      “I am afraid you were perhaps confused.” The Maestro’s face darkens, his dark eyes becoming cold. “City Hall was destroyed only a few days ago. Un’altra esplosione.”

      “Another explosion?” I ask. “How?”

      “It was not as big as the first, of course. I do not believe this one was a bomb. Rather, some internal issue. It could have been the furnace or generators.” He frowns. “Or it could have been done on purpose. We heard it very clearly from Jabot.”

      Jack’s mouth slowly hangs open. “So that means…”

      “Our journey is over before it even started.” I bury my face in my hands.

      Jack shakes his head. “That can’t be, though. I was fiddling with that radio for weeks. The first I heard of that broadcast was yesterday. Why would they have put the message out if City Hall was destroyed?”

      “Perhaps the message was old,” the Maestro replies.

      “It was on a loop,” I add. “You may just have not found the right frequency until that moment. It never specified a specific date, only a Thursday.”

      “Still, though, it just doesn’t add up.” Jack grabs the map out of his backpack and unfolds it. “Are you sure it was City Hall that was destroyed? Not another nearby building?”

      The Maestro gestures out the driver’s window to the hazy cityscape. “You can still see smoke in the air. Believe me. It was very clear from where I was. That is why I wanted to get you in the car. I think the Red Noses were the ones who did it. They love the chaos after the explosion. It’s much easier to attack unwitting victims and rob them blind.”

      “Those must have been the guys that attacked us!” I say. “They had red balls on their noses. I figured it was an air purifier or something.”

      The Maestro stares ahead. “No. They are former employees of mine.”

      Jack’s jaw drops open. “They’re circus performers?”

      I blink a few times. “Oh, my God…their red noses, their white faces…”

      “Certo,” the Maestro says. “They were clowns.”

      “Clowns with machine guns?” Jack asks. “What kind of warped Stephen King-ass world does that happen in?”

      The Maestro sighs. “They felt mistreated. I run, as you might say, a tight ship. I come from the performing arts world, and that’s what you need to do. If you do not get rehearsals done in time, the show does not go on. If the show does not go on, nobody gets paid. The circus was already suffering, and the higher-ups at Jabot did not think it was sustainable. We had stopped using animals for our acts, so all we had were trapeze artists, fire eaters, and the clowns.”

      “Let me guess. The clowns were at the bottom of the pecking order.” Jack says.

      The Maestro scowls. “You think I could have my trapeze artists helping with cleanup? They needed to stay in top physical shape. When they were not performing, they were at the gym or at home, resting. The fire-eaters and musicians had the same contract as the trapeze artists. So the clowns were tasked with…additional responsibilities.”

      “They were your janitors,” I say.

      “They assisted with cleanup after the show, yes.” The Maestro throws me a scowl over his shoulder. “You have to work your way up in this world. Pay your dues. No one wants to do that anymore—they want to start right at the top. Do you think I was born Ringmaster?”

      “What did you do before you were Ringmaster, Maestro?” Jack asks.

      The Maestro pauses. “Like I said, I was in the performing arts. I started outside of the circus world but made my way in a few years ago. Because of my experience with music directing, they thought I could command the show easily.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “How do those skills transfer to being⁠—?”

      “I thought I was telling you about the clowns,” the Maestro snaps.

      Jack narrows his gaze at me. “Yes, go on, Maestro.”

      The Maestro grumbles for a moment in Italian before continuing. “As I was saying, the clowns felt that their additional contracted responsibilities were too much, so one day they came to me to tell me they had unionized.”

      “A clown union?” I ask.

      The Maestro lets out a boisterous guffaw. “Can you imagine such a ridiculous thing? I of course denied them. I am on their side, I tell them. I want them to be at their best for the show. But if they unionize, it would be curtains for all of us. We are still taking care of our animals, even though we are no longer using them for our shows. It’s not as if we could release them into the city. And we couldn’t afford to ship them back to their native habitats. We are responsible for feeding them until they pass naturally. And that is just one of our many expenses. If they heard even the whispers of a union of circus performers, Jabot would pull the plug on the whole operation and turn our beautiful tent into a parking lot. Clear the path to build a bigger queue for the Dicer.”

      “Right! The Jabot’s Dicer!” I say. “Growing up, I went to Jabot World all the time just to ride it. It’s a great roller coaster. They named the whole park after it.”

      Jack raises an eyebrow. “Jabot’s Dicer? Like…you dice vegetables?”

      I nod. “Yeah, the train is shaped like a knife, and you go through all these tunnels and things that look like chopped vegetables. It’s a unique ride.”

      Jack purses his lips. “Sounds like an odd theming.”

      “No, I promise. It’s the best ride.”

      The Maestro harrumphs. “Yes, the roller coaster is very good. But I was producing bella arte!”

      I smirk. “The circus was fine art?”

      Jack elbows me. “The clowns, Maestro.”

      The Maestro nods. “They were obviously unhappy with my decision. They had a plan to quit at the end of the season, I heard, but I told them I would replace them easily. Do you know how simple it is to throw a pie in someone’s face? Not hard at all.”

      “Well, any performing arts practice takes training, Maestro,” Jack says. “Surely you know that, with your background.”

