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CHAPteR	2
THE VIEW OuT THE WINDOW

sETTING

What follows are the core setting elements that make 
Atomic Highway its own peculiar beast. Sure, it’s 
not very realistic, but it’s not intended to be; when 
realism and fun clashed, we chose fun every time.

The Post-Apocalyptic World Overview
Humankind has been devastated, populations 
of billions reduced to millions by nuclear, 
biological, and chemical warfare. Struggling in 
the poisoned aftermath of nuclear winter, bands 
of survivors huddled together for survival, over 
time forming various sorts of communities.

Communities
A selection of defined types of communities exist in 
the game, though these are convenient labels only.

-	Bartertowns
Bartertowns are almost always the largest of 
communities, independent fortified towns of several 
hundred to several thousand individuals. Members of 
other communities, including rival bartertowns, come 
to them to trade, making them something of a melting 
pot, and generally more cosmopolitan and tolerant 
of outsiders and mutants than other communities.
 They are often located on highways and/or 
waterways which make travel to and from them 
easier. Many are located close to resources that 
they themselves can exploit, subsist on, and/or 
trade, such as arable land or salvageable ruins.
 Because the transport of goods and people 
between settlements is a dangerous proposition at 
best, due to raiders, roving tribes, or other hazards, 

many bartertowns equip haulers, armed and armored 
trucks, for ferrying merchandise and travelers. 
Escorting these are road warriors, drivers of armed 
and armored battlecars. Outriders on customized 
motorcycles operate as couriers and scouts. Any or 
all of these may also be sent outside of the barter-
town’s walls to engage raiders in combat, should 
the vehicle-riding savages ever threaten in force.
-	‘Steads
Smaller, fortified communities, ‘steads (short for 
homestead or farmstead) typically comprise anything 
from a single family up to a couple hundred individuals. 
These smaller settlements tend to be focused on one 
or two primary means of support, such as crop farming 
or raising livestock, mining coal or cutting lumber, 
any excess being traded with nearby ‘steads or, 
more frequently, traded at the nearest bartertown. 
A few are actually bartertown-created farms or 
outposts in very hostile areas, sending out outriders 
when necessary to assess the dangers nearby.
 ‘Steads are known to be far more insular, 
suspicious, and oft-times peculiar in their ways than 
bartertowners – understandable given that their 
comparative isolation makes them more vulnerable 
to marauders. Whatever their faults may be, as a 
rule they are independent, tough, and pioneering.
-	Remnant	Enclaves
There are those rare settlements that formed 
around still-functioning scientific research stations, 
factories, or other locations where technology 
was abundant and still operable. These enclaves 
of “remnants,” so named because they represent 
a past age, tend to cling fiercely to, and maintain 
as best they can, the technologies they live with, 
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often guarding them jealously against what they 
perceive as barbaric outsiders. Others have gone out 
into the world to bring the benefits of technology 
back, sometimes to be welcomed, other times 
shunned or feared, even hunted for being proponents 
of the ways that wrought so much destruction.

-	Trog	Warrens
In many places, communities of people took to the 
shelter provided by the Earth itself, living in caverns, 
underground bunkers, or other subterranean abodes 
isolated from the harshness and ruination of the 
surface world. Sequestered underground, many 
lived largely oblivious or uncaring of the changes 
in the world above. Inbreeding, cabin fever, and/or 
mutation from chemicals leaching through the soil 
all too often took their toll, and many communities 
of these underground dwellers, nicknamed “trogs” 
(short for troglodytes) killed themselves off or 
became hopelessly degenerate cannibals, the mutant 
morlocks hated and feared by all who know of them.
 Xenophobic more often than not, only a few 
trog communities boast individuals willing to 
brave the light of the sun to trade on the surface 
world. Certain mutations have become somewhat 
stable in trog populations, particularly large light-
sensitive eyes, albinism, and a small, slender 
frame possessed of extremely flexible joints. 
Even among those trogs not mutated, deathly 
pale skin and wide staring eyes are typical traits.

-	Tribes
Eschewing most of the technologies of the past, some 
people banded together to form tribal groups, living a 
more primitive existence than those in the majority of 
permanent settlements. Ranging in size from a handful 
of families to several hundred members, tribes hunt 
and trade as need dictates, sometimes even raiding 
when times are lean. With their distinctive rituals 
and beliefs, and widely varying modes of dress, 
decoration, weapons, and tools, each tribe is unique. 
Shifting rivalries and alliances between nearby tribes 
are not uncommon. A small number of tribes are 
sedentary, but most are nomadic or partially so, 
moving with the seasons and game that supports them.

