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Chapter One: Eight Years Later

The shipyard was more hectic than usual. A sweeping mass of fresh faces assimilated amongst the faces of those who frequented the storefronts for years. Somehow, they all looked the same. Little Ezekiel shoved an old, rusty gate open and walked down the gravel path in the alley to the main section of the shopping district. Lugging a large bag of collectables, he trudged his way down the boardwalk to Old Sal’s curio stand at the south end. The sack was nearly as heavy as Ezekiel, but he was more than experienced at lifting heavy things. The torn pages of a Traveler’s Duty magazine were hanging loosely from the boy’s pockets. A picture of the Grand Canyon, Ezekiel’s favorite, was sticking so far out that the gentle spring breeze was nearly mighty enough to sweep the page square out of his shorts. Ezekiel looked passively at the unclean, aging shop owners as they conducted their daily business. As was the usual, people stood around the stands and kiosks, chatting about the year’s crops, raids, elections, or any new parts of the city that recently got the seal of approval to explore. Expansion was an exciting prospect for many in Boston, but Ezekiel wasn’t fazed by it at all. He had already been doing it for years.

Old Sal’s shop was what can only be described as a pile of junk and wood which could be torn apart by the lightest breeze. The old man never really made any money from the junk he pawned off, so most citizens hypothesized he had a second, less obvious source of income. There were underground rumors he hosted dog fights by the Warf every Sunday, but that was just speculation. Honestly, little Ezekiel didn’t care about what he did to make his living. He only cared that Sal would buy his goods and give him enough money to buy food and medicine for his mother. A stable source of income wasn’t common in Ezekiel’s part of town, or any part of town. It was up to the day if his scavenged goods would do the trick for him.

Ezekiel slung the large burlap sack onto the plywood shelf in front of the stand. The aging Italian man looked up from his book and stared down at the child with a smug grin on his face. 

“Morning Ez! What glorified pieces of trash have you brought for ol’ Sal today?” 

Ez, with a rather bitter look on his face, replied “Just a bag of records I found at some old shop in the far western district.”

“The far west district you say? Well, that’s a dangerous spot. Did you waft in any of that disgusting chemical? I heard last week it was still lingering up by Charter Street.” 

“Yeah, there was still that awful smell around there, but nothing that could make me sick or anything.”

Sal’s Grin faded. “Well keep on your toes kid, you are my number one customer, and I don’t want to see you become one of those wandering pale freaks like the ones in Lexington, you hear?”

Ezekiel chuckled. “Come on Sal, I know you really don’t believe in the roamers. Quit teasing me.” 

“Don’t tell me that like you know. I’ve seen em’ before with my own two eyes.” 

“Forget I said anything. Just look at what I’ve brought you.”

With a thud, a stack of once-precious records spilled out onto the planks like a line of dominos. Sal began to sift through them until he noticed a plastic, alabaster-colored disc, which was absolutely caked in dust. 

“Huh. this is the White Album. My sweet god, I haven’t seen one of these since before everything fell apart.” The grey-haired man seemed very pleased by the find. Ezekiel became curious. 

“What is so special about that one, Sal? They all look the same.”

 “Ah, you wouldn’t get it kid. Your generation could never see the value in this. All you need to know is that you’ve struck gold.” 

“Well, if they were so great, how much is it worth to you?” Ezekiel said, pointing to the lockbox with a broken clasp.

“Well, I’ll say something to the tune of twenty-five Foundercoins,” Old Sal said, lifting the dust covered vinyl into the air endearingly.

Ezekiel’s eyes lit up. “Twenty-five? That’s enough money to buy medicine for a month.” 

Sal put the merchandise back down onto the table and reached under his kiosk. 

“Do we have a deal? Here, I’ll give you the money now.” 

He slid open the box under the display shelf and pulled out five large brass squares. Each was smudged by oil and skin grease, but the city label was still clearly legible in their top right corners.

“Well, I’m glad I could help out,” Ez said, swiping the currency from the countertop.

“Hey kid. Keep bringing me good stuff like this, and you might even be able to afford to put a little bit of fat on those twig-legs of yours.”

 

~ * ~

 

The grocery stand was only a quarter mile down the road, and Ezekiel gleefully skipped the entire way with a beaming grin on his face. He already knew what he wanted to buy with his newfound riches. The thought of something sweet made the boy salivate. Fresh grown strawberries. Only twice before in his life had he been able to afford the delicacy. Once on his birthday, when his mother gave him five dollars to spend, and once when he found a stash of jewelry in a broken lockbox. Ever since the toxin eliminated most farmers and crop fields, fruit of any kind had become a product in demand by the highest in the social hierarchy. It was naturally tangy, not like the processed pastries and stale candy which were constantly found in every corner of the ruins. People grew tired of packaged goods: the cereals, the trail mix, the boxed raisins, and it was hard to afford anything else since the few remaining growers held a total monopoly on the price of their crop. Ezekiel made quick work of finding the largest crate of berries on sale and made his way out, but only after throwing the ripest of the bunch into a beggar’s baseball cap. 

