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Elliot woke standing on the tracks again.

Cold steel under his boots, air sharp with dust, the wasteland lying out flat and pale in every direction. He blinked, rubbed grit out of his eyes. The sky hung the color of dirty glass, no sun, no moon, just a gray sheet that pressed everything down.

The tracks ran north and south, useless as bones in the ground. No trains anymore. No one even alive who remembered hearing one run. But here he was, middle of nowhere, shoes worn thin, clutching that busted radio against his chest like it was worth something.

He had no memory of walking out here. Same as the last time. He went to sleep on the camp cot, woke up thirty miles from it. Could’ve been thirty hours, for all he knew.

He twisted the radio’s knob. Static rose up, thin at first, then thick as insects buzzing in a jar. He held it close.

The voice came in low. A whisper under the hiss.

“Thirty-one days until fire.”

He froze. Held his breath like maybe the thing would say more. But the static swallowed it whole.

Elliot let out the breath slow. He told himself it was just noise, just a trick his head pulled on him. Except he’d heard it clear, words in his ear like someone was standing behind him.

He looked down the track. Nothing. No figures, no lights, just rusted rails and weeds burned white by heat.

He thought about turning back right away, hiking till he hit the shanty camp again. Problem was he didn’t know which way he’d come. Tracks stretched out straight, horizon both ends, no signposts, no smoke from a fire to guide him. He might’ve stood there an hour trying to choose.

Finally, he walked north. Not because he knew it was right, but because it felt less wrong.

The wasteland never changed. Burned-out cars half buried in sand. Concrete slabs from buildings blown to chalk. The wind carried smells that didn’t belong, chemical one second, rotten meat the next. People called it ghost weather, air coughing up reminders of the cities that used to stand.

He checked the radio again. Static, no voice. He shook it once, hard. It cracked like bones but kept hissing.

Behind him, something clanged.

He spun, crouched low. Just an empty can rolling across the gravel bed. He watched it knock against the rail and settle.

His mouth was dry. He wanted water, but his canteen was back at the shack. He’d walked out of camp carrying only the radio. No food, no knife, not even his boots tied. That’s how it always went. Something pulled him in his sleep, walked him out blind, left him here with nothing but the voices.

He thought about Selina. She said it was all in his head. Dreams that felt real, nerves misfiring from hunger. She told him to eat more, drink more, sleep less on his back. He almost believed her until he’d woken in the tracks the third time. And now the fourth.

He walked. Gravel crunched under his shoes. The sound carried far, too far. Made him think of raiders hiding, waiting. But nobody came.

Every hundred yards he glanced at the radio. Still static. He wanted it to speak again. He didn’t care what it said—better words than silence.

The rails cut through a dead forest. Blackened stumps lined both sides, wood charred down to splinters. He saw shapes moving between them, shadows tall as men. He told himself they were tricks of the eyes. Shadows didn’t wear masks, though. Shadows didn’t carry rifles slung on their backs.

He slowed. Watched careful. Nothing followed him out of the stumps. When he looked back a final time, all he saw were the dead trees standing quiet.

The whisper came again. Louder.

“Thirty-one days until fire.”

It was the same voice, flat, sexless. Like a child who’d forgotten how to speak and was learning again.

He stopped walking, pressed the radio close. “What fire?” he said.

Static replied, rolling like surf. Then: “Thirty-one days.”

He turned in a circle, scanning the horizon. He thought maybe the voice would belong to someone standing out there, broadcasting. Maybe a camp with batteries, some lunatic playing games. But it came from nowhere, just air.

He wanted to smash the radio against the rail, watch it crack apart, see the guts spill. But he couldn’t. Every time he thought about breaking it, something inside warned him it’d be worse not knowing than knowing.

He walked another mile. His legs ached. Gravel bit through the soles of his shoes. He tried not to picture how far camp was, or if he’d ever get back. Tried not to picture his sister waking and finding him gone again. She wouldn’t cry this time. She’d just shake her head, tell the others he’d wandered off like a dog chasing voices.

The voice returned, softer now. “Thirty-one days until fire. Until all of you burn.”

He stopped cold.

That was new.

He looked down the line. Way off, he saw a shimmer, something like heatwaves. Could’ve been firelight. Could’ve been nothing. He blinked and it was gone.

He realized he was gripping the radio so hard his knuckles went white. He lowered it, let it hang loose.

Another whisper: “You won’t run this time.”

Elliot set the radio on the rail. He backed away two steps, eyes fixed on it like it might crawl. The thing hissed, sputtered, then died. Dead silence.

The sky rumbled. Sounded like thunder rolling underground. He tilted his head. No clouds, just flat gray. The rumble went on, steady, mechanical.

He knew that sound. Once, years ago, he’d heard stories from old-timers about the last trains, engines that roared like that. Except the tracks were dead, the engines gone. He turned
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