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“The characters are memorable and unique, faulty and broken to an almost superhuman degree.” – Goodreads Review




★ ★ ★ ★ ★
“. . . I loved this book as much as I did the first two.” – Goodreads Review




★ ★ ★ ★ ★
“Five stars. Third instalment as good as the first two. Well paced story telling, thoroughly enjoyed this book.” – Amazon Review




★ ★ ★ ★ ★
“THE ENTIRE TRILOGY 5 STARS” – Amazon Review







  Other books by Jonathan-David Jackson
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The Quest for Nothing in Particular (you’re about to read this one)




Not Quite the End of the World - Mildly apocalyptic dark comedy.




Faith of the Forsaken - Epic supernatural fantasy.




Murdergirl - Gritty post-apocalyptic novella.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




I woke up just in time to feel the polished wood floor slamming against my face. 

You wouldn’t think it, but basically anything solid that slams into your face causes you to see stars, even a polished wood floor. Since actual stars aren’t solid, if you slammed into one (assuming you weren’t incinerated before you got there, which you would be, so don’t try to test this) you wouldn’t even see stars.

“Are you alright?” 

I rolled over and the stars cleared enough for me to see the lovely face of my wife, Penelope, leaning off the bed and looking down at me.

I nodded. “Just the dreams again.”

“Come back to bed,” she said.

“I like it down here.”

“Down there? On the floor?”

“Yes. It’s comfortable.”

“Oscar, the floor is not comfortable. It’s the floor. It’s made of wood. You just hit your face on it.” She sighed. “You can’t stand up, can you?”

I shook my head. “I think I’ll just spend the rest of the night here.”

“Morning,” she said. “It’s six in the morning.”

I looked out through the skylight window at the stars which were not caused by me being hit in the face, at least as far as I know. It wouldn’t be so bad to stay on the floor.

A pillow dropped off the bed and hit me in the face, followed by a comforter and then another pillow, then followed by my wife who was equally as soft. “I’ll stay down here with you, then,” she said.

“Mmf mmhmm mm mf fffm,” I said.

“What?” She moved her hips a little and shifted to the side.

“I said, ‘you’re sitting on my face.’”

Her fingers tousled my hair and she smiled down at me. “Well, you know. I figured, since we were up anyway…”










Afterward, Penelope went back to sleep. We had moved to the bed by then, and I turned over to look at her; my new bride. My mind went back to our wedding just a few months before. Winslow was the best man, and his eyebrows lent weight to the entire proceeding. Mr. Hodge was the ring bearer, of course. Jim officiated, which might not be entirely legal, but there wasn’t much in the way of standard local government once Dr. Boggs had plunged to his death from his tower and left the Red Fist Army without a strong leader so they were in charge of the town but didn’t really do much. 

Our marriage meant a lot to us, anyway, more than any official document could1. She had saved my life and then I had saved hers, and we had both saved each other from minor and major things enough times that someone should have written a book about it. The feeling of losing her and then finding her again so many times was like nothing I’d ever experienced. The loss was excruciating, but oh! when I found her again the rapturous joy was more than enough compensation.

That feeling had never gone away, either. I gazed at her lying on the bed, her long blonde hair softly reflecting moonlight, and my heart was full to the point of bursting. It was the kind of love that made you wonder if you were going to have a heart attack. Is that a legitimate kind of love that people actually have, or do I just have a bad heart? I prefer to think of it as the former, as the pain shoots down my left arm.

Even though we were under the rule of the Red Fist, I was content with my life. I was content with my wife. I didn’t want anything to change.

I stroked her back and felt her body rise and fall with her breathing as she slept. Something of my own rose, which often happened just from being near her. I was considering whether waking her up first was the right thing to do or if I should just surprise her, when someone knocked on the door.

A knocked-on door is hard to ignore, but I did my best. I continued to stroke my wife, and in a few moments I had forgotten that the door—or indeed anything else—even existed.

Then they knocked on the door again.

“Fine,” I called. “Shutup! I’m coming.” I put the covers over Penelope and got out of bed.

I opened the door to Jim’s grinning, mustachioed face. “Good morning,” he said.

“It was,” I said.

“Have I interrupted something?”

“No, what would give you that idea?” You have to be delicate with Jim, he’s sensitive. You can’t just say, ‘go away,’ you have to lead him there gently.

“It’s just… well…”

“Come on, I haven’t got all day,” I said.

“Oh, do you have plans?”

