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November 8th, 2016

Paragon Research Center

1810 Hours
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Doctor Lauren Avery Matthews sat at her work desk and sighed at the stack of endless paperwork. Documents and reports would remain her sole company while working late into the evening. There were always more hours of work needing to get done than the sun had daylight to offer in a single shift at the office. It was during times like the present that she yearned to be back in the field doing what she thought was more productive and meaningful tasks. Even being cooped up in a lab and running tests alongside with documenting the findings seemed more joyful.

But, no. ...

She had accepted a supervisory position without evaluating the pros and cons as much as she should have. It wasn’t that she needed the substantial pay raise her promotion granted, but rather to have—even a few—more precious hours to spend with her husband and two year old son. The thought brought laughter to her quiet office. The very idea that she had her own little family was still unbelievable at times, but the accomplishment of being a mother and wife was more rewarding than any scientific breakthroughs she helped unearth. 

Which reminded her. ...

She had promised her husband, Davis, that she’d be home for dinner that night. Looking at her watch, she realized it might have to be a late dinner. Shaking her head, she began to put the reports she had been reviewing back into the silver filing cabinet, but a noise made her pause and look up— wide eyed.

Somebody was at the door.

Instinctively, Lauren reached for a gun that wasn’t there. She never brought the thing to her office—pesky regulations and what not—and felt defenseless without it in reach at all hours of the day. The door opened with a slow creak and to her relief, it was just one of the security personnel that entered. She let out a deep breath she didn’t realize she was holding. 

It had been a burden she bared in silence the past seven years. During her short and nightmarish stay in Numont, she had felt more confident and in control of herself all the while struggling day to day to survive the infected hordes roaming the desolate streets. It wasn’t until she and the few remaining survivors were rescued that she came to terms with the mess the entire ordeal made her emotionally. Her mind would play tricks on her day and night—mundane noise created by the settling of buildings turning into the awful sounds of Soldiers or Drones coming to devour her.

Yes, Numont would haunt her the rest of her days. Though, she always wondered whether it was the horror of surviving the outbreak that plagued her mental state, or her decision to let the larva queen—

She pushed the thought away before it could take root. She would not ever think of that again.

“Sorry to bother you, Dr. Matthews,” the security guard said, “but you have a visitor.”

“A visitor?” Lauren asked. “I don’t take visitors. What’s the meaning of this?”

“I apologize,” he went on, “but she was unrelenting. She claims she is a mutual friend of somebody you were acquainted with in a town I’ve never heard of called Numont.”

Lauren nodded in slow motion. Maybe it was important. The friends she made in Numont were the dearest people she would ever meet, but it was agreed none would remain in contact after they were evacuated—but kept updated phone numbers just in case. She certainly could never look at Sebastian in the eyes again with the lie she told him. After he risked his life with his brother, Jameson, to stop the Corpse Leech Queen. ...

But why not come themselves?

“Send them in,” Lauren said. Whoever the visitor was, it had to be some kind of emergency. Anything or anyone having to do with Numont was of the utmost importance.

The security guard brought in a young woman who appeared in her early twenties. Lauren didn’t recognize her at all from any of the faces she met in Numont—dead or alive. She had long red hair and mesmerizing green eyes. She smiled at Lauren, and while it was genuine and friendly enough, the gesture made her uneasy. Her gut told her something was wrong with the girl. Very wrong, but she couldn’t figure out what. Lauren wished more than ever she was allowed to keep her gun at work.

When the security guard left and closed the door, Lauren frowned and asked, “Who are you? Who is it you know from Numont?”

“My name is Leslie Newberry,” she answered. Everything about her seemed normal despite the nagging doubts in Lauren’s mind. Leslie could even be described as perfect, but perhaps she was too perfect. The suspicion in Lauren grew every second. “I’ve come to deliver an important message,” she said.

“In person?” Lauren asked. “Couldn’t they have called or even sent an email?”

Leslie shook her head. “Mother cannot do such things. My coming here was the only way she could deliver her message to you.”

“Your mother?” Lauren played all the Numont faces through her head again. “But I don’t recall—”

“My Mother is the one you saved, Doctor Lauren Avery,” as Leslie spoke, Lauren’s stomach started to hurt. “You showed mercy to it. You allowed it to live and gave it a home if it promised to keep your treaty.”

Lauren got goosebumps head to toe. The girl could not possibly be talking about the Corpse Leech larvae—the infant queen she let go in peace rather than causing the extinction of an entire species. She never told anybody that dark secret either. “I don’t know what you’re talking abou—”

“Please listen, Doctor Avery,” Leslie interrupted. “The Mother went to great lengths to contact you and didn’t harm a single human in the process. There is a crisis about to happen.”

