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			When writing about an adolescent boy, it’s best to seek the advice of an expert. This book is dedicated to my son, Andy Drago, who read it and offered helpful (and often profound) insight into the realities of his age, his culture, and his mysterious language.

			Son, I couldn’t have done it without you.

		

	


	
		
			“Children make the best heroes.”

			—Anonymous
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			Chapter 1

			Dead Men Walking

			On a sunny Wednesday morning in October—a day that would mark the end of one life and the beginning of another—I found out that my next-door neighbor was one of the walking dead.

			The day had started typically enough, with Mom nagging me to get dressed. Emily, my five-year-old sister, was wailing because the cable was out and she couldn’t watch Dora the Explorer. And me? I was in the bathroom, trying to get that “sticky-up” part of my hair to lay flat.

			My name’s William Karl Ritter—Will to the world at large. I’m twelve years old and just about as “middle of the road” as you can get. I’m not skinny or fat, not really tall or short, not butt-ugly or particularly good-looking. What I am is a redhead. See, I’ve got my mom’s pale face and green eyes and my dad’s freckles and mop of orange hair, which he had always called the “family heritage” dating back to the old country. If so, then it was one weird heritage. After all, who ever heard of a redheaded German?

			I hated being a redhead—and still do. Sort of.

			Back then, I guess I hated a lot of things. For example, I hated middle school. The classes were boring. I hated being called Red all the time. And I especially hated when the school bullies pinned me down and played “connect the dots” with my freckles and a ballpoint pen.

			But most of all, I hated that my dad wasn’t there to make it all right.

			“Bus in ten minutes, Will!” Mom called from downstairs. “I’ve got a Pop-Tart for you!”

			“Okay, Mom!” With a groan, I gave up on my hair, fled the bathroom, and bounded down the steps three at a time.

			Mom was in the kitchen, calming Emily down with a glass of apple juice. “There’s nothing I can do about the cable, honey. It’ll come back on when it comes back on. Will, grab something to eat. You’ve got…eight and a half minutes!”

			“I’ll make it!” I said, shoving half a Pop-Tart into my mouth.

			“Isn’t today the deadline for the soccer sign-ups?” Mom asked, glancing sideways at me.

			The Pop-Tart suddenly caught a little in my throat. 

			“I guess so.”

			She gave me her “mother” look. “I want you doing more with your free time than playing Xbox. A little exercise, maybe? Why don’t you sign up?”

			I made a sour face. “Soccer sucks.”

			“You loved it up until two years ago. Tell me again how many goals you scored that last season you played. Was it eight?”

			“Yeah,” I admitted. “But it’s, like, different now.”

			“Will, your dad would want you to continue doing the things that interest you.”

			“I know,” I sighed.

			“Sign up today,” Mom said firmly. “Emmie and I expect to see you in some games this fall. Got it, mister?”

			“Okay, I’ll do it,” I relented, only half-meaning it.

			Smiling, she forced a hug out of me, after which Emily dumped a sloppy kiss on my cheek. Then I snatched up my backpack from its place by the door and headed out.

			“Have a good day!” Mom called.

			I did not have a good day.

			I leapt down the stoop, letting the door slam behind me. I was determined to get all the way up the hill to the bus stop in less than thirty seconds. But before I could get as far as the sidewalk, I heard Old Man Pratt call to me. He sounded pissed. He usually did.

			Inwardly I groaned. What had I done now?

			I turned around—and instantly all thoughts of school, soccer, and bus stops went right out of my head.

			Pratt said, “You got your trash cans mixed up with mine again, boy!”

			He’d moved in next door to us about two years ago. His house looked almost exactly like ours, which looked almost exactly like every other house on Grape Street, which looked almost exactly like every other street in the Manayunk section of Philadelphia: a two-floor, vinyl-sided row home with square windows and a flat, tarred roof. The Manayunk Standard, Mom always called it.

			Pratt was the neighborhood grouch. Somewhere in his seventies, he lived alone, kept to himself, and got pissed off more often and with less reason than anyone I’d ever met.

			“I’m talking to you, Ritter!”

			I tried to speak—I really did—but no sound came out. When you turn around expecting to see something familiar—not particularly pleasant but familiar—and instead see something else altogether, it takes a little while for your brain to catch up with your eyes. Some people might call it shock. I call it the holy crap factor.

			Ernie Pratt was dead—very dead—which didn’t make much sense because as far as I knew, dead men didn’t get pissed.

			He was wearing what he usually wore in the mornings: a white terry-cloth robe and slippers, except the skin inside the slippers had gone as dry as old paper. His face was gray and pulled tight around his skull. One of his eyes was hanging out of its socket, dangling by a short length of thick, corded tissue. The other one, looking milky and sightless, nevertheless stared at me. His lips were gone, receded, revealing a black-gummed mouth with only half the teeth it should have had, and even those were as yellow as old eggs.

			Which is also how he smelled. The stench hit me like a hammer. I actually staggered back a step. The reek of rotted flesh turned my stomach, threatening the Pop-Tart in my belly with a hasty and violent eviction. I kept it down, mainly because I could tell that Old Man Pratt was watching me, ogling me with that one “good” eye. Looking for what? Fear? Disgust? Right then, I felt plenty of both! My knees had gone weak, and the world—my safe familiar world—seemed to be slipping like sand through my fingers.

			“What’re you staring at, Ritter?” the talking corpse demanded. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” Then he smiled, splitting what was left of his mouth open in a grimace that sent a chill down my spine and out through all ten of my toes.

			Pratt wasn’t just dead. He’d clearly been dead a while—weeks maybe!

			But he hadn’t been a walking cadaver yesterday. I was sure of that! So just what on Earth had happened to him?