I sighed. “Jim, you know very well I haven’t got plans. It’s just an expression. Obviously I do have all day since the Red Fist aren’t going to let us go anywhere else, but I don’t want to spend it here at the door talking to you.”

“Alright then. I just thought I’d interrupted something because your old fellow is out.”

“My old fellow?”

“Yeah, you know.” His eyes indicated downwards, and I followed them until I saw what he was talking about. “I learned that euphemism from Mr. Hodge. Apparently it’s the closest English translation to what hedgehogs call it.”

I restored myself to modesty with a nearby picture frame.

Jim asked, “Would your mom really be ok with that?”

I looked down at the picture I had chosen, to see my mother looking up at me from my crotch. “Really, Jim? It’s a picture, I hardly think it matters.” Still, I set the picture down, faced it away from me, and picked up a houseplant instead.

“That houseplant was a gift from your mother—”

“Jim, if you don’t get to the point, I shall call security.”

“The Red Fist Army have voted to turn in their weapons and turn over their authority to a purely civil authority.”

I heard the familiar sound of a plant pot shattering at my feet, and it was several seconds before my senses registered anything else.

“…Oscar? Oscar, are you alright?” I heard Penelope asking as she came up behind me. “Good morning, Jim,” she said.

“Good morning.” 

She stood on her tiptoes and looked over my shoulder. “I see you’ve got the old fellow out.”

“Does Mr. Hodge tell everyone but me these things?”

“Been smashing houseplants, has he?” She asked. “Your mother won’t be pleased, that was a gift from her.”

“Jim was just telling me that the Red Fist have voted to turn in their weapons and give up authority to some kind of local civic body.”

I heard the gentle woomf of a comforter dropping to the floor.

Jim covered his eyes and talked from underneath his hand. “Honestly, do neither of you have any decency? I came here fully dressed, and this is how you treat me. We’re not animals, you know. Even Mr. Hodge knows better.”

He reached into his pocket and took out Mr. Hodge, who was wearing a small suit, the same one he had worn on our wedding day.

“Jim,” I said, “I refuse to believe that you didn’t look in through the window, see that we were naked, and bring Mr. Hodge in a suit. He doesn’t wear that just for walking about out of the house.”

Jim looked from side to side before he spoke, the corners of his mouth doing their best not to smile between his mustache which at this point in his life had grown to somewhere between a Tom Selleck and Hulk Hogan. “I wouldn’t do a thing like that, Oscar, you know I wouldn’t.” After a few moments of me not saying anything, he went on. “If you don’t believe me, at least you must trust Mr. Hodge. Hedgehogs don’t have any inborn talent for artifice, do they?”

In ordinary circumstances I would have agreed, but I have known Mr. Hodge for years and by now I’m aware that any circumstances involving him are so far away from ordinary as to be antonyms.

“Alright, fine,” Jim said. “We did see you through the window. How could we have helped it, though? It was wide open.” I looked at the window, which was down and locked. “The curtain.” I looked again. “At the corner.” I looked more closely, and saw that the corner of the curtain was slightly curled back. “You were clearly asking for it, you two.”

“You’re not always so obliging when we ask for things,” Penelope said.

Jim’s face reddened, even though Penelope had repositioned the comforter over the parts of her body that might cause such a thing.

“I… it was Mr. Hodge’s idea,” he said. “Ow!” he exclaimed, when Mr. Hodge bit him on the hand and then scurried back into his pocket. “I’m sorry,” Jim whispered into the pocket. “I cracked, I couldn’t handle it. Come on, don’t be mad.”

While Jim made up with Mr. Hodge, Penelope and I got dressed. He was still talking to his pocket when we left the house with him.

“Jim,” I said. He looked up. “What’s it all about, then? Why has the Red Fist given up their authority?”

“I’ve only heard that they’ve done it, I don’t know why.”

“I don’t like it,” Penelope said. “They weren’t doing much with it, but not very many people want to give up power once they have it.”

We walked along next to a row of houses, mostly unoccupied and boarded up. It wasn’t as bad as when Dr. Boggs was in charge—nobody had been killed in months—but being under martial law was rough on any town.

“We don’t even know if it’s true, I suppose,” I said. “It could be some kind of trick. Let’s go see if Rudyard knows anything.”

Rudyard could read minds. Or steal thoughts. Or get to know a thought that you were thinking, become friends with it, then beat it until it gave up the information he was after. I’m not clear on exactly how he does it, although he has explained it to me, but the important thing is that he often knew things that people weren’t willing to say out loud.