“The queen sent you,” Lauren sighed, her heart filling with guilt and despair, “but how? You don’t look the least bit infected! And besides, she promised to never—”

“The Mother kept its oath to you,” Leslie interrupted again, “every word of it. I came to its territory willingly. There is much more I cannot explain right now, other than you must come to Langston at once.”

“What for?”

“The Mother needs your help,” Leslie said. “Its offspring have planned an open rebellion. They have already started to produce an army in which to wage war on mankind.”

“This isn’t good,” Lauren muttered and started to shake. What had she done?

“It’ll get worse if you don’t come,” Leslie said. “The Mother says you will know how to fight this threat.”

Lauren’s eyes began to tear. “Okay. Tell ... tell the queen I will come.”

“Thank you,” and Leslie turned and left the room.

Lauren sat there in silence at her desk, unable to. She had just agreed to enter another death trap all over again. All desire to have her handgun close-by vanished—she didn’t want to look at another one ever again. Yet, it was her fault the whole mess was instigated. Another city would be doomed because of a choice she believed to be right.

Her thoughts drifted back to the girl. She wasn’t normal—that much was obvious. Her features had an unnatural perfection to them that seemed more artificial than life-like. What had the queen done to her? There was so much to that species she didn’t understand in full and the chance to was long gone. 

This time, the species had to vanish off the face of the earth forever.
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Chapter 1: Gloomy Weather
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━━━━━━ ◦ ❖ ◦ ━━━━━━

Detective James Fletcher—Corey
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November 9th, 2016

Langston South Police Station

0715 hours
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Detective James Fletcher had never seen anything like it in his whole career. Of course, he had been a fervent patron of the news worldwide—viewing and hearing of the horrors his fellow man inflicted on one another. He had worked similar cases in other parts of the country, but Langston for the most part was peaceful and mild. It had its share of crimes—drugs, domestic and gang violence with the occasional murder. But this? It was something else altogether. A crime so disturbing and surreal it was hard to accept as reality.

His morning had originally started with the case labeled as arson. It was a building on the outskirts of town that had been abandoned for years, nothing out of the ordinary or deranged enough to lose sleep over once he received the report. The suspect didn’t even attempt to flee the scene when officers arrived, and confessed to setting the structure ablaze without an interrogation or asking for a lawyer.

It should have been a cut and dry case. 

However, that was before the flames were doused and Fletcher was able to view what was inside the charred rubble. When he entered and discovered the secrets buried in the ashes and debris, it made his stomach turn.

Twelve bodies were excavated in all. Each—it had appeared from the preliminary inspection—had a single bullet wound in their head. The bodies weren’t damaged in their entirety from the scorching flames, which to their benefit would help with identification. 

So far, none of the bodies had been identified. The adults carried no form of ID or wallets on their person, but some of the corpses were small enough to be children. The investigation was still early, but having a wrench thrown in the spinning gears wasn’t something he was enthusiastic about when running on a mere three hours of sleep. 

“Monroe, did you turn up anything on that animal?” Fletcher asked one of the female  officers sitting at a computer.

The woman shook her head. “He has no forms of ID on him, drivers license or credit cards.”

“What did the fingerprints turn up?”

“They’ve been chemically burned off his skin,” she sighed. “We have no way of tracking him in any known  systems.”

“And he still won’t talk either. ...” Fletcher cursed out loud.

The man refused to say a word. He wouldn’t make a phone call or request any legal representation either. The guy looked normal enough, but most serial killers did. He was in his late thirties, was in-shape, clean shaven, and even dressed nice. Not the typical riff-raff that committed crimes in Langston. 

The detective took a walk to where the half charred corpses were taken. He figured the ME would have found something useful by then, it had been a couple of hours and Dr. Raymond Adams worked faster than most.

Fletcher entered the basement where the exam room was relocated to a few years back due to the needs of additional space. Autopsies and other tests were run down there on a daily basis—much better than having to transport samples to another facility. Walking down there used to give him the creeps but he was used to the macabre atmosphere at the present. After all, it was impossible for the dead to come back to life.

“Dr. Adams?” Fletcher greeted him. The man had a row of bodies laid out on different tables. A few skulls had even been sawed open and the contents exposed.

“Detective,” Adams looked up to him.

“Please tell me you’ve turned up something?” Fletcher asked.

“Perhaps, but I don’t know what to make of what I’m seeing,” the doctor removed his gloves and motioned for Fletcher to follow him to a table of instruments and ... a brain. “This here, is what’s left of the brain of one of the victims. It doesn’t look right.”

“It’s burnt to a crisp,” Fletcher said jokingly, but remembered the ME didn’t have a sense of humor.

“Of course it is, but if you look at this region. ...” he pointed to a segment that had been cut apart, “there are structures in the brain that just shouldn’t be there. I’ve found the same anomaly on two different brains now.”

“Well, what does it mean?” Fletcher asked.

“You’ll find out when I do,” the doctor shook his head, “but come take a look at this as well.” He led the detective to another table of an adult not completely burned. “Do you notice the skin discoloration?”

