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For Alex and Grayson, who, in addition to being my sons, are also my heroes
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Countdown

I’ve never had much luck when it comes to New Year’s resolutions. Last year I only lasted three days before realizing I couldn’t survive in a world without junk food. And the year before that, when my sister and I promised not to argue anymore, we didn’t even make it to the end of my dad’s New Year’s Eve party. I’ll spare you the gory details, but fruit punch and guacamole were involved. So was dry cleaning.

Here’s hoping this year will be more successful. I’ve skipped the “live healthier” and “live happier” type of resolutions and have settled instead on the just plain “live.”

“This year I, Molly Bigelow, resolve to stay alive.”

That’s it.

I know that sounds fake, like “I won’t eat liver” or “I won’t get abducted by aliens,” but I’m totally serious. In the last five months I’ve been in eleven different life-or-death situations. Or is it twelve? You’d think I’d know the exact number, right? But it’s hard to keep track of them all when you’re an Omega.

The Omegas are a secret society responsible for protecting New York City from the undead. It turns out there are zombies all over Manhattan. And while a lot of them hide out underground in abandoned sewers and subway tunnels, even more have lives that seem like yours and mine. (You know, except for the part about breathing.) That’s what makes my job so hard. Finding them can be difficult. Despite what you may have seen in horror movies, most zombies look normal.

The two I’m following right now could pass for a hipster couple hanging out in a coffee shop. The girl’s wearing skinny jeans and a vintage jacket, and the guy has on a furry hat with earflaps that should be dorky but actually looks kind of cool. There’s nothing at all suspicious about them . . . unless you know what to look for.

For example, her jacket is way too light considering it’s already in the low forties and about to get much colder. The undead aren’t warm-blooded. They’re no-blooded, so temperature doesn’t affect them. And he goes out of his way to make sure he never shows his teeth, even when he smiles. A big giveaway for many zombies, because their teeth can turn orange and yellow.

Still, I wouldn’t tag them as undead just because of a jacket and a non-smile. After all, she might put fashion before comfort, and he could just be shy. The giveaway was when I spotted them sneaking into the Rockefeller Center subway station from a darkened tunnel that leads to abandoned tracks. You know, as opposed to getting off an actual subway like most people.

I’ve been tailing them for about five blocks now, and from all appearances they’re both Level 2s, which means that in addition to being undead, they have no souls or consciences. This makes them extremely dangerous.

Normally, I try to stay at least a half block away when I’m following someone, but tonight I’m doing my best to keep within fifteen feet because the streets are total chaos. Nearly a million people are trying to cram into Times Square to celebrate New Year’s Eve, and if I lose sight of them here I’ll never find them again.

Every once in a while, one of the two checks to make sure they’re not being followed and I do my best to blend into the crowd. With all of the people around it’s not likely they’d notice me, but I’m still careful not to look right at them. Omega training taught me that it’s hard to remember a face if you’ve never made eye contact.

At Forty-Fifth Street we reach a security checkpoint where the police start herding us like farm animals into barricaded chutes. I almost wind up in the wrong one, but I fight my way against the flow of people and wedge in behind the two suspects.

Eventually, we dead-end into a pen, and once it’s full, a policeman puts up another barricade behind us and closes us in. There’s no getting in or out for food or bathroom breaks. This is where we’re staying for the next four and a half hours until a giant crystal ball drops down a flagpole and signals the start of the New Year. It’s a classic New York tradition that dates back to the early 1900s, and the undead have been a part of it since the beginning.

The fact that they’ve been coming all these years where anyone could see them, yet no one ever has, shows how clever the undead really are. (Another thing the horror movies tend to miss.)

This year, however, it seems as though they may be coming out of hiding and stepping into the spotlight. We know the undead are planning something big for tonight, but we haven’t been able to figure out exactly what it is.

That’s what has us worried.

All we know for certain is that there are a million people who have nothing to protect themselves with except for noisemakers and paper hats.

And us.

Omegas old and new are scattered throughout Times Square. In fact, there are more Omegas here tonight than have ever been together before. That’s because we’re determined to make sure everyone else gets a chance to make their resolutions come true too.

I take my spot right behind the couple and wait. They’re not going anywhere and neither am I. I have four and a half hours to figure out what their plan is and come up with a way to stop it. That gives me enough time to think back to when this started and try to notice any clues I might have missed along the way.

