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1: A WORLD OF LAUGHTER, A WORLD OF
TEARS

 “Show’s over … clown,”
Roderick Rothschild said from between gritted teeth as he pulled
the trigger on his .454 revolver. It was almost as if time itself
had slowed down for that brief moment when the bullet collided with
the clown’s skull, which gave ever-so-slightly (like plastic, or
silly putty) before caving in to yield an entrance for the deadly
projectile. And then, time resumed its regular course once more as
the clown’s head exploded into a vibrant burst of blues, yellows,
and reds. For several seconds the now-headless body of the buffoon
stumbled about on its oversized shoes, its arms flailing wildly,
its neck stump a spurting fount of kaleidoscopic gore, before
collapsing in a heap on the ground.

“Clowns …” muttered Rothschild as he flicked
the smoldering nub of his cigar on the carcass of his most recent
kill. He stood there briefly, in that blasted, burned-out shell of
civilization which had once been a city, to survey the carnage
which he had wrought. In front of him lay the corpses of dozens
upon dozens of clowns, each one stewing in a widening pool of its
own polychromatic ichor. He fought back the instinct to wretch—not
from the gruesome portrait of death which stretched before him, but
from the sickeningly sweet smell of dead clown.

Cotton candy … they always smelled like
cotton candy when they were killed. Roderick hated cotton
candy.

He paused for a moment. Roderick wasn’t a
pensive man, as a general rule; rather he was a man of action. But
there, as he stood above that field of slain pierrots, he took, in
one of his rare moments of introspection, a moment to think back
about just when everything had gone so wrong.

* * *

“Come on, Rowdy Roddy, lighten up! It was
just a joke!”

“I don’t like jokes. And I told you—don’t
call me ‘Roddy.’ ”

Roderick cast aside the spring-loaded snake
and fake can of “peanuts” which, only moments ago, had been handed
to him by his co-worker (and office comedian), Roger. While ever
the fan of peanuts (and filberts, pecans, walnuts, and cashews),
such practical jokery left a bitter taste in Roderick’s mouth, and
Roger didn’t know how close he had come to losing an incisor or
two, courtesy of Roderick’s fist. As it was, Rothschild managed to
recall the several hours of anger management therapy, which he had
been attending of late, and put such violent urges in the “Happy
Hole.” (Later, when the world as he knew it had become a hell—or
circus—on Earth, these violent instincts would serve him well,
Happy Hole be damned, though Roderick didn’t know this at the
time.)

“Oh, come on Roderick,” Cathy, his other
co-worker, said rationally as he stalked away.

Roderick shrugged off the comforting hand
she attempted to place on his shoulder. “Leave me alone, woman.
I’ve got work to do.”

With his gawking co-workers left behind,
Rothschild slid into the ergonomically-designed office chair in his
cubicle. He took a moment to glance at the glossy, dog-eared
mini-poster of a kitten hanging from a tree branch. On it was
written the cheerfully fonted message “Hang in there!” While
others, Roger especially, considered it tacky, for some reason it
made Roderick smile—inwardly, that is; the muscles responsible for
smiling had become weak and atrophied on his lined face long
ago.

He set about finishing his paperwork. Sure,
the pay wasn’t bad (it wasn’t great, either), but Roderick couldn’t
help but feel dissatisfied with the job. At some point, somehow, he
thought, he had missed his calling. He wasn’t sure what that
calling was, but doing pointless paperwork, day in, day out, in
these sterile walls, working for some kid almost half his age and
paid twice as much, certainly wasn’t it. But, not everyone was
entitled to the sort of action-packed life of adventure you see in
the movies, he knew.

And so, Roderick Rothschild buried himself
in his paperwork and pencil-pushing. If anyone had seen him sitting
there, hunched over his desk, they surely would have thought he
looked out of place. With his military flat-top haircut, and his
heavily-muscled arms almost bursting through the seams of his
short-sleeved, button-up white business shirt (with sensible black
tie to complete the ensemble), he looked as if someone had taken
some grizzled, war-scarred veteran off the field of battle, cleaned
him up, and jammed him into business clothes and a cubicle. An odd
sight, to be sure.

“Hey, Big Guy, how about getting some
lunch—or are you gonna work on those papers all day?” A familiar
voice broke Rothschild’s concentration.

