
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Sourcing Trip

        

        
        
          James & Zoe, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Aaron Abilene

        

        
          Published by Syphon Creative, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SOURCING TRIP

    

    
      First edition. August 12, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Aaron Abilene.

    

    
    
      Written by Aaron Abilene.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Aaron Abilene

	    

      
	    
          
	      505

          
        
          
	          505

          
        
          
	          505: Resurrection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Balls

          
        
          
	          Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Before The Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Dead Sleep

          
        
          
	          Bulletproof Balls

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carnival Game

          
        
          
	          Full Moon Howl

          
        
          
	          Donovan

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Codename

          
        
          
	          The Man in The Mini Van

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deadeye

          
        
          
	          Deadeye & Friends

          
        
          
	          Cowboys Vs Aliens

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ferris

          
        
          
	          Life in Prescott

          
        
          
	          Afterlife in Love

          
        
          
	          Tragic Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Island

          
        
          
	          Paradise Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 2

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 3

          
        
          
	          The Island 2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Inheritance

          
        
          
	          James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Sourcing Trip

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru Zombies

          
        
          
	          Laughing Death

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Pandemic

          
        
          
	          Pandemic

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Prototype

          
        
          
	          Prototype

          
        
          
	          The Compound

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Slacker

          
        
          
	          Slacker 2

          
        
          
	          Slacker 3

          
        
          
	          Slacker: Dead Man Walkin'

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Survivor Files

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files: Day 1

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 1 Part 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : On The Run

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 3

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 4

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 5

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 6

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 7

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 8

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 9

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 10

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 11

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 12

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 13

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 14

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 15

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 16

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 17

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 18

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 19

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 20

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas

          
        
          
	          Devil Child of Texas

          
        
          
	          A Vampire in Texas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Author

          
        
          
	          Breaking Wind

          
        
          
	          Yellow Snow

          
        
          
	          Dragon Snatch

          
        
          
	          Golden Showers

          
        
          
	          Nether Region

          
        
          
	          Evil Empire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Thomas

          
        
          
	          Quarantine

          
        
          
	          Contagion

          
        
          
	          Eradication

          
        
          
	          Isolation

          
        
          
	          Immune

          
        
          
	          Pathogen

          
        
          
	          Bloodline

          
        
          
	          Decontaminated

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      TPD

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 2

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Virus

          
        
          
	          Raising Hell

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 2

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Victims of Pinocchio

          
        
          
	          A Christmas Nightmare

          
        
          
	          Pain

          
        
          
	          Fat Jesus

          
        
          
	          A Zombie's Revenge

          
        
          
	          The Headhunter

          
        
          
	          Crash

          
        
          
	          Tranq

          
        
          
	          The Island

          
        
          
	          Dog

          
        
          
	          The Quiet Man

          
        
          
	          Joe Superhero

          
        
          
	          Feral

          
        
          
	          Good Guys

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet and Zombies

          
        
          
	          The Gamer

          
        
          
	          Becoming Alpha

          
        
          
	          Dead West

          
        
          
	          Small Town Blues

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z: Redux

          
        
          
	          The Gift of Death

          
        
          
	          Killer Claus

          
        
          
	          Skarred

          
        
          
	          Home Sweet Home

          
        
          
	          Alligator Allan

          
        
          
	          10 Days

          
        
          
	          Army of The Dumbest Dead

          
        
          
	          Kid

          
        
          
	          The Cult of Stupid

          
        
          
	          9 Time Felon

          
        
          
	          Slater

          
        
          
	          Bad Review: Hannah Dies

          
        
          
	          Me Again

          
        
          
	          Maurice and Me

          
        
          
	          The Family Business

          
        
          
	          Lightning Rider : Better Days

          
        
          
	          Lazy Boyz

          
        
          
	          The Sheep

          
        
          
	          Wild

          
        
          
	          The Flood

          
        
          
	          Extinction

          
        
          
	          Good Intentions

          
        
          
	          Dark Magic

          
        
          
	          Sparkles The Vampire Clown

          
        
          
	          From The Future, Stuck in The Past

          
        
          
	          Rescue

          
        
          
	          Knock Knock

          
        
          
	          Creep

          
        
          
	          Honest John

          
        
          
	          Urbex

          
        
          
	          She's Psycho

          
        
          
	          Unfinished

          
        
          
	          Neighbors

          
        
          
	          Misery, Nevada

          
        
          
	          Vicious Cycle

          
        
          
	          Relive

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet: True Love Conquers All

          
        