			“I’m…okay,” I stammered, somewhat surprised that words could come out of my mouth at all.

			The dead man regarded me, tilting his head at an odd, thoughtful angle. As he did, a series of black beetles bubbled up through a hole in his neck and ran down his collarbone, disappearing inside the white robe.

			That was all I could take. Wide-eyed, I started stumbling away from him. It felt like my stomach was about to explode out of my mouth. I glanced toward the front door of my house, hoping my mother might be standing there to see me off. She did that sometimes. This, however, was apparently not one of those times. No doubt Emily was still griping. I was going to die because the cable TV was out.

			“Okay, huh?” Dead Man Pratt replied. “You don’t look it.”

			Then to my utter horror, he reached over and caught my upper arm.

			I didn’t scream. If I had, Mom might have heard it and come to the door. Then things would have turned out differently—maybe worse.

			Instead I flailed and scrambled backward.

			Pratt was strong. I could feel his strength in the clutch of his gray, dry fingers. He grinned another of those hideous grins, looking like a rotting corpse that had just won the lottery. His one milky eye gleamed like a beacon as he started to pull me toward him.

			Then he spoke again. Except he didn’t. His black, lipless mouth never moved. I seemed to hear the words coming from inside my head—disjointed, as if he were uttering them one at a time and making an individual sentence out of each.

			“What. Do. You. See. Boy?”

			Acting on pure animal instinct, I swung my arm in a wide arc and brought it down on his wrist. I didn’t plan it. I didn’t aim. I just did it.

			I don’t know what I expected to happen. But one thing I didn’t expect was for Dead Man Pratt’s hand to snap right off the end of his arm!

			Suddenly freed, I stumbled backward, almost fell, regained my balance—and took off up the street in the direction of my bus stop. Halfway there, I noticed that the blackened dead hand was still clutching my shirt sleeve. Worse—it was twitching a little.

			At that, I finally did scream.

			Doing a panicked bee-in-your-shirt dance, I threw the gross thing off of me. It bounced into the bushes. Then I kept right on running, risking a quick glance over my shoulder.

			Pratt was standing where he had been, looking after me. His smile was gone, replaced by a scowl as he examined what was left of his arm. If lopping off his hand had hurt him, he gave no sign of it.

			I think I made it to the bus stop in less than thirty seconds. First time ever. There’s nothing like raw terror to get your butt moving.

			A handful of kids were already waiting there. One of them was Mike Reardon, a friend. As I reached him, panting and sweating, he asked, “You gonna die or what?”

			“Look down the hill!” I exclaimed, trying to catch my breath. My heart felt like it was about to burst.

			He looked. He frowned. Then he laughed.

			“What’d you do to Old Man Pratt?” he asked. “He’s standing there in his robe looking seriously pissed!”

			I swallowed, steeled myself, and then faced down the hill.

			The robe was there, but the thing inside them wasn’t a man—or at least, it hadn’t been for a really long time. As I watched, the cadaver waved with his one good hand.

			This time the chill ran up my spine and squirted out my ears.

			“Bus is coming!” someone announced.

			My cell phone was in my backpack. Should I call the cops? Call my mom? And tell her what exactly? That Old Man Pratt died maybe a month ago and didn’t know it? But then why hadn’t Mike seen what I’d seen?

			Shuddering a little, I dragged my eyes away from the thing down the block, watching instead the yellow school bus rumbling to a stop at the curb. As the accordion doors creaked open, kids lined up to climb aboard. I stood in the back, my mind reeling.

			Am I going crazy?

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Dead Men Teaching

			The bus ride up to Ridge Avenue took just ten minutes. It turned out to be a long ten minutes.

			By stepping onboard, I’d committed myself. Our driver, Mrs. Gardner, wouldn’t let us off once we were on—not until we’d reached John Towers Middle School. So changing my mind and running home to Mom was off the table. All I could do was sit stiffly on the seat beside Mike, trembling and not saying anything as the bus trundled up the hill, picking up kids every few blocks or so.

			And the more I sat there, the less sure I was of what I’d seen.

			After all, dead guys didn’t walk around, did they? They didn’t grab you, only to have their hands snap off on your shirt.

			Right?

			I didn’t know what had happened outside my house, but I was slowly managing to convince myself that it had been some kind of weird hallucination. A bad Pop-Tart maybe?

			When we reached the school, I staggered from the bus in a daze of confusion and uncertainty. I bumped into Mike on the way down the narrow steps, making him snap, “Jeez! What’s the matter with you?”

			“I dunno,” I replied, still feeling the dry clutch of Pratt’s dead hand on my arm.

			“You sick or something?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Well…see you.” And with that, Mike veered away, looking uncomfortable.

			He thinks I’m nuts.

			The student entrance was always manned by a couple of teachers whose job it was to make sure that everybody got inside before the bell rang. Today it was Mr. Lafferty’s turn. Lafferty was a gym coach, a big impatient guy who kept ordering everyone to keep moving through the doors. Across from him, eyeing the lazy march of kids passing under his nose, stood Assistant Principal Titlebaum.

			I wouldn’t have recognized him if not for the stupid flower he always wore in the lapel of his fancy suit.

			Because the guy inside that suit was dead.

			He wasn’t as dead as Old Man Pratt had been. Well—of course he was as dead—just not for as long. Where Mr. Pratt had been a dried-up husk, cracking open here and there when he turned his head, Mr. Titlebaum was still—juicy. His flesh appeared tight and transparent, the muscles beneath visible, the skin moist and faintly purple.

			His head was moving slowly back and forth, his dead eyes scanning the crowd, looking for—what?

			They settled on me.

			Gasping, I stumbled sideways, trying to get as close to Mr. Lafferty’s side of the student entrance as I could.

			“Yo! Watch it, Red!” someone yelled as I bumped into him.