We walked to his house, but before we could make it onto his porch, two Red Fist soldiers came around the corner of the street and came up to us. We walked to a distance of five feet from them and then stopped until they passed, as everyone in the town was required to do. They didn’t pass, though, they stopped alongside us. It was Richards and Johnson, some of the Red Fist that were almost what you would call our friends. I hadn’t quite saved their lives, but I hadn’t killed them when I could have, and then they had repaid the favor by not killing us when they could have.

“It’s nice to be out of those uniforms at last,” Johnson said to us.

“It’s true, then?” I asked. “The Red Fist is no longer running the town?”

Richards nodded. “The decision was made this morning. The Red Fist is no longer in control of the town, and is giving up its authority to a civic body to be selected shortly.”

“Who’s going to be selecting it?”

“The town, I would think,” he said, “but I don’t know for sure.”

“Why?” Penelope asked.

“The town seems best suited to it, but that’s only my opinion. The Red Fist can’t do the selection, they’re a military group.”

“No, I mean why are you giving up your authority?”

He shrugged. “We never wanted the authority in the first place. You know once you’re in the Red Fist you can’t get out, though. We’ve been marching on these streets for so long it’s hard to believe I’ve ever done anything else. There are plenty of other things we’ve got to do now, though.” He looked at Johnson, and they both smiled. “We weren’t really interested,” he said to us, “but some of the officers probably know more. They’re off in the Town Hall.” Then they continued walking.

“Did you notice—” I began.

“That they were holding hands, yes,” Penelope said. “They never would have done that in public before.”

“You’re right, they wouldn’t have. I meant that they don’t have guns, though. That’s another thing you wouldn’t have seen any of the fingers of the Red Fist doing in public.”

I knocked on Rudyard’s door, or at least I meant to, but before my knuckles connected with the wood the door swung open. 

“Hello!” Rudyard said.

My hand hung in the air where the door had been and I didn’t know what to do with it. I unformed my fingers from their knocking position and reformed them into a high-five gesture, but Rudyard did not raise his own hand. I gave a little wave, changed my mind, and ran my fingers through my hair, which was what I intended to do all along.

“Lovely day, isn’t it?” he asked.

I looked up. I hadn’t noticed before, but it was fairly nice. It was warm and sunny, which is all I’ve ever asked of the world.

“How did you know we were coming?” Jim asked him.

“Oh, I didn’t. I was just going out.”

“Out? Where?”

“To the florist.” He looked down at his hands, then picked up a vase of fake poppies from a table inside the door. He shook the flowers at us. “They’re wilted, see? I keep them because they match my hair.”

“Rudyard,” Penelope said, “you know it’s rude to listen in on peoples’ thought conversations. You can’t just read someone’s mind without asking them.”

“I don’t even read minds,” he said. He set the plant back down. “You guys throw your thoughts out of your heads and I gather them up for safekeeping. I’ve got them all right here,” he tapped his head, “in case you need them in the future.”

“Did Richards and Johnson throw any thoughts your way?” I asked.

“Those two?” Rudyard grinned. “Sure. As they walked away, Johnson was thinking about later, reaching around to grip Richard’s—”

“About the Red Fist, I mean. Honestly, Rudyard.”

He put up his hands. “I didn’t think it, they did. I just gather in the thoughts, file them away, keep them dusted off in case the owner wants them again.”

“That’s very kind of you,” I said. “Do they know anything else about what’s going on, though? Have you gathered in thoughts from anyone else who might know?”

“Those guys aren’t thinking about anything other than each other.” He looked down the street, and we followed his eyes. There was no sign of Richards and Johnson anymore. “I’d bet they’re already at home with the curtains drawn…”

“Rudyard,” I interrupted. I knew he only wanted a chance to show off, for us to say ‘yes, well done knowing things,’ but we had things to do. I made a mental note to ask him later about some of the other stray thoughts he had gathered in, as long as they were the ones with clothes on.

“Alright, alright,” he said. “I’m just saying, I know about lots of things. So, they didn’t know anything, but other people do. Word on the thought street is that the Red Fist is handing over their authority because they were ordered to.”

“Ordered to?” Jim asked. “By who? Nobody’s in charge of them.”

Rudyard shrugged. “I haven’t collected any thoughts about that.”

“We could just go to the Town Hall, like they said,” Penelope suggested.

