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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  





The sun didn’t rise so much as it bruised the horizon, a spreading hematoma of purple and angry orange that promised heat but offered no comfort. 

Jack sat on the concrete lip of the I-40 overpass, his legs dangling over the ruins of what used to be a four-lane artery of commerce. 

Now it was just a parking lot for dead things.

Dead cars.

Some of them even had dead people in them.

He looked down at his boots. Red Wing Iron Rangers, stolen off a dead lineman outside of Little Rock three months ago. 

They were a half-size too big, but he wore two pairs of wool socks to fill the gap. In the Afterlife, good leather was better than gold, and a man without arch support was a dead man walking.

Jack rubbed the grit from his eyes. 

He hadn’t slept in twenty hours. 

Someone had been dogging his trail since the sun went down yesterday, a shadow that moved when he moved and stopped when he stopped.

It wasn’t a Z.

The Zs—the shamblers, the rotters, the walking lawsuits of the Afterlife—didn’t have patience. They didn’t use cover. 

They saw you and they came for you, moaning like a drunk looking for a bathroom, until you put them down or they put you down. 

They were biology without the spark, hunger without the strategy.

The thing behind him had strategy.

Jack stood up, his knees popping with a sound like dry twigs snapping. He adjusted the pack on his shoulders. It was an old ALICE pack, the frame digging into his lats, filled with everything he owned: a tarp, a coil of paracord, a half-empty bottle of ibuprofen, and a can of peaches he was saving for a special occasion that never seemed to arrive.

He turned and looked back the way he came. The highway stretched out, a ribbon of gray concrete cluttered with the rusting husks of sedans and SUVs. The wind blew trash across the median, plastic bags dancing like jellyfish in the air currents.

Nothing moved. No silhouette against the rising sun. No glint of optics.

“Cute,” Jack muttered.

He gripped his weapon. It wasn’t much. A three-foot length of galvanized steel pipe he’d scavenged from a plumbing supply truck. Taped to the end with half a roll of duct tape and baling wire was a rusted Bowie knife. It was heavy, unbalanced, and ugly as sin, but it gave him reach. Reach kept the teeth away.

He started walking again, keeping to the shadows cast by the stalled semi-trucks. He didn’t run. Running made noise. Running burned calories he couldn’t replace. He walked with a rolling, quiet gait, placing his heels carefully to avoid the broken glass that carpeted the breakdown lane.

He needed a choke point.

If the shadow wanted to play tag, Jack was going to change the game. He wasn’t going to die tired, shot in the back by some scavenger who wanted his boots.

He spotted it fifty yards ahead. A three-car pileup. A Honda Civic had rear-ended a Ford F-150, and a minivan had swerved to miss them both, slamming into the concrete jersey barrier. The gap between the minivan and the barrier was tight, maybe two feet. A fatal funnel.

Jack quickened his pace, just enough to look like he was hurrying. He slipped through the gap, his pack scraping against the minivan’s sliding door.

Once he was through, he stopped.

He didn’t keep going. He dropped the pack, stepping out of the straps silently. He wedged himself into the narrow V-shape between the minivan’s front bumper and the concrete wall. It smelled of ancient coolant and rot, the perfume of the new world.

He held the pipe across his chest, the knife tip pointed toward the gap.

He waited.

Time in the Afterlife was measured in heartbeats and hunger pangs. Jack counted his own pulse. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

A minute passed. Then two.

A bird landed on the roof of the van, chirped once, and flew off.

Then he heard it. The scuff of a sneaker on asphalt. Soft. Tentative.

Jack tightened his grip on the steel pipe. The tape felt tacky against his palms.

The footsteps got closer. They paused at the gap. The shadow was cautious. It knew Jack had gone through, but it couldn’t see the other side.

A head peeked around the corner of the van.

Jack didn’t wait to check for ID. He lunged.

He drove his shoulder into the figure, slamming them back against the rusted fender of the Honda. The impact knocked the wind out of them with a sharp whoosh.

Jack brought the pipe up, jamming the forearm across the figure’s throat, pinning them to the car. He pulled the knife back, ready to drive it into the soft spot under the ribs.

“Don’t!” a voice squeaked.

Jack froze. The adrenaline was screaming finish it, but his brain pumped the brakes.

It wasn’t a man.

The figure pinned under his arm was small, drowning in a canvas barn coat three sizes too big. A hood was pulled up over a knit cap, framing a face smeared with grease and road grime. Beneath the dirt, the eyes were wide, blue, and terrified.

A girl. Maybe twenty. Maybe younger. In the Afterlife, trauma aged people like cheap whiskey.

“Please,” she wheezed, pawing at the steel bar crushing her windpipe. “Don’t kill me.”

Jack didn’t let up the pressure. “Give me one reason.”

“I’m hungry,” she choked out.

Jack stared at her. It was the universal truth. Everyone was hungry. The Zs were hungry. The dogs were hungry. The flies were hungry.

“You been tracking me since the exit ramp,” Jack said, his voice flat. “That’s ten miles. That’s a lot of walking for a beggar.”

