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      For those watching at home, the end of the world was somewhat of a disappointment.

      On paper, the apocalypse had all the elements of a made for TV extravaganza. There was drama, action, danger, and heartbreak. Technically, it even had puppies. By all accounts, it should have been ratings gold. Unfortunately for the networks, the end of the world happened so suddenly and was over so quickly most of it went unreported.

      The cable news channels were caught completely off guard by the apocalypse, even though they’d been rooting for it for years. They had the graphics packages ready to go, sound bites at the ready, and they had decided who the villains would be long ago. Even before its launch, CNN had prepared for what they planned to be their ultimate sign off.

      They produced the segment on the same sun-filled day that they had filmed their opening broadcast. Members of the Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine bands gathered together to play the Star-Spangled Banner. The segment would be aired only once, kicking off the nascent industry’s birth. It was a celebration. But they recorded another song that day. One that would end their station’s broadcast run with a bang.

      It became known as the Turner Doomsday Video and the segment was not nearly as exciting as the name implied. Basically, Ted Turner just asked the band to stay late and had them play Nearer, My God, to Thee. There were rumors about the segment’s existence for years, but it wasn’t confirmed until an intern leaked the footage online decades later. Once it had been exposed, most people agreed that watching grainy footage of a brass band playing an old hymn wasn’t exactly how they wanted to go out.

      It wasn’t a bad song per se, but if the last sound you heard could be the voice of a loved one or a tune belted out by a marching band that couldn’t even be bothered to march; the choice was easy.

      But the end of the world came and went, and Turner’s Doomsday Video never played. Instead, the apocalypse came while the viewers were watching a chyron featuring the day’s outrage fade away as the network cut to a reverse mortgage commercial. It had just been explained to them that reverse mortgages weren’t scams when the signal went dead. The cable channel had barely had time to blame Republicans for the interruption of service before they went dead, as well.

      Sports fans ended up getting better coverage of the apocalypse than the news junkies. Outside of the bombs falling, doomsday was shaping up to be a fairly nice day. The skies were clear; the temperature was pleasant and most of the ballparks had their retractable roofs open, giving everyone a splendid view of the end of the world.

      It may just be apocalyptic lore, but it was widely believed that a player at Camden Yards hit a home run that cleared the wall and ended its flight at the base of the mushroom cloud that got Baltimore. They say that the blast was so loud that many of the fans watching at home were woken from their naps.

      Without missing a beat, the announcers switched their coverage from the game to the live events unfolding outside their broadcast booths. “It’s a swing and a long drive blast to the wall and it’s out of here. Literally another one out of the park. Looks like it landed with some impact. Can you feel the rumble on that one? I hate to be the one to clean up that mess. It looks like that was at least a ten-megaton home run. One for the record books. Here comes the shockwave, so that’s going to be the game. People are standing up and catching fire now, so that’s going to do it for us. From all of us in the broadcast booth, thanks for watching.”

      The truth was, if they did get a chance to say anything at all; it started with the letter f and ended with static.

      The aerial coverage of the devastation was amazing until the shockwave hit the blimps and blew them all over the country.

      For those who were tuned into anything else that day, TV simply went away.

      Streams froze. Screens went black. There was nothing so romantic as the soft hum of white noise or a screen full of static. There was no test pattern or even a warning from the Emergency Broadcast System. TV was just gone.

      It was difficult at first. A lot of people just kept shaking their heads and clicking away with their remotes until all the clicks were used up. Those things only have so many clicks in them after all. Even then, they persisted and clicked until the icons were rubbed off the controllers and the battery covers became loose and unreliable. That’s when they started throwing things.

      At first, they threw mostly dead remotes and broken battery covers, but they quickly moved onto throwing anything within reach. They hurled coasters and drinkware with such ferocity and were so satisfied with the shattering of glass that they quickly got carried away and convinced themselves that they could throw furniture. The rage was that great.

      The logic was sound. How could the universe take away something as crucial as television and not compensate the viewer with something like super strength? The idea of hurling a sofa across the room was the first thought that actually got people off the couch. They leapt to their feet, bent to secure a grip on the bottom of the furniture, and heaved. It was then that they felt a tug, usually somewhere in their back, and decided they should probably lie down on the sofa for a bit. Once they had carefully lain down, they were thankful the couch was still in the same place after all.

      While suffering from lower back pain, or possibly groin strain, folks found themselves appraising the TV situation with less hostility. They began apologizing to their sets for their behavior and promised that if they just came back on, they would never act like that again.