I had been about to say something very likely opposite to that, perhaps something like ‘let’s not go to the Town Hall, let’s just go back home and get in bed’ but I hadn’t said it fast enough. Now my empty mouth hung partly open and there were no words to fill it up.

“I know you don’t want to,” she said to me. “What is there to worry about, though? I’m here. Jim’s here. Mr. Hodge is here. Rudyard is…” Rudyard shook his head. “…here, but not there. We’re all there with you, though. And if Richards and Johnson are free to walk down the street in tight pants holding hands, then you know we’ve got nothing to fear.”

I blew out my breath. “I suppose you’re right,” I said. I supposed she was. I even knew she was. Knowing someone was right doesn’t make it any easier to do something you don’t want to do, though.

She took my hand in hers and looked into my eyes. “It’s alright, Oscar.” I felt some of the tension leave my body just from her being near me, just from having her there. Maybe it was alright.

“Come on then,” Jim said. “Let’s get out of here before Rudyard starts listing the websites we’ve each been visiting. Not that I’ve been visiting any,” he added. “It’s mostly Mr. Hodge. You wouldn’t believe the things hedgehogs like.”

Rudyard shook his head. “You are a pair of degenerates.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Red Fist had repurposed Dr. Boggs’ main Tower as the new Town Hall, and from there they kept the town in some semblance of order. It’s easier to keep order when you’re threatening to shoot everyone and not letting them out of their houses most of the time, which is what they’d done with me and Penelope since they’d captured us in the desert2. Being newlyweds, though, we didn’t have much occasion to leave the house anyway, so it suited us fine, and there was less sand in places that sand shouldn’t be in.

The windows on the Tower stared at me like a hundred eyes, spotlighting me against the sidewalk as the three of us walked. My breath stayed in my lungs and refused to come out. Dark clouds gathered behind, and the whole building leaned towards us. We were going to die, after we thought all the danger was behind us.

“No,” I whispered.

Jim and Penelope looked at me. Mr. Hodge poked his head out of his pocket. I suppose it must have been more than a whisper. I looked at them, then back at the Tower. The clouds had cleared. I shook my head. The clouds had been there; why hadn’t anyone else seen them?

Penelope squeezed my hand, and we continued on to the Tower. The Tower where I had been held prisoner by Dr. Boggs. The Tower where my good friend Winslow had been held. Penelope and Jim had also been prisoners there. Penelope had nearly died there. I would have been killed myself on the same night if not for the bravery of the rogue Red Fist soldier Hamish, who was then killed in the bloodiest firefight I ever care to witness. Most of the worst things that had happened to me had happened there in that very building and we had all only very narrowly evaded death, and now we were going back.

The clouds gathered again as we neared the Tower. The front door grew teeth that would chomp us to bits. That wasn’t right though, was it? Can a door have teeth? I felt sweat drip down the small of my back. Did Penelope feel the sweat on my hand? I looked over, and everything seemed fine with her.

My ear itched, and I put my hand up to scratch it only to find that there was nothing there. Mr. Hodge had bitten off a chunk of my earlobe in a desperate attempt to save me from suicide3, and I was apparently having phantom itch syndrome. My eye twitched and my head tilted to the left towards where the itchy ear would have been, an involuntary effort by my body to scratch what could not be scratched.

We drew closer to the door and the itch spread all throughout my brain until it turned into an ache in my head. My steps grew shorter and faltered. It was not a good idea to continue on, but I was attached to Penelope and she wasn’t even slowing down. I tried to say her name, to say anything, but my mouth was dry and I couldn’t think of the words anyway.

Jim opened the door for us and I was thrust through. I threw off Penelope’s hand and put my fists up defensively in front of me. 

“Ragh!” I shouted, ready to meet my enemies.

“Good to see you, Oscar,” a man said. He held out his hand to meet mine, but in an unfamiliar position. He held the fingers stretched outward like a blade instead of bunched up as a fist. I felt Penelope’s fingers on my shoulders.

“It’s alright,” she whispered to me. Her lips brushed against my ear.

It wasn’t just any man in front of me, it was Winslow. I had been too frightened, too ready to fight, to recognize him. I looked down at his hand, extended for a handshake, and I was about to shake it when he shrugged and put his arms around me for a hug.

“How’ve you been?” he asked. “Haven’t seen you guys around much.” He winked at Penelope, which is an impressive feat when your eyebrow weighs several ounces.