Fletcher shrugged. The skin was a pale green, or maybe a light shade of gray. “Was that caused by the fire?”

The doctor shook his head. “Neither the flames nor heat would cause such a marking. To me, these are tell-tale signs of decomposition.”

“Décomposition?” Fletcher raised his eyebrows. “You mean to tell me this victim was dead a while before being burned?” The ME nodded his head. “Then ... why did the suspect put a bullet in their head?”

“You’re the detective, not me,” the doctor said with a wry smile. Maybe he did have a sense of humor. “I’ll need to examine the rest of the bodies, but I’ve discovered the decomposition on some other victims already. So far, I assume all of them were long dead before being put into that building.”

Fletcher sighed. If that was the case, the situation really wasn’t a homicide at all. Maybe the sick-o belonged to a cult and used corpses in rituals. Whatever his intentions were, Fletcher would need to get his computer people looking up any graveyards or morgues that had been burglarized. He intended to find out why the guy did what he did.

“Thank you,” was all Fletcher said, and left the basement.

The suspect was still in one of the interrogation rooms. With the new pieces of evidence— though still far from complete—perhaps the detective could pry out some motives from the psychopath. He could at least be charged with robbery, trespassing and arson.

Detective Fletcher walked into the room. Even with the suspect cuffed and legs chained together he had a dangerous aura to him. The man reeked of confidence as well. Fletcher could spot guilt from a mile a way, but from this man? He seemed to feel his actions were completely justified—something only a real monster would feel.  “So,” Fletcher started, “the medical examiner found something very interesting about the bodies.”

The man looked up. “He knows they were already dead before I shot them.”

“Maybe,” Fletcher said, “but some vital lab work is still pending. Regardless, you’re still a very sick man. Are you part of a satanic religious sect and used the bodies as part of a ceremony?”

The man laughed. “Way off, detective, but I’ll admit that scenario is preferable to reality. Believe or not, my actions were part of an operation to save the city of  Langston.”

Now it was Fletcher’s turn to laugh. “I’ll opt not to believe. I have no inclination as to how burning dead bodies would save Langston in any way, shape or form.” He shook his head. “Look, do you want a lawyer or something? We could call somebody from the county if you don’t have your own.” Usually perpetrators would ask unrelenting

“We don’t have the time. The only one I need to speak with is Captain Jameson Cole.”

“Captain Cole,” Fletcher ran the name through his head—it sounded familiar. That’s it! Captain Cole was in charge of another station. “And what business do you have with him?”

“I just need to speak to him,” the man said, “and when I tell him why I did what I did, he’ll understand and exonerate me.”

“I don’t know how to arrange such a meeting,” Fletcher muttered, thinking about all the phone calls he’d have to make, “but if it gets some kind of real confession out of you. ...”

“You seem like a decent man, Detective. Have you heard of Numont by any chance?” the man asked.

“Well, yeah,” the Detective said. “It was that city further down south where some kind of incident happened, right? An outbreak of some kind. The whole city was incinerated—buildings and farmland—hardly anyone survived the tragedy. Captain Cole was from there too, wasn’t he?”

The man nodded. “If I were you I’d act fast, detective. Evacuate while there’s still time—before it’s too late to act. The thing that destroyed Numont is here in Langston, growing stronger as we speak.”

“That’s impossible,” Fletcher said, but he was getting nervous now. The man was telling the truth—the truth as he believed anyway. “The sickness was killed off—that’s what the news said anyway.”

“We all thought that too,” the man said in a more serious tone.

“Just who are you anyway?” Fletcher asked.

“Get me Captain Cole, please,” the man said again, and refused to say another word.

Fletcher left the room. 

The conversation took a disturbing turn he hadn’t prepared for. Fletcher could almost always tell when he was being lied to, and that man was telling the truth. At least, he believed everything he was saying. Fletcher went and sat at an empty desk. It was time to make all the phone calls necessary and get Captain Cole over there as soon as possible—even if he was being paranoid.
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November 9th, 2016

Langston North Sewer System

0805 Hours
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Corey Madeira scratched his coarse black hair. The dark and rank sewers made him itchy every venture, it was hard to tell what disgusting thing he’d come across next. Being a sewer maintenance worker wasn’t exactly a dream job, but it was the quickest work he could find since being fired from his previous employer. In truth though, any kind of work made him itchy—be it a stuffy office job or something moist and spooky like the sewers. The job didn’t pay well either, but his own income was of little concern in the grand scheme of things.

He was a handsome man and took care of his body at the gym—paired with a strict diet. Men like him didn’t need high paying jobs to find success. His girlfriend already had a substantial income—it didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous either. Despite his lack of a solid career or education, he won her over with his good looks and charm. His character faults were obvious and numerous, but she looked the other way because of the fantastic way he treated her.