It all began with the most indestructible zombie ever imagined and a bowlful of British candy bars. . . .
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Trick or Treat

I mean seriously.

So far this zombie had survived a lead pipe to the head, the total dislocation of his right arm, and a puncture in his stomach that now oozed yellow slime. Yet somehow none of it had slowed him down. He just kept coming right at me doing the wail and flail, which is what we call it when a zombie makes those creepy moaning noises and walks all stiff-legged and jerky. I kept my cool when he flashed the death stare with his milky white eyes. But when he reached out and I saw the chunks of dead flesh dangling from finger bones right in front of my face, I couldn’t help myself.

I flinched.

And how did my friends react? How do you think they reacted? They laughed hysterically.

“What?” I asked defensively as I took off my 3-D glasses and realized that I might have done more than flinch.

The zombie was still there, frozen in midsnarl on the giant television screen. Alex, who had just pressed the pause button on the remote, shook his head in total disbelief. “I’m sorry, but aren’t you the girl who just defeated Marek Blackwell in an epic battle at the top of the George Washington Bridge?” He pointed at the neon purple cast on my left arm. “Isn’t that how you broke your hand?”

“Your point?”

“My point is that you’ve faced an actual Level 2 zombie,” he said. “How can you be frightened by this ridiculous movie?”

“I’m n-not . . . frightened,” I said with a stammer even though I was hoping to sound confident. “Why would you even say that?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” answered Grayson. “Maybe because you went like this.” He held his hands in front of his face and cowered as he let out a shriek so ridiculous, I couldn’t help but laugh too.

“I guess scary movies scare me,” I conceded. “But I didn’t squeal. I just flinched.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Grayson replied.

The truth is I normally avoid scary movies no matter what. It’s like a rule for me. But this was no normal situation. Officially our team was dissolved, but we’d managed to petition for a hearing to review the case. For now we were suspended until our fate could be decided. It had been a couple of weeks, and our Omega team was so desperate for any sort of undead action, we were spending Halloween watching a zombie movie marathon in Natalie’s apartment. Mostly, we made fun of how fake and unbelievable the movies were. But Natalie’s family has a deluxe home theater that’s tricked out with a giant 3-D television and surround-sound speakers that make even the cheesiest horror movies seem realistic.

“If you’d like, we can watch some cartoons instead,” Alex joked. “Or does it scare you too much when the Road Runner gets the anvil to fall on the Coyote?”

“You are sooooo funny,” I replied, mustering all the sarcasm I could manage as I whacked him on the back of the head with a pillow.

That’s when Natalie came into the room with a massive bowl of candy. Like they did with everything else, her parents had gone overboard with the Halloween treats.

“Unless there are a couple of hundred kids in the building I don’t know about, there’s no way we’re going to give all of this out tonight,” she said as she set it on the table in front of us. “So help yourself to as much as you’d like.”

Alex gave the bowl the same look a lion gives a herd of zebras before he quickly began devouring his prey. Grayson, however, picked up a piece and examined its shiny orange wrapper before asking, “What kind of candy is this? I’ve never even seen it before.”

“Well, we just can’t have normal candy, can we?” Natalie replied with a phony British accent. “Mum and Dad had to special-order chocolate from England. You know, to impress the neighbors who, by the way, don’t have kids and won’t ever see it. It’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous,” Alex mumbled as he tried to talk and chew at the same time. “It’s delicious!” He swallowed a bite and announced, “Best. Chocolate. Ever.”

“Glad you like it,” Natalie said as she settled into the cushy chair next to mine. “So what was that scream I heard when I was in the other room?”

“Grayson trying to be funny,” I answered. “And failing epically.”

“Not that scream,” she corrected. “The one before that.”

I slumped.

“That was Molly,” Grayson said. “Flinching . . . epically.”

“She was terrified of him,” Alex explained, pointing toward the zombie on the television.

Natalie rolled her eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

“It’s a scary movie!” I reminded them. “You’re supposed to get scared watching scary movies. It’s considered normal behavior.”

“Well, you’ve only got one more week to be normal,” she reminded me. “So get it out of your system.”

She didn’t need to say anything more than that. I knew exactly what she meant. Our review hearing was set for the following week, and when we presented our case to the panel of past Omegas, we’d have to be much better than normal. We were asking them to lift our suspension, and to do that, we’d need to convince them that we were essential in the fight against the undead. If they ruled against us, our team would most likely be disbanded.