I looked around me. We were inside the Tower, and we didn’t seem to have been chewed up by the door. The sweat on my body was cooling and drying. Winslow was in there, so it must be fine. It was hard to get rid of my feelings about the place, but Penelope was right—it was alright.

My pulse was returning to normal, and I could speak again. “We’ve been good,” I said.

“So you’ve heard the news then?”

“We heard, but we weren’t sure if it was true,” Penelope said.

“Well why wouldn’t it be? Think good old Winslow isn’t cut out to be mayor of our fair town?”

“Wait, what?” I stepped back from him. “Apparently we hadn’t heard the news. We were just here to find out about the Red Fist breaking up.”

“Oh yeah, those guys.” Winslow dismissed the topic with a wave of his hand. When I had found him locked in the Tower, starving and severely weakened on the night of Dr. Boggs’ suicide, that hand wave would have put him on bed rest for a week. “That’s old news. They’re gone, but they couldn’t just leave a vacuum of power here, right? They worked out what they wanted to be there replacement system, and settled on a regular civic system with a board comprised of a mayor and alderman.”

He paced around the room as he talked, and it brought me great joy to see how much his health had improved. The dark thought that he had been probably only days away from death when I rescued him passed over my mind. Looking at him then as his strong eyebrows moved up and down with his speech, it was almost impossible to imagine death being anywhere near him.

“So, of course,” he went on, “they called in a few upstanding local citizens,” he pointed to himself with his thumb and hefted his eyebrows, “and the next thing you know, I’ve been appointed mayor.”

All the darkness left my mind and I went back in for another hug. “Congratulations,” I said, and Jim and Penelope echoed me.

I stepped back again and grinned at him. “I can’t think of anyone better suited for it. You were there for me in my dark times; you handled me when no one else could. The town has been through dark times, but it’s coming out, and you’re perfect to lead it into the light.”

“Why did they disband, though?” Penelope asked. I was willing to just congratulate Winslow and go back home, but she was right; we still needed to know.

Winslow’s eyebrows leveled with each other. “It’s a very odd thing, very unusual,” he said. “Not even any of the Red Fist were expecting it. When I woke up today I certainly wasn’t expecting to pick up the reins of power where they dropped them.”

“If they weren’t expecting it, how did it happen? You don’t just one day decide to give everything up and then have it all sorted out in minutes.” Penelope shook her head. “They had to have been planning this. Some of the Red Fist must have been wanting it for a long time at least, and maybe it just took them until now to convert enough others to their opinion so they could put it to a vote or something.”

“They did it today because they were scared,” Winslow said.

“Of what?” I asked. “They’re the only force in this area. The citizens can’t do anything against them, not without a lot of violence we don’t want, and the official military isn’t going to touch them because of the bomb they have.”

He looked around to be sure there was nobody else nearby, and was about to speak, but then stopped. He motioned for us to follow him up the stairs. We went up one flight and through a door with a piece of paper taped to it that had Mayor scribbled on it.

“What’s this about?” I asked. “What’s going on?” I didn’t feel paranoid, so I knew we weren’t in any immediate danger, but this was not the usual way Winslow acted. It was the way I acted.

He put his finger to his lips. “Shh.” He closed the door behind us and closed the blinds. We stood in the dim light.

“Ron ordered them to do it,” he said.

“What?”

“You heard me.” His eyebrows were up. “The Red Fist would still be in charge today otherwise. We all thought he had gone underground, but he got in touch with them—carrier pigeon, letter, phone call—somehow and ordered them to turn over the town today.”

“But they wouldn’t…” I began, but after I had spoken, I thought about it. The Red Fist numbered perhaps seventy-five men. They were all young, strong, and well-armed. They were in possession of a bomb with enough explosive power to hold back the entire might of the country’s military. But I hadn’t considered—

“Ron.” Penelope said, giving a name to what we were all thinking. “Even Dr. Boggs was afraid of Ron, and the Red Fist was afraid of Dr. Boggs before he killed himself. Dr. Boggs had the power of the Red Fist plus his great intelligence, and he still couldn’t face Ron.”

My mind went back to the night of Dr. Boggs’ death. We could have saved his life if he would’ve allowed us to take him prisoner and treat his gunshot wound. He was sure that Ron would find out and get to him, though, and he was terrified of that. Ron had a reputation for doing terrible things to people, things that made you almost not a person after it was done, and Dr. Boggs feared it enough that he killed himself instead of staying alive to possibly face Ron.