      Depression set in when the sets refused to participate in the bargaining process. After a few hours, it was clear that whatever had made TV stop wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon and people just sat near windows watching nothing happen and listening to the sound of what seemed like a lot more emergency vehicles than normal.

      Sirens and air horns filled the otherwise quiet day, and many wondered if it had always been like that outside. Had the TV just drowned out the chaos of the world and they had never noticed how hectic it all was?

      Eventually the sirens died and their groins felt better so they finally sighed and got their asses off the couch. It was clear that TV wasn’t coming back and it was time to find something else to do.

      As much as people tried to forget about it and move on to more important things like finding food and surviving in the hellscape of the new world, the idea of TV persisted.

      Many people had been binging one series or another when the world ended and when they struck out into the wasteland on a quest to find a new meaning to life, they also searched for the answers that had eluded them. This quest for closure became so common that when people introduced themselves to one another, they would also add a reference to the show they needed updates on.

      “My name is Matthew, Stranger Things Season 4.”

      “Nice to meet you, I am Jayla, Bridgerton Season 2.”

      It wasn’t quite the same hearing show updates from a stranger instead of Netflix, but at least there was some closure.

      These were the viewers that coped well. Others were at a complete loss when TV ended. Without it, many didn’t know what to think. After years of not having to form their own opinions, they struggled to navigate the new reality free from its influence.

      As a reflex, they tried to hold on to the last thing they had been told. But a million beliefs became obsolete when everything blew up and, without the ability to form new thoughts independently, these poor souls quickly became pawns in the games played by others.

      Con men and cults quickly stepped in to fill the void left by pundits and late-night talk show hosts. A little confidence and a quick smile were all it took.

      Eventually, but not without tremendous struggle, the survivors learned to live without the warming glow and the constant companionship of TV. They adapted to new forms of storytelling and communication. People wandered away from their screens out into the world and started being productive.

      Things eventually got better.

      But then, one day, TV returned.
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      Fidget growled at the dinosaur as the train rocked gently back and forth with only the occasional hard bang that reminded everyone that the world was still in a general state of disrepair since it had blown apart.

      The person wearing the inflatable T-Rex costume paid little attention to the Beagle inside the crowded train car. Even once the dog started talking.

      “You think you’re so big, Lizard-Man,” the Beagle muttered as he inched toward his foe. “You don’t scare me. I’ve bitten bigger things than you. One time I bit a lion that was really a couch, but I didn’t know it was a couch, I thought it was a lion when I bit it, so it’s the exact same as if I bit a lion.”

      “Fidget!” Eve bent over and grabbed the dog’s collar and held him back. “Get back here.”

      The dog looked up at the woman with a confused look that came naturally to Beagles, gave the dinosaur one more woof and sat down at the woman’s feet. He rested his head between his paws, but his hackles remained vigilant.

      “We need to stay quiet,” the woman whispered. “Remember?”

      “I don’t like the way that lizard’s looking at me,” Fidget said with his eyes and hackles locked on the dinosaur.

      Eve patted the dog on his head. “It’s not looking at you at all.”

      “Oh? So, he’s ignoring me!” Fidget tried to lunge forward but Eve was ready with a firm grip on the collar.

      “It’s okay, Fidge,” Eve assured him. “I’m sure he’s more scared of you than you are of him. Let’s just stay quiet.”

      Another bang from the tracks outside ended the conversation, but the train rolled on. The apocalypse had not improved the state of Cleveland’s rapid transit system. The once expansive network now consisted of a single light rail line that carried passengers from the outskirts of the fallen metro area to the interior of the fortified downtown core, where a new population had taken root. 

      The train itself had seen better days. The cars were plated with armor and covered in spikes and razor wire to discourage fare dodgers and wasteland monsters from jumping on board. While the new tourism board had complained that it made for a less than welcoming appearance, there was no getting around the need for such protection. They complained, but in the end, they kept the armor and spikes and tried to keep the blood washed off as best they could. Keeping the smell under control didn’t seem to be anyone’s concern.

      Inside the cars, graffiti covered the original silver and blue paint job like the layers of an old master’s canvas with each etched slur or spray-painted tag covering a previous era’s work. The earliest pieces were mostly dirty words and crudely doodled dicks. It was the art of the uncultured, illiterate, and generally bored riders that had little to contribute to society beyond a little wanton destruction. Then came the end of the world, and these juvenile works were covered by the poetry of pessimists who tended to focus on the downside of the apocalypse. The medium was still paint and marker, but the topic was almost always catastrophe and destruction; hopelessness and woe expressed on a motionless train.

