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I first would like to acknowledge all my family and friends. You all have helped me through this difficult journey and I could not have done this without your support and encouragement. I would like to send a few very special shout outs. 

One to a good co-worker of mine, Chris, he was there at the blossoming of this and listened to me beat the details down. He wasn’t afraid to give me his opinion or help and I’ll forever be grateful. Then to my amazing husband, who read each page of this book from cover to cover no matter how busy or tired he was. 

His encouragement and support throughout were invaluable and I would never have the courage to do this if it wasn’t for him. So, thank you all for your help no matter how big or how little it was, it was enough. Thank you. 

Disclaimer 

Any and all resemblances to actual people and places is unintentional. This is purely a work of fiction and should be taken as such.

The occult views in this book are not a reflection on anything except an author’s wild imagination.
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Prologue 
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It started out slowly, quietly as epidemics usually do. But this was no epidemic. This was no virus that the medical community could study or solved. This was something else. Something that could only be dreamt up in the darkest recesses of the mind. 

It was a curse. A curse set upon us by a madwoman bent on either ruling the world or destroying it. 

I know what you are thinking, curses aren't real. They are a silly made up superstition given to us to help explain things that aren't rational. Well, tell that to those who have succumbed to it, because I'm not sure they know just yet. I want you to tell that to all those who are weeping in grief because this thing took their family from them. 

But I'm getting ahead of myself, let me take you back to when it all started. 
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Chapter One 
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I slammed my head against the wheel as hard as I could, realizing I had gone through this parking lot for the fifth time. 

"Damn it, how the hell do I get lost in my own city?" I cried to the bobblehead dog on the dash.

This damn strip mall had just been built and the streets they had put around it to make driving more ‘convenient’ and ‘safe’ was enough to make a person go insane just by looking at it. A roundabout? How the hell is a roundabout supposed to help people do anything but literally go in circles? 

I ran my hand through my dark blond hair and looked around once again trying to figure out this maze before I screamed. 

"Mommy, I'm hungry," whined my five-year-old from the back seat.

"I know, little buddy. We just have to go get your brother and then we'll head home, ok?" I tried to reassure him.

"I wanna go now!" he screeched. 

I winced at the high-pitched sound he made and took another deep, calming breath before stopping my truck to look at him through the rearview mirror. 

"I know, Johnny. Daddy's home sick right now so I wanna hurry as well. But we have to get Marcus. We can't just leave him at school, can we?" I asked jokingly trying to lighten the mood. 

He pouted but finally kept quiet. A part of me wanted to reach back and ruffle the mop of light brown hair on his head, but I refrained knowing that it would just cause him to get angrier.

Out of the corner of my eye, a figure that I recognized caught my attention and I quickly moved the truck to intercept him.

"Hey Billy," I called to my cousin. 

He stopped walking and turned to me as I pulled up. There were dark bags under his eyes and his normally jolly face looked pale and gaunt. 

"Are you sick?" I asked him concerned. 

As if on cue a cough racked his stout body and pulled his coat tighter around himself to stifle the shivering. 

"Yeah, I've got that damn cold everyone else has. It's a bitch to get rid of," he said gruffly. 

I nodded sympathetically. "Darren’s got the same stuff as well. We're heading to pick up my son from school, you want a ride home?" 

Billy shook his head. "I'm not going home. I'm going to get a gun."

He had said it so casually you would have thought it was an everyday occurrence. I blinked at him a few times trying to make sure I had heard him correctly. My cousin was the black sheep of the family, having never owned or fired a gun in his life. At least not to my knowledge anyway. I was the only idiot that had let herself be talked into learning how to handle and fire a gun, against my will I might add. So, the fact that he was willingly going to go purchase one blew me away. 

"Wait, what?"

"I'm going to go get a gun. There’s something weird going on, Vicki. Can't you see it? Haven't you been watching the news?" he asked stepping closer to my truck until he was almost standing on my side rail. 

I shook my head at him. "You're just imagining things, cuz." 

"No, I'm not," he snapped. "I saw one today." 

"Saw what? God, Billy now you're sounding like a crazy person," I snapped back at him. 

"I'M NOT CRAZY!!" he screamed backing away. "THEY ARE COMING THIS WAY, VICTORIA!"

He pointed to a spot behind me with a look of absolute terror etched on his face. I quickly turned my head around trying to find who he was afraid of. But other than a group of homeless people were watching us like hawks from over by the riverbed, there was no one else around. I turned back to Billy so I could try and convince him that this was all a paranoid trip, most likely brought on by an extremely high fever. But by the time I had turned around, he was gone. 