It was Cathy. She was leaning on the outside
of Roderick’s cubicle, with one arm (clad in the gray sleeve of her
smart suit jacket) hanging bent-elbowed over the edge.

Roderick glanced at the clock. “It’s lunch
time already?” he said. It wasn’t uncommon for him to lose track of
time when he was doing paperwork.

“Yep. Golly, they really hit the gold mine
when they hired you, Roddy,” Cathy chuckled. “You’re the only man I
met who was ever able to lose track of time doing paperwork.
If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you actually enjoyed it.

Roderick shrugged. “Not in the least. It’s
like purgatory for me. But what else am I going to do with my
time?”

Cathy raised her eyebrows as she scratched
her head. “That’s … really depressing. But I wouldn’t expect
anything less from you,” she said with a warm giggle.

Roderick locked his computer and stood. “So
where do you want to eat?”

“Well … I know you don’t like going there,
but I have a coupon for twenty percent off any lunch valued at six
dollars or more at Benson’s.”

“Ugh, I hate that place. The wait-staff
there are so damn … friendly and perky. I just want to punch
them in their happy friggin’ faces.” Rothschild cracked his
knuckles as he imagined the ridiculous waiters and waitresses at
the well-known bar-and-grill franchise. He imagined their
red-and-white striped aprons, their myriad buttons adorned with
cutsey sayings, as the staff clapped their hands, singing “Happy
Birthday” while they circled around some dumb schmuck. They were
almost like clowns, and Roderick hated clowns.

“Okay, well we don’t have to go if you don’t
want to. It’s just that … the coupon expires today.”

Roderick looked at Cathy. She was a pretty
woman, actually, with her sensible, jaw-length hair and narrow,
slightly sharp, features. He supposed that, maybe, he even harbored
some degree of affection for the woman. Though, for a man like
Roderick Rothschild, that wasn’t saying much.

“Well, if you want to go there, we can go
there. But I can’t promise I won’t bust my soda glass on the head
of our waiter if he asks us if he can start us off with some ‘yummy
appetizers.’ ”

Cathy laughed.

* * *

“Ugh, I swear to God, Roderick, I can’t take
you anywhere!” Cathy said later as the two of them walked out the
door of Benson’s.

“I can’t help it,” Roderick grumbled
defensively. “All that ‘old-timey’ stuff they have on the wall of
that place pisses me off.” He felt bad about the incident that had
happened inside the restaurant, but it wasn’t entirely his
fault.

Meanwhile, Roderick eyed the clown which was
performing on the street, pestering random passers-by with his
balloon-twisting antics. He had been there when Roderick and Cathy
had first gone to lunch, and it appeared as though the fool hadn’t
desisted in his comedic molestation of pedestrians.

“But that’s just the thing, Roderick, you
can help it! You always say you can’t, like you’re not
accountable for your behavior, but the bottom line is, you’re no
different from the rest of us! I mean, there’s not a day goes by I
don’t want to punch that jerk Ricky right in his coffee-drinking
face, but I don’t! It’s called ‘restraint,’ Roderick.”

“Right, but the world needs to be shown that
not everyone’s going to put up with someone else’s crap all the
time. That waiter needed to be taught a lesson.”

The clown whipped out a fresh balloon,
quickly filled it up, twisted it into the shape of something that
looked like a cross between a dog and a giraffe, and handed it off
to a passing businessman. The businessman, in turn, feigned
gratitude with a quick, pained smile as he accepted the latex
abomination and continued to hurry on his way. Roderick hoped the
clown stayed the hell away from him and Cathy. If it was one thing
he hated more than anything else, it was clowns. Even now, he
fought to restrain his loathing.

Cathy continued on. “… actually like
that sort of thing. It makes them feel happy. And—hey, are you even
listening to me?”

“Sorry,” Roderick admitted. “I was
distracted by that … that …” he fought to spit the word out, but it
stuck in his gullet. He almost choked on the word.

“Clown?” Cathy finished his sentence for
him, then sighed in resigned exasperation. “Oh, Roderick. You know,
I like spending time with you, but sometimes I really …”

“Baaacon!” shrieked a voice suddenly.
Roderick’s head snapped up just in time to see the clown seize the
arm of another passing businessman, who attempted
(futilely—businessmen were always a bit weak) to withdraw the
limb.

“Baaaaconnn!” shrieked the clown
again as it buried its teeth deep into the flesh of the man’s
arm.