      Once the train had been resurrected, the new authority had done what it could to clean it up and give it a fresh appearance in an attempt to promote the city’s vision of the future; a future with fewer bombs in it. They had opted for bright colors and uplifting slogans that promised a better tomorrow. It was almost cheery and gave people a much-needed sense of optimism and hope. It wasn’t long before it was all covered up by dirty words and crudely doodled dicks.

      It was easy to explain why the train looked the way it did. The passengers’ appearance was more difficult.

      The train was packed with more than people, dogs, and dinosaurs. While some of the riders were wearing the latest trends in apocalyptic fashion, many more seemed to have taken personal style to an outlandish level.

      “What do you think this guy is supposed to be?” Eve asked Jerry under her breath while pointing out a man in a crash helmet and star-spangled jumpsuit. “It can’t be Captain America. He’s not tall enough.”

      The Librarian studied the man for a moment before responding. “That is quite obviously Evel Knievel. You can tell because he doesn’t have a shield and Cap never wore a sequined cape.”

      “That lizard thinks he’s so big, just because he’s so big,” Fidget mumbled. 

      Eve squatted down and stroked the dog’s head a couple of times before scratching under its chin. When the dog looked up and made eye contact, she whispered, “What did we say, Fidget?”  

      “No talking,” Fidget sighed. “But it’s really hard. I spent most of my life not talking and now that I can, I feel like I always should.”

      “I know. But not here. It’s too dangerous. Why don’t you take a nap like Chewy and Sasquatch?” Eve pointed to the two slumbering dogs. Once on board the train, the mastiff and Great Dane had immediately taken over a bench and had been snoring ever since. Several riders had tried to move them to gain access to the seats, but they had been met with only flatulence and indifference.

      “All they do is sleep,” whispered the Beagle.

      “That’s because big dogs like them need a lot of rest,” Eve said. “Aren’t you a big dog, too?”

      Fidget’s tail beat against the train’s rubber flooring. The Beagle nodded and jumped up onto the bench to join his friends. He landed on Sasquatch, who subsequently grumbled, broke wind and continued snoring while Fidget curled up between the two bigger dogs.

      “Oh, the joys of talking dog ownership,” Eve said to Jerry once the Beagle closed his eyes and pretended to snore.  

      “Honestly, in this car,” Jerry said, gesturing to the crowd inside the train, “a talking dog isn’t even near the weirdest thing.”

      It wasn’t just the star-spangled man in the crash helmet that stood out. The train car was packed with more personalities than Sybil’s group therapy session.

      From where they were standing, Jerry could see a Santa, a pirate, a chef, and a woman dressed like some kind of wasteland cat. Another man with a round face wore a parka in high-visibility yellow that looked well-suited for the winter weather that was rolling in off Lake Erie. It wasn’t the jacket that seemed out of place; it was the Channel 5 microphone he insisted on shoving in people’s faces whenever he struck up a conversation.

      “Chip Bennet, Channel 5. We’re talking to people about the big show. Can we get your name for the audience?”

      Currently, that microphone was in a ninja’s face as the man in the yellow parka tried to make conversation. This was no ordinary ninja, however. Less master assassin and more cut-rate killer, the ninja’s ensemble appeared to be assembled from thread worn black bed sheets and strips of torn black fabric that was possibly a curtain. He wore a pair of swords across his back in such a way that he could draw them with either hand. And, while there was no way of telling if the swords were real, the nunchucks he wore on his belt were clearly just two pieces of broom handle wrapped in electrical tape and tied together with a bit of string. He probably made the costume himself, but his mother may have helped.

      “I am known only as the Black Dragon,” he said. “Warrior of the Fang, Lord of the Shadow Realm, and Keeper of the Six-Demon Bag.”

      “I see,” said Chip. “And are those flips flops over your socks?” 

      Both men looked at the ninja’s feet.

      “They are,” the Black Dragon answered. 

      Whether the riders mingled, practiced their ninjitsu skills or kept to themselves, they were all under the watchful eye of an ever-vigilant lifeguard named Chad. Chad had perched up on the back of a seat and scanned the crowd through pitch black Ray Bans. Aside from a pair of red board shorts and a white strip of zinc on his nose, he wore nothing but a whistle around his neck. The costume was a poor choice for February in northern Ohio.

      “And what about Fidget’s friend?” Jerry asked Eve, pointing to the inflatable dinosaur costume.