"Mommy! I am hungry!" cried Johnathan from the back seat again. 

"I know baby, I know," I murmured still trying to spot my cousin. 

"Mommy!" he screamed suddenly. 

I jerked around and looked into his hazel eyes that were flashing with anger. From the way that he screamed, I had thought he had gotten seriously injured somehow. 

"Johnathan Andrews, you do not scream like that unless something or someone is hurting you, do you understand?" I snapped back at him. 

Crocodile tears welled up in his wide eyes and he began to cry loudly. I made a frustrated sound and pulled out of the lot again, hopefully, to go in the right direction this time. 

We made it to Marcus' school without a second to spare. I hopped out and grab a still crying Johnny then raced into the school to pick Marcus up at the principal’s office. They gave me a scornful look for being late but I ignored them. Their judgmental accusations meant little to nothing to me as I ushered my two children back into the truck and left just as quickly. 

When I got home, Darren was sleeping peacefully in our bedroom so other than checking on him, I didn't disturb him. I finally found a snack for the boys and then set Marcus up with his homework. Johnathan eventually grabbed a book or two to look through, which I was extremely grateful for because it kept him busy and not bugging his brother every five seconds. 

Having found a second to breathe, I found myself once again concerned about my cousin’s behavior. I called phone several times before trying his wife’s where I also got no answer. I slammed my phone down in its cradle with several harsh curse words. 

"Mommy, my throat feels funny," said Johnathan from behind me. 

I turned around and all worries for Billy flew out of my head once I caught sight of his pale face. His voice was hoarse and with a gentle kiss on his forehead, I knew he was running a fever. He had obviously caught the same damn virus that everyone else had. I gave him a cup of warm tea and honey then sent him back to his room before calling his doctor. 

"It's all right Mrs. Andrews, the cold season has been very difficult this year. Just keep an eye on his temperature and if it doesn't come down bring him in," said the nurse on the phone. 

Relieved, I expressed my gratitude and hung up with the promise that I would call them back if he got worse. I heard my bedroom door open and was happy to find Darren standing there. 

"How are you feeling, honey?" I asked. 

"Like death warmed over," he groaned with a little shiver. "Or froze over, my body can't decide which."

His dark hair was drenched in sweat and plastered to his head. I reached over and pressed a hand to his forehead and found he was still running a very high temperature. His cheeks were flushed and his hazel eyes held a glassy quality to them. Worried, I made a mental note to make him his own doctor’s appointment tomorrow after I got home from Johnathan’s. 

"You need to go back to bed, babe," I told him firmly. 

"But- but-," he began to protest weakly. 

"No buts. Back to bed with you. I got this." 

I pointed back to the bedroom then made shooing motions with my hands until he was laying back in bed. The minute his head hit the pillow he was dead to the world again and I breathed a sigh of relief. 

The evening flew by quietly with Johnathan and Darren staying in bed for the most part. My worry didn’t diminish overnight either because they both seemed to just get worst. on top of all that, when I woke up my throat was sore and scratchy as well. I wanted to whine, cry, or throw something because it’s not fair for Mom’s to get sick. 

Instead, I ambled out of bed so I could force Darren to call into work again. Then ended up having to call in for him again because his boss couldn't understand the gibberish he was spouting. I called Johnathan's school to let them know he wouldn't be in today and then his doctor to make an appointment for him as I had promised. 

I dropped a complaining Marcus off at school. Steadfastly ignoring his whining about how unfair it was that he had to go to school and his brother didn’t. Then rushed to work with my youngest in tow so I could explain to my boss why I needed to jet out early. 

My job was rather lenient on children in the workplace; mainly because they would rather have you working than at home where they weren't making any money off you. So, when I walked in with Johnathan my coworkers immediately went about making a comfortable bed out of one of the couches and set him up so he could watch cartoons. Then proceeded to baby him until I was sure he was going to start faking sick so that he could get the same treatment all the time. 
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Chapter Two
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I know you are wondering at this point when it'll start moving along and when I will start to finally explain how things got so bad. Just bear with me it'll happen sooner than you think.

I hated waiting rooms at the doctor’s office. They were always so cheerful and brightly lit that you ended up wanting to tear a wall down by the time the nurse called you back. Watching a cough rack my son’s tiny body, did not make this time any better. 

