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Day 1 - 2:47 PM

Margaret Chen checked her watch—2:47 PM on the dot. Like clockwork, the first wave of kindergarteners burst through the double doors of Millbrook Elementary, their backpacks bouncing against small shoulders as they scanned the pickup area for familiar faces. Maggie raised her stop sign, the familiar weight of it solid in her weathered hands, and stepped into position at the crosswalk.

Twelve years of this routine. Twelve years of knowing exactly which child would emerge when, which parent would be running late, which kid would forget their lunch box and have to turn back. The Army had taught her the value of patterns, of understanding the rhythm of operations, and school dismissal was its own kind of military precision—controlled chaos that only looked random to untrained eyes.

"Mrs. Patterson's running late again," she muttered into her radio, watching Jake and Lucy Patterson hover near the bike racks. The twins had learned not to panic when their mother's beat-up Honda wasn't already waiting. Single mom, double shifts at the diner, three jobs total. Maggie made a mental note to walk them to the corner store after the rush died down—Mrs. Patterson would pick them up there by 4 PM, same as always.

"Copy that, Maggie," came Principal Morrison's voice through the radio static. "I can keep them in the office if needed."

"Negative. They're fine with me."

The radio crackled again. "You sure? I know you've got your hands full out there."

Maggie's eyes swept the organized chaos of dismissal. Emma Rodriguez emerged with the fourth-grade group, insulin kit visible in her clear backpack—school policy for diabetic students. The girl caught Maggie's eye and waved, responsible and mature at ten years old, already checking her watch to make sure she wasn't late for her after-school snack schedule. Marcus Thompson trailed behind his second-grade class, quiet as always, observing everything with those sharp dark eyes that missed nothing. He never spoke to the other kids, rarely spoke to adults, but Maggie had noticed he always positioned himself where he could see all the exits.

"I've got it handled, Ray," she said into the radio. "Twenty-three years of this between the Army and here. I know how to manage a crowd."

Eleven years in logistics before her divorce brought her back to Millbrook, and twelve years as the crossing guard since then. She knew every face, every routine, every parent's schedule, every child's needs. Little Sophia Kim would skip down the steps, all smiles and kindergarten enthusiasm. Aiden Walsh would emerge precisely at 2:52, his mother Officer Janet Walsh always exactly on time for pickup. The Patterson twins would try to sneak toward Main Street instead of waiting, and she'd redirect them with a look.

A scream cut through her mental checklist.

Not playground screaming. Not the high-pitched shriek of kids being kids. This was different—adult, desperate, terrified. It came from inside the building.

Maggie's training kicked in before her conscious mind processed the sound. She stepped closer to the school entrance, stop sign held ready, radio in her other hand. Her eyes swept the crowd of children still streaming out, looking for signs of panic, for whatever was causing—

The radio exploded with static and Principal Morrison's voice, but the words were cut off mid-sentence: "Maggie, we have a—" Then nothing but white noise.

She tried to respond. "Ray? Ray, come back. What's your status?"

More screaming from inside. Definitely multiple voices now. And something else—sounds she couldn't immediately identify. Breaking glass? Furniture being knocked over?

The children were still emerging, but their chatter was dying down as they heard the commotion. Emma Rodriguez had stopped halfway to the pickup area, her head tilted toward the building. Marcus Thompson had gone completely still, his entire body alert in a way that made Maggie's military instincts flare to life.

"Miss Maggie?" Little Sophia Kim appeared at her elbow, all pigtails and concern. "What's that noise?"

Before Maggie could answer, the front doors slammed open hard enough to rattle the glass panels. Mrs. Henley, the substitute teacher covering for Mrs. Bradford's maternity leave, stumbled out onto the concrete steps.

Something was wrong with her. Very wrong.

Her cardigan was torn, hanging off one shoulder. Dark stains covered the front of her white blouse—stains that looked wet, fresh. She moved like she was drunk, or injured, listing to one side as she half-walked, half-fell down the steps.

"Mrs. Henley!" called out Jennifer Watson, one of the fifth-graders waiting for her bus. "Are you okay?"

The substitute teacher's head snapped toward the sound with unnatural speed. When she turned, Maggie saw her face clearly for the first time.

The left side of Mrs. Henley's neck was torn open. Not cut—torn. Ragged flesh hung in strips, and blood still flowed freely down her collar. But she was walking. Talking, even—though the sounds coming from her mouth weren't words. They were wet, guttural noises, like someone trying to speak with their throat full of liquid.

And her eyes. Christ, her eyes were wrong. The whites had gone yellow, the pupils dilated so wide they looked black, and there was no recognition in them. No humanity.

Mrs. Henley lurched toward Jennifer Watson with jerky, uncoordinated movements, making those terrible sounds.

"Everyone get back!" Maggie shouted, her voice carrying the command authority that had managed convoys through hostile territory twenty years ago. "Children, move away from the building! Now!"

