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Chapter 1: The Golden Ticket
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The lounge smelled of lavender sanitizer and suppressed anxiety. It was that specific, high-frequency hum of tension you only get when a room full of people are waiting to do something incredibly stupid, but they’ve all signed a waiver saying they won’t sue if they die doing it.

I sat in the corner, nursing a lukewarm synth-coffee that tasted like burnt copper and regret, watching the zoo animals gather. My name is Hank Fredo. I am almost seventy years old, and I should know better. But here I was, clutching a laminate pass that felt less like a ticket and more like a toe tag.

“Is this seat taken?”

A woman with teeth too white for her face hovered over me. She was holding the hand of a child who looked like he’d been manufactured in a laboratory to sell breakfast cereal.

“It is now,” I grunted, shifting my bag. It was a lie. The seat was empty. But I wasn’t here to make friends. I was here to witness the freak show.

She sat down anyway, ignoring my tone. That’s the thing about this new breed of tourist. They don’t hear "no." They only hear "not yet."

This was it. The Golden Ticket. The Chronicle of the first organized touristic tour into the abyss. The brochure—a glossy, digital projection floating near the check-in desk—promised an "Educational Journey into History." It promised closure. It promised a safe, guided experience through the hot zones that had been isolated and quarantined for twenty years.

God, had it really been twenty years?.

I looked at my hands. Liver spots and tremors. The hands of an old American writer who had survived the fall only to end up freezing his ass off in Canada, writing bitter columns for a world that pitied us.

The group was filling out. It was a generic surreal tourist tour setup, the kind you’d see at Disney World or a safari in Kenya, except the lions here were radioactive dust and the rides were shattered monuments. We had the whole cast of characters.

Over by the window, staring out at the grey tarmac, was The Couple. Young, fit, wearing matching athleisure wear that probably cost more than my first car. They were influencers. I could smell the desperation for content on them. They were holding hands, looking solemn, practicing their "respectful reflection" faces for the cameras they had embedded in their glasses. They weren’t here for history. They were here because they won the lottery.

To their left, a family. The father was checking his watch every thirty seconds. The mother was frantically applying sunscreen to a teenager who looked like he wanted to be literally anywhere else in the solar system. Foreigners. Europeans, maybe? Or from the Asian Alliance. People who had watched the end of the world on television while eating dinner, shaking their heads at the savage Americans, and now paid a premium to come poke the corpse.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” a voice chimed over the intercom. It was smooth, synthetic, and utterly devoid of soul. “Welcome to the Inaugural Heritage Tour. Please have your biometric IDs ready. Boarding will commence in ten minutes. Remember, once we cross the perimeter, strict adherence to the Guide’s protocols is mandatory for your safety.”

Safety. That was a laugh.

I stood up, my knees popping like bubble wrap. I needed a drink. A real one, not this synthetic slop. But the bar was closed. Everything was regulated now. The World Organization—some United Nations spin-off with more teeth and less mercy—ran this show. They decided it was time to make an example of us. A horror museum in open air.

I adjusted my sunglasses. The lighting in here was aggressive.

“Are you excited?” the woman with the cereal-box kid asked. She was looking at me with wide, manic eyes.

“Excited isn’t the word I’d use,” I said.

“We’re from Toronto,” she offered, unprompted. “My husband always wanted to see... the Before. We won the tickets in the second draw.”

“Lucky you,” I muttered.

“You’re American, aren’t you?” She lowered her voice, as if diagnosing me with a terminal illness.

“I was,” I said. “Now I’m just a guy with a bad back and a ticket to hell.”

I walked away before she could ask about my trauma. I didn’t have the energy to explain that I wasn’t here to mourn. I was here to work. I was a reporter, or at least I used to be, before the world decided journalism was just another form of content creation. I had a very special voice, they said. Cynical. Bitter. Perfect for describing the end of an empire.

I joined the queue. It moved sluggishly. The security check was rigorous. They weren’t checking for weapons—who were we going to shoot? The ghosts?—they were checking for contamination suits, medical clearances, and liability waivers.

The man in front of me was arguing with the scanner. “I have the clearance! Look! It’s right there!”

He was a big man, sweating profusely. He looked like the kind of guy who used to yell at waitresses because his steak was slightly overcooked. Now, he was just another number in the line.

“Sir, please step aside,” the guard said. The guard wasn’t human. Just a drone with a badge.

I shuffled past him. The scanner beeped green for me. Hank Fredo. Clearance Level: Press/Observer. Origin: Ex-Patriot.