I pulled his head on my lap and began running my fingers over the little brown curls as I watched the TV. The sound was down but someone had turned the captions on so I was able to keep up with the story even though it lagged a bit. The news program was about the virus epidemic that was sweeping the nation. According to the reporter, this contagious virus was dropping people like flies all around the world. The hospitals were overflowing with the sick and doctors didn't know what to make of it. There had even been several reports of extreme cases where the victim would start seizing and having to be restrained to stop them from attacking the nurses and doctors or even their own families. It was as if they had lost their minds and viewed everyone as a threat.

I looked down at my son and shivered from the fear that to death that he would get that bad. Darren, oh my God, Darren. I suddenly had the urge to rush out of here. The only thing that kept me in my seat was yet another body-racking cough from Johnny. I began to pray silently they both would get better because there was no way I could survive if anything happened to anyone in my family. An ache in my throat reminded me that I may very well be catching it as well. But I shoved the thought aside and continued to nurse my lemon and honey tea hoping that it would soothe the pain in my neck. 

A cry to my left startled me out of my thoughts and I looked over to see one of the nurses staring at something in the back office. The panic on her face was obvious as she seemed to be frozen in place. Sounds started drifting out to the lobby and none of them helped to relieve the worry that I was starting to feel. Shouting and scuffling could be heard even though the thick walls. A shout for a sedative came and then a cry about something, about someone being loose. A sudden loud bang had the nurse screaming again before scrambling through a door at the other end of the room, in the opposite direction from the noises. We all looked at each other in confusion but were unable to come up with an explanation for what was going on. 

A loud inhumane scream pierced the silence suddenly and every person jumped and, in unison, we all turned in the direction of the sound. I didn't know what we were waiting for but I do know that what happened next was not it. The door flew open and a surge of people came bursting through the door fighting and almost trampling each other to get outside. 

I tightened my arms around Johnny who let out a pathetic whimper as we watched the people race out frantically. Everyone sitting in the lobby just sat there and stared as we did. We were all stunned and unsure as to what was going on. I think a few of them chuckled nervously and began looking for a hidden camera or at least someone to pop out shouting "gotcha". 

One of the more macho men got up and started walking towards the door that stood ajar still blocked something. I was afraid to get up and look fearing it might be someone's body. 

"Stay here," Macho man instructed the frail-looking woman that had been sitting next to him. 

She looked extremely pale and would not stop shivering, so I couldn't tell if she knowingly nodded at him. He seemed to have taken it as agreement because he crept closer to the door. When he reached out to grab the handle I noticed, with surprise, that his hand was trembling.

“Mommy, what's going on?” Johnathan whispered. 

“Shhh,” I whispered holding a finger up to my lips. 

“Why were all those people running?” he persisted. 

“I don't know, baby. But you have to keep quiet,” I whispered back more urgently. 

“Mommy!” he whined out. 

Macho Man turned to us in anger. 

“Shut up, kid,” he snapped at Johnathan.

I opened my mouth to tell Steroid Head where to shove it when another growl came again and this time it was terrifyingly closer. The man looked up and immediately began to scream as something jumped from behind the door and tackled him. 

Unable to sit still any longer I grabbed my son up and raced out the front door, not caring what or who I hit. My only thought was to get my son and I the hell away from what was making those noises. I had to make sure he was safe no matter the cost. 

A window crashed open behind me, then came the horrified screams of the people that were racing out, even a few yelling for help but that didn't stop me. My only care was my child. 

Once at my truck, I threw open the door and unceremoniously tossed Johnny into the back seat. 

“Buckle up the best you can. We are getting the hell outta here,” I said slamming the door shut and immediately locking it. 

“Mommy, you said a bad word!” he admonished me in shock. 

“I know baby. Right now just seemed like the right time to say it,” I said distractedly as I watched people scattering in all directions through the rearview mirror. 

The windows that were still intact on the building were tinted, so I couldn't quite make out what was attacking the people inside but I quickly decided I didn't care. I threw the truck into drive and sped over the curb out onto the street. Ignoring the honking and shouts of anger from the other drivers, I kept my foot on the gas as we raced away. 

Only when my heart finally finished pounding did I felt safe enough to pull over to the side of the road. I laid my head against the steering wheel to catch the breath that was wheezing hard out of me. My mind raced with questions as the scene kept replaying itself.

“Mommy, are you okay?” my son asked. 

The concern in his voice reached out and squeezed my heart painfully. I turned around slowly, trying to give myself enough time to collect the scattered rubble of my wits. I plastered a huge smile on my lips as I gazed into his panic-stricken eyes.

“Yeah, baby. I'm fine. Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” he said with a big grin before he started coughing again. 

