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Introduction

After the sirens burned out and the radios thinned to snow, the city settled into a
silence that was not peace. Wind harped through glassless frames; banners hung like
exhausted tongues. We learned a new geometry of fear: avoid the cul-de-sac, distrust
the echoing stair, never pause on a bridge with no secondary egress. | had drawn lines
for a living—setbacks, load paths, desire lines—only to watch them dissolving beneath
ash and footsteps. But ruins are not empty. They are waiting rooms. They leave gaps
for intention. All we needed was a plan audacious enough to believe in.

| am an urban designer by training and a trespasser by necessity. In our first months
we studied the undead like weather. They pooled in shaded atriums at midday,
migrated along the scent corridors of the old food courts at dusk, and stalled on
carpeted mezzanines where their feet tangled in history. They could push, but not
climb; reach, but not reason. We stared at their limits as we would at a contour map
and began to draft our answer: a city that would not just endure them, but
choreograph them away from us. Built environments can be weapons when a door
swing decides a life, refuges when a stairwell seals with a whisper, and, if we are
precise and stubborn, symbols of hope strong enough to outlast a winter.

| did not do this alone. Our team formed in the cracks between panic and purpose: a
structural engineer who could hear a beam groan by touch, a subway operator who
knew the undercity like a second spine, a water tech with a gift for coaxing clarity
from filth, a sociologist fluent in the mathematics of trust, and a former scavenger who
understood the militant crews that stalked the ring roads and rooftops. We argued in
freight elevators, mapped on butcher paper, and swore oaths over warm batteries. We
turned skyscrapers into stacked villages, subways into pressurized lifelines, and
abandoned malls into marketplaces where light and law could circulate again.

Adaptive design became our creed. We learned to draw with contingencies layered
like armor: redundancies in power and path, pressure differentials to keep the air
honest, skybridges to liberate us from streets that had become hunting grounds. We
sheathed stair rails in quiet materials, baffled the corridors to swallow sound, and
stitched buildings with escape routes that no one could memorize but everyone could
feel. Microgrids hummed awake from salvaged turbines; water rooms blossomed with
slow sand filters and gravity-fed taps; rooftops grew lettuces under polycarbonate that
sang when it hailed. Each tactic answered a human need and a monstrous habit.

But walls alone do not make a city. The first time we opened a market in the atrium of

a dead mall, we realized design is governance disguised as geometry. Where you
place a gate, you set a law. How you carve a sightline, you make a promise. When we
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laid out the plaza mat with chalk salvaged from a kindergarten, we wrote rules in the
negative space: who eats first, where disputes are heard, how pity moves along a
queue. We discovered that trust has a load rating, and if you exceed it, the beam fails
without a sound. We learned to test our structures and our stories with the same
hammer.

The militant scavengers were not just enemies; they were a culture with a thesis: that
freedom was the right to take. They came in trucks with muttered names and in boots
that read street the way we read plans. If a building is a conversation, they preferred
to shout. We parleyed with them in the husk of a civic theater, under a fresco of stars
dulled with smoke. Our only leverage was what we could build. A clinic that kept
babies breathing is a harder thing to sack. A neighborhood with its own lights in the
blackout is a flag they cannot fly. We designed deterrence into delight, turned choke
points into community kitchens where no shot could be fired without shattering what
everyone needed.

Beyond the human adversary lay the undead zones, great tidal pools of hunger
lapping against our perimeters. We mapped them with drones that came home with
teeth marks and with runners who did not always come home at all. Their borders
shifted with sound and weather, with the panics of strangers and the collapse of old
facades. Navigation was never cartography alone; it was choreography and prayer. In
that moving landscape, our blueprints had to be alive, annotated with pencil and
sweat, revised at midnight when the generators coughed, reprinted on the backs of
theater posters and eviction notices.

This is not a manual, though you may find techniques here that feel like steps on a
ladder. It is a story about drafting in the dark and taping plans to a wall that is still
being built. Each chapter begins with a question we were forced to answer: How do
you make a vertical farm that cannot be overrun? Where should a school live when
windows attract the dead? What does justice look like when a lock can mean life? We
failed and we adjusted. We grieved and we recalculated. Along the way, the city
taught us something architects often forget: the most important detail is the one that
teaches someone else how to repair it.