 

~ * ~

 

Ezekiel marched his way through the back roads and grassy patches of the district, homeward bound with a box of strawberries as long as a suitcase. He hummed a little tune from his childhood, but couldn’t seem to remember what it was called. His mother used to hum it to him on cold nights to remind him it takes more than a little chill to kill a man. The Great Plague swept through not long after. The singing never made a comeback after the vaccinations took their course. As he reached the chorus, Ezekiel passed by a small, pillbox-shaped storage garage. His happy song was cut short when the child noticed the shape of a man slumped over a stack of brown bags. Curious as to who had taken shelter in such a weary, beaten down place, Ezekiel turned the corner to have a little peak at the squatter. It was a charcoal warehouse. The walls were covered in black stains and the entire place smelled of a long over-tended bonfire. Next to the man was a backpack, torn in three places, as well as two empty canteens of water.

The man was very tan, darker than most of the people Ezekiel sees around Boston. He had a long butch style of black hair and a thick, untrimmed beard. He was in very good physical condition, but also seemed exhausted and underfed, like a deprived jungle cat that learned to walk on two feet. The squatter looked to be in his late thirties, but the strange marks and scars on his face gave him the appearance of someone much older. His blue jeans and simple t-shirt were stained by an undeterminable substance. At best, it was mud. A homeless man on the south side covered in disgusting stains was certainly unusual, but it was also potentially dangerous. Ezekiel’s mother always warned him folks he didn’t know were usually bad, but Ez never really believed that. Ez always read that good people help people in his stories, and they only hurt bad people. Ez couldn’t know which the traveler was until he asked.

Ezekiel almost pitied the man. He looked like he needed help.  It was easy to get sick in a crowded place like Boston if you didn’t have a roof over your head. Slowly, Ezekiel approached the husk of a man. As he drew close, the stranger’s eyes snapped wide open and he flung to his feet, which did a good job of startling the boy. The traveler had a black handgun of some kind in his left hand. It was smaller, compact, and had series of scratches streaking down the barrel. The man soon realized he was only looking at a child, so he lowered the pistol and sat back down on the bags.

A few moments of incredibly awkward silence passed before Ezekiel gathered the courage to speak. “You aren’t from around here, are you mister?” 

The traveler wiped the sleet from his eyes and stared back down at the child. “What I am is trying to sleep, but I guess that’s down the drain now. No, I’m not really from anywhere around here, kid. Don’t you find strange folks wandering around all the time?”

“Yeah we do, but we really don’t get that many new people these days, and whenever we do, it must be some kind of special occasion.” 

“Well, I guess you could say that me arriving here is a special occasion of some sort.” 

“Look mister. I’m real sorry for waking you. I just wanted to see if you were hurt. There are a lot of hurt people around here nowadays. I’m Ezekiel, but people who know me just call me Ez. What’s your name?”

“Well...” The man looked thoroughly surprised by the simple greeting. “It’s nice to meet you Ez. I apologize if I look stern, it has just been a while since anyone has really given me a formal greeting. The name is Jack. I just arrived here a few days ago.” 

“What do you mean you’re not used to getting formal greetings? The folks around here always take time to introduce themselves.” 

“It’s just not all that common where I come from to make an introduction like that.” 

“Why not?”

Jack stretched his narrow but tight shoulders. “Well, where I come from, it doesn’t matter what you are or who you are, it is what you do that counts. People know you for what you can accomplish, nothing else.”  

“And where exactly do you come from, Jack?” 

“I guess I come from here, and there, and a little bit of everywhere. But I started in Phoenix. We heard there was some kind of metropolis out here. Full of food, water, safety and shit. I decided to make the journey from there. I think it took us a full year to make it here, and I’m sure it could have been a lot faster than that, but we had to take some... necessary stops.”

Ezekiel adjusted the magazine pages in his pocket. Things just got a little more interesting. 

“Did I just hear you say you traveled to here from Arizona? How could you make a trip of thousands of miles with the gas still lingering everywhere?”

 “You’ve never left the city before, have you kid?” 

“I was born here. I’ve only explored this city to its outer limits, and no further. People say it’s dangerous outside the city. Only the desperate and convicted ever step foot out there.” 

Jack leaned forward and patted Ezekiel on the shoulder. “It is, but that doesn’t stop anyone from traveling through it. Have you ever heard any gossip around here about The Train, Ez?” 

He nodded his head with uncertainty. Ezekiel had heard of trains as a baby, but his mother said they all rusted and died off years ago. She was intoxicated at the time, so Ezekiel wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth or not. When he asked what they looked like, the best response she could manage for the toddler was “A big old metal tube that rolled around on tracks.”

It was hard to learn as a youth in Boston, but Ezekiel always went the extra mile to make sure he didn’t end up stupid like most of the other boys and girls in town. However, all the hard work and time he put into studying only served to make him a target. They would laugh and spit at him and call him silly names like ‘book worm’ or ‘paper kisser’, but none of it ever managed to bother Ez. He knew he was one of the strongest, fastest, and smartest kids in the colony, so things like that never managed to get under his skin.