“Yaaaaaaa!” shrieked the businessman.
The gray fabric of his suit became dark red as the blood flowed
from under the clown’s teeth.

“Sonovagun!” Roderick exclaimed as he dashed
forward. At this point, all rational thought had removed itself
from his mind—Roderick Rothschild was now a man of pure action.

By the time he closed the distance, other
passers-by had managed to pull the clown from its victim, who now
sat slouched on the concrete, pitifully moaning as he cradled his
badly bleeding arm. The clown, however, was not vexed, and fought
back with an almost bestial savagery. Roderick could see the light
of insanity in its eyes as blood dripped from its teeth. The
creature laughed maniacally as it lashed out with its white-gloved
hands and big-shoed feet, keeping any interlopers at bay. And … was
it just Roderick’s imagination, or did the clown seem to have a bit
of a boner?

“Hey, clown—suck on this!” Rothschild said
when he had gotten within striking range. The clown’s smile
suddenly vanished the moment it saw Roderick’s hairy, ham-like fist
speeding toward its face.

Kerr-UNCH! The entertainer’s
countenance blossomed into a flower of paint and flying teeth as
the blow connected directly with the creature’s garish, red
smile.

“Geez, someone get this guy to a hospital!”
a bystander exclaimed. But Roderick wasn’t paying attention. His
focus was centered on the clown who, to his (unpleasant) surprise,
had taken the blow like a champ. Instead of crumpling to the
ground, it recovered, turning its ruin of a painted face back to
look at Roderick.

There were few times in his life when
Roderick Rothschild had been frightened or surprised enough to
elicit his instinctual flight response, but in that moment, he
almost ran. It was a point in his life he wasn’t proud of, and
would always remember. You see, to Roderick Rothschild, the face of
a clown was not a thing that brought laughter or fond childhood
recollections; no, to Roderick Rothschild, the face of a clown was
an incarnation of everything perverse about mankind’s nature:
happiness turned to sadistic insanity, laughter to the maniacal
shrieks of the damned. And in that moment, when he gazed upon the
clown’s bruised and swollen face, he looked upon the stuff of
nightmares.

But Roderick stood his ground, clenched his
fists, and gritted his teeth. He’d be damned if he was going to let
some bozo get the better of him.

“I’m a naaaughty clown!” the jester
said in a voice that sent chills down Rothschild’s spine. It wasn’t
the voice one would expect from a normal human being; rather it
sounded as though the creature had inhaled too much helium.

The clown flexed the fingers of his
white-gloved hands and prepared to pounce at Rothschild, but
Roderick was quicker and reacted with a vicious kick to the clown’s
groin. It may not have been a gentlemanly move, but the way
Roderick figured it, when you were fighting with a clown, all
civility was out the window.

“Ohhh!” groaned the clown. Its eyes
crossed as it doubled over, holding its hands over its naughty
bits, and opening up its face to a vicious combo of punches from
Roderick.

Smack-smack-POW! The office worker’s
fists drummed out a savage cadence on the fool’s face, the final
strike of which sent the creature reeling backwards where it
collapsed into a polka-dotted heap on the pavement.

“Clowns …” Roderick growled as he cracked
his knuckles. He turned to see what was happening with the
victim.

Witnesses to the crime, Cathy included
(bless her heart), had gathered around him and were tending his
wound.

“Hey buddy, are you okay?” said a hotdog
vendor who had hurried over to help.

“How do you feel?” asked another.

The businessman, meanwhile, had reverted
into a balled-up crouching position. His face was hidden.

Geez, thought Roderick, it was
just a bite. Sure, it was pretty vicious but … man up.

“I feel …” muttered the businessman,
“Wacky!” Suddenly his head snapped sideways to reveal a
horrible sight: his face had changed. Where once there was a nose,
now there was a bulbous, red orb. Where once there was a mouth, now
there was a ghastly, red rictus grin. His skin had turned to a
deathly white, and, before Roderick’s eyes, the businessman’s hair,
only moments before kept in check by a sensible haircut, began to
spring out of control and change to a garish shade of red.

“Everyone get back, he’s gone bozo!” cried
Rothschild. He dashed forward in a frantic attempt to scatter the
gathered onlookers, but he was too late. Before Roderick got the
chance, the buninessclown struck, sinking his teeth into the arm of
the hotdog vendor.