			“Sorry…” I muttered.

			Feeling dizzy with fear, I somehow managed to make it through the school doors.

			“Hey, Will!”

			There was Brian Kowalsky, one of my best friends. I tried to smile but couldn’t manage it. Brian didn’t notice. “You study for the math test?” he asked.

			“Uh-huh,” I replied. And the thing is, I had. But that had been last night, when my life had been a whole lot simpler.

			“Not me. Fell asleep watching CSI. My mom freaked! Now she says I’m gonna flunk, and it serves me right.”

			It sounded like a mom thing to say.

			“I’m ready anyway!” Brian unconvincingly declared. “But can I copy off you…in case I’m not?”

			“Whatever,” I told him.

			A typical day at school.

			Homeroom came and went. My homeroom teacher, plump Ms. Carvelli, was clearly and blessedly unzombie-like. She led us through the Pledge of Allegiance and the morning announcements and then wished us all a good day when the bell rang. I considered talking to her and telling her what was happening to me.

			I didn’t.

			Instead Brian and I marched off to first period math, with Brian still fretting over the test and me just praying that our teacher, Ms. Yu, would be alive and well.

			She wasn’t.

			“Aw, crap,” I breathed, staring at the corpse by the blackboard.

			“Relax,” Brian whispered. “I mean, you studied, right? I don’t want to be copying off you if you didn’t study.”

			Saying nothing, I averted my eyes and took my assigned seat in the third row. Brian sat catty-corner and two rows back. I heard him shift his chair a little closer.

			“Get settled!” the Ms. Yu-thing said in her heavily accented English. “We have a test today!”

			“Hey, Red,” said a voice from beside me, and despite everything, my spirits lifted a little. Helene—spelled with three e’s but pronounced with three a’s—Boettcher dropped into the desk beside mine, just as she did every math class. At the sight of her, my mouth went a little dry, and all thoughts of walking dead people briefly receded.

			She absently brushed a lock of wavy light brown hair away from her big hazel eyes. “Ready for the test?”

			I struggled for words. It was a problem that happened only in front of her.

			Well, and zombies, of course.

			“I…think so.”

			“The Math Queen’s tests are always so hard,” Helene complained. “It’s like she’s not…human or something.”

			Another, rather different kind of cold shock ran down my spine. I gaped at Helene speechlessly as, from the blackboard, dead Ms. Yu declared, “Attention, class! Everyone look at me!”

			It was the last thing I wanted to do. I did it anyway. What I was looking at was a dried-up carcass loosely wrapped in a floral print dress and clutching a pile of stapled papers in one gray bony fist. Bits of flaky skin fluttered off of her, covering the floor like weird confetti. There were beetles following her with every step she took. They seemed to be feeding on the confetti.

			I glanced around at the other kids. None of them looked nervous, except for Brian, of course, who hadn’t studied.

			They didn’t see that she was a corpse. They didn’t even seem to see the bugs!

			“There will be no talking,” she said. “Your eyes will be on your papers. Forget the clock. Focus only on the test.”

			“You okay?” Helene whispered.

			I nodded miserably, wishing I could confide in her but realizing that her remark about Ms. Yu had been just a joke—one of those things that, yesterday, we’d have laughed about and then forgotten.

			Helene wouldn’t believe me. No one would.

			The telephone on the wall beside the door suddenly rang.

			I actually let out a little startled yelp. A few of the kids around me chuckled.

			“You don’t look okay,” Helene remarked dryly.

			Her speech interrupted, Dead Woman Yu moved to the phone using an ungainly shuffle that sloughed more little gray skin flakes off of her decaying body. They left a gruesome trail across the tile floor that the beetles seemed to love.

			Lifting the receiver in one bony hand, she uttered the phrase that, as always, earned her a laugh from the class: “I am Yu!”

			I didn’t join in the merriment. Neither did Helene.

			The corpse flashed the class an annoyed look. Then she listened to the voice on the other end of the line. As I watched, her withered and blackened body grew stiff—no pun intended. She turned her head and looked right at me.

			It’s Mr. Pratt! He’s called the school to tell Mr. Titlebaum and Ms. Yu that I can see them—that I can see them all!

			Without really knowing why, I glanced at Helene, who met my eyes.

			Amazingly, she whispered, “Don’t panic.”

			Our deceased math teacher replaced the receiver. “William Ritter,” she said, “you are to report to Mr. Titlebaum’s office immediately.”

			I didn’t move—couldn’t move.

			The corpse’s rotted eye sockets narrowed. Something that looked horribly like a smile flashed across her skeletal face. “Did you hear me, Mr. Ritter?”

			“Y-yes, ma’am.”

			Moving in slow motion, as though trapped in a nightmare, I collected my books and stood, ignoring the dismayed look on Brian’s face. The classroom was as quiet as a graveyard. The other kids somehow sensed that something very bad was going down.

			My dead math teacher watched me march slowly toward the door.

			As soon as I’m in the hallway, I’ll run for the nearest exit. I’ll get home somehow—walk, or hitch, if I have to. I’ll tell Mom what’s happening. I’ll make her believe me.

			But as the classroom door closed behind me, I knew that wouldn’t be possible.

			Dead Man Titlebaum stood twenty feet away at the end of the corridor to my right. To my left, two more zombies were waiting. I didn’t know who they were, although both wore janitors’ overalls. They were the juicy kind, like the assistant principal. Together their three sets of lifeless yet malevolent eyes burned hungrily into me, their dripping, decaying bodies blocking any hope of escape.

			“This way, William,” Mr. Titlebaum commanded. He waggled one swollen purple finger at me.

			I clutched my books to my chest, paralyzed.

			“P-please…” I felt a tear trace down my cheek. “I…want my mom.”