I watched him carefully as his little body was jerked with each burst. When he finally stopped, I noticed sweat was running down his face and I knew the situation was getting direr. I also knew that there was one more thing I had to do before I could continue. 

“I'm going to step out and make a phone call, okay?” I asked him, reaching for my cell phone. 

He nodded then laid his head on the headrest and closed his eyes as if the latest coughing fit took the last of his energy. I stepped out and stood in the front of my truck so I could keep a close eye on him through the windshield and called the police. 

“911, what is your emergency?” said the dispatch woman.

“To be honest I have no idea. Something happened at the doctor’s office on McLaughlin Street and I'm still trying to figure it out,” I said putting my head in my hands. 

“Yes, ma'am, this is not the first call we've gotten. Can you tell me what you saw?” 

“No, I didn't actually see anything except something attacking people. But by the sounds of it, I would say it was a wild animal or a demon or... something,” I finished lamely wishing I would have stopped at a wild animal knowing how ridiculous it sounded out loud.

“Yes, ma'am, that's been the general consensus. Now I would like to remind you that animals don't generally break into buildings like that-”

“I know, that's just what I-” I started to cut her off.

“Heard, I know. Just try to calm down, Ma-”

“Look! I am as calm as I'm going to get, ma'am. My son was in that building with me and he's still very sick. So, you'll have to excuse me if I'm not exactly cheerful about this whole damn thing! Now, where the hell are the cops?!” I screamed into the phone. 

“Ma'am, that kind of attitude is not productive-”

“You wanna know what's not productive? Sitting here talking to a know-it-all while my son sits in my truck still sicker than a freaking dog. So, if you don't want my information or need anything else from me, I'm going to go take my son to the hospital and hope to hell I don't have to run out of there as well.”

There was silence on the other end for a minute or two then a different dispatcher came on. 

“911, what's your emergency?”

I screamed into the phone and ended the call. A moment later someone called back and asked for my name, address, and phone number. I gave them patiently and promised if I could think of anything else I would call them back. 

The next call I made was to Darren to let him know what was going on. But it just rang and rang and rang. I tried three more times before deciding just to leave a message and that I would try again when I could. 

I checked on Johnathan anxiously. He looked like he was sleeping and I stared at his chest to make sure that it was still rising and falling. Only when I was absolutely sure it was, did I look at my phone again. A thought nagged at the back of my head and I scrolled through my contact list until I found the number I was looking for. I called Billy's house one last time and just when I thought that no one was going to answer, he picked up. 

“Hel-” the phone cut out. 

“Billy?” I said hesitantly. 

“Vicki... you... out now!” he yelled into the phone.

“What's going on?” I shouted back hoping he heard me. 

“Get... boys...now!” 

“Answer me! What is going on?”

The only answer on the other side was three loud bangs then it went completely dead. Something was very, very wrong.
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Chapter Three
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My heart began to race and the sense of dread that I had been fighting swamped me. I threw open the door to my pickup and jumped in, barely even throwing my seat belt on before I threw it into gear and floored it. The sounds of angry horns once again accompanied me as I sped down the street. This time, I didn't stop until I reached Marcus' school. 

I grabbed Johnathan out and raced into the school, almost running over a few ladies from the office in the process.

“Mrs. Andrews what are you doing here?” the teacher asked in shock as I stormed into the classroom. 

I ignored her as I searched for and finally spotted Marcus’ dark brown hair. His confused eyes connected with my panicked ones. 

“Marcus, come with me we need to get home,” I said ignoring the teacher. 

“What's going on, Mom?” he said worriedly responding to the urgency in my voice. 

I didn't answer as I grabbed his stuff and shuffled him out the door still ignoring the protest of the other adults. 

“What's going on, Mom?” Marcus asked as I buckled them both in the truck. 

I stopped and looked at his panic-stricken face knowing that I couldn't brush him off as easily as I could his little brother.

“Honestly, hon, I don't know. All I know is that there's something wrong and I would feel better if I kept you with me,” I explained as quietly as I could. 

I checked on Johnathan again while I made sure his seatbelt was fastened as tight as it could be. His face was very pale and his breathing was ragged. He hadn't even stirred when I had taken him out or put him back in and I knew I had to get him to the hospital as fast as I could. I slammed his door shut and had barely opened my door up when Marcus spoke up again. 

“Mom, what's wrong with that lady?” he said pointing.