      The Maestro harrumphs again. “There is a great difference between my training and that of a clown, Giacomo. But that doesn’t matter. They were present when the first explosion occurred. Flaming debris started raining down on the circus tent during our rehearsal. Our beautiful tent was under attack. I told everyone to take cover where they could, but of course many people perished when structures fell on them or they got hit by debris.”

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “We have a sound system, usually used for when I announced the acts. We have speakers inside and outside the tent. I activated the outside speakers, shouting, ‘Avvertimento! People of Jabot, run for your lives! Find shelter!’ I tried to raise the alarm as best as I could, but not everyone heard me in time.” The Maestro sighs. “The buildings blocked quite a bit of the damage, but the land outside of them was razed completely. But we still sustained damage. I myself was knocked out cold for hours. When I awoke, the surviving people in the park—some of my performers and various ticket sellers, ride operators, and a few guests—had gathered. Everyone was scared. They needed a leader. I took charge. The first thing I did was to take a head count of the circus people—find out who had survived and who was missing—and it was then that I realized the clowns were gone.”

      “Some of them could have gone home to check on their loved ones,” I offer.

      “That was the thought of several of us. Lots of others left to do the same thing. A few people stayed put because they were not sure if they even had homes to go back to. The few who made it back had horror stories to tell.”

      “About the clowns?”

      The Maestro nods. “Sì. The Red Noses, as they are known now. Something snapped in them when the explosion hit. I am told it is because they were overworked, but that is no excuse to go after people, killing them.”

      “On that we can agree,” Jack says.

      “There were only perhaps six or seven of them total at the beginning. A few of the clowns died after the explosion. But a few of our people who went out to explore in the early days came back and told us about getting attacked by them. There were some they did not recognize. They appear to have recruited new members. They have guns and knives. They kill indiscriminately and then rob their victims’ corpses.” He strokes his beard. “In this new world we live in, such is the way. Many people reverted back to uncivilized times and took their friends with them.”

      “We experienced that back at the mall, too,” Jack says. “That’s where we were when the Boom hit. The CEO of the whole operation and his second-in-line were trying to imprison everyone to make the resources last as long as possible.”

      “The MetroMall?” the Maestro asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “The Strides owned it—you know, the famous billionaire family?”

      The Maestro nods slowly. “I am familiar.”

      “They had it outfitted with all sorts of antinuclear defenses,” Jack says. “We were trapped inside for two months before we got the message about the meeting at City Hall.”

      The Maestro gestures at the approaching cityscape. “The buildings downtown had the same defenses. Very popular back in the fifties. I guess we all owe our lives to those decisions.”

      “Indeed we do.” Jack shifts in his seat. “So…killer clowns?”

      “I am afraid so, ragazzo.”

      “Which means it probably isn’t safe for us to go back to the mall,” I say.

      “I am afraid not,” the Maestro says. “But you are welcome to stay with us at Jabot.”

      “But Polly and the others are waiting for us,” Jack says. “We really should try and get back. It’s not fair to leave them hoping that help is coming.”

      “It is better to wait,” the Maestro says. “I notice you have been holding your chest since you got into the truck, Giacomo. Are you hurt?”

      Jack winces. “Yeah, two of your former employees chased us off the bridge. I think I cracked a rib from the fall.”

      “Then it is all the better for you to stay with us for a few weeks while you heal. We have plenty of room at Jabot. There is no need to worry. You are more than welcome.”

      “That’s very generous,” Jack says. “But I still don’t like it.”

      I squeeze Jack’s shoulder. “I know you don’t. I’m not a big fan either. But even if City Hall is gone, part of our journey was also to find other survivors. We’re doing that. And if there are others at Jabot World, that means there could be others in the rest of the city. The museum and the like. It’s still worth our time to check the area out, especially once the smoke clears.”

      Jack sighs. “I suppose you’re right.” He turns his face toward the driver’s seat. “How many survivors are there with you at Jabot World?”

      The Maestro hangs his head. “Non troppi. A handful. As I said, several were killed from flying debris, and others have left to seek greener pastures. There are perhaps a dozen left. It was an early morning rehearsal, so not many guests or workers were present. The ones who got out are assumed lost.”

      A moment of silence passes.

      “Sorry for your loss, Maestro,” Jack says. “We lost friends at the mall, too.”

      The Maestro swallows. “Yes, a loss for the entire world was experienced on that giorno orribile.” He maneuvers the truck into a parking spot. “Siamo qui.”

      Jack stares at me blankly.

      “We’re here,” I translate.

      Jack leans into my ear. “Would it have been so hard for him to say that in English? He’s clearly fluent.”

      I smile. “He has to remind us every few sentences how exotic and worldly he is.”

      Jack leans back and unbuckles his seatbelt. “A change of scenery will be nice, at least.”

      “What an appropriate attitude as we walk into an amusement park.” I open the door of the car.

      The Maestro is outside already, wrapping a scarf around his neck. “L’entrata è qui, ragazzi.” He gestures to a large entryway, bedecked with colorful lightbulbs—the majority of which are shattered—with the remains of a cream-colored cloth banner stretched on top. The banner is charred and ripped, but I can make out the words “Jabot World.”

      I walk toward the door. “Best to get inside quickly, lest any Red Noses are nearby.”

      Jack doesn’t move. His eyes are wide.

      “Jack, what is it?”

      Jack isn’t looking at Jabot World. His gaze is instead focused on one of the buildings nearby, one of the several that shielded the amusement park from the deadly blast
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