-	Raiders
Among the most feared of communities are the 
raiders: large motorized gangs of bandits and pirates 
who pillage, scavenge and otherwise steal what they 
want or need to survive, very rarely trading. These 
nomadic groups terrorize travelers and ‘steads, fight 
among themselves, and when gathered in sufficient 
numbers, even assault bartertowns. Invariably ruled 
by the strongest, most cunning individuals, raider 
gangs have overrun and ravaged no small number of 
other communities. Most raider gangs have a large 
proportion of mutant members, either born to the 

gang or ostracized from other communities and now 
bearing an understandable grudge. Raider gangs 
range in size from several dozen individuals to several 
hundred, and in a few cases multiple large bands have 
temporarily united under particularly charismatic 
warlords to form hordes of a few thousand.

Governance
The ways in which communities are governed vary 
dramatically. Some are run by hereditary rulers, 
others by councils of elders or those considered 
wise. Some are governed by elected representatives, 
others by community decision-making. In cases where 
a populace has any choice, the right to choose may be 
open to all, restricted by age or gender, or otherwise 
curtailed to only a select group of community members. 
Not a few are run by whoever is strong or cunning 
enough to seize power or exert enough influence to 
control the decision-making process; in some, the 
authority may be religion- or cult-based. Many raiders 
and some tribes are controlled by warlords or chiefs 
who win their position through trial by combat or 
other hazardous rites set to test their determination 
and strength. With every settlement being its own 
power, you can expect to find any system imaginable.

Trade	&	Wage
With the destruction of the monetary economy, 
humanity reverted to the means of trade it 
employed for most of its history: barter. No goods 
or services have any fixed values, nor does anyone 
earn a wage in monetary terms. Rather, what 
something is worth is utterly dependent on what 
someone is willing to trade for it, which is then 
completely dependent on the need or desire for it, 
and what they actually have to offer for it in return.
 For instance, a rifle would be worthless to a ‘stead 
farmer if he didn’t have any ammunition for it, or at 
the very least know of someone who did, or maybe 
knows someone looking for a rifle that he might trade 
it to afterwards for increased benefit. Even if he 
wanted the rifle, he probably has limited means he 
can use for barter, perhaps offering meals and a safe 
place to sleep, or some of his excess grain, meat, or 
other produce. He could offer his services or farming 
advice as another possibility if his skills are such that 
the rifle-seller might have use for them. This means 
that when it comes to trade, you can’t place any 
real expectation on what you’ll obtain, as every case 
is different and haggling is common and expected.
 One outgrowth of this return to barter is that a 
person’s word has far more weight and meaning than 
it has had for a long time. Someone who promises 
their services or aid to another, especially as part of 
a barter transaction, may face public disapproval, 
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ostracism, or even severe punishment if they renege.
 In regard to wage, unskilled laborers in bartertowns 
and ‘steads typically agree to work for others in 
exchange for basic necessities such as a shack to live 
in, a basic meal, some clean water, and/or enough 
fuel and clothing to keep warm. It’s a basic, hard 
existence largely bereft of luxuries, but it certainly 
beats starving or living outside the protection of 
the community’s walls and sentinels; some meager, 
supplemental “income” may also be generated 
through whatever skills or goods other members of 
the extended family can put to use or make. For 
those laboring as slaves or in servitude imposed as 
criminal punishment, the subsistence is often harsher.
 Individuals with useful or necessary skills can 
expect better treatment, the amount of luxury 
they are lavished with highly dependent on the 
utility and rarity of their talents. A typical sentinel, 
for example, may be given a better quality shack, 
better food, more firewood, and possibly the 
odd luxury as a bonus. A veteran road warrior, on 
the other hand, may have a decent cabin, some 
good food, more regular allocations of scavenged 
luxuries, and even repairs and replacement parts 
for his gear, weapons, and battlecar when available.

 Work itself varies according to the skills of 
the individual. The unskilled can expect to perform 
menial chores requiring little more than muscle and 
a willingness to follow simple instructions. Lifting and 
hauling, mucking out stalls, shoveling coal, digging 
trenches – these and other simple tasks are the lot of 
the unskilled.
 Bartertowns are the largest markets for 
goods in their areas. Not only do they trade any 
excess their own farms and herds produce, or goods 
made by their residents, but they also operate 
as open markets for anyone from nearby ‘steads 
and other communities with goods to exchange. 
Their bustling markets are as cosmopolitan as the 
post-apocalyptic world gets. Providing that the 
sentinels collect their cut from every transaction, 
they’re usually happy to let anyone trade anything 
– in some cases that might even includes slaves, as 
slavery has again reared its ugly head here and there.