Sure, he cared about her a little, but eventually she would grow tired of his immaturity and unreliability. Then he’d find himself the mayor of “Dumped City” just like all the other times. When that happened he’d be on the lookout for his next meal ticket. That was how he operated and it had worked out fantastic thus far.

At the moment, his underpaid job required him to descend below into the abysmal sewers on a wild goose chase. His coworker, Jack Bearstan, went down hours before to clear debris that was blocking a faulty drainage grate the city had yet to replace or repair. However, he hadn’t returned and failed to respond to the radio. It was highly suspicious.

Anything could happen below Langston.

Bodies turned up here an there, or a careless worker could drown if they lost their footing at the wrong time. Jack had big mouth and a gold watch he liked to sport around—the idiot was just asking for a mugging. All it would take was for some low life to follow him down, slit his throat and slip the metal band off his cold dead wrist. Why did the boss have to send Corey to do a perilous task better left to the SWAT team or something? He didn’t like the idea that he could be sharing the sewer tunnels with a murderer, but pushed the thoughts into the back of his mind. The sooner he found Jack the better.

Corey made his way down the narrow stone walkway, his nose near-immune to the eye watering stench the place reeked of that would make a normal person go crazy. The water filled with who knew what flowed like a river, which could have been relaxing if not in a smelly, creepy cave-like passageway.

There was little light to begin with, occasionally sunlight spilling through sewer drains from street gutters. But where he was heading to had no such luxury. He flicked on his helmet light. He also pulled out and shined his mag light, no sense in taking chances. If the sewers were hiding any murderous thieves the bright yellow beams would give his presence away in a heartbeat, but it was a less grim fate than falling into the sewage and being pulled by the under current.

Maybe.

As he walked along the lesser traveled parts of the sewer ways he thought he started seeing things. The walls looked off color somehow, even in the poor lighting. Oftentimes things would start to grow on the cement walls—whether it be moss or some kinds of fungus—but what he was seeing was different.

What was covering the walls in the deep sectors he traversed was a purple substance. He almost reached out to feel it but thought better on it. Maybe an educated geek in a lab somewhere could tell what kind of organism it was, but Corey didn’t have the time or patience. The sight was making him nervous though—situations like his were how most horror movies started. It’d be nice to have a weapon but sewer maintenance workers were never issued one. The mag light would do in a pinch, it was solid as a hammer anyway.

He stopped.

Up ahead, just out of reach of the luminescence of his flashlight beam, he heard a shuffle. It was as if a shoe scraped against the concrete. The water there—he noticed—was moving so slow it was barely a trickle. “Hello?” Corey asked. “Is that you,  Jack?”

The scraping came to a stop. 

Corey, feeling stupid for not running at that point, took a few steps forward. The beam of the mag light shined on the silhouette of a human shape standing at the same height of Jack. The figure shuffled some more as it turned and let out a sickening moan. “Jack? ...” he asked, not daring to get closer. “Are you okay?” He was getting more anxious, the feeling of dread mixing with apprehension. “I’ve come to help you get back to the office.” 

The shape moaned again, then turned away and limped out of the light’s path. Was he hurt? If so, why did he lurch away without a coherent response? Things were getting too creepy. “Jack?” Corey called out again, even though his feet wanted nothing more than to take him far away from there. “Jack!” He called again, but the shuffle grew so distant it was inaudible. 

Corey decided not to follow.

The sewers in the area just weren’t right. The whole brief encounter with Jack was plain messed up and strange—definitely something he wasn’t paid enough to investigate further. No, it was something for police to handle. Corey was about to turn and run when he heard something else. A noise different than the disturbing scrapes of Jack’s shoes.

It was a quiet pattering, not quite the flapping of bat wings and too loud and uncoordinated to be that of water dripping to the concrete floor.  Corey, hand shaking, flashed the light up ahead in the tunnel. The beam reflected off what could only be dozens of pairs of eyes. Corey shouted in fear and turned to run.

In less than a minute he was back in the more familiar, sun-lit portion of the sewer labyrinth, but whatever the things were they continued to chase after him. Their tiny footsteps were gaining and their sickening squeaks getting louder. As he sprinted harder, something attached itself to his right leg, then two on his left. Tiny claws dug into his pants and shirt—piercing the skin—and made their way up his back. He would have thought his heart was pounding so hard he’d wake up from the nightmare that he was having—if he was asleep at all. 

Corey stumbled to the ground—getting unbalanced by the added weight. He flipped onto his back and stared in terror. Rats— twenty or more at least!

He picked up his light to swat them away. One set of mini razor teeth bit into his wrist and another right on his neck. He cried out in pain as if anyone would hear him. The things drew blood even with their small mouths. He had heard of rat bites described on television but none seemed as extreme as the burning pain he felt. He was bleeding and not just a little. Angry and scared all at once, he used the light as a club and started to smash the things like they were giant bugs. He only managed to kill a few before the rest went scurrying back into the shadows.