“I don’t know what kind of meat they’re
made of, but they sure taste good!” it exclaimed as it withdrew
its bloody mouth from the arm of the shrieking wurstmonger.

Meanwhile, the first clown, whom Roderick
had foolishly thought out of commission, rose to its oversized
feet.

“Everyone loves a clown, so why don’t
you?” it said in that ghastly high-pitched voice. Some of its
teeth were missing, making its smile resemble a series of piano
keys.

Suddenly the sound of screeching brakes and
crashing metal could be heard off in the distance, followed by a
car alarm.

Roderick looked back and forth between the
two clowns quickly, momentarily panicked, as his strategic brain
adjusted itself to the rapidly spiralling-out-of-control situation.
Which clown was the more immediate threat?

Then, a shriek rang out from a nearby
alleyway as a young man in a denim jacket dashed out into the
street. Trailing close behind him was, to Roderick’s horror, yet
another clown, a particularly fat specimen in a checkered clown
suit. It chuckled with a brand of greasy lasciviousness as it
bounced after its prey, and was surprisingly light of step and
fleet of foot. The man, by contrast, was panicked, and not thinking
clearly. He clumsily tripped on a curb and spilled onto the
pavement. Roderick looked on in hopeless horror as the creature
descended on the man as a ravenous hyena would bear down on an
injured gazelle.

It was as if Roderick Rothschild had been
pulled from the quiet life he once knew and thrown in the middle of
his worst nightmare as, all around him, pandemonium began to break
loose. Everywhere, alarms and sirens began to go off while,
meanwhile, the streets began to echo with the screams and chuckles
of ill-willed merry-andrews.

That was the beginning of the end. No one
knew just from where the clowns had come. Some said they were the
result of a failed government experiment in tomfoolery. Others
maintained that they were rejects spit out of the mouth of hell for
being too annoying. Whatever the case, it didn’t take long before
the entire country fell to the bozos; everyone had been so busy
worrying about the impending zombie apocalypse that they failed to
foresee and prepare for the much more real threat of the
clown apocalypse. And unlike zombies, clowns were quick,
vicious … zany. With their efficient means of mass transit coupled
with their resilience to physical damage and verbal criticism, they
toppled city after city in droves.

And it wasn’t just the United States that
fell to the clown menace. All around the world, communities were
reduced to ruins. Some fell more readily than others; Britain, for
example, with its signature dry humor, put up a valiant fight, but
in the end, a clown prince sat upon the once noble throne. Most of
Asia, by contrast, fell quickly, as their penchant for lowbrow
scatalogical humor and slapstick made them all too vulnerable to
the hordes of invading buffoons.

In time, Roderick saw the life he had once
known crumble apart much like the buildings and infrastructure of
the city around him. All his acquaintances and family disappeared.
The fortunate ones were killed by the clowns outright. The less
fortunate were forced to become clowns themselves. For this latter
group, death was a blessing—a blessing to free them from becoming a
perverse and twisted funhouse reflection of the people they once
were. Roderick had carried out more mercy-killings than he dared to
count.

Where once Roderick Rothschild battled
traffic during the morning commute and paperwork during the
afternoon, now he battled clowns day and night. He had become a
drifter, moving from one burnt-out city to another. He didn’t know
why, exactly; it just seemed like the best thing to do. The only
thing to do, really. Maybe he thought he’d find a safe haven that
was free of fools. Or maybe he thought he’d find some kind of
solution to this whole problem. He really didn’t know. More than
anything, however, it somehow filled him with a sense of purpose
that filing reports never did. Instead of the daily routine of
tacking away on a keyboard, slurping coffee, and staring at the
walls of his cubicle, he now lived by the gun and the knife. Every
moment of every day was a challenge for his razor-sharp wit and
iron sinews; if it was one thing that Roderick Rothschild was
better at doing than filing reports, it was killing clowns, almost
as if his seething hatred for shenanigans endowed him with a
superhuman drive, strength, and skill to hunt down and exterminate
buffoons wherever they capered. He had learned to use almost any
kind of firearm, taking to them as a carpenter to hammer and nails.
He had honed his martial-arts skills to a razor’s edge. He had
mastered the art of making improvised explosives and booby-traps
which could turn a whole comedy troupe of farceurs into a twisted
pile of smoldering limbs, giant shoes, and red noses.