“Alright then, make sure to picture what a train looks like in your head and keep it there. While we didn’t have the luxury of riding in actual locomotives all the way here, the survivors traveling on The Train did travel in a pattern that kind of looked like one. You see little Ez, I traveled here as a part of a formation made of four distinct parts that all held their own purpose while we traveled. First, there were a few men situated far out front of everybody else in a V shaped formation. Their job was to scout out towns and roads to make sure everyone else wasn’t walking into a deathtrap without a warning. Next, there was a long, rectangular section of the formation which contained most of the normal people with few special skills or strengths. Behind that, there was another set of columns which held all of the supply carts and medical equipment that was lugged around by the strongest, toughest people on board. Finally, in the back of all of that, there were a set of vehicles that were heavily armed that helped to defend the supplies in a place we called the caboose.”

Jack reached into his pack and pulled out a pale blue switchblade and flicked it open. He took it to the ground and began to carve a few basic shapes into the slightly mounded soil. One rectangle after another, he completed the drawing that represented his formation. Ez peered down at the set of odd, poorly-carved shapes. “Yeah, I can see why you would call it a train. How did you travel like that?” 

“We walked. How else?” 

“The WHOLE way?” 

“Ah, a bit of cynicism I see. Well, I can assure you my old feet have stepped on unfamiliar soil almost every second of the last year.”

 Ez raised an eyebrow.

 “Look kid, it’s not like we did it all overnight. This journey took hundreds of days and thousands of hours of walking. We were on a strictly set schedule as well. We always woke up at dawn, heel-toed a dozen miles a day, and set up camp when dusk arrived.”

Ez thought about the numbers for a moment in his head. Twelve miles a day multiplied by three hundred and sixty-five days would give them more than enough wiggle room to make it coast to coast.

“Alright then, how did you manage to travel in such a fanned-out pattern and still keep in touch with the rest of the people traveling with you?” 

Jack scratched his chin. “Oh, that was simple. Someone would use a megaphone to signal the start and stop of each day’s travels. It was loud as a tornado siren. I’m sure anyone standing within two miles could have heard that thing. When it finally broke halfway through the trip, we started using flares instead. Not as noticeable, but much more pleasant to the eardrum.”

The whole idea of ‘The Train’ sounded very primitive, but Ez had to admit it seemed interesting.

 “Yeah, a day on The Train was a hard day of work, guaranteed, but it always kept you preoccupied. You starting to get a better picture of exactly what I’m talking about, little Ez?”

 Ezekiel, while hating the whole notion of being called little, nodded. “Yeah, I think I’m starting to get the idea a little better. You just walked along in a handful of long, thin lines that stretched out horizontally in three or four tiers.” 

“Yeah, that’s a very accurate description to be made by a boy your age, kid. I’m impressed.” 

All this talk about moving across the barren wastes fed into Ezekiel’s obsession with exploring it. This stranger drew a reaction from him, and no matter how much he told him about this strange train, he felt the urge to learn more. “Hey Jack,” Ez started. “Would you mind answering a few questions for me?” 

Jack almost looked flattered. “Well of course, ask away. I’m always willing to help teach someone who wants to learn. What do you need to know?”

“Well, first...I would like to ask a little bit about the old world.” 

“Yeah, sure kid. What do you want to know?”

“I just wanted to know what it was like before all of this, so if you could run down what a usual day used to be for you, I feel like I could maybe understand it.” 

“Alright kid, sure. You see, the old world was a wonderful place, with just a few flaws. Unlike today, nobody used to worry about what to eat. It was more about what you could buy and what you had to do to keep your job.” 

“What was your job?” 

“Well, let’s see...I was in my late twenties back then, I used to be employed as a night guard at an old storage facility. It didn’t pay anything astronomical, but it gave me enough to help my family get by and taught me how to defend myself with a handgun, so I guess it was good enough.”

“Who was in your family?” 

This question seemed to strike Jack deeper, and a look of melancholy and determination grew on his face. 

“Well kid, I have a daughter, something around your age by now, named Delilah, and a gorgeous wife, named Sarah. My whole world wrapped up in two beating hearts.” 

“What was it like sleeping on the ground out there? Was it always cold? Did the smell of the gas follow you? Did you have to look out for the feral dogs?” 

 “Oh boy, you sure do have a lot of questions in you, don’t you Ez? 

“I don’t know, I have always just been really curious about life outside this place, ever since I was a baby.”

Jack raised his eyebrows. “Oh, so you’re an adventurer, are you?” 

Ez’s cheeks darkened into a rosy shade of red. “I guess you can say that. I’ve never been able to explore much of anything though. My mother would never allow it. She always says it’s too dangerous out there for someone like me.” 

“I feel your pain Ez. There was a time during my life when I felt pretty trapped myself.”

“I just really want to know everything about what is out there. It’s all calling to me. I have a lot of dreams about being outside the walls. Some good, some bad. I love all of them though. At least they’re different. At least they aren’t set in this pigpen.”