          
	          Dead Road

          
        
          
	          Florida Man

          
        
          
	          Hunting Sarah

          
        
          
	          The Great American Zombie Novel

          
        
          
	          Carnage

          
        
          
	          Marge 3 Toes

          
        
          
	          Random Acts of Stupidity

          
        
          
	          Born Killer

          
        
          
	          The Abducted

          
        
          
	          Whiteboy

          
        
          
	          Broken Man

          
        
          
	          Graham Hiney

          
        
          
	          Bridge

          
        
          
	          15

          
        
          
	          Paper Soldiers

          
        
          
	          Zartan

          
        
          
	          The Concepts of a Plan

          
        
          
	          The Firsts in Life

          
        
          
	          Vlad The Bad

          
        
          
	          The Husband

          
        
          
	          Silver Town

          
        
          
	          The Squatter

          
        
          
	          Unlucky in Love

          
        
          
	          Unhappily Ever After

          
        
          
	          Giant Baby

          
        
          
	          The Valley of Death

          
        
          
	          Skunk Ape

          
        
          
	          Dog Man

          
        
          
	          The Hag

          
        
          
	          Delulu and The Asshole Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Remover

          
        
          
	          Cannibal Prospector

          
        
          
	          New Nazi

          
        
          
	          Tyrant's Fall

          
        
          
	          China Madman

          
        
          
	          A Bad Day

          
        
          
	          Predators

          
        
          
	          Project Alpha

          
        
          
	          Secret Killer

          
        
          
	          Amnesia

          
        
          
	          No Tomorrow

          
        
          
	          Blackout

          
        
          
	          East Bound

          
        
          
	          Endless Trip

          
        
          
	          Haunted

          
        
          
	          Nobody

          
        
          
	          Peg Leg Jew

          
        
          
	          Eat The Rich

          
        
          
	          Exposed

          
        
          
	          Secret Weapon

          
        
          
	          Darwin's Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Death of The States

          
        
          
	          Romeo & Juliet in Space

          
        
          
	          Wanderer

          
        
          
	          Burning Man

          
        
          
	          Passengers

          
        
          
	          Ponytail

          
        
          
	          Crackhead

          
        
          
	          Roid Rage

          
        
          
	          Activated

          
        
          
	          Time Warp

          
        
          
	          Train

          
        
          
	          The Devil on House Arrest

          
        
          
	          Diner

          
        
          
	          The Town

          
        
          
	          The Car

          
        
          
	          The End of The American Empire

          
        
          
	          Mom and Pop's

          
        
          
	          The Brute

          
        
          
	          Kalani

          
        
          
	          The Walker

          
        
          
	          Grime

          
        
          
	          Mythical Creatures

          
        
          
	          Blue Eyed Girl

          
        
          
	          Hero

          
        
          
	          Inadequacies of Man

          
        
          
	          To The Brink

          
        
      

      
    
    


​Sourcing Trip

Written by Aaron Abilene



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: Los Angeles Dreams
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Sunlight had not yet conquered the Los Angeles haze, but it pushed boldly through the grimy panes of the windows in James and Zoe’s loft. The air, sharp and astringent with the odor of bubble wrap and old newsprint, sharpened every sound—cardboard creaking, Sharpie squeaking, Zoe’s humming, tinny and low, almost lost under the murmur of traffic beyond the glass. The place looked like a pop-up museum had detonated: vintage diner clocks, tin signs with chipped paint advertising gasoline and cola, heavy-finned radios stacked on dusty milk crates. A dismembered mannequin in an Eisenhower jacket presided from atop an old barber chair.

James was stationed at the wall. The map—highway arteries webbed across its expanse, old cigarette burns puckering the Dakotas—was pocked with colored pushpins and bleeding marker. He balanced on his toes, forearm braced high, the muscles ropey and speckled with white paint flecks from last week’s haul in Burbank. His other hand gripped a metallic pen, battered, the kind that might serve equally as an impromptu weapon or tool for opening paint cans. A landscape of stops, auctions, and estate sales unfurled beneath his intent gaze.

“We could hit these small towns outside Minneapolis where nobody’s picked through the good stuff yet,” James announced, voice coarse but propelled by possibility. He stabbed the map with a silver pin, north of the Twin Cities.