But there was something more that made
Roderick Rothschild the perfect clown-slayer: he had found out very
early on that whatever it was with the clowns that caused them to
turn ordinary people into raving, slathering, green-haired,
red-nosed murderers didn’t work on him. He wasn’t sure why. One
thing he did know: clowns didn’t like to bite him. There was
something in his blood which they found unpalatable. “Like
lutefisk” he heard them say. But even when they did manage to get a
big, painted clown mouth full of Rothschild, it didn’t seem to have
any effect on him. It was probably because he didn’t have a single
jolly bone in his body; he was all business, through-and-through.
And these days his business happened to be killing clowns. Business
was booming.

* * *

Everything was quiet as Roderick strode
through the abandoned city streets. Too quiet. He stopped
for a moment and took in his surroundings, every sense of his
focused sharp in an attempt to detect the telltale signs of an
impending clown ambush: the squeak of a rubber nose, the scent of
cotton candy mixed with blood, or maybe just that eerie feeling one
gets when the hairs on the back of the neck stand on end in
anticipation of something wacky about to happen.

And then, all of a sudden, from around the
corner came a pair of humanoid figures. They were dressed in
black-and-white striped shirts and wearing berets, riding on a
tandem invisible bike.

Roderick ground his teeth. “Mimes …”

While the garden-variety circus clown was
the most common menace in this post-apocalyptic wasteland, there
were other variations, as well, such as this particularly
irritating strain which had originated in France and migrated to
the rest of the world.

Though not as savage and dangerous as their
big-top brethren, mimes were not a threat to be taken lightly, as
Roderick well knew. Though most of their props were imaginary,
their threat was very real. And perhaps worst of all, they seemed
somehow resistant to most forms of damage.

That wasn’t to say they were invulnerable;
no, Roderick had killed mimes before with a wide variety of
implements including guns, explosives, fire, electricity, extreme
blunt trauma, edged weapons, chainsaws, industrial and farm
machinery, silverware, and trombones, to name a few. They just took
a long time to die. Much like in the days before the clown
apocalypse, mimes were hard to get rid of, and tended to overstay
their welcome.

One thing that Roderick noted seemed to
help, though, was dispatching them with silenced weapons. Quickly,
he produced his trusty revolver and, with his lips pressed together
in a grim line, screwed on the barrel-shaped apparatus.

The mimes dismounted their invisible bike.
They pointed at Roderick, and scuttled in his direction.

Here we go, thought Rothschild,
preparing himself for the impending performance of climbing
invisible ladders, pulling imaginary threads attached to lips, and
being trapped in invisible boxes. Mimes were just as sadistic as
their circus counterparts; they liked to torture their prey before
they killed it.

Roderick decided to let them have their fun
for a while. Their intent was to mesmerize him, to cause him to let
down his guard, but by watching their ridiculous performance, he,
in turn, caused them to let down theirs. They didn’t know
whom they were dealing with.

Roderick bit his lip, trying his best to
endure the pain of watching the mimes’ show as they went about
their routine. They started by throwing an invisible ball back and
forth, followed by drinking invisible coffee or munching on
invisible apples. This, in turn, was followed by an act of …
Roderick didn’t know what … where one of the mimes pretended to be
putting on invisible hats or something. At this point, Rothschild’s
sanity had been pushed almost to its breaking point. He wasn’t sure
he could endure much more. And yet he knew he had to. The perfect
moment to strike was almost there. All he had to do was to wait out
this awful onslaught just a little bit longer.

Finally, after one of the mimes finished
leaning on an invisible wall while checking its invisible watch,
the moment came. The two performers, satisfied their prey had let
down his guard, closed in for the kill. But Roderick was ready for
them.

“Hey,” he said, causing the two mimes to
step back. Looks of genuine surprise crossed their faces for a
fleeting second before they regained their creepily friendly
composures.

“I know mimes aren’t really big on verbal
jokes, but I’ve got one for you, all the same.”

The mimes looked at one another
simultaneously, then back at Roderick, nodding their heads
eagerly.

“What’s black and white and red all
over?”

Again they looked at each other, then back
at Roderick, both shrugging their shoulders in tandem.

Roderick pulled out his weapon. “A mime
that’s just been shot in the head.”

“OH SH--” one of the mimes began to exclaim.
But its cry was cut short by the piff-piff! of Roderick’s
silenced firearm.