“Hey, don’t feel so glum about the whole situation, kid. You are way too young to have a midlife crisis. I know someday, you will get your chance to take on the world. Mono e mono. You just have to wait for your turn to arrive. Until then, how about I help to answer absolutely any questions you might have about the wasteland? Would you like that?” 

“Yeah, absolutely.” Ez’s grip on the crumpled magazine page in his pocket tightened.

“Well then, pull up a bag Ez, and I guess we can get started.”

 Ezekiel eagerly slid a bulky bag of charcoal dust up to the strange traveler and sat onto the top of it. Never in his life had Ez been so thrilled. He could tell Jack knew a lot about the wasteland, and maybe as he tells his stories, Ez could finally be able to paint a picture of it all in his head.

Jack started, “Now son, I’m assuming you don’t know what it’s all like outside of your little camp. Does that sound about right?”

“Right.”

“Well, this place may be a bit dull, but it’s much better here than anywhere else I’ve been. Out there, in the abandoned cities and forests, there isn’t much pleasant to find. There is nothing more dangerous than traveling across that baron hellscape beyond those scrap-iron walls. There shouldn’t be any believable reason to cross it whatsoever, but people tend to go and do it anyway. It’s crazy, but the trip in some people’s eyes is completely necessary. They won’t let anything, even imminent death, stop them.” 

“If this trip is so dangerous and fatal as you say, what could possibly motivate someone to take it?” Ez asked bluntly. 

Jack tapped his fingers on the paper bag and thought for a moment. “Well kid, some people go to find better shelter than they have, some come for a taste of long forgotten civilization, some just want a little safety, and a brave few go searching for love. It doesn’t matter what it is Ez, but everybody on the outside has something…or someone, they keep pushing on for.” 

“Then Jack, what is it that you keep pushing for?”

“I came here for my beautiful little girl, but I think you already knew that. My family is alive, I know they are. I wouldn’t stop searching the world until I find them or died trying. You can understand why, can’t you little Ez? Do you have someone you would give everything up for?”

“Yeah, I have a mother. She lost my dad to sickness when I was very young, so she has raised me all by herself until she got sick too. Now it’s up to me to get the medicine she needs every week.” 

“Ah, a family man. You see Ez, the idea of determination pushing survivors across three thousand miles of dirty, unsafe, and disgusting conditions is one thing. Traveling that way and enduring unexpected hardship without a good motivation is another. It’s a survival of the fittest world out there, and some foolish people try to make the odyssey without being fit enough, either mentally or physically. They never make it. It’s not a stretch to say one in every three things out there have the capability to end you in an instant.” 

Ezekiel cut him off. “You keep talking about dangers out there and how perilous this journey is. What actually makes it so ruthless?”

“Well, I’m glad you asked kiddo. To explain some of the many dangers out there, I will put them into two categories for you, living and non-living. I’ll start you off with non-living. I’m sure you have heard of the toxin that started all this in the first place, right?” 

Ez nodded. “Well, pockets of the stuff still linger around the ruins, and breathing any substantial amount in can still be lethal to anybody, regardless of age, race, or gender. The sneaky little toxin also seeps into opened containers too, contaminating the contents. Drinking any amount of infected water is just as big of a mistake as breathing it in. I learned that one the hard way. Also, some structures have weakened over years of mistreatment and have become very treacherous to walk across. Nothing out there is anything close to code anymore, so whenever you are traveling in an unfamiliar structure, you have to watch your step.”

“What are some of the living threats that still exist around here?” 

“Well, there are quite a few of those. The most common of those are pesky bands of raiders and bandits. There always seems to be some crew of freaks who can’t survive by themselves, so instead they make a living by gathering large guns and plowing vehicles into groups of survivors to loot them for all they’re worth. Besides those threats, there are also animals which suffered from the effects of the toxin, like the dogs you were talking about. Exposure is a nasty thing. Finally, in very rare cases, there are humans who suffered the same effects as animals, only to a stranger degree. People around here seem to like to call them…”

“ROAMERS?” Ezekiel shouted out with anticipation.

“Well, Yes. How did you know about that Ez?”

“The local junk shop owner said he saw one, but I always thought that they were a myth,” he said with newfound enthusiasm. “You’re telling me they’re real?”

“They are as real as the ground you stand on, and more terrifying than anything you can possibly imagine. You see Ez, not everybody in the blast radius of the dirty air died because of its destructive effects, some weren’t quite that lucky. The eggheads have a theory about how those things came around, but I’ll keep it nice and simple. On the outskirts of the clouds, people were breathing in small traces of that neurotoxin, and they didn’t even know it. Over the next few weeks, more and more particles of the poison gathered in their system, and soon enough, people began to lose their heads. Their skin cells died and began to flake off. First the mind, then the body. It continued until they weren’t human anymore. They became something completely different.”

Ezekiel, amazed and disturbed, continued on to ask. “What makes them so dangerous Jack, are they killers, cannibals, monsters? You have to tell me.” 

Jack looked distant and stared at the ground for a few moments. He sighed eventually and looked back at Ezekiel. 