“Is that why you didn’t wear a costume?” Grayson asked me. “Because costumes scare you too?”

My lack of a costume had been a running joke all night long. When I arrived at the apartment, I was more than a little surprised to find the others had all dressed for the occasion. Grayson was decked out as a superhero; Alex wore a vampire’s cape and plastic fangs; and Natalie went full Bride of Frankenstein, with pancake makeup, a huge wig, and a tattered wedding dress. Meanwhile, I’d come dressed as . . . me.

“Nobody told me we were supposed to wear costumes,” I protested.

“It’s Halloween,” Grayson said. “We kind of figured it was obvious.”

(Dear World, when it comes to social situations, what’s obvious to you is totally not obvious to me.)

The funny thing is that I was going to wear a costume but decided it would be a big mistake. Since they’re all older than me, I assumed they’d outgrown Halloween costumes and that wearing one would make me look too young. I didn’t want to be the only one dressed up. So, instead, it turned out that I was the only one not dressed up. Arrgh.

It also didn’t help that unlike every previous October of my life, I wasn’t really in a Halloween mood. Normally, I spent weeks trying to figure out the perfect costume; but this year it just didn’t seem like the thing to do. I’d been in a funk ever since my battle with Marek atop the bridge. This had less to do with the fight and more to do with the fact that I’d been rescued by my mother. That would be the same mother whose funeral I’d attended two and a half years earlier. Once you’ve discovered that your mom is an actual zombie, dressing up like one doesn’t seem like fun.

I haven’t told anyone about my mother. I mean, really, what can I say? (“Hey, you know those zombies we’re always fighting? Turns out one’s my mom!”) It’s even worse at home. I feel so guilty when I’m around my father and sister, but there’s no way to tell them Mom’s a resident of Dead City when they have no idea what Dead City is. I’m pretty sure they would call a psychiatrist right around the part where I say, “You see, there are thousands of zombies living underneath New York City. . . .” So I had this huge dilemma, and there was no one I could talk to about it. The only person who could possibly understand would have been . . . my mom. After all, she had been an Omega when she was in school (a legendary one, in fact), and she would be able to help me figure this all out. But she disappeared within moments of saving my life.

I desperately wanted to go down into Dead City to look for her, but I couldn’t do that to my friends. I was the reason that our team had been suspended, and the three of them had staked their reputations to defend me. If I went underground without permission, it would ruin everything and our suspension would become permanent. So I just had to act like it never happened.

“I’ll look for a less scary movie,” Alex joked as he started to click through the channels. “Maybe one with rainbows and puppies.”

I was about to make a smart-alecky comment when something on the screen caught my eye.

“Wait a second,” I said. “Go back.”

“Back to the zombie movie?” he asked hopefully.

“No,” I replied. “Back to the news.”

He flipped back a couple of channels to a local newscast. A reporter with slicked-back hair, professor glasses, and way too much spray tan was sitting at a desk. Behind him was the picture of a man and the headline SUBWAY DEATH.

“I think I know that guy,” I said, pointing at the screen. “But I can’t remember where I’ve seen him.”

Natalie laughed.

“That’s Action News reporter Brock Hampton,” she said, doing her best overly dramatic news reporter impression. “Remember? We eavesdropped on his newscast when we went to the crime scene on Roosevelt Island.”

I looked at the reporter for a moment and realized she was right. “Hey, that is him,” I said. “But that’s not who I was talking about. I was talking about the dead guy. I’ve seen him somewhere before too.”

According to the report, early that morning a man named Jacob Ellis had been found dead on a subway in Brooklyn, and the police were still trying to determine what had happened. There were two unusual details that made the story newsworthy. One was that his right arm was completely missing. The other was that he was handcuffed to his seat.

“Despite the handcuffs, the police say that Ellis was not an escaped prisoner and, in fact, had never been in trouble with the law,” Brock Hampton intoned. “Perhaps it was a Halloween prank gone wrong, or maybe just a case of someone being extremely . . . unlucky.”

“Unlucky?” Grayson asked. “I think if you’re dead and someone steals your arm, you’ve gone way beyond being unlucky.”