“Looks like the only invisible boxes you’ll
be trapped in now,” he said, stepping over their bodies, “are
coffins.”

Roderick thought for a minute. Was that
actually clever? For that matter, was it even grammatically
correct? Not like it mattered anyway. There was no one there to
hear him.

* * *

Roderick continued moving through the city
ruins. For some time, it had been relatively peaceful, and he was
unmolested by clowns. That’s how it usually was—long periods of
mind-numbing monotony punctuated with short periods of absolute
terror. Roderick would often use these swaths of downtime to hone
his combat skills or forage for food. Today he decided to do the
latter.

As terrible as this new world was, one thing
which it had going for it was the availability of sustenance.
Countless supermarkets had been simply abandoned, leaving a rich
supply of canned food free for the taking. Best of all, this food
was untouched by the clowns; they had little interest in the
victuals of men, with the exception of fast food and
candy—especially nougat circus peanuts which, as far as Roderick
was concerned, they could have. Circus peanuts were only one step
up the edibility chart from rusty nails.

It wasn’t long before he found a
supermarket. “Speedway Food Stores,” announced its sign. The soft
red glow that once lit up the letters of the store’s name had all
burned out, save for the word “food,” and now the curve on the D
had gone out as well, leaving only “Fool.”

Roderick pushed his way through the now-dead
automatic door and into the eerily deserted aisles of the
supermarket. Even here he didn’t let his guard down; the clowns
could be hiding anywhere. He made it a point to stay clear of the
meat, dairy, and frozen sections, as the food there had gone bad
long ago. Instead he searched for canned soup. What would be the
main course today? Chicken noodle? Garden vegetable? Maybe even New
England clam chowder. His mouth began to water as he considered the
possibilities.

In the end, he decided on chunky sirloin
burger. It was hard to go wrong with chunky sirloin burger. Sure,
it wasn’t as exciting as grilled chicken Italiano, but it was
always a good choice, and Roderick knew it wouldn’t let him down.
Chunky sirloin burger was reliable. Faithful. There were few things
in this world one could trust, but one could always trust chunky
sirloin burger.

Roderick dined in the store’s employee
lounge, rounding out the meal with a can of fruit cocktail and some
orange Tang, for vitamin C. His belly full and his strength
rejuvenated, Rothschild made for the exit. He stopped momentarily
on his way out as his gaze happened across a corporate poster on
the wall. On it was the face of a well-groomed, apron-wearing
grocer, her perfectly white teeth slightly visible beneath a
pleasant grin. Only someone—or something—had altered it. By taking
red paint, or lipstick, or something else, they had painted over
the model’s smile so that it now resembled a maniacal and ghastly
clown rictus. Above it were the words “Service with a smile!”
though someone had crossed out the word “smile” and replaced it
with “clown.” That didn’t even make any sense, Roderick thought
with contempt. He walked out of the store, but not before tearing
down the poster, crumpling it up, and throwing it on the floor.

* * *

Roderick Rothschild pressed on, walking
through the deserted city streets, the last man in a world gone
mad.

Suddenly, he heard a sound that set him on
edge. Only moments before, he had been walking peacefully among the
dilapidated and gutted husks of the great steel giants that
populated this once bustling metropolis, contemplating his future,
and his course of action. Now every nerve was alive as adrenaline
surged through his veins in preparation for an oncoming onslaught
of violence and lowbrow slapstick comedy.

Beep! Beep!

The cheerful noise which issued from down
one of the numerous side streets made Roderick’s blood run cold and
begin to boil both at once.

“Clown car,” he growled, as he cocked his
shotgun.

Vroom! Screee! The sound of squealing
rubber heralded the arrival of the chariot of doom as the tiny
beetle-shaped car zoomed out into view. It was painted in garish
shades of yellows and greens, with pink, red, and blue flowers that
adorned it like festering boils. A large key stuck out of the back
of the vehicle, rotating slowly in time with the workings of the
machination of doom.

Typically the arrival of such a carriage of
mirth and mayhem signaled the death of any in the area, as a
chuckling tide of clowns would emerge from the tiny vehicle in
droves and overwhelm any unfortunate enough to be in the vicinity.
But Roderick knew how to deal with such problems. Quickly, he
snatched a grenade from the bandolier about his chest. He pulled
the ring out with his teeth and tossed it at the approaching
deathmobile.