Zoe navigated the minefield of inventory with dancer’s precision, her threadbare socks muffling footfalls as she drifted between cartons, unspooling another band of bubble wrap. She cradled a porcelain elephant, blue and delicate, its trunk raised in cartoonish jubilation. Her hands worked slow and precise, wrapping the beast in a cocoon. “Midwest always sounds so... flat,” she said. She peeled a strand of hair from her lips, static drawing it to her skin. “If we’re already pushing past Denver, we could swing down through Santa Fe, do a shot at that ghost-mining auction. Then—coast, all the way up.”

James considered, tapping his pen on a route scribbled in neon orange. “We’ll hemorrhage days on those back roads, Zo. The coast is a crapshoot; the real gold’s inland. Everyone on the West Coast’s either hip to the trends, or they’ve jacked the prices past what we can flip.”

She perched on the lip of a crate, knees drawn up, and pressed her thumb into a circle on the edge of the map table. “It just sounds like a long way to go for a bunch of gas station memorabilia and Lutheran church rummage.” Her thumb rotated, the pad turning white, then pink again. “Not that I’m complaining. I just—” She gestured at the junk-cluttered space around them, wordless, as if the room itself might speak for her.

James shrugged and flicked a pin, watching it somersault to the floor. “That’s why we start early. First crack at every sale. We’ll make the rounds before anybody else wakes up.” His certainty was contagious, if not entirely convincing.

Zoe gathered herself to standing, leaning into a shaft of lemon sunlight. She reached for the sharpie and started to retrace the southern arc on the map, the cap clicking back and forth between her teeth. “We’ll need to skip the Tucson detour if we want to make those Minneapolis dates.” Her voice wavered, feathering the edges of the words. She set the marker down and pressed both hands to the table, palms flat, as if grounding herself.

James came to stand beside her, close enough that his flannel shirt brushed the sleeve of her cotton tee. His hand landed next to hers, calloused knuckles splayed wide. “Trust me,” he said. “These are untouched markets. Nobody’s picking over these towns. We’ll clear ten grand in the first week, easy.”

Zoe traced the new route with her finger, over highways and across faded county lines. She imagined the towns: silent, wide-streeted, hardware stores still run by men in paper hats, church basements pungent with must and old percolator coffee. The prospect made her pulse jump, but so did the prospect of being gone for so long, marooned in the nowhere between here and there. She looked at James—his jaw set, eyes fixed with a speculative shine—and tried to absorb some of that unassailable certainty.

“Alright, Minneapolis first, then,” she said, voice light but resigned. “But if I get murdered in a junkyard outside Eau Claire, I’m haunting you forever.”

James grinned, teeth too even for someone who’d spent their life scrounging. “Fair deal. But I get to pick the haunted object.”

She let herself smile, too, the apprehension softened by the absurdity of it all. The sun climbed another degree, painting a gold stripe across the foot of the map, illuminating a path from Los Angeles all the way to Duluth.

For a moment, they both stood quietly, surveying their plan, hands nearly touching, shadows merging on the peeling wall behind.

“Let’s at least make it look like we’re professional about this,” Zoe said, sweeping the sharpie and pins into an empty mug. “Maybe not leave a trail of trash behind us.”

“Speak for yourself. I am trash, Zoe. Highly curated trash,” James replied. He winked, but his attention was already shifting to the jumble of packing slips on the kitchen counter.

Zoe watched him go, then took up the metallic pen and pressed its tip into the new city circled on the map. She watched the ink bleed outward, expanding in slow, uncontested conquest.

The road was set. What waited beyond the fringe of their known world was something neither of them could quite articulate, even as the plan clicked into place with satisfying inevitability.

The city outside was waking up, gears grinding, delivery trucks huffing on the street below. Inside, the only sounds were the rustle of crumpled tissue and the low hum of two people chasing after the next unlikely score.

The morning had climbed over the haze and now slanted hard, smearing the alley behind their building with gold. Out back, the van yawned open—a rolling sarcophagus painted utility white, its insides already reeking of varnish, oxidized metal, and a ghostly sweetness that Zoe guessed was old maraschino cherries spilled by the last renter. They had parked at an angle to the loading dock, the right rear tire hovering over an oil-stained pothole, the kind that never quite dried.

James attacked the task with a craftsman’s zeal. He lugged out crates—each stamped with their spidery logo—and nested them flush against the van’s interior, working two moves ahead like a chess prodigy. He ticked off each new addition, naming destinations and margins with a bookmaker’s bravado. “Glass first, then signage. If we can time it right, we’ll clear Scottsdale and still hit Phoenix’s weekend market,” he said, a grunt accenting the word ‘Phoenix’ as he rammed a crate into place. His shirt was already darkened with sweat, sleeves rolled up tight over the meat of his arms.