      “That’s the Horrorsaurus Rex,” said a man standing next to them. “She says she’s your worst nightmare. And she snarls. But it’s not as scary as it is funny, because the head just kind of bounces a lot when she moves. And those little arms aren’t scaring anybody. Not that real T-Rexes are scary. Because they aren’t real. That’s what my mom used to always say because Jurassic Park gave me nightmares as a kid and she told me they’re not real, Tony. I mean, they were. But not anymore. But that’s what she told me so I could go to sleep.”

      Jerry and Eve stared at the man. He was average height, average weight, and, based on nothing but the look in his eyes, average intelligence. It was actually remarkable how exceptionally average he seemed. The wordy explanation had caught them off guard and they weren’t sure how to respond.

      “She’s a dinosaur,” the man said, pointing to the T-Rex.  

      “Okay.” Eve had recovered first. “But why is she a dinosaur?”

      “Because she was going to be a dragon. But there’s this other guy who was a dragon on the last show and the Horrorsaurus Rex thought it’d be bad for her personal brand to be seen as a poor imitation of someone else’s dragon. Which I don’t really see as a problem because you could just be a different kind of dragon since there are so many kinds to choose from, especially when you consider the stark differences in eastern and western cultural depictions. But she thought it was just easier to be a dinosaur instead. Plus, she already had the costume.”

      “I think what she’s asking,” Jerry said, “is why is she any kind of reptile? What’s with all the costumes?”

      “Because you need a schtick, right? Yeah, you could just enter the race like normal people but they say that showing a bit of personality increases your chances of getting air time and making the audience love you. So, it doesn’t hurt to dress up a bit. Like that guy.” He pointed to the passenger who had dressed as a classic pirate. He had a patch over one eye, a stuffed parrot on his shoulder and a peg leg.

      “That’s Long John. He’s a pirate and he’s really dedicated to the role because he’s got that fake leg. Or now that I think about it, he may have already had that leg and it’s a real fake leg. What would you call a fake, fake leg anyway? It would still be a fake leg, right? But so is a real one.”

      “I’m not sure I’m qualified to say,” Jerry said.

      “So, he’s a real pirate though, and he’s all Aargh this and Aargh that, but it’s just for the show. And that guy behind him with the gray beard. You see him? He’s a wizard. You just can’t tell he’s a wizard because he was the last one to get on the train and it was getting crowded in here and no one was really making room, so he pushed his way on but got his robe caught in the doors. It was kind of funny, because he was trapped in the door, but he wasn’t getting hurt, so some of us had laughed. But he didn’t want to ride the whole way trapped in the door, so he slipped out of his wizard’s robe and sat down.”

      “Just like magic,” Eve said and smiled at Jerry.

      “Right? But I hope he goes back and gets it because it’s really hard to tell he’s a wizard without it. Yeah, he’s got the beard, but that could be a hermit’s beard or a guru’s beard or like a guy that’s been hung up in a dungeon for a long time; his beard. It could be a lot of beards so you don’t really know it’s a wizard’s beard without the robes. I mean, he is wearing the wizard’s hat, and he has the staff, but the clothes make the man right? Like you should probably wear some glasses and kind of one of those tweed suits maybe with a bow tie.”

      The gears of the conversation had shifted so quickly that Jerry struggled to keep pace. “I’m sorry, what are we talking about now?”

      The man smiled as if Jerry had told him a joke. “I mean everyone knows who you are anyway but it doesn’t hurt to dress the part.” 

      “What are you talking about?” asked Eve.

      “Come on. He knows who he is, right? He’s the Librarian! I’m a big fan, by the way. So, you probably don’t need anything because they’re definitely going to put you on the show no matter what. But I was thinking you could dress like a librarian, too, and it could be kind of fun.”

      “Are all of these people going to be on the show?” Eve asked to change the subject.

      “They wish,” the man said after laughing for a moment. “Not everyone makes it. That’s why they’re trying to stand out with all these awesome costumes and gimmicks. There’s a guy here, he puts on a pig nose and calls himself Chris Bacon. It’s hilarious.”

      “Why is that hilarious?” Eve asked.

      “His middle initial is P. Sorry, I forgot to say that part. That’s what makes it funny when you put it in with the other parts.”

      “What about you?” Jerry asked. “Have you got a gimmick?”

      “I sure do. Check it out!” The man pulled his shirt over his head and turned around to reveal a star tattoo covering the majority of his back.

      “It’s a star,” Eve said after a moment.