			“No. Mom. Boy,” the assistant principal said, this time speaking in that same strange way that Old Man Pratt had—without moving his lipless mouth. “Go. On. And. Cry.”

			Suddenly I found myself praying that I was crazy. Crazy had to be better than what these things had in mind.

			The zombies advanced.

			I knew I ought to run, but my legs wouldn’t budge.

			Ms. Yu’s classroom door burst open behind me. “Move!” a voice exclaimed. I was shoved roughly aside. My books crashed to the floor as a figure darted past me.

			As I watched, thunderstruck, Helene Boettcher crossed the corridor at a run and yanked down on the fire alarm.

			An electronic horn blared out of the school’s PA system. The three zombies stopped. Seconds later, doors started opening up and down the hallway. Kids filed out, all wearing that interested, somewhat amused expression that comes whenever something unexpected breaks up the day’s routine.

			If they only knew.

			I felt the first faint whisper of hope.

			Then a dry bony hand dropped onto my shoulder. Ms. Yu’s voice whispered in my ear, “What do you see, Mr. Ritter?”

			A dozen feet away on either side of me, the zombies had recovered themselves and were focusing their attention on Helene now. Dead Man Titlebaum charged at her, moving with surprising speed, his strong hands extended.

			Seemingly unafraid, Helene reached behind her back and produced a gun!

			Except it wasn’t a real gun. It was molded plastic and dyed a pale blue color.

			A water pistol?

			Standing there with Ms. Yu’s dead fingers digging painfully into my shoulder, the notion struck me—crazy though it was—that Helene would be expelled for bringing that thing to school!

			As the assistant principal neared her, Helene fired a stream of water right into his face. To my astonishment, the dead man staggered back, clutching at his eyes as though blinded. Then, spinning on her heel, she fired twice more at the deceased janitors. This time she aimed low, catching them in the pants legs.

			One of them changed direction and marched right into the wall, knocking off a mounted fire extinguisher. There he stood, twitching helplessly. The other one’s legs stopped altogether. The corpse overbalanced and—his arms pinwheeling—crashed to the floor. When he tried to get up, I saw with horror that some of his face stuck to the floor and peeled away, revealing the underlying muscles.

			Helene ignored them, crossed the hall, and fired another stream over my shoulder. It nailed Dead Woman Yu full in the face, driving her back through the open classroom door. I stood stunned, barely able to register what was happening.

			A small, warm hand closed around mine.

			“If you don’t want to die,” Helene said, “follow me.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Dead Men Hunting

			Wait…a…minute!” I cried.

			Helene ignored the protest, dragging me roughly back into the classroom, her water pistol trained on Ms. Yu, who had pressed her back to the blackboard and was now spasming as if in some kind of fit.

			Around us, most of the kids were standing beside their desks—probably in response to the fire alarm. They were watching their math teacher jumping and thrashing like a hooked fish, their expressions ranging from astonishment to fear.

			Only Brian seemed to have a voice. “Will? What’s…going on?”

			I had no idea what to tell him.

			Abruptly Helene dropped my hand and snatched up a nearby desk chair. “Stand back!” she ordered. Then as we all watched in shocked silence, the girl I’d liked since September swung the chair in a wide arc and smashed out the nearest classroom window. What’s more, she did it easily, smoothly, as if she shattered school windows all the time.

			“Climb through!” she ordered me. “Watch out for broken glass.”

			“She broke the window!” Brian cried.

			“No!” Our math teacher shrieked. She stumbled forward, reaching for us with her mummified hands, her skull’s face twisted with rage.

			I thought, What on Earth are these other kids seeing right now?

			Helene didn’t even look at the approaching corpse. She simply raised one arm and fired her pistol into the dead woman’s right knee, just below the hem of the flowered dress. Ms. Yu suddenly veered to her right and began turning in a sloppy, frustrated circle around a leg that now seemed to have been rendered useless.

			Still trailing behind her, a bunch of beetles got stomped.

			“Get going!” Helene told me.

			Feeling numb, I obeyed, gingerly avoiding the shards of glass that lined the window frame like shark’s teeth.

			The outside air was crisp with autumn’s chill. The trees along Ridge Avenue were turning orange and yellow. Fifty yards to the left, the busy Shurs Lane intersection buzzed with late morning traffic. To the right—

			To the right, three more zombies rushed toward me from the direction of the school’s main entrance. They were all dressed like teachers and looked to be in varying stages of decomposition. One was so far gone that some of his body parts seemed about to fall off of him. Still he kept coming. They all did, closing in on me with terrifying speed.

			“There. Catch. Boy. Kill. Girl. Catch. Boy.”

			I heard Helene exclaim, “Run for Shurs! I’m right behind you!”

			“Wh-what are those things?”

			“Just run!”

			So I ran, looking over my shoulder long enough to see Helene spring through the broken window after me. Behind her, the remaining windows of our mathematics classroom were filled with the pale faces of frightened kids. Brian’s was among them.

			No test today, dude.

			We reached the intersection. The light was red, the traffic heavy. I stopped, panting and clutching a lamppost for support. Helene hardly seemed winded at all.

			“Now will you tell—?” I began.

			“Keep going!” She grabbed my hand again and pulled me down Shurs Lane in the general direction of home. “They’ll be spreading the word about us! We’ve got to get off the main roads!”

			A couple of blocks later, we turned left onto Mitchell Street, darting across the busy road and earning ourselves some angry horn blasts. Mitchell was a more typical Manayunk street, narrow and lined with houses. Through open windows I could hear TV’s and radios playing—the sounds of normalcy.

			After another block, Helene turned again and then again after that, leading us gradually downhill toward Main Street and the river. We ran until our hasty footfalls were all I could hear—well, those and my labored breathing.