If you have the book in your hands, it means you are still somewhere a door can close
and a light can be shielded. | offer you our record not as a boast, but as proof. Ruin
clarifies. Renewal requires choreography and courage in equal parts. Draw bold. Leave
room for the human hand. Build as if you must fight in it. Live as if you can sing in it.
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CHAPTER ONE: Aftershock Survey

The aftershock hit at four in the morning, which was generous of the earth considering
everything else that had gone wrong. | woke to the sound of not one building but three
swaying in concert, a baritone hum that traveled up through the concrete slab
beneath my cot and into my molars. Somewhere across the river, a parking garage
remembered its original impulse and folded inward with a noise like a grocery bag
being crushed by God. | counted to thirty. When the shaking stopped, | laced my
boots, grabbed the transit clipboard I'd stolen from a dead subway supervisor, and
went to see what needed killing or saving.

That was October. Six weeks since the world got loud in a bad way. | had been
mapping evacuation corridors for a redevelopment nonprofit at the time, which meant
| knew the downtown grid the way a surgeon knows the torso—arteries here, nerves
there, the fragile organs you didn't want to nick. Now that knowledge had become
currency more valuable than ammunition, because ammunition doesn't help you
figure out which overpass can still carry foot traffic and which one is waiting for the
next freeze-thaw cycle to finish its revenge. I'd traded my drafting pens for a Sharpie
and a headlamp, but the instinct was the same: read the structure, respect the forces,
and never assume a wall will hold just because it held yesterday.

The street smelled like wet copper and ruptured gas mains that had long since burned
off their sulfur, leaving only a mineral ghost. | kept to the lee side of buildings where
the wind couldn't push scent ahead of me. You learn that fast when the dead are
aboveground: sound travels, smell travels, but if you stay downwind and low, you can
move through a city like a thought through a sleeping brain. My boots found a rhythm
on the fractured asphalt, stepping over the debris that had become as familiar as
furniture—twisted rebar jutting from concrete like broken ribs, a shopping cart melted
into a puddle that had frozen and thawed and frozen again, a traffic light dangling by a
single wire, its lens cracked into a spiderweb pattern that | would later learn meant the
glass had cooled unevenly, not that it mattered, not to me, not then.

| reached the intersection of Sixth and Halsted and stopped. The old Cook County
Hospital complex loomed to my south, its windows dark and mostly intact, and to my
north a section of the Blue Line viaduct had sheared away like a bite taken out of a
bridge model. | opened my clipboard. The first page held a rough sketch I'd made from
memory and from what | could see through binoculars the previous week. | pulled out
a pencil—a carpenter's pencil, fat and blunt, because fine points snap in cold air—and
began annotating. Viaduct span fourteen through nineteen: gone. That left the
Ravenswood corridor as the only north-south transit artery within three kilometers.
That mattered because people needed to move, and movement above ground meant
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exposure. Below ground was worse, but I'd get to that later.

A sound came from the alley to my east. Not a groan, which you could dismiss as wind
or settling steel, but a rhythmic dragging, like something heavy and persistent being
pulled across gravel. | dropped low behind a concrete jersey barrier and watched. The
thing emerged slowly, wearing what had once been a CTA maintenance uniform, its
high-visibility stripes torn and flapped around legs that moved with a mechanical
lurch, one foot perpetually stuck in a partial stride. Its jaw hung loose, swinging with
each forward lurch, and its left arm trailed behind it at an angle that would have been
impossible for anything with functioning tendons. I'd seen a hundred variations by
then, but this one was interesting because it still wore a laminated ID badge, and |
wondered whether the identification systems that had once tracked our movements
now tracked nothing at all but a faint warmth.

| did not shoot it. | had eleven rounds in my sidearm and a policy I'd developed early
on: every bullet was a decision, and some decisions you couldn't take back. The dead
were slow and stupid, and they gravitated toward sound and structure the way moths
gravitated toward light. If | fired, the report would carry for blocks, bouncing off
glassless facades, and within twenty minutes | could have a congregation forming at
every intersection between here and the river. Instead, | waited. When the thing's
dragging path took it behind a dumpster, | moved east, crossed the street at a crouch,
and continued my survey with a faster heartbeat and a slower pace.

That was the morning | decided we needed a team.

| found Delia Choi on the ninth floor of the Monadnock Building, which was fitting
because Delia was a structural engineer and the Monadnock was one of the oldest
load-bearing masonry buildings in Chicago, a dinosaur of a thing that had been
designed to settle into the clay beneath it like a stone dropped into mud. She had
barricaded herself into a corner office with bookshelves, sandbags, and a coffee
thermos that she guarded like Excalibur. When | knocked, she opened the door six
inches and peered through the gap with the expression of someone who had already
decided whether or not to trust me.