The word stung. Ex-Patriot. Not Expatriate. They spelled it with a capital P on the forms, a little bureaucratic joke. We were the ones who left. The ones who ran when the fires started.

We walked down the jet bridge. It wasn’t a plane we were boarding, not exactly. It was a hybrid transport, a heavy-duty, reinforced bus with turbine engines, designed to traverse the broken highways and the aerial dead zones. It looked like a beetle made of tank armor.

I found my seat. 4A. Window. Good. If I was going to watch the apocalypse, I wanted a view.

The interior was plush. Cream leather seats, individual climate control, screens on the back of every headrest playing a loop of "Safety Precautions for Hazardous Environments." It felt generic. Normal. It was the banality of it that made my stomach turn. We were sitting in luxury, preparing to drive into a graveyard.

The guide stood at the front of the bus. He was a young man, handsome in a focus-group-tested sort of way, wearing a uniform that looked like a cross between a park ranger and a hazmat tech.

“Good morning, travelers!” he beamed. His enthusiasm was offensive. “My name is David, and I will be your primary narrator for this journey. On behalf of the Global Heritage Initiative, I’d like to welcome you to the Tour.”

He paused for applause. There was none. Just the rustle of synthetic fabric and the sound of the air conditioning.

“We have a very exciting itinerary ahead of us,” David continued, undeterred. “Over the next seven days, we will be visiting some of the most iconic sites in history. We ask that you keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times when we are in the Red Zones. And please, hold your questions until the designated stops.”

He tapped a screen, and the windows of the bus polarized, dimming the harsh sun outside.

“Now, I know some of you are returning home,” David said, his voice dropping to a practiced somber register. He looked briefly in my direction. He knew. The manifest flagged the Americans. “And for some, this is a lesson. A chance to see the consequences of... choices.”

Choices. That’s what they called it. Not war. Not genocide. Not starvation. Choices.

The engine hummed to life. It was a deep, subsonic vibration that rattled the fillings in my teeth. We began to move.

I leaned my head against the cool glass. We were rolling out of the secure compound, leaving the safety of the Canadian buffer zone. I closed my eyes for a second, trying to summon the face of the country I used to know.

It was hard. The memories were overlaid with twenty years of news footage, propaganda, and nightmares. I remembered the hunger first. The way the shelves went empty, not all at once, but slowly, like a receding tide. Then the anger. The protests that turned into riots, the riots that turned into battles.

I opened my eyes. We were passing the final checkpoint. A massive gate, topped with automated turrets, slid open.

The landscape beyond was... quiet.

That was the first thing that hit you. The silence. Even through the reinforced glass, you could feel it. Nature had reclaimed the edges of the road. Weeds grew through the cracks in the asphalt, tall and yellow.

“As we begin our descent into the Northern Corridor,” David’s voice filled the cabin, “you will notice the absence of commercial infrastructure. Following the Dissolution of 2025 and the subsequent Crisis years, this area was largely abandoned as populations migrated north or were... relocated.”

Relocated. Another euphemism. They died. Or they killed each other for a can of beans.

The influencer couple was live-streaming. The girl was whispering into her lapel mic, looking out the window with a pouty, sad expression. “Guys, we’re literally crossing the border right now. The vibes are so heavy. Like, you can feel the history.”

I wanted to throw my shoe at her.

“Hey, buddy,” the man across the aisle leaned over. He was wearing a hat that said World Peace in three languages. “You from the States originally?”

I looked at him. He had a kind face. The kind of face that hadn’t seen a neighbor executed in the street.

“Yeah,” I said. “Los Angeles.”

“Wow,” he whistled. “LA. That’s the end of the line, right? The Walled City.”

“That’s what they tell me,” I said.

“Must be weird. Coming back.”

“It’s a trip,” I said, turning back to the window.

The bus picked up speed. We were on an old interstate now, the concrete cracked and pitted. We passed a rusted hulk of a car on the shoulder. Then another. Then a pile of them, stacked like firewood.

“To your left,” David announced, “you will see the remnants of the I-5 Transit Authority. During the Great Migration, this highway was one of the primary arteries for refugees seeking asylum in the Canadian Alliance. Unfortunately, due to the rapid onset of the viral outbreaks and the closing of the northern border, many did not make it.”

I looked at the rusted cars. I didn’t see metal. I saw the people inside them. I saw the families packing whatever they could carry, marching toward a line on a map that had suddenly turned into a fortress.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small notebook. Real paper. Moleskine. Hard to find these days. I clicked my pen.