Zoe trailed him, the less-urgent undertow to his hurricane. She stood for a long minute over the lineup of objects on the dolly, fingers wandering the pitted lacquer of an atomic lamp, the taut leather of a 1950s baseball glove, the clouded ribs of a salt-and-pepper Bakelite radio. She packed slowly, wrapping each piece in a layer of tissue or foam, but not before letting her thumb follow the curves, mapping out every flaw and odd beauty.

James lifted a crate loaded with fire-hazard movie posters and barked out, “We’ll need all of these gone before we even hit Omaha. Every cubic inch counts.”

She nodded but didn’t answer, intent on sliding a telescoping lamp into the hollowed core of a kit-assembled bookshelf, both items bound together with a rat’s nest of masking tape and hope. “You’ll dent the shade,” she said quietly, just as James reached for the dolly.

“I won’t,” he shot back, but his voice lost the bravado in transit. “Promise.”

For a while they worked in parallel, Zoe a full beat behind, James’s rhythm lurching and uneven in her wake. The radio inside the loft was tuned low to classic hits—Fleetwood Mac’s harmonies bleeding out the open windows, interrupted only by the scrape of crate on metal and the persistent hiss of packing tape.

In a rare lull, Zoe unwrapped a porcelain figurine—a long-necked ballerina in pastel blue, her limbs so thin it hurt to look. She turned it in her hands, examining the spidered glaze and hairline fractures. “This is for the Pasadena guy?” she asked, voice so soft it nearly melted into the radio’s next verse.

“Yeah, full set. Last one he needs.” James dropped the dolly handle and came closer, resting an elbow on the open hatch. He peered at the dancer, a little awed, as if something fragile could be that well-preserved through so many hands.

Their hands met as they set the ballerina into a custom nest of styrofoam and newsprint, fingers briefly overlapping. The contact was neither clumsy nor romantic—just a momentary charge, two people transmitting the same current. Zoe let her palm linger for a second longer than necessary, then looked up. “You ever worry about breaking it?” she said, not quite letting go.

He cocked his head, like a dog considering thunder. “If you don’t move it, it never gets anywhere. Better chance of surviving if you just keep it moving,” he said. His hand was rough against hers, but warm.

She nodded, releasing the figurine, and closed the lid on the carton, sealing it with a practiced snap of tape. “Guess that’s what we’re doing, huh?”

James straightened up, stretching his arms overhead, surveying the progress. “Hell yeah. We’ll blitz the whole state, clear out everything worth taking, then be back before LA even misses us.” He walked around the van, ticking off route stops and overnight targets. Zoe caught the drift: to him, this was a heist—get in, get the goods, get out before anybody noticed the world had changed.

She tried to see it that way, but the edges of the plan seemed softer, more porous, in her mind. There were blank spaces on the map, places where no marker had yet pressed down, and she felt the weight of each one. The more she watched James stack their lives into the van, the more it seemed the trip was something she could never fully pack or plan for.

He ducked back into the loft for the final armload, and Zoe lingered on the pavement. She pressed her hands to the lower back, stretching, letting the light bake her for a minute. Around her, the city’s afternoon wind funneled through the alley, stirring up eddies of spent paper and unclaimed receipts. The world was a still life painted with castoffs and heat.

James returned with the last crate—a smaller, banded affair, brimming with odds and ends that wouldn’t have survived the rougher loading. He jammed it into the only remaining space, then ran a tie-down strap over the lot and cinched it with military precision.

“Done,” he pronounced, almost reverent.

Zoe squinted into the brightness, her face pulled into an uncertain smile. “You make it look easy.”

He grinned, mouth set wide, sweat leaving a Rorschach on his collar. “It is easy. Or at least, we make it easy.” He thumbed the edge of the door, ready to shut the cargo in darkness.

She felt a tremor then, in her own chest—an undercurrent of something unsayable. The trip was real now, unavoidable. It was momentum, it was certainty, and it was also the possibility of every break, every jolt on the road, every fine thing lost in a thousand miles of inertia.

James leaned in, kissing her cheek with a quick, practiced affection. “This is going to change everything for us,” he said, voice suddenly hushed.

Zoe nodded, eyes fixed on the van’s interior, and offered her best smile in return. It glimmered, but stopped just short of her eyes.

James shut the doors with a deep, pneumatic thunk.