Feeling the sense of dread well up again my eyes followed his finger. Over by the fence that surrounding the playground was a woman and, Marcus was right, there was something wrong. Her skin looked shallow almost translucent despite her normal dark African American skin color, and she was twitching. Almost like her muscles themselves wouldn't stand still no matter how hard she tried. She seemed to be using the fence to hold herself up but was almost losing the battle. 

"What's wrong with her, Mom?" Marcus repeated. 

"I don't know, honey but we have to go. We have to get Johnny to the hospital," I said quickly stepping up to get into the truck. 

I was honestly and selfishly more than willing to dismiss this woman in favor of my own children. 

"She needs help," Marcus implored. 

"I know, sweetie, and I'll call 911 as soon as I can. But for now, we have to take care of your brother.” 

I was trying to reassure him with what should be a solid sensible plan. 

"Mom, if we're going up to the hospital why can't we take her with us?" he asked. 

It was such a rational statement coming from my seven-year-old that I had to pause and look back to see if a grownup had replaced him. Although I knew he was right, I still hesitated to wait any longer to get Johnathan up to the hospital. The impending sense of doom that shrouded him seem to grow stronger with every passing second. 

"Please, Mom?" Marcus begged when he sensed the crack in my willpower. 

"Marcus," I whined out. 

"Mom, it's the right thing to do.”

His words cinched it, I knew now there was no way I was going to get out of this without going and at least checking on her. With a heavy sigh, I slid out of the cab of the truck before turning back to him. 

"No matter who comes up to this door, DO NOT UNLOCK IT," I instructed him harshly.

He nodded solemnly his dark brown eyes, which were a replica of my own, were also filled with the same worry and fear I felt myself. I forced myself to turn away despite the fact I wanted nothing more than to stay. I quickly locked the door and slammed it with a resounding thud, then began to mutter to myself about the stupidity of walking up to a person who was obviously whacked out of her mind. 

My steps slowed as I got closer and noticed her eyes were completely dilated causing them to appear pitch black. Originally, I had thought the weird movements of her mouth had been a part of the seizure she was caught up in, however now I could hear her mumbling unintelligibly. 

"Miss? Do you need help?" I said cautiously. 

There was no response, not that I had really expected one. I reached out to touch her, but a noise rang through the playground stopping me dead in my tracks. It was the same animalistic noise I had heard at the clinic and I turned slowly to find a group of people gathered in a cluster on the other side of the fence clear across the playground. They were screeching in unison and shoving hard against the fence as if they couldn’t figure out why it wasn’t giving away. 

Their actions sent warning bells off in my head. Anyone in their right mind would have just hopped over the fence. Hell, even my five-year-old wouldn’t have seen this metal linked fence as much of a barrier if he wanted to go play. Yet, these people seemed to be unable to see it as anything but a wall that needed to be shoved down. Something was extremely wrong with them and it left me with a sense of panic. Every horror film I had ever watched flashed through my head until it landed on one impossible fact that I couldn't refute. My heart raced painfully in my chest as I heard one word bounce around in my head.

Zombies. 

“Oh shit,” I breathed. 

My eyes refused to believe what I was seeing and I continued to stare as the crowd began to grow bigger and bigger. There was something wrong with their movements; to begin with, they weren't the normal stiffness you saw in the movies and still, they seemed to be unable to control their movements at the same time. 

I would have stared at them for forever if a noise from the woman in front of me hadn’t brought me back to the present. She was having an even harder time trying to stand. Her movements were still sporadic and even more so than those across the way. But her eyes had changed, instead of being black now they were blood red almost like a demon’s eyes. Her face was drawn, almost skeletal, and I slowly stepped backward fearful that at any moment this woman would attack me. Her unnerving stare stayed on me no matter what. She was watching my every movement, tracking me. All the sudden she straightened away from the fence and began to amble towards me.

“Victoria,” she gasped out. 

Her voice was ragged and cracked almost as if the vocal cords had been ruined or overworked. The sound sent chills down my spine and my teeth on edge to hear it; it was like nails on a chalkboard. 

I stepped back even further wanting nothing more than to get away from her. I didn't know how she knew me nor did I want to know. My self-preservation was telling me that I needed to get the hell away from her... from everything. 

“Victoria,” she said again. 

The jerky movement in her step was suddenly gone, though they still seemed weary almost as if her legs couldn't support her body anymore. I countered each step of hers with one of my own until it was kind of like a dance between the two of us. 

“Victoria,” she repeated before mumbling something and lifting her hand to stop me. 