“That’s it,” I said as I grabbed the remote from Alex and froze the image on the screen. I studied the face for a moment. “Jacob Ellis was one of the Unlucky 13.”

“The unlucky what?” asked Alex.

“You remember the pictures I found in the Book of Secrets?” I asked.

“You mean the ones you weren’t supposed to look at or do anything about, but you did anyway, and it led to all of us getting suspended?” asked Natalie. “You mean those pictures?” (She was joking, but there was no denying that she was right.)

“Okay, stupid question,” I said. “But those pictures were of the men who were killed in the subway tunnel explosion back in 1896. In Dead City they’re known as the Unlucky 13. That guy was one of them. He was one of the very first zombies.”

Suddenly, Alex was interested. “Are you sure?”

I looked right into the dead man’s eyes on the TV screen. “Positive.”

“He’s been alive for over a hundred and ten years and he just dies on the subway and gets his arm stolen,” Grayson said. “There’s got to be a story behind that.”

Unlike the movie monsters we’d been watching all night, we’d finally caught a glimpse of a real zombie story. Suspended or not, we began to look at the situation like an Omega team.

“Do you think it’s like when the three guys pretended to be dead on Roosevelt Island?” Alex asked. “Do you think maybe he’s just faking being dead to get back into the morgue?”

“I would,” said Grayson. “But his body was discovered in Brooklyn. He’s dead dead.”

That’s the part that didn’t make any sense to me. There’s no way the undead can survive off Manhattan and away from the Manhattan schist, so why was he in Brooklyn? That’s when it hit me. “Maybe that’s what killed him.”

“Yeah,” Alex said, putting it together with me. “Maybe he was on the subway and couldn’t get off before it left Manhattan.”

Alex, Grayson, and I all said it at the same time: “Because somebody handcuffed him to his seat.”

After a few weeks on the sidelines, we’d possibly made a major Dead City discovery. Needless to say, we were a little excited. There may have been high fives and fist bumps.

“That’s really something,” Alex said as he opened another piece of candy and popped it in his mouth.

Grayson nodded and asked, “But why would someone steal his arm?”

“Stop it,” Natalie said, interrupting. “I’ve seen you guys like this. You’ve got undead on the brain and you want to figure out what really happened.”

“Of course we do,” Grayson said.

“When you think about it,” added Alex, “it’s the perfect way to kill a zombie.”

“No, when you think about it, it’s the perfect way to ruin our review hearing,” she countered. “We have been told to avoid any and all Omega activity, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

“What about Molly? She killed Marek Blackwell on the bridge. And she killed his brother Cornelius in the locker room after her fencing tournament,” protested Alex. “That’s all Omega activity.”

“No,” Natalie corrected. “She defended herself and saved her life. It was an extraordinary circumstance.”

“Don’t you think this is one too?” Grayson asked. “One of the original zombies getting murdered on a subway train sounds pretty extraordinary.”

Natalie was having trouble controlling her frustration, so I came to her rescue. “She’s right,” I said, interrupting. “I’m just as curious as you guys, but we can’t jeopardize our hearing.”

“But . . . ,” Alex said, starting to argue. Both he and Grayson wanted to disagree with us, but in their hearts they knew we were right.

“What about next week?” Grayson asked. “After the review hearing?”

Natalie smiled. “If we get reinstated, we’re all over it. But until then, we’ve got to act like we’ve never even heard the word ‘undead.’ We have to prove that we can follow orders.”

We slumped back into our seats and tried to get our minds off the situation. We flipped channels for a while and even went back to watching the zombie marathon. But after a glimpse of an actual undead story, a phony one only seemed that much less realistic. This time it didn’t even make me flinch. Finally, Natalie had a suggestion.

“Why don’t we go watch the Procession of the Ghouls?”

“Really?” Grayson said, a trace of excitement in his voice. “I thought you had to stay here to give out candy.”

“We haven’t had any trick-or-treaters for a while, so I think we’re done for the night,” answered Natalie.

“The Procession of the Ghouls would be fun,” Alex said in his best Dracula voice. “But all the costumes might scare Molly.” He added a silly vampire laugh.

“I think I can handle it,” I assured them. “Let’s go.”

The Procession of the Ghouls is an annual tradition on the Upper West Side, not far from Natalie’s apartment building. It features some of the most elaborate costumes you’ve ever seen and takes place in the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine, where the huge pipe organ plays scary music.