Attacked by rats! 

Corey shook his head and pulled himself up, still shaken. He shined his light at one of the rats he crushed so hard the skull collapsed on itself. Upon closer inspection, he realized how odd the rat looked. It was missing fur in several patches, some of the gray was matted in old, congealed blood. The skin looked funny too, like a grayish green color. He shook his head.

They were probably infected with some weird disease. The things bit him in at least ten spots too, he hoped he wasn’t plagued with rabies or something awful. He walked as fast as he could back to the office, leaking blood the whole way.

His manager couldn’t believe the tale—attacked by a pack of rabid rats—but the bites were proof enough. Corey earned himself a ticket to leave work early, with pay, to go to the ER and then home. Some of the bites would need stitching he was sure. His boss said he’d get a custodian to clean up the mess and he’d call the police right away. Corey hopped on a bus to his girlfriends house. She was a doctor and it was her day off—it was just as good as an ER visit with no out of pocket expenses.
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Chapter 2: The Calm Before the Storm
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━━━━━━ ◦ ❖ ◦ ━━━━━━

Gloria—Jane
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November 9th, 2016

Langston Sunset Hospital

0930 Hours

––––––––
[image: ]


Gloria Averston sat by herself in the large hospital cafeteria. Her mom had taken a fall two days prior and fractured her right hip  at the femoral neck. Currently, she was undergoing surgery to get it repaired and Gloria waited as patient as her wits allowed, for the call to say the procedure was through—and successful. She took another sip of her coffee that was—at the moment—neither too warm or too cold.

At a table a few feet away, a group of nurses—she guessed—sat around talking and laughing about who knew what. Another table further down held medical students, future doctors. Gloria envied the motivation those pursuing careers in the medical field had fueling their journey. It took much time and devotion to get the proper licensing and education needed to help save lives. 

It was something she regretted at her old age. ... The opportunities she once had in her life to chase an advanced degree were gone forever. Not that she had the time at the present anyway— even if she had the brains, stamina or money to do it. She was devoted full-time to taking care of her—more elderly than herself—mother.

Gloria wasn’t in the best of health herself either, but could still do laps around her mom— even with a bad left knee and the loss of sight in her right eye. She was on disability—unable to hold down the most menial of jobs—and was forced to take the bus everywhere she went. It wasn’t a terrible public transit system in Langston, just time consuming. Especially during week days. She figured she was at least saving money on gas and insurance, but then again she always tried thinking positive.

Her coffee was almost finished. She checked her watch and saw it would still be another forty five minutes before the estimated time lapsed for her mom’s procedure length, and she would be sent to the recovery area where she could take visitors. Gloria pulled out her smart phone to check on the news when a horrific groan startled her.

Gloria and everyone else turned their heads in unison towards the cafeteria entrance. A man staggered into the room dressed in a hospital gown, dragging an IV pole behind him. “Help me!” he shouted.

She thought she had seen the man earlier—smoking on a street corner next to a sewer manhole. Patients often had to leave the  hospital grounds when wanting a cigarette. As if by instinct, some of the nurses and med students rushed to the man’s side. “What seems to be the problem, sir?” a worried blonde woman asked. 

“My ... my stomach!” he groaned and fell to the floor.

Gloria stood to get a better look. The medical staff were discussing what steps to take while one ran to get a bed, or perhaps inform a response team. A couple of men tried to help the man up but he wouldn’t budge from the floor. He was pale now, sweating and his gut looked swollen.

“Oh no. ...” the man groaned again. His eyes went wide with terror. “Somebody ... please help!”

There was no ducking or running away from it—the horrific event happened too fast. Gloria couldn’t believe something like it was even possible, but she never doubted a thing her good eye witnessed. The man’s abdomen just ... exploded! Burst into pieces like there was a bomb inside of him.

His insides splattered over every part of the room. People, tables chairs, the ceiling. ... Gloria had a few strands of bloodied entrails on herself as well.

The world became hazy. People screamed and in a frenzied panic tried to escape through the double doors. Gloria couldn’t take her eyes off the man’s body. The force of the explosion seemed to break his bones, but it was his eyes that froze her in place—they continued their terrified stare at the ceiling.

“Mam, are you okay?” a voice asked. She couldn’t speak. The whole ordeal was so unreal her body refused to twitch a muscle. She didn’t want to budge, as if holding still would the make the situation null. “Mam,” a hand grabbed hers now, “is everything okay?”

It was a security guard, young African American man. She didn’t know how long she was in a stupor for before she responded. The cafeteria had cleared of every non-medical person except herself. Staff who witnessed the tragedy were being questioned, and others came in to tend to the corpse. The guard offered her a towel so she could clean up some, but there was no getting the stains or smell off her clothes. They’d be in her memory forever anyway.