			“Where…are…we…going?” I croaked. She didn’t reply. Somewhere off in the distance, police sirens blared. I swallowed and asked a different question. “They’re hunting for us, aren’t they?”

			Helene treated me to a look that seemed to say Duh!

			“My house is close by,” I offered. “My mom—”

			“No,” she said flatly. “You can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“There’s no time to explain. Just—please, we have to keep going!”

			She led me down a series of alleys and side streets, all of which finally dumped us near St. John’s Church and the empty playground at Manayunk Park across from it.

			“There!” Helene exclaimed. “Quick!”

			She crossed the street and vaulted the playground fence like a hurdle jumper. Feeling outclassed, I had to climb it. Once inside she yanked me wordlessly to the ground—and just in time too. Lying there in the bushes, we both watched as a police car buzzed slowly down Churchview Street, coming from the direction of the school. Its lights were flashing, but its siren was off. I could see two uniformed policemen sharing the front seat.

			The one on the passenger’s side was clearly dead.

			I almost cried out, but Helene clamped a small hand over my mouth.

			The police car slowed briefly in front of the playground. I could almost feel the corpse’s milky eyes scanning the empty swings and monkey bars. It made my skin crawl. Surely the thing had spotted us!

			The cruiser disappeared around the next corner.

			Pressed so close beside me that I could almost feel her heartbeat, Helene sighed with relief. “They’re gone. Let’s go.”

			“Okay,” I squeaked.

			We finally reached the bottom of the hill. Here, Main Street ran the length of Manayunk, following the path of the Schuylkill River. Lined with hip shops, antique stores, and fancy restaurants, this part of town was almost always busy. Huddled together along a narrow side road, we peered out at the pedestrians and passing traffic.

			“Two cop cars,” Helene reported. “One three blocks south and heading away from us; the other coming this way and stopped up at the Cotton Street light.”

			“Are they all…zombies?” I asked.

			“Don’t call them zombies.”

			“Why not?”

			She just shook her head.

			“Okay—are they all dead?”

			“No.”

			“Then can’t we find one who isn’t and, like, ask for help?”

			She scowled at me. “And who do you think that cop’s gonna believe? A couple of kids who just attacked some teachers and took off from school…or another cop?”

			She was right, of course. It made me feel sick.

			“So…what do we do?” I asked.

			“We wait til it looks clear. Then we cross Main and head down to the tow path.”

			“The tow path?”

			She nodded.

			“But where are we going?”

			“For now, just to a place where we can be safe for a little while.”

			I nodded. My side hurt from running. Hesitantly I asked, “Helene?”

			“What?”

			“Why are you helping me?”

			She gave me a long look. “I’m an undertaker,” she replied.

			“What?”

			But instead of explaining, she peeked around the corner again and declared, “The second cop car just turned down Cotton Street. Let’s go!”

			We went.

			The tow path was a boardwalk that ran behind and below Main Street, right along the hundred-year-old Manayunk Canal. Popular with joggers and cyclists, it ran the length of the neighborhood and was spanned by a handful of bridges that connected Manayunk with some old factories that were perched between the canal and the Schuylkill River.

			We hurried along the boardwalk, seeing no one, and crossed one of the bridges. On the far side, Helene led me to a weedy vacant lot that sat in the shadow of a huge concrete railroad trestle. To our right was the canal and, beyond it, Manayunk. To our left, the Schuylkill River gurgled through the trestle supports and under the Belmont Avenue Bridge. Traffic noise rumbled close by.

			I followed Helene down a makeshift stairway of broken concrete that reached almost to the edge of the river. Down there a large cement pipe lay half-buried in the bank, probably left over from some construction project.

			Inside the six-foot-high pipe, a big hunk of plywood had been laid flat, creating a floor of sorts. On it were a sleeping bag, a big backpack, and a camper’s kerosene lantern.

			Helene produced a lighter and lit the lamp. Its yellow glow filled the space.

			“Where are we?” I asked.

			“It’s where I sleep.”

			“You sleep here?”

			She nodded absently and went to work shoving the meager assortment of personal effects into the backpack, leaving me to look around, feeling bewildered. What had she planned to do when winter came?

			“Helene—” I began.

			“I like that,” she interrupted.

			“What?”

			“My name. You pronounce it right…with three a’s and no e’s. Most people don’t. I like that.”

			“So is that why you helped me—because I say your name right?”

			She laughed but without humor. “No.”

			“Then why—?”

			“There’ll be time for that later. They’re gonna keep looking for us, and sooner or later, they’ll come down here.”

			“Helene, I wanna go home.”

			She paused in her hasty packing, giving me a look of such regret that I went cold inside. “I know you do,” she said. “But you can’t—at least not right now.”

			I didn’t want to hear that, and it suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t have to listen. I could just take off and run home. It was still early in the day. Mom might still be there. I could almost feel her hug me. Heck, right now even one of Emily’s sticky kisses would have seemed like paradise.

			“You’d put them in danger,” Helene said as if reading my mind. “Right now the best thing you can do is come with me.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“Center City.”

			Center City Philadelphia, with its skyscrapers, museums, and monuments, lay a few miles to the southeast, along the river.

			“What’s in Center City?” I asked.

			“You’ll find out when we get there,” she replied. “Look, Will, I know you’re scared. If it makes you feel any better, I’m scared. But you’ve got to trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

			That seemed quite a promise coming from someone who lived in a pipe. Was Helene homeless? She didn’t look homeless—she was always dressed neatly, her hair clean and brushed. And homeless children didn’t go to school—at least not in Manayunk.

			Besides, weren’t homeless people sometimes crazy? Helene wasn’t crazy.

			Then, as I watched, she started talking into her wrist.

			“This is Manayunk One,” she said. “I’m coming in.”