      “It’s a big star!” The man insisted. “Like, as in, I’m going to be a big star for their show. As in, I’ve got star power. I figure if I’m behind at any point in the race, I can rip off my shirt and yell, ‘Star power!’ and then kind of get a second wind and it’ll be fun. You know, for me and for the home audience.”

      Jerry signaled he got the gist and gestured for the man to put his shirt back on. “So, you’re really going with the less is more approach?”

      “Yeah, I’ll admit it’s a little underwhelming.” He pulled his shirt back into place. “But I thought it was a great idea until I got on the train and saw everyone else. I’m not even the only guy with a tattoo. I saw a guy that tattooed his name across his face. Now that’s commitment.”

      “Maybe he kept forgetting it,” Jerry said.

      “Not likely. His name was The Savage…something. Or something Savage. Whatever it was, you don’t forget a name like that.”

      “No,” said Jerry. “You sure don’t.”

      “Oh, my name is Lance Fury, by the way. I mean, it’s really Anthony Rogers, but I thought this would be a good opportunity to spice things up a bit. It’s hard getting used to a new name, though. Have you ever tried to change your name?”

      “A surprising number of times,” said Eve before Jerry could answer.

      “It never really takes hold,” said Jerry.

      “Yeah, probably. But I figured it was worth a shot though, right?”

      Jerry stuck out his hand to shake. “It’s nice to meet you, Lance.”

      “Yeah.” Lance shook the offered hand and grew more excited with each passing second. “That’s the first time anyone’s called me Lance. It sounds good when other people say it, too. I mean, it sounded great in the mirror, but you never really know if a good idea sucks or not until it comes out of someone else’s mouth. Man, it kind of feels like I’m meeting myself for the first time, too. I’m going to go introduce Lance to some more folks. Anyway, good luck on the race.”

      “Oh, we’re not here for the race,” Jerry said. “I’m here to see an old friend.”

      “Oh, that’s a relief. I know I’m probably going to win, because you have to go in with that kind of attitude, right? A winning mindset is everything, so I’ve got that. But I’m glad I don’t have to compete against the Librarian, you know? No, how would you know?”

      “Oh, I know,” Jerry said. There were more than a few impostors out in the wastes using his name and trading on his reputation. He’d come face-to-face with a couple over the years. And Thomas Caine was still out there, still making movies about the Librarian that were little more than recruitment films for the Remnant army. “I know, more than you know, you know?”

      “Yeah, I totally get that.” Lance said, not getting it at all. He took Jerry’s hand again and gave it a vigorous shake before walking off to be Lance in front of other people. “Good luck.”

      They smiled at one another as the conversation had left both of them somewhat dizzy.

      “Well, that was exhausting,” Eve said and leaned against the wall.

      Jerry pointed over her shoulder out the window. “There it is.”

      Before the end of the world, the broadcast tower was nothing special. But today, the fact it was still standing made it unique. The enemy, whoever they had been, had targeted communications structures across the country with several types of weapons. That the tower in Cleveland went untouched was somewhat remarkable. That the powers in the city had made it operable again was a miracle.

      Eve stared at the tower. “Do you think this will work?”

      “Of course.” Jerry turned away from the window. “People love television.”

      Eve faced him and spoke softly. “I mean the plan.”

      Jerry shrugged. “I’ve been known to give a rousing speech or two in my time.”

      “It’s different on camera,” Eve teased. “You’ll look fatter, for one.”

      “We have to let everyone know what the Remnant has planned. Even with Mason and Lana spreading the news up and down the river, word of mouth just isn’t spreading fast enough. We’ve lost too much ground.”

      “Their advances have really slowed,” she said, trying to sound positive. 

      “Thank God for that,” Jerry said. “They came out of hiding and took half the settlements in the east before anyone knew what was happening. We can’t let them take any more.”

      “My point is that maybe they’ve reached the limit of what they can conquer.”

      “Maybe what they can take by force,” Jerry said. “But they’ve got other things in the works. I told you what I saw in that lab. People like that aren’t going to be content with a little or half. They want it all. They have to be stopped. And if that’s going to happen, we’re going to need help.”

      “Do you think your friend will let you use the tower?”

      “I don’t see why not. Jax is one of the good guys.”

      A shout came from the front of the train. It was a command, and several metallic bangs followed as something blacked out the train’s windows and the cabin went dark.

      Several of the passengers began shouting questions.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Who turned out the lights?”

      “Whose hand was that?”

      “What are you doing to us?”

      “Seriously, whose hand was it?”

      “Is there some kind of problem with the train?”