Gloria thanked him and limped her way out of the room.

There was no way she was seeing her mom with the mess she looked like. Her apartment wasn’t far from the hospital—just a few bus stops distance. That’s what she would do! Go home, take a shower, change and come right back! Her mom wouldn’t even know she had left.

She found a restroom to at least wash her hands—sanitizer just didn’t make her skin feel hygienic enough. She leaned against the elevator walls with her soiled clothes on her way down to the parking garage. Her blouse brushed up against the door to bus number Forty-seventeen. Her pants grazed the bare arm of the bus driver and brushed against the seats along with some of the hand rails. The only thing she worried about was not offending anyone by the smell.

Almost home—she pondered the ordeal. What if that poor man had been sick with a virus or bacteria? No, illnesses didn’t make people explode. It was more than likely just some freak accident in his body—she’d do some research on the internet later on in the evening when she wasn’t feeling as rattled. 

She arrived at her home and got herself ready again so she could go back to see her mother before she was missed.
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Jane Summerland rested on the large black leather couch in the family room of their two-story home. Lately, she had been experiencing headaches that crippled her for an hour or more at a time. It was odd, as she’d never had such ailments in the past. There were the occasional headaches here and there, pregnancy migraines, but nothing as extreme as the ones at the present. Sebastian encouraged her to get it looked at by a professional, but she was stubborn when it came to doctors and anything medical related.

The headaches alone were enough to worry her husband, so it was a good thing she didn’t mention the other half of her troubles.

Accompanied with the headaches was something she could only describe as hallucinations or pain induced visions. Nightmares would be a more appropriate word, except she was awake most of the time when they happened. The more peculiar aspect about the episodes were the scenes she was spirited to that always happened in some creepy darkened area that reminded her of the sewers.

Other times when the headaches occurred in her sleep, the visions would take place in the city of Numont where she used to live. Those particular instances were repetitive.

At the University of Numont—where she used to work—she would be surrounded by what could only be described as walking corpses. When the dead surrounding her came across a normal looking human they’d attack and devour them bite by bite. A lot of times they would go out on patrol and look for people to hunt. Jane found herself encouraging and even commanding the abominable behavior. 

There was another thing besides the walking corpses. Whatever the monstrosity was, it was tall and its bone and muscle appeared to bulge so much the skin was gone. Whatever the creature was, it would always be close by to protect her from any harm.

The nightmares were nerve wrecking on multiple levels.

To the present day she remained clueless as to everything that happened in Numont during the month prior to their evacuation. There was an outbreak of some unknown disease and most of the city had perished. She was told she had been infected early on and went into a coma. By the time she recovered and regained consciousness, the army was in the middle of evacuating the survivors. Afterwards the city was bombed to the ground to incinerate any traces of the illness.

It broke her heart to learn of all her pictures, journals and other keepsakes were gone forever, however, the outbreak brought her something even more special.

She started the outbreak with three children and now had six altogether. She and Sebastian always wanted to have more kids but the right time never seemed to find itself. Randall, Hannah and Jacob tragically lost their mother to the sickness. Sebastian insisted they adopt the three of them since Randall had become family to them while struggling to survive the outbreak.

Jane wasn’t naïve and knew she could never replace their biological mother, but she loved them just as much as her biological kids. At times it slipped her mind that she didn’t give birth to them herself.

Seven years had passed by and there were less kids in the house now, and that saddened her.

Randall, Peter and Sarah had all moved out on their own, but at least Randall and Peter stayed local. Sarah had married when she was nineteen to a wonderful young man named Travis McDouglas. While she approved of him as a son-in-law she frowned upon the military career he chose. They were three states away at the moment but Jane visited as often as she could.

The two had their first baby just last year—a beautiful brown haired girl they named Lauren-Jane. While she felt too young to be a grandmother she wore the title with pride.

Randall had a job working the city as an engineer. He had always been a favorite student of hers. He’d always show up to class with a positive attitude and willingness to learn. Even though he was borderline too old for her to be his mother it always warmed her heart when he called her ‘mom’.

Peter was still in college finishing up a master’s degree in teaching. On the side he played sports semi-professionally—excelling in football.  Nobody ever seemed to be able to keep up with him while he ran with the ball and had a difficult time tackling him to the ground even when teaming up to do so.

Hannah was into her senior year of high school and Jacob was a freshman. Even Kyle—the baby of the family—was now in seventh grade! They were growing up way too fast for her liking.

She thought of Numont often. 

A lot of things about the event still failed to make sense after seven years and she had a gut feeling there was something she wasn’t being told. Sebastian wouldn’t budge with any additional information, and he and the kids told the same exact story. It was fluent, as if it was rehearsed. Kyle was the only one who seemed to believe the official story, but he didn’t recall much about the tragic ordeal either

Jane’s rational was preposterous though. There was no reason for any of them to lie about Numont! Yet, she couldn’t shrug off the sickening feeling in her gut that said they were. At least five of her children and husband. She pushed the thought out. They couldn’t have. They wouldn’t have.