"You're the urban planner," she said. Not a question.

"Urban designer. There's a difference."

"Not to the guy with the rifle on the stairwell above you."

That was true. A man named Kwame Asante had taken up position two floors up, a
former Army reservist who had turned survivalism into a full-time profession long

before the dead started walking. He'd been watching my approach through a sniper's
scope and was not yet convinced | wasn't a scout for one of the scavenger crews that
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had turned Logan Square into a fiefdom. | raised both hands where Delia could see
them through the gap in the door and explained, quickly, that | was not here to recruit
her, loot her supply cache, or ask to see her boots. | was here because her building
was one of the few structures in the Loop with intact foundations, functioning water
mains on the lower levels, and enough square footage to house something more than
a sniper's roost.

Delia let me in because | could read a floor plan. That sounds like a small thing, but
when you're barricaded inside a masonry building with no working phone and a
dwindling supply of water purification tablets, the person who can tell you which walls
are structural and which are decorative becomes the most important person in your
life. I unfurled my clipboard sketch, and together we walked the perimeter of her office
floor, her hand trailing along the wall like a pianist searching for a chord. She pressed
her palm against the exterior facade and closed her eyes. | watched her face for the
micro-expressions—a slight wince here, a pause there—and understood that she was
listening to the building the way a doctor listens to a chest, searching for the murmur
that meant trouble.

"The southeast corner is going to give you problems," she said. "The mortar joints
were failing before the event. The freeze-thaw cycles have been accelerating the
delamination. In normal times, you'd scaffold it and repoint the joints. Now, you either
shore it with steel angle braces or you accept that someday that corner is coming off."

"How soon?"
"Hard to say without instruments. Days, maybe weeks. Depends on the aftershocks."

| wrote that down. This was the calculus of ruin: every structure had a countdown
hidden inside it, a fuse lit by neglect, weather, and the accumulated insults of a city
that had never been as permanent as it pretended to be. Delia could read that
countdown by touch. | wanted her on my team. She wanted clean water and a
guarantee | wouldn't get her killed. We shook hands on the first and agreed to
negotiate the second.

By noon, | had a rough inventory of the Monadnock's assets: twelve habitable floors, a
basement with a sump pump that still cycled on a timer powered by an emergency
generator that burned diesel we'd need to scavenge, and a rooftop mechanical
penthouse that offered a vantage point for three miles in every direction. The building
was not a fortress, but it was a spine, and in a city full of slumped and shattered
bodies, having a spine was something.

That afternoon, | walked south toward the Loop, following a route I'd pre-selected

based on satellite imagery I'd studied on a laptop powered by a car battery in a back
room of the Harold Washington Library. The library itself was a cautionary tale—its
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glass curtain walls had shattered in the first week, and the books on the lower floors
had been ruined by rain before someone clever enough to recognize the value of
elevated ground had claimed the upper stacks as living quarters. | nodded to the
sentry perched in the former Special Collections room and kept moving.

South State Street was a canyon of shadows. The buildings here were steel-frame
giants, the kind that rose fifty, sixty, eighty stories and cast permanent shadows on
streets that had once been canyons of commerce. Now the commerce was different.
On my left, a group of survivors had converted the ground floor of a former
department store into a communal kitchen, its stainless steel counters still stained
with the residue of a thousand improvised meals. On my right, someone had strung
laundry between two parking meters, a sight so domestic and so absurd that | stopped
and stared for a moment, because clean sheets drying in a dead city meant someone
still believed in tomorrow.

| was taking notes on the back of an architectural digest when | heard the engine.

Vehicles were rare in those days. Fuel was scavenged, engines rebuilt from salvaged
parts, and every car on the road was a declaration of power. | stepped into a doorway
and watched a battered school bus roll south, its sides painted with a logo |
recognized: a red hawk clutching a wrench. That was the insignia of the Reclamation
Collective, a group that had formed in the suburbs and was slowly pushing into the
city, claiming buildings and infrastructure with a mixture of idealism and intimidation.
I'd heard stories about them—some good, some bad, all unverifiable—but seeing their
bus in person made the whole enterprise feel suddenly real, like a weather forecast
materializing into rain.

The bus stopped at the next intersection. A woman jumped down from the front door,
short-haired, sunburned, carrying a clipboard of her own. She walked toward me with
the brisk, purposeful stride of someone who had a meeting schedule to keep in the
middle of the apocalypse. Her name was Inez Morales, and she was a former city
transportation planner who had spent the last few weeks scouting subway access
points.

"You look like someone who's been walking all day," she said.