The echo held in the alley for a moment, then faded into the low-slung promise of the waiting day.

The city below blushed into night with a thousand lit wounds, sodium gold and stuttered red blinking out from the avenues and signage. It was the kind of dusk that made everything seem fevered and necessary, even a battered concrete balcony no wider than a bathtub. Here, with the van slumped on the curb two stories down and their arms smelling of cardboard and sweat, James and Zoe passed a bottle of red between chipped green glasses and waited for the coming dark to finish its work.

Zoe had kicked off her shoes, pressed her bare heels up against the cool railing. She sipped her wine, wincing at its blunt finish, and watched the city try to outshine itself. Every updraft off the street carried new scents: grill smoke from the Salvadoran place, tar from the repaved crosswalk, and—when the wind switched—a rush of jasmine, improbable and ripe from the neighbor’s trellis.

James unfolded himself into the cheap plastic chair, rolling his shoulders, making the whole structure complain. He set down the ledger—an ancient accounting book marbled with notes, crossed-out numbers, frantic doodles—and reached into his jacket. From the inside pocket, he fished out a puck: scuffed black rubber, the logo smudged to anonymity. He spun it on the balcony table, watched it wobble, then slow.

Zoe set her glass aside, pulled her knees up under her chin, and regarded him with the air of a woman trying to memorize every detail before the scenery changed.

He caught her looking and held up the puck, as if to auction it. “Dad gave me this when I was five. First thing I ever bartered for. I used to haggle over comic books with it. Minnesota rules—nothing’s worth more than the price you can get it for on the street.”

She grinned, sharp and unfiltered. “So it started young.”

He placed the puck beside the ledger, almost ceremonial. “He used to drag me to flea markets every Saturday. Wouldn’t let me leave until I’d talked someone down at least twenty percent. Sometimes I thought I’d never get home.” He took a long drink, the glass clinking hard against his teeth. “Maybe that’s why I never want to stop moving now.”

Zoe leaned over the table, poured herself another thumb of wine. “What would your dad say if he could see you now?”

James took his time with the answer, watching the smoke from a passing car spiral upward before the wind unstitched it. “He’d say I overpaid for the radio in Burbank. And that I’m still a sucker for the hard sell.” He grinned, but the edge was softer now. “He’d probably like you, though. Anyone who can out-negotiate me over a box of board games is a threat and a treasure.”

Zoe shrugged, a coy arc of her shoulder. She reached into her own pocket and produced a faded postcard—the front a hand-tinted photograph of the Hollywood sign, colors sickly and misaligned, the kind of artifact that tourists sneered at and locals never bought. She thumbed the edge, then tucked it in the outer sleeve of her duffel bag, letting the corner jut out like a secret signal. “LA was never home, not really. But I always liked the idea of a place where people re-invented themselves every morning.”

He eyed the card, then her, and the line of her profile lit by the first flickers of city neon. “Is that what we’re doing?” he asked. “Re-inventing?”

“I think we’re just running inventory,” she said. “Seeing what’s still worth keeping, what we can let go.”

He liked that, and said so. For a while, they let the world hum around them, the drone of traffic interrupted by the occasional laugh or shouted insult from the street below. They drank, not enough to get drunk but enough to feel the edge of every word, and watched the lights bloom and fade across the skyline.

At some point, James reached for her hand. His was warm and a little rough, a callus over the thumb where the pen always pressed, and she let his fingers intertwine with hers, gave them a small, anchoring squeeze. Her earlier doubts floated up, then receded; here, on the ragged lip of the city, it was enough to just hold on.

He squeezed back, then pointed with their joined hands at the loaded van on the curb, the last crate visible behind a sun-bleached window. “Tomorrow’s going to be different,” he said, voice thickening. “It’s all out there now. Your LA eye and my Midwest haggling—we’re unstoppable together.” He let the words linger, not as a boast but a promise.

She laughed, a real sound, wind-shivered and pure. “We are kind of a nightmare team, aren’t we?”

He nodded, then tipped his glass to hers in a toast that needed no words. The rim of the glass was cool and imperfect, and the wine tasted almost blue in the evening air—tart and mineral, with a trace of metal.

Zoe found herself studying James’s face—the planes of his cheek, the determined slope of his brow, the trace of color left from the day’s labor. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her, if the same cocktail of hope and worry flashed across her features, if her own doubts were visible or just vibrations under the skin. She hoped he saw her as she was: capable, adaptive, but never quite able to set down roots. She wondered, too, if he knew how much she admired his certainty, even when it scared her.