Langston wasn’t a bad city, though it was three times the size of Numont. The city had two community colleges and she taught at the larger of them. Going back to work was difficult at first. She couldn’t get the images of her former students off her mind, all of them except one died from the outbreak.

Her own anxieties made her doubly worried for her own children—especially Kyle, Hannah and Jacob. The older kids had a little more years of wisdom to deal with the horrors they faced, but the aforementioned three were much younger at the time. It was difficult for her to process the terror of it all and she slept through the whole ordeal!

The front door opened and three sets of feet walked inside. It was too early for them to be home from school. ...

“Hi, mom!” Hannah’s voice called from the entryway, that was something she always did. In less then a minute all three were in the family room. 

“What’s wrong, mom?” Jacob asked. “Another headache?”

Jane nodded. “It’s okay. This one wasn’t  as bad as the last few.”

Jacob and Hannah frowned. “They’re getting more consistent,” her daughter said.

“Oh, I’m fine,” she said with a smile, “but how come you’re all out of school so early?”

“Half day,” Kyle said cheerfully, a soda in one hand.

“Was this something you’ve all told me multiple times and I forgot?” She was supposed to pick up Kyle after school.

“It was last minute,” Hannah said. “I tried calling but it seems like cell service has been in and out.”

“Thanks for picking up your brother,” Jane said, “was there an emergency or something?”

“Nobody told us anything,” Jacob said, “just that we all needed to go straight home. Our after school sports were canceled too.”

That was odd. Before she could say another word her head throbbed real bad and she fell back. Her kids ran to help and she blacked out.

Her vision returned but she was someplace else now. It was dark and the air smelled of sewage, but it didn’t bother her. Her eyes fell upon light coming from above, likely a drain. Her vision wasn’t clear either. It was hazy but good enough to make out where she was walking. 

Others beside her were making soft moans as they dragged their feet along the cement floor. Three men and a woman, all disheveled. They had blood stains on their filthy clothes as well. Their skin was the wrong color, almost like it was rotting, but none of it was out of ordinary to her.

She was hungry. The only thoughts or desires she had was to eat. There were smells wafting through the sewer air that told her food was coming from every direction, all they needed to was track it down and attack.  

Jane’s eyelids bursted opened, and she discovered she was back on the couch. Hannah had tears in her eyes. “You’re awake!” she said, looking relieved.

The headache was gone at least. “How long was I out for?”

“Ten minutes,” Kyle looked at his watch.

“I saw something again,” she said, “another vision or something of the sewers. I was with these dirty people who were either sick or wounded. I wanted to eat, and what it felt like I wanted to eat. ...” she laughed at the thought. “Was people! Strange, huh?”

“I’ll say,” Hannah muttered.

“Probably nothing,” Jacob said, though too fast.

Kyle on the other hand looked stunned. “You know, mom? I’ve had dreams like that.”

Jane sat up. “You have?”

He nodded. “I think they all took place in that city where we used to live, was Numont the name? I don’t remember much about living there, but I’ve had nightmares relating to it. Nightmares about these people who looked dead but would go around eating normal looking people.”

“Kyle,” Jane frowned, “how long has this been going on for?”

“A long time,” he answered.

“They’re just dreams though,” Hannah said.

“Exactly,” Jacob added, “nothing to worry about.”

Jane raised her eyebrows. There was something those two weren’t saying, she just knew it! She’d pull it out of them later. “Well enough morbid talk, we may as well leave early.”

“Where?” Hannah asked.

“Aunt Delilah’s house!” Jane said with a smile. “We’re having dinner there tonight.”

Kyle grimaced. “Another vegetarian meal?”

“Pizza, actually.” Now the three of them were happy to go.
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Chapter 3: The First Drops of Rain
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“Hey, Reese,” Jimmy said with a dazed smile, “could ya pass the Doritos?”

Maurice Hogan frowned at his roommate and sighed two liters of air. He stared at the three open bags of chips in front of him with contemplation. Which one to give up? With reluctance, he forfeited the bag of Cool Ranch since it had the least flavor—in his opinion. “Dude, you’re stoned again, aren’t you?”

Jimmy grabbed the chips, and smiled with a lazy nod. 

“Listen, man,” Maurice looked at him and pointed a stern finger, “I don’t want the neighbors reporting us to the cops again!”

“Relax, man,” Jimmy said and swallowed at least two cups worth of Doritos at once. “If they try’n arrest you ... just lay down! They’d have to use a cable wire and pull you out with two  trucks!” Jimmy bursted with laughter and sent flavor powder out of his mouth.

Maurice glared. 

It was true, he was obese, but having to use two trucks to haul him from the house? He was five foot six and was a whopping three hundred and fifty pounds, but he was confident a few officers were enough to drag him off to jail if need be. In fact, he was sure if it!