Fearing that now was the moment she would attack me and eat my brains, I hastily scrambled backward until my back slammed into a wall that I hadn't even known was there. She kept repeating my name as she shuffled forward with her hand outstretched. Her other arm stretched out a closed fist and I shrunk back thinking she was going to hit me, but she stopped an inch away from me. 

“You have not been eliminated. You have been given a chance,” she said in her still hoarse gravelly voice before she dropped something on the ground. 
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Chapter Four
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I looked down and there was a solid silver chain with a beautiful black stone hanging off it. In the center of the stone was a brilliant yellow star that caught the sunlight just perfectly so it seemed to twinkle and dance. I looked back up at the woman in amazement, but she had vanished. My gaze swung around the street and over by the river that separated the school from the farmlands. Although, there was no sign as to where she had come from or where she went. The wall that had been keeping me upright suddenly disappeared and I fell on my butt with a hard thud. Looking behind me I realized there had never been a wall there and assumed that it had been my own mind that had prevented me from moving further back. 

A glint from the silver chain caught my eye and I picked it up gingerly as if it was a hot rock about to burn me. After all, it was rather warm as if it was heated from the inside out. I turned the stone this way and that, staring at the beauty of it in awe. The yellow star seemed to glow brighter and brighter until I was forced to look away from it. Suddenly the warmth of the rock transferred itself into my hand. I tried to drop it but it seemed to stick to my hand despite how I flung it around. The heat continued to travel up my arm and then wormed its way deep into my chest where it sat like a lump until it was gone. 

Hesitantly I peeked at the now cooling rock and I noticed the star in the center of it seemed as if it was moving. I was mesmerized for a moment at the dance it gave and at the fact that I didn’t feel even a pinch of fear when I held it. 

A whimper off to my right caught my attention than drawing my gaze back to the playground area. Underneath the slide sat a little girl. She was rocking back and forth with her head hiding in her arms that she had wrapped tightly around herself. She seemed to be trying to make herself as tiny and inconspicuous as she could. Her entire body was shaking like a leaf and I could hear her crying, but it was quiet and the only thing that came out was little whimpers. Her little blond hair was put up in what would have been the perfect ponytail if it wasn't crooked now and caked in mud. She still had her backpack and jacket on leaving me to wonder how long she had been there and why no one had come to find her. 

The racket on the far end of the playground seemed to be getting even louder as they shoved harder and harder at the fence. I hastily threw the necklace around my neck and hunkered down as best I could, hoping to keep out of their line of sight as I slowly made my way to the little girl. When I got close enough I reached my hand out and touched her shoulder gently. The little girl curled even tighter into herself and her whimpering got louder. 

"Shhh, sweetheart. It's okay," I whispered to her. 

Her head jerked up and her bloodshot, teary eyes slammed into mine. Then she jumped into my arms and buried her head against my shoulder, wrapping her arms as tightly around me as she had herself. As if she suddenly thought she was perfectly safe, the crying got worse instead of better. 

“Shhh, sweetie. We've got to be quiet,” I murmured to her as I looked around to see if those things had come any closer. 

I could hear them continuing to bang on the fence with great force. Even though we were out of sight they were still acting as if they could see us perfectly and it was this very thought that had me concerned. 

“I want my Mommy,” she whimpered against my coat. 

“Where is she, honey?” I asked. 

Instead of saying anything, she pointed down by the river. A giant lump of dread began to lodge itself in my chest as I began to wonder what I would find when I went down there. 

I worked my way out from under the slide then ran as quickly and quietly as I could to the building, this time pressing my back up to a real wall. My mind raced with ‘what ifs’ and scenarios about what was happening. It kept coming back to zombies and would not budge from that. Great, I told my head. So, if it's zombies now what? The only thing I could think of was to find this little girl's Mommy and find a way to get the hell out of there. 

I took a deep breath and squatted down so I could set the little girl on her feet. 

“Okay, sweetie, what's your name?” I asked her gently. 

“Melissa,” she said wiping the tears out of her giant blue eyes. 

“Melissa, huh? Well, that's a beautiful name. My name is Vicki. Can you say that?” I asked. 

“Vicki,” she repeated dutifully although it came out more like 'wicky'.

“Good job. Now I want you to repeat after me. Piccolo Pete.” 

She struggled for a moment on the alliteration but finally said something close to it. 

“Close enough. All right, I need you to run out to the big blue truck parked at the front of the school. Pound on the door shouting that as loud as you can. My son Marcus is in it and he will let you in. It's our secret password,” I explained to her. 