“No kid, they aren’t any of those things, they are just lost souls with no competent mind or body to guide them anymore. They only attack you if they are scared, so it’s not like they’re killers. It’s a disease really, but a disease with no cure. I reckon it all must be a fate worse than death.”

Ezekiel stared down at the pavement and blushed. He was so excited to hear tales about terrible monsters in the wasteland and the heroism required to drive them away. Never would he have thought those monsters were just unfortunate people. Stupid story books, he thought to himself as he ran his fingers through his long, dirty-brown hair.

Jack saw the boy, the look of shame on his face and reassured him. “Listen kid, you couldn’t have known anything about them, you can’t hold that against yourself too much. Is there something else you want to know about the outside world, or have you learned your fair share?” 

Ez re-gathered his composure, assured Jack that he was fine, and insisted on continuing with the conversation. 

“Hey, I think I have an idea.” 

“What would that be kid?” 

“Instead of just answering questions one at a time, why don’t you just help me figure all of it out in one fell swoop?” 

“Oh? How exactly do you propose I do that?” 

“Well, how about you just tell me the complete story of your trip from Phoenix to here, start to finish. If you let me know what happened, I think I could just put the pieces together myself. Sound good?” 

“Yeah, sure Ez. I suppose it is a story worth repeating, after all. We shouldn’t waste any time though, so you might as well sit back and relax, because this might take a while.”


Chapter Two: The American Phoenix

You see little Ez, the first few years after the attack were…difficult on everybody in Phoenix. After the shock finally settled, a terrible plague of survivor’s guilt set in amongst everyone in the colony. You were just barely born before all this happened, so you could never understand how painful it was to know your entire way of life could disappear in the course of an hour. People spent their whole lives planning ahead, but when they finally looked up from their schedules, the calendar was already cleared. Suicide rates skyrocketed all across the city. That was the first real plague to sweep the colony. Most people just couldn’t find a reason to keep existing, so bodies piled up by the thousands. It’s a dark truth, but there was a time when we couldn’t go an hour without someone jumping off a building or putting a bullet in their head.

All the death drove many to leave the camp in search of a saner place to live. Entire families would walk out into the heavy fogs in the suburbs, and fade into nothing. Half of the population disappeared overnight, and by morning, Phoenix had practically become a ghost town. After all the dust had settled and the bodies were buried or scorched, there was only a lump sum of about thirty thousand of us left. Nobody really knows what happened to those folks who left. Some liked to think they made it to camps that didn’t exist in Austin or Oklahoma City. Some say they walked into densely dowsed areas of the toxin and perished. I say they went and became the earliest raiders in the southwestern states. 

At that time, people lived without aim or reason. We survived simply to survive, and just held out hope that someday we could find something to hope for. Funny enough, humanity has that weird way of finding itself again. After the year of darkness passed, we began to reform ourselves back to the point where we had society, or something resembling it anyway. We rebuilt roads, we renovated water treatment plants, we repaired power grids, we grew wheat and barley, we prospered. The whole town decided to set itself to the standard of human decency, which was a model that worked out surprisingly well. No dictator, no pseudo-popes, no crumbling factions. We were just people being there for other people. It almost felt like I found purpose again, but that was short-lived. Tending to crops and hammering fences could only keep my mind off of things for so long. 

I originally went to visit my friend who lived in Phoenix for a weekend. It was a simple three-day trip. I boarded a plane from Massachusetts the morning before the attack. I arrived at the airport hours before everything went downhill, so my survival was a mere coincidence. My life was nothing more than a dice roll, little buddy. It was easy to feel guilty about that. Especially when every single human being around you was mourning over something. I thought I had come to terms with it all, their passing was water under the bridge, but deep down I still couldn’t accept it. After I started crying over their pictures every night, I fell into a slump. I didn’t care about improving Phoenix much anymore. I didn’t talk much to neighbors or visitors. I didn’t go to the trade carts. Most of my time was spent in a reclining chair, staring at the water-damage in a hotel ceiling. You know kid, sometimes, you work on something with a passion. You work and you work and you work and suddenly bang! One little thing comes along and ruins months of improvement and change. Living for each other suddenly didn’t matter when the only ‘each other’ I cared about were likely dead in some ditch two-thousand miles from the elevator door. I kept a hand-filed machete in a dresser drawer in case I ever grew a pair. I waited to grow a pair for five months. Thankfully, the drought in town kept anything from growing, just barely long enough for things to change. That summer, a peculiar group of people arrived at our perimeter and gave me an offer I couldn’t refuse.

One morning, I heard a what sounded like a parade roaring from downtown. Starved and exhausted, I lifted myself out of my chair. As I approached the window to investigate, I heard the revving of engines and the squeals of tires. Mechanical racket was rather rare in Phoenix, and also potentially dangerous. People didn’t have the materials or reason to drive, so engines always meant one thing. Outsiders. The only other time I heard a vehicle in the past half of a decade was when a cluster of two-dozen looters rammed their way through our defenses and attempted to steal our supply of bottled water. Assuming the worst, I grabbed the machete. About a quarter mile away from my window was a long, somewhat thin line of people covered in worn clothing and rags. There were about one hundred of them in total, all grim and covered with dust, stretching all the way down the winding road to our main gate. Weary, but well equipped.