“I saw a couple of them talking about it earlier,” Winslow said, “when they thought nobody could see or hear. One of them was shaking and the other tried to calm him down but then started vomiting himself. They were in a panic. That’s why they did it today, because Ron said so and they were afraid of what might happen to them if they didn’t do exactly as he said.”

“That explains the Red Fist, but what about Ron?” I asked. “Why would he want the Red Fist to give up power? What does he gain by having things return to normal?”

Winslow shrugged his shoulders. “What do we know about Ron?”

“We don’t know anything,” Jim said.

“That’s not entirely true,” I said. “We know he has dark eyes. We know he stole my juice.”

“I think you should just let the juice go,” Winslow said. “You can drink many different kinds of juice now. If anything, Ron freed you from the oppression of Sunshine Juice.”

I would have replied, but I was too busy drinking from the juice box I had just taken out of my pocket. I suppose what he said was true, but it still didn’t make it right what Ron did.

“We don’t know much, anyway,” he said. “The Red Fist knows a little more, but they’re scared almost to the point of death; they’re not going to tell us anything. Who can know the mind of Ron, what he does and why?”

“Rudyard could help us,” I said.

Penelope had been keeping an eye out the windows to be sure nobody was watching us, but now she rejoined the conversation. “You know he’s not interested in anything to do with the Red Fist anymore. He didn’t even come here today.”

I sighed. “I know. I just wish we had him. I bet he could gather in some really interesting thoughts from all the Red Fist soldiers scurrying around here in a panic.”

“There’s nobody scurrying anymore,” Winslow said. “They’ve pretty much all cleared out now. The Tower… the Town Hall, I mean, is ours. The town is ours. We’re free and safe.”










Outside the Tower, I looked in both directions along the street. There were no Red Fist soldiers there, which wasn’t something you would’ve seen anytime in the few months before. I saw a few people off in the distance, who might have been Red Fist soldiers previously, but they wore plain clothes and were unarmed—they were just regular people now, no matter what they were before.

I supposed Winslow was right. We were free. With the Red Fist gone, there was no martial law. The curfew was ended. Penelope and I had been under partial house arrest, but it was apparent that we could move around as much as we liked now. I waved my arms and kicked each leg out just to test that theory. Nobody shouted, no shots were fired. My body was my own again.

The building next to the main Tower had a line of broken, boarded-up windows going down the side where Stubbs had thrown out Red Fist soldiers when we assaulted the buildings to rescue captured citizens. I could still see their bodies hurtling to the sudden stop below. I could hear the explosion of the bullets when Penelope was shot right in front of me on that same night, and I still felt pain when I thought of the bullets ripping through her flesh.

Nothing like that would happen again. The town would be under the watchful eyebrows of Winslow now, and I couldn’t think of anyone better to be in control. He would rebuild it better than it was before, and in time we would all forget what had happened. Well, it seemed unlikely that we would forget, but other people, the ones who had seen it on TV, they would forget. Perhaps they already had forgotten. This would have been reported on the news and then they would move on to a missing airplane or a celebrity caught on camera shouting about Jews.

It was hard to relax, though. I felt like I had been on constant alert for years now. My paranoia made me like that to begin with anyway, since I was a teenager, but since many of my paranoid thoughts had recently been proved to be correct with Dr. Boggs and the Red Fist, I was filled with a steady mental and physical tension, torn between the unreality of my paranoia and the reality of reality, and now they were often stitched together.

Ron was the most unlikely of my paranoid fixations, and he had turned out to be the one there was most cause to be paranoid about. It had all started when he took my juice, which most people—even Winslow—urged me to just forget, but I had not; I had continued my quest for it, and at last vindication was mine. Ron had been behind everything, and he was still out there. What was he doing? Why had he wanted the Red Fist to give up the town? No matter how many times I turned the thought over in my mind looking for the grub of truth, it was nowhere to be found.

“Bye,” Jim said. “I’ve got to go check on William.” We had been walking along while I puzzled over Ron, and now Jim parted ways from me and Penelope and went towards his house. William the rat hadn’t been out much since the death of his owner, Eve; Jim kept him inside, away from public attention. Eve had sacrificed herself to the Red Fist at the Warehouse to gain a few more minutes for the rest of us to escape. The sound of her body hitting the packed dirt floor above us as we climbed down the manhole was still in my head, and even though I had hardly known Eve at all I still wished I could go back and change that day. She believed in me, and she had given herself up because she considered me their greatest hope. It was a lot to carry, that burden of hope and belief.