The night stretched overhead, a velvet grid of office lights and freeway flares. Cars rolled past, their beams flickering across the bottom of the balcony, tracing motion onto their stillness.

She lifted her glass, this time looking at James over the rim. “To running inventory,” she said, the words thick but smiling. “And to never getting home the same way twice.”

He clinked her glass, grinning wide. “To every detour,” he said. “Even the stupid ones.”

They drank. The silence after was companionable, the kind of quiet that only comes when everything important has been said, or left unsaid with intention.

Zoe stretched her legs out, toes brushing the railing. Somewhere below, a radio blasted something old and sweet, the melody threading up through the city’s pulse. She closed her eyes, let the jasmine and wine do their work, and for a moment the future looked less like a road to be conquered, more like a horizon worth chasing.

James finished his drink, spun the puck in his fingers, and looked at Zoe like she was the rarest find in all the country. She felt his gaze and opened her eyes, meeting it squarely, daring the moment to blink first.

When the air had cooled, and the bottle was empty, and the city was a stranger’s glittering memory, they sat together, hands still touching, and watched tomorrow pull itself up from the dark.
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​Chapter 2: First Stop: Phoenix


[image: ]




The first taste of Phoenix was a burned-penny dawn, the kind of morning that made your breath feel like sandpaper and your teeth ache with dry. Zoe rode the last mile with the van’s window cracked, letting the city’s hot hush slither over her knuckles as she thumbed through their hand-scrawled inventory. At her side, James clutched the wheel in both fists, squinting past sun glare at a sun-baked kingdom of discount tire shops and mini-marts, all papered in aggressive neon.

They pulled into the flea market lot as the sky was barely blue. Asphalt yawed in every direction, painted with chalk lines and heat shimmer. Vendors hunched at the edges of their plots, hands full of folded tables and ratty canopies, the whole scene stitched together by the slap of canvas and the cursing of men who’d already split a Red Bull by six A.M.

James parked the van at the far end, where nobody could pin them in or see what they were moving. He swung open his door with a hip-check and stepped onto the pavement like a conqueror, flannel sleeves rolled high, his arms slicked with the salt of last night’s sweat. He glanced at Zoe. “Five minutes to game time,” he said. “Then we pillage.”

She popped her own door and slid out, blinking hard at the fizzing sun. Her spine creaked. The drive had wrecked her hips, and her right foot buzzed with the ghost of a charley horse. She paced beside the van, shaking out her calves and wrists, rolling her neck until it cracked. For all her city grit, she wasn’t built for these dead-flat spaces or the oven heat that turned her tongue thick before she’d even spoken. But she loved this part, the setup, the way the market throbbed with anticipation—pure possibility, every booth a rabbit hole.

Inside, the van was their war room: inventory clipped on a sun visor, field notebook jammed in the cupholder, crate after crate belted in the back. Zoe plucked their cash envelope from the glove box, counted the fifties with quick flicks of her thumb. She passed the stack to James. “Bankroll.”

He tucked it into his cargo shorts with the gravity of a guy holstering a weapon. “We want the signage first. Then radios, clocks, glass. Save the novelty junk for last—only if there’s trunk space.” He jabbed a Sharpie-stained finger at the list taped to the dash.

“I remember,” Zoe said, her voice dry as cat litter. She fished a hair tie from the gearshift, wrangled her hair into a messy knot. Her tank top had already darkened with sweat at the spine. She caught her own reflection in the passenger mirror: jawline still set hard from sleep, eyes bloodshot but bright. There was power in her, even at her most frayed. It surprised her every time.

James leaned back in, pulled out a battered thermos, and took a long swig. He offered it to Zoe. She sipped. Coffee, spiked with something that wasn’t quite whiskey but still burned all the way down. “Could be worse,” she said, handing it back.

“Could always be worse,” James replied, and grinned, teeth too perfect for this work. He let the smile dissolve into focus, scanning the market with military intent. “We run the main row together, then split at the C lot. You go right, I’ll swing around left. Text if you see anything high-value.”

Zoe nodded, the plan already stenciled onto her mental map. She liked James in tactical mode—efficient, quietly adrenalized, moving through chaos with a predator’s calm. But she also liked to watch him lose his cool, which would almost always happen when a seller tried to rip him off, or when Zoe herself got the jump on him in a deal. Either way, it was a show.