KA-BOOM! The clown car erupted into a
cloud of flame. In a few seconds the street would be filled with
the burning bodies of bozos as they crawled from the flaming death
trap to writhe on the ground in agony. Not all the seltzer-water
bottles in the world would be enough to save them from burning
alive.

As Roderick expected, a clown did come
dashing out of the flames. Its arms waved wildly as it ran around
in circles, shrieking in a tone that would curdle the blood of the
devil himself. Moments later the creature collapsed on the ground,
convulsing as the flames consumed its body, turning the deathly
white pallor of clown makeup into the sooty black of charred
flesh.

But no other clowns emerged. Roderick
stopped for a moment to consider this. He had never seen such a
thing before. Why would they waste an entire clown car for just one
clown?

And then his confusion turned to
frustration. He’d just wasted one of his grenades on it, too! Had
he known … Suddenly a thought occurred to him—what if that was
their intent? To make him use up his resources? Nah, that couldn’t
be it. Clowns weren’t that smart. Sure, they were smarter than
zombies, or celebrities, but they still weren’t smart enough to use
strategy and planning.

Unless …

Vroom!

Vroom! Screee!

Beep-beep!

“Crap.”

Typically in such moments, Roderick did more
acting than thinking, but as he clutched at his bandolier for a
fresh grenade, a horrible thought flashed through his mind: what if
the clowns were adapting? Evolving, even, like a virus? A
ridiculous, ridiculous, virus?

And then his thoughts were stopped short. He
couldn’t find any more grenades. Had he used his last one? He
glimpsed down at the numerous belts and straps which clung to his
muscular frame. He had used his last grenade. Damn his
luck!

Roderick hated running. Not only was it
cowardly, but it denied him the opportunity to purge the world of a
few more bozos. But discretion was the better part of valor, after
all, and Rothschild knew when to fold his cards. That time was now,
because he’d just been dealt a full hand of jokers.

He turned about and began to sprint in the
opposite direction just as the clown cars behind began to vomit out
their hilarious payload of chuckling fools. It was difficult for
them to run in those big red shoes of theirs, so if he ran fast, he
could probably make it to safety.

Then, suddenly, two more clown cars zipped
out from opposing side streets in front of him, cutting off his
route of escape. Roderick was flanked. This looked bad. Real
bad.

Well, there was no sense in running, or
begging for his life, Roderick reasoned, so if this was where he,
the last sane man on Earth, was to meet his end, he’d go down
fighting. And by God, he was going to take as many of the rednoses
with him as could. He pulled the shotgun off his back, the one with
the sawed-off barrel and the words “comedy killer” carved crudely
into the stock. He pumped it with grim purpose, sending a shell
into the chamber, his jaw set with fatal determination.

“Come on, clowns,” he snarled.

The doors of the clownmobiles opened and out
began to spill the troupe of pierrots: fat clowns, skinny clowns,
clowns with tiny umbrellas, even sad clowns. Roderick hated them
all, and he was determined to end the lives of as many of them as
he could before they pulled him apart like a fleshy piece of
saltwater taffy.

But they never got that chance.

From out of an alleyway behind the fools
issued the angry scream of a motorcycle. Seconds later, the sleek
machine rocketed into view, arcing through the air before landing
on the ground. The rider, an individual in a dingy leather jacket
whose face was hidden by the visor of his helmet, turned the bike
in an abrupt J motion, bringing it around to face the rear of the
encroaching clown horde.

The rider reached behind him, quickly
grasping a package secured to the rear of his vehicle.

“Hey clowns!” came a strong, feminine, and
curiously familiar voice from within the rider’s helmet. “It’s play
time!”

With that, the rider tossed the package
toward the gagmen before whipping the bike around and speeding
away.

The package landed with a thud on the
pavement and began issuing forth the familiar, lilting tune of a
jack-in-the-box.

The clowns, enraptured by the package,
momentarily forgot about their quarry (and their impending victory
over their deadliest foe). The music of the jack-in-the-box reached
its conclusion, at which point the top of the box flew open and the
package discharged dozens of long, hotdog-shaped twisty balloons,
along with an explosion of confetti.

“My god,” Roderick said to himself. “It’s
like clown catnip.”