She looked around wearily and obviously afraid to leave my side. I wondered once again what was going on to make this little girl so frightened to let go of a complete stranger’s hand. I tried to encourage her once again hoping if I added a little incentive she would give in.

“Can you do that for me, sweetheart? I want to go try and find your mom.”

“No!” she suddenly screamed and wrapped her little arms around my neck. 

She squeezed so tightly that it almost cut off the airways and if she had been a little stronger, it probably would have. 

“Melissa, I need to go help your mother if I can. Please, let me do this,” I begged. 

“She's a monster,” she whispered into my neck. 

I wrapped my arms around her and held her close unsure of what to say back. There were no words I could find to reassure a little girl that her mother was not a monster if she had been acting anything like the people across the field. I held her for a moment longer until she sniffled then rubbed her forehead on my shirt. I silently begged her not to wipe her nose off on me as little kids were apt to do and then I set her away from me. 

A rustling from the bushes drew our attention to it. 

“Please, let that be a dog,” I whispered to the sky. 

Melissa buried her head in the crook of my neck again. “It's Mommy.”

My heart started to race and I knew she was right, something inside me told me it wasn't as innocuous as a dog or a cat. I pulled her out of our embrace and set her aside. 

“Okay, do you remember the words I told you to tell Marcus?” I asked not taking my eyes off the bushes that had started shaking harder. 

“Pico Pete.” 

Her voice shook with heartrending fear but I didn’t have time to try and reassure her this time. I gave her a quick bracing hug hoping that she would feel at least a little comforted by it. 

“Close enough. Melissa, sweetie, I want you to run to my truck and I want you to scream that. Do not stop for anyone or anything, okay?” I said standing up giving her an encouraging shove. 

She didn't budge as the rustling became accompanied by a hair-raising growl. 

“Go, Melissa,” I said urgently.

But it was too late as the cause of the noises came bursting into full view. It was indeed a woman although she looked more animalistic than human. She was crouched down on all fours as if she were the dog I wanted her to be. But her normal white skin was pale to the point it was almost translucent; her hair and body were almost completely covered in mud. She was soaked to the bone as if she had just come out of the river. But the most disturbing feature was her eyes, they were completely black; devoid of all normal color. 

“Mommy,” Melissa whimpered behind me. 

The black eyes of this creature focused in on her and I shoved her behind me to protect her. But, this creature wouldn't be deterred, it let out a little noise that seemed to indicate pleasure of some sort and it was no less frightening than if she had let out another ear-piercing howl. 

“Run,” I whispered to her. 

But she clung tighter than ever and stayed where she was hiding her face into my arm. 

“Melissa, run.”

The thing began to creep closer. 

“Run now, Melissa,” I said more urgently. 

It began to stalk closer and closer, its dark eyes seemingly focused on something behind me. 

I finally gave up and shoved Melissa away once again. “RUN NOW!” 

I quickly turned back to the creature and the little footsteps behind me let me know that Melissa had finally listened. Around the corner, I could hear her little shouts of Pico Pete's but I didn't have time to pay attention to them as the creature chose that moment to pounce on me. It slammed me into the ground making my breath fly out of me and I was momentarily stunned. 

Her hands were in contorted claws as she grasped at whatever she could. Her nails digging a deep groove in the ground behind me. Horrified, I reached up and grabbed her head to begin trying to push her off me so I could get back to my feet. Her mouth opened as if she was going to bite me.

“I don't think so, you fucking zombie!!” I cried and began shoving harder. 

Her fingers continued to dig into the ground next to my head making more grooves. I continued to push at her face as I tried to buck her off, that was when something weird happened. She began to suck like she was trying to draw in a huge breath. A pain bloomed from the center of my chest like someone was trying to rip my heart out. The necklace that I had forgotten about began to heat up warming the area that the pain was radiating from. Shockingly, it began to soothe it and the pain quickly receded. 

The mouth on the thing closed as it slowly realized nothing was happening and the look on her face would have been hysterical if the situation hadn’t been so drastic. While it stared at me in shock I hastily shoved it off me and jumped up. 

The creature still laid on the ground letting out pitiful whining noises almost as if it was crying because it had failed. Then it let out an angry shriek and jumped back on all fours with its resolve seemingly renewed. Before it could lunge at me again, I lifted my boot and kicked it square in the jaw with a strength that stunned it, and myself. The black eyes rolled back in its head and it went limp immediately. I continued to stare at the creature for a long while; not sure if I was still in shock at what had happened or the fact I, a woman who would never resort to violence, had knocked out a weird, zombie creature out with one solid blow. 