As we walked down Amsterdam Avenue toward the cathedral, I couldn’t help but think that on Halloween, at least, New York looked like an aboveground version of Dead City. There were scary-looking characters everywhere. Add to this the light mist in the air and the occasional howl of the wind rushing between the buildings, and it began to feel a little eerie. Still, after the flinching incident, there was no way I was going to let on that any of this spooked me.

Luckily, Grayson and Alex got too distracted to pay much attention to me. They were in the middle of a debate about a science-fiction costume that Grayson said was inaccurate.

“The vest is from the original movie,” he pointed out. “But the helmet is from the sequel. Wearing them both at the same time doesn’t make any sense. It’s like a caveman wearing a business suit.”

“Now, that would be funny,” Natalie said, egging them on.

“What movie the vest is from isn’t important; it’s obviously still the same character,” Alex said. “Why do you have to be such a snob?”

“I’m not a snob,” Grayson responded. “I’m just a costume . . . connoisseur.”

“Okay.” Alex laughed. “The fact that you call yourself a ‘costume connoisseur’ proves that you’re a snob.”

As they continued to bicker back and forth, they missed the moment when I really did flinch. Unlike during the movie, which was just a shocked reaction, this one took my breath away. I kept noticing someone in the corner of my eye and began to worry that we were being followed. Then I saw her reflection in a store window and realized that, mixed in with all of the ghosts and goblins, there was an actual zombie about thirty feet behind us.

It was my mother.
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The Big Bang

My name is Milton Blackwell, and I am 137 years old.

During the Civil War, my father fought in the Battle of Gettysburg, and when I was a young boy, I attended the dedication of the Statue of Liberty. I have witnessed New York City’s rise from cobblestone streets to concrete canyons. I was here the day that Wall Street crashed in 1929 and the day Times Square flooded with people celebrating the end of World War II. I’ve seen parades honoring Charles Lindbergh when he flew across the Atlantic and the Apollo astronauts after they returned from the moon. I’ve been an observer to so much living history, yet always that—an observer. That’s because I’m not truly alive.

I’m undead. And I’m not alone.

I’m making this video so a record exists that explains how it came to be that Manhattan has both a living and an undead population. But, before I do that, let me state without hesitation that I alone am to blame for everything that went wrong.

Like the universe, it all began with a big bang. On this date, October 31, 1896, I was one of thirteen members of a crew trying to dig New York’s first subway tunnel. The crew was composed entirely of my brothers and cousins. We all worked for Blackwell & Sons, a construction company owned by our grandfather. Our foreman was my eldest brother Marek.

If it is possible to both idolize and be terrified of the same person, then that is how I felt about Marek. He was brilliant and brave but also capable of sudden violence and rage.

I learned this when I was nine years old.

At the time, New York was still a city of dirt roads and horse-drawn carriages. One day, a neighborhood boy playing a prank accidentally spooked a horse, causing it to run wild. I had just started crossing the street and could not get out of its way. I was trampled by the horse and dragged by the overturned carriage.

I was unconscious and barely breathing, my bent limbs lying in every direction in the muddy street. Anyone should have assumed that I had no chance to survive. But Marek was not just anyone. And, luckily, he was the first to reach me.

He scooped up my broken body into his arms and ran for over a mile until we reached a house that also served as a small hospital. He chose it not because of its location—others were closer—but because of its history. The infirmary, as it was known, specialized in caring for women and children. More important, it had been founded by the first female doctor in American history.

Her name was Elizabeth Blackwell.

She ran the infirmary with her sister Emily, and, while our relation to them was distant at best, Marek trusted that, unlike other doctors who might see mine as a hopeless cause, family bonds, no matter how slight, would compel them to fight for my survival. To Marek, nothing was stronger than family, and he counted on them feeling the same way.

“He’s a Blackwell,” I heard him say as I drifted in and out of consciousness. “And he needs you.”

Due to my head injuries and the side effects of nineteenth-century medication, I only have a few brief memories from the two and a half months I spent at the infirmary. I can remember waking up on several occasions with Marek at my bedside, squeezing my hand and repeating the mantra, “Blackwells are strong. Blackwells survive.” I also remember overhearing one of the doctors tell my parents that Marek’s actions had saved my life. But my most vivid memory from the hospital is of the apology I received from the boy who had accidentally riled the horse.