			I blinked.

			There was a crackle of static, followed by a male voice. “This is Haven, Manayunk One. What’s your situation?”

			“I’ve got a Seer with me. We’ve been blown, and the Corpses are looking for us.”

			“Okay, Manayunk One.” There was a pause. “The Chief’s here. He wants to know if it’s Ritter you’ve got.”

			Helene smiled slightly. “Tell him yes.”

			Another pause. “The Chief wants you to bring him here.”

			Helene frowned. “To Haven?”

			“Affirmative.”

			“Not First Stop?”

			“Not First Stop, Manayunk One.”

			“Okay…” she replied, clearly taken aback. “But we still need a way outta here.”

			“Looks like the nearest train station is at Shurs Lane and Manayunk Avenue.”

			“They’ll be watching that.”

			“Okay. How about Bala Station at Bala and City Line?”

			“Isn’t that just the other end of the R6 line?”

			“It’s a different route with the same number. That should throw the Corpses off.”

			“Cool. That works.”

			“Come up at Tenth Street and expect a Number Twenty-Four.”

			At that, Helene actually laughed a little. “Okay. Thanks, Haven. I’ll signal when we’re at Market East.”

			“Understood. Good luck. Haven out.”

			Helene rubbed her face with her hands.

			“Who was that?” I asked.

			“I’ll explain later. We’ve got to go.” She scooped up her loaded backpack and headed for the mouth of the pipe.

			“Wait!”

			She sighed impatiently. “What?”

			“Those things back there—those dead people…”

			“What about them?”

			I swallowed. “You…can see them too?”

			She studied me. Then she smiled. “Yeah, Will. You’re not insane. I can see them too. Now, let’s go. I promise to answer all your questions but not yet. Wait until we’re someplace safe.”

			“Is there such a place?” I asked a little desperately.

			Her smile widened. “You bet there is!”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Into the City

			We didn’t reach the Bala Train Station until mid-afternoon, after a long hike that took us across the river, along narrow tree-lined roads, and through fancy neighborhoods. At last, tired and hungry, we staggered out onto City Line Avenue, so named because it marked Philadelphia’s northeastern border. It was a wide street—far wider than anything in Manayunk. Its six lanes were choked with cars and buses.

			“Which way?” I asked wearily.

			Helene pointed north.

			City Line was a big business spot, so there were plenty of people around. Thankfully nobody paid any attention to us as we trudged along the sidewalk.

			“I don’t see any of them here,” I said.

			“Me neither.”

			“They’re not all in Manayunk, are they?”

			“You wish.”

			“Then why are there zombies—?”

			“Don’t call them zombies,” she said again.

			“Why not?”

			“Because zombies are slow and stupid, and the Corpses aren’t. You want to remember that.”

			“Okay,” I relented. “So why don’t I see any…Corpses…around here?”

			As if on cue, a limousine rolled to a stop half a block up. One of its shiny black doors opened, and a man in a three-piece suit emerged. Laughing, he turned to his companion, who was following him out of the car.

			The second guy was dead.

			As dead people went, he was freshest I’d seen. His body was straight and tall as he and his friend stood face to face on the sidewalk outside a big glass building that bore the sign NBC-10, complete with the familiar peacock logo.

			“Spoke too soon,” Helene remarked.

			“He looks like someone important.”

			She looked pointedly at me. “That’s Kenny Booth.”

			I was stunned. “The TV news guy? Mr. ‘Get to the truth with Kenny Booth’?”

			She nodded.

			“He’s…dead?”

			“He’s a Corpse.”

			“Isn’t that the same thing?” I asked.

			“Not exactly.”

			“Does he look like that…on TV?”

			She shrugged. “Sure, if you’re a Seer.”

			“Like us?”

			“Like us,” Helene said.

			“But how can you tell?” I asked. “I mean, he looks—dead, just like all the rest of them. How can you tell he’s Kenny Booth in particular?” Sure, he had a nice suit, but weren’t there a lot of nice suits on City Line Avenue?

			“I can see his Mask,” she replied.

			I blinked at her and then glanced over at the living man and dead man still standing on the sidewalk, chatting away like old pals.

			“Try this,” Helene told me. “Ever do one of those Magic Eye posters? You know, the ones where there’s a picture within a picture, and you can only see the second picture if you hold your eyes a certain way?”

			I nodded. My dad had brought one home a few years back, and Mom and I had spent half the night trying to spot the 3-D basketball player that he promised us was hidden inside the 2-D picture of a globe. Mom couldn’t get it—but I could. It took some practice, and it gave me a headache after a while, but I finally saw the guy dribbling the basketball. An autostereogram, my father had called it.

			It was pretty cool.

			“Do that,” Helene said. “Look at Booth again, but this time try to look just in front of him. Let your eyes lose focus and wander a little bit. See what happens.”

			So I did. Standing there on that sunny sidewalk, with heavy traffic to our left and people moving past us on the right, I locked my gaze on the fancy-dressed cadaver. Then I kind of crossed my eyes the way I had with Dad’s poster.

			And it was just that easy.

			Floating on top of the purple, bloated face appeared the familiar image of Kenny Booth, Philly’s favorite TV news guy. His hair was perfectly styled, his teeth pearly white.

			Seeing him like this—for the first time, I really understood just how well these Corpses had disguised themselves.

			And it terrified me.

			Then I blinked, and Booth’s Mask disappeared, leaving behind an animated lump of dead flesh that was just now laughing at some comment his friend had made.

			“Come on,” Helene said. “We shouldn’t stay out in the open too long.”

			Agreeing wholeheartedly, I followed her across the street, giving Booth and his buddy a wide berth.

			Several blocks later, we reached the train station.