Notes for the book: The bus smells like money, but the air outside smells like iron. The guide speaks in headlines. The tourists are looking for a show. They want the horror. They want to see the bones. They don’t realize that the horror isn’t in the ruins. It’s in the fact that we let it happen. We watched the political witch-hunt, then the politicians hunt the people, and then the people hunt each other. And the world just watched.

I wrote quickly, my handwriting jagged. Hunter would have hated this bus. He would have been on a motorcycle, high on mescaline, screaming at the sun. But Hunter was dead, and I was alive, and I was drinking synthetic coffee in a climate-controlled hearse.

“We are approaching our first stop,” David said. “Please prepare for a visual inspection.”

The landscape was changing. The greenery was thinning out, replaced by scorched earth. Blackened trees stood like matchsticks against the horizon. This was the scar tissue of the first bombs.

It was just a glimpse, a hint of what happened. We weren't in the deep zones yet. This was just the appetizer.

The "Happy Family" from Toronto was quiet now. The kid had stopped playing his game. He was staring out the window, his mouth slightly open.

“Dad?” he asked. “Why are the trees black?”

“Fire, son,” the father said softly. “Big fires.”

“Did the firemen come?”

“No,” the father said. “There were no firemen left.”

I closed my eyes. I could still hear the sirens from twenty years ago. The ones that never stopped, until the day they suddenly did.

The bus slowed. We were passing a town. Or what used to be a town. It was just foundations now. Chimneys standing like tombstones. A sign, miraculously preserved, swung from a single bolt: Welcome to... The rest was shot away.

“This area was a logistical hub for the insurgencies,” David explained, his voice devoid of judgment. “When the government initiated the Domestic Pacification Protocols—what history books call the Self-Siege—this town was identified as a hostile combatant stronghold. It was neutralized.”

Neutralized. Bombed. By our own planes. Dropping payloads on our own suburbs.

I felt a wave of nausea. It wasn’t the motion of the bus. It was the memory. I remembered the day the news anchors stopped pretending everything was okay. I remembered the day the internet went dark. I remembered the day the President—that damn fool parody of a leader—declared martial law and half the country laughed while the other half loaded their guns.

We were so stupid. We thought it was just politics. We thought it was just another election cycle, another scandal, another Twitter war. We didn’t see the cliff until we were already falling.

And now, here we were. Tourists in the afterlife.

The bus came to a halt. The airlock hissed.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” David said, standing up and adjusting his cap. “Welcome to the United States of America. Or what’s left of it.”

He smiled. It was the smile of a man who knew he was safe because he held the return ticket.

“Please keep your protective masks on hand. The air quality here is breathable, but we recommend caution. The dust... well, the dust has a history.”

I stood up. My legs felt heavy. I grabbed my bag.

The doors opened.

The heat hit us first. Dry, dusty, dead heat. Then the smell. Old ash and ozone.

I stepped off the bus, my boots crunching on the gravel. I looked around. It was just a parking lot in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by ruins. But it felt heavy. It felt cursed.

The influencer couple was already posing by the bus, making peace signs with their fingers.

“Hashtag GoodbyeUSA,” the girl chirped.

I spat on the ground.

“Welcome home, Hank,” I whispered to myself.

I walked away from the group, toward the edge of the lot where the fence line stood. Beyond it, the road stretched out into the haze. The road to the capital. The road to the heart of the darkness.

This was going to be a long trip.

We re-boarded after twenty minutes of "orientation." The mood had shifted. The novelty of the luxury bus was gone, replaced by the grim reality of the view outside.

We were driving deeper now. The guide, David, had taken a seat and was letting the audio tour take over. A recorded voice, calm and feminine, filled the cabin.

“The year is 2045,” the voice said softly.

There it was. The date. The anchor.

“It has been two decades since the Collapse. Two decades since the borders were sealed. Today, you are the first civilians to witness the aftermath of the American Disintegration.”

I saw the Toronto woman grip her husband’s hand. The reality was setting in. This wasn't a movie. This wasn't a ride.

The recording continued. “As we travel south, we ask that you reflect on the fragility of civilization. The United States was once a global superpower. A beacon of democracy. But empires do not die from the outside. They rot from within.”

I snorted. A bit poetic for a tour bus, but accurate.

I pulled out my flask—smuggled, of course—and took a sip of whiskey. Real whiskey. Pre-war. Cost me a fortune in Vancouver. It burned, and the burn felt good.