I left the room and walked into the area the city council deemed as the ‘hub’ to discuss why these strangers arrived. The hub was just our term for a small area near the courthouse downtown which had been cleaned and renovated with fresh wood and recycled steel. The street itself stood the test of time pretty well, so the vehicles and miscellaneous carts were able to cruise into the city with general ease. Three hundred of us stood and watched silently, waiting for the travelers to state their business. The whole place smelled like body odor and flies were swarming by the hundreds. After a few moments of uncomfortable silence, a darkly-tanned kid vaulted his foot on the wheel well of an old Jeep and stood atop its hood. He had a megaphone the size of a basketball in his hand. He was of normal stature, young, and he had a thick mop of dirty blond hair. He turned on the industrial size device with a terrible screech that startled the crowd, and cleared his throat.

“Hello, people of Phoenix. My name is Peter Adonis, and I am the conductor of the San Francisco to Boston survivor train. We are here to present an offer to any people who wish to join us on our journey to the east.” 

The guy had quite the speaking voice, I’ll give him that. Everyone still thought he was insane though. It was unheard of to go much beyond the city limits, much less to a place as far as Massachusetts. Things like global travel were nothing but a pipe dream. After what we saw the first year after the apocalypse, nobody seemed too sweet to the idea. Peter saw the look of doubt on our faces and attempted to reassure us. 

“I know this must be relatively hard to believe, considering the current state of things. However, through negotiation and discussion with traveling merchants, we managed to find a relatively safe route from coast to coast. Other reports have said there is a massive survivor camp in the heart of Boston. We have a reason to believe they have excessive amounts of food, water, housing, and most importantly, a fiercely-revered set of defenses to keep you safe. In about one year’s time, we could venture from where you stand now to our destination, and still have enough time to take a two-week vacation on the Atlantic coast. However, I won’t lie to you, it is a tough and trying way of life out there. It can definitely be conquered through teamwork and group effort.”

He paused for a moment and gestured the audience should look at the group of nomads to his right. 

“As the name suggests, we started out journey about one month ago in San Francisco, California and made it to here, without casualty. To those unaware, that is a lengthy venture of seven hundred and fifty miles that we survived by scavenging, hunting, and bartering with merchants. As I said before, nothing is impossible if we put our minds together and press on as a single unit. So, if you want to join us on our odyssey, you must speak to Franklin, our attendance manager, by tomorrow at eight o’clock in the morning, or we leave without you.”

Peter pointed to Franklin in front of the Jeep, and hilariously enough, the man shared a few characteristics with Benjamin Franklin. He had slightly longer hair that looked quite a bit like a wig. He wore dorky glasses, at least twice as thick as any I’ve ever seen. The brown-fabric jacket wasn’t doing him any favors either. The slim figure nodded and raised his hand as an introduction before Peter continued. 

“I warn you, if you are to come with us, pack light. We don’t have enough cars or space to carry any of your useless keepsakes, so it’s for the best you bring what you need and scavenge for the rest. Lots of goodies still available on the streets, if you can believe it. We will wait by the main gate and rest there until morning. We hope to see some of you join us, because honestly, the more people you have out there, the safer it is for everyone involved.”

Peter silenced the megaphone and handed it down to Franklin, who promptly placed it in the back seat of the Jeep. In unison, the entire ‘Train’ began their march and proceeded to circle the square with almost military cadence. Dust kicked up from the dry, desolate dirt beneath them, and in perfect synchronization, they sharply turned to exit back onto the main road. Most bystanders, unimpressed by the prospect, brushed off the offer and continued with their daily lives. Why would they leave that perfectly effective colony when they had everything they could ever need right there? It was the same contentedness that drove them for years to survive, now back simply to hold them to their chosen existence. I was different though. The offer somewhat intrigued and excited me in a way, because my family lived in eastern Massachusetts at the time I left for Phoenix. A massive survivor camp near my hometown could mean they made it through. If they weren’t though, I would have risked it all and wasted my time, and maybe even threw away my life. My new life. I had quite a decision on my hands, and only twenty-four hours to make it.

 

~ * ~

 

Ezekiel grew somewhat impatient and cut off Jack. “Well, that’s nice and all, but what’s a conductor? How did they get out of San Francisco? How am I supposed to keep up if I have no idea what you are talking about?” 

Jack glared at Ezekiel for a moment, and then cracked a fond little smile. “Ah, short tempered? It’s funny, you kind of remind me of Delilah when she was just a toddler. Always ready to get up and do something without waiting for even a second. Your enthusiasm is a good thing kid, don’t get me wrong, but you have to control it. Maybe take some notes or something. Just try and learn, one step at a time. I just need you to be really patient with me, okay?” 

Ezekiel, while no fan of being compared to a toddler, saw Jack’s point. He waved his hand and grabbed an old pen from his back pocket. Notes didn’t sound like the worst idea, after all.