Most of them obeyed instantly—the ones who'd learned that when Miss Maggie used that tone, you didn't ask questions. But some hesitated, confused, and Mrs. Henley was picking up speed, heading straight for the cluster of kids near the bike racks.

Billy Martinez, the other crossing guard who worked the south entrance, came jogging over from his position. "Hey, what's all the—" He saw Mrs. Henley and stopped dead. "Jesus, lady, you need an ambulance!"

He reached out to help her, and Mrs. Henley grabbed his outstretched arm with both hands and pulled it toward her ruined mouth.

Billy's scream was cut short as her teeth sank into his wrist. Not a bite—a feeding. She tore at his flesh like a starving animal, ripping away chunks of skin and muscle while Billy tried desperately to pull away.

"Run!" Maggie bellowed, but she was already moving, stop sign raised like a weapon. She brought it down hard on Mrs. Henley's shoulder, then again on the back of her skull. The substitute teacher released Billy's arm and turned toward this new threat, blood and tissue hanging from her mouth.

Up close, Maggie could see that Mrs. Henley was dead. Had to be. No one survived injuries like that, and the smell—God, the smell was decomposition, not fresh blood. But she was moving, attacking, and her yellowed eyes fixed on Maggie with predatory focus.

The stop sign connected with Mrs. Henley's temple with a sound like a melon hitting concrete. She went down hard, but immediately started trying to get back up, making those wet growling sounds.

"Billy, you okay?" Maggie called, but Billy Martinez was on his knees, staring at the mangled remains of his forearm, in shock.

More screams from inside the building. Many more. And now Maggie could see other figures moving wrong in the hallways beyond the glass doors—people stumbling and lurching with that same unnatural gait.

She made the calculation in seconds. Whatever was happening inside was spreading. Billy was injured and useless. The children were scattered across the pickup area, confused and terrified. Some were crying, others running toward the street without looking for traffic.

Twenty-three kids were still in her immediate area—she counted them automatically, the same way she'd counted personnel during convoys. Twenty-three children who needed protection, and she was the only functional adult in sight.

Her crossing guard station was thirty feet away—a small reinforced concrete shelter that the town had built after a drunk driver nearly took out the crosswalk five years ago. It had thick walls, a steel door, communication equipment, and emergency supplies.

"Emma! Marcus! Jake! Lucy!" She called to the older kids, the responsible ones. "Round up the little ones! Move them to my station! Everyone stay together!"

Emma Rodriguez immediately started herding kindergarteners, her natural leadership taking over. The Patterson twins grabbed hands and started pulling younger children toward the shelter. Marcus Thompson, silent as always, simply began moving—but Maggie noticed he positioned himself between the smallest kids and the school building, like a human shield.

Mrs. Henley was back on her feet, but more shapes were emerging from the school entrance. Mr. Pete, the janitor, his uniform torn and bloodied, his keys still jangling from his belt as he stumbled forward. Mrs. Rodriguez from the front office, her hair matted with what looked like bite marks on her scalp.

All of them moving wrong. All of them making those sounds. All of them looking at the children with that same predatory focus.

Maggie grabbed Billy Martinez under his good arm and hauled him to his feet. "Move! Station, now!"

She herded her group toward the concrete shelter, stop sign in one hand, radio in the other, her eyes constantly scanning for threats. The twenty-three children stayed remarkably calm—fear, yes, but no panic. They trusted Miss Maggie, had been trained by twelve years of her firm but caring authority.

The steel door of the station had a heavy deadbolt on the inside. Maggie shoved everyone through, did a quick headcount—twenty-three kids, one injured adult, herself—and threw the bolt home just as something heavy slammed against the outside.

Through the narrow window, she saw Mrs. Henley's face pressed against the glass, those yellow eyes staring in at them, her mouth opening and closing like a fish gasping for air.

"Miss Maggie?" Sophia Kim's voice was very small. "What's wrong with Mrs. Henley?"

Maggie picked up her radio and tried dispatch. Static. Tried Principal Morrison again. Nothing but white noise. Tried the police frequency.

"This is Maggie Chen at Millbrook Elementary," she said into the radio. "We have a situation here. Multiple casualties, unknown cause. I have twenty-three children in protective custody and need immediate assistance."

The response came back broken, fragmented: "—outbreak—Main Street—hospital overwhelmed—do not—"

The signal died completely.

Outside the window, more figures were gathering. She recognized them—teachers, parents, older students. All moving with that same lurching gait, all showing various degrees of injury and decay.

And in the distance, she could hear sirens. Many sirens, from all directions, getting closer and farther at the same time. The sound of a town in crisis.

Billy Martinez was slumped in the corner, his mangled arm cradled against his chest, staring at the blood seeping through his fingers. In shock, but stable for now.