“I wasn’t tracking you,” she lied. She was bad at it. Her eyes darted to the left, looking for an exit. “I was just… walking. Same way you were.”

“You stepped in my footprints,” Jack said. “I doubled back twice at the river. You followed. You’re a bird dog.”

He leaned in closer, checking her belt line, her pockets. No gun. No knife that he could see. Just lumpy pockets filled with trash.

“Who’s with you?” Jack asked. He scanned the road behind her over her shoulder. “You flushing game for a shooter? Someone sitting on the ridge with a scope?”

“No! No one. Just me.” Tears started to cut tracks through the grime on her cheeks. “I swear. I saw you had a pack. I thought maybe… maybe you had food. I was gonna wait until you slept.”

“To steal from me?”

“To ask!” she wailed.

“Quiet,” Jack hissed. He eased the pressure on her throat but didn’t step back. The knife tip hovered inches from her stomach. “Noise rings the dinner bell.”

The girl nodded frantically, swallowing hard. “Okay. Okay. I’m quiet.”

Jack looked her over. She was a mess. The barn coat was stained with old blood—dark brown, flaky—but it didn’t look like hers. Her hands were raw, the knuckles scabbed over. She looked like a stiff wind would blow her into the next county.

But she had moved quiet. She had stayed hidden for ten miles. That wasn’t luck. That was skill.

“You got a name?” Jack asked.

“Trudy,” she whispered.

“Trudy. That’s a name for an aunt who bakes cookies. Not a stalker.”

“It’s my name,” she said, a flash of defiance sparking in those blue eyes. “What’s yours? Or do I just call you the guy who assaults girls on the highway?”

Jack almost smiled. Almost. “Jack.”

He stepped back, lowering the pipe but keeping it ready. “Turn around. Hands on the car.”

“You going to frisk me?”

“I’m going to make sure you aren’t carrying a piece in that coat. Turn.”

She turned slowly, placing her hands on the rusted hood of the Honda. Jack patted her down with his free hand. He was quick, professional. He felt a hard lump in her right pocket.

“What’s this?”

He reached in and pulled it out. It wasn’t a weapon. It was a rock. A jagged chunk of concrete the size of a grapefruit.

“That’s my backup,” she muttered.

Jack weighed the rock in his hand. Primitive. Brutal. “You were going to ask me for food with a rock?”

“I said I was going to ask. I didn’t say I wouldn’t insist if you said no.”

Jack dropped the rock. It clattered on the asphalt. He stepped back to his pack and shrugged it onto his shoulders.

“You’re a lousy liar, Trudy,” Jack said. “But you move good.”

“I’m still alive,” she said, turning around and rubbing her throat. “That counts for something.”

“It counts,” Jack agreed. He looked at the sun, now fully clear of the horizon. The day was going to be a scorcher. “Go find another mark. I got nothing for you.”

He turned and started walking. He expected her to run. Or scream. Or throw the rock at his head.

Instead, he heard the scuff of sneakers following him.

He stopped and spun around. She stopped too, staying just out of reach of the pipe.

“I said beat it,” Jack said.

“I can’t,” she said. She hugged herself, disappearing inside the oversized coat. “The pack behind us… the dead ones? They’re moving north. I can’t go back that way.”

“Go east. Go west. The world is your oyster.”

“You’re going south,” she said. “Toward the city. There’s places there. Stores that haven’t been picked clean.”

“There’s five million Zs in the city, Trudy. That’s why it hasn’t been picked clean. Because everyone who tried ended up as an entrée.”

“I know where the safe spots are,” she said. It was a hook. She was casting a line. “I know a way in. Through the railyards. Underground.”

Jack looked at her. He needed to get through the city to get to the southern suburbs. His daughter’s house was in Benton, on the other side of the metro sprawl. Going around would add three days to his trip. Three days he didn’t have supplies for.

“You know the tunnels?” Jack asked.

“My dad worked for the transit authority,” she said. “Before.”

“Where’s your dad now?”

She looked down at her shoes. Canvas high-tops wrapped in duct tape. “He’s back there. Moving north with the pack.”

Jack felt a twinge in his gut. He knew that feeling. The grief that you pack away in a box and tape shut because if you open it, you never stop screaming.

“The tunnels are flooded,” Jack said, testing her.

“Not the service lines,” she shot back. “The pumps run on geothermal backups. Some of them still work. I can get us past the gridlock.”

Us. She was working the angle hard.

Jack looked at the spear in his hand. He looked at the empty highway ahead. He was tired. He was solitary by nature and by necessity. A partner was a liability. A partner meant splitting rations. A partner meant someone to watch while you slept, or someone to cut your throat while you dreamed.

But she knew the tunnels.

“You try to hit me with a rock,” Jack said, pointing the knife at her nose, “and I’ll leave you for the Zs with two broken legs. Understand?”

Trudy swallowed. She looked at the knife, then at Jack’s eyes. She saw he wasn’t joking.

“Deal,” she said.

“And stop following me,” Jack grumbled, turning back to the road. “Walk beside me. I don’t like shadows.”

She scurried up, falling into step on his left flank. She smelled of
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