“Yeah!” I suddenly shouted feeling a rush of adrenaline, that I won't lie I really liked. “Take that, you freaking zombie. You messed with the wrong girl in Riverton!”
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Chapter Five
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An unearthly bellow from the other side of the field stopped my victory dance short and was a harsh reminder that I needed to get out of here. I raced back to the truck and was about to jump in when I heard a scream from inside the school. My heart dropped to my stomach as I thought of all those kids in there. I looked in the back seat and saw that Marcus and Melissa were huddled together right next to Johnathan’s car seat. Johnathan was looking paler by the second but I took heart in the fact that his chest was still rising. I stared at Marcus for a moment trying to decide what I wanted to do and what the right thing to do was. I think he must have read my mind because he looked down at Melissa then shook his head desperately, begging me not to go. I spied my cell phone on the seat and an idea came to mind. 

I ripped open the truck door and tried to ignore the sounds coming from behind me. I hopped in and grabbed the phone hoping that this call to 911 would go a lot better than my last one. 

“911 what's your emergency?” said the dispatch and I almost slammed my head against the wheel as I recognized the voice from earlier. 

“Yes, this is Vicki Andrews. Yeah... it's happening at the school now.”

There was silence on the other end and I checked my phone three times to make sure she had not immediately hung up on me.

“Okay, the police are on the way. Do you have any children with you right now?” 

This time I checked the phone to make sure that it hadn't transported me into a parallel universe where this lady had suddenly turned nice. After the morning I have had, I wouldn't have been shocked at anything now. 

“I have my own and one other a little blond girl named Melissa.” 

“Melissa? Melissa Brady?” the woman breathed in shock and almost hope. 

“I'm not sure,” I told the dispatcher. “Melissa, honey, what's your last name?”

“Brady. Melissa Brady and I'm five,” she said almost proudly. 

“Yes! Brady. Is she related to you?” I asked excitedly. 

“Yes! She's my niece!” the woman said brokenly through the phone, it was obvious was she was crying. “I thought her mom was going to keep her home today because of the weird virus going around.”

“Well, I have her now. Where do you want me to take her because I have to get home and get my son up to the hospital,” I said.

“No! Don't go to the hospital!” the woman shouted. “It's being evacuated because of whatever those things are.” 

I slammed my head against the wheel in frustration. What was I going to do now? Johnathan needed a doctor and I needed to get to Darren! In a split second, I decided to go to him. It would be better if we were all together anyway. 

“Okay, I'll head to my house. Do you still have my address?” I asked. 

“Yes, I've got it. I'll meet you there in ten minutes,” she said and disconnected. 

I tossed my phone on the seat next to me and started my truck as the sirens began to wail behind me and people began racing out of the school. I sped away from the area with a guilty conscience, but I also knew deep down there was nothing more I could do for them. Not to mention my stomach was twisting with dread wondering what I would find when I got home. 

“Mom? What’s wrong with those people?” Marcus asked as I began to race home. 

“I'm not sure, sweetheart,” I admitted. “Melissa, your auntie had said something about a weird virus, do you know what she meant?” 

I risked a small glance back as her little curls bounced when she shook her head.

“Mommy just said she didn't want me getting sick because people were starting to get sick and then they get mean.” 

I watched the road as my mind raced a mile a minute. It was simply unbelievable. It sounded like something out of a science fiction novel or a television show, but there was no denying the fact that people were truly getting sick and attacking other people for no reason. It was inherently zombie-like behavior and suddenly I felt foolish for dismissing the people for all their zombie mania, I seriously wished I could go back and pay attention to what they had been spouting off now. 

I stomped on the brakes as people poured out on the streets especially around the supermarkets and gas stations. Those things quickly increased in numbers and would crouch and then start chasing or attack whoever was closest. Astonishingly, right in front of my eyes, they were changing and it was unbelievably fast how it happened. 

“Is Johnathan going to become one?” Marcus finally voiced the worried thoughts in my mind. 

I looked back at Johnathan and could watch as his face grew more pale and gaunt. His breathing continued to become increasingly shallow. 

“I don't know baby,” I told him, unable to come up with a reassuring answer. 

He sat back in his seat and went quiet. Either no more questions came to mind, or he suddenly realized he didn't want the answers to them. I understood his silence and I welcomed it. I also had a lot of questions running through my head and felt the same way towards them, I really didn’t want them answered. 

We pulled up in front of our house after what had honestly felt like the longest drive of my life despite how fast we had gone. 
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