 

~ * ~

 

So Ez, I sat in my dingy room, staring at the thin, stained, brown carpet, wondering if this massive risk would be worth the reward. I would have to leave everything I worked so hard for in the past five years to have a one in a million chance of seeing my little girl and wife again. It doesn’t take much brain power to see the issue I had with those odds. I mean, that sounds pretty crazy, right? But then I took a good look around me; the barren waste of my home. The streets traversed by people I didn’t even know by name. The buildings and walls I had never closely examined before. Suddenly, the choice was as clear as the daylight. I had nothing there, I had nobody there, and they sure as hell wouldn’t miss me if I were to disappear. So, without wasting another moment, I gathered up everything I owned.

I really didn’t have anything highly practical, but I kept a surplus of the basics lying around. There were six canteens, all of which I filled with fresh water. The cupboards and fridge were... less than flattering, to say the least. Only four cans of fruit, three cans of mixed veggies, and trail mix. For weapons and equipment, I had the machete, two flashlights, a lighter, a compass, one sleeping bag, a quantity of different maps of the local area, and a pack of four disposable flares. That was a solid base to begin a journey with, all I needed at that point was a firearm of some sort. Sadly, there weren’t many of those floating around for any price I could afford. My lack of food made me feel uneasy though, so I took every cent I had left in my wallet and went to the local market for one last purchase.

It was early autumn, and a refreshing breeze whistled through the cracks and alleyways of the city as I walked down to the old cannery. I elected to take the backroads to avoid foot traffic. Alleyways were dangerous, but I never really minded. Maybe I should have minded them, come to think of it. I’m sure you know what kind of people hang out in alleyways these days, Ez. As I went in between an advertising agency and an old law firm, some shrimpy-looking rat in a worn grey hoodie stepped out of the shadows and slowly paced his way over to me. He was a runt in every sense of the word. Short, thin, sickly, pale, unfocused. His teeth were rotting and falling out due to a mix of what seemed like chewing tobacco and years of total neglect. Out of his torn pocket, he pulled an old 9mm pistol and pointed it at my gut.

I looked the guy over thoroughly, chuckled and kept walking right toward him. He made a strange gesture, one I had never seen before, and began shouting. 

“Hey, I see that money you got in your pocket there, so you better hand that shit over, pronto.”

I never stopped coming at him. I think there was a stupid grin plastered on my face, too.

“What? You deaf, dumb and blind? I’ll shoot you dead, don’t doubt that old man. I ain’t scared of you or nothing.” His boney hands were shaking on the trigger. I walked right up in front of his barrel and looked him dead into the eyes. I reached over, grabbed his arm, and guided the end of his pistol into the center of my stomach. He exchanged a look of primal fear with me in that moment, but I maintained that animalistic domination the entire time.

“Go ahead, do it.” I giggled.

 

~ * ~

 

Ezekiel was entirely puzzled, and decided to cut in. “Why would you do something so stupid? You just made a defining decision to your life. Did you just not really care?”

“Like I told you Ez, be patient with me and I’ll explain everything to you in a little bit of time, alright? I can’t rush my story any faster than it needs to go. You still want to learn about everything out there, don’t you?” 

Red in the face, Ez nodded, and Jack continued.

 

~ * ~

 

The kid started darting his eyes up and down from the iron sights. He was terrified, angry, and very confused. He was breathing heavily, and it smelled of garlic and stagnant water. I was sure he would cower out and back away from the confrontation. However, to my surprise, he closed his eyes real tight and pulled the trigger back. Nothing happened of course, and we stood in silence. He tried pushing me back before taking a look at the weapon’s chamber. He yanked back on the trigger again and again, expecting something different to happen, wildfire in his eyes the entire time.  

He uttered hopelessly under his breath. With that I put the runt up against the wall. I took the 9mm out of his hand and held it up by his face. 

“Safety’s on.”  I wrapped my thumb over the switch.

“Please don’t shoot, man. I got things to live for.” 

I let him go, but kept the firearm. Before I walked away though, I turned to the pathetic little rat. 

“People like you don’t deserve things like this.” 

I arrived at the old cannery minutes later. I felt all the loose change and dollar bills in my pocket jingle around melodically, about thirty-five bucks total. I could feel the weight of the currency in my pocket. One quarter kept bouncing off my thigh with little jabs, pressured by the sack of dimes resting atop it. Not a bad problem to have. One of the few men I called a friend in the whole city, Jeremy Stallsville, met me at the gate with a warm smile and outstretched arms.

“Jack, it’s good to see your face again, you son of a gun. You finally make it out of that slump you’ve been in?” 

I gave a weak smile and shook his hand, glad to see him jolly and in high spirits. “Yeah, I think I’m out of it, Jeremy. I’m guessing I don’t look like it though.”

He let out a hearty chuckle and slapped my shoulder. “Well my friend, you definitely aren’t wrong. Looking a little like hammered shit never hurt anyone. Come on in, its cooler inside than it is out here.”