       “Honestly, I’m not mad, I just want to know whose hand it was.”

      When the interior lights flickered back on, Jerry had already drawn the gun from beneath his jacket and was ready to react.

      “Hey, hey, Librarian.” Lance was standing on the other side of the train, signaling for him to lower the weapon. He made his way quickly through the confused crowd. “It’s okay. You don’t have to shoot anything because they’re just dropping the shutters because we’re coming up on The Bats.”

      “The Bats?” Jerry asked.

      “Yeah, well, they call it that because of all the vampires and vampires are like bats. They could call it Vampire Island. Though it’s not really an island so I guess that part doesn’t work. But it does kind of sound like a destination. You know? It gives it some more romance. But, anyway, that’s why they put armor plates all over the train. They’re there for this part of the trip.”

      Gunfire from outside the train soon drowned the clack of the wheels against the rails. Jerry couldn’t tell if the bullets were coming toward them or being fired into the city from the train. The screaming was definitely coming from outside. They weren’t the sounds of fear but the wails of monsters that pierced the train’s armor plate and rolled through the car, silencing the riders inside. All conversations ceased. The guy in the yellow parka lowered his microphone. The lifeguard got down from his perch. Even Jerry and Eve stood a little closer together while the dogs continued snoring.

      Looking around the cabin, it was easy to tell who was new to the area and who was used to the experience. The locals continued to chat at slightly lower volumes and going about their lives. One rider sat silently, carving a drawing into the seat. It was a crudely doodled dick.
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      The train pulled into the rail station at the base of Tower City. Once a shopping and commercial complex at the heart of Cleveland’s downtown, the building now served as the center of power for The Cleave’s post-apocalyptic resurgence.

      Jerry, Eve, and the dogs stepped off the train and rode an escalator up into a voluminous atrium filled with people. Music blared, people danced, and a wave of applause and cheers exploded as the citizens in the complex welcomed the newcomers to The Cleave. It felt like arriving late to a party that had been happening for days.

      The atrium was several stories tall, and it looked like there was a different party happening on every floor. Streamers and confetti fell from the upper levels, filling the air with flutters of color and covering the crowd in festive cheer.

      Banners hung all around with various messages, welcoming the new arrivals. The largest of them all was hung across the center of the atrium and read, “Welcome to The Omega Run!”

      Smaller banners adorned the rest of the space with slogans and mantras about competition and victory. Each was branded with The Omega Run logo, a figure depicted in mid stride before the final letter of the Greek alphabet.

      “Run fast. Survive faster. The Omega Run.”

      “Only the strongest don’t die. The Omega Run.”

      “The Last Race You’ll Ever Run. The Omega Run.”

      “Run hard. Don’t die.” Eve read one of the banners aloud. “That’s some nugget of wisdom right there.”

      “It’s not really encouraging for the folks that are here for the race,” Jerry said, trying to pick someone official out of the throng to approach.

      Eve searched the crowd as well. “After all this time in the apocalypse, I thought death-based game shows were the one cliché we might actually not encounter.”

      “I guess, if you’re going to make a comeback, you might as well go big,” Jerry said. “It got people watching TV again.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “If there’s a chance we can reach the people and stop the Remnant, it might be.”

      A new round of cheers went up as the Horrorsaurus Rex climbed onto a statue that stood in the middle of the atrium. Encouraging the dinosaur with shouts and cheers, the floppy-headed T-Rex struggled to reach the top. This turned to applause when she reached the apex, raised her tiny arms and pointed to the Greatest Show Left on Earth banner behind him.

      “Hey, everyone! Who am I?” The Horrorsaurus Rex reared back and roared in an attempt to recreate the iconic shot from Jurassic Park.

      It wasn’t even close, but the audience was forgiving in their love of nostalgic references and erupted in thunderous applause for the effort.

      “Stupid lizard thinks he’s so big,” mumbled Fidget.

      “Quiet,” Eve snapped. “You’ll attract attention to yourself.”

      “There’s a girl dressed like a lizard. That cat lady is running around without her fur on. And that guy in the wizard’s robe is going around asking everyone whose hand it was. But I’m the one that’s making a spectacle of myself?”

      Jerry searched the crowd for the cat lady without her fur on. It was the apocalyptic kitty from the train. “He’s got a point.”

      “Please, don’t undermine me in front of the Beagle,” Eve said and turned back to Fidget. “They do seem rather distracted. But it’s best for you to keep quiet. You remember that time in Rustwater?”

      Fidget hung his head. “Yes.”