We were passing another convoy now. Military. World Organization trucks, painted white with blue helmets. They were guarding a supply route. Guarding it from whom? There was nobody left. Just the scavengers, the few survivors who hadn’t made it to the borders and hadn’t died in the purges. But nobody talked about them. They were ghosts.

I looked at the lottery winners again. The excitement had drained from their faces. They were starting to understand. They were realizing that they weren't just visiting a place; they were visiting a time. A dead time.

I opened my notebook again.

The bus is a capsule. We are time travelers in a hermetically sealed tube. Outside, the world is broken. Inside, the air conditioning is set to 72 degrees. The irony is suffocating. We are the vultures, circling the carcass of the American Dream, picking at the bones for entertainment.

I wonder if any of them know about the hunger. Real hunger. The kind that makes you look at your neighbor and see meat instead of a friend. I wonder if they know about the silence of the cities after the bombs fell. The way the birds stopped singing.

They don't know. They can't know. They have their data plans and their stability and their global economy that balanced itself on our grave. They are safe.

I am not safe. I am back in the cage.

The bus banked left. We were heading toward a ridge.

“Coming up on your right,” David announced, back on the mic, “is a unique vantage point. We call it the Overlook.”

The bus climbed the incline, the engine whining. We reached the top of the hill and the driver hit the brakes.

The bus went silent.

Below us lay a valley. And in the center of the valley was a city. Or what had been a city.

It was a crater. A massive, glass-lined bowl where a metropolis used to be. The buildings around the rim were sheared off, melted, twisted into grotesque shapes.

“This was once a population center of two million people,” David said. He didn’t name the city. It didn’t matter. It was all of them.

The shock in the bus was palpable. The teenaged boy dropped his phone. The influencer girl had stopped streaming; she was just staring, her hand over her mouth.

This was the first reveal. The first real punch in the gut.

It wasn’t just ruins. It was erasure.

“Nuclear deployment authorized by the central government in 2029,” David recited. “A strategic attempt to halt the rebel advance. It failed. It only accelerated the collapse.”

I looked at the crater. I had friends down there. Or I did, twenty years ago. Now, they were just part of the glass.

“Why?” the cereal-box kid asked. His voice was small, trembling. “Why did they do it?”

David didn’t answer. He didn’t have that answer in his script.

I looked at the kid. “Because they were scared,” I said. The whole bus turned to look at me. “They were scared of losing power. And fear makes people do insane things.”

The mother pulled the kid closer to her, glaring at me. I was the crazy old man again. The bitter relic.

I turned back to the window.

We stayed there for ten minutes, letting the tourists take their pictures. Letting them capture the horror so they could post it later with a sad face emoji.

Then the bus started moving again. Down the hill. Into the shadow of the smoke that still seemed to hang over the land, even after all these years.

We were heading toward the East Coast. Toward the capital. Toward the place where the decisions were made.

I took another drink from my flask.

It was going to be a long tour. And we were just getting started.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2: The Horror Museum
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The silence in the bus following the crater sighting was heavy, a suffocating blanket that smelled of recycled air and expensive leather. We were moving again, rolling deeper into the corpse of the country, and the landscape outside was shifting from the scorched periphery into something more insidious: preservation.

We had crossed an invisible line. The scorched earth gave way to structures that were surprisingly intact, though skeletal. We were entering the curated zones.

The guide, David, stood up again. He looked fresh, unbothered by the megaton grave we had just left behind. He tapped his headset, and the screens on the back of our seats flickered to life, displaying a spinning logo of the World Organization—a blue globe held by two hands, looking suspiciously like they were choking it.

"Ladies and Gentlemen," David began, his voice smooth, "we are about to arrive at our primary orientation hub. I know the view at the Overlook was... intense. But it is important to understand that what you are seeing is not just destruction. It is history frozen in amber."

I took a swig from my flask, keeping it low so the cameras wouldn't catch it. Amber. That was a nice word for it.

"For twenty years," David continued, pacing the aisle like a preacher in a megachurch, "all the hot zones were isolated and quarantined. The borders were sealed. The airspace was locked down. What happened inside the United States stayed inside the United States. It was a containment protocol of the highest order."

I looked out the window. We were passing a billboard, faded by two decades of sun and acid rain. It was an advertisement for a smartphone that hadn’t been manufactured since the late twenties. The model smiling on the vinyl was probably dead, or eating rats in a bunker somewhere.
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