Food
That the diet of the post-apocalyptic man is simpler 
than in the Before Time goes without saying. Food is all 
about subsistence, and few can afford to be too choosy 
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about what they eat. Fresh grains and vegetables are 
available from arable farms, but may be stunted or 
mutated depending on the local environment and 
weather, with the best fruits and vegetables being 
bartered at costs beyond those of most folks. Cattle, 
pigs, chickens, and other livestock are raised where 
possible; edible fish and seaweed are also possibilities 
for coastal communities. With the intensive farming 
methods of the past, meat and produce are far less 
common and thus far more expensive in barter terms. 
Alongside the livestock of yore, more readily available 
meats are also consumed: rats, dogs, cats, and any 
birds unlucky enough to be caught are all apt to fall 
into the stew pot – in some cases these might also be 
farm-reared. Offal of all kinds has also made a big 
comeback, and when horses can no longer serve as 
mounts or beasts of burden, they too are ready sources 
of protein ... as are humans in some communities.
 More primitive cooking methods have returned, 
focused upon taking what little is available 
and making it go as far as possible. Broths and 
thin stews of rat or dog meat and coarse grain, 
maybe with a few turnip heads or chunks of root 
vegetable are the commonest fare, and treats such 
as roast rat-on-a-stick are sold on market days.
 Beverages are similarly limited; water is 
the most common drink, crudely filtered and 
repeatedly boiled to make it fit for consumption. 
Harsh moonshine is the only widespread alcoholic 
drink, brewed from whatever appropriate scraps 
or substances are available (best not to ask what’s 
added to give it that kick). Fruit juice and milk are 
luxuries, and anything more refined really is the 
domain of the elite, assuming it can be found at all.
 Of course, the real luxuries, the foodstuffs of which 
most commoners can only dream of tasting, are the rare 
foodstuffs that have survived from the Before Time: 
bottles of spirits and wines, and the canned foods that 
are still edible – people often fight and kill for such.
 Trogs, of course, face a vastly different environment 
than surface dwellers, with obvious differences 
in comestibles. They raise and eat pallid fish in 
underground pools, grow and harvest fungus, drink 
filtered water, and gather root crops where possible. 
These foods are supplemented by any cave-dwelling 
amphibians that can be caught such as frogs and 
salamanders, as well as bats and roasted cave crickets. 
When they do trade with the surface world, foodstuffs 
are some of the things they most eagerly barter for.

Shelter
Shelter in the post-apocalypse is a far cry from the 
constructions of the Before Time. Anything that 
lends itself as a building material is utilized, often 
haphazardly. A shack might boast timber walls made 

from old planks, a roof made from beaten sheets 
of scrap metal, and a supporting concrete wall, 
the only part of a ruin left standing. In areas close 
to ruins, scavenged materials dominate, while away 
from past sites any local materials are used such as 
wood, stone, woven grass, and mud. Trogs, of course, 
live in their tunnels and complexes, and remnants 
maintain as best they can their historical dwellings. 
Nomadic folk, be they tribesmen or raiders, make use 
of tents, yurts, and teepees crafted from scavenged 
canvas, rubber sheeting, or the hides of beasts.
 A fire pit is the commonest means of heat, 
and it, along with torches and lanterns, is also 
responsible for providing much of the shelter’s light 
in these darker nights. Only where generators still 
function or have been recovered, with wiring still 
intact or jury-rigged, do bulbs light the darkness.
 Furnishings are spare, often crude pieces 
of lashed or nailed together wood, scavenged 
barrels topped with old wooden doors, and old 
threadbare car seats. Opulence and comfort 
are not great, and even the overflowing dens of 
the elite are ramshackle, tattered, and faded.

Defenses
The primary defenses of surface settlements are their 
reinforced gates and walls, sturdily erected from 
stone or brick, and strengthened with wood, sheets of 
metal, and any other strong materials available. Such 
walls also often feature watchtowers from where the 
settlement’s sentinels keep a wary eye on the land 
around, and these may be equipped with such weapons 
as ballistae, machine guns, or even trebuchets.
 Many bartertowns and ‘steads also make use of their 
surroundings, building against sheer rock faces or atop 
hills, and not a few are also surrounded by ditches, moats, 
and fields of wire, wooden stakes, and twisted scrap.
 Most bartertowns, remnant enclaves, and some 
‘steads have dedicated militia, called sentinels. 
They are hardy folks that work as watchmen and 
guards, either in the employ of the settlement’s 
governance, or more rarely, in service to the 
populace as a whole. That sometimes the sentinels 
are little better than thugs and strong-arms for 
some of the more vicious rulers is a sad truth.
 In smaller settlements, such as the majority of 
‘steads, defense falls not only to sentinels, but 
to every able-bodied adult. Targets as they are 
of frequent raider assaults, ‘steads have little 
choice but to bring to bear every arm they can.
 Those bartertowns that boast road warriors, 
haulers, and outriders also have these resources 
to deploy when necessary, engaging raiders in 
mechanized combat beyond the settlements’ gates.
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