Like flies and feces, like cockroaches and
garbage, like hillbillies and discount super centers, so were
clowns and twisty balloons. It was a law of nature (if one could,
indeed, call something such as the clowns “natural”)— whenever a
clown saw a twisty balloon, it couldn’t help but try to form it
into the shape of something: a misproportioned dog, a ridiculous
hat, a giraffe, a colon, or a phallus. Whoever rigged this device
knew that and, sure enough, soon the clowns had abandoned their
prey in favor of the balloons, which they fell upon like wolves on
a fresh kill.

In little time, the bozo horde had become an
all-out orgy of balloon twisting madness. Hats, mice, dinosaurs,
octopuses, all were being manufactured by those clowns lucky enough
to get their white-gloved hands on their latex treasures. Those
that were left balloonless went so far as to turn on their comedy
brothers, mauling them or biting them to get what they craved.

“Hycuk, hyuck! For you!” said one
clown as he presented a balloon heart to a fellow buffoon, only to
be tackled and bludgeoned seconds after by a rival.

Roderick stood transfixed with a macabre
sort of fascination at this awful spectacle, but quickly tore his
gaze away. There was still another group of clowns flanking him,
and he needed to escape now, while the jokesters before him were
momentarily distracted. Quickly, he began to scan the area, his
survival instinct analyzing all possible routes of escape. And then
he heard once more the familiar, haunting melody of the
jack-in-the-box issuing forth from the package which the masked
rider had thrown.

Roderick wasn’t quite sure what else was
going to pop out of that box, but he was pretty sure that, whatever
it was, it was going to be a lot nastier than some spring-loaded
clown (which was pretty nasty in and of itself). He began to sprint
away, but that was leading him in the direction of the other clown
troupe. What to do? He decided that the best course of action was
to get as far away from that box as possible, even if that meant
getting a bit closer to the other clowns. He began to dash.

Just then, the tune reached its end.
Instinctively, Roderick dropped to the ground, covering his head
with his hands.

BOOOOOM!

A wave of heat swept across the pavement,
and Roderick was peppered with debris. Some of it was garbage, he
had no doubt: paper, empty cans, and the like, but other bits felt
substantially more fleshy. Though Roderick shuddered at the thought
of what they might have been, he wasted no time. Providence had
given him a way out, and by God he was going to take it. He rose to
his feet just in time to see a rolling cloud of flame and smoke,
and the smoldering body parts of bozos strewn about the ground.

And then, suddenly, out of the inferno came
his anonymous savior. She rode on her motorcycle while the smoke
and flames rolled and churned behind her. With the sound of
shrieking tires, she brought her bike to a halt in front of
Roderick, the rear wheel of the cycle skidding on the pavement
until the machine was perpendicular to him.

“Get on. Hurry,” she said.

Although Roderick was slightly perturbed at
the concept of being rescued, let alone having to ride on the back
of a motorcycle like someone’s girlfriend, he was ever the
pragmatist and wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. He
did as was instructed, and hopped on the back of the vehicle. In an
instant, the two of them were speeding away, leaving the remainder
of the bloodthirsty clowns behind them.

“Uh … thanks.” It was difficult for Roderick
to say, but she had saved his life. Fair was fair. When his
mysterious benefactor failed to reply, he continued, “Listen, that
was some damn fine work back there.”

“Thanks, Big Guy, but let’s save the
pleasantries for when we’re a safe distance away from those
jokers.”

How was that for a role reversal, Roderick
thought: a woman telling a man that he was talking too much. That
was just fine with him; he had never been one for conversation. The
two of them sped off together in silence.

After they traveled some distance, the rider
brought her cycle to a halt. It was just outside a small park. “I
think it’s safe enough to take a break here,” she said as she swung
a leg up and over the cycle’s frame.

“Should be,” agreed Roderick.

The woman produced two bottles of water and
tossed one to Rothschild. “You thirsty, Big Guy?”

Big Guy … where had he heard that before?
Someone used to call him that, a long time ago …

“I’m parched. So tell me—who are you? I
thought I was the only one left.”

Roderick’s benefactor undid her riding
helmet and yanked it off her head, revealing a mane of sensible,
jaw-length hair which she shook as it came free of its confines.
With a shock of surprise, Roderick’s memories shot back to that
time so long ago it might as well have been another world— that
time when, instead of fighting clowns, he fought paperwork in a
purgatory of cubicles. Here, standing before him, might as well
have been a ghost, for indeed he had thought she had perished along
with all the others. And yet there she was, in the flesh, her
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