There was a row of houses opposite the Tower, and we stopped when we got to the end. Winslow stood farther down towards the middle of the houses with a group of soldiers, but they were wearing a strange uniform. One, an officer, wore a sandy, khaki-colored dress uniform with badges on the shoulders and several medals on the ample chest, her sandy brown hair in a tight bun. The others clustered around her wore fatigues in desert camouflage colors. I had seen that uniform many times before, but not for years, not since Dr. Boggs took over. The US Army had arrived to our town at last.

Winslow waved us over. “This is Major Beauregard,” he said. “This is Oscar Well and his wife, Penelope Hope.”

The Major put out her hand, and we shook it in turn. “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I said. “I mean sir. Ma’am. Major. Ms. Beauregard.”

“Ma’am will do fine,” she said. “I’m glad you two are here. Winslow tells me that you’re responsible for freeing this town from Dr. Boggs.”

It might seem that way to Winslow, since he had been in a Red Fist prison cell for most of it and I was the one to rescue him, but saying we were responsible was too simple. Lots of people had been involved, some of them had given their lives for it. I didn’t feel like I was responsible, only that I had been there to watch it happen. “I don’t—”

“There’s no need for modesty here,” the Major said. “I saved a whole platoon when a troop carrier crashed in Afghanistan. Most of them lost their legs because of the way the seats were arranged. Carried them out on my back, every one, one at a time.” She pointed to one of the soldiers with her. “Gilbert here was one of them.” Gilbert pulled up his trouser legs to show the two titanium legs which had replaced his real legs. “Heroism is a real thing, we’re all used to it in the military. I salute you.” Having said that, she saluted me. The rest of the soldiers saluted as well.

I didn’t know what to do, so I saluted back. “You don’t have to salute,” she said. “You’re a civilian. Just say thanks.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Thanks ma’am.”

“Yes ma’am, sorry, thank you ma’am.”

“I like this guy,” she said to Winslow. “You’re alright,” she said to me. “I said to myself when I saw you, ‘This guy can’t possibly have done all that. Look at him, he’s too skinny. His arms can barely support his own hands.’” I looked at my arms, and my hands that barely hung on. She reached out and touched my shoulder, then squeezed it and winked at me. “You probably charmed the Red Fist out of here though,” she said.

I had been about to say something about my arms, but those words disappeared. Now I didn’t know what to say, and my mouth wouldn’t close. Penelope reached up and pushed my chin up for me, and then my mouth-closing muscles re-engaged.

“As I was saying to Mayor Winslow,” Major Beauregard said, “through information gleaned from papers we found in the Tower this is the house where we believe the Red Fist was storing their bomb. Once we get it out of there, your town can truly go back to normal and everyone can feel safe in their beds at night. Not that you are actually safe. We’re all just a button press away from nuclear, biological, chemical, nightmarish war. Anyway, let’s go in.”

The house we entered was a familiar one, and once we were inside I saw why. The interior was in disarray. Plant pots were smashed on the floor and their dirt strewn around. Dishes had been shattered against the wall. Ketchup had been used to write obscene messages on the ceiling. This was the soldier Hamish’s house, and the mess we saw was the physical embodiment of his anger at the Red Fist when they placed him under house arrest because he rebelled against what they stood for and refused to follow their rules. Hamish was another hero that nobody would sing about4. He had killed a dozen Red Fist soldiers and saved half of our group from the Warehouse in the process, only to be shredded by a hail of bullets from the remaining Red Fist, and he had done all that even after one of our own, Stubbs, had broken his nose and caved in his face.

The Major gave orders to the soldiers with her, and they moved the couch away from the wall. There was a secret hatch in the floor. She lifted it up by its handle. “Who wants to go first?”

I wanted to go first. I wanted to see what Dr. Boggs and then the Red Fist had used to hold our town hostage, the whole reason they were able to terrorize us for so long, why so many of the people I’d known were dead. I started towards the stairs, but bumped into one of the soldiers. While I had been thinking about it, everyone else had gone down and I was at the back of the line. Well, that was fine. I would still see it.

It was dark down in the cellar, but several of the soldiers switched on their flashlights. The walls were made of a highly reflective metal, and the beams of light bounced off them to the other side and then back again, brightening up the room nicely.

There wasn’t much in the room, and one of the things there wasn’t much of was bombs. There was some kind of cradle in the center of the room, of the sort that you’d use to safely hold a nuclear bomb, and it was empty.