Like me, he had come to the infirmary as a patient. His arm and leg were badly broken, and his left eye was swollen shut. He limped into my room using a small wooden crutch and took a seat next to my bed.

“I am so sorry, Milton,” he said earnestly. “I want to make sure you know that it was an accident.”

“Of course it was,” I answered. “I don’t blame you at all.”

“Really?” he said as he let out a sigh of relief. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m doing better,” I replied. “How about you?”

“I’m also doing better.”

We sat there for a moment, and all the while, a question nagged at me. Something just didn’t make sense. Finally, I asked him, “How did you get hurt?”

“The same way you did,” he replied with a weak smile. “I was trampled by the horse.”

Even though my mind was in a fog, this didn’t seem possible. My memory of everything up until the moment of the accident was clear, and I was certain that the horse had run away from him and toward me. I tried to figure out how the horse might have doubled back after I was unconscious, but then I realized what had actually happened.

“Marek?” I whispered, sad that I would even think such a thing about my own brother. “Marek did this to you, didn’t he?”

The boy’s one good eye opened wide with fear, and I knew that I was right. My brother had appointed himself judge and jury and punished him for what happened to me.

“No,” he said with a shaky voice that only convinced me that much more that I was right. “It was the horse.” Rather than continue our conversation, he scrambled back onto his crutch and hobbled out the door as he said, “I’ll let you rest for now and come back some other time.”

He never came back, and I rarely saw him around the neighborhood afterward. He faded from memory until years later when we were trying to dig that first subway tunnel. That’s when I saw the same fear in the eyes of my brothers and cousins on the crew. All of them were afraid of being the one who might upset or disappoint Marek.

And all of them were counting on me to make sure that didn’t happen.

I wasn’t supposed to be part of the crew. Many of the injuries I received in the accident were permanent, and I simply wasn’t strong enough for such backbreaking work. Rather than muscle, my value to the family business was to be brainpower. In 1896, when the others started working on the tunnel, I began my third year as a chemistry student at Columbia University.

I wasn’t brought on to the project until late September, when the digging had come to a standstill. They had reached an incredibly dense rock formation that geologists called Manhattan schist. To the crew, however, the dark bedrock was better known as black devil.

After failing to break through it with traditional tools and equipment, Marek approached me with an idea. He knew that I’d studied the chemistry of explosives and wondered if I could make one strong enough to “bring the devil to his knees.”

It was my proudest moment.

I was the baby of the family, always the youngest and the weakest. And now, in their greatest moment of need, my brothers and cousins had turned to me. This filled me with confidence like I had never known. Confidence that blinded me to some dangers.

I’ll never forget my sense of triumph as I walked into the tunnel for the first time. There was little trace of the limp that had dogged me since my accident. I kept the serious face of a scholar as I inspected the rock formation and made detailed notes and schematics. I was determined to be impressive.

“Can you do it?” asked Marek as I reviewed my notes.

“I think so,” I told him.

He stared deep into my eyes. “Think is not enough, brother. Can you do it?”

For the first time in my life, I did not back down from him. “I’m certain of it.”

It was a turning point in our relationship. Although Marek was still the foreman, in many ways I took charge of the project. I was testing different combinations of black powders and South American nitrates, and he simply could not tell me how to do something he knew nothing about.

At first, I was very cautious. I experimented with small controlled blasts and then slowly added to their strength. I was happy with the results, but I was not moving fast enough for Marek. He was under great pressure from our grandfather. If our tunnel did not reach a certain length by the end of November, our contract would be given to a different company.

I told Marek that he needed to trust me. “We’re close to breaking through,” I assured him.

Over the course of a few weeks, however, the looks of pride I got from the rest of the crew started to disappear. So too did their confidence.

On the morning of October 31, 1896, Marek told me I was through. “It’s time for you to go back to school, where you belong,” he said with no emotion. “Your books and equations have no use to us out here in the real world.”

I was devastated.

I couldn’t bear the thought of his rejection. I couldn’t face the image of walking out of that tunnel, past my family members, as a failure.

“Give me one more chance,” I pleaded. “These tests have all been leading to one grand explosion. One breakthrough.”

“And are we at that point?” he asked.

“We are very close.”

He studied my face before saying, “You have until the end of this shift to get us there.”