			In half an hour, we’d be in Center City. By now, of course, my mother was already there. She worked as a nurse at Children’s Hospital and would be doing the noon to eight shift today. Emily would be at Grandmom’s as usual. My life. So normal. So boring. What I wouldn’t give to just step right back into it!

			As we stood on the platform waiting for the next train, I glanced nervously at Helene. Who was this girl? She’d simply shown up for school in September, a little over a month ago. New to town, the teachers had said. Pretty and friendly, she’d quickly become popular. But she’d never been one of those girls to join cliques with her friends and treat everybody else like dirt. And she’d always been especially nice to me—although before today, I’d lacked the courage to say more than a dozen words to her.

			Now she had saved my life, and she ran around as if fighting zombies—Corpses—and evading the police were everyday activities for her. On top of that, she lived in an abandoned pipe on a riverbank!

			Where were her parents?

			And what on Earth had she meant when she’d called herself an undertaker? Wasn’t that a funeral director or something?

			The train arrived, and we boarded it. Within minutes we were headed into Center City, leaving my entire life behind us.

			I turned to Helene, determined to finally get some answers, but she beat me to the punch. “Your dad was a cop, right?”

			I blinked. “What? Oh. Yeah.”

			“He died?”

			“Two years ago.”

			“Killed on the job?”

			I nodded. This wasn’t my favorite subject. My dad’s death had hit me hard.

			She studied me thoughtfully. “Sorry.”

			“Not as sorry as I am,” I replied flatly.

			“Guess not. You ever think about becoming a cop?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“You’d be a good one,” she said, surprising me. “You’re brave.”

			“I don’t feel brave.”

			“Brave people never do. But you kept your cool back there in the classroom. A lot of kids would’ve run away screaming.”

			“I wanted to,” I said.

			“Sure, but you didn’t. That’s brave.”

			“Not as brave as you.”

			She actually blushed a little. “Well—it’s easier when you know what’s going on.”

			“So how about helping me out? What is going on?”

			“You’ll find out later.”

			I frowned. “Why can’t you tell me now?”

			“Rules,” she said. “Sorry. We have to wait til we get there.”

			“To Haven?” I asked, remembering the weird wrist radio conversation.

			“Yeah.”

			“Is that who you were talking to…back in the pipe? Haven?”

			She nodded. 

			“Uh-huh. But you can’t tell me what Haven is?”

			“Nope. Not until we get there.”

			“Fine,” I said, frowning. “Can you at least tell me about the Corpses?”

			She nodded.

			“Good,” I said, feeling annoyed. “Let’s start with why they’re dead.”

			“The Corpses aren’t dead people. They’re reanimated bodies that have been possessed.”

			“Possessed…by whom?”

			“We don’t know,” she said with a shrug.

			“Okay, then…how?”

			Another shrug. “We don’t really know that either—not for sure.”

			“Fine…” I said again, feeling frustrated. “Then let’s try this: how can you and I see them when nobody else can?”

			“The only people who can See them are kids,” Helene replied. “But only a few, rare kids—and no adults at all.”

			“No adults?”

			She shook her head. Then, turning away from me, she added quietly, “At least not anymore.”

			“Why not?”

			“We don’t know.”

			“You don’t know much, do you?” I remarked bitterly.

			“Sorry.”

			“How many Corpses are there?” I asked.

			“Thousands. Maybe tens of thousands. They started showing up about three years ago—just a few at first but more all the time. Now they’re all over the city.”

			“Is it some kind of invasion?”

			“That’s what it looks like.”

			“And what would happen if I went home?”

			“They’d kill you,” she replied simply. “And probably your family too—just in case. They go after anybody who can See them.”

			“My neighbor’s one of them,” I said.

			She smiled thinly. “I know.”

			“I thought I was going nuts!”

			“I’ll bet you did,” Helene said gently. “I could tell that in class this morning. From the way you were staring at Ms. Yu, I figured that you’d finally started Seeing.”

			“Seeing?”

			“That’s what we call it when you start recognizing the Corpses for what they are.”

			“So you could See Ms. Yu too,” I said.

			She nodded.

			“And it didn’t bother you?”

			“I’m used to it.”

			“Has she always been—you know, dead?”

			Helene nodded.

			“From the beginning of the school year?”

			Another nod.

			“Why would a Corpse be teaching math at our middle school?”

			“It’s a cover,” she said. “They all have to pretend to lead ordinary lives—to be like the humans around them.”

			“But they’re everywhere!” I exclaimed.

			“There are a lot of them in Manayunk,” she said. “More than in most other parts of the city.”

			“Why? What’s so special about a little neighborhood like Manayunk?”

			She shook her head. “I’d better let Tom answer that one.”

			“Tom?”

			She didn’t reply.

			“Tom who?”

			She only shook her head again.

			“He’s at Haven?”

			“Yeah. Hang in there, Red. We’ll be there soon.”

			I sat back and closed my eyes, listening to my heartbeat. It sounded really loud. “Do me a favor,” I said.

			“Sure.”

			“Don’t call me Red.”

			A pause. “Okay.”

			We spent the rest of the ride in silence.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Number 24

			When I was ten, my dad took us all sightseeing in Center City Philadelphia. We visited Independence Hall, Betsy Ross’s House, and the Liberty Bell in its glass pavilion. But my favorite part was the trip to the top of City Hall Tower, where a huge statue of William Penn, the city’s founder, stood overlooking everything.

			The view amazed me, although it scared Emily, who’d been only three at the time. So Mom took her back to the elevator, leaving me and Dad alone on the small observation platform that encircled the base of the statue, high above the city.