“Fuck,” one of the soldiers said, but we had all been thinking it.

“Yes, Private, thank you,” the Major said. “Mr. Mayor. Oscar. Penelope. I’m sure you can see that there is no bomb here where a bomb should be.” She paced slowly as she spoke, with her hands behind her back. “The eight of us are the only ones who know that, though, and I intend for it to stay that way. The Red Fist “Army”5 thinks the bomb was in here, and any other citizens who might have known think so too.” She turned around to face us. “A helicopter will land on the street outside in a few minutes, and we will load something that appears to be a bomb onto it. You may feel you have gone through the worst that life has to offer through your time with Dr. Boggs and his Red Fist, but I can assure you that if anybody else finds out about this through you, the United States Army will expend considerable effort to outdo your previous experiences.”

“Yes ma’am,” we each said. A threat like that isn’t pleasant to receive, but it’s best not to talk back when you’re outnumbered by people who have guns and have been trained to use them.

“I’d go easy on you, though, Eyebrows,” she said, and winked at Winslow.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Me, Penelope, and Winslow stood near the late Hamish’s house and watched the helicopter ascend noisily into the sky with its soldiers and fake bomb. A small crowd had gathered, but once the helicopter was gone they all filtered back to where they came from.

“What a woman,” Winslow said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I said Ron has the bomb,” he said. 

“What? How?” I asked.

“This is not good for the town,” he said, “Not good at all. Mayor one day and already we have a missing nuclear bomb.” His brow furrowed and his eyebrows bunched close together for comfort. “Ok, let’s see what we can do. Press release. Damage control. Don’t speak to reporters.”

Penelope took him by the shoulders and shook him. “Nobody knows about this,” she said. “As far as they think, the bomb just flew out of town on that helicopter. And as far as we know, the bomb is in another country by now, sold to foreign terrorists by the Red Fist. Just relax, the town is fine.”

“The town is fine,” he repeated. His eyebrows cautiously moved a little bit apart. “The town is fine.”

“Now, how do you know Ron has the bomb? Why couldn’t somebody in the Red Fist have taken it?”

“Him and Dr. Boggs were the only ones who knew the location of it, none of the Red Fist did. I was looking through the papers Dr. Boggs left behind—papers that haven’t been disturbed since his suicide—that gave hints to the location, and when Major Beauregard got here we worked out that it had to be Hamish’s house.” His eyebrows went up. “That means Ron has been here. Right here.”

I have never shuddered before, but I did then. Might Ron be somewhere nearby even then, watching us with his dark eyes, caressing the bomb with his finger on the button? What was he planning? What would he do to us? At any moment as we were walking down the street he could ambush us, cut off my legs, kidnap my wife, crush Mr. Hodge beneath his boots. I couldn’t take it.

“Come out, Ron,” I shouted. “Come out and face me.” I spun around slowly as I challenged him, watching for him to reveal himself.

A curtain in the window of one of the nearby houses moved, and I stopped. As far as I could tell, my heart stopped pumping. Ron was right there, right in that house.

“I’m going to get you now, you bastard,” I said, just loud enough for nobody to hear.

“Oscar, where are you going?” Penelope asked behind me, but there was no time for answers. I went to the house, keeping low to the ground, and crept along the porch. I reached for the doorknob to test if it was locked, but then thought of a better way in. People expect you to come through the door, and I did not want to be expected; I was not going to fall into whatever trap he had set. I sidled along the side of the house, picked up a rock, and smashed it through the window where the curtain had moved. I was through the window myself before the glass had even clinked onto the floor.

I found myself staring into the bore of a sawed-off shotgun. So I had done just what he expected after all. He had known I would come from the window and he had waited exactly there. Well, this was fine. Let him kill me, he still wouldn’t escape.

“Oscar?” I followed the sound of the voice up the barrel of the shotgun to the face of a twelve year old girl, framed with short black hair. It was Charissa, the paranoid girl from the Warehouse. She had been there for both raids on the Tower; her paranoia was so strong that she had been like an alarm system for us.

“Charissa?” I asked. “You’re Ron?” Suddenly it all made sense. We hadn’t been able to find Ron because we were looking for an adult male, when we should have been looking for an adolescent female, and we didn’t even have to look because we knew where she lived. She lived inside the Warehouse before, which explained how the Warehouse’s secret location was ‘discovered’ by the Red Fist, and she was less than a hundred feet away from the bomb location so
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