"You look like someone who's been riding a bus all day."

"Touché. | have a proposition."

The proposition was simple in concept and impossible in scope: the Reclamation
Collective wanted to establish a forward operating base inside the abandoned Harold

Washington transit hub, the old CTA nerve center beneath the lakefront, and they
needed someone who understood structural load paths and soil mechanics to tell them
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whether the tunnels could support the weight of a reinforced community space. In
exchange, they offered fuel, a dozen trained fighters, and a seat at whatever
negotiating table we were building.

| agreed to look at the tunnels the next day. Inez and | shook hands, and | watched her
board the bus and disappear around the corner, her clipboard a tiny rectangle of
purpose in the rear window.

That night, back at the Monadnock, | met Ravi Kapoor.

He was crouched in the stairwell between the fifth and sixth floors, boiling water over
a small propane burner, when | came in through the service entrance. He had the wary
look of someone who had been living in stairwells for a while, which is exactly what
he'd been doing. Ravi had been a plumber before the event, a man who understood
pipes and pressure and the way water behaved in systems both ancient and
improvised. When the city's water treatment infrastructure collapsed, Ravi had
scavenged enough filtration media, PVC tubing, and hand pumps to keep a small
encampment in drinking water, and that camp had grown into a network of families
who traded labor for hydration.

He poured me a cup of something that smelled like coffee but tasted more like
desperation and chicory. | told him about the transit hub. He listened, nodded, and
said he'd heard rumors about a freshwater spring running through the old freight
tunnels beneath the river, but he couldn't confirm it because the last time someone
went down there, they came back with bite marks on their ankles and no useful data.

"Sounds like a Tuesday," | said.

"Sounds like a wet Tuesday," he replied.

Ravi joined the team by morning, not through any formal negotiation but because he
showed up every morning after that with a jug of filtered water and a willingness to
crawl into spaces that would make a sewer rat reconsider its life choices.

The first week of November, | met Tomas lbarra.

| was surveying the old Navy Pier warehouse district when his crew surrounded me
with a professionalism that suggested military training—quiet, coordinated, weapons
held low and ready. Tomas stepped out from the group wearing a puffy jacket three
sizes too large and boots that had been resoled at least twice. He had a scar that ran
from his left temple to his chin, and eyes that calculated angles and exits with the

same unconscious speed that mine now read load-bearing walls and sightlines.

Tomas was a former scavenger—one of the militant ones, the kind who had raided
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grocery stores, pharmacies, and gun shops in the early chaotic months when supply
lines dissolved and the social contract evaporated into something thinner than smoke.
But he had gotten tired of fighting over diminishing resources, and he'd started
thinking about the math: the number of calories in a warehouse of canned goods
divided by the number of people who would die trying to reach them always came out
worse than the number of people who could be fed if you simply grew food in the
warehouses instead. It was a revolutionary insight, or at least it would have been if
revolution required only arithmetic.

"I want to trade," he said. "Not loot. Trade."

He had maps—hand-drawn, annotated with symbols | didn't fully understand but could
guess at, marking safe corridors, dead zones, and supply caches that were still intact.
His maps were more honest than anything I'd seen from the Reclamation Collective or
the library squatters, because they included the things that official maps didn't: the
locations of undead nesting clusters, the windows that still held glass and therefore
could become shrapnel in an explosion, the alleys where the pavement had buckled
upward into accidental barricades.

| unfolded one of his maps on the hood of an overturned delivery truck and studied it
with the seriousness of a general. "You've got good instincts," | said.

"I've got dead friends and a compass," he said. "The instincts came from surviving
long enough to be bored."

| asked him to show me the maps in daylight, and over the following week, Tomas
became our intelligence officer, our cartographer of the dangerous and the possible.
He did not join us out of idealism. He joined because he had run the numbers, and the
numbers said that cooperation, however fragile, lasted longer than predation.

By mid-November, | had a team that fit together like mismatched plumbing: Delia,
who understood buildings the way horses understood open fields; Kwame, who
controlled access to every rooftop and stairwell within a six-block radius and had a
moral compass that pointed unerringly toward pragmatism; Inez, whose transit maps
were tattooed on her brain; Ravi, who could make water appear from stone; and
Tomas, who knew where danger slept and where it stirred. | was the one who could
look at all of them and see the city they could build together—if | could find the right
place to start.