			Dad pointed out all the surrounding skyscrapers and told me that when he’d been a kid, City Hall had been the tallest building in town. Apparently there used to be this law saying that nothing could be taller than the top of Billy Penn’s head. I remember the two of us looking up at the statue: a man with a long coat, funny shoes, and curly locks of hair half-hidden by a wide-brimmed hat. He seemed big, old Billy Penn.

			But not as big as my dad.

			I’d grown up thinking my father was invincible and eternal, just like Penn’s statue. But he’d also been a great guy, quick to laugh or tease or tickle—always good for a game of chess or a story of his policeman’s adventures on the Philly streets.

			Standing there that day, side by side, neither of us knew that Detective Karl Ritter had just six months to live.

			I’d been fatherless now for two years. Sometimes it felt like forever. Other times it seemed like he’d died only yesterday. It was something that Mom always told me I’d get used to. She was wrong.

			“Will?” Helene asked, interrupting my memories. “You okay?”

			I nodded.

			We’d left the subway and had come up onto the streets of Philly. The two of us now stood on the corner of 10th and Market streets, waiting for the light to change. I’d forgotten how much bigger everything was here in Center City: the buildings, the traffic—even the air felt heavier. It was a little dizzying.

			Helene whispered, “Don’t look around so much.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because there are Corpses closing in on us.”

			So of course I had to look around.

			A dead woman was strolling along the street toward us, clutching a Macy’s shopping bag in one dripping, decaying hand. She was trying to look casual, but her lifeless eyes kept flitting in our direction. A second cadaver—this one dressed like a construction worker, including hard hat, stood across the wide street. He was waiting—as we were—for the traffic light to change.

			Swallowing, I spotted a third Corpse. This one was another cop, and he sat inside an idling police car maybe thirty feet away.

			Watching us.

			“Helene!” I muttered.

			“I See them,” she replied calmly. “Just stay close.”

			The light changed.

			Helene raised her wrist to her lips and whispered something into her radio that I didn’t catch.

			The crowd of pedestrians stepped off the curb, pushing us along with them, moving hurriedly across Market Street.

			Dead Man Cop stepped out of his car.

			The shopper fell into step just a few clueless people behind us. Ahead, the construction guy advanced, his purplish skin stretched tight, his lipless mouth open in a sneer that no one but us could See.

			Helene said, “When someone tells you to move—move.”

			I nodded, struggling to remain calm. Corpses closed in on three sides of us. The cop placed one slimy, skinless hand on his nightstick.

			They’ve trapped us! They expected us to take the train into town, and they were waiting!

			We were halfway across the intersection now, each cadaver only steps away. My heart was hammering.

			Would they simply snatch us and whisk us away to the waiting police car? Why not? We could scream ourselves hoarse—who would believe us? Who would defy a uniformed cop on the say-so of a couple of truant middle-schoolers?

			The net was almost closed now. The cop had started to snap his rotting teeth open and closed, as if he planned to eat us. As he did, one of his eyes popped out, landing on the ground beneath his booted feet.

			When, a moment later, he stepped on it and squashed it, I thought I might vomit.

			“Coming through!” a voice suddenly called.

			Around us, people cried out in alarm as a dozen kids on bicycles burst out from behind an idling bus. Ranging in age from fourteen to maybe seventeen, the cyclists weaved expertly through the stopped cars at the Market Street red light before pedaling right into the tangled mass of pedestrians.

			Everybody scattered.

			Dead Cop uttered an unearthly cry of rage. The other two Corpses suddenly leapt forward, reaching for Helene and me and moving incredibly fast. But the cyclists were faster. The nearest of the kids, a tall, dark-skinned girl with long dreadlocks pulled something off her back.

			It was a Japanese sword.

			As I watched, dumbstruck, she swung it savagely at Dead Construction Guy, lopping off both his outstretched arms at the elbows. The severed limbs dropped to the asphalt. The Corpse stared at the stumps, looking more annoyed than anything else. An instant later, twin streams of pistol water, fired by two of the other riders, caught him and the woman shopper full in the face.

			The pedestrians all ran, some cursing, some screaming—but all seemingly oblivious to the amputation that had just taken place in their midst.

			The next thing I knew, I was surrounded by bicycles. They stopped around us, forming a tight circle, every one of their riders brandishing a water pistol. They were each, I saw, riding a Schwinn Stingray—the coolest thing going these days, a muscle bike with V-back drag bars and a banana-shaped, low-ride saddle. The nearest rider, an older kid wearing a leather jacket and dark sunglasses, grabbed me and pulled me up onto the back of the bike’s long seat.

			“Hang on!” he commanded.

			I gratefully wrapped my arms around his waist.

			Dead Cop made one final grab for me. The cyclists all fired at once, soaking him. He tumbled to the street, twitching spastically.

			Then we pedaled away with surprising power, making a sharp left turn onto 10th Street and heading north, leaving the chaos and carnage behind us.

			“Nothing to it!” Helene called, grinning at me from the back of another bicycle, her brown hair flying behind her.

			Despite everything, I grinned back.

			Because there had been nothing to it. Whoever these people were, they were good!

			We navigated the Philly streets at a breakneck pace, making sudden, sharp turns that took us down narrow roads and through back alleys. Within minutes, we’d left behind the skyscrapers of Center City, entering instead an urban neighborhood that seemed to include little more than warehouses, factories, and vacant lots.

			I’d never been in this part of the city before. There was less traffic, and the shadowed streets grew darker. And there were homeless people everywhere—some huddled in doorways; others meandering along the sidewalks.

			With a final turn, we spilled onto Green Street. Several yards up ahead, a plywood ramp led from the street down into the entrance of a dilapidated underground parking garage. The six-story building above was splattered with red warning signs, its windows boarded up.

			This building condemned by the City of Philadelphia. Trespassers will be prosecuted!

			The bikes buzzed down into the parking garage like bees returning to their hive.
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