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Chapter 1

It Begins
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Amy was shopping with Dad and Gram in Jack's General Store and More. She was eyeing the candy, pleading as only a 9-year-old girl who has her father wrapped around her little finger can plead. 

"Dad, please, pleeeeaaase can I have some Laffy Taffy?" Dad tugged playfully on Amy's ponytail, which made her giggle.

"You most certainly may not," he said, in a teasing whisper. "Unless."

"Unless?" Amy said hopefully, jumping up and down impatiently. 

"Unless you give me something valuable in return."

"Okay." Amy pounced and placed a kiss on her father's cheek. "There, I gave you something val-u-a-bul," she said proudly, her eyes sliding suggestively in the direction of the grape and lime-flavored candy dangling in front of them like priceless treasures. 

"Please?" she added.

"I don't think your mother would approve," Dad said doubtfully, rubbing his chin.

"But she's not here," Amy reminded him with a loud, conspiratorial whisper. 

Dad placed a hand affectionately at the nape of her neck as he pretended to think it over for a while. 

"Hmmm... okay, kiddo, you win."

Amy jumped up and down with glee before grabbing one grape package and one lime package. She hugged her loot tightly to her sleeveless shirt as if someone would try to take them away from her any second now. 

Gram was browsing one aisle over looking to replace the sunscreen she'd forgotten to pack. An older man was shopping with his wife a few paces away from her. The man wore a plaid shirt and jeans, and his wife had on a sky-blue blouse with a peach-summer skirt. 

At first, when Amy heard what sounded like coughing, sputtering, and choking, she was more curious than anything...

"Dad?"

Dad's eyes focused with concern. He looked over the display racks into the next aisle, seeing whatever it was that Amy couldn't see. His eyes widened in this way Amy had never ever seen before. Gram was already waving to try to get a store employee's attention.

"Sir, what are you doing? Sir!! Get off of her!" Gram was shouting now even as Dad was gesturing at Gram over the aisle shelves. 

"Diane, come on, let's get out of here!" He was turning and grabbing Amy's hand now. And now Amy was scared.

"Dad, what's –" 

Amy shrieked as glass shattered, the display case on the other side of their aisle slamming onto the floor as a man clambered over it. He wore the green T-shirt and khaki pants which all of the store clerks wore, but that was the only normal thing about him. His eyes seemed to be leaking some kind of black liquid, and his skin didn't look normal. It reminded Amy of the dark clouds she could see from her bedroom window whenever a storm rolled in. 

Dad's hand clenched around hers. The frantic man in the green shirt was making growling sounds, gnashing his teeth as he tried to clamber to his feet so that he could lunge toward them. Dad pulled her back, but just then another part of the shelving crashed inward as the store manager, a tall man with a baseball cap on, came lunging from that direction, his hand snaking out, scratching Amy's face.  

"AAAY!! Dad!" Amy lunged back instinctively and the candy fell to the floor, forgotten. Then Amy watched Dad take a hammer from the shelf which had all the tools. He swung the hammer as hard as he could, and Amy couldn't believe it. Dad was so gentle. He would never hurt someone... But there was a wild look in his eyes that Amy had never, ever seen before, and that almost scared her more than everything else. 

"Daddy!" she screamed. The store clerk had gotten up now, and he was rushing toward them, making noises in his throat that didn't sound human. 

"Amy!" Dad shouted, dropping the hammer, taking her hand and pulling her as they ran together, as fast as they possibly could, hurtling down the aisle with two sets of feet thudding furiously right behind them. They reached the end of their aisle, and Dad made them swerve right, directly for the heavy door labeled 'Bathroom'. Yanking it open with a grunt, he pulled her inside with him and shut the door just as they heard the impact of two bodies slam into the solid reinforced metal.

"Dad, what's going on? Where's Gram?" Tears were spilling down Amy's face now. Now she was terrified. This was worse than the monsters she sometimes sensed under her bed. This was worse than even her worst nightmares conjured up by her very overactive imagination. This had to be a really mean trick that the people in the store were playing on the customers, and Amy didn't think it was very funny anymore – in fact, it really never had been!

Dad was braced against the door. He slid the deadbolt into place, then flung his arm around Amy and led her to the opposite end of the bathroom. The constant thuds of bodies crashing against metal continued for some time. Dad knelt down beside her and put a finger to his mouth. When she kept crying, making little sobbing noises, he pulled her to him, hugging her tight as he cupped the back of her head. His whisper was the softest tickle in her ear.

"SSHHH, baby, we need to be so, so quiet." She wanted to be brave, like her dad, so Amy tried to be quieter. She relaxed as she felt his arms holding her, his body heat and his scent of minty aftershave somehow comforting. She tried to focus on those things and not the people who no longer looked like people bashing their heads and mangled faces against the door. 

Then the sound stopped... or it mostly did. There was a woman screaming now, though, and the sounds of many pairs of feet. More display cases and shelves were tumbling over, things breaking and shattering, followed by more screams and growls of terrible hunger. Amy looked up at Dad and tried to do her best possible whisper voice, which wasn't easy since she wasn't any good at whispering.

"Dad, what about Gram?"
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Chapter 2

Closing In
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Dad stroked Amy's hair. His eyes were unfocused, as if he was trying to think about ten things at once. Amy knew that look. It was the look he usually had when she was trying to tell him about what had happened at school that day and he wasn't really listening.

"Dad, we have to find Gram. We can't leave her!" Amy protested. Amy's voice ventured a little too high in pitch, and Dad's hand abruptly clamped over her mouth. 

"Kiddo, we need to be quiet now. I'm going to remove my hand, and I need you to whisper only, I mean really, really whisper. Can you do that for me?"

Contritely, Amy nodded. Dad slowly took his hand away, and Amy bit her lip. She promised herself she wouldn't cry again. 

"I don't want to be here anymore. I'm scared."

"I know, Amy, and I'm going to find us a way out of here, but I need you to do exactly what I say. Do you understand?"

Amy nodded.

"Now do you promise to do exactly what I say?"

Amy nodded again.

"I need to hear you say it, kiddo."

Amy wiped at the tears on her face and tried to swallow with her throat suddenly feeling like she had swallowed a napkin.

"I promise."

Dad's rugged face brightened with a kind of forced cheer.

"That's my girl. You're my brave, brave girl, aren't you?" He kissed the top of her head, then frowned as he saw the scratch on her cheek. 

"How did you get that?"

"One of the bad men scratched me," she admitted. She put her hand to her cheek and felt the thin line where his nail had raked across her face. 

"Don't move, kiddo. I'll be right back." Dad crept over to the soap dispenser, took out a tissue from his pocket and gingerly turned on the faucet just enough to moisten it. Then he emptied some of the foamy soap from the dispenser into his other hand and crept back over to the far corner where Amy was obediently waiting.

"Let me clean this for you, sweetie." Amy stood still as Dad rubbed soap along the scratch and then wiped it with a wet tissue. With the blood wiped away, it was almost impossible to tell that the scratch was even there.

"Thank you. Dad, I love you," she blurted out. 

"I love you too, kiddo, to all the stars and back." 

"Should we call Mom and see if she's okay?" Amy wondered, only remembering to whisper at the last possible second.

"That's a great idea, sweetie." He pulled out his cell and tried calling. Holding the phone to his ear, he waited, but all Amy heard was the faint sound of it ringing and ringing before going to voicemail. Dad swiped off of voicemail and typed in a long text. Finally he looked up from his phone, his distraught gaze a mirror of his daughter's. For a moment the age difference between
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