That place turned out to be underground.
On November seventeenth, Inez, Kwame, and | descended into the old CTA transit hub

through a maintenance access that Ravi had cleared two days prior. The air below was
cold, wet, and carried the faint mineral smell of river water. Emergency lighting, long
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dead, hung from corroded housings like extinct jellyfish. The platform level was
flooded to a depth of three feet, black water reflecting our headlamps with an oily
sheen. Rats moved along the railbed in disciplined lines, as if they had replaced the
old schedule with one of their own.

We waded carefully. Inez led the way, her transit-issue boots finding the railbed with a
sureness that made me think she was navigating by something other than
sight—some internal compass calibrated to the grid she had memorized over fifteen
years of riding and routing and rebuilding schedules that no longer mattered. Kwame
carried a crowbar and moved with the quiet discipline of a man who had learned that
noise, underground, was a contract with violence. | carried a clipboard and a flashlight,
which made me either the most useful or the most expendable member of the party.

The hub had been designed for a city that moved three million souls a day through its
veins. Now those veins were still, and the blood was black water. We reached the
central concourse, a cavernous space with vaulted ceilings that arched overhead like
the ribcage of some enormous animal. Inez stopped and looked up, and | watched her
face cycle through recognition, grief, and something that might have been the
beginning of an idea.

"Pressure differentials," she said quietly. "If we seal the northern access tunnels and
vent the south side, we can create a natural airflow system. The river proximity means
cooler air in summer. The depth means insulation in winter. With a few hand-cranked
fans at the right junctions, we could move air through this place like it was designed to
do."

She was right. The old transit engineers had built ventilation into the hub as a matter
of course—massive shafts that connected to the street grates above, designed to clear
smoke in case of fire. Those shafts were still there, still structurally sound as far as |
could tell from my quick visual assessment. The bones of the infrastructure were
sound. What was missing was everything else: electricity, drainage, habitability, trust.

"Can you seal a tunnel with materials we have on hand?" | asked.

"Sandbags, concrete rubble, and time," Kwame said from behind us. We both turned.
He was standing at the edge of the platform, looking out into the tunnel to the north.
His flashlight beam was fixed on something that moved in the darkness—not the
shuffling, dragging movement of the dead, but the quick, furtive scurry of the living.
Someone, or several someones, were out there in the tunnels, and they knew we were
here.

| wrote a single note on my clipboard: "Underworld. Threat. Opportunity."

Then we turned off our lights, stood in the darkness, and listened. The rats kept
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moving. The water lapped. Somewhere far to the north, a door slammed, and the
sound rolled through the tunnels like a rumor, carrying with it the faintest suggestion
that we were not the only ones who believed the underground could be home again.

Back on street level, the sky was turning the color of a bruise. | stood on the
Monadnock's loading dock and watched Delia reinforce the southeast corner with steel
bracing she'd fabricated from shelving units in an adjacent office building. It was ugly,
functional, and strong enough to buy us time—maybe a month, maybe two. Behind
me, Ravi tested a hand pump he'd connected to an old fire suppression line, and a thin
stream of clear water arced into a bucket with a sound that made three nearby
survivors stop and stare as if they'd witnessed a miracle.

It wasn't a miracle. It was plumbing. But after six weeks of silence and thirst, plumbing
felt like a small act of defiance against a world that had decided to end.

Tomas appeared at my elbow, holding out a crumpled piece of paper. "Scouts reported
a large concentration moving east along Madison," he said. "Thirty, maybe forty.
Moving slow, not hunting. Just migrating."

| took the paper and added the report to my growing map of undead patterns. They
moved along the old commercial corridors—the streets that had once been lined with
restaurants and coffee shops and department stores—following the ghost trails of food
and foot traffic that had been baked into the pavement by decades of use. They were
creatures of habit now, trapped in loops of instinct, circling the empty containers of a
need they could no longer satisfy.

"Do we need to reinforce the east-facing barricades?" | asked.

"Not yet. They're heading toward Grant Park. If they hit open space, they'll lose
interest and scatter."

"Then we have time."

"Time is what you spend before you're wrong," Tomas said, and disappeared back into
the street.

| turned back to my clipboard and looked at what we had: a building that was holding,
water that was flowing, tunnels that were waiting, and a team that was forming itself
into something that might, with luck and engineering, become a community. The
blueprints were still in my head, half-formed sketches of ventilation systems and
defensive walls and rooftop gardens that would grow lettuce under salvaged
polycarbonate panels. | had no title to the land, no permit to build, no code to consult
except the one | wrote myself: survive, adapt, and leave room for someone else to
improve on your work.
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| pocketed my pencil, climbed the stairs to the ninth floor, and began to draw.
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