Vendors had begun to raise their tents, sun-cooked hands yanking at nylon cords and aluminum struts. The blue tarps bloomed in uneven rows, forming quick-and-dirty streets between battered folding tables and heaps of plastic storage bins. The air shimmered above the blacktop. A trio of old men chain-smoked at the donut truck, ash snowing onto their Velcro sneakers. Kids in basketball shorts ran between the aisles, squabbling over who got to play cashier.

James ran down the checklist, ticking boxes, reciting numbers in a low voice that only Zoe could hear. “Last run was thirty percent over budget,” he muttered. “If we can underbid the first three tables, we’re golden.” He nudged Zoe with his elbow, not unkind. “You up for this?”

She shot him a look—don’t insult me. “Just remember who scored the clock tower parts last time.”

“Beginner’s luck,” he said, but his tone held nothing of doubt.

They stepped out in tandem, trading a quick, tight nod, and slipped into the early crowd. At this hour, the market belonged to the hunters: the resellers, the private pickers, the collector cranks who knew every square inch and every vendor by first name and felony record. Even now, Zoe could see the same hungry faces from Pasadena, from Sacramento, all orbiting the same handful of big-money booths.

Each row was an assault on the senses. The first was electronics—rows of lacerated boomboxes, TVs scarred with Sharpie graffiti, plastic bins spilling orphaned remotes. Zoe ran her palm over the jagged edge of a wood-cabinet radio, its dials sticky with years of nicotine and sun. She caught a tag in the corner: “Works, probably,” and smiled. She moved fast, not lingering, eyes quick to inventory.

The next row smelled like gasoline and despair: a monument to automotive debris. Grease-black carburetors, racks of rusted hubcaps, battered tin signs screaming “Fina” and “Sinclair.” This was more James’s speed. He halted at a table loaded with gas globes and started interrogating the seller—a big-shouldered woman in a wolf T-shirt and green visor. Zoe watched as James laid on his Minnesota nice, angling for a bulk discount. She drifted ahead, let him do the dirty work.

By row three, the heat was visible: white plumes rising from the lot, sweat turning Zoe’s arms glassy and slick. Her mouth tasted like copper. Vendors fought to keep their umbrellas upright; more than a few swore at the wind. Somewhere behind her, James barked out a laugh—sharp and mean, but not unkind.

This was the rhythm: fast-walk, scan, assess, move. Each table a new terrain to master, each pile of junk a puzzle box. Zoe worked by instinct, knowing before she even touched a thing whether it was worth their time. She snatched a pair of Bakelite telephones, one in cherry red, the other a green so sickly it made her stomach flip. She lined them up in her arms and ducked as a kid sprinted past, trailing a neon kite from one grubby fist.

Vendors called to her, voices cracked from decades of smoke. “Hey, sweetheart, got a deal for you!” “You got a boyfriend who likes beer signs?” “These clocks still run, guaranteed!” She played it cool, never letting them see how much she wanted their stuff, even when her pulse hitched at the sight of a perfectly preserved Pepsi thermometer or a stack of 60s pinup calendars.

She turned back at the end of the row, found James already waiting at the next junction, hands pocketed, surveying the field. They met under a faded “Hot Dogs, $1” flag, traded quick notes: nothing in glass, maybe the Globes at the west corner if the price came down. Zoe hoisted her phone, snapped a picture of a mountain of neon tubing, texted it to James, who replied with a single word: “Scam.”

They split at the C lot, as planned, each drifting into the guts of the market alone.

Here, the shade was better, but the air hung heavy with fryer oil and wet cardboard. Zoe’s foot cramped again; she knelt to stretch it, hiding behind a curtain of cheap blankets. She let herself breathe, just for a second. It hit her then, how easy it was to get lost here—to just fall out of your life and let the market swallow you up. No expectations, no history, just the next bargain, the next score.

A whistle sounded from the main row—James, already moving fast, calling her in without a word. She dusted herself off, straightened her tank, and jogged to the rendezvous.

He’d found something, she could tell by the set of his shoulders. When he saw her, he tipped his chin, eyes glittering with the promise of a find. “You gotta see this,” he said.

She fell in at his side, arms still clutching the Bakelite phones, heart suddenly light. They moved through the crowd with one mind, ducking the pushcarts and grandmas, weaving through a snarl of kids selling shaved ice from a rolling cooler.

The world was humming around them, vendors bellowing prices, heat-waves bending the day out of shape. Somewhere above it all, a flight of birds cut across the bruised sky, their shadows flickering like Morse code.