Jeremy was always a portly man. He had light brown hair, blue eyes, and heavy patches of freckles spread densely around his cheeks. However, he was most well-known for his beard. The thick mess of strands reached down close to his belly button. Jeremy had a heart to match the size of that beard as well. He was the proud owner of the gargantuan ‘Stallsville Family Canned Goods Warehouse’. When everything fell apart, he provided enough food to the hungry and desperate to keep them on their feet until things got better, and for no charge as well. Some folk eventually came to call him The Roundest Saint of Them All. I personally believe he lived up to that name in every sense.

He led me inside and offered me a seat next to his front desk. The whole foyer was surprisingly cozy and comforting, considering all the wear and tear it received over the years. Jeremy went to the backroom and brought back a frosted pitcher of fresh water. 

“Would you like a glass pal? You look like you haven’t had something to drink in days.” 

I accepted the beverage and sipped away at it in content silence.

“So, what can I do you for today, Jack? I still have a lot of corn, pears, peaches, beans, peas, and cherries. Any of that sound good to you?” 

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my remaining fortunes. A few dimes rolled out of my fist and fell underneath a desk, but I wasn’t one to count spare change. With a little thud, I slapped them down onto the counter and nodded my head. 

“Yeah, I think I would be interested.” 

“Wow, that’s quite a bit of change you’re carrying around, isn’t it?” 

“It’s not change Jeremy, it’s all I got.” 

He looked somewhat concerned.

“Oh Jack, you aren’t thinking about going with those rugged walking folks, are you? I mean, you have everything you need right here with us.” 

     “Yeah, you got me. I’m heading out with them tomorrow, I just feel like there’s something out there that I need to find closure for.” 

He looked very disapproving of my decision, but also accepting. 

“That look in your eye is telling me there is no changing your mind at this point, so I guess there is nothing to do but have one final deal. How much money is that? How about this for a proposition. I take this, and you get whatever you want from the canned goods section from the very back of the warehouse. Sound good?” 

“Well, I can’t say that’s a deal that I would ever turn down sober.” 

He guided me into the warehouse area and directed me to the canned goods. The supply depot had really shrunk since last time I had been there. Nearly two thirds of the products were now used or sold, and more were going every day. It was still about eighty cans wide by two hundred tall. The contents of the warehouse didn’t have a lot of time left in them anyway, since most of the products were already rotten, or close to their expiration. Regardless of the lack of quality, I had never been so happy to see green beans in my whole life.

Jeremy turned to me and put his hand on my shoulder. His fingers were callused, and he always had a firm grip. 

“Hey pal. You stay safe out there. I don’t want to hear your body turned up twenty miles east of the border, alright?”

“Don’t worry Jeremy. I think with all these people walking around at the same time we should be able to keep safe.” 

“Oh yeah, I’m sure. If you can make the trip someday, you should come back to Phoenix and tell me your stories over a cold beer or two. We could make it into a grand-old time. Hell, you can even bring me back a souvenir or something. Maybe a nice mug. I always love a good mug. I have some more people out front to take care of now, Jack, but best of luck. See you around sometime soon.”

It was a hollow, but kind gesture.

“Yeah Jeremy, I’ll see you later. Thanks for everything.” 

“No need to thank me. It’s the same thing an old neighbor would do for another. Now get going, you have some prepping to do.” 

 With that, the big guy waltzed his way back out to the front of the air-conditioned facility. I would never see him again. 

After a few minutes, I left Jeremy’s family warehouse with a respectable pile of tin treasures stuffed in my survival pack. As nightfall approached, I entered my residence for one last night of civilization before the trek began. What did I do with my remaining few hours of luxury, you ask? I drank, and when I say drank, I mean I cleared my liquor cabinet. I must have gone through a whole bottle of whiskey that night. I’m talking about the ‘burns a hole straight through your intestine’ kind people reach for when they want to forget their troubles. After reaching a state of boozed up Nirvana, I went to lie down in my queen-sized bed and went out like a light within a few minutes. The sheets were soft and comfortable. I never really realized how much I was going to miss warm sheets as I slept through my last pleasant night in Phoenix. Soon enough I’d learn to regret their absence.


Chapter Three: The First Few Steps

My alarm went off early the next morning, and the hangover I received upon waking was strong enough to split my head clean in two. Grumbling, I swiped at my alarm clock, effectively silencing it and shattering it against the bedside wall. I think it put a hole in the paneling. My hands shook as they held the sides of my head, my teeth clenched in pain and aggravation. It took some courage, but I managed to stand up and stumble my way to the bathroom. I promptly puked my guts out over the milky-white toilet seat. After about twenty minutes of pure discomfort, the migraine slightly subsided. I waddled over, rubbing my eyes, to the fully packed knapsack I set by the door. Everything was still there, and well organized at that. I applauded the organizational skills of my drunken self and promptly threw the felt strap over my shoulders.  I turned at the doorframe and took one last look at the pale, brown walls and shitty, minimalistic artwork of room 107. I thought back and realized I made quite a run in there, but it was time for some change. The door was left ajar, and my short march to the central gate began in earnest.

It was relatively cool for an early morning. It was the kind of bliss only an early summer sunrise could give a man. A respite from the usual, blistering heat that was always prevalent in Phoenix. I walked down the busted sidewalks and
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