      “And what did we learn after that?” Eve asked.

      “Not everyone likes their pants licked.”

      “Not that.”

       Fidget plopped down in a huff and repeated the lesson for the one billionth time. It had a singsong quality to it that helped him remember lessons. “If you don’t know, shut your hole.”

      “That’s right,” Eve said. “So, let’s keep it down until we’re alone.”

      “But if I’m alone, who will I talk to?”

      “She meant alone with us,” Jerry said.

      “Oh,” Fidget said and laid his head down. “Words are hard.”

      The crowd from the train was moving about, but they didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. After a few moments spent examining the area, Jerry realized it was because there was nowhere to go. All the exits appeared to be blocked or cordoned off. The would-be contestants didn’t seem bothered by their confinement in the atrium and used their time to prove themselves worthy of the camera’s attention.

      Chip Bennet, with the long defunct Channel 5, was shoving the microphone into people’s faces and asking them about the weather. More than a reporter, he was an on-the-scenes weatherman and was interviewing others in the crowd about the situation and then throwing it back to a team in studio that didn’t really exist. “Back to you, Chuck and Nancy.”

      Long John the pirate had drawn a rusty cutlas and was trying to rile up the crowd to plunder, pillage and party while the Black Dragon crept around the room pretending he was stalking his prey. Every now and then, he’d drop a smoke bomb and attempt to disappear. Unfortunately for the Warrior of the Fang, they were just the cheap smoke bombs you could buy at a roadside fireworks stand, and the pyrotechnics that followed were less than dramatic.

      Jerry didn’t have any sense that anything was wrong. After years in the wasteland, trapped was a feeling you got just like you did hunger or embarrassed. Despite the barricades and locked doors, he wasn’t sensing any danger. Still, he started checking the exits again for a clear, quick way out. He felt a tightness grow in his chest that he recognized as anxiousness but couldn’t pinpoint a stimulus. He scanned the massive crowd. There didn’t appear to be any reason for concern. The Cleave authorities had a strong presence in the atrium to watch over the people. Then he realized what seemed off.

      “This is the largest crowd I’ve seen since…Well, since.”

      Eve studied the crowd. “You’re right. I can’t remember the last time I saw this many people in one place. It was certainly before everything changed.”

      “It’s a little overwhelming.”

      “It doesn’t seem to be bothering anyone else,” Eve said.

      “Of course not. We just got off the train with two hundred people who all think they are the center of attention.”

      The Horrorsaurus Rex had gotten down from the statue and the lifeguard had taken her place. He applied a new strip of zinc to his nose and settled in to keep the crowd safe. He put the whistle in his mouth, blew a short blast, then yelled, “Walk!”

      The Black Dragon was now breakdancing even though the music didn’t really call for it.

      Then the music stopped. The breakdancing stopped. The Lifeguard, ever vigilant, scanned the crowd from his perch atop the statue. He shielded his eyes from a sun that wasn’t shining and scanned the room until he saw something and pointed it out. “Up there!”

      Two levels up, a lone figure stood at the balcony railing overlooking the crowd. He raised his arms and yelled for silence.

      The crowd complied and the atrium grew silent.

      Once the final murmurs had subsided the figure lowered his arms and shouted. “Ladies and Gentlemen, you have traveled from far and wide to arrive here today at the new entertainment capital of the world. Please allow me to introduce to you the creator and producer of The Omega Run and your hostess for the duration, Sister Oblivion!”

      Spurred on by the residents of The Cleave that were seeded amid their ranks, the crowd broke into wild applause. Whoops and cheers followed until everyone was on their feet cheering for whoever this person was that they were about to see.

      The woman in question came flying up to the railway and placed her hands on it as if she was about to vault into the air. Instead of plummeting, she leaned over the rail and waved wildly to the crowd with both hands. “Look at all you beautiful people!”

      Her look could best be defined as Carmen Miranda meets Gladiator. Sparkling and intimidating, it was like a Vegas showgirl’s outfit with leather straps to hold all the important parts in place.

      She ate up the applause, shouting out platitudes for almost a full minute before formally addressing the crowd. “Welcome, everyone! Ever since the first fire when man stared upon Prometheus’ gift, we have been captivated by the flickering dance of light and sought to conjure the images we perceive in the flames and turn them into reality.”

      She let her words hang in the air above the crowd. For their part, the crowd just stared back in hopes there would be more words, a translator or, at the very least, some kind of sign language interpreter to help explain what they had just heard.

      The woman threw her arms in to the air and screamed, “TV is back!”