For the first time all morning, Zoe let herself grin, wide and wild. The hunt was on.

They navigated the market’s snarl in tandem, Zoe’s stride buoyed by the promise of discovery, James’s gaze knifing through the haze for their next mark. He led her down a narrow run wedged between a decommissioned taco truck and a row of tarps heavy with thrifted kids’ clothes. The crowd was thinner here, and the air felt a degree hotter, boxed in by tin sheds and the orange-peeled wall that rimmed the lot’s dead end.

The stash was impossible to miss: a heaving wall of old enamel, neon, and metal signage, layered five deep and ten high, the display less a collection than a fever dream. The effect was like walking into a time capsule after a six-day bender—every gas station logo, every grinning mascot, every slab of mid-century script baked in desert sunlight until the colors punched straight through your retina.

Zoe stopped dead. “Holy shit.”

James whistled low, eyes devouring the pile. “That’s—Jesus. That’s three auctions’ worth, easy.” He drifted closer, hands pocketed, pupils pinwheeling as he scanned from bottom to top. The rack at ground level was all black-and-red Texaco and Phillips 66, but the layers above veered wild: a Mobil Pegasus frozen in mid-gallop, a row of diner clocks with sunburst faces, a Miller High Life girl perched on a crescent moon, her paint crazed with age.

At the heart of it, propped against the wall like a church altar, was the gem: a Route 66 shield, nearly three feet across, letters bright as opal, edges rough from decades of blunt-force neglect.

James edged around the heap, jaw ticking as he tallied margin against weight, breakability, shipping risk. “Some of these are original run,” he muttered, half to himself. “That Pegasus—if it’s the porcelain, not the plastic—”

Zoe tuned him out and approached the wall. She let her fingers skate across the grit-stiff edges, feeling the divots and craters where enamel had surrendered to time. The signs felt impossibly dense, loaded with the memory of a thousand midnight stops and a million hands that had pumped, fueled, or pointed. She lingered on the Route 66 shield, thumb pressed to the blue center. It was cold, even in this heat, and she almost shivered at the touch.

Behind her, a vendor materialized—a sinewy, sun-mottled man with a tan the color of roof tile and a mouth bristling with toothpicks. “You got an eye for the good stuff,” he said, voice flat and dry.

Zoe startled, jerked her hand back. “Sorry, I—just looking.”

“Look all you want,” he said. “That’s what I’m here for.” His arms were corded and lean, forearms wrapped in old concert wristbands and hospital bracelets. His name tag read “Earl,” hand-lettered in Sharpie on a rectangle of duct tape.

James joined her, gaze never leaving the Pegasus. “Where’d you get all this?” he said, skepticism tight as a tripwire.

Earl shrugged, a gesture more dust than motion. “Wasn’t me. My cousin hoarded ‘em. Died last winter, left his whole garage full. I only took the signs.” He cocked his head, regarded James with the cool of someone who’d been bartered with his whole life. “You dealers, or collectors?”

James let the question hang, noncommittal. “Both,” he said eventually, as if the word could mean anything.

Zoe couldn’t help herself. “You ever think about keeping one?”

Earl grinned, a sly flex that made the toothpick dance. “I only ever liked the ones with animals.” He gestured to a blue-and-white Sinclair dino, its neck chipped but majestic. “I might hang that in my den. The rest—well, make me an offer.”

James flicked Zoe a look—keep it cool. He crouched to check the underside of the Pegasus, brushing aside the dirt with a knuckle. “What’s your ask on the top four?”

Earl didn’t blink. “Four hundred each for those, five on the 66 shield.”

Zoe exhaled. She’d seen what the big city sellers pulled, but this was a gut punch for a parking-lot market. James just nodded, playing the long game.

He looked at Zoe, a question in his eyes: What do you want out of this? She kept her voice soft. “I think we take the Pegasus and the Route. They’ll bring in triple at Melrose.”

Earl’s ears pricked. “Melrose, huh? You two drive all the way from LA?”

James played it cagey. “We run up and down the coast. LA, Portland, sometimes Denver.” He let his eyes go distant, like he was already walking out on the deal. “But only if the math works. Freight on these is a bitch.”

Earl considered, chewing the toothpick. “I could let ‘em both go for seven. If you throw in that High Life girl, I’ll make it an even grand.”

Zoe stole another touch, this time on the Pegasus. Its body was cool and smooth, the blue electric even without a current. She imagined the sign lit up against a black sky, pulling in lonely travelers from a thousand miles away.
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