I was telling the truth when I said the tests had been leading to a single grand explosion, but I thought we needed at least another week to get the mixture right. His declaration meant I had ten hours to complete a week’s worth of work.

At my direction, everybody started to drill small holes into the face of the rock in a specific pattern I had designed. I carefully filled the holes with all the explosive powder I had. I worked as fast as I possibly could, knowing Marek would not give me any extra time.

With fifteen minutes to go, the fuse was ready.

“Just one more set of calculations,” I said as I reviewed my notes and checked them against the arrangement of explosives. We had hurried so much in those last hours, and I wanted to make sure I hadn’t overlooked anything.

“No more calculations,” he said. “Is it ready or not?”

Marek only believed in definitive answers. I could not think, I had to know.

“Yes. It’s ready.”

We all moved into position, and Marek lit the fuse. It was then, after the fuse had been lit, but before the flame reached the explosives, that I realized my mistake. I was so focused on making the explosion strong enough to break through the rock that I hadn’t fully considered that the force of a blast that big would need a place to go. Undoubtedly, it would follow the path of the tunnel right back to us.

“Oh no!” I gasped. “What have I done?”

Marek heard me, and our eyes locked. He knew what was coming, and in his face I saw anger and fury like I had never seen.

He went to say something but never got the chance.

The explosion ripped right through the bedrock and shattered it into countless tiny pieces. I had been correct. The mixture was finally strong enough to break through the schist. But the force of that explosion rocketed back toward us. It flung our bodies into the air and slammed them against the hard rock walls. Within seconds, the thirteen of us were littered across the tunnel floor, buried under rock and dirt.

I was dead.

My brothers and cousins were dead.

But, as I learned that day, death, especially sudden death, is not always permanent. My body had no feeling, and there was no oxygen in my lungs, but something still fired in the neurons of my brain. A single thought repeated over and over, like an old phonograph when its needle reached the end of a record.

In my mind, I was a boy back in the infirmary. I could hear my brother repeating the same phrase again and again.

“Blackwells are strong. Blackwells survive. Blackwells are strong. Blackwells survive.”

And then the most unexpected thing happened. My fingers began to move.
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Strangers on a Train

I scanned the faces in the subway station, looking to see if my mother had followed me underground. I’d spotted her two more times on our way to the Procession of the Ghouls, and even though each was just for a moment, I had the strangest sense that she was letting me see her. It was like she was trying to send me a message that I didn’t understand. Still, I knew she’d be harder to pick out down here, where crowds of people pushed in every direction and the subway lighting played tricks on my eyes.

It also didn’t help that the station was filled with the oddest assortment of people I’d ever seen. Halloween on the subway is already pretty weird, but, when the Procession of the Ghouls ends and all of those ghouls have to catch a train for home, Halloween at the Cathedral Parkway station becomes the Super Bowl of Strange.

As Grayson and I waited for the 1 train to arrive, we stood surrounded by people wearing the most elaborately grotesque costumes imaginable. Each devil or demon was spookier than the last. But none was quite as spooky as the man standing on the platform directly across from me.

At first, I thought he was dressed as an undertaker. But, when I noticed that he was doing some sort of card trick, I realized he was supposed to be a magician. (I’m guessing a good stage name for him would be Creep-O the Amazing.) He looked like he hadn’t showered in months, and the rare patches of skin that weren’t covered in dirt and grime were so pale you could practically see through them.

The spookiest part, though, was the card trick.

He just stared blankly into the distance as he kept flicking his right hand, making the queen of diamonds appear and disappear over and over again. The fact that he was really good at the trick made it that much creepier.

“All right, Mr. Costume Connoisseur,” I whispered to Grayson. “What do you make of him? He’s dressed like an undertaker, but he’s doing a magic trick.”

Grayson thought about it for a moment and smiled. “Maybe he’s a . . . magician mortician.”

“That’s catchy,” I said. “The Magician Mortician: He makes dead bodies disappear.”

Even though we both laughed, there’s no way the magician mortician could have possibly heard us or known what we were talking about. The station was way too loud. Despite this, he instantly stopped doing the trick and looked right at me with that same blank stare. He held the look and slowly began to smile until he had a big Cheshire cat grin that gave me chills. Then he started to do the trick again.
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“An action-packed plot to breathe new life into the zombie genre.”
—SUZANNE COLLINS, author of THE HUNGER GAMES, on Dead City
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