The children sat in a tight group on the floor, looking to her for answers she didn't have. Emma Rodriguez had her arm around little Sophia. Marcus Thompson positioned himself where he could see both the window and the door. Jake and Lucy Patterson were whispering urgently to each other—probably planning escape routes, knowing those two.

Through the window, she watched Millbrook Elementary School—the building where she'd spent twelve years protecting these children—become something out of a nightmare. Figures shambled through the hallways, silhouetted against the fluorescent lighting. Smoke was rising from somewhere in the east wing.

Whatever this was, it was spreading fast. The sirens were growing more distant, not closer. Help wasn't coming.

Maggie looked at the twenty-three faces staring up at her—kindergarteners to fifth-graders, ages five to eleven, completely dependent on her for survival. Children whose parents had trusted her to keep them safe during the most routine part of their day.

She thought about her emergency supplies—three days of water, some protein bars, a first aid kit, emergency blankets. Enough to wait out a storm or a lockdown. Not enough for whatever this was.

She thought about the town geography, every street and shortcut she'd memorized during twelve years of walking children to safety. Every building, every hiding place, every route away from the school.

She thought about her Army training—logistics, resource management, tactical planning, small unit leadership. Skills she'd never expected to use again.

Twenty-three children. One injured adult. An unknown threat spreading through her town. No communication with authorities. No rescue coming.

Margaret Chen, crossing guard, looked out at the chaos consuming Millbrook Elementary and made her first command decision.

They were getting out of here. Tonight.

"Listen up," she said, her voice calm and steady despite everything. "We're going to play a new game. It's called 'Follow the Leader,' and the most important rule is that everyone does exactly what Miss Maggie says, when she says it, without asking questions. Can everyone do that?"

Twenty-three small heads nodded solemnly.

"Good. Because we're going on a trip, and I need everyone to be very, very good at following rules."

Outside, something that used to be Principal Morrison pressed its face against the window, leaving a bloody smear on the glass as it tried to bite through the barrier.

Maggie turned her back on it and began planning their route to safety.
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Day 1 - 3:30 PM

Maggie pulled out the small notebook she always carried—the same kind of green military logbook she'd used in the Army. Habit died hard, and right now, habit might keep them alive. She needed to know exactly what resources she had, both human and material.

"Okay, everyone," she said, settling cross-legged on the concrete floor of the station. "We're going to do attendance, just like at school. When I call your name, raise your hand and tell me what grade you're in. Emma Rodriguez?"

"Here, Miss Maggie. Fourth grade." Emma's voice was steady, but Maggie noticed the girl was unconsciously checking her insulin kit, making sure it was still clipped to her backpack.

"Marcus Thompson?"

The selective mute boy raised his hand but said nothing. He never spoke during roll call, never spoke to other children, rarely spoke to adults. But his dark eyes were alert, constantly scanning the windows and door.

"Second grade," Maggie said for him, making her note. Marcus nodded once.

"Jake Patterson?"

"Third grade!" Jake's voice had that forced cheerfulness kids used when they were scared but trying not to show it. His twin sister Lucy sat pressed against his side.

"Lucy Patterson?"

"Third grade too." Lucy's voice was quieter than her brother's, but Maggie had noticed she was the more observant of the twins, the one who planned while Jake acted.

She continued down her mental list, matching faces to names, ages to capabilities. Twenty-three children total, ranging from five-year-old Sophia Kim in kindergarten to eleven-year-old Aiden Walsh in fifth grade.

Aiden was the one who worried her most from a management perspective. High-functioning autism meant he was brilliant with patterns and details, but changes in routine could trigger meltdowns. Right now, he sat rigidly in the corner, hands pressed over his ears, rocking slightly. The chaos outside had overwhelmed his sensory processing.

"Kevin Martinez," she called.

"Fourth grade." Kevin was Billy Martinez's nephew, and he kept glancing at his uncle slumped in the corner. Billy had stopped bleeding, but the bite marks on his forearm were deep, ragged tears that would need serious medical attention. If medical attention still existed.

She finished the count. Kindergarten through fifth grade, seven different teachers' classes all mixed together. Under normal circumstances, that would mean playground hierarchies, grade-level cliques, and the usual elementary school social dynamics. But these weren't normal circumstances.

"All right," Maggie said, closing her notebook. "Now I need to know what everyone brought to school today. Not just lunch—everything in your backpacks. This is important."

Emma Rodriguez immediately opened her clear backpack—the kind required for students with medical needs. "I've got my insulin kit, test strips, glucose tablets, and my emergency snacks. Plus normal school stuff—homework, pencils, my library book."

"Good girl. What about food?"

"Granola bar, apple slices, and crackers. My mom packs extra in case my blood sugar drops."

Maggie nodded, making notes. Type 1 diabetes meant Emma needed regular insulin injections and careful monitoring of her blood
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