While he was fat, his looks weren’t a table discussion he was sensitive about—it just got annoying sometimes when the elephant in the room was pointed out, especially by his friends. He had motivation at least! He was proud to say that obesity hadn’t hindered his life or made him feel disabled. He was a mobile obese person. He had a good job as a cashier at a grocery store in the middle of town. He paid his bills and kept his house—and more importantly, himself—clean and smelling fresh. As far as the obesity went, he was responsible with it.

“You need to stop doping and take life more seriously,” he scolded Jimmy and pointed to the TV set. “Look at you—you’re a mess! Shadowrain and Alexa38 are about to sign on and we have to get that ogre warlock tonight. I need you focused!”

Jimmy looked as if he sobered up in an instant and grabbed his controller. His head set was on and microphone in place. Maurice nodded with approval. “That’s more like it, Orion92,” he said and put his own headset over his ears, “a level headed Warrior at the lead of our party is what we need most right now.”

On the screen, an Elf Wizard and Human Cleric materialized. “All right!” Maurice said into the microphone. “It’s about time you two showed up! Who’s ready to take on Slazir the Ogre Warlock?”

“Been looking forward to it all day, BigReese91,” a woman said. 

“It’s all I could think about during school!” came the voice of a kid probably still in high school.

“I’ll need to buy a Hammer of Ogre’s Blight,” Jimmy said, “it might give us an advantage. It has a thirty-percent chance to ignore armor class per successful hit.”

“Good idea, Orion92,” Alexa38 said, “I’ll get some additional potions as well. I read online that Slazir sometimes spawns with a spiked club that poisons through a magical nature. We should probably also—”

And the screen went black.

“Nuh uh. ...” Maurice shook his head. “Not cool! Jimmy! Are you sitting in the remote or something?” He looked to Jimmy—shrouded in pitch black—and realized power was out in the whole house. “Dude!” He threw the controller down in anger.

“I think the power’s out, man,” Jimmy’s voice came from the darkness.

“Maybe it’s a breaker,” but he looked out the window to see the street lamps were off as well. The breaker was worth a shot. “Dude, go to the basement and flip the circuit breaker.”

“What’s a circuit breaker?”

Maurice grumbled and pulled himself off the recliner. “Never mind, I’ll do it,” he yanked out his cell phone and used its high-beam to light the darkness and slowly stepped towards the basement door.

It was an old house he rented, which held a creepy basement he descended the stairs to reach. He went down there only in emergent situations or if he felt adventurous. Sometimes he could hear rats and smell sewage. He told the land-lady about the odor numerous times but the problem was never fixed. It was just a hassle going down there as he’d be wasting precious RPG minutes.

At the bottom step his phone light failed to penetrate the darkness as adequate as he’d like, but he had no choice but to venture on through the black. He took a step, but froze when he heard a noise. Something metal crashed to the cement floor and another something scurried away. Several somethings from the sound. In the light ran something the shape of a rat, but the color was wrong. The rats he’d seen in the past had gray or brown fur, but the one that fled his phone light was missing fur and had a slight green pigment to its flesh. Maybe a trick of the light?

He yelled and almost dropped the phone when one brushed passed his legs. Then more ran passed him up on their way up the stairs—he was grossed out by the things so close to him! Not too grossed out to dive into the the Doritos when he hiked back up to the living room though.

He shook his head and made his way to the circuit breaker. He was no electrician, but something funny was happening There was a green, slimy looking handprint smudged on the metal casing, and some more on the switch itself—which had been flipped down. Somebody, or something, had intentionally cut the power to his house! Was it somebody from an opposing guild? It was a ridiculous thought, but sometimes MMORPG players went to extreme lengths to be the best.

Shaking his head, he placed a hand on the switch when he stopped. There was breathing from somewhere in the basement. It wasn’t the normal kind of breathing, but more like a soft moan mixed with a raspy wheeze. Fear ran through his large body and he flipped the switch fast, and to his delightful astonishment, the lights returned and he scanned the basement as fast as his eyes would move. 

Nothing in sight. Yet, there was a shadowy corner in the very back where the breathing came from. 

Maurice never went to that corner.

The land-lady warned before he signed the lease that the duplexes were connected to an old underground sewage system and stated she would not be held responsible legally for any harm that came if he chose to enter. He’d seen enough scary movies to know that old sewers were always filled with some sort of monster or alien life forms. He ignored the breathing sounds and as fast as he could—went upstairs.

Halfway up he heard Jimmy scream. Maurice smiled. The pack of rats must have ran by his feet and spooked him with their course and greasy fur. He took a few more steps and Jimmy’s scream turned from comical to painful. Concerned now, he quickened his pace.

“Dude!” Maurice stared in disbelief. The rats had swarmed Jimmy, their sharp
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