      This, the crowd loved and it was several moments before she could speak again.

      “My name is Sister Oblivion and through our efforts here in The Cleave, we are once again beaming entertainment directly into homes and hovels across the wasteland, giving the weary an escape from the torments and toils of post-apocalyptic life. And I want you all to be a part of it.”

      The crowd cheered even louder because they were being included in the presentation. People loved it when they were included.

      This time, Sister Oblivion didn’t wait for the energy to ebb. She shouted over the crowd. “Ever since mankind crawled from the ocean, they have needed someone to clap their flippers for. Television gives mankind that opportunity. It gives us heroes and villains. It gives us champions to root for and zeroes to boo. It gives us a place to put our hope for a better tomorrow. As a contestant on The Omega Run, you could be that person. You could win the adoration of—at our best guess—thousands of adoring fans.

      “And if you win. There’s no telling what heights of fame you might reach with your very own show on my network.”

      The crowd was in awe at the thought as they disappeared briefly into visions of their own dreams. This is why they had come.

      “Tomorrow, many of you will be a part of the greatest gameshow ever created. Many more of you won’t. That’s very sad but that is, in fact, showbiz. But let’s stay positive, shall we?” She raised her arms until the crowd settled. “We’re about to get started. Get your winning personality ready. Get your best smile set. Or you can sneer if you’d rather. The world loves a rogue.”

      She gave the crowd a moment to decide between smile or sneer. And the audience tried both before they went with what felt right for them.

      “All right, then,” Sister Oblivion screamed, “release the agents!”

      The blast of an air horn ripped through the atrium and doors on all sides of the space opened up. Men and women dressed in suits and ties raced into the crowd and began signing contestants. They moved quickly and decisively through the crowd recruiting and dismissing people as they went.

      “These are professional talent scouts,” Sister Oblivion explained from the balcony. “They know star quality when they see it. They are looking for strength, charisma, that je ne sais quoi and, at least, passable hygiene. They can spot a natural star, a diamond in the rough, or even a turd that could use a little polishing. They can be your best friend. Of course, if you win, they will get a producer credit on your show. But that’s the price of fame. No one makes it alone.”

      The more colorful contestants were selected first. Several of the agents made a direct line for the Horrorsaurus Rex and fought over which one of them got to represent the dinosaur.

      The other applicants saw the attention lavished on the T-Rex and dialed up their own efforts to stand out in the crowd. Channel 5’s Chip Bennet began to act like it was storming inside the atrium and did a pretty fair walking against the wind bit until one of the agents tapped him on the shoulder.

      The agents made their way through the crowd with practiced efficiency, parsing potential stars from those doomed to be viewers for eternity. The chosen ones were ushered up the atrium’s stairs and assembled on the second level so the crowd could look upon the chosen few.

      The dime-store ninja went next. But instead of ascending the staircase, he chose to scale the railing. Once he reached the top, he did a backflip on to the landing and gave the dinosaur a high five.

      Tiffany Flexx was chosen next. This woman was dressed in a Lycra bodysuit and knit leg warmers. She aerobicized her way up the stairs and did a high kick that almost caught a man in a tuxedo in the chin.

      They were soon joined by a fully geared-up football player in a blue Polk High jersey with the number thirty-three on his back. Once selected, he had tucked an imaginary ball under his arm and rushed up the stairs for an imaginary touchdown. He spiked the invisible ball and yelled, “Brock Rampage!”

      Behind him, a bearded man in a Hawaiian shirt had reached the top of the stairs and tried to wrestle the dinosaur. This was Ju Jitsu Johnny. He tried to wrestle everything.

      The level of swearing soon rose to match the cheers in the room as more and more of the would-be stars discovered they wouldn’t be stars at all.

      The wizard shouted, “Abracadamn!” as he was selected to join the others on the platform. He raced up the stairs, moved to the front of the platform and raised his arms into the air. “Abracadamn!” he shouted once more and two fireballs exploded from his fingertips. The flames quickly vanished into trails of smoke but the applause remained.

      Back on the ground, the crowd was growing testy.  An animosity was building toward those who had been selected and those that had been left behind were starting to vocalize their displeasure.

      Sister Oblivion smiled as the jeers grew louder. She allowed the angst to rise until just before it exploded before she spoke. “For those of you little people down there, you’ll be happy to know that your dream doesn’t end here. Just because you weren’t picked to be a winner doesn’t mean you can’t be a star.”

      Another group of agents entered the floor. Though they were dressed much like